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Abstract 

As an outgrowth of my dissertation fieldwork conducted intermittently between 1997 and 2001, the present paper is an ethnographic examination of “Shanghai Nostalgia,” a multi-faceted phenomenon that characterizes the cultural scene of post-reform Shanghai and has affected its people in many spheres of everyday life.  It explores the extent to which the emergence of “Shanghai Nostalgia” in the past decade answered the strategic need of the local people for rediscovering, reevaluating, and reinventing colonial Shanghai in the local and global contexts of post-Deng economic privatization, social stratification, and political liberalization.  My central argument is that, as a reconstruction of the collective memory of a pre-communist colonial past (1843-1945), “Shanghai Nostalgia,” not only provides the Shanghainese with a means to critique their present, but also serves as a prologue for the future transformation of their own society.   

The focus of this study is on the rapid development of “Shanghai nostalgia” as cultural industry actively promoted by the post-Deng social and political elites in Shanghai.  It also seeks to provide a multi-sited ethnography of the ongoing schemes of urban revitalization and neighborhood gentrification  based on official historical accounts, local gazettes, individual life stories, unofficial histories of pre-1949 Shanghai, and personal anecdotes.
Introduction

From the mid-1980s to the 1990s, urban China witnessed the birth and growth of an industry of nostalgia in the realm of popular culture.  A shared history of Maoist China dominated by successive political movements such as the anti-rightist campaign (1956-57), Great Leap Forward (1958-62), and the Cultural Revolution (1966-76) provided a space for the construction of a culture of nostalgia.  Shanghai, China’s most cosmopolitan city as well as its financial, commercial, and industrial center was affected by a similar culture of nostalgia.  Shanghai nostalgia, however, was not for its recent revolutionary past, but rather for its colonial heritage, which was a counterpart to “Mao nostalgia” or the nostalgia for the recent revolutionary past in other parts of China.  Moreover, Shanghai’s nostalgia, was actively promoted by the post-Deng communist party officials at various levels of government.  This was rather striking because until very recently, Shanghai’s colonial past, as represented in the official textbooks, was nothing but a “century of humiliation,” beginning with China’s defeat in the Opium War (1840-42).  
In this paper, I intend to deal with this puzzle by asking the following questions: Which aspect of colonial Shanghai was being remembered and represented in everyday discourse?  And what did these representations mean for the present and future?  To what extent did the local people use nostalgia as a means to further their own social and political interests? 

The rediscovery of Shanghai’s colonial past: Contested “Monumental Times” 

Under state socialism, communist propagandists constantly referred to colonial Shanghai as a site of imperialist domination over the Chinese people prior to the 1949 liberation.  The sign that reputedly read “No Dogs or Chinese” at the gate of a public park became a symbol of the colonial oppression as if it summed up the total history of pre-revolutionary Shanghai.   The death of Chairman Mao in 1976 however, led to a significant change in China’s social and political life.  The local historians lost no time in capturing the opportunity to re-write their colonial past.   Hundreds of books on Shanghai society under colonial rule were published in the name of facilitating academic research and meeting the needs of the reader who wanted to know more about old Shanghai.  The easy access granted by the Municipal Government to the newly renovated Shanghai Archives enabled the western scholars to amass a sizable body of historical data from all the pre-1949 files.   Colonial Shanghai, depicted in the imaginative world of historical accounts, scholarly papers, novels, and on countless web-sites, symbolized Chinese nation’s first quest for modernity through industrialization and urbanization.  
In his A Place in History, Michael Herzfeld makes a distinction between social time which was the “grist of everyday experience” (Herzfeld 1991: 10), and monumental time, which was generic and reduced “social experience to collective predictability” (ibid.).  For the City of Shanghai, the period of colonial domination (1843-1945) and the period of socialist governance (1949-present) represented two contested forms of monumental time.  “Shanghai nostalgia” itself was therefore a paradigmatic case for the ethnographic inquiry of how one form of monumental time (colonial) was eventually privileged over another form (socialist) within a cultural process of re-imagination.  Moreover, monumental time was retranslated into social time as the people of Shanghai actively used their colonial legacy as a source of inspiration for the transformation of a late socialist society

In her ethnographic study of narrative experiences in colonial and postcolonial Karoland, anthropologist Mary Steedly argues that “memory is never private property and experience is never a simple matter in this overinhabited terrain; voices are always multiple, fragmented, interrupted...the transfer and transcription of historical experience - in names, monuments, genealogies; in collective fantasy and in the regulated social intercourse of everyday life…in stories inhaled with the common air of shared place and time - is the movement through which subjectivity is produced” (Steedly 1993: 22).  Steedly’s insight serves as a point of departure as I proceed to investigate “Shanghai Nostalgia,” a multi-faceted phenomenon in the context of a rapidly changing urban society in post-Deng China.  


Regarding the emergence of a culture of nostalgia, cultural critic Dai Jinghua has the following comment: “The wave of nostalgia here is undoubtedly an expression of identity construction, one of the many ways of gaining cultural identity” (Dai 1997: 158).  As today’s city of immigrants and yesterday’s “Paris of the East” and “the Paradise for the Adventurers,” Shanghai becomes “the unconscious of contemporary Chinese history that must gain its writing through forgetting, that must transform itself into an appropriate and necessary discovery” (ibid.).   What I find most interesting, however, was the simultaneous development of  writings about old Shanghai in popular literature during the 1980s and the 1990s.  Such writings were usually fictional accounts of interesting events that took place during the colonial period.  Written in the form of simple, vernacular language, they were neither fictions nor historical books.  Writers like Shen Ji, now in his early 70s, use personal narratives as a way to express a strong sense of nostalgia about colonial Shanghai.  In Shen’s words, what he writes is the “wild (undomesticated, hence unofficial) history” of Shanghai.  Moreover, he claims that “the standard/official history is not necessarily the standard version and the unofficial/wild history is not necessarily unofficial.”
  Owing to the non-academic and ahistorical
 nature of their work, Shen Ji and his colleagues seldom captured the attention of the literary critics.   Yet what Shen represents in his stories was an integral part of the historical experiences of the local people.  Such experiences, according to Mary Steedly, are “generated and shaped by tropes and conventions, by the borrowed plots, moods, rhythms, and images of other stories and other people’s words” (1993: 23).

 
As Zhang Xudong points out, colonial Shanghai, which epitomized Chinese modernity and “Shanghai nostalgia” in the late socialist context, becomes “a cultural fashion and mode of historical imagination through which Shanghai seeks to reconnect its own past while striving to regain its place in the national and transnational markets of the 1990s” (Zhang 2000: 353).  More importantly, as Joanne Rapport rightly points out, the locus of such “historical memory is not the past but the present and future” (Rappaport 1990: 15). For example, local and central leaders have, on various occasions and for different purposes, emphasized the efficiency and the resourcefulness of Shanghai bureaucratic institutions (especially in comparison with their provincial counterparts), something indicative of the colonial legacy.  


Under state socialism, a typical Shanghai cadre was often described as one with political as well as practical skills.  My field research on food rationing in pre-reform Shanghai suggested that in its formative stage, the socialist food distributing agencies relied on the expertise of its old staff members, most of whom had received education and professional training from the colonial institutions.  In the post-1949 municipal government, it was not difficult to see that many technical bureaus responsible for hygiene, education, public works, and public facilities were actually led by the administrator who followed the modernist agenda like their predecessors in the colonial and Republican eras (Esherick 2000: 7).

As historian David Strand comments, hardly any 20th century “Chinese city with progressive or modern aspirations or institutions could ever really escape the influence of Shanghai” (Strand 2000: 213).  Zhu Rongji, the former mayor of Shanghai and China’s Premier, unabashedly used Shanghai’s colonial experience with commerce and finance to attract potential investors.  In Zhu’s view, what makes a Shanghainese person a worthy business partner is his/her notion of legality and willingness to bear the burden of a contract.  Indeed what makes the Shanghainese special from the perspective of a foreign correspondent is that “they wear their civic pride like a badge of honor.”
  Such civic pride, I would argue, derives from their imagined glorious colonial past. 


The western style buildings located in the Bund area, often seen as vestiges of old Shanghai in the eyes of nostalgic visitors, had continued to perform their former functions as banks, trading companies, customs office, municipal court, and other government institutions since the communist takeover.  Moreover, Shanghai’s basic infrastructure of electricity, water, gas, and sewers, set up during the colonial period, had been in use under communism until a decade ago (Wei 1993: 54).  After 1949 the marble mansion that was the headquarter of the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, in the hands of the communist victors, remained one of the most imposing office buildings on the Bund and served the administrative needs of the Municipal Government until 1999.  

Even in the heyday of socialism, the residents of Shanghai still retained an acute sense of place embedded in the notion of jiao, which enabled people to configure their spatial terrain according to the particular socio-economic echelons in which they situated themselves.  Using jiao as a trope while employing spatializing strategies, the Shanghainese mapped out the city neighborhoods in terms of a dichotomy between the “upper quarter” or “higher corner” and the “lower quarter” or “lower corner.”  In the local dialect, the “upper quarter,” the so called shang zhi jiao, could be viewed as the Chinese equivalent of the English terms “uptown” or “the right side of the tracks.”  Similarly the term “lower quarter” (xia zhi jiao) was the equivalent of “downtown” or “wrong side of the tracks.”  Yet owing to the historical legacy of the Maoist urban planning scheme aimed at both limiting population and controlling residence, inner city neighborhoods retained its “upper quarter” status despite the profound changes of the city landscape brought forth by the construction boom during the 1990s.

The upper/lower quarter dichotomy was a vivid expression of the disparity between the powerful and the marginal throughout the 20th century when the City lived through both colonial dominance and communist governance.  Historically the “upper quarters” were neighborhoods with enclaves of foreign populations – the French, the British, the Americans, the Russian and East European Jews, and the Japanese.  Within the “upper quarters,” a beautiful house with a garden and backyard well protected by the iron gate and thick walls was often the residence for the top government official.  Yet in the same neighborhood an apartment building of colonial style could be occupied by more than a dozen families who moved in after its landlord fled Shanghai on the eve of communist takeover in 1949.  For most of the ordinary residents living in the former International Settlement and the French Concession, their sense of superiority derived from the very location (jiao) of their home and not necessary their actual housing conditions. 
As the middle ground between the “upper quarters” and the “lower quarters,” the Old Chinese City (named during the colonial period), often referred to as the South District, was now being turned into a site of tourist attraction, exhibiting a reinvented local culture with an origin that could be traced to more than seven hundred years ago.  While feeling proud of the Temple of City Gods, a garden and tea-house, and the Confucian Temple restored to its original site, the local residents were rather embarrassed by their living environment.  Until the late 1990s, the Southern District had been the most densely populated residential area in the city.  Age-old wooden houses and alleyway houses were the major forms of housing.  Despite the inconvenience of having to put up with communal kitchens and public toilets, many chose to remain in the District for both nostalgic and practical reasons.  Residents living near the International Settlement and French Concession were reluctant to move to spacious apartment buildings near the “lower quarter” of the City.

In local terms, the “lower quarter” was a synonym for shantytown housing or simply shacks (penghu) and had always been associated with stereotypical images of narrow lanes inhabited by the Subei people, the descendents of migrants and refugees from northern Jiangsu who spoke a dialect distinctively different from the Shanghainese.  As a derogatory term, “Subei” might be just a term that was conceived by those residents elsewhere in city and not necessarily an objective place of origin, as social historian Emily Honig rightly argues (Honig 1992: 28-35).  Yet the “lower quarter,” the very source of prejudice against the Subei people in Shanghai, had remained a material reality and a mental category for decades.  Like popular misconceptions about shacks across the country, Shanghai’s penghu (lower quarter) tended to be seen as the armpit of the city, stereotyped as where one could expect to see vicious circle of urban poverty, illegal housing, family breakdown, and social disorganization.  If the “upper quarter” stood for modernity and civilization, then the “lower quarter” was no more than a symbol of backwardness and underdevelopment.
Both the “upper quarters” and “lower quarters” therefore remained the key terms used self-consciously by the local residents, municipal officials, and real estate agents as a strategic device to position themselves in the web of social relationships.  Historians and linguists never failed to take note of the general social bias or snobbery based on “quarters” or “corners” (e.g., Honig 1992; Lu 1999: 15, 376; Shen and Jiang 1993: 58-65).  The products of urbanization and industrialization, the two echelons represented different lifestyles, local histories, native place identities, and living environments for the past one hundred and fifty years, during which Shanghai was transformed into a cosmopolitan metropolis from a rural county seat. 

The upper/lower quarter dichotomy was also an important reference point for the city administrators as they proceeded to identify the social and economic characteristics of a particular neighborhood and mark out the boundaries of residential enclaves.  As a strong indication of the communist city-planners’ will to eliminate if not minimize the difference in terms of income and housing conditions between Districts, New Districts combined administrative spheres that fell into the pre-1949 categories of the “lower quarters” and “upper quarters.”  Apparently the boundaries that separated poor Districts from the rich ones disappeared on the City map of New Shanghai after 1949.  Yet within each newly configured District, the boundaries that used to separate the “lower quarters” from “upper quarters” continued to exist.

Owing to the establishment of street offices, visible demarcation lines between the “quarters,” such as the walls, fences, and paths, served to reify the difference between the social and economic statuses of those inhabiting neighborhoods that represented two totally different social worlds.  As social historian Lu Hanchao notes, the leaders of the Street Office usually acknowledged the existing differences by establishing residents’ committees based on the types of neighborhood, the living conditions, and even the origins of the inhabitants (Lu 1999: 316).  The networks of alleyways and lanes that each sub-district street office formed as well as the allocation of spaces to particular uses and sizes of buildings therefore became an overt expression of the total gamut of behavior characteristic of a certain residential quarter within its jurisdiction.  As if to rid the city of its colonial past and to reflect the changes brought by the founding of New China, the English and French names of the streets within the “upper quarters” were changed into Chinese ones.  Ford Lane became Fu Jian road and Route Lafayette, Fuxing road (which literally meant “the street of restoration”).  The street names within the “lower quarters” for the most part, remained unchanged.  

Redrawing administrative boundaries between Districts and renaming streets and lanes hardly blurred the “upper/lower quarter” dichotomy in everyday practices.  Take Luwan District for example.  After 1950, Luwan had within its jurisdiction four sub-divisions under the control of four street offices.  Three of the four sub-divisions were located in the former French Concession (1842-1945).  Within these sub-divisions Avenue Joffre was renamed Huaihai commemorating a military campaign that led to the communists’ victory in the Civil War (1947-49).  Yet their “upper quarter” status were retained because they represented much better living conditions, especially in comparison to that of a “lower quarter” such as Five Mile Bridge, the fourth sub-division added to Luwan after 1949.  

Bay Bridge, the ethnographic field-site for my research on community building and neighbor gentrification, was a locality that shared all the defining characteristics of a “lower quarter” in Shanghai in terms of geographical location and the social composition of the local population (as described above).  What served to reify the “lower quarter” status of Bay Bridge, were the additional sources of stigma attached to the entire neighborhood.  First, a well-developed funeral service connected with less prominent guilds prior to the 1949 communist takeover was believed to have disrupted the system of geomancy that regulated the forces of “wind” and “water” (fengshui).  The locality was further “polluted” due to the notorious Japanese bombing of Shanghai in 1937 that had effectively turned Five Mile Bridge into one of the city’s biggest graveyards where thousands of dead bodies were discarded without proper burial.  During the Civil War (1947-49), the “ghost land” of Five Mile Bridge became a haven for both the bandits of the defeated Nationalist Army (KMT) and the landlords who had fled their home villages where the Communist Land Reform (1945) was implemented.  Even during the present construction boom, the traces of an unspoken and unspeakable past kept disburbing those living in the present as human bones and skeletons were unearthed in virtually all the sites upon which high-rise office and apartment buildings would be built.
What set Bay Bridge apart from other comparable “lower quarters” in the City’s periphery was, however, its proximity to the northern section of Luwan District, which attained its “upper quarter” status for being on the east side of the pre-1945 French Concession.  To the best knowledge of the urban planners I interviewed, Five Mile Bridge was probably the only “lower quarter” in the City that was besieged by historical landmarks, the architectural representations of “monumental time” (Herzfeld 1991) of modern Shanghai.  To its north was the restored holy site of the “Birthplace of Chinese Community Party” where the First Congress of CCP was held in July 1921.  To its south was Jiangnan Shipyard (which began as an Arsenal during the later Imperial era), which was called as the “Cradle of China’s Proletarian Class” in the official historiography.  To its east, the “City of Temple Gods,” a walled City for the Chinese residents in the colonial days, was showcase exhibiting the Shanghai local cultures and customs.  Located to its far west was the Catholic Cathedral known for its pivotal role in promoting the Chinese understanding of the West three centuries ago.  Although within walking distance of all these historical landmarks that monumentized the City’s glorious past, Five Mile Bridge remained marginalized.  More importantly, it was never a part of the pre-1945 French Concession.  For almost 50 years, like its counterparts elsewhere in Shanghai, Bay Bridge had remained a “lower quarter” inhabited by the descendants of migrants, refugees, and farmers who were not able to speak the Shanghai dialect properly.  The divide between the upper quarter and lower quarter with Luwan District, to a considerable extent, reflected a widening disparity between the upper and the lower echelons as neighborhood Shanghai became an increasingly stratified society. 

“Shanghai Nostalgia” as a Cultural Industry 


For the first time in post-Mao Shanghai, the local people found their colonial past was no longer baggage to carry but a rich resource to be fully utilized.  “Shanghai nostalgia” thus “became entangled with a (dys)utopian fervor to embrace global capital and its ideology, the appearances and normalcy of the Shanghai modern entered intellectual and commercial circulation at the standard version of historical memory” (Zhang 2000: 354).  Shanghai quickly became a “re-colonized” site for various kinds of joint ventures in film production.  Old buildings in the Municipal Concession and small villas in the west end were renovated in order to attract more Spielbergs and boost the tourist industry.  Those sinified cafes and European restaurants that somehow managed to survive communism changed their names back to their original western names.  The famous Red Mansion Coffee House, for example, was once again Chez Louis.  So did the theaters, movie houses, department stores, and dance halls.  The Old Man Jazz Band, who had a brief appearance in Spielberg’s movie, started to perform all year around in the Peace Hotel (Sasson House, previously owned by a famous Jewish billionaire).


Colonial Shanghai rekindled collective memory and in the process of remembering, itself was re-invented.  With its success in the colonial past in setting trends, finding opportunities, and witnessing miracles, Shanghai provided a somewhat “infectiously decadent, but alluring background and setting” (Dai 1997: 158) especially for those working in the film industry.  What merits special mention here is the film by Chen Yifei (a well-known Shanghai artist living in America) along with Zhang Yimou’s Shanghai Triad  (previously called the Story of Shanghai).  In Chen’s film Bright Moon Rising Above the Sea (Shanghai literally means ‘above the sea’) and Appointment at Dusk, both set in Shanghai, the images of by-gone times are represented by MTV-style collages with a specter-like presences briefly passing by the gaze of a drifter.  Zhang’s Shanghai Triad, loosely based on the life of Du Yuesheng, China’s Al Capone, the undisputed king of colonial Shanghai’s underworld, tells an “old tale” which conveys a sense of a nostalgic person’s anguish.  A common feature of work by Chen and Zhang is the strong sense of a carefully constructed, if not imagined nostalgia in an unreal narrative space.  Moreover, as Frederic Jameson would argue, such films “show a collective unconscious in the process of trying to identify its own present at the same time that they illuminate the failure of this attempt, which seems to reduce itself to the recombination of various stereotypes” (Jameson 1989: 536).  The stereotypes reflected in “Shanghai Nostalgia” were the images of colonial Shanghai as “Paris of the Orient,” “Whore of Asia,” and the “Paradise of Adventurers” (cf. Sergeant 1991).  Yet in this case it was the native producers who orientalized the oriental to serve their strategic needs.


Colonial Shanghai became a source of inspiration not only for the artists (writers and film directors alike) but also for the entrepreneurs. Theme restaurants and cafes such as “Shanghai 1931-Cafe-Pub” found their niche in the former French Concession in the city’s west end.  These restaurants were often characterized with the display of material objects used during the colonial period, such an old electric fans, gramophones playing, radios, desk lamps, thermos, ash trays, silverware, and a hat (once worn by the colonial inspector) hanging on the clothes stand.  Originals or replicas of Coca Cola and Aspirin ads, carefully framed, capture the attention of the patrons, most of whom were local yuppies who hardly knew or cared to know anything about pre-1949 Shanghai and those nostalgic visitors from overseas.  

For audacious entrepreneurs from Hong Kong, the former British Colony, however, the memory of colonial Shanghai was much more than a mere commodity for mass consumption.   On the once hallowed ground of Maoist China, the pre-1945 “borderland” between the French Concession and the International Settlement, where the first Chinese Communist Party (CCP) congress was held in 1921, a cluster of restored 19th Shanghai courtyard and colonial period row houses emerged in the summer of 2001.  This $150 million project was the brain child of Victor H.S. Lo, Chairman of Shui On Group who had long dreamed of turning this old portion of French Concession into a mock colonial Shanghai with a shopping mall and an amusement complex.  With the collaboration of District officials, this ambitious project involved the razing of five square blocks while displacing hundreds of families (some of which had lived in the neighborhood for generations).
 

As if to make a bold political statement, this project was named the Xin Tian Di meaning the New Heaven and Earth.  Since the founding of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was supposed to represent a new era with the promise of creating a new heaven and earth for the Chinese people, the establishment of Xin Tian Di there  proclaimed the post-socialist triumph of capitalism over communism right at the heart of CCP’s birthplace.  As indicated by the slogan of Xin Tian Di which read “where yesterday meets tomorrow in Shanghai today,” social time and monumental time were conflated within such a highly imaginary world of a romanticized and exotic “Shanghai.”  The new Shanghai nostalgia thus served to reawaken Shanghai’s spirit in a city bidding for an international millennium.  Shanghai nostalgia is therefore not nostalgia for all aspects of Shanghai’s colonial past, or an accurate representation of the colonial past, but rather a selective political strategy if not cultural reinvention.  Moreover such a nostalgia for an imagined past is used as the prologue and legitimation of their desired future.
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� Field interview with Shen Ji in June 1997, Shanghai.


� By “ahistorical” I mean Shen’s approach toward writing history is different from that of a historian or a sinologist.  He uses whatever sources (many of them are anecdotal) available to writing interesting stories.  Meanwhile he insists that he is writing the real history of colonial Shanghai.


� Ajello, Ten people you should know in Shanghai, in Asia Week (May 2, 1997), 38-39.


� The current leader of the ward government (street office in local terms) of Five Mile Bridge, was personally involved in the process of designing and planning for this redevelopment.  For him, this experience was inspirational as he and his colleagues envisioned a future for much more gentrified neighborhood of Five Mile Bridge.
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