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Introduction

During the course of professional counseling and pastoral care to Chinese-Canadians, consideration for characteristics of their culture is prudent.  This course is an introduction to the basic understanding of the Chinese-Canadian culture, in hopes that it will foster better communication and therapeutic results.  Many of the characteristics of the Chinese-Canadians are common to other Asian cultures.  Thus, the term “Chinese Canadian” can be viewed as a generic term to describe Chinese or Asian.

The purpose of this presentation is to correlate the Chinese culture and psychopathology.  Culture influences the development of personality and psychological function.  It is generally accepted that while there are distinct differences between Chinese ethnic groups and other Asians, the cultural practices within them have common denominators.  Thus, they also share some common personality disorders.

The impact of a Confucius-based cultural heritage as the common denominator is examined in the development of the self and in relationship to personality disorders.  The chief factors of this cultural heritage the author will be discussing are: The five-cardinal relationships (the Five Orders), filial-piety, gender-bias, shame and guilt complexes, codependency, and some modern issues unique to ethnic Chinese (not necessarily those residing only on the Mainland).

It is important to clarify that the goal of this presentation is not to find faults with Chinese culture, but to examine the impact of culture on psychopathology, while upholding the positive aspects of Confucianism.  The presentation here is not intended to degrade the Chinese culture.  No culture is without its imperfections.  It is the goal of the author to examine the parts of the Confucian ethic that adversely impact the healthy personality development of an individual. 

It is the desire of this presenter to help reduce a client’s interpersonal pain by equipping mental-health professionals with the etiology of pathologies of the self, and to bring an end to the “Family Pain” that has plagued the Chinese as a culture for generations.

Couples counseling requires the formulation of the “presenting problem”.  Equipping counselors and pastoral staff in the clinical-cultural context of this formulation is one of the main features of this presentation.  As professional counselors have come to realize how culture plays a role in the manifestation of psychopathological problems, one of the hopes for this course is the realization of the significance of culture as it impacts the individual.  The successful completion of this course will provide the participant with a culturally competent perspective in rendering treatment planning.

The Chinese culture is very complex, full of contradictions and paradoxes.  It is the desire of this author to provide some basic understanding and appreciation of the strengths and weaknesses of the actual practice of this ancient culture. 

To understand the basics of culture, in particular the Chinese culture, we need to understand the cosmological view.  This will serve as a background in understanding the genesis of the Chinese traditional culture.  Like all ancient cultures, the Chinese culture also has its own account of the origins of the world.  Most Chinese scholars indicate that the Chinese culture goes back as far as over 3,000 years ago.  There is, also, a legendary culture based on verbal history that went back another 2000 years.  Subsequently, what we have, then, is approximately 5,000 years of history. 

Chinese in Canada


The first group of Chinese that came to Canada was those who came for economic reasons.  They were people from the coastal regions of southern China, such as the Toi Shan (Table Hill) and Chung Shan (Central Hill) of the Canton province.  Similar to the early migration patterns of the United States, these Chinese came for the pursuit of a better life.  Their final goal was to return home to China, bringing with them fortune and honor for their families.  These early immigrants can be considered as migrant workers as they did not have a goal of remaining permanently.  Most of these new workers came to Canada based upon stories that they heard from others about the open economic opportunities in Western Canada and the United States.  Around the 1840’s, news of gold rushes in the foothills of California began to circulate.  This fueled their thirst to seek fortune and adventure.  Many other Chinese arrived only to be deceived and enslaved by a master.  Many Chinese suffered this deceit:  They left China with an understanding between a master that, after working to pay the cost of transportation to Canada, they would be free.  However, once they arrived, freedom was not available to them, as their master specified unrealistically high costs.  Thus, they became indentured servants.  Unfortunately, this is still true today of illegal immigrants attempting to be smuggled into North America.


The early Chinese were mainly single adult males.  They worked in different hard labors, such as farming, building railroad tracks and general construction.  Many took additional risks and ventured into the prairies.  Some of these immigrants were happy with their lives in Canada.  These men would return home to China to get married and would return with their brides to Canada to begin new families.


New families accounted for the second group of Chinese Canadian immigrants. Commonly, a family would start a small business, such as a restaurant or a laundry.  It was hard for the newly immigrated to work in established positions in the Canadian communities because the Chinese were not yet able to speak fluent English.  Add to this, the problem of racial discrimination, and assimilating into a new culture compounded.  The Chinese families tended to stay together to maintain their Chinese village culture.  They did that out of a need for a stronger cultural identity and a sense of solidarity.  Family benevolent associations were born to take care of those bachelors who were aging, and, therefore, outside the structures of family care.


The third group of Chinese Canadian immigrants comprised of the extended family and relatives of these newly formed families.  During the decades between the first and second groups of immigrants, there were some “push factors” that occurred in China, propelling and solidifying the desires of Chinese citizens to leave their homelands.  There was great political unrest in the southern part of China due to the Opium War between China and Britain.  Later, the revolution started by Dr. Sun-Yat Sen and the Second World War also made the people want to leave China.  By the time the third group of immigrants was arriving, the first Canadian-born-Chinese (CBC’s) was growing up.  They began to assimilate into the Canadian society mainstream, being educated in the Canadian public schools.


Many people who lived in Hong Kong were political refugees, since they fled the communists from Mainland China around the 1940’s, after the Second World War.  Having lived through political unrest already, they became very skeptical of the stability of the Hong Kong government under British rule.  Simultaneously, in Mainland China, the Cultural Revolution was taking place.  Around the 1960’s, the political situation in Hong Kong was becoming less secure.  There were local riots and bombings resulting from homemade bombs.  What galvanized the plans of the well to do to emigrate were the daily news reports of dead bodies washing downstream in the Pearl River near Macao and Hong Kong.  Many wealthy parents sent their children to North America or Britain for education, desiring for them, foreign citizenship as opposed to a Chinese citizenship, should China take over Hong Kong’s sovereignty by force.


Around the 1960’s to the 1970’s, single college students were arriving.  They were the fourth group of Chinese Canadian immigrants.  Most of these students were from Hong Kong, while a few were Southeast Asian, ethnic Chinese.  The students’ goal was to procure a college education.  They were unable to obtain a college education in Hong Kong due to the limited educational opportunities under the British system.  Some of these students were intelligent, super-achievers, sponsored by generous scholarships from well-known universities.  Many of the students in this latter group stayed to become members of the local academia.  The rest of the students who wanted to stay became naturalized as citizens.  Other students married Canadian citizens guaranteeing their stay in Canada.


In 1989 the Beijing Tianamen Massacre of students further deteriorated the morale of the Hong Kong people.  In this political event, the Chinese government, with their weapons and tanks, overpowered the students.  Petitions to emigrate to a foreign country increased dramatically overnight.  This is, perhaps, the fifth group of Chinese Canadian immigrants.  These emigrants were primarily political-economic immigrants:  Political in that their determination to emigrate was based on political unrest; economic in that, unlike the United States, Canada had a liberal immigration policy by way of investments.  In fact, many Hong Kong people came to Canada by way of investments.  Another way they qualified was by “points” attributed to them by the Immigration Department because of their professional profile.  This group of new immigrants came from the middle to upper-middle class or the extremely wealthy class.  The unifying characteristics of this group of immigrants are that they are homogeneously Cantonese speaking from Hong Kong.  They carry with them a certain set of Chinese cultural features that are not seen in other parts of the world.  Favorite immigration destination cities in Canada are Vancouver and Toronto, also known as the “Little Hong Kongs”. 


With the wealthy Chinese immigration, a subset group of Chinese immigrants was birthed.  Comprised of service-oriented professionals, such as executive chefs and real estate brokers, this group of Chinese saw economic opportunity in following their clients across the ocean to Canada.


A strange phenomenon occurred with the group of economically endowed immigrants.  While they were wealthy, their English skills were quite limited.  They did not want to stay in Canada for employment because they would be under-employed for lack of mastery of language, and would, then, become emotionally depressed.  Heads of households came to Canada to settle down with their family, but they routinely commuted across the Pacific Ocean to and from Hong Kong to attend to their work or business there.  This group is known as “Astronauts” because they spend a lot of time flying between Canada and Hong Kong.  Their children lived with their mother and, experientially speaking, they virtually became fatherless upon coming to Canada.  Women became “Immigrant Widows”, in actuality, because their husbands had to work for long periods of time (like six months stretches) in Hong Kong to support the family who lived in Canada. 


These “Immigrant Widows” and their children have a host of immigration stress problems due to the emotional voids left by their husband’s/father’s absence. Material possession and conveniences are not as satisfying as an on-going, real time spousal relationship.  Fatherless children also have a constellation of problems with promiscuity, rebellion and depression.  Their condition may worsen as news of their fathers reach them, confirming their worse fears: their fathers were having affairs with women in Hong Kong or in China.  These children are an anomaly in the current Chinese culture because they are without any roots.  They have not learned to speak English well, being unable to concentrate in school because of their emotional dysfunctions.  They follow the Hong Kong culture with their mothers by listening to Hong Kong music and watching soap operas, but, actually, their Chinese is not very good.  Additionally, if they were to return to Hong Kong, they would not be able to adjust to the competitiveness of their peer there.  Thus, the Canadian-Chinese children became stuck between two opposing cultures. 


Since the increase of Canada’s relationship with China, more and more people have been coming from China.  Taiwanese have also been coming and, together with people from China, they comprise a Mandarin-speaking group of new immigrants.  New immigrants coming from China are from the coastal regions of the mainland.  Most of them are from Shanghai or Beijing.  They carry with them a different set of cultural values.  By and large, the general psychological issues are similar to the early Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong and southern China.  Perhaps the exceptions would be their traumatic background of having survived the Cultural Revolution, and the different political uprisings under the ultra-left Communist rule.  There are, also, high power scholars and intellectuals coming to North America under different financial sponsorships.  There is a special elite subgroup of young Chinese who are from well to do backgrounds.  Mainly, they have parents who are in high political position in the government of China; they are here to gain a Western way of business operation and computer skills; they come from a special family pedigree with connections and lineages in very high places; and, they are being groomed to be the future movers and shakers of China.  Many successful Chinese from Hong Kong feel intimidated by the rising of these special elite young single adults because they are already politically and financially powerful, with the ability to speak fluent English, Cantonese, Shanghainese, and Mandarin.

River Culture of China

It was generally believed that the cradle of Chinese culture began along the meandering shores of the Yellow (Yangtze) River, where there was availability of water for a growing population and rich soil for agriculture.  Most communities grew adjacent to the fertile riverbeds.  The name “Yellow River” is descriptive of the yellow coloring of the water, derived from the yellow colored earth and sediments from upstream, and the airborne dust from Mongolia.  Unfortunately, the sediments became river deposits that plagued the shores with periodic floods, which, simultaneously, afforded the replenishing of nutrients to the agricultural soil.  This natural process gave rise to dependence on the natural elements for the subsistence of the population.  This dependency by the people on the river and the weather, and the people plowing the flooded lands, gave rise, in turn, to a mutual interdependence on heaven, earth and the people.  This is the understanding known as the Triadic Forces (Three Strategic Powers). 

Community relationships played important roles during the time of harvest.  The farm owners’ pragmatic relationship with their neighbors was a necessity.  At harvest time, there needed to be a mutual understanding and coordination within the community maximizing the labor for the harvest.  In addition, because the Yellow River was known to flood periodically, community involvement became very important for everyone to survive.  In effect, communal interest would take over individual interests in times of floods and famines.  Unpredictable hardships in life were considered everyday events.  Individuals learned very early in life, therefore, to accept that life was full of pain and suffering.  They saw this as a basic understanding of life.  “Eating bitterness” was the motto that for generations, served to develop the hardiness of the people of China.  For the Chinese, the ability to endure hardship and suffering was, and still is, considered a high personal virtue.

Many scholars believe the Chinese nation consists of a culture that is full of tragedies.  Like tragic themes of a soap opera, the waxing and waning of the water level along the banks of the Yellow River appear to symbolize the fate of this tragic culture.  Many folk songs, movies and lore have been told about the “rage” of the river.  With the contrasting seasonal floods of the riverbanks, people learned to adjust and accept this unavoidable problem.  Many resigned themselves to this fate that came with living along the river.  This attitude may have given rise to the belief of the contrasting dynamic of “yin and yang”.  This belief is described in the book, I Ching, (Yi Jing) the book of change.  One may envision that, constantly living at the mercy of the flooding patterns of the Yellow River, the perpetually changing tides may have been the prelude to the writing and the understanding of I Ching.  This Chinese classic is a work that provides the foundation for predicting the future; for fortune telling.

Since the people realized that change is unavoidable in nature, the next natural conclusion was for people to accept this change as a way of life.  This gave rise to a sense of powerlessness and helplessness over natural phenomena.  The best emotional position was for people to expect the worse and the unavoidable, which, then, provided a sense of readiness.  I Ching is a book that also deals with the many permutations and combinations of natural changes.  Scholars calculated the most likely outcome of natural changes, providing a sort of subjective control.  Such calculations and formulations eventually set the stage for fortune telling and superstitious beliefs.

A Culture of Tragedies and Sufferings

China is well known for its historic instability in the political realm.  A dynasty or kingdom would last no more than a few decades before it collapsed, generally, with a lot of bloodshed.  Large-scale wars and small civil battles were common in the history of China.  There was a period of time in China’s history known as, “Spring and Autumn, Warring Kingdoms.” (Chun Qiu Zhan Guo.)  Wars and societal instabilities were accepted as a normal part of life.  Young men were drafted involuntarily into battles, breaking apart families, and causing a lot of pain and suffering in the separation of wives and children.

There have also been a great number of natural disasters in the history of China that made the people of China insecure about personal safety and security.  Floods and famines were common.  Today, many scientists believe while some of these disasters were unavoidable, many of them were actually results of poor planning and governmental decay. 

Chinese people have learned throughout history to rely on themselves and to always be ready for the pain and suffering resulting from wars.  Many have lost hope in their future; others have found solace and comfort in their religious beliefs.  Subsequently, these beliefs indelibly shaped their lives and the role of the family.

Holistic View of a Person

In terms of personality development for the Chinese culture, there is a holistic understanding that the body, mind and soul are connected together as a whole unit.  Chinese medicine has a holistic approach of how the body, mind and soul are connected to the healthy functioning of a person.  There is a belief of the presence of “chi” (qi), a form of energy similar to that of an electric current, that permeates throughout the body.  This belief system formed the understanding that psychological problems are manifested in the physical body functions of a person.  Thus, in the Asian culture, it is not unusual to find that psychological problems are manifested as psychosomatic illnesses.

Since the Chinese culture is a concrete and practical one, abstract issues of feelings and sensations are not considered as important as physical sensations of pain and discomfort.  The physical nature of the person, the body, therefore, receives more recognition for maintaining whole health.  Interestingly, as disorders of emotions emerge, they take the form of physical manifestations.  For example, “problems, stress and complexities” are generally referred to as “headaches” (toutong de shi) in the Chinese vernacular.  Frustrations are referred to as “indigestion, gas upset” (chi bu xiao). Anger is referred to as “fire gas” (huo qi).  This seems to be a process of projection of abstract emotional feelings to concrete physical sensations.

Triadic Forces and Feng-Shui (feng shui)
The Triadic Forces that gave rise to the understanding of Feng-Shui. are the harmonic relationships among heaven, earth, and man.  “Geomantrics”, the modern term to describe Feng-Shui, involves the strategic arrangement of buildings, furniture, gravesites, doors, beds, windows, aquariums, waterfalls and architectural designs.  The goal for this process is to achieve the harmonic relationships necessary to attain success.  In Feng-Shui, “success” is taken to mean financial accomplishment.  To put it succinctly, Feng-Shui is a superstitious belief about how things should ideally be arranged to achieve happiness, good health and financial success. 

The Triadic Forces have a social implication as well.  There is a fear that if people do not relate in a harmonious manner, it will result in bad luck.  For example, certain words that rhyme with bad ideas are to be avoided.  This author has traveled on an L-1011 jet across the Pacific from Taipei where seat number C-4 did not exist, apparently, for fear of it being a bad omen.  (The number 4 and the alphabet “C” in Chinese sound like the Chinese word for death “si” and when used together they may mean “certain death”.)  Accordingly, negative concepts or beliefs may have negative implications.  Floor number 13, for instance, does not exist in elevators in some high-rises in parts of Asia.  Relationally, there is a belief that close-relatives should not celebrate birthdays along with weddings or baby parties.  The concern here is that with too much happiness, it may upset the harmony between heaven and earth causing misfortune to the people involved. 

Taoism is a Chinese philosophy-religion that has as its origin, the quest of harmonious relationships among heaven, earth and man.  The main reason for the rise of Taoism, as found in the teachings of scholar Lao Tsu’s, Tao Te Ching, is that there is a sense of futility and hopelessness in striving.  If a person strives and becomes “desireless”, there will be no pain.  Without desire, a person could become one with nature.

The fear of bad luck and bad omens further drives a culture toward the worship of heaven and earth.  This gives rise to the locus of control problem.  Asian cultures are characterized by an external locus of control.  The individual is not perceived as internally in control, resulting in a fear of powerlessness.  A paradoxical phenomenon ensues from this fear of powerlessness: individuals compensate by becoming very externally control conscious.  Examples of external control dynamics can be seen in the prevalence of gambling, stock-speculation, and risk-taking as a general pastime within the Asian culture.  Less serious manifestations of a lack of internal locus of control can be seen in the characteristics of perfectionism and compulsivity usually seen in first-born sons and daughters.  The Asian culture actually reinforces compulsivity because it is believed that there is a positive value in being a self-controlled perfectionist.  However, contradictorily, compulsivity actually stifles creativity and the ability to perform original research.  There is also a social impact with this lack of internal control: people become codependent and tend to conform to peer pressure.  Tragically, the true self is the final casualty of this unrelenting crave for approval and to be liked.

Keeping in mind that human nature is a complex one, the Chinese mindset only adds to the complexity.  As will be discussed later, there is a non-linear pattern of thinking that complicates matters even more.  They believe that to achieve harmonious relationships, one must conform to the expectations of the general norm.  In fact, there is such a great need to conform that to maintain the ideal harmonious relationships, one must be prepared to make sacrifices.  Individual sacrifices are considered necessary in order to achieve a higher good.  Gender role functions configure into this dynamic of personal sacrifices for the common good in that women are the ones generally expected to make sacrifices.  The manifestation of this can be seen in the sacrificial wife:  It is expected that the wife sacrifice herself for the good of her husband to reduce conflict in the family.  It is also expected that a sister sacrifice herself for the common good of her brother.  An example of this sibling sacrifice is shown in the favoritism towards her brother:  If there is a limited supply of resources, such as food or money, the son will receive the resources before the daughter.  What this boils down to in today’s Asian cultural expectation is that mothers are generally unhappy people in the family, and her first-born daughter is the second unhappiest person in the family.

Non-violence, Non-aggression and Ethnocentricity

As mentioned earlier, the Chinese as a culture can be summarized as fundamentally a non-aggressive and nonviolent culture.  The Chinese began with people who were used to living together along the river plains, learning to navigate and share the river for the good of the community.  This communal respect included trading and a mutual exchange of cultural customs.  Unlike island cultures, such as Japan and England, the Chinese people were comparatively less violent than these cultures concerning historic aggression against other cultures.  When there were inventions made in China, they were mainly used for celebration and travel instead of weapons for war. 

Some examples of the nonviolent nature of the Chinese people include the invention of fireworks just for the purpose of celebration, and the building of the Great Wall just for the purpose of defending the country.  The Great Wall was not built as an offensive strategy to invade, but was designed to protect the people in the cities around Beijing.

It is also important to note, however, that the Chinese personality may take on a violent character.  For example, when a king became unhappy with an official serving in his court, he could decree death on the spot.  At times, a king could also order the death of a subject including all members of his extended family. 

The Chinese pictograph of the word “China” is a graphic portrayal of the concept of the Central Kingdom.  Like many ancient cultures, China is no exception in the belief that China was uniquely special as a nation.  It was believed that China was the central part of the world with everything revolving around China.  This is, of course, an ethnocentric understanding of China’s relationship with the rest of the world.  All non-Chinese were considered barbarians and foreigners.  Derogatory terms were used to describe them.  The term “foreign devil” (gui lo) is one example demonstrating the ethnocentric quality of this culture.  With this ethnocentricity, an overall self-centeredness of this culture developed that affected the individual self-centeredness, as well. This gives rise to arrogance and bigotry as a nation as well as a community.

While community involvement is theoretically encouraged, in reality, there is a great self-centeredness manifested within each person and each household.  This national narcissistic quality gives rise to personal narcissistic behaviors that adversely affect the effectiveness of interpersonal relationships.  Concerning intimate relationships, as in the relationship between husband and wife, the emotional needs of each other are not recognized because of this self-centeredness.  Narcissistic spouses cannot satisfy the emotional needs of each other.  When they become parents, they inadvertently raise narcissistic children, and this cycle repeats from one generation to the next.  It is troubling to realize that families are the building blocks of society, and yet, when they are too self-focused, society also becomes narcissistic.  This appears to be a vicious cycle that feeds upon itself.

An Introduction to the Main Philosophy-Religions of China

Is important to understand the relationship between the cultural and the religious traditions of China.  Religious practices affect the habits and behaviors of a person.  Over a long period of time, there is a pervasive appeal in these practices and people will accept and practice them as the status quo, defining much of their culture.  The relationship between religion and philosophy is such a subtle one that often, it is difficult to separate the differences between the two.  Religion is a system of beliefs and practices that is based upon a person or god.  Philosophy also concerns the person, be it the rational understanding of a person and his practical affairs.  Making the boundary between religion and philosophy even more nebulous, in China, when a person becomes well-known, he may be deified.  Other than the distinctions that are drawn between them in this paragraph, then, these two terms are used interchangeably throughout the rest of this document.

Pertaining to China, one can classify religions as those that came from outside of China, and those that came from within China.  The main religions that came from outside of China are Buddhism, Christianity and Islam.  Religions developed from inside of China are Confucianism, Taoism, Polytheism, and Ancestral Worship.  The latter two are less specific and they are syncretic assimilations of Buddhism and Taoism.

Most scholars seem to agree that religions, such as Buddhism and Taoism, developed to explain and cope with human suffering and death.  They provide a systematic way of thinking to explain the human condition of pain.  Buddhism and Taoism are similar in that they provide some answers to the fundamental understanding of the frustrating aspects of the common human condition.  They are different in that Buddhism came from India, whereas Taoism came from China.

Buddhism

Buddha
 was founded by Prince Sidharta Gautama in 528 B.C., in India.  There were Four Noble Truths of Buddhism: 1) all is suffering, 2) suffering arises from desire, 3) suffering is destroyed by eliminating desire, and 4) desire is eliminated by following the Eight-Fold Path.  Two great schools of Buddhism exist: Mahayana (as found in China, Korea, Japan, and Tibet) and Theravada (found mainly in Southeast Asia).  Today, many other schools and sects have evolved.  Buddhism is syncretistic.  In actuality, in China, Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism and folk religion are so blended that a differentiation among them is hard to make.  The Buddhism in these various forms have influenced over one billion people all over the world.

The life of Gautama Buddha
 can be separated into three phases, or periods.  The first period of his life was his experience with affluence.  His father pampered him with luxury and pleasure, protecting him from seeing pain and suffering, while also preventing him from contact with death and decay.  By 19, Gautama Buddha was married and his wife had given him a son.  The second period started when, one day, Gautama Buddha went beyond the protective walls of the Palace and saw four types of people: the old, sick, dead and ascetic.  This experience shocked him.  That night, he left the Palace without waking his wife or son.  

For the next six years, Gautama Buddha followed the rigorous austerity of an ascetic, living a disciplined life.  One day, weak from fasting, he almost drowned while bathing.  This made him realize that the stringent path he walked and practiced did not provide the answers to life.  He then returned to Bodh Gaya where he started on the period of seeking and inquiring.  He deeply meditated under the Bo fig tree for seven weeks. 

During this time of deep meditation he received enlightenment, including the Four Noble Truths.  Denying the existence of God, soul or spiritual beings, the Buddha, as he was now called, taught that, karma (cause and effect) of past lives resulted in the constant circle of birth, death, and rebirth (reincarnation).  He believed the only way to free oneself from this cycle was through individual self-effort.  The significance of this belief is that Buddhism teaches a practice that is performance based.  The more good deeds a person does, the more he can expect to have a more positive outcome.  Gautama converted many into Buddhism before he died (around 480 B.C.), probably of food poisoning.

 Buddha
 taught that as long as individuals remain within the cycle of death and rebirth, they could never be completely free from pain and suffering.  Buddha said people could break out of the cycle by eliminating any attachment to worldly possessions.  By ridding themselves of such attachments, people would gain a kind of perfect peace and happiness.  Buddha called this state of peace and happiness Nirvana.  According to Buddha, those who were willing and able to follow the Middle Way and the Noble Eightfold Path would conquer their attachment to worldly things and, thus, achieve Nirvana.  

The Middle Way is a way of life that avoids both the uncontrolled satisfaction of human desires and the extreme forms of self-denial and self-torture.  

The Noble Eightfold Path consists of (1) knowledge of the truth; (2) the intention to resist evil; (3) saying nothing to hurt others; (4) respecting life, morality, and property; (5) holding a job that does not injure others; (6) striving to free one's mind of evil; (7) controlling one's feelings and thoughts; and (8) practicing proper forms of concentration.

Taoism

The beliefs of Taoism
 as a philosophy appear in two books, the Lao-tzu (later renamed the Tao Te Ching, The Classic of the Way and the Virtue) and the Chuang-tzu.  The Lao-tzu is a collection from several sources.  Its authors and editors are unknown.  The ideas were partly a reaction against Confucianism, a philosophy that developed in China beginning about 500 B.C. 

According to Confucianism, people can live a good life only in a well-disciplined society that stresses attention to ceremony, duty, morality, and public service.  The Taoist ideal, on the other hand, is that of a person who avoids conventional social obligations and leads a simple, spontaneous, and meditative life close to nature.  

Taoism as a religion was influenced by Chinese folk religion.  In folk religion, most of the gods are human beings who displayed exceptional powers during their lifetimes.  For example, Guan Di, who is the protector of business people, lived as a general during the A.D. 200's.  

Taoism has a hereditary priesthood.  The priests conduct public rituals, during which they submit the people's prayers to the gods of folk religion.  The chief priest, who is in a trance, prays to other divinities on behalf of the worshipers.  These divinities are not former human beings but represent aspects of the Tao.  

The members of some Taoist groups have sought to attain immortality through magic, meditation, special diets, breath control, or the recitation of scriptures.  The Taoist search for knowledge of nature has led many believers to pursue various sciences, such as alchemy, astronomy, and medicine. 

Confucianism

Confucianism
 is a philosophy based on the ideas of the Chinese philosopher Confucius.  It originated about 500 B.C.  From the 100's B.C. to the A.D. 1900's, Confucianism was the most important single force in Chinese life.  It influenced Chinese education, government, and the individual’s personal behavior and duty to society.

Many people consider Confucianism a religion.  But Confucianism has no clergy and does not teach the worship of a God or gods, or the existence of a life after death.  Confucianism can more accurately be considered a guide to morality and good government. It is focused on the present, the here and now.

Confucius believed his society could be saved if it emphasized sincerity in personal and public conduct.  The key to orderly social life was the gentleman “jun zi”. (As opposed the the non-gentleman, or the wicked one, the conceited “xiao ren”).  Confucius defined a gentleman not as a person of noble birth, but as one of good moral character.  A gentleman was truly reverent in worship and sincerely respected his father and his ruler.  He was expected to think for himself, guided by definite rules of conduct.  Confucius included many of these rules in sayings.  For example, Confucius taught a version of the Golden Rule:  "What you do not wish for yourself, do not do to others."  A gentleman also studied constantly and practiced self-examination.  He took, as Confucius said, "as much trouble to discover what was right as lesser men take to discover what will pay."

Confucius believed that when gentlemen were rulers, their moral example would inspire those beneath them to lead good lives.  Virtuous behavior by rulers, he declared, had a greater effect in governing than did laws and codes of punishment.

The most important early Confucian philosophers were Mencius (390?-305?  B.C.) and Xunzi (mid-200's B.C.).  Mencius believed people were born good natured.  He stressed the need to preserve "the natural compassion of the heart" that makes people human.  Mencius emphasized the past as an ideal age and a model for examining present problems.  In contrast, Xunzi believed people could be good and live together peacefully only if their minds were shaped by education and clear rules of conduct.  

By about 200 B.C., the first large, unified Chinese empire had begun.  The rulers approved of Confucianism's emphasis on public service and respect for authority.  In 124 B.C., the government established the Imperial University to educate future government officials in Confucian ideals.  The university based its teachings on five books of Confucian thought called the Five Classics.  Mastery of the Classics became proof of moral fitness and the chief sign of a gentleman.  

The early Confucianists concerned themselves primarily with the needs of society.  However, ideas from Taoism and other philosophies helped shift the emphasis to additional areas of human experience.  For example, a person's ability to live in harmony with nature was a minor issue to Confucius.  But it became an important theme in Confucian thought during the 200's and 100's B.C. 

From about A.D. 200 to 600, interest in Confucianism declined in China.  Many Chinese turned instead to Buddhism and Taoism.  These religions dealt with problems that the teachings of Confucianism largely ignored, such as the meaning of suffering and death.

Confucianism continued to actively influence Chinese life until it came into conflict with European ideas, especially Communism, in the 1900's.  For many years, the Chinese Communist government opposed Confucianism because the philosophy encouraged people to look to the past rather than to the future.  However, official opposition ended in 1977. 

The Five-Hierarchical Harmonious Relationships

(The Five Cardinal Orders)
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	Order
	Relationship
	Virtue
	Manifestation
	Emotion
	Pathology



	I


	The King 

& His Subjects


	Loyalty


	Absolute-

Obedience

“Kowtow”

Corruption

Cronyism
	Benevolence

vs.

Domination-

Control-Fear


	Antisocial

Passive-Aggression

Narcissism

Dependency

Powerlessness

No public care

	II
	Father and Son  


	Love for Parents

Filial Piety


	Deference

Performance-

Shame Base

Nepotism

Favoritism


	Respect-Honor

vs.

Dishonor

Shame-Guilt

Abandonment


	Chauvinism

Win-Lose

Defiance

Rebellion

Rage

Addictions



	III


	Older-Brother & 

Younger Brother 


	Brotherly Love


	Dependency


	Respect

vs.

Conspiring

Shame-Blame
	Divisiveness

Patriarchal

Win-Lose



	IV
	Husband & Wife 


	Spousal-

Love

Chastity


	Acceptance


	Power-Control

Bitterness

Avoid-Shame

Repression 


	Neurasthenia

Anxiety-Depression

Resentment

Displacement- 

Anger 

Sacrifice

Victimization

	V
	Between Friends 


	Trust


	Harmony
	Tactfulness

Avoid-Shame
	Face-Work

Codependency


The Five Orders

One of the main contributions of Confucius philosophy is the conceptual framework of the Five Orders that influenced and governed the Chinese people’s interpersonal and intrapersonal conducts for centuries.  This is true with immigrants and the ethnic Chinese people who do not live in an obvious Chinese country.  Some examples of these countries include Southeast Asia, and the different parts of Chinatowns in North America.

At first glance, the Confucian influence may not appear obvious in those who are not first generation Chinese born in a foreign country.  For example, second or third generation Canadian Chinese, living in the Vancouver and Toronto areas, may appear relatively assimilated to the majority Canadian culture.  However, upon closer examination, they may still hold to the traditional cultural beliefs in terms of food preferences and family authority.

The Five Orders gave a strong identity and structure to the Chinese society for generations.  It began with the hierarchical relationship between the king and all citizens.  This is the first order that determines the social order of all interpersonal relationships.  When a person comes home to his or her family, he or she comes into another hierarchical structure that is similar to that of the social-political one: a patriarchal order.  It is important to note that structure, in the case of the patriarchal order, is more important than substance. The substance of these relationships is based on love and compassion, not only status or family or social position. This accounts for the pain and suffering of family members who try very hard to conform to the structure without the substance.  It also gives rise to inflexibility and rigidity in relationships.  As these social orders continue to evolve over the centuries, external structure and concreteness become more and more important because the abstract aspects of relationships are more and more difficult to manage and process. 

With the father being the most respected person within his household, as he is usually the breadwinner, everyone else in his family holds a subordinate position in relationship to him.  The overriding relationship within this structure is between the father and his oldest son.  The next important is between the oldest son and his younger brothers.  After that, it is the relationship between the husband and his wife.

The relationship between father and son is both a simple and a complex one.  What this relationship establishes is the basic responsibility of the oldest son.  Thus, when the father leaves for business, or should he become deceased, the oldest son takes over the operation of the family, as well as the family business.  It is believed that because the father loves his sons, so his sons are supposed to love their father in return.  This process of reciprocity is a gesture of obedience and honor that is the hallmark of the Chinese culture.  Another way to look at this is seeing the reciprocity as mutual indebtedness.  As such, the relationship must continue, for who can be in good standing without paying back what was done?  When a son respects his father, it is called Filial Piety.  As will be discussed later in this presentation, filial piety is the backbone of the Chinese culture. 

Since the oldest son becomes a surrogate father in the absence of the father, the mother, in the absence of her husband, retains a submissive role to the son.  She is expected to listen to her oldest son in the day-to-day operation of the family affairs.  When both father and mother are absent, the oldest brother and his wife become the “mother and father” of younger siblings.  This is an ingenious arrangement based on Confucian ethics.  It acts as a safety net for family operations in the absence of parental care.  Since the oldest brother will inherit the family fortune, the younger brothers are expected to depend on the oldest brother for their livelihoods.  There is a provision, then, for everyone in the family in this systematic and ideal operation of family structure. A study of the salutations rendered unto uncles and aunts of the Chinese extended families, these titles carry a “mother” and “father”; “sister” and “brother” relationship in name. For example, the older sister of a person’s father is called “aunt-mother” (gu mu), while the younger sister is called “aunt-sister” (gu jie). 

Traditional Chinese family expectations dictate that all family members are expected to live in one big house.  There is generally very little privacy afforded to an individual living in one big house.  When a man retreats to his own bedroom, this becomes his kingdom.  Within this bedroom, there is a manifestation of the hierarchical structure between a man and a woman: the husband is like that of the King or that of the father, and the wife must not question the authority of her husband.  The wife is expected to be faithful to her husband, and the husband is expected to be sexually chaste toward his wife.  Chastity is the expected virtue of this harmonious relationship between husband and wife.  It is interesting to note that the expectation of the wife appears to have an equal value with that of her husband in the chastity aspect of the relationship.  Unfortunately, similar to most patriarchal cultures in the world, Chinese women, in actuality, assume a subservient role in relationship to men.

The final relationship role is between friends.  This is the broadest of relationships in the Chinese society.  In order for this relationship to function properly, there has to be trust among each other.  With mutual trust, people could get along with each other without strife.  On a larger scale, the societal goal is for the safety of young children and the elderly, so that their welfare and interests can be protected.  This, then, is the ideal for a safe society where everybody’s interest is protected and everybody is respected.

The overall impression of Confucius’ five ethics lies in the belief that men can be trained to act like gentlemen by denying the self. Denying the self means to put away self-serving desires and be conformed to the social etiquette (li). Confucius was recommending the use of the fine arts, like music and literature, to acculturate a person.  He believed in the goodness of a person.  It was his understanding that a person was born without any deceitfulness, and people were essentially good by nature.

Filial Piety, the Everlasting Chinese Value

Over the centuries, China has gone through much political turmoil, and its society has gone through dramatic changes.  What continues to remain as the core of Chinese culture can be found in the pervasive and enduring value of filial piety.  This can be considered the legacy of Confucius’ wisdom, and is what bound Chinese societies worldwide, throughout the ages. 

The essential features of filial piety are the love and appreciation for parents, especially the father.  Children will give honor and respect to him in obligation to the parents providing the basic necessities of life for the children.  Thus, when the parents grow old, their children can take care of the parents in return.  In the Confucian mindset, this is the order to which all children are supposed to conform.  Filial piety is considered the utmost honor that parents can receive during their lifetime.

In Chinese culture, education and filial piety are related.  The Chinese written character or pictograph of “education” can be broken into three radicals.  There is the word “elderly” on the top left, with the word “son” underneath it.  This can mean that when the father grows old, the son will support the father.  Also, there is the word "literary" on the right side.  This can be interpreted to mean that the goal of the son’s education is to support the older parents.  Filial piety also provides the necessary social stability of families without government's intervention.  In other words, filial piety is the family form of the “Social Security” concept.  This is one of the geniuses of the Confucian philosophy.

In summary, the most respected relationship is between parent-child.  This love is seen as a manifestation of heavenly love.  Filial piety is the resulting virtue of a harmonious relationship between father and child.  The first-born son is especially of value since the first-born son is the first child that can carry on the family lineage.  This is the key to the order of family values.  Herein lies the gist of the actual family relationship system.  In this hierarchical relationship, the first order between the king and the subjects is replicated in the relationship between father and son.  Obedience and deference are the key manifestations.  These two virtues are the driving qualities upholding the Chinese family value.  Although the concept of kingship is a concrete one, the actual practice of respect and loyalty toward a king is rare. (Another way this has been endorsed is by the saying, since “the mountains are high, the king’s influence is more remote!”)

Fathers have unquestioned authority over their children.  It was believed that, like their emperor who ruled over them, fathers have the right to the literal ownership of the lives of their children.

This unquestioned authority by the father also gave rise to patriarchy and nepotism.  When it was shameful for others outside the family to know of the absence of filial piety within a family, often the virtue of filial piety was coerced or forced by way of shame and guilt.  Many sons and daughters rebelled and became estranged from their families of origin.  As they attempted to hold back the negative emotional impact of this estrangement, they lost their emotional repertoire.  Their loved ones, like their wives would suffer from unattended emotional needs.  Most often, wives of first-born sons suffered more because, although they found their husband working very hard to provide for the family, the husband did not know how to emotionally nurture himself or other family members.  While the family was initially successful with material things or educational attainment, eventually, the deprivation of emotional needs would catch up with them.  With the impact of immigration, this phenomenon is even more pronounced as stress of migration becomes more prominent. 

The Development of the Self Concept and Personhood

Concepts of the self and person are relational terms in the Chinese culture.  These are also foreign concepts without direct Chinese counterparts.  The reference points for these concepts are externally and not internally defined.  As mentioned earlier in this document, locus of control and self are both relationally defined.  The sacrifice of the self is actually preferred over the development of the self.  In Confucian thinking, while the person is inherently good, external education and training are necessary to bring about goodness and moral conduct to benefit society.  Education becomes the training ground for moral conduct manifested by the gentlemen.

In counseling and psychology, the disorders of people in the Asian culture have to do with the under-development of the self.  Compared to other ethnicities, counselors are more likely to come across personality disorders in Asians.  Most theories of personality disorders indicate that the disorders manifest themselves interpersonally.  Since in Chinese culture, the social development aspects of a person are so important, interpersonal difficulties can become quite pronounced and painful.

The social learning theory of psychology emphasizes the importance of social reinforcement in the development of a person.  For example, the concept of the looking glass self indicates that a self-concept developed as a result of an individual’s belief of how other people perceived him or her.  During the formative years, in the development of the young child, the acceptance of the caregivers can determine the emotional health of the child, as he or she grows older.

There is a pattern in child rearing practices in the Chinese culture where the young child, in a reprimanding situation, is given the benefit of the doubt.  This is given because it is believed that the child is innocent and does not possess the maturity to act otherwise.  As a child grows older, more and more expectations and structures are placed upon the child.  In Western cultures, almost the opposite is true.  Many in the West believe that in order for a young child to find security, the child should be given structure and limits early in life.  As the child matures, he or she should be given guidance in decision-making and given autonomy.  When the Chinese observed the Western methods of child rearing, they considered it as spoiling the child.  The child that cannot sit still is considered unruly and wild, therefore bad.

There is a crisis going on between the first generation and the second generation of Chinese immigrant families.  Parents describe their children as rebellious, while their children describe their parents as old-fashioned and rigid.  Both parents and children are not happy with each other.  Some blame the Western culture, while others blame their children, but rarely do they blame themselves.

Overall, the self-development of the Chinese people is not a secure one.  External considerations, such as status symbols and achievements, become measures of wellness and success.  What we have here is a culture driven by performance and material possessions.  There is an insidious decline regarding the worth of a person when the value of a person becomes more and more dehumanized.  People are treated as objects that can be traded, measured and relationships purchased.  People also become more and more dependent socially, and find they cannot trust themselves.

Men and Women

Like most agrarian cultures, men are ascribed more worth because they are stronger.  With rare cultural exceptions, men generally plowed the fields while women took care of the children.  China is no different than most ancient cultures:  Men have been given a higher value in terms of concrete productivity compared to women.  There have been many other considerations in the relative worth between the genders.  This may have to do with the polarizations between the masculine and feminine manifestations of gender.

With the strict and concrete Five Orders of social relationships, the clearer the physical limits and boundaries could be established between the sexes, and the more efficient was the manner of social conduct.  There has been an “over-correction” of the manifestations of masculinity and femininity.  The more black-and-white the boundaries were, the easier it was to conduct one’s social behavior.  In the fourth order of Confucian ethics concerning the husband and wife, one sees that the woman’s worth is essentially tied into the relationship with her husband.

Traditionally speaking, as a girl grows up in China, she is taught, since her youth, that she should listen and obey her father.  When she marries, her duty, then, will be to obey her husband.  After she is old, she is to follow the guidance of her son.  In other words, the worth of a woman is found only in the external validity with men.  Internal affirmation of the worth of a woman is rare or non-existent.  For this to take place, it is counter-culture and can be considered as rebellion.  Thus, a woman learned to be dependent, causing her self and person to be underdeveloped.  Men, in the meantime, felt in control of women because there was a socially sanctioned hierarchy where men could rule over women.  The meaning of masculinity for men, over the years, became skewed to imply aggressive and insensitive tendencies.  To be otherwise was considered weak and effeminate.  This sad situation between men and women had relationships take on a win-lose paradigm; one without a viable exit.  When marital relationships take on a win-lose construct, it actually means a lose-lose scenario because in loving and committed relationships, there cannot be win-lose.  The default outcome is found in tragic endings where there is sacrifice on the part of women to provide balance to these unhealthy men-women relationships over the centuries. 

The most unfortunate outcome with this unbalanced relationship is the development of misogynism, a hatred of women.  Since men need women emotionally and physically, insecure men harbor a profound disdain for women by only justifying relationships with women in a sexual way.  This further alienates the gender development of men and women, serving to dehumanize their worth. 

Many traditional Chinese soap operas about families play out these themes of tragedies and self-defeating endings.  Girls were told that they should have patience because it was fate that they were born with the “wrong” sex, meaning they would suffer this fate for the rest of their lives.  As much as men like to believe that they have the upper hand in the relationship between genders, ostensibly, they turn out to be the final losers because mothers bring up boys.  Many women harboring a deep hatred toward men, because men are regarded as oppressors, end up practicing misandry, a hatred of men.  For example, a mother may want to make sure that her sons do not grow up to be aggressive in their personalities, like their father.  The mother, then, inadvertently emasculates their sons as a way of self-defense, or in an unconscious effort to make things right for themselves. 

There is yet another outcome based on the unequal worth between men and women.  Women develop a sense of self-hate that contributes to a lowered self-esteem, dependency and insecurity, fueling the desperate need for relational assurance.  One common manifestation of this self-hate is in the projection of this ego-syntonic feeling from a mother to her daughters.  This is generally an unconscious process that took the form of trauma bonding, where the mother may find control and relief through the pain and hardship she inflicts on her daughters. This is a complex form of sadism and masochism.  As will be discussed in a later part of this document, the first-born daughter generally became the most convenient victim because she was the first one to come along in her mother’s life when the mother was experiencing the most stress. 

This level of trauma bonding took on a very subtle form that history tended to repeat over the centuries, as if this were a curse placed on mother and daughter relationships.  Mothers continue to hurt their daughters and, when these daughters grow up, the daughters who become mothers, inadvertently, inflict emotional pain on their daughters, as well.  

Since there is an accepted inequality between the sexes, relationships are not stable because the two roles are unbalanced.  For centuries, there has been a perpetual tension and friction that existed between husband and wife.  Rigid role functioning between the sexes becomes necessary for the relationship to maintain some semblance of harmony.  Rigid functioning gives rise to inflexibility, precipitating in no-win relationships and aggressor-victim mindsets.

Father and Sons

The relationship between father and his first-born son is supposed to be the backbone of Chinese societies, lending stability to the operation of the family from one generation to the other.  The son carries the family name and he is the heir to the family fortune. 

One of the manifestations of filial piety, when it comes to honoring one’s father, would be for the son’s wife to give birth to a son, assuring the continuation of the family name.  Because in the hierarchical orders of social relationships, father and son is the second in importance, it takes preeminence over any other orders, including husband and wife.  In this order of importance and reasoning, when a wife is barren or unable to give birth to a son, the husband still has a duty to bring forth a son through another woman.  This, although appearing as skewed logic, is implicitly accepted because it is more important for the son to be filial pious than for the husband to be faithful.  Again, this sets up a no-win situation because the anguish of his wife will impact the whole family, including the husband.  There are husbands who justify their sexual unfaithfulness of being sexually loose by referring to the duty of bringing forth a son to carry on the family name. 

Women continue to lose for the wife will feel cheated, and the mistress or concubine, who is involved in this progeny endeavor, feels used.  This is another one of the sad no-win situations that the culture has precipitated over the centuries in Chinese history.  There were many women who could not accept this craziness and they developed depression that ended in suicide by hanging, or by jumping into a well or a nearby river.  Women who cannot fight try to accept this exploitation as part of their fate.  They, inadvertently, collude with the unhealthy relationship patterns and develop passive ways to cope with the problems. Thus they exist in codependent relationships with people in order to survive. The price she pays is the losing of her own self.

Often, for a woman to achieve her significance, it is only through her husband’s marrying of another woman.  When this happens, she becomes the “First Wife” or the “Number One” wife, and her status in the family is, therefore, assured.  Another way for her to achieve status is for her to be nice to the second wife.  In that way, she becomes the “Older Sister” to the second wife and she could receive respect and honor from her.  Yet another way for a woman to achieve status is through the obedience of her daughters-in-law.  This is often a trauma-bonding situation where the mother-in-law exercises authority over the daughter-in-law.  This is, again, a no-win situation because the daughter-in-law harbors hatred toward her mother-in-law.  This projection of anguish, which cycles from one generation to the next, continues to persist for generations. 

When a man had more than one wife, it is considered a sign of wealth.  When a woman married a man with more than one wife, it is a complex situation.  If she is the first wife, she is, of course, very happy.  If she is not the first, then she has to be exceedingly pleasing to her husband to make sure that he desires her over his first wife.  Generally, it is shameful for a woman to marry a married man.  Sadly, however, women are forced into these positions because of family pressure.  They are coerced into marriage to please their parents, to help pay off a family debt, or to earn a financial reward.  Sometimes, a woman would find herself marrying a man twice her age, and being as young as the children of the man. 
Fathers and Daughters

Fathers in China are not expected to care for their children in an emotional way.  A good father is supposed to be stern, and he carries an attitude of “having it together.”  He is not to display overtly warm or accepting regard over the people he loves, lest he be accused of being weak and spoiling them.  A father is supposed to be hard working to provide for the concrete survival needs of his family.  Often, he works for many hours of a day, or for days.  Even if he comes home, he is only physically present, but emotionally absent.  Although the disciplining of children is the duty of the father, what actually occurs is that the father relinquishes this responsibility to his wife.  It is only when there are major problems with a child that the father intervenes, and his actions are usually in the form of physical punishment.

Children generally find their father to be unapproachable, with some very rare exceptions.  A child learns, very early in life, to fear his or her father.  Children learn to stay out of the way of his or her father, lest they get his wrath.  It is not unusual, then, for the child to want as little as possible to do with his or her father.  This results in a deterioration of the father-child relationship.  This tendency also impacts sons in that the father does not learn to be close to their sons.  Daughters, even more estranged, learn to fear and dislike their fathers.  Fathers become strangers to daughters and the daughters learn to not trust them.  This adversely impacts the daughters’ impression of men.  The daughters learn they may not find security in men, and may not expect men to be effective in sharing child-rearing responsibilities.

A father finds it easier to relate to their sons compared to their daughters, as sons are more important than daughters, culturally.  Sons are more of a known entity because they are of the same gender.  A father expects his wife to care for their daughters.  A mother, by default, may prefer to take care of her daughters because they are of the same sex and, therefore, supervision may be perceived to be easier.

There is an additional complication in the father-daughter relationship: the daughter’s sexuality.  It should be said that it is not the daughter’s sexuality that is the issue; rather, it is the other way around.  Since the topic of sexuality is taboo in the Chinese culture, men are not comfortable regarding sexuality in a healthy sense.  As was mentioned earlier about the roles of men and women being so concretized, men have a tendency to sexualize relationships with women.  There is a saying that epitomizes this tendency.  It goes something like this:  “You cannot have any women friends after marriage because close relationships with women are believed to always be sexual in nature.”  Not surprisingly, then, love is viewed as being synonymous with having a sexual relationship.  Accordingly, a relationship between the sexes is almost the same as having possession of someone.

Most fathers are established and comfortable with their own “hyper-masculinity”, which results in being uncomfortable when relating to their daughters.  When their daughters are young, a father does not want to be too close to them since the father believes that he does not know how to handle them.  A father may also believe that holding a baby makes him effeminate.  When his daughters reach puberty, a father develops somewhat of a detached relationship with them because he cannot handle the subtle sexual maturation of his daughters.  The father defensively detaches himself physically and emotionally from them to guard against the strange feeling of not being in perfect control of them.  Instead of affirming the sexual maturity of his daughters, a father makes his daughters feel that they do not have his approval.  Consequently, the already tenuous relationship between fathers and daughters is further compromised to the point of alienation and rejection.

Sometimes a father over-compensates for his ambivalent sexual feeling by being critical and sarcastic of the daughters’ physical maturation.  His daughters feel further objectified and dehumanized by this criticism.  A father may inadvertently cross the generational boundary by giving in to his sexual tensions and committing a sexual offense.  A less serious offense is using the daughter as an object of voyeurism, while more serious ones include molestation and incest.  Daughters learn very early to compound their negative feelings on their fathers.  The father-daughter relationship from that time on could become so doomed that it is beyond any reconciliation over their lifetime. 

When a daughter does not feel safe at home, her sisters will be told of the problem she has with their father.  Very likely, then, all his daughters learn to shun him.  When these daughters grow up, they often leave home prematurely, and some develop a promiscuous tendency when they relate socially with the opposite sex.

Mother and Sons

Mothers become very happy when they give birth to a son.  This is especially true when the first-born is a son because the mother’s role as a wife is assured.  As we will discuss in the next section, the role of the wife is threatened if she cannot give birth to a son.  This is because the husband could then have the excuse to have a mistress or concubine, ostensibly to have a son who would bring honor to the family.

It is obvious that mothers prefer sons, and that they give their sons special treatment.  Sons learn very early that they are special and that mothers are there to serve their needs.  Sisters are also there to serve the needs of the sons.  The expectation of a son is for him to be successful in his studies, and to earn a living to eventually support the mother and father when they grew old.  Mothers know well that daughters will not do that since the daughters marry to serve the husbands’ families.  Many mothers actually tease and mock their daughters in front of their sons, saying that daughters are not useful to the family and that daughters are ungrateful children.

When the son is growing up, the mother tends to give him a lot of leeway to the point of spoiling him.  Psychologically, sons grow up with a self-centeredness that sometimes approaches the degree of narcissism.  Sons are waited upon, and given into.  Temper tantrums are not recognized, but the sons get what they whine for if they whine about it long enough.  Since all sons are expected to do well academically, one may see a lot of successful, high achievers, but they may be high functioning narcissists in disguise.  These men make excellent business people, based on the “old-world standard” because they could operate with a level of ruthlessness that is beyond the ability of less narcissistic people. These business people may do well in the old country within an old-world family business paradigm. Since they are narcissists, they are not able to do business with anyone else or the business would fail. When these people migrate to the western world, they could not adjust to the corporate worldview of “team-players”.

Many mothers are anxious about the academic success of their sons, becoming overbearing of their sons’ lives.  A mother can be intrusive and dominant to the point of her sons developing a passive-aggressive personality.  Additionally, many mothers become verbally and physically violent.  When these sons grow up, they undoubtedly have a difficult time in dating and courtship.  In marriage, the mother cannot understand how the son could be so stubborn with his wife over minor issues.  Undoubtedly, the dominant-submissive theme will play out in the son’s marriage. These sons become emotionally anxious people, but they may be intellectual giants.  On the outside, these men know how to please people, but at home, these men become erratic monsters that everyone fears.  Their family members are subdued for fear of the rage in these men, and everyone learns early on to exist codependently with them.

Elderly mothers are expected to depend on their sons for support.  When the mother’s role of being a wife is threatened or becomes insecure, the default is for the mother to continue her role as a mother, even when her children are grown.  A codependent, parasitic mother and child relationship is generally the norm rather than the exception.  This is an issue of the mother’s inability or unwillingness to separate emotionally from her children because she feels abandoned.  She does not do well when she is alone, so, the mother emotionally leans on a son or a daughter for her sense of security and satisfaction.  If a mother has a good son who brings honor to her, the mother’s status is assured.  Inadvertently, some mothers discourage the son’s independence.  She gives her son mixed messages about dating and marriage.  When her son passes his marrying age, she gives in and permits marriage, but she continues to dominate the son’s life by controlling his family.  Eventually, the marriage is ruined as a result, but the mother would be happy because she believes she helped her son get rid of an ungrateful daughter-in-law, towards whom she had developed so much ambivalent feelings. 

In Chinese history there are many positive examples of mothering that are outstanding.  These stories talk about how sacrificial some mothers were as key people to help bring about success to their son’s life.  The main theme is in the academic achievement of the son despite dire economic conditions.  There are very few examples of how mothers have been instrumental in enriching the married life of her sons.  However, negative examples abound.

Mother and Daughters

Relationships between mothers and daughters are always a complex one.  The author wishes to describe the concept of “First-born-daughter (FBD) syndrome, a pseudo-borderline coping style.”  This constellation of characteristics of the FBD was derived from Chinese women.  (FBD is most commonly manifested in the personality structure of the first-born, but it is also found in women of any birth-order who were brought up under analogous parenting dysfunctions.) Essentially, FBD women were emotionally traumatized women. This author was providing psychological serves to FBD’s who were in deep emotional turmoil.  These services went beyond the scope of psychotherapy, and included psychiatric emergencies, acute in-patient psychiatric services, forensic evaluations and expert testimonies (in family law and custody battles), as well as speaking engagements for public awareness of the FBD complex. 

While most of the characteristics of the FBD complex may carry a negative connotation, when the FBD is not under stress, she can be quite functional (in some clinical circles, this manifestations may be described as the “quiet borderline”).  It is important to point out that the FBD complex is an ineffective coping style that impairs effective interpersonal relationship and intrapersonal functioning.  This complex may overlap some of the features of the borderline personality disorder as described in the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Psychiatric Disorders, the fourth revision (DSM-IV).

Positive Qualities of FBD’s
FBD’s have an exceptional independence in carrying out personal responsibilities.  An example of this is shown in the ability for a retired woman to operate a sandwich shop, single-handedly, in a busy financial district such as San Francisco downtown.  High functioning FBD’s are also very reliable individuals with exceptional dependability in carrying out a task delegated to them.  As students, they do their assignments very conscientiously, meticulously, laboriously and effectively without delay. 

FBD’s have a character trait of being extremely cautious.  This earns them the title of excellent caretaker of young children, due to their early experience of caring for their younger siblings in the capacity of a surrogate mother.  In addition, most FBD’s are excellent crafts-people who love making practical things with their hands.

Psychopathology

FBD’s are relatively ineffective in their interpersonal style, due to being overly concrete in their perception of the world and events that surround them.  They lack the luster of interpersonal subtlety that is important in the development of relationships.

They also tend to be overly rigid with their perception and are less able to shift mental sets to deal with a changing environment.  They have a heightened sensitivity towards justice and fairness.  Because they are cautious and sensitive to making mistakes, they function with a high anxiety level and are stress prone.

They are not able to adjust effectively with social isolation.  This characteristic is dependent on the level of functioning of the FBD.  The lower the level, the more problems with social alienation, being alone, fear of abandonment, and the overwhelming dread of having to face the evening by themselves.

While some high functioning FBD’s do well in school, most do not, necessarily, do well academically.  Usually, they would do exceptionally well in early grade school years, but their performance would slip when their family responsibilities become too demanding for them, or when their emotional turmoils get the better of them.

FBD’s express an emotional instability and lability with an underlying dysthymic mood and restricted affect.  Some experience an overwhelming sense of meaninglessness and emptiness.  Suicidal ideations are common with FBD’s. The thought of running away from home and suicide tendencies are common to FBD’s during adolescent years. This is the reflection of years of unhappiness and dissatisfaction with family life. 

They usually manifest co-dependent behaviors on significant others.  FBD’s have a heightened awareness of shame and guilt.  They do not do well with separations because they have unresolved grief and bereavement issues from their family of origin. These grief issues are compounded with submerged anger and rage toward their love ones. They have an intense fear of rejection.  They have ambivalent feelings towards significant male love-objects.

Etiology of the FBD

The traditional Chinese belief that value males more than females and the mother’s worth on having a first-born son are the precipitating factors in the etiology of the FBD.  Mothers of FBD’s are usually FBD’s themselves.  Since they have not accepted themselves, they are not able to bring up FBD’s effectively.  FBD mothers usually become too enmeshed with their daughters.  The mothers project onto their FBD’s, what the mothers do not like about themselves, and their fears, ambivalence and insecurities about being a woman. 

FBD’s become their mother’s confidant, protégé, and counselor at a very young age. There is intergenerational and gender role-reversal, and thus confusion.  FBD’s become their younger siblings’ surrogate mother and caregiver.  There are gross experiences of splitting and divisiveness.  Traditionally, the first-born daughter is punished for things that her sibling did wrong as an object lesson to teach her younger siblings to behave. She was also punished for not setting a good role model for her siblings and for failing to keep her siblings from getting into trouble. This irrationally placed punishment was intended to serve as an example for the younger sibling to view the punishment for committing a wrong act.  FBD’s felt unjustified in this treatment, understandably resulting in feelings of bitterness and resentment to her parents, her siblings and herself.

There is usually the lack of a happy childhood because FBD’s have to care for their siblings at a young age.  They have to sacrifice their childhood for the practical care of their siblings such as baby sitting, cleaning and feeding.

The lower functioning FBD’s are those who have suffered multiple interpersonal traumas, losses and rejections.  It is not uncommon for low functioning FBD’s to develop a full borderline personality disorder by the time they reached puberty.

It is typical for FBD’s to have reduced impulse control due to an overly simplistic way of coping with the world. They look at the world with a black or white mindset and their attending feelings also become polarized causing problems with impulse control.  They may contemplate running away from home to escape injustice and have chronic suicidal ideations.  Self-mutilations and suicide attempts are also common.  Other FBD perceptions include disappointment with their fathers and their brothers, feeling that their fathers have betrayed them and brothers and sister-in-laws were ungrateful people.

FBD’s may have been emotionally and physically abused.  The use of shame, divisiveness, splitting, favoritism, nepotism and threats of separation and dread are common in their upbringing. FBD mothers do not know how to parent; they will use the most effective method to control their daughters’ behaviors instead of caring for the best interest of their children.

Relationships Among Siblings

Sibling Relationships Within the Codependency
 Framework

Chinese families fit the codependency framework, although this construct was originally derived from families facing fathers who are alcoholics
.  The sources of the causes of the codependency may differ, but the manifestations of the issues are essentially the same.  The author, through the last decade or more of clinical and anecdotal experiences, has surmised that there seems to be enough Chinese families with codependent tendencies to support the use of this paradigm in formulating sibling relationships. 

As theorized by Wegscheider-Cruse, the cast of the dysfunctional family dynamic includes: an enabler who, forever, tries to control to make things normal; a hero who believes that as long as he or she can be perfect, the family problems will go away; the scapegoat who invariably develops insight about the family dysfunction and rebels against the family problems but, finally, ends up believing that he is the problem; a lost child who retreats, withdraws and isolates himself from any meaningful relationships with his family; and, the mascot who tries desperately to make everyone laugh amidst the family tragedy. 

The sibling dynamic takes the form of the casts described above.  However, within the Chinese family, each of the siblings may play multiple casts.  For example, the second born may aspire to be the hero, but fails and, eventually, becomes the lost child when he grows older. 

Generally speaking, the first-born desires to be the hero who performs well in all aspects of his or her life.  In this way, he or she hopes his or her parents will be happy and satisfied.  First-borns are very compliant and dependent, and they become, in themselves, miniatures of what his or her parents expect him or her to be.  First-born sons strive very hard to please, resulting in feelings of anxiety.  This pleasing also provides fertile soil in the nurturing of a perfectionist with a narcissistic personality.  First-born daughters also grow up with feelings of anxiety and perfectionism, but with borderline features.  It is noted that both of these manifestations of personality disorders are in the area of ego deficits where the self was underdeveloped. 

Other sibling members, especially the middle child who is a girl, will become the lost child because parents and adults pay more attention to her brother than herself.  The only reason for this is that, in the Chinese culture, sons are preferred more than daughters.  This middle daughter will be very despondent and dependent while growing up.  She may eventually become promiscuous or histrionic in a dependent quest for attention. 

Depending on the gender of the last child, if the last-born happens to be a girl, then she will receive less attention than a last-born son, but she will receive more attention than a middle daughter.  This is true because since she is the last-born, the parents are generally in a better position to provide for her needs economically, for, by now, her parents are more established.  The last-born son will receive more attention than anyone else in the family because his parents are happy to have him as the last-born.  Most Chinese parents have one child after another because they want to have more sons.  Thus, when a son is born, they may be satisfied and happy, and may decide to stop having children.  The mother may feel a sense of relief for the arrival of her last son. 

If the relationship between mother and father is not a healthy one, there is a high tendency for the mother to enmesh with her last-born son.  This son would be groomed to take care of the emotional needs of the mother when he grows up.  The first-born son will eventually be a father surrogate for the rest of the family in terms of the operation of the family.  His mother may defer decisions to him, but she may hold a distance between herself and her first-born son.  This is especially true after her first-born son gets married.  There will generally be a rivalry between the mother and her daughter-in-law.  The same is not true with the last-born son because the mother may use him for emotional gratification.  He is used like a husband surrogate. 

Among Brothers


The Five Orders set the structure for how siblings should relate to each other.  Most significantly is the popular belief that because “blood runs thicker than water,” the relationships between brothers are described by the Chinese as the relationships between “hands and feet” of one’s healthy body.  The corollary is true in the Chinese culture that, indeed, relationships between brothers are like “hands and feet”, whereas relationships between husband and wife are like “wearing clothes, or changes of clothes”.  The implication is that one should place a higher priority over brother relationships because brotherhood is irreplaceable, in comparison to a relationship with his wife:  A wife is only a role and it is dispensable.  This is an example of how national ethnocentrism gives rise to familial-centrism that undermines the strength of bonding between spouses. 


The order between older and younger brothers is clearly spelled out in that the first-born will be expected to inherit most of his father’s wealth and reputation.  Younger siblings are less significant in the family hierarchy, financially and socially.  This is a form of favoritism and nepotism.  It sets up sibling rivalry relationships that may end in a no-win situation.  The parents may be aware of this unavoidable conflict between brothers, so parents may reinforce strong bonding between them while they are growing up.  This is generally effective until the brothers are married.


When the brothers have families of their own, brothers may want to have strong relationships between the families.  While the brothers have already accepted their positions in the family during the process of growing up, in terms of what they will and will not inherit, their respective spouses have not.  This, eventually, will set up divisiveness among the sister-in-laws that may finally end with irreconcilable conflicts between the brothers. 


This first developmental pattern of male-male relating that begins between the brothers sets the stage for relating between men later in life.  Chinese men do not know how to relate deeply with someone of the same-sex.  They can achieve alone as an entrepreneur, but they may fail miserably when they have to work cooperatively in a team.  This also explains why, among early immigrants, the “mom and pop” stores were quite successful:  The operation of the store was still within the confines of family structure.  When a family business grows into a corporate operation, there will be growing pains.  A Chinese business owner may have problems with the diversification of power and authority.  This is also the main reason why family businesses can be very successful when the family patriarch is alive and healthy, whereas, when the father is ill, the brokering of business power between the sons could wreck the business and forever ruining family relationships.  Predictably, the power struggles would be the cause of the demise of the business.

Among Sisters


Most people would expect Chinese sisters to get along well together because, on the outside, Chinese women may appear to be very feminine, non-aggressive and tame.  This is the ideal situation in the Chinese family.  In actuality, though, it is generally a rare incidence where sisters do get together harmoniously in a Chinese family.  Human nature being what it is, there is a lot to be told about the complicated dynamic between Chinese sisters.


As discussed earlier about the concreteness and objectification of human beings who too rigidly adhere to the Five Orders, the worth of a woman becomes based on physical appearance or performance ability.  The mother’s personal maturity has a lot to do with the emotional health of her daughters.  The emotional maturity of the father also plays a key role in the healthy emotional development of his daughters, as well.  When a mother, for whatever psychological factors, was unable to develop into a mature woman, she would generally use a psychological defense called projection to ward off personal problems on her daughters.  Projection is the blaming process resulting from an issue with blame, part and parcel of the unhealthy dynamic of codependency. 


When the worth of a woman is objectified there is comparison, like there is an evaluation of the relative worth of a product.  The difference is that people have feelings, whereas a commodity does not.  In the process of comparison and evaluation, sibling rivalries are set up with the unavoidable feelings of resentment and a heightened sense of self-consciousness.


Among sisters who compare themselves to each other, they will consider anything in their comparison: the relative net worth of their husbands; the academic achievements of their children; and, the list goes on endlessly.  These women may find themselves never satisfied.  They also make the lives of those they love miserable because they cannot ever be happy.  These Chinese sisters, because of the need to avoid bringing shame to the family name, put on a pretense of sibling cohesiveness during family social events. 

Relationships Between Husband and Wife

It is true that husbands should love their wives in the Chinese culture.  The wives, because of this faithful love, would respect and honor their husbands.  Again, this is the ideal situation within the Five Order framework.  In reality, because of the basic differences between the sexes, husbands and wives may not get along very well.  Husbands grow tired of their wives’ emotional neediness over the years.  Since the husbands did not have very effective role models from their fathers and other men in their lives, they often gave up the role of the husband and father and resorted to being an effective breadwinner. 

It is common to see men in the Chinese culture working extremely hard and working long hours at their jobs because they want to be a good provider.  What they lack in terms of role effectiveness as fathers and husbands, they want to make up in an abundance of provisions for their loved ones.  Chinese men, like their forefathers, are not expected to give much emotional support to their loved ones.  At best, they may be emotionally absent but physically present.  At worst, they run away from their family obligations emotionally by withdrawing and blaming.  They may, inadvertently, resort to an alternate family life style by having a “low maintenance” (emotionally and economically speaking) household somewhere else.  These are the formalized extramarital affairs that, although the Chinese culture condemns, are nevertheless a common anomaly in this conservative culture. 

Most first or second-generation Chinese immigrants, because of their traditional views against unchastity and unfaithfulness, nevertheless, still struggle with unhappy marriages.  Generally, the wives are the ones that become unhappy with the relationship.  They rationalize away the pain by telling themselves that pain and suffering is a given within life.  Many wives believe that once they are married, it is left to fate if their marriage turns out happy or sad.  To cope with this pain of emotional unfulfillment, they relinquish their roles as wives and compensate by being a strong and dominating mother.  Their identity as a mother is a role over which they could have control.  This role tends to precipitate in the relationship with her children, rebellion, loose boundaries and enmeshment.  Although unhappy, husbands and wives may never get a divorce because it may mean great shame to the family.  To have a “failed marriage” is also considered to be a great failure, causing the extended family to lose face.  As a way of coping, they would sleep in separate beds or in separate rooms.  Wives would refuse sexual advances from their husbands, believing, that after menopause, spouses should not have sex.  Many women also believe that it is very shameful to have sex with their husbands after the last-born has grown up. It is considered shameful for a middle-aged woman to be pregnant because the implication is that sexual relationships are still active into the middle age of a woman.

The most difficult marital pattern in Chinese culture is when the husband is narcissistic and the wife is borderline and narcissistic.  Both can be ruthlessly controlling, and they tend to be first-born sons and daughters.  This problem becomes even more complicated when they marry at an older age, such as around forty.  Since they have been set in their independent ways for decades, they find it difficult to adjust to each other.  They want a marriage just to satisfy the social expectations, but they may give up very quickly.  Some of these marriages will remain stable for a while because one of the spouses has a more healthy personality background.  When the husband is narcissistic, he does not know how to appreciate the emotions of himself, less so his wife.  When demands are made of him, he interprets that as a personal affront and would react very negatively and defensively.  A wife, who is emotionally needy and has a husband who does not seem to understand her needs, may escalate her emotionality to get his attention.  This is done consciously or subconsciously, and the relationship may get into a very difficult one to resolve even in a professional setting.  Often the wife may have already threatened or attempted suicide, but the husband has since turned emotionally cold on her.  This dynamic may continue for a while with each spouse eventually ending up in multiple extramarital affairs. Consequently, their children will suffer a tremendous toll witnessing this painful and destructive process. Some of these narcissistic couples, in their inadvertent craving to win and control will extend this marital fight beyond the divorce. Bitter custody battles ensues consciously or not to destroy the credibility of their ex-spouse as well as breaking down the family financial makeup. Some ex-spouses are so vindictive that the custody battles are not intended for the best interest of the children, but to harass and drain the ex-spouses’ resources so he or she may not be able to start a new family soon. The ugliness of human nature is played out almost everyday in the family law courts of large counties all over North America; many result in shoot-outs and tragedies. 

The second most common marital problem may have to do when one spouse has an obsessive-compulsive personality.  This spouse is almost impossible to please because he or she harbors an overly harsh conscience, and has an unrealistically high expectation on the self and others.  This spouse is very anxious, but he or she is a dependable and a serious person.  The obsessive-compulsive tries very hard to be punctual, clean and orderly. He or she spends an inordinate amount of time in wanting to be perfect and doing the “right” thing.  When a marriage reaches a crisis, the first thing they will say is, “I didn’t do anything wrong!”  Indeed, they did not actively do anything wrong per se.  Since this spouse is always so driven to do the right thing, and has an unconscious inclination to do everything perfectly well with meticulous attention to details, he or she cannot be found wrong.  What went wrong was that this spouse does not have an appreciation for the more abstract aspects of relationship: the emotions.  In short, he or she may not have developed a full spectrum of emotions and feelings.  In psychiatric terminology, he or she does not have a full range of affect.  He or she is restricted in that he or she sees things as right or wrong, or in black and white, with very little gradation in between.  Because this spouse is so hard to please, and he or she cannot relate effectively in the emotional aspects of a relationship, his or her spouse may have to meet his or her emotional needs elsewhere.  Emotional, codependent extra-marital affairs are common by the deprived spouse.  Additionally, parents, who experience these kinds of marital problems, struggle with children who develop subtle psychological problems, such as eating disorders of daughters and addiction behaviors of sons.  

The original intent of the Five Orders was for social stability and security for everyone.  The fourth order is between husband and wife.  The expectation is that the wife would respect her husband because he loves her.  The virtue manifested here is chastity and faithfulness.  In actual Chinese cultural practice, many scholars have conceded that this is actually a double standard, meaning the wife is expected to be chaste toward her husband, but not necessarily the husband toward her wife.  The unfaithfulness of the husband in having sexually relationships outside of the marriage is condoned.  Mistresses and concubines are common arrangements, in the traditional Chinese history that gave fodder to the plots of endless soap operas over the centuries.  These extra-marital arrangements also gave women an impression that women should not expect much, and “men would be men”.  “Eating bitterness” is the expected virtue of wives, and they are to suffer silently. 

It is very sad that the worth of a woman could only be more prominent when her husband brings home a mistress, as mentioned earlier.  Then, her identity can be strengthened because, not only is she the first wife of her husband, she is also the “older sister” of her husband’s new wife.  The two women are supposed to live peacefully ever after, like sisters.  It is expected that the second wife will listen and obey the first wife. This is, of course, very rare since the husband favors the second wife who is usually younger thus considered more attractive.  Most likely, the results will be triangulation and splitting between the wives and the children of the next generation.

The second time when a woman would gain prominence in her identity is when her son marries.  She could, then, become a mother-in-law, ruling over her daughter-in-law with an iron fist.  This is a form of trauma bonding.  To find relief, the mother-in-law projects subconsciously upon her daughter-in-law, the grief the mother-in-law experienced.  This is a vicious cycle from the old country that may not end until after immigration, to the second or fourth generation.

During the time of the first generation immigrants, there were no Chinese women available in North America because only single or married men would come to work as laborers.  What resulted from this male-dominated immigration was another defining experience to which some Chinese women became partners.  Often, when a single man wanted to marry, he would resort to a matchmaking system that is otherwise known as the mail order bride service. This is still true today for some blue-collar workers with under-developed social skills. They may spend twelve-hour days seven days a week at the restaurant or grocery store that employ them. The location of their employment is usually far from a metropolitan city, so the only socializing or entertainment they have is gambling or watching TV. When these men could save up enough money, they will consider a go-between, a matchmaker to procure a bride. They will go to China for vacation and then would pick out their wives and then would bring them over. Women in many parts of Asia would do anything to leave home or to migrate to North America. Most of these women were really coerced by their families to marry abroad so as to give her family a “life-line” to a higher standard of living abroad. There is prestige and honor to marry abroad since there is a romanticizing of the Western dot-comer culture, Hollywood and wealth. These marriages generally do not last very long due to the hardship involved in making a living in the West. Many people in Asia get by because of a stable, non-competitive economy. When faced with the open market of a competitive economy, many would shy away. Some may give up and attempt to find a way to go on unemployment, get on disability, or on welfare. These people become very bitter about the West and they could not return to Asia for the shame of losing face. They live out a life of disgruntlement and entitlement, far short of the dream they once held for themselves.

Relationship between Friends

Trust

The goal of the fifth and the last order of the Confucian Cardinal Relationships are assurances of harmonious relationships between people.  There should be trust between friends.  This level of trust is generally manifested in how business is to be conducted in the market place.  The main point is with the ability to use verbal commitments as contracts, such that a written contract may not be needed. There is a Chinese saying: “Verbal commitment is as good as gold!” Good people who have good reputations would be able to conduct business through having had a good record with other people.  A written contract for the transaction of business would be superfluous for these people.  Often times, the request for a written contract is considered an insult to the good credit of these people.

Li


The social protocol requires a standard of respect and etiquette.  The specific manner of this social protocol and behavior is called, “li.”  All manner of social conduct must be done in the proper li in order to maintain respect and honor.  Honor is associated with the proper li, while dishonor and shame is associated with the improper absence of li. As previously discussed about the main goal of the Confucius ethics is with social order. Li is considered the outcome of the cultured person or the gentlemen. Through the influence of fine arts like poetry, literature, and music, a refine person will manifest the appropriate li in social settings. This gives proper order to the conduct of social life. 


The manifestation of li or “li mao” (manner and appearance) has the implication that li is outwardly manifested in showing forth of the proper protocol in deeds; thus not necessarily at heart. This is about conformity and doing the right thing in order to please. Over the centuries, people have learned to pay lip service to these expectations and many have learned to be passive-aggressive or outright rebelled against this oppressive system. 


Psychologically, as an individual learns to give forth the socially expected behavior despite internal turmoils or disagreements, the true self suffers. Over the centuries, the masses have yielded to the expectations of external control and they have learned that it is more important to conform than to be unique. Individual choice in one’s destiny becomes unheard of, creativity and innovative abilities are stifled. Life in the society at large becomes a blotch of gray instead of colorful. People just endure life, try to put up with it than to enjoy life.


An extreme form of li is in the performing of a kowtow. There is no direct English translation of these two words other than to say that tow (tou), means head; kow (kau) is a verb describing how a person would keel on his knees, then he would use both of his palms to touch the floor in support his upper body as he nod, or more accurately, make his forehead hit or touch the floor. This is the highest honor a person could bestow upon another. This expression of gratitude is similar to prostrating oneself in front of God as describe in the Bible. As described earlier, kowtow is the li that a subject would bestow upon his king or lord. 

“Kowtow first entered the English language in 1793 when the Chinese insisted that British trade envoy, Lord Macartney make the traditional kowtow to the Qing Emperor; a ritual that required supplicants to touch their head to the floor nine times.” Geoffrey Nunberg, 2001.  Xerox Research Center, Palo Alto, CA


Although this li ritual is an extreme form of deference, in a dysfunctional family, parents use it to control their children. It is “against heavenly law” for a mother to kowtow her children, for example. If is proper for children to kowtow their parents on the morning of the New Year or on their birthdays and during a marriage ceremony. Mothers sometimes use this ritual to exert control over their children in making them do something significant that is clearly against the will of the child. For example, a mother may think highly of the son of a certain friend or she may owe him a personal favor; to repay this person, she then foolishly gives a promise for her daughter to be married to this son of her good friend. When she realized that her daughter has already secretly developed a close relationship with the son of a person from a lower class, she would try to kowtow her daughter to get her way.

Interpersonal Dynamic involving “face”


There are four components in how interpersonal relationships are conducted.  They are, quanxi (relationship), renqing (doing a favor, benefit of a doubt), mianzi (face) and huibao (reciprocity, returning a favor). These are the detailed components of limao, the proper etiquette of a fine gentleman. 


Social relationship is the main thread in the social fabric of Chinese societies. In short, this operates like a “mutual indebtedness” process in that you either owe someone a favor or someone owes you a favor. Social life is about repaying of this indebtedness. This is never ending because there are favors that can never be repaid. When this happens, the way out of this is to accept the impossibility of repaying this great indebtedness in front of this person and just call this person da en ren (great grace person). This person will have unlimited privilege over the one who owes him great favors. The lesser person will let the greater person be the godfather of his first son, or even allow his own daughter to marry this man or son of this man.


How this relationship of repayment and gratitude is carried out in this convention of interpersonal relationship resides in the ceremony surrounding food in public. For the son to be given symbolically to this godfather, there is an elaborate feast being served so the public sanctioning of this ceremony is secured. While most of this tradition is done in the old country, some parts of this can be seen in the Chinatowns of North America.


A simply example of this mutual indebtedness can be seen in the exchange of money between families and friends during the Chinese Lunar New Year. Cash (preferably brand new or mint condition money) is put in a small red envelope and this is given to each of the children of your friend or family members. When the parents realized this is being done, they will also pull out their red envelopes and distribute them to your children. If a parent is caught short of these envelopes, this is considered bad li and shameful. It is prudent for Chinese fathers and mothers to always carry these envelopes in their purses or wallets to be ready at all times so as to be able to “act according to good li.” It is important to add that these envelopes are not only given during Chinese New Year, it is used anytime during the year to signify good will, good luck and gratitude. The social convention governing this dynamic is complex. 

Face 


There are two components in the understanding of face and how relationships are conducted in the traditional Chinese culture.  They are lien (the concrete, tangible aspect of face) and mianzi (face).


According to Hu
 (1944), Lien stands for the moral worth of a person and contains an idea of being a decent man. Lien is essential to a person to exist socially. It is an ascribe quality rather than achieved by his own efforts and the loss of lien is very serious. This severity equates with the loss of the identity of a person in the social ladder as well as personal humiliation. The absence of lien always results in condemnation of one sort or another from those in power socially. 


Mianzi on the other hand is synonymous with social status and prestige. This is a personal reputation achieved through effort resulting in social worth. Mianzi is useful but not essential for the common man in social relationships. It is easier, if a person has mianzi so he can use his relationships to get things done. People will defer to him because he has great mianzi socially, and he is respected for his social stature and honor. People living in Chinese culture operate with these two concepts whether consciously or unconsciously. Everyone wants to protect his or her face, lien and at the same time tries to increase mianzi. The older or more powerful the person, the more mianzi this person has and more serious the need to protect his face, lien. In other words, this person is more vulnerable to humiliation from others; thus more dependent on the regards of others.

Seven Facets of Chinese Face Work

(After Bond and Hwang
 “Six types of face work")

	Level
	Description
	Manifestation
	Chinese pinyin

	1
	Enhancing your own face
	Etiquette consciousness
	yao mianzi

	2
	Enhancing other’s face
	Reciprocity
	gei mianzi

	3
	Losing your own face
	Shame, humiliation
	diao mianzi

	4
	Hurting other’s face
	Retaliation for shame felt
	shang mianzi

	5
	Saving your own face
	Avoid shame, be proper
	baocun mianzi

	6
	Saving other’s face
	No criticism, give apology
	mian mian qu yuan

	7
	Tearing your own face
	Relationship destroyed 
	mou mian


(c) Melvin W. Wong, Ph.D. 2001

As indicated by the chart above, everyone wants to avoid losing face and this is the defensive position. To increase the face of someone else, especially in the case of the powerful, it is consider a smart move because this carries the potential of benefits in the future. With this mechanism of increasing the face of others, this carries indebtedness and can ensure social reciprocity in a time of need. This is the default position most Chinese would favor.


When a social protocol violation
 occurs, it is important to reduce the impact of shame by helping yourself and others by saving face. Such manifestations can be seen in denial, changing the subject, making light of something serious, to a blatant “looking the other way” just to not expose the humiliation of yourself or another. This is the salvaging aspect of this face work.


During a serious social violation where no face work can save the situation, a person would have to evaluate the cost of face repair. Either this person keeps quiet to save face, or he or she will have to expose the transgression. Should the accused use denial to save his own face, the accuser is faced with two outcomes. Either the accuser will “look the other way” or he will confront the accused of the severity of the transgression. In the latter option, no face can be preserved for either the accused or the accuser. Usually, this means all out war! If the accuser decides the accused is too powerful or is someone with a good reputation, there is nothing he can do but to resort to a passive-aggressive mechanism of defaming the accused behind his back. This is a way to cause the accused to lose face in a passive and indirect manner. Given enough time and people doing it, the accused will eventually be disgraced.


The psychological outcome of this face work in Chinese culture is that everybody is so humiliation prone. Most people become very sensitive to what others are saying or doing to, even behind their backs. Gossip can become a powerful weapon of revenge. Chinese societies are full of these face-saving, face-enhancing and face-destroying manifestations. They contribute to the codependence way of existing of people who have to survive in Chinese societies.

Gender-Bias (Devaluation of Women) 

Within the Confucian Five Orders, the role of a woman is only as being part of a relationship with her husband.  In other words, a woman’s role and identity are derived from her relationship with her husband.  In the days of ancient China, women’s intellectual development was not encouraged.  (It was a virtue for a girl to have no scholarly achievements!)  While the worth of the first-born son is of the highest value (because he is the first child to carry the family lineage), daughters become the big letdown of mothers.  All wives would like to discharge their duties to their husbands in order that they could give birth to their sons.  When a woman cannot do that, it is considered shameful.  Her husband will procure a mistress with the express family mission to give birth to a son.  The worth and identity of a wife is threatened when the first-born child is not a son.  Often, the first-born daughter is blamed for her mother’s misfortune (i.e., falling out of favor with her husband).  Before the advancement of medical science in China, it was believed that the gender of the baby is determined by the good fortune of the mother. Many times, the mother’s own superstitious belief will set the stage for her own misfortune. They believed that when they were not able to bring forth a son, this was her shame and responsibility.

The personal identity and worth of women are often dependent upon how much they are wanted by their husbands.  In the old times, a woman did not have an independent identify outside of her family.  She either married or moved away to the husband’s home, or she remained at home with her parents until marriage. 

The worth and identity of a wife is generally derived by her ability to give birth to sons.  If her first-born child is a daughter, her identity and security is, therefore, threatened.  Her husband will have the liberty to bring home a mistress (concubine), ostensibly, to help him bring a son to continue the family genealogy.  Husbands who do not have sons may also have a second wife to care for his “many other needs.”  This second wife may usurp the authority of the household from the hands of the first wife.  The worth of this second wife may increase many folds if she is able to give birth to a son. 

Shame and Guilt Complex

The Chinese culture is believed to be a shame-based culture by most scholars and cultural investigators.  Recently, this belief is being revised by some neo-Confucianists who clarified that the concept of shame in the Confucian belief is actual two-fold, including a component of guilt.  The Chinese culture is performance based because of its focus on the concrete and outward manifestations of measurable out-comes.  (The social “li” and rituals of ancestor worship are some examples of this concreteness.)  The worth of a person is determined by how much he or she is able to achieve.  Parents, inadvertently, give their children the impression that their worth is measured by the grades they bring home from school.  The overwhelming preoccupations in life are to avoid shame, and to increase social status and reputation.  These preoccupations also give rise to denial and blame as the most common defense mechanisms to placate the internal imbalance of shame and self-blame.  Meanwhile, denial and blame perpetuates the win-lose paradigm, where victims and scapegoats are necessary to sustain the balance of this system.

The social manipulation of the feeling of shame is the basic driving force in the control of human behaviors in Chinese culture.  (“Knowing shame is the beginning of courage!”)  Many dysfunctional belief systems and social behaviors have as their basis, the avoidance of shame. Psychologically, shame and the denial of shame give rise to an addiction potential.  The latter manifests itself in the area of risk-taking, gambling, smoking, rage-episodes (the use of profanity), sex, drugs, alcohol, food seeking, and food preparations.

Codependency 

There is no concept of the Western understanding of autonomic and independent love.  Since people are the asset of China and a key part of the Five Cardinal relationships, people become reinforcers of behaviors and can be defined as positive reinforcers.  For example, many older mothers would like their children to get together with them.  It is not what the family does together (i.e., go on vacation) or where the family goes, but who is with the mother, and how many of her children show up for the event.  The mother’s respect and honor depends on the children’s willingness to be present at a certain party to pay respect and honor. This is especially critical if people outside of the extended family system are included.  Often, children who are not willing to attend wind up going, anyway, to please their parents as a part of filial piety.  In-law problems are standard struggles in this codependent family dynamic.

Codependency is a prominent feature for almost all Chinese families with very rare exceptions.  The classic characteristics of a dynamic family are easily observed, although codependency is a Western concept.  Love may mean only dependency and one-sided sexual activities.  Love is generally thought of as something transactional and concrete.  Keeping secrets is another manifestation of codependency in Chinese culture, where family violence and abuses of many kinds are hidden from the public in order to “save-face.”  There is role-reversal where the daughter may become the alter ego of the mother and her primary duty is to be reared quickly so as to take care of her mother when she is old.  External locus of control is common with Chinese people (the belief in luck and the presence of “good” or “bad” omens.)  This gives rise to superstitions and pantheism. 

Another destructive aspect of codependency is manifested in violated boundaries during childhood that encourage messy family financial arrangements during adulthood.  This is typical in an extended family where siblings engage in parts of a family business.  It is extremely hard to keep a business healthy when loyalties are divided and contracts are verbal and not written.  Bitterness and resentment lead to estrangement of close family members and the eventual breakdown of the family system.

Required Text: 

· “The Reader” (A compilation of materials and resources as handouts to be provided by the instructor.)

Recommended Texts:

· Chinese Societies and Mental Health edited by Tsung-Yi Lin, Wen-Shing Tseng and Eng-Kung Yeh, 1995. Published by Oxford University Press, Hong Kong. ISBN 0-19-586399-2 (379 pages).

· The Psychology of the Chinese People edited by Michael Harris Bond, 1986. Published by the Hong Kong Oxford University Press. ISBN 0-19-584279-0 (354 pages).

· Understanding Marriage, A Hong Kong Case Study by Katherine P. H. Young, 1995. Published by the Hong Kong University Press. ISBN 962-209-366-3 (210 pages).

· Games Hong Kong People Play, A Social Psychology of The Hong Kong Chinese by George Adams, 1995. Published by the Transactional Analysis Association of Hong Kong. ISBN (None), (202 pages).

· Facing Shame, Families in Recovery by Merle A. Fossum and Marilyn J. Mason, 1986. Published by W. W. Norton & Company, New York, New York. ISBN 0-393-30581-3 (192 pages).

· Co-Dependence, Healing the Human Condition by Charles L. Whitfield, M.D., 1991. Published by Health Communications, Inc. Deerfield Beach, Florida. ISBN 1-55874-150-X (327 pages).

· The Search For Significance, (Book & Workbook) by Robert S. McGee, 1990. Published by Rapha Publishing, Houston Texas. ISBN 0-945276-07-9 (479 pages).
· Falling Leaves, The True Story of an Unwanted Chinese Daughter by Adeline Yen Mah, 1997. Published by Penguin Books, London, England. ISBN 0-14-026598-8 (278 pages).

· China and Its Religious Inheritance by John H. Chamberlayne, 1993. Published by Janus Publishing Company, London, England. ISBN 1-85756-052-3 (89 pages). 

· Getting Along With the Chinese, For Fun and For Profit by Fred Schneiter, 1992. Published by Asia 200 Ltd., Hong Kong. ISBN 962-7160-19-9 (206 pages).
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