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Foreword

By YIN Jizuo

The history of Shanghai, if traced to the archeological unearthings of
the Majiabang Culture, is already 6000 years long; if traced to the
establishment of the county administration in the 28th Year of Zhiyuan
Period during the Yuan Dynasty (i.e., 1291 AD), is over 700 years long;

and if traced to the opening of the port in 1843, is then over 160 years long.

Our forefathers, inhabiting in this piece of land that was for long an out-
of-the-way seaside place, carved out nevertheless an increasingly plentiful
material life, and created a colorful local-specific folk culture. As described
in The Records of Songjiang Prefecture published in Zhengde Period of
the Ming Dynasty, “The five town areas in the northeast, or areas “on the
sea” (literally “Shanghai” in Chinese), show a clear distinction from other
areas in terms of customs and habits. Engaged in sea-related commercial
activities instead of only in farming and weaving as in their southern
neighbors, people in Shanghai demonstrate an enterprising spirit in both
words and deeds, rather than strictly following the tradition or succumbing
to public opinions.” “The five town areas in the northeast” mentioned here
later on became the county, and then the city of Shanghai. This means
clearly that during the Ming Dynasty at the latest, Shanghai began to exhibit
a rather distinct folk culture as recognized by successive generations of

observers.

As a distillation of long-time historical experiences, folk culture is a



sum-up of folkways related with such basic necessities of life as food,

clothing, shelter and transportation, as well as rituals, beliefs, mores,
entertainment, etc. Obviously, folk culture is knitted deeply and pervasively
into the daily life of all living beings, and constitutes a silent but dominant
force in social changes. Huang Zunxian, a modern Chinese scholar-official,
is quoted as saying, “Customs may start from something extremely tiny,
almost intangible and unobservable at the outset. However, quite commonly,
once initiated by even a couple of leaders, they may be followed by hundreds
and thousands of people. With their spread from person to person, customs,
including those injurious ones, can become so established that a whole
nation may practice them as something innate and natural. When entrenched
in them, even the most thoughtful philosophers are not always aware of
customs, and intentional activities or even penal sanctions can prove helpless
in face of them.” These observations have revealed to us the two fundamental

features with folk culture, i.e., communality and stickiness.

By “communality”, it is meant that every habit or custom is not
individual-specific, but shared by a whole community in a particular locale,
thus demonstrating a sense of universality. By “stickiness”, it is meant that
once formed, customs and habits are hard to change, therefore showing a
feature of endurance. Thanks to its commonality and stickiness, folk culture
invariably makes a major presence in social integration, ethnic solidarity

building, identity recognition, and so on.

It should be noticed, however, that community and stickiness of folk
culture are, in the final analysis, based on particular modes of production
and ways of life. When such modes and ways change radically, those
elements in folk culture are bound to experience certain correspondent

evolution. For example, according to The Records of Shanghai County
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published in Jiaqing Period of the Qing Dynasty, “When Shanghai was

only a small town, various sailing boats visited the place, giving rise to
business transactions and an accumulation of wealth. After the town was
raised to a county status, fishing and salt-making became active trades in
the coastal region, while industry and commerce developed generally
alongside agriculture. The typical pattern in a household was a basic division
of labor with the male doing the farm work and the female doing the spinning
and weaving. When the overseas invaders came, the basic socioeconomic
structure changed fundamentally, with traditional mores eroded steadily.
Instead of following the callings of their parents, youngsters idled about,
squandering whatever left in the family, and even engaging in criminal
acts. Meanwhile, the elites in the community competed with each other in
leading an extravagant life, seriously undermining the traditional social
and cultural atmosphere.” These remarks reflect the change in folk culture

during Shanghai’s early modern transformation.

After becoming an open treaty port in the mid eighteenth century,
Shanghai embarked on its journey towards a modern international
metropolis, chiefly driven by the booming trade between China and the
outside world. This process certainly witnessed profound and far-reaching
changes in the scale and role of the city, its productive forces and production
relations, ways of livelihood for its dwellers, and the mindset of the ordinary
people. Particularly noteworthy were the development of modern
manufacturing after 1895 and the concomitant rapid growth of population.
Statistics show that the population in Shanghai, only 540 thousand in 1852,
doubled to 1.087 million in 1910, 2.255 million in 1920, 3.702 million in
1935, and further to 5.455 million in 1949. This means that together with
industrial upgrading and economic growth, the population increased by

nearly 10 times in less than one century. Such unusual population expansion
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bespeaks unprecedented openness of the city, and implies the huge diversity

thus produced. Both the Chinese and the foreigners were impressed by the
pluralism found in the dynamic metropolis. In their eyes, Shanghai was
really a kaleidoscope, available with all kinds of ethnic groups of both
China and the world, and available with all sorts of shops, restaurants,

hotels and clubs. In one word, Shanghai was the world in miniature.

The nature of Shanghai as a city of immigrants is fully revealed by its
demographic statistics from 1885 to 1935. As recorded, the non-native
Shanghai people took up over 80% of the population in the Public
Concession of the city; even in the “Chinese Areas”, generally 75% or so
were non-natives. The census in 1950 shows that only 15% of the people
were Shanghai natives, while 75% were non-natives. Obviously, immigrants
constituted the lion’s share of the population. These immigrants had come
from both domestic and overseas sources. Domestic immigrants were mainly
from 18 Chinese provinces, including Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong, Anhui,
Shandong, Hebei, Fujian, Shanxi, Yunnan and the three northeastern
provinces, with immigrants from neighboring Jiangsu and Zhejiang topping
the list in terms of the number. International immigrants were from Britain,
America, France, Japan, Germany, Russia, India, Portugal, Italy, Austria,
Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Belgium, Holland, Spain, Greece,
Poland, Romania, Vietnam, etc. At the peak time, there were 150,000
foreigners from approximately 40 countries living in Shanghai. The British
were the predominant immigrant group before 1915, after which they were
outnumbered by the Japanese. Various groups of immigrants contributed a
rich mosaic of colorful lifestyles to Shanghai, greatly enriching the folk
culture in the city. Hence such terms as “kaleidoscope” and “the world in

miniature”.
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In line with the socioeconomic restructuring as well as the gathering of

immigrants from diversified sources, folk culture in Shanghai experienced
remarkable changes. These changes are mainly evident in two aspects.
Firstly, under the influence of western powers, customs and habits in
Shanghai began to be imbued with lots of foreign elements, particularly
with European and American styles. Secondly, with the emergence of a
business-based society, all existing folkways, whether native or foreign,
came to be incorporated into one unique modern folk culture in tune with a
modern urban life. Changes in these two aspects harbingered the process
of modernization for China, and Shanghai was in €very way a pioneer in
this historical process. This overarching process, of course, involved the
transformation, Jjuxtaposition and combination of things native, Chinese,
foreign as well as traditional and modern. The hybrid nature of a resultant
folk culture was reflected in costumes, food, marriage and funeral
ceremonies, festivals, entertainment and almost all other aspects of social
life, so much as that Shanghai was truly a museum of countrywide and
worldwide folk cultures. When people talk about nowadays the “Shanghai
style”, they just mean this all-embracing incorporation of diverse things,
as shown in particular by this co-existence, cross-learning, mutual blending

and hybridization of folk cultures here.

After the victory of the Communists, the so-called “scientific, democratic
and mass-oriented culture” became the direction of the socialist cultural
construction, inaugurating a massive wave of nationwide transformation in
all walks of social life. Folk culture in Shanghai therefore became transformed
once again in an in-depth manner. Certain faulty folkways like rituals in
underground gangs and superstitious practices, considered to be not in tune
with the new socialist culture, were eliminated, while some other folkways,

now seemingly over-elaborate and redundant for a down-to-earth state and




society, were drastically simplified. In the meantime, lots of civilized and

healthy folkways with substantial contents and popular with the masses
became established, thus giving rise to a regenerated folk culture full of new

vigor.

It is now acknowledged that folk culture, as an embodiment of politics,
religion, morality as well as ways of life, is a software of a nation, just as
the environment, produce, and other physical objects constitute its hardware.
In this sense, the long-running, colorful and dynamic folk culture in
Shanghai is the crucially important software of this metropolis, endowing
it with roots, identity, and functions as well. Currently engulfed in a new
wave of globalization, Shanghai can definitely continue to develop its own
folk culture by accommodating to the influx of external cultures. However,
a great amount of its folk culture is also being changed or even lost, including
those age-old folkways that have been transmitted from mouth to mouth or
from hand to hand. While not feeling sentimental about this transformation
or loss, we feel it our responsibility to make a record of the folkways that
were or still are an integral part of our life, believing that they are, besides
giving us warm memories, also one type of resources that we and our future

generations can draw upon in forging ahead.

It is guided by this belief that we have decided to compile this multi-
voluminous work of Folk Culture in Shanghai, devoting in principle one
volume to one district or county. We hope that the well-illustrated volumes
will present to the public a multi-dimensional picture of the folk culture in
Shanghai, earning not only wide interest but also thoughtful insight in this

cultural topic.
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