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The Peopl €’ s Reactions to the Western Parks
that Appeared in Shanghai during the Late Ching
Period

Shih-ying Chang

Shanghai has become the most modern international city since it became
a harbor. This paper wishes to discuss the role of the city’s public parks in the
life of Shanghai people.

In China, gardens or parks were often owned by the royal or noble
families, and were private places for leisure activities. There were no public
parks until the late Ching dynasty when Westerners began to build public parks
in their concessions. To the Chinese people, these parks opened a new vision in
their everyday life.

In the past, there were generally two groups of studies dealing the issue of
the public parks in Shanghai. The first group treated the parks as a symbol of
nationalism and racial discrimination, especially in terms of the notorious sign
saying “No Chinese nor Dogs Are Permitted” as exalted by the media The
feeling of being discriminated as far as the permission to the parks was
concerned ignited a sense of “national shame” in the hearts of the people. This
“shame” ultimately turned into anti-imperialism in the 1920s.

Another group of studies focused on Shanghai people’s use of the public
parks from the viewpoint of space change. Both groups of studies did not
specifically look at how the people felt about these parks. It was undeniable
that the people living in the fast Westernized city were still deeply bound by
their own traditional customs and culture. How did they transcend their own
space orientation and approach the new Western space? How did the Western
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parks challenge or change the original space order? These simple and obvious
guestions have not been properly addressed.

During the late Ching period, as new Western things came to stay side by
side with the old stuff, the new things had but to embed themselves within the
existing structure. Although some avant-couriers were eager to embrace the
new things, most people still clung to traditional ideas and were quite
suspicious about the totally bizarre things. The strong feelings against the
Western parks did not exclusively relate to nationalism or “national shame.”
Instead, the emergence of the public parks was not expected within the
traditional framework of gardens or parks, especially in terms of how the parks
were to be used by the two sexes. The new space allocation had triggered a
series of dialogues about sexual orders in the Chinese society.

Since the appearance of the first park, the new public space had become
an arena for racial, class, and sexual discriminations. Besides the well-known
racial discrimination, we also know that there were also conflicts among
different classes. The gentries of Shanghai did not really wish the common
people to be permitted into the parks as they were. When “only the noble and
the well-dressed Chinese were permitted,” it was clear that the lower class was
excluded from enjoying the new facility. Here, class differences seemed to
matter more than race differences. Besides, the suspicion among the general
public toward the parks had much to do with how the parks might disrupt the
sexual order found in traditional space arrangement. Sexual order is often the
result of the specific power structure of a society, and the appearance of the
public parks would definitely arouse new thoughts about how the new space
was to be occupied by the two sexes. The traditional sexual space had to yield
and the new spacing scheme had to argue for its proper place in the life of the
people.

Keywords : Shanghai, public concessions, the Department of Labor, Western

parks, city culture.
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