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This proposal is for a grant from the Institute for International Research at the Hopkins-Nanjing Center to conduct research on the project “The Teahouse: Public Life in Twentieth-Century Chengdu” in Nanjing during January and July 2005.
Significance and Objectives
Chengdu is the capital of Sichuan province(the “Kingdom of Tea and Teahouses.”  In fact, few other institutions in twentieth-century Chengdu were more important in daily life than teahouses.  If we attempt to observe the social, cultural, and political connections among the people in Chinese cities, we need to know where to look for them.  Teahouses are the best location, at least in Chengdu, for observing everyday life.  Historically, the teahouses of Chengdu were in many ways similar to the coffeehouses, taverns, and saloons of the West.   They were far more than locations for leisure, just as leisure-seeking itself was merely a surface phenomenon of Chengdu’s social life.  If anything, the social and cultural role of Chengdu teahouses seems even more complex than that of comparable institutions in Europe and America, because they provided a common space for all classes of people, no matter whether elite or commoner, rich or poor, idle or busy.  

Though teahouse life is crucial to exploring China’s social, cultural, and political transformation, surprisingly little has been written on the subject.  In fact, no book on Chinese teahouses has been published in the English-speaking world.
  Understanding the expansive social, cultural, and political role of the teahouse could go far in helping us understand not just Chengdu in microcosm but overall Chinese urban society in the twentieth century, as well as the broader connection between the transformation of Chinese urban society and modern Chinese politics. My project will examine this most basic cultural institution.

Approach and Disciplinary Concern
Using a variety of Chinese and Western sources and field investigation, I will examine the interactions of teahouses, public life, and local politics in Chengdu.  While Chengdu had a colorful and diverse urban culture, this study mainly focuses on the teahouse culture, which reflected urban commoners’ daily life and folk traditions and was a microcosm of society. The teahouse not only served as a place for public leisure, recreation, and entertainment, but also as a multifaceted work site and arena for local politics.  The teahouse was one of a small number of public spaces available to urban residents, and even after other “modern” gathering places emerged, the teahouse remained the most affordable.  Urban commoners, the major occupants of the teahouse, used the teahouse as their stage for the entire spectrum of professional, social, and recreational activities.  

Politics in twentieth-century Chengdu went through several stages, which I generalize as the “order of tradition” (before 1911); “early Republican period” (1912-36); “wartime” (1937-49); “radical socialism” (1950-76); and the “reformist era” (1977-2000).  Teahouse culture continued, but underwent profound innovations during these different political stages.  In Chengdu, many innovations were promoted by social reformers or by state power and usually involved imposing greater restrictions on the population, inevitably affecting the customs of everyday life.  Therefore, commoners struggled to maintain their claim to the teahouse.  Government officials and social reformers tried to regulate teahouse life while transforming the teahouse into a new political arena for the new urban social forces of order and political protesters.  This drew the teahouse into the orbit of local politics, and teahouse culture became highly political.  In this process, commoners and reformers alike redefined their roles there.  This study will reveal the different policies applied to teahouses from the Qing dynasty and nationalist government to the communist era, and how policy changes influenced teahouse operations, culture, and public life. 

How to evaluate and deal with popular culture was a never-ending issue for the government and local authorities.  No regime, from the late Qing to the People’s Republic, was able to work out a successful accommodation.  But urban elite reformers in Chengdu, who better understood local popular culture, had a different approach.  Although social reformers favored most reform projects in the late Qing, the Republican government received less support. Local reformist elites and the Nationalist government disagreed over the use of teahouses, which was in a sense emblematic of wider schisms in their relationship over time.  Reformers sought to retain the unique features of teahouse life and disagreed with the municipal government’s more radical reforms and stricter controls, which is probably the main reason why radical government controls always failed.  Why reformers adopted this attitude is not difficult to understand: teahouse life was part of their own daily routine, and while they decried the problems of teahouses, they were sympathetic to their virtues as well.  That is also why teahouse life persisted.  After 1949, however, teahouses, like all small businesses in Chengdu, faced unprecedented restructuring in everything from ownership and management to service, under the communists.  The post-Mao era has brought teahouses into yet another stage, and teahouses are booming despite competition from new public places such as bars, coffee shops, and ballrooms.


On the surface, the teahouse and teahouse culture seem to have been weak and vulnerable, subject to relentless regulation, attack, and reform.  But ultimately it was the Chengdu teahouse that survived as the central sociocultural institution of urban life, as vital as ever, albeit changed.  Folk tradition and popular culture survived the modernization of Chinese cities in the twentieth century, although with profound changes, by adapting to the shifting social and political environment.

The Necessity for Doing Research in Nanjing and Particular Academic Resource Needed

This project will use various written documents, especially archival materials held by the Second National Historical Archives in Nanjing. I have checked all available sources(local gazetteers, guidebooks, folk literature, newspapers, journals, missionary records, and travel notes(held by the major East Asian collections in the United States, including the Library of Congress, Hoover Institute of Stanford University, and the East Asian Library of the University of California-Berkeley.  All these sources have provided valuable materials that led to an article, “The Idle and the Busy:  Teahouses and Public Life in Early Twentieth-Century Chengdu,” in the Journal of Urban History (May 2000).  In 2000 and 2003, I conducted research in the First National Historical Archives (Beijing), Sichuan Provincial Archives, Chengdu Metropolitan Archives, Sichuan Provincial Library, and Sichuan University.  Based on the material collected during these research trips, I finished an article, “‘Masters of Tea:’ Teahouse Workers, Workplace Culture, and Gender Conflict in Wartime Chengdu,” which is currently under review of journal Twentieth-Century China.


However, I have not had a chance to read a massive collection of archival records regarding Republican Sichuan and Chengdu held by the Second National Historical Archives in Nanjing. The collection includes archives of the Social Department of the Sichuan Provincial Government, the Bureau of Police Force, the Chengdu Chamber of Commerce, the Bureau of Industry and Commerce, and Industrial and Commercial Registrations. During doing research for my previous work in the Second National Historical Archives in 1997, I was astounded to find complete collections of reports pertaining to small businesses for both pre-1949 periods.  For example, I found more than 500 pages of investigations into Chengdu teahouses during the 1930s, each containing data on capital, number of employees, inventory, and daily sales.  Even more exciting was the discovery of more than 600 folders containing autobiographies of teahouse owners written in 1940s as mandated by the local government.  Also, I found many cases of documents related to teahouse conflicts involving property, theft, and other issues, and quite unexpectedly, I even located many scripts of teahouse performances.  None of these materials(likely the most complete collection to be found anywhere in China(have ever been explored by either Chinese or American scholars.  Unfortunately, during my 1997 trip I was able to read only a very small portion of these files, and many more materials need to be checked for this project.  Therefore, my main goal for doing this research in Nanjing is to go through these vast and previously untapped collections.
Research Design and the Project’s Feasibility

This research will be conducted primarily in the Second National Historical Archives although I may also check libraries in the areas of Nanjing and Shanghai.  I have planned to arrive in Nanjing in January 2004 and depart in August 2004 for an eight-month research. This amount of time is necessary for two reasons: one, the materials documenting teahouses are extensive, numbering into the tens of thousands of folders, but are not cataloged in any way; and two, most of the archives are not allowed to be photocopied, and copying by hand will take much more time.  

I have a great advantage for doing research in Nanjing. Since coming to the United States in 1991, I have kept in close contact with colleagues at Sichuan University and other institutions and have published numerous articles in major refereed journals such as Lishi yanjiu (Historical Research).  My previous research experience in Nanjing and my Chinese language ability will help ensure the successful outcome of this research. I have had a long connection with History Department of Nanjing University. Professor Cai Shaoqing, Professor Chen Hongmin, and Professor Ma Junya (who was invited by me to participate in a panel I chaired at the annual meeting of American Historical Association in 2002) are my long-time friends, who can offer their assistance for my research in Nanjing. We also have common research interest and are willing to do cooperative studies, and if my application is granted, it would be a great opportunity to us for further collaboration. In recent years, I have been invited by Chinese universities, such as Wuhan University, Central China Normal University, Sichuan University, Sichuan Normal University, Nankai University, and Capital Normal University, to deliver lectures to graduate and undergraduate students regarding theories and methodologies of Western scholarship, the state of the field, and my own research projects. I would like to take advantage of doing research in Nanjing to interact with the Hopkins-Nanjing Center community of students, giving a series of lectures while in residence at the Center and inviting the students as research assistants.    
Final Scholarly Products

The final result of this research will be the first book in the English-speaking world on China’s cultural, social, and political transformation as seen in the microcosm of the teahouse. The book should be completed in 2006 or 2007.  The two papers noted previously provide a good base for continued research, and more scholarly publications are anticipated, including two articles already proposed, titled “Struggle for Drink: Men, Women, and the Police in Early 20th-Century Chengdu” and “Price and Taxes of the Teahouse: Small Business, Guild, and Local Government in Republican Chengdu.”
		� Tea drinking as a Chinese tradition has long been noticed by both Japanese and Western observers.  In their travel notes, investigations, and memoirs, they always wrote their impressions of Chinese teahouses.  Robert Fortune, Two Visits to the Tea Countries of China (London: John Murray, 1853); Nakamura Sakujir(, Shina man y(dan [Travelogue of China] (Tokyo: Sesshikai, 1899); Robert J. Davidson and Isaac Mason, Life in West China: Described By Two Residents in the Province of Sz-chwan, (London: Headley Brothers, 1905); Koubai Inoue, Shina fouzoku [Chinese customs] (Shanghai: Nihondon shoten, 1920); William Sewell, The People of Wheelbarrow Lane (South Brunswick and New York: A. S. Barnes and Company, 1970); Takeuchi Minoru, Chakan: Ch(goku no fudo to sekaizo [Teahouses: a general description of Chinese customs] (Tokyo: Taishukan shoten, 1974); Brockman Brace (ed.), Canadian School in West China (Published for the Canadian School Alumni Association, 1974); John S. Service (ed.) Golden Inches: The China Memoir of Grace Service (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); Naito Rishin, Sunde mita Seito: Shoku no kuni ni miru Ch(goku no nichijo seikatsu [Chengdu as I lived it: the Chinese today in the land of Shu] (Tokyo: Saimaru Shuppankai,1991). Scholars have begun to study Chinese tea culture and teahouses, especially in the coastal areas and Chengdu. See Evans 1992; Qin Shao, “Tempest over Teapots: The Marginalization of Teahouse Culture in Early Republican China.” Paper presented at the 1998 annual meeting of the Association for Asian Studies. Suzuki T(m(, “Shinmatsu K(-Seku no chakan ni tuite” [Teahouses in late Qing Jiangsu and Zhejiang], 529-540 in Rekishi ni okeru minsh( to bunka: Sakai Tadao sensei koki sh(gaku kinen ronsh( [People and culture in history: An essay collection in honor of Sakai Tadao] (Tokyo: Kokusho kank(kai, 1982).  Nichizawa Haruhiko, “Yamucha no hanashi” [Talks on drinking tea], GS-Tanoshii chisiki vol. 3 (1985), 242-53, and "Gendai Ch(goku no chakan -- Shisen shou Seiito no jirei kara" [Teahouses in modern China: A case of Chengdu, Sichuan], F(zoku 4 (1988), 50-63.  Although in Nichizawa’s article on Chengdu teahouses before 1949 is basically a summary of Chen Maozhao’s memoir “Chengdu chaguan” (Teahouses in Chengdu, in CWZX 4, 1983), he is probably the first non-Chinese scholar who really focuses on Chengdu teahouses.  The most interesting part in his article is his description on reblooming of Chengdu teahouses after the Cultural Revolution.














