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     Reviewed by:
 	 Remaking the Chinese City: Modernity and National Identity, 1900-1950
 
	 Parks M. Coble (bio)
 

 
 
 Joseph W. Esherick , editor. Remaking the Chinese City: Modernity and National Identity, 1900-1950. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2000. x, 278 pp. Hardcover $55.00, ISBN 0-8248-2148-3.
 
  While doing graduate research in Taiwan in the early 1970s, I enjoyed many evenings along a lively street behind the Taipei Train Station called Yuanhuan, "the circle." For blocks on end, nightfall brought forth hundreds of makeshift restaurants offering draft beer and fresh seafood dishes. It was the type of street fair that urban planners in contemporary America now strive to achieve. Yet this lively scene fell victim to the "modernist project" of Chiang Kai-shek's Guomindang government on Taiwan. "The circle" was too disorderly, unsanitary, and (pro-bably) too Taiwanese for the government. With ruthless efficiency the police suddenly cleared away all of the stalls and vendors, creating a wide, modern street with smoother traffic flow—but one utterly sterile compared to its earlier vitality. Urban modernity is a contested concept. When it was built the Boston City Hall Plaza was considered the epitome of the modern—clean and majestic, reflecting the government of a new age. Now it is widely regarded as a disaster, an open, dead space in an otherwise vibrant city. The nearby Quincy Market, alive with shops and restaurants, is the new goal.
 In this important new conference volume on the Chinese city, the authors examine the attempt to remake Chinese cities during the first half of the twentieth century. As Joseph Esherick points out in his introductory essay, "there was a remarkable uniformity in [the] modernist agenda of China's urban reformers" (p. 7). For the most part, the new leaders followed the models of city planners in the West. They saw modernity as the creation of wide avenues and open vistas, street lighting, sewage treatment, and a clean water supply. Like many of the May Fourth generation, they saw existing Chinese culture and society as backward, chaotic, and superstitious. This volume is filled with accounts of street widening, [End Page 105] the removal of slum housing, the tearing down of city walls, and reconfigurations of urban space, often over popular protest. The bulldozing of the stalls on "the circle" that I witnessed in the 1970s was merely a continuation of this process.
 A second feature of this work is that it is explicitly "beyond Shanghai." Indeed, this was the title of the 1996 conference that gave birth to the volume. While there has been an outburst of work on urban change in the late Qing/Republican period—research made possible by the opening of archives and scholarly activity in China—the conference organizers felt that urban studies has heretofore been dominated by work on Shanghai. Although not denying that Shanghai was the most important of China's cities and the model of modernity by which others were measured, it was not the only urban center in China. Indeed, the list of Western scholarly publications on Shanghai is extensive (including work by this reviewer). This volume is a step at redressing this imbalance. The mix of forces—commercial, demographic, political, and especially geographic—create different situations in each urban area.
 Michael Tsin's chapter on Canton focuses on the attempts by modernist elites associated with the Guomindang at remaking the city during the Republican era, tearing down the city walls and reconfiguring the urban landscape. Chinese entrepreneurs aided in the transformation, pioneering the Western-style department store as a new focus for the city. Kristin Stapleton outlines similar changes in Chengdu under the warlord reformer Yang Sen. He promised to bring "civilization" (wenming) to the interior city, improving street lighting and the water supply, opening a public park and recreation group, and building wide, modern streets. In the process Yang suppressed resistance from local groups that stood in the way, including peddlers and squatters, as well as the traditional elite.
 Perhaps the most profound changes occurred when the modernity project was shaped as a political construct. In his chapter "Building a Dream: Constructing a National Capital in Nanjing, 1927-1937," Charles Musgrove draws attention to...
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