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Research effort has been channelled into examining the ‘little emperors’ in China after the implementation of the unique one child demographic policy since 1979. Researchers were keen to understand whether these children were ‘spoiled’ since they grew up not having to share or compete for resources with siblings. Most of these research efforts were interested to investigate the outcome in terms of academic achievement, personality traits and psychosocial characteristics of these children. 

This paper, however, takes a different angle by examining the micro dynamics of how these single children exercise their agentic power to influence their interactions with the four grandparents and two parents (4-2-1 phenomenon). The research site was in urban Xiamen, China. Data was collected via ethnographic immersion in the field where I followed five three-tier families over six months between March and September 2006. All these families had grandparents and parents jointly raising grandchildren. A set of supplementary data was also collected via surveying the middle generation (N=389) in the joint parenting mission between the two senior generations. 

Having grandparents and parents revolve around one child at home makes him/her feel very powerful in some respects. The intense ‘parental gaze’, however, can be suffocating and oppressing. This paper examines tactics which these children employ to accept and resist influences from the parental figures. Through the in-depth analysis of interviews with six children, nine grandparents and eight parents, this paper sheds light on the fortunes and misfortunes of being single children within these families where resources, parental emotions and expectations are directed at them.

