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Introduction

Consumers, communities, individuals: 
a new readership for a new China

To live in Shanghai in the 1920s and early 1930s was to inhabit an era 
in which, as the title of Cole Porter’s famous musical put it, ‘Anything 
Goes’. This chaotic era, the humor, satire and irony of which was so 
brilliantly captured in the musical, gave rise to a distinctive style com-
monly found in China as well as Western countries at this time – Art 
Deco. Similarly, issues such as the crash in the stock market, the begin-
ning of the Depression, changes in banking, marriage, religion, per-
sonal beliefs, and loyalty to society and tradition, were just as urgent 
themes in rapidly modernizing China as they were in America, and 
were particularly hotly discussed in Shanghai.

Recently, scholarly attention has moved from politics to the mater-
ial sphere of ordinary life, and from nationalism as an isolated phe-
nomenon to its interaction with consumerism and personal interests. 
Indeed, the study of material life and the history of urban populations 
has seen a shift in emphasis, becoming increasingly conducted within 
the larger context of Chinese modernization, one of the most signifi-
cant trends in recent historiography. Against this scholarly background, 
this book examines the conflicts, challenges and opportunities gener-
ated through the encounter between nationalism and commercialism, 
impacting on individuals and wider society, alongside the conceptual 
transformations which accompanied the huge changes in material 
life which took place during this period. This is explored through the 
experiences and concerns of the readership of Shenbao, Shanghai’s lar-
gest, most important and longest-running newspaper throughout this 
period.
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This book also explores how these readers responded to the image of 
Chinese modernity which was built up through the information they 
received by reading Shenbao. By doing so, this will further allow us to 
understand how Chinese people, or at least Shenbao’s readers, partici-
pated in this process of modernization, giving us the ability to observe 
Chinese modernization from multiple aspects: individually and collect-
ively, materially and conceptually.

In the Chinese context, this task of mapping includes treating chan-
ging understanding and practices in both concepts of individuality 
and the living of daily life as sequences of reactions to changes in the 
wider world. China as a nation reacted to the world, and Chinese people 
reacted to China’s changes. During these two decades, the Chinese 
nation kept one foot in the camp of tradition, but the other was planted 
firmly in the modern era. The book explores this ambivalent response 
through an examination of the phenomenon of individuality as it man-
ifested itself in the readership of Shenbao.

Shenbao was established in 1872 by an Englishman, Ernest Major 
(1841–1908), but in 1909 passed into Chinese ownership under Xi Zipei 
(1867–1929); in 1912, Shi Liangcai (1880–1934) became the largest share-
holder. Its broad editorial policy won it a wide circulation and loyal 
readership, and rendered it one of the most influential newspapers of 
the day. The diverse range of news and other content in Shenbao, includ-
ing politics, economics, social news, education, international news, 
local news, several scientific columns, and literature, has established its 
importance as a useful source in historical studies.1 Yet the question of 
its readership has, up until now, been little studied. In order to gain an 
understanding of the relationships between Shenbao’s readership and 
everyday life in modern China, this book looks at the commodities and 
products advertised in the newspaper. These include cigarettes, per-
sonal banking accounts, and hygiene-related products, as well as other 
household goods. The role of the newspaper in the dissemination of 
new forms of knowledge, for example in the form of feature articles on 
home economics, reflecting the emergence of the modern housewife, 
is also discussed, while an exploration of Shenbao’s literature columns 
and readers’ letters helps us form a picture of how Shenbao built up and 
sustained its relationship with its readers, an important element of its 
overall business approach.

Business history has lately become an important area of Chinese 
studies. The study of those aspects of business that involve relation-
ships between material culture and daily life not only allow histor-
ians to understand the shifting human environment, but also mental 
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responses to change. For example, by looking at the sale of cigarettes 
and matches, Sherman Cochran demonstrates how modern products 
arrived in China with the Western powers, and penetrated Chinese 
markets.2 In studying how these businesses were built up, Cochran 
raises important issues ranging from the conflict between Chinese gov-
ernments and foreigners, to Chinese merchants, tariffs, modernization, 
nationalism, and international political relations.

Beyond this strict focus on commerce, many scholars have explored 
the material element of Chinese modern history. Two good examples 
are Susan L. Glosser’s study of milk, then an essentially new product 
in China, and Carlton Bacon’s work on how radio affected Shanghai’s 
commercial life.3 Both Glosser and Bacon show how changes in urban 
dwellers’ lifestyles were related to the growth of general knowledge 
 surrounding or generated by such new products. They also point out 
that the popularity of new products had a strong relation to the rise 
of the nuclear family. Of course, this phenomenon is also linked to 
the growth of consumer knowledge, a burgeoning mass media, and the 
ever-increasing importance of capitalist economics. Wen-hsin Yeh and 
Carrie Waara stress how commercial culture shaped Chinese  modernity, 
in tandem with nationalism and the increasing scope for the expression 
of individual taste in daily life.4 Taking this new scholarship as its start-
ing point, the intention in this book is to move the discourse forward 
by delving deeper into the emergence of a new concept of the individu-
ality of the modern consumer, developed around the ideas of privacy, 
material life, and personal interests.

In turn, as we shall explore in the following chapters, this commer-
cial and consumerist form of individuality was also strongly connected 
with the rise and practice of nationalism. Aspects of this relationship 
have previously been commented on, but it has only recently begun to 
be explored in depth, for example in Karl Gerth’s China Made: Consumer 
Culture and the Creation of the Nation.5 In this study of the connection 
between consumerism and nationalism, Gerth demonstrates how, on 
the one hand, Chinese businessmen and pressure groups worked to 
transform consumption into a nationalist and patriotic issue, while on 
the other, the Chinese national product movement was itself tailored 
to fit in with a modern image of a consumer lifestyle through the tools 
of marketing and advertising. Gerth concludes that ‘A weak sense of 
national identity among the vast majority of Chinese customers who 
evaluated their interests also in terms of themselves, their families, 
lineages, communities, and regions, made sacrificing on behalf of the 
nation difficult, even unthinkable.’6
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Gerth demonstrates that through national product campaigns, a con-
cept of citizenship became established, and the individual was drawn 
into the framework of the whole community. Gerth admits that from 
one point of view the national product movement can easily be inter-
preted as a ‘dramatic failure’. Nevertheless, the movement ‘insinuated 
nationalism into countless aspects of China’s nascent consumer culture’, 
and was an exercise in ideological education for the general public.7

Similar efforts in creating collective knowledge supporting Chinese 
modernization as a pre-requisite for national salvation can be found 
in other activities, many imposed by the various authorities, such as 
hygiene education and military-style training in schools.8 In her study 
on the making of modern Chinese citizens during the Republican era, 
Henrietta Harrison illustrates how China unified her people by unify-
ing fashion, textbooks, ceremonies, and other symbols of the whole 
nation.9 Examining these movements, it is very clear that the tension 
between individual and community cannot be avoided, but beyond the 
obvious conflict, it is apparent that these two dimensions co-exist in a 
more complex, vibrant and elastic relationship than first impressions 
might suggest.

On the question of individuality and civil society

The concept of individual is the focus of this book, paying particular 
attention to shifting ideas of individuality that emerged in the con-
flict between tradition and modernity. When early twentieth-century 
Chinese intellectuals talked about the idea of individuality, many 
emphasized the release of the ‘person’ from family, tradition, discip-
line, and society. The idea of egalitarianism (pingdeng), the fundamental 
principle of this new equality, was the realization that each individual 
had his own qualities and personality that could not be constrained by 
the hierarchy of ‘feudal’ ethical codes. In this regard, modernity for the 
Chinese overlapped with the emancipation of the individual personal-
ity from tradition. Although political ‘individualism’ was introduced 
into China alongside many other Western notions, the ‘individuality’ 
this book is concerned with was not a simple reflection of this import-
ation. Rather, these pages seek to examine how Shenbao readers devel-
oped their individuality in reaction to indigenous conflicts between 
tradition and modernity, and between nationalism and consumerism, 
which were not necessarily related to specifically political doctrines. In 
other words, it is concerned with how individuals reacted to the novelty 
of modernity in ways not provided for by tradition.
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The use of the term ‘individuality’ also avoids confusion with Lydia 
Liu’s observations about the retreat from ‘individualism’ during the 
mid-1920s and early 1930s.10 Liu’s book Translingual Practice looks at 
the shifting meaning of individualism in its historical context from 
the 1910s to the early 1920s by examining three journals: Dongfang 
zazhi (Eastern Miscellany), Xin Qingnian (New Youth), and Xinchao 
(New Tide). Liu concludes: ‘Just as the concepts themselves defy fix-
ing, the attempt to pin down the notion of the individual or indi-
vidualism in modern Chinese to one or two definitions will prove 
counterproductive.’11 She argues that individualism was treated as a 
symbol of petty bourgeois capitalism and rejected by intellectuals, 
and that the background to this tension was a conflict between pri-
vate interests and the goals of the nation. This point is discussed in 
detail later; for the present, it is enough to say that even if the polit-
ical ideology of individualism was overshadowed by other political 
ideologies, using the largely apolitical term ‘individuality’ escapes this 
problem.

The idea of individuality employed in this book stresses the link 
with the experience of daily life. This is because the practice of daily 
life embraces a whole set of interactions between individuals and their 
environments. The understanding of the sequences of linkages between 
space, people, time, language, and action allows the ‘individual’ to come 
out from this complicated nexus and emerge to the surface. Moreover, 
the concept of individuality embraces both public and private spheres. 
The public and private realms of individuals in daily life, therefore, con-
stitute a grand platform from which to comprehend social history and 
human conduct; and Shenbao, offers us one of the best resources in the 
period from which to study these topics.

Commercial life in Shanghai certainly reacted well to the new print-
ing technology, and quickly used it to sell culture to the public. This 
phenomenon is well captured in Leo Ou-fan Lee’s Shanghai Modern, 
which not only deals with the commercial scene in Shanghai, but also 
addresses publishing, cinemas, architecture, and literature.12 Similarly, 
Yingjin Zhang and Peng Hsiao-yen offer their observations on how 
Shanghai printing culture was interwoven with artists’ individuality 
in their literary works, particularly those involved in Neo-Perceptionist 
aesthetics.13 Shanghai’s unique environment enabled the increased 
expression of individuality in the practice of daily life through the 
printing business. Christopher Reed’s study of the printing technology 
and publishing business in Shanghai shows that Western printing tech-
nology was used selectively by Chinese society which already had a 


