Chapter 6: Imagining Global Futures, page 21

Imagining Global Futures in China: The Child as a Sign of Value
Ann Anagnost(
In 1992, a group of Chinese teens left their homes in the city for an international camping expedition to Mongolia. There they met up with a group of young people from Japan with whom they would march to a remote location and set up a campsite. The Chinese youths, according to published accounts of the trip, lacked both the physical and psychological stamina to meet the challenge of survival in the wild. Even their backpacks and other gear began to come apart at the seams, as if the inferior quality of Chinese mass-produced consumer goods somehow indexed the lower quality, not just of Chinese youth, but of the Chinese people as a whole. This event became something of a cause célèbre, arousing national alarm that Chinese children lacked the qualities that would enable them to compete successfully on a global stage. A newspaper editorial queried: “Are Our Children a Match for Japanese Children?”
 The word for match (duishou) is noteworthy here. The Chinese word encompasses both the sense of being a matching counterpart (a mirror image of the other) and an adversary (lit. the opposing hand) in a competition.

This incident triggered the practice of incorporating outdoor survival skills into the school curriculum as shown by a news documentary on Shanghai television that I viewed in the fall of 1999. Children from an urban middle school were seen happily shouldering their backpacks and hiking to a public park where they set up camp and prepared a meal for themselves over an open fire. The scene might have recalled the mass mobilizations of their parents’ generation for the project of socialist development during the 1960s.
 However, the scene was closer in spirit to the international scouting movement in its focus on building individual character. The erasure of the previous generation’s historical experience was not accidental. Rather, the subject that this outdoor pedagogy was supposed to produce was quite different. What was now desired was a subject that embodies a rugged self-sufficiency in the struggle for competitive advantage rather than selfless socialist citizens willing to sacrifice their youth for the nation. 

In this shift, we see an anxiety about national futures in relation to children. This relationship is not new but is one that has figured importantly in national modernity projects in East Asia. The child represents an opening to the future through which national culture can be remade. However, the specific ways in which this idea has taken form in the context of China’s economic reforms must also be understood in a global frame. The shift to a market economy has transformed the stakes in the game of life, in which the individual, increasingly responsible for his or her own profits and losses, is more and more conscious of the cusp between success and failure. This anxiety is translated by parents into the project of ensuring that their only child will be prepared to deal with the heightened competition of a future in which both economic opportunity and peril loom equally large. In this chapter, I explore the ways in which adult anxieties about children are central to the larger issue of how globalization is affecting national and personal futures. 

The Child as a Sign of Value
Since the 1980s, the Chinese state has implemented a stringent policy of population reduction through the one-child family policy, although this ideal has been more successfully achieved in urban areas due to the more effective application of sanctions for over-quota births. This policy is intimately linked with the changing value of bodies in a neoliberalizing economy. Alongside this concern with reducing population size, the state has also encouraged urban parents to improve the “quality” (suzhi) of their child through scientific methods of “superior nurture” (yousheng youyu). The Chinese phrase, often mistranslated into English as “eugenics,” does not refer to a politics of racial purity but rather to a set of practices directed toward extracting to the fullest the “latent potential” of the child. Even in cases where the “natural endowment” of the child may be quite ordinary, a “surplus value” can be produced through optimizing what nature has provided. One form of potentiality is represented by early childhood. Parents begin their educational efforts during their child’s infancy, and in some cases, even prior to birth, to ensure that the child will have a competitive edge in exam success. Educational toys, nutritional supplements, private tutors, extra-curricular classes, and after-school enrichment activities are new forms of investment in the child. The development of the child through an intensification of maternal labor and the multiplication of educational inputs promises to ensure family futures, while also contributing to the transcendence of the nation from a state of backwardness to one of global mastery. 

The movement from a socialist planned economy to a market economy has formed this linkage between private domestic consumption and national development. The dismantling of the socialist state has meant massive layoffs of state sector workers, resulting in the loss of long-term job security, old-age pensions, health care, subsidized housing, and schooling for large sectors of China’s urban populations. Peasant agriculture has also been devastated by structural factors that render it unprofitable, unleashing a flow of peasant laborers from the poorer provinces to the more economically advanced areas. Both of these changes have opened up a widening chasm between wealth and poverty in China’s new economy. Educated urban subjects are now taking up the state’s notion of population quality to define their position within the new social order using a language that refuses all references to “class” and the classic categories of Marxism. 

Among the rising urban middle-class, the poorer “quality” of the rural migrant becomes the “other” against which one’s child’s “superior” quality can be measured. At the same time, the desired future for one’s child is increasingly imagined on a global scale, in which education abroad figures importantly. This has led to an intensification of the emphasis on academic success, the ultimate goal of which is to pass the college-entrance examination and ideally to go for graduate study abroad.

The Chinese government reinstated the nation-wide college admissions exam in 1978, following a ten-year hiatus during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Many of the urban youth who came of age during this earlier period were among the sent-down youth (zhiqing)
 who went to the countryside to “learn from the peasants” and help build socialism in rural areas. Some went enthusiastically, caught up in the Maoist vision of rapid modernization through mass collective endeavor; others were less willing. Repatriated to the cities in the 1980s, the zhiqing generation found that the experience they gained in the countryside had no value in the competitive new world of a market economy. Perhaps the most valuable quality they acquired was what they refer to as “tempering” (duanlian), an ability to endure hardship and to “eat bitterness” (chi ku) through hard physical labor. 

Deprived of opportunities for a university education, parents of the sent-down generation were determined to make up for lost time through their children. This play of temporality resembles the strategies of the ill-fated Great Leap Forward in 1958, when the entire society was regimented around massive mobilizations for socialist development, resulting in three years of widespread famine. This desire to “speed up” time in a global race for development appears, in the 1990s, to have imploded into the private domain of the family. In both movements we see the drive to develop intensively the material at hand (uphill terracing for grain cultivation during the GLF and early childhood education in the 1990s), but with increasingly marginal returns. As we shall see, this intensification of childhood education produces its own narratives of catastrophic failure.

As the pressure for preparing children for the university entrance exams has intensified, parents and others began to worry that the dependence on rote learning designed to produce exam success would mean that their children would be unable to apply what they have learned in school. Training a child to be capable of standing up to the physical challenge of survival, as dramatized by the expedition in Mongolia, speaks to larger anxieties about what post-Maoist educational practices have wrought—a child who has been groomed for exam success, but who does not know how to take care of him or herself, how to respond with flexibility and creativity to new situations, or how to act independently. These anxieties about the child must, therefore, be located in a transnational network of gazes of competitive childhoods. 

Human Capital Formation in a Global Frame

As suggested in the previous chapter, the ways in which children have figured into national modernity projects in the past resonate powerfully with those of the late 20th century. Both moments saw the valorization of the “modern family” as a privatized space for the production of value in the child at a time when China was becoming integrated into a global economy, although on vastly different terms. China is no longer a semi-colony but possesses a strong government that can strategically engage with global forces in its plans to develop the national economy. The current era of economic reform has also seen a similar cultural obsession with the contradictory potentialities of the child that juxtaposes the notion of unleashing the child’s “natural” creativity against the specter of indiscipline and chaos. Anxieties about the failures of parenting haunt the social realm, not just in terms of the children who fail to make the grade (what Nickola Pazderic [2004:197], writing in the context of Taiwan, has called, “success’s requisite failures”), but also in terms of a generation of “little emperors” (xiao huangdi) whose self-centeredness may not be easy to harness for collective social goals. However, another figure that haunts parental hopes is the child who cannot “face society” (mianbudui shehui) due to his or her exhaustive regimentation between school and family, leading to tragic stories of incapacitating mental distress and even suicide.
 Hence, the child’s capacity to yield a latent potential presents to the parents (and the nation) a limit point in this strategy of human capital formation.

Although many parents express ambitions for their child to become a member of a global superclass, such as those who strive for college admissions at prestigious ‘brand-name universities” (mingpai daxue) abroad, the desire for many others is much more modest. If one were to ask, as I did innumerable times, what parents most hoped for their child, the most common answer would be: “I hope that my child will be a person who can be useful to society.” At first, I thought that they were referring to socialist models of citizenship, but I discovered that they were really saying something quite different! Given the uncertainties of a global economic system, they wanted to prepare their children to meet the challenge of the constantly changing demands of the market. A father who must be included in my sample of “disappointed parents” (his son seemed more interested in becoming a rock musician than a scholar—a very different route to achieving globality) confided to me that not everyone aspires for their child to be admitted to Harvard. “What parents want is very simple,” he said. “It is merely to make sure that their child will be deemed employable for the extent of their working lives.” However, even this modest goal seems to be caught up in an either-or proposition, in which no sector of employment seems to be left without a certain sense of risk and expendability in a global labor regime.

Therefore, in this desire to be “useful to society,” we see a displacement of the social by the economic, in which the national body itself—what embodies the very life and vitality of the nation—is translated from an organic conception of the “people-nation” to a more abstract totality of “the national economy.”
. In this context, a very different calculus of one’s life chances emerges in which some bodies have more value than others and in which some must be sacrificed.
 The cusp of success and failure divides those who can win a measure of job security from those whose livelihood will always be in a state of peril. The project then becomes one of building as much quality as one can into the child to ensure his or her competitiveness in a radically transformed horizon of opportunities and risks. The rapid rise of a conspicuously wealthy entrepreneurial class plays against the massive layoffs of state sector workers and the devaluation of rural life. The dilemma for the parent is to do everything they can to ensure that their child does not fall into the category of “redundant labor.”

The Agency of the Mother

In this new logic of value creation, the family becomes a space for the production of affective value that nonetheless lies outside the logic of market relations insofar as it rests on the unpaid labor of mothering. New notions of women’s role as parents are necessary to the creation of certain kinds of value, even as they lie in tension with competing notions of self-development and personal freedom that circulate powerfully as modern “techniques of the self.” This tension marks what Lisa Rofel (1999) calls “the fissuring” of China’s modernity project: The nation’s natural progression to modernity is seen as blocked by the problem of unequal development. This is true not just in economic terms, but in the production of modern civilized citizen-subjects that issue from certain family arrangements. The history of Chinese feminism is complexly related to new rhetorical practices of women’s self-development (ziwo fazhan) that also define the neoliberal subject in the 1990s.
 The emergence of the female professional has outpaced what is construed as a historical lag in the evolution of the family. In 1990s China, some intellectuals have cautioned that feminism has come too soon to China. Women’s labor as mothers must be harnessed for developing modern citizens for the nation and its task of meeting the challenge of globalization. Then and only then, can China become truly modern and women can be free to pursue their own career goals.
As a result, the mother has become a figure that must be “(re)discovered” (faxian muqin)
 in the reorganization of gendered subjectivities. Maternal labor is a necessary supplement to overcome the delays of history. This recent prescription for such a role for women is not the first time it has been articulated by intellectuals as a societal concern. Over a hundred years ago, social reformer Liang Qichao had advocated education so that they would become superior mothers and thereby raise the condition of the race as a whole. 

Why then is it that the mother has now become a figure that must be “discovered” anew? This question can only be understood by retracing the history of how “maternal love” (mu ai) came under attack during the Cultural Revolution as a concept of bourgeois educational philosophy. Mother love was seen as a form of selfish love antagonistic to the cultivation of love for the proletariat. This critique also took place in the arena of education. The image of the teacher as a “gardener” who nurtures the natural development of the child through love had been supplanted by the image of the teacher as an “engineer of the soul” (linghun de gongchengshi) whose task was to develop and strengthen the child’s political thought and class viewpoint.
 This position was in line with the class politics of the time, in which children were expected to draw a firm class line between themselves and class enemies, even if their own parents were among the latter. If the critique of mother love was under Maoism an indictment of the private intimacy of the family, than its resurrection in the 1990s is a move to revalorize this domain of family life. 

This shift is also tied to the emergence of a new middle class in 1990s China. The state project to “grow the economy” by unleashing market forces is also linked to “growing a middle class” as a goal of government. The expansion of a middle class, which is statistically still small (somewhere between 2 and 4 percent of the total population), is the desire not just of those who aspire to that status but also of state planners. Chinese sociologists describe Chinese society as possessing a pyramidal structure (jinzi ta), a dangerously unstable configuration when compared to the desired “olive-shaped” society (ganlanxing) that is fat in the middle and pointed at the two extremes. The formation of a large middle class would add ballast to a society undergoing increasing economic polarization between the haves and have nots.
 However, this divide is masked to some extent by a discursive shift from Maoist categories of “class” (jieji) to a new language of “social strata” (shehui jieceng) in which individuals aspire to clamber up the social ladder through their personal investment in their own embodied human capital. The realm of private life is an important arena in 1990s China for the creation of new forms of body capital (e.g., consumer taste and class distinction). Therefore, it should not be surprising that alongside this strategy of capital accumulation, we find also a reorganization of the affective life of the family.

In 1990s China, the officially sanctioned household is the “three-mouth family” (sankou jiating) of two parents, one child. Current discourses on the family should, therefore, be understood as a radical revisioning of family life as a place where value is created. This reformulation is suggested by the title of a textbook, Jiajiao de geming (A revolution in family education), written for use in parenting schools (jiazhang xuexiao), an institution that links the discipline of the school with that of the family. The idea of “revolution” (geming), which dominated the Maoist years as a program of radical social change that in some senses devalued the family, is now imploded inward into familial space. In much of the child-rearing literature that has proliferated throughout the 1990s, the idea of “family education” (jiating jiaoyu) is produced in a closely articulated division of labor with the school (xuexiao jiaoyu) and with society (shehui jiaoyu). The family becomes the primary “stage” (wutai) for educating the child. 

But it is not the child alone that is the target of this pedagogy. Through the discourse and practice of “family education,” the family becomes open to the penetration of a new organization of governmentality intent on the project of producing private life. In the midst of this new economy of power, the subject position of “parent” (fumu) or “family head” (jiazhang) has become central to the transformation of political reason in reform-era China. These changes are particularly visible in the gendering of parental roles. The mother is charged with the responsibility for early childhood education to give her child a head start in schooling. Time spent with her child becomes a time that can realize the potentiality for value in the child. The mother’s daily interactions with the child address the child’s cognitive development. Salons (shalong) in urban areas, in which women gather in coffee houses or private homes to discuss the challenges they face in raising their only child, set up new models for maternal citizenship. Not only is the mother expected to spend time with her child, engaging in activities that will promote his or her cognitive development in the form of educative play. She also should seek out resources increasingly available for purchase: parenting magazines and other forms of expert knowledge. 

Whereas the mother is in charge of the child’s domestic education, the father must take charge of the child’s introduction to the larger social world and to encourage his/her independence. And yet parents that I talked to repeatedly insisted that this distinction between the formulaic “stern father, loving mother” (yanfu cimu) constantly broke down.  Often, the mother would take on the disciplinary role, especially in reference to schooling as the father was absent due to the demands of career and the male-centric after-hours sociality that is becoming increasingly demanded of white-collar workers. The father is charged with the responsibility for exercising the law so that the child learns the behavior necessary for a smooth insertion into the disciplinary structures of a wider social world. It is the father who sets high expectations for the child and who guides the child’s behavior with praise and supportive criticism in contrast to the mother’s unconditional love. 

If the father’s role is to wean the child away from overdependence on the mother, nonetheless, this concern about the child’s ability to take care of itself recurs in discussions about the putative deficiencies of the Chinese child. This anxiety stems from the apparent inability of Chinese children to apply what they have learned. According to my informants and in educational literature, this failure is due to the overvaluing of test scores in competition for college admissions, resulting in a dearth of practical knowledge. All of these concerns are forming a new discourse of educational reform known as suzhi jiaoyu (“quality education”) defined in opposition to an education that is primarily focused on test results. The discursive deployment of suzhi (“quality”) is important to note here, although the oft-preferred translation as “all-round education” is meant to suggest a more balanced curriculum that values hands-on experiential learning over rote memorization of facts. 

A parallel anxiety over the child’s apparent inability to “face society” (miandui shehui) also suggests that parenting has become identified as a site of crisis. The child, incarcerated by the heightened demands for exam success, becomes a figure of stunted social development, severely incapacitated in developing social relations and fearful (danzi xiao, lit. small of kidney) of having to go out into the world. I heard numerous examples of how this social phobia has led to nervous breakdowns or even suicide. Concern for the child’s fragility has expanded the discourse on the child’s quality to the realm of “psychological quality” (xinli suzhi). This image of the damaged psyche calls forth the emergence of what Donzelot calls the “psy”—forces that encircle the middle-class family threatened by the scent of catastrophic failure. As Donzelot suggested for the history of childhood in Europe, the rising Chinese middle class can also no longer afford itself the luxury of allowing its children to fail (1997:225). I was struck by the example of one young man I interviewed who had set himself up as an adolescent psychologist, his consulting room a little islet of civility in a neighborhood he refers to as the pinminku (this is how Chinese translations of Marx’s Das Kapital rendered “ghettoes of the poor” in a spectral return of the Maoist past). There he awaits a middle class that has not yet quite emerged to pay his 40 yuan (about US$5) per hour fee!

The Commodification of Childhood

The emphasis on the latent potential of the child was echoed widely in the rapidly expanding consumer economy of the early 1990s, which began to offer an ever-expanding variety of goods and services devoted to the project of developing the bodily quality and the intellectual capacities of the very young. 
 These new patterns of consumption are part of the expansion of “technologies of the self” that have proliferated in the new economy of the 1990s. While consumption is certainly tied to the production of new forms of social distinction, it is also very much connected to ideas of “self-development” (ziwo fazhan) as well as to models of “self care” in an era of shrinking health care benefits. These health concerns become folded into the proliferation of new products designed especially for children. Concerns about environmental pollution, exacerbated by the degradation of air and water quality in the free-wheeling entrepreneurial culture of the 1990s also played into consumer desire for healthful tonics and organically produced foods (lüse shipin). Concerns about the environment, which have a potential for mobilizing wider political mobilizations, are thus privatized in the production of new forms of commodities for those who can afford them. 


In this context, the bodily quality of the child becomes expressed through very material concerns about height and the development of cognitive functioning. Sometimes these concerns take on a fetish quality. Before his death in 1989, Hu Yaobang, a member of the central party leadership, was an advocate for chocolate and dairy products as contributing to the physical quality of children’s bodies. In the early 1990s, I remember seeing potato chip packaging claiming that its contents can “open up” (kai zhili) childhood intelligence. 
 One must note the preponderance of highly processed cereals and snack foods in this category of “children’s food” (ertong shipin). All of these foods are associated with Western consumption practices so that a metonymic logic seems at work here, a form of contagious magic in which consuming the food of the other can effect a transubstantiation. My son’s Chinese caretaker, a retired children’s nurse, became convinced that the oatmeal I served my children every morning was an important causal factor in their “superior” bodily quality, converting her into an avid propagandist for the virtues of this humble commodity which was being newly repackaged as a “children’s food” (ertong liangshi). 

In this new regime of child rearing, the parent becomes the manager of the child’s development and the child becomes a site of both capital and emotional investment. The malleability of the child’s body and its responsiveness to capital inputs enhances its quality. Educational commodities proliferate in the face of this consumer demand in the form of privatized schooling and educational toys that promise to enhance the child’s development. 
 An example of the latter are toys that require manual dexterity and cognitive awareness in the assembly of complex tiny parts (pincha wanju), such as in the case of Lego-like building systems and jig-saw puzzles. Special shops catering to the needs of the very young have become a highly visible presence in most city centers and even in neighborhood markets.

This commercial opportunism links the official project of the Chinese party-state to improve the bodily and mental “quality” (suzhi) of the population with family strategies to ensure that their blocked reproductive potential results in a single “high-quality” child. The child’s singularity intensifies this investment as a site where anxieties about an uncertain future can be allayed through an active intervention. The subjectivity of the “modern parent” is solicited on all sides by the market, the media, and the proliferation of expert knowledge about childhood development. Parents are incited to be actively involved in their child’s education from even before birth. This interest in educating the child in utero explains perhaps a modern reworking of the older practice of “fetal education” (taijiao), in which the fetus is imagined as already receptive to commodified inputs scientifically applied.
 Here we see how this project is invested with a temporal urgency. This obsession with early childhood education is by no means limited to China. It is a newly intensified concern in North America where interest in the latent potentiality of early childhood cognitive development articulates with the withdrawal of the state from its responsibilities for public education. Early education becomes a central focus in the context as addressing a time in the child’s development that will yield the most profit. If a window of opportunity in early childhood is passed, later educational interventions might no longer be considered “cost effective.” Educational spending can target just those moments when they can produce the most bang for the buck—an interesting refraction of the “just-in-time” production logics of flexible accumulation. 

The loss of time signifies a loss in the full development of the child’s potentiality that threatens to put him or her at a disadvantage. The implication is that the child’s “normal” developmental progression can be sped up by early intervention. Many parents hope that commodities promising to produce developmental precocity will give their child an edge in the competition to get into preschool. The managerialization of childhood entails an obsessive commodity fetishism that makes the child’s education an investment (jiaoyu touzi). It also requires the intensification of time as a continuously productive time. Time itself is an investment of value in the child’s body as a time “completed” (Foucault 1979:156).
 The accumulation of completed time is measured in the embodied capacities of the child. Colorfully illustrated workbooks offer IQ tests (as a kind of “play”) to measure the intellectual development of the child according to their age are very revealing of the high expectations against which the child’s accomplishment is being measured, not against a “norm” but in terms of how effective the parents have been in extracting a “surplus” from the fund of latent potential.
 Once again, I cannot help but ironically draw attention to this Great Leap Forward mentality that, like its earlier counterpart insists on exploiting a logic of increasingly marginal utility through additional inputs of (here maternal) labor. 

For parents of the Cultural Revolution generation, this emphasis on early childhood education is an opportunity to regain the time lost from their own educational histories. Much could be said on the experience of temporality under socialism and its reform. The sense of “lost” time is also a sense of things being in a state of stasis for which it is now time to play the game of “catch up.” The expanded responsibility of parents thereby becomes a way to fill in a gap that they locate as indelibly as part of themselves. At the same time, however, parents of a certain age are often nostalgic about the “tempering” they acquired from their experience in Maoist mobilizations that they feel continues to mark their bodies and their character with strengths and virtues they find themselves unable to replicate in their children. This quality of “tempering” suggests a ghostly presence of a different kind of collective national project, but one that has, in a sense, become privatized as an element of biography through which the subject narrates a bildung of survival in the political chaos of the past. 

In the demolition of the socialist project, that which once had value has now been evacuated of it. The tempering this generation of parents had acquired through a tumultuous and now negated past also has a value in the present. Moreover, it is a value that a new generation of urban youth, growing up in the relative economic ease and political stability of the 1980s and 1990s, do not have. Tempering is what the generation of sent-down youth of the Maoist period received in place of schooling. It both marks a place of lack (of proper educational credentials) and supplementation (it is what allows them to confront with fortitude the new harsh realities of underemployment and economic uncertainty).
 For their only child, education becomes the supplement for what they lack, but at the cost of a certain psychological fragility, an inability to face the challenges of a new competitive terrain. For a slightly younger cohort of parents who were young children during the Cultural Revolution, this period offers yet another object of nostalgia of a care-free childhood in a permanent holiday from school. It is this image of a “happy childhood” (tongkuai de tongnian) that often crops up in their desires for their children. This return to childhood as a utopic space of innocence and play is suggestive of what we might want to retrieve from romantic constructions of the child. In this context, the idea of happy childhood represents an imaginary space outside of the demands of neoliberal subjecthood and the competitive struggle for survival.

The Child in Crisis

The child is thus to be pitied. Childhood is in danger of becoming a time of ceaseless labor and struggle in a way that fails to respect the inherent nature of the child and his or her need for movement and play. Hence something “of value” is perceived to be lost. This “something” is not always easy to define and yet it too is not immune from being folded into a calculus of the child’s embodied “capital.” It is something that registers as missing from the dispirited body of the child forced to labor too long, a loss of a certain quality of inquisitiveness, an ability to interact creatively with the opportunities at hand, to face the world bravely, to be in command of the situation. In other words, the regimentation of childhood ultimately fails to produce a fully modern subject, one who is independent, self-confident, and fearless in confronting new situations. 

One working class mother expressed these concerns in terms of her daughter’s timidity and her attempts to address it by seeking out a prominent elocution teacher. This educational input is one that she can barely afford, but she felt it was essential to her child’s psychological well being. She was bitter about the pressure that the educational system put on her daughter, but also attributed her lack of confidence to her being somewhat overweight and subject to teasing. Elocution classes (langsong) are offered by after-school enrichment programs and are tuition-based. The focus of these classes is to teach the child to speak well. In the particularly egregious cases of the overregimented child, I had noted a tendency in some to speak in a plaintive tone that interfered with clear speech. But these classes teach more than just proper enunciation of the national dialect (putong hua), they also invest the body with a stage presence. They pose the body and teach the child a language of bodily gestures borrowed from Chinese theatrical traditions. Children who excel in these skills enter into local competitions and may even compete at the provincial and national levels. 

The content of the langsong presentation is also of interest in that they exemplify a technique of “values education” (deyu).
 Topics may range from the somewhat worn themes of party ideology to more contemporary themes. One young friend performed for me a eulogy of Zhou Enlai’s threadbare and tattered blanket that evokes his travails before the party came to power, exemplifying the values of frugality, endurance, and political rectitude.
 A langsong teacher in her mid-60s, who is quite celebrated in Nanjing, performed a declamation of her own composition on the perils of eating too much chocolate while taking on the embodied persona of a young girl.

This latter performance presented to the viewer a somewhat startling substitution of bodies in the sense of scripting for the child what the adult imagines that he or she should be. The child receives the lesson from the recitation of the langsong teacher and then learns to internalize it in her own recitation in which she occupies the subjective position of the “I” as one who must learn to resist the temptations of the tantalizing and increasingly ubiquitous presence of the edible commodity. The topic engages with the problem of overconsumption, presumably leading to overweight children, a growing problem among a new generation of urban kids who have never known the hunger pangs of food in short supply. Hence, my friend’s conviction that this sort of class would help her daughter seemed to be working at more than one level. However, my observation of another langsong class in which the teacher ran from child to child physically adjusting their posture and moving them through their gestures, muttering denigrating comments all the while about their eating too much candy, caused me to question how effective the experience could be in boosting the children’s confidence in their presentation of self. 

This concern for overweight children is one that is often expressed. The immobilization of the child employed in the sedentary labor of schoolwork, their lack of sibling playmates, their increasing isolation in the new urban apartment blocks where their access to outside playspaces are impeded by time (too busy), security concerns (a fear of child-napping), and distance (high-rise dwelling) are often blamed for their inactivity, not to mention the substitute sociality of television viewing and instant messaging and the ready availability of snack and franchise foods. The overweight child marks the failure of intensified child nurture in producing the trim bodies required by neoliberal subjecthood and hence leading to more consumption of weight-loss products, weight reduction programs in summer camps, exercise classes, and all the rest.

The problems of timidity, the inability to present oneself with confidence, the tendency to weight gain all threaten a transubstantiation of the body that is counter to the new ideal. In the new bodily aesthetic, height as well as slimness is valued, as evidenced by the commercial promotion of calcium supplements on television. Exceptionally tall children are shown next to considerably shorter parents to demonstrate the efficacy of these supplements to overcome heredity or, perhaps more accurately, a past family history of inadequate nutrition. A number of urban parents I interviewed came originally from the countryside, recounting childhoods of poverty and famine, the death of siblings from malnutrition and disease, especially during the three-year period that followed on the heels of the disastrous production policies of the Great Leap Forward in 1958. Short stature is often attributed to a peasant diet and inadequate nutrition. Therefore, greater height demonstrates the bodily register of a flight from rurality, a body that has been radically reshaped by modern regimes of nurture. Through the magic of televisuality, the viewer is magically carried into the organic processes of cell biology in a graphic demonstration of the calcium supplement’s superior ability to be absorbed by the body. 
 And if the window of opportunity is missed for lengthening the bones during the child’s growth and development, bone-lengthening surgery is available for those aspiring to greater height.

Competitive Childhoods

In Precious Children (KCTS 1999), a television documentary that follows a group of early childhood educators from the Seattle area on a tour of China’s new elite schools, we see scene after scene of very young children performing for the foreign guests: exhibitions of musical virtuosity, competitive ballroom dancing, and demonstrations of calligraphy and Chinese painting skills. While the American teachers applaud what they see as evidence that the arts are better supported in Chinese schools, they are also not unaware that the educational “show” that is displayed to them is available to only a very small proportion of Chinese children in primarily urban areas. If they had doubts about China’s birth policy prior to their visit, their experience of travel in China, as circumscribed and staged as it was, seems to have pushed them into a state of conviction about the need they (the Chinese people) have to keep their population in check. Here we see a complex exchange between quantity and quality at work, revealing the way in which neoliberal logics are transforming their own thinking. We see this again when we hear them decry what they see as the overregimentation of childhood for this elite strata of Chinese students, while at the same time, manifesting a sense of growing insecurity about their own teaching practice in their query as to whether schools in the United States set high enough goals for children. In this articulation of doubt, we see mirrored an anxiety about larger concerns of the continuing competitiveness of the United States in a globalizing world. Embedded in this anxiety is a questioning of the boundary between public and private in which education is becoming increasingly commodified, creating new inequalities in access to resources that can guarantee success in the new world order. If arts in the schools are increasingly seen as an expendable frill, if a return to basics means stripping the schools down to producing a basic standard measured by way of test scores, if test scores become a measure of “accountability” that restructures schooling according to market models of efficiency, then that which exceeds the logic of this calculation becomes transformed into commodified access to “quality” education, a commodification, moreover, which is proceeding as rapidly if not more so in China, as it is in the United States.
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Notes


� The author of Huangjin jiajiao (Lin 1999:319) refers to this essay, “Woman de haizi shi Riben ren de duishou ma?” (Are Our Children a match for Japanese?), which appeared in a Guangzhou periodical Huangjin shidai (The Golden Age). 


� See Selzer (1992) for an account of how scouting fits into nationalist models of human engineering in liberal democracies. The organization of youth in socialist regimes has a parallel history in which similar sorts of goals were pursued (character building, physical development, citizenship training, and patriotic feeling) but in a socialist frame of collectivist values.


� Zhiqing is an abbreviation of zhishi qingnian (intellectual youth), referring to those youth, mostly from urban areas, who had received secondary education and above. The premise of the rustication policy was to relocate urban youth to the rural areas because of the lack of jobs for them in the city. In the countryside, they would take up positions as teachers in rural schools, while participating in agricultural work as a way of reducing the burden of their upkeep on peasant communities. Presumably, their education there was one of grappling with brute necessity, endurance, and hard physical labor—the antithesis of the intellectual labor of formal schooling that had once conferred class privilege.


� For parallels in Japan, see Lock 1990 and Field 1995.


� See Mitchell 2002 for a discussion of “the national economy” as an enframing device for a new logic of governance emerging after World War II and how this has not disappeared but become increasingly salient with globalization.


� In 1990s China, this sacrifice takes the form of massive layoffs of state sector workers in the cities and the increasing impoverishment of agricultural in the rural areas. Both are the result of the transfer of collectively owned assets into entrepreneurial capital for a few. Industrial accidents mostly borne by the bodies of migrant laborers is another form of sacrifice in a system which views them as a disposable resource in the calculus of capital accumulation and in which access to affordable health care is shrinking.


� See Barlow (1994) for a discussion of the twisting course of feminist politics in modern China.


� Faxian muqin (Discovering Mother) is in fact the title of an excessively long-winded two-volume rumination on the necessity of reinvesting motherhood with value for China’s modernity project. Wang Donghua, the author of this work, has toured China’s major cities since its publication giving workshops on “maternal education” (mujiao). He has become somewhat of an entrepreneur, demonstrating the commodity value of this discourse. See Barlow (2001) on how this argument plays out among China’s feminist scholars.


� See Jin 2000:306-310 and Si 1999:199-201 for recent arguments on the necessity for retrieving what had been lost in teaching practice under Maoism. In 1963, Si Xia was a teacher in the primary lab school attached to Nanjing Normal College. Her pedagogy specifically came under attack during the Cultural Revolution only to be resurrected in the educational discourses of the 1990s. The binomial yuanding is translated only as “gardener” in the 1981 edition of the Han Ying cidian, but in the 1997 revision, school teacher was added back in as its secondary meaning.


� “Class polarization” (liangji fenhua) was a specter frequently invoked as a call to reinvigorate class struggle in the political movements of the Maoist period. Therefore, despite the fact that China has appeared to have laid to rest a Maoist class politics, it retains a ghostly presence that continues to haunt the present.


� This young man’s qualifications were based on a master’s degree in philosophy and a degree of self-education available through a popular psychological literature now circulating in translation from English and other languages. This textual production speaks to a whole new area of “self care” that has grown up in the wake of the neoliberal restructuring of self and society. Nonetheless, despite the present “coldness” of the market for this new professional, there is real psychological pain being produced. However, when I advised a friend of mine, a self-described rebel against the educational system, to seek help from this professional, he refused, stating that he was as well read in psychology as this “expert” would be.


� Bin Zhao reports that according to surveys done in 1988 and 1993, that the proportion of income in urban households spent on the only child increased from one third to nearly one half (1997:49). Jing Jun cites a survey of 1,496 households in Beijing that concludes that children determine nearly 70 percent of family expenditures (Jun 2000:6). See the chapters by Jennifer Cole and Barrie Thorne in this volume for parallels in other places.


� The 1990s has also brought the increased presence of American franchised fast food. See the essays on China in Watson 1997.


�For an early account of the emergence of private schooling for China’s “new aristocrats,” see Zhengming 9,1993:38-39. I had opportunities to visit some of the newly established private and semi-private (minban xuexiao) in the vicinity of Nanjing (many of them are built in peri-urban locations) in 1999 and 2000.


�See, for instance, a Wall Street Journal report on the use of English language tapes applied in utero to give the fetus a head start on second language acquisition! (“Study This, Baby: Chinese Fetuses Bear Heavy Course Loads.” February 8, 1994). The late Qing reformer, Liang Qichao, was also a believer in “fetal education,” believing that was the period when the forces of education and heredity are working together to produce effects that could be passed down to improve the race (Pusey 1983:102-3). 


� See Tanaka 1997 and Steedman 1998 for the relation of conceptions of “developmental time” with societal progression and child development.


� In 1991, I bought some of these materials to do with my three-year-old daughter who delighted in demonstrating her ability to do the exercises. What she did not know was that the materials we were using were intended for children much younger than she. The materials we used were clearly copied from Japanese prototypes, as indicated by the depiction of tatami in household scenes.


� Davies 2002 explores in great detail the politics of memory about the Cultural Revolution and the memoirs authored by sent-down youth (now entering middle-age) that became a publishing phenomenon in 1998, commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of the policies which sent the former red guards to the countryside. 


� In my interviews with high-school teachers in Nanjing, “values education” (deyu) was the hardest subject to get students engaged with. One teacher I interviewed tried to get around this by having her students do presentations on values using Powerpoint as a way of incorporating other kinds of skill sets into their learning.


� Zhou Enlai was premier of the People’s Republic of China from the time of its establishment in 1949 until his death in 1976. Prior to 1949, he had been one of Mao’s closest allies in the period of the War of Resistance against Japan and the subsequent civil war with the nationalist party. This eulogy commemorates the hardships he endured during those times.


� The fascination with nutritional supplements has led to sometimes unfortunate results. The addition of hormones has led to premature sexual maturity for children as young as six or seven. A lack of legislation requiring the reporting of ingredients and various kinds of consumer fraud has led, in some cases, to fatal poisoning (Yang 2000).






