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The Teahouse, Daily Life, and Socialization: A Field
Investigation of Teahouses in Late 20th Century Chengdu

Wang Di

Abstract: The reform and openingup brought vitality to China, having pushed forward tremendous development
and social changes in people's daily life, city landscape, and urban culture. It also created a favorable environment
for the development of small businesses. Under such economic and social conditions, teahouses industry
revived and expanded. Taking the teahouses in Chengdu, Sichuan Province, as an object of observation, we
can find that during the period from 1978 to 2000, China experienced waves of the economic tide, the opening
of the stock market, a huge number of migrant workers entering the city, many workers from state-owned
enterprises becoming unemployed, the re-planning of land, and urban demolition and reconstruction. People
were 1ncreasingly relying on the market and public space for talking about business, exchanging information,
and participating in social life in an increasingly rich environment of business culture. Being the most basic
facilities for people's daily life and social interaction, teahouses served various needs for people and thus became
an ideal window for us to understand social transformation and development. Since teahouses could meet all
kinds of needs, their numbers naturally rose constantly, and so did the pressure of competition. In order to
attract more customers, teahouses constantly improved the quality of the service and created a more comfortable
environment. With the development of teahouses and growth of customers, the teahouse also plays the role of
a club, where friends, colleagues, acquaintances, and people of the same profession can gather and enjoy their
public space. As public space, the teahouse not only meets the needs of people for leisure and recreation, but
also has its contributions to increasing employment opportunities, preserving traditional lifestyle, and enriching
public life. Although today's teahouses are different from those in the past, their purpose of providing various
kinds of services as public space remains unchanged. Even though a large number of other forms of public space
have been constantly emerging and competing for customers and resources, the central position of teahouses
in people's daily lives is still irreplaceable. With the development of modern society, the teahouse culture and
teahouse life can still be well integrated into the new, highly competitive business atmosphere. Of course, the
development of China's commercial culture and the expansion of the market have influenced people's public
life, Chengdu'’s teahouse business, and their operators. If the teahouses should survive and develop, they have to

manage well the relationships with the government, officials, regulations, and customers.
Keywords: teahouse, Chengdu, late 20th century, socialization
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