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Of Hamburger and Social
Space: Consuming
McDonald’s in Beijing

Yunxiang Yan

In a 1996 news report on dietary changes in the cities of Beijing, Tianjin, and
Shanghai, fast-food consumption was called the most salient development in the
national capital: “The development of a fast-food industry with Chinese character
istics has become a hot topic in Beijing’s dietary sector. This is underscored by the
slogan “challenge the Western fast food?”! Indeed, with the instant success o
Kentucky Fried Chicken after its grand opening in 1987, followed by the sweeping
dominance of McDonald’s and the introduction of other fast-food chains in the carhy
1990s, Western-style fast food has plaved a leading role in the restaurant boom and
in_the rapid change in the culinary culture of Beijing. A “war of fried chicken™ broke
out when local businesses tried to recaprure the Beijing market from the Western
fast-food chains by introducing Chinese-style fast foods. The “fast-food fever™ m
Beijing, as it 1s called by local observers, has given restaurant freﬁfféﬁf{?é”i‘%tn)mw ;
consumer conscrousness and has created a Chinese_notion of fast food and .

Uy\ass()uatcd culture.

* From an anthropological ctive, this chapter aims to unpack the rich mean
ings of fast-food consumption in Beijing by focusing on the fast-food restaurants as

soctal §pace. Food and eating have I()ngﬂaccn a central concern in anthropoln;,u if
studies.” While nutritional anthropolo;_,lqts emphasize the practical functions of

foods and food ways in cultural setrings,” social and culrural anthropologists try
to ¢xplore the links hetwenn f()od (and eating) and other dimensions of a given
culture. From Lévi-Strauss’s attempt to establish a universal system of mcanings i
the language of foods to Mary Douglas’s effort to decipher the social codes of meal
and Marshal Sahlins’s analvsis of the inner/outer, human/inhuman metaphors o

TN g




CONSUMING MCDONALD'S IN BEUING 81

food, there is a_tradition of symbolic analysis of dietary cultures, whereby foods are
treated as messages and eating as a way of social communicatiofl... The great variety
of food habits can be understood as human responses to material conditions, or as a
way to draw boundaries between “us” and “them” in order to construct group
identity and thus to engage in “gastro- -7 According to Pierre Bourdieu, the
different attitudes toward foods, different ways of eating, and food taste itself all
express and define the structure of class relations in French society.® Although in

Chinese society ceremonial banqueting is frequently used to display and reinforce
the existing social structure, James Watson’s analysis of the sihk pubn among Hong
Kong villagers — a special type of ritualized banquet that Téquires participants to
sham from the same pot = demonstrates that foods can also be used as a

(the participants and
_ _ ¢ texr (the foods that are to be
gonsumed) / h be regarded a@ff[ of a system of social codesd

as institutionalized - ommerciatized venues, restaurants also provide a valuable
window through which to explore the social meanings of food consumption. In her
recent study of dining out and social manners, Joanne Finkelstein classifies restaur-

ants into three grand Categoriegr 1)y formal spectacular” restaurants, where “diming
has been elevated to an event traorﬂﬁf—s-tam“amusement” restaur-
ants, which add wdmmg, anbaﬁvgmence restaurants such as
cafes and fast-food outlets.” Although Finkelstein recognizes the 1mp_ortance of

restaurants as a public space for socialization, she also emphasizes the antisocia
_aspect of dining out. She argues that, because interactions in restaurants are condi-
“tioned by existing manners and customs, “dining out allows us to act in imitation of
others, in accord with images, in responses to fashions, out of habit, without need
for thought or self-scrutiny.” The result is that the styles of interaction that are
encouraged in restaurants produce sociality without much individuality, which'is an
“uncivilized sociality.”'® Concurring with Finkelstein’s classification of restaurants,
Allen Shelton proceeds further to analyze how restaurants as a theater can shape
vustomers thoughts and actions. Shelton argues that the cultural codes of Testrr=
ants are just as important as the food codes analyzed by Mary Douglas, Lévi-Strauss,
and many others. He concludes that the “restaurant is an organized experience using
and transforming the raw objects of space, words, and tastés into a coded eXpetience
ot social structures.” | Rick Fantasia’s analysis of the fast-food industry in France is
also illuminating in this respect. He points out that because McDonald’s represents
an exotic “Other” its outlets attract many young French customers who want to
explore a different kind of social space — an “American place.”'?

In light of the studies of both the text and context of food consumption, I first
review the development of Western fast food and the local responses in Beijing
during the period 1987 to T996. Next | examine the cultural symbolism of American
fast food, the meanings of objects aqd physigal placein Tasrfood rcsldu{dxxla,ﬁ{ne
consumer groups, and the use of public space in fast-food outlets. I then discuss the
creation of a new social space T fast-Tood restaurants. In my opinion, the frans-
~formation of fast-tood cstabhqhmenrq from eating place to social space is tiiekey
to understanding the nsumption in Beijing, and it is the
major reason why local competitors have yet to successtully challenge the American
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fast-food chains. This study is based on both ethnographic evidence collected during
my fieldwork in 1994 (August to October) and documentary data published in
Chinese newspapers, popular magazines, and academic journals during the 1987-
96 period. Since McDonald’s is the ultimate icon of American fast food abroad and
the most successful competitor in Beijing’s fast-food market, McDonald’s restaur-
ants were the primary place and object for my research, although I also consider
other fast-food outlets and compare them with McDonald’s in certain respects.'?

Fast-Food Fever in Beijing, 1987 to 1996

Fast food is not indigenous to Chinese society. It first appeared as an exotic phe-

A
M {nomenon in novels and movies imported from abroad and then entered the evéryday
A @Q‘X
A
7L

life of ordinary ers when Western fast-food chains opened restaurants in the

Betfing market Kwaican, ihe Chinese translation for fast food, which literally means
> y

“fast meal” or ast_eating,” contradicts the ancient principle in Chinese culinary

Kiwooad © lture that regards sl in vammbgzmr:ﬂmarﬁmFiety -of
aditional snack foods called xizochi (small eats), but the term “small eats” implies

" (IML{_/ that they cannot be taken as meals. During the late 1970s,e) was
‘ mtroduced to solve the serious ~dining problems” created“by-the lack of public
dining facilities and the record number of visitors to Beijing. The inexpensive and

convenient hefan — rice with a small quantity of vegetables or meat in a styrofoam

Af‘&m bFox—=quickly became popular in train stations, in commercial areas, and at tourist

= Attractions. However, thus far boxed rice remains a special category of convenience
food — it does not fall into the category of kuaican (fast food), even though it is
consumed much faster than any of the fast foods discussed in the following pages.
The intriguing point here is that in Beijing the notion_of fast foad refers only to
Western-style fast food and the new Chinese imitations. More important, as a new
cultural construct, the notion of fast food includes nonfood elements such as eating
MATETS, environient, and patterns Of soclal interaction. 1he popularity of fast
food-ammomg Betjing Consumers has little to do with either the food itself or the speed
with which it is consumed,

American fast-food chains began to display interest in the huge market in China in
the early 1980s. As early as 1983, McDonald’s used apples from China to supply its
restaurants in Japan; thereafter it began to build up distribution and processing
facilities in northern China.'* However, Ken ied Chi ad in the
:J(/ Beijing market. On October 6, 1987, KFC opened its first outlet at a commercial

“Center just one block from Tiananmen Square. The three-story building, which seats
more than 300 customers, at the time was the largest KFC restaurant. On the day of
the grand opening, hundreds of customers stood in line outside the restaurant,
waiting to taste the world-famous American food. Although few were really im-
pressed with the food itself, they were all thrilled by the eating experience: the

 encouniter with friendly eémployees, quick service, spotless floors, climate-controlled
and brightly-lit dining areas, and_of-cousse, smiling Colonel Samfers—standing in

front of the main gate. Front 1987 to 1991, KFC restaurants in Beijing enjoyed
celebrity status, and the flagship outlet scored first for both single-day and annual

sales in 1988 among the more than 9,000 KFC outlets throughout the world.
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In the restaurant business in Beijing during the early 1980s, architecture and
internal decoration had to match the rank of a restaurant in an officially prescribed
hierarchy, ranging from star-rated hotel restaurants for foreigners to formal restaur-
ants, mass eateries, and simple street stalls. There were strict codes regarding what a
restaurant should provide, at what price, and what kind of customers it should serve
in accordance with its position in this hierarchy. Therefore, some authorities in the
local dietary sector deemed that the KFC decision to sell only fried chicken in such
an elegant environment was absurd.'® Beijing consumers, however, soon learned
that a clean, bright, and comfortable environment was a common feature of all

Western-style_fast-food restaurants that opened in the Beijing market atter KFC.
Among them, McDonald’s has been the most popular and the most successful.

The first McDonald’s: restaurant in Beijing was built at the southern end of
Wangfujing Street, Beijing’s Filth Avenue. With 700 seats and 29 cash registers,
the restaurant served more than 40,000 customers on its grand opening day of April

23,1992.'° The Wangfujin& McDonald’s quickly became an important landmark in

Beijing, and its image appeared fTequently-omtratiormat retevision programs. It also

Became an attraction for@omesm: tourists, ¥ place where ordinary people could’

literally. taste a piece of Ammerican culture. Although not the first to introduce
Amherican fast food to Beijing consumers, the McDonald’s chain has been the most
aggressive in expanding its business and t infl t-
food market. Additional McDonald’s restaurants appeared in Beijing one after
another: two were opened in 1993, four in 1994, and ten more in 1995. There
were 35 by August 1997, and according to the general manager the Beijing market is
big enough to support more than a hundred McDonald’s restaurants. 17 At the same
time, Pizza Hut, Bony Fried Chicken (of Canada), and Dunkin’ Donuts all made
their way iTito the Beijing market. [He most interesting newcomer is a noodle shop
chain called Cglifornian Beef Noodle King. Although the restaurant sells Chinese
noodle soup, it has managed to portray itself as an Amefican fast-food eatery and
competes with McDonald’s and KFC with lower prices and its appeal to Chinese
tastes.

The <f‘nst‘a“nt"‘;uccesg)f Western fast-food chains surprised those in the local
restaurdnt industry. soon thereafter, many articles in newspapers amt fournals called
fortheanvention of Chinese-style fast food and the development of a locat fast-food
industry. April 1992 was a particularly difficult month for those involved in this
sector: two weeks after the largest McDonald’s restaurant opened at the southern
end of Wangfujing Street, Wu Fang Zhai, an old, prestigious restaurant at the
northern end of Wangfujing Street, went out of business; in its stead opened Inter-
national Fast Food City, which sold Japanese fast food;—ErTerican hamburgers, fried
chicken, and ice cream. This was séeil as.an alarming threat to both the local food
industry and the national pride of Chinese culinary culture.™

Actually, the local response to the “invasion” ot Western fast food began in the late
1980s, right after the initial success of KFC. It quxckly developed into what some
reporters called a~wes of fried chickens” 1 Beiiing. Following the model of KFC,
nearly a hundred Yoeal fast-food shops featurlng more than a dozen kinds of fried
chicken appeared between 1989 and 1990. One of the earliest such establishments
was TingziiRoast Chicken, which began business in 1989; this was followed by
Chinese Garden Chicken, Huaxiang Chicken, and Xiangfei Chicken in 1990. The
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chicken war reached its peak when the Ronghua Fried Chicken company of Shanghai
opened its first chain store directly opposite one of the KFC restaurants in Beijing. The
manager of Ronghua Chicken proudly announced a challenge to KFC: “Wherever
KFC opens a store, we will open another Ronghua Fried Chicken next door.”

All of the local fried chicken variations were no more than simple imitations of the
KFC food. Their only localizing strategy was to emphasize special Chinese species
and sacred recipes that supposedly added an extra medicinal value to their dishes.
THhiis, consumers were told that the Chinese Garden Chicken might prevent cancer
and that Huaxiang Chicken could strengthen the yin-yang balance inside one’s
body."” This strategy did not work well; KFC and McDonald’s won out in that
first wave of competition. Only a small proportion of the Tocal fried chicken shops
managed to survive, while KFC and McDonald’s became more and more popular.

Realizing that simply imitating Western fast food was a dead end, the emerging
local fast-food industry turned to exploring resources within Chinese cuisine.
Among the pioneers, Jinghua Shaomai Restaurant in 1991 tried to transform some
traditional Beijing foodsTinto fast foods,; This was tollowed by the entry of a large

“Tumber of local fast-food restaurants, siuch as the Beijing Beef Noodle King (not to
be confused with the California Beel Noodle King). Tie Jinghe Kiaican company
made the first domestic attempt to develop a fast-food business on a large scale.
With the support of the Beijing municipal government, this company built its own
farms and processing facilities, but it chose to sell boxed fast foods in mobile vans
parked on streets and in residential areas.”” Thus it fell into the pre-existing category
of hefan (boxed rice) purveyors. Although the price of boxed fast foods was much
lower than that of imported fast food, the boxed fast foods did not meet consumers’
expectations of fast food. The Jinghe Kuaican Company disappeared as quickly as it
had emerged. In October 1992, nea nd state-owned restaurants united
under the flag of the Jingstii Fast Food Company,offering five sets of value meals
and more than 50 fast-food items, all of which were derived from traditional
Chinese cuisines. This company was also the first fast-food enterprise to be run by
the Beijing municipal government, thus indicating the importance of this growing
sector to the government.”" The Henan Province Red Sorghum Restaurant opened
on Wangfujing Street in March 1996, immediately across the street from the McDo-
nald’s flagship restaurant. Specializing in country-style lamb noodles, the manager
of Red Sorghum announced that twelve more restaurants were to be opened in
Beijing by the end of 1996, all of which would be next to a McDonald’s outlet. “We
want to fight McDonald’s,” the manager claimed, “we want to take back the fast-
food market.”*?

By 1996 the fast-food sector in Beijing consisted of three grou@ he main group

< was made up of McDonald’s, KFC, and other Western fast-food chains. Although

they no longer attracted the keen attention of the news media, their numbers were
still growingl JIhe second group consisted of the local KFC imitations, which
" managed to sdrvive the 1991 “chicken war.” The most successtul In thi§ group is
the Ronghua Chicken restaurant clﬁié%which in 1995 had eleven stores in several

cities and more than 500 employees.{ ZYhe third group incl restaurants selling
newly created Chinese fast foods, frofi simple noodle soups to Beijing roast duck
meals. Many believe that the long tradition of a national cuisine will win out over

the consumers’ temporary curiosity about Western-style fast food.

Thus far, however, C
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Thus tar, however, Chinese fast food has not been able to compete with Western

fast mmﬁ&mmore “appealing 1o the tastes'_f)rwru"wary

eitizerts T Beijing. Red Sorghuri was the third business to announce in public the
A—rm‘if beating McDonald’s and KFC (after the Shanghai Ronghua
Chicken and Beijing Xiangfei Chicken), but so far none have come close. By August
1996 it was clear that Red Sorghum’s lamb noodle soup could not compete in the
hot summer with Big Mac, which was popular year-round.”*

The lack_of competitiveness of Chinese fast food has drawn official attention at
hig_Ms, and in 1996 efforts were made to support the development of a Tocal
fast-food sector.™ Concerned experts in the restaurant industry and COMTETItOTS—
i the media attribute the bad showing of the Chinese fast-food restaurants to
several things. In the mid-1990s, at least: (1) the quality, nutritional values, and
preparation of Western fast foods were highly standardized, while Chinese fast foods
were still prepared in traditional ways: (2) Chinese fast-food establishments did not
otter the friendly, quick service of Western fast-food restaurants; (3) the local
establishments were not as clean and comfortable as the Western fast-food restaur-
ants; and (4) most important, un inese restaurants did
not employ advanced_technologies or_modern management methods.”” From a
Marxist perspective, Ling Dawei has concluded that the race betwéén imported
and local fast foods in Beijing is a race between advanced and backward forces of

pr()dmwrhaw—abe‘d:.ydnpm&nf of_the local fast-food industry will rest ultim-

Jtclx_()‘g“rg_(_)df_mlz\a‘non )
There is no doubt that these views have a basis in everyday practice; yet they all

regard food consumption as purely economic BeRavior and fast-food restaurants as

Miere cating places. A more complete understanding of the fast-Tood Fever m Betjing

also requires close scrutiny of the social context of consumption ~ the participants

and_social settings, because “The specific_nature of the consumed substances .
surely m atters‘ but it cannot, by itself, explain why such substances may seem ﬁt
irresistible.” = G

The Spatial Context of Fast-food Consumption

As Giddens points out, most social life occurs in the context of the “fading away” of
rime and the “shading off” of‘sp_age.lg This is certainly true for fast-food consump-
tion. Fast-food restaurants, therefore, need to be examined both as eating places
and associal spaces where social interactions occur. A physical place accommodates
objects and human agents and provides an arena for social interactions, and
it follows that the use of space cannot be separated from the objects and the
physical environment.* However, space functions only as a context, not a determin-
ant, of social interactions, and the space itself in some way is also socially con-
structed.” In the following pages I consider, on the one hand, how spatial context
shapes consumers’ behavior and social relations, and how,
Ciiﬁmmn S nto their own space. Such an inguiry
lﬁﬁ—st—ﬁé'g—iﬁ_\«—v‘i%a brief review of Beijing’s restaurant sector in the late 1970s in order
to assess the extent to which Western fast-food outlets differ from existing local
restaurants.
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Socialist canteens and restaurants in the 1970s

Fating out used to be a difficult venture for ordinary people in Beijing because few
restaurants were designed for mass consumption. As mentioned earlier, the restaur-
ants in Beijing were hierarchically ranked by architecture, function, and the type and
quality of foods provided. More important, before the economic reforms almost all
testaurants and eateries were state-owned businesses, which meant that a restaurant
was first and foremost a work unit, just hke any factory, shop, or government
agency.”” Thus a restaurant’s position and function were also determined by its
administrative status as a work unit.

Generally speaking, the restatirant hierarchy consisted of three layers. At the top
were luxury and exclusive restaurants in star-rated hotels, such as the Beijing Hotel,
which served only foreigners and privileged domestic guests. At the next level were
well-established formal restaurants, many of which specialized in a particular style
of cuisine and had been in business for many years, even before the 1949 revolution.
Unlike the exclusive hotel restaurants, the formal restaurants were open to the
public and served two major functions: (1) as public spaces in which small groups
of elites could socialize and hold meetings; and (2) as places for ordinary citizens to
hold family banquets on special, ritualized occasions such as weddings. At the
bottom of the hierarchy were small eateries that provided commron-family-style
foodsTthese were hardly restaurants (they were actually Weaning
canteens). The small eateries were frequented primarily by visl om outlying
provinces and some Beijing residents who had to eat outside their homes because ot

special job requ1rements Thgwnijﬂumg_g__@gis__r_:{rely ate out — they

normally had thej or in their w
n the 1950s the development of internal canteens (netbu shztang) not only

constituted an alternative to conventional restaurants but also had a great impact

on the latter. Most work units had (and Sl fave) their own canteens, in order to
provide lomﬁd‘ﬁ&e important, to control
IIWMMWWO& units and
‘mmployees’ benefits, they were run in a manner similar to a
family kitchen, only on an enlarged scale. The central message delivered through the
canteen facilities was that the work unir, as the representative of the party-state,
WWW“ (without the
“ffectionate component of real parental care]. The relationship Between the canteen
workers and those who ate at the canteens was thus a patronized relationship
between the feeder and the fed, rather than a relationship of service provider and
customers. | he tasteless Toods, -unfriendly service, and unc ent
were therefore natural components at such public canteens, which prevailed for

more than three decades and still exist in many work units today.
The work-unit mentality of “feedine” instead of “serving” people also made its

way into restaurants ig Beijing because, after all, the restaurants were also work
units and thus had the same core features as all other work units — that is, the
same core reatu

dominatingjand the planned economy. Commer-

cial restaurants ; ared with the work-unit canteens the poor mamtenance of
internal space, a limi : e_require ay in
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advance, fixed times for meals (most restaurants were open only during the short
prescribed lunch and dinner times), and-ef course, ill-tempered workers who acted
as if they were distributing food to hungry beggars instead of paying customers. Bt
is true that the higher one moved up the ladder of the restaurant hierarchy the better
dining environment and service one could find. But in the famous traditional
restaurants and the star-rated hotel restaurants, formality and ritual were most likely
the dommatmg themes. Still, until the late 1980s it was not easy for ordinary people
to enjoy dining out in restaurants.

In contrast, Western fast-food restaurants offered local consumers a new cultural
experience symbolized by foreign fast food, enjoyable spatial arrangements of
objects and people, and Aggr_ican-style service and social interactions.

The cultural symbolism of fast food

It is perhaps a truism to note that food is not only good to eat but also good for the

mind. The_ (Western) fast-food fever in Beijing provides another example of how in

certain circumstances customers may care less about the food and more about the
cultural messages It delivers. During my fieldwork in 1994 T discovered that al-

though children were great fans of the Big Mac and french fries, most adult

customers did not particularly like those fast foods. Many people commented that
_the raste was pot good and that the flavor of cheese was strange. The most common

complaint from adult customers was chi bu bao, meaning that McDonald’s ham-

burgers and fries did not make one feel full: they were more like snacks than like

meals.>* It is also interesting to note that_both McDonald’s and KFC emphasized the

freshness, purity; and nutritiopal value of their foods (instead of their appealing

tastes). According to a high-level manager of Beijing McDonald’s, the recipes for

McDonald’s foods were designed to meet modern scientific specifications and thus

differed from the recipes for Chinese foods, which were based on cultural expect-

ations.? Through advertisements and news media reports, this idea that fast foods.
_use nutriticus ingredients and are prepared using scientific_cooking methods has
“Beerraecepred by the public. 1his may help to explain why few customers compared

the taste ot fast foods to that of traditional Chinese cuisine; instead customers

focused on something other than the food. -

If people do not like the imported Fast food, why are they still keen on going o L

Western fast-food festaurants? Most informants said that they liked the atmosphere,

the style of eating, and the experience of being there. According to an eatly report on

KFC, customers did not go to KFC to eat the chicken but to_enjoy “eating” L

(consuming) the culture associated with KFC. Most customers spent hours talking

to each other and gazing out the huge glass windows onto busy commercial streets —

and feeling Tiiore sophisticated than the people who passed by.2® Some local obser-

vers-argied That the appeal of Chinese cuisine was the taste of the food itself and

that, in contrast, Western food relied on the manner of presentation. Thus con-

sumers would seem to be interested in the spectacle created by this new form of

eating.”” In other words, what Beijing customers find satisfying about Western fast-

food restaurants is not the food burthe experience. >
~—Fhecultural symbolism that McDonald’s, KFC, and other fast-food chains carry

with them certainly plays an important role in constructing this nonedible yet
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fulfilling experience. F articularly McDonald’s fast food, i idered
quintessentially American in many parts of the contemporary world. In France, the
most commonly agreed “American thing” among teenagers is McDonald’s, followed
by Coca-Cola and “military and space technologies.”*® In Moscow, a local journalist
described the opening of the first McDonald’s restaurant as the arrival of the

“ultimate icon of Americana.”*® The same is true in Beijing, although the official

news media_have emphasized the element of modernity-instead-of-Americana. The

Cgh efficiency of the service and management, fresh ingredients, friendly service,

and spotless dining environment in Western fast-food restaurants have been fepeat-

edly reported by the Beijing media as concrete examples

Mimported fast food because the

Ordmary consumers are interested in the stories tw, popular
magazines, and movies that the Big Mac and fried chicken are what make Americans
American. According to a well-known commentator on popular culture in Beijing,
Because of the modernity inherent in the McDonald’s fast-food chain, many American
youths prefer to work first at McDonald’s before finding other jobs on the market. The
experience of working at McDonald s, he argues, prepares Amerlcan youth for any
ind of job 1n a modern society.”” To man erican” also means

> rience modernity. During my
talked with many parents who appreciated their children’s fondness for
yﬁiievcd it was in good taste to be modern. Asmother
told me that she had made great efforts to adapt to the strange Havor of McDonald’s
food so that she could take her daugl%gz_tg_l\icﬂonald_’s_mm week. She explained:
“I want my daughter to learn more about American culture. She is taking an English
typing class now, and I will buy her a computer next year.” Apparently, eating a Big
1mekaﬂhﬁmmmwm to

prepare her daughtesforawmodern society.

Inspired by the success of the cultural symbolism of McDonald’s and KFC, many
Chinese fast-food restaurants have tried to use traditional Chinese culture to lure
customers. As | mentioned in the preceding section, almost all local fried-chicken
outlets during 1990-91 emphasized the use of traditional medicinal ingredients and
the idea of health-enhancing food.** Others used ethmic and local Hlavors to stress
the Chinesefiess of their fast foods, such as the Red Sorghum’s promotion of its lamb
noodle soup.*? And-some-directly invoked the nationalist feelings of the customers.
For instance Chopstic4k§ a new fast-food chain in Shenzhen, adopted
“Chinese people eat Chinese food” as the leading slogan in its market promotion.**
The power of cultural symbolism in the fast-food sector also has made an impact on
the restaurant industry in general the cultural position of the restaurant business is
regarded as_an important issue, and the debate about the dxtterences between
Western and Chinese cuisine continues in professional journals.*’

A place of entertainment for equals

According to older residents, in addition to different cuisine styles, traditional
restaurants in pre-1949 Beijing also differed in their interior decorations, seating
arrangements, and interactions between restaurant employees and customers.
During the Maoist era, such features were considered inappropriate to the needs
of working-class people and thus gradually disappeared. Under the brutal attack on
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traditional culture during the Cultural Revolution period, some famous restaurants

even replaced their old names with fiew, fevolutiomarynames, such as Workers and

Peasants Canteen (Gongnong shitang). As a result, by the late 1970s most restaur-
ants looked similar both inside and out, which, combiried with The canteennrentality
in restaurant management and poor service, turned Beijing restaurants into unpleas-

ant eating places.

en and McDonald’s opened their outlets in Beijing, what most impressed
Beijing consumers was their beautiful appearance. As mentioned earlier, boththe

tirst KFC and first McDonald’s are Tocated near Tiananmen Square in the heart of
Beijing, and both boast that they are the largest outlets of their kind in the world,

one with a three-tloor, 500-seat building and the other with a two-floor, 700-seat
building. The statues of Colonel Sanders and Ronald McDonald in front of the two (
establishments Immediately bécame national tourist attractions. >
~Once inside the restaurants, Betjing customers found other surprises. First, both
McDonald’s and the KFC restaurants were brightly lit and climate-controlled. The

seats, tables, and walls were painted in light colors, which, together with the shiny
counters, stainless-steel kitchenware, and soft music in the background, created an

open and cheerful physical environment — a sharp contrast to traditional Chinese
restaurants. Moreover, sociafintéraction at McDonald’s or KFC was highly ritualized

and dramatized,*® representing a radical departure from the canteen-TTKe TeSTATTANTS
in Beijing. Employees wore neat, brightly colored uniforms, and they smiled at 7

customers while working conscientiousty and efficiently. As one observant informant
remarked, even the employee responsible for cleaning the toilets worked in a discip-
fined manner. In his study of restaurants in Athens, Georgia, Allen Shelton com-
mented: “The spectacle of McDonald’s is work: the chutes filling up with\ %o, .-
hamburgers; the restaurant and the othiér dimers are secondary views.” In contrast, <
-hoth the work and the restaurant itself constiruted the spectacle at McDonald'’s and
One of the things that most impressed new customers of the fast-food outlets was ~ # Qt
& menu, which is displayed above and behind the counter, with soft backlighting
Qn'l'd“{;rj'llﬁﬁg‘):aphic images of the food. The menu delivers a Clear message about the
public, affordable eating experiericé that the establishment offers. This was particu-
[arly Tiiportant Tor HrseTmers, who did not know anything about the exoric food.
Another Téature 15 the_o'p@,*dgﬁl_n,’lim%, which clearly shows the customers
how the hamburgers and fried chickens are prepared To emphasize this feature,
Beijing’s McDonald’s also provides a_five-minute tour of the kitchen area on cus-
_TOMEr request. T
The Western fast-food restaurants also gave customers a sense of equality. Both
employees and customers remain standing during the ordering process, CIeafing an
cqual relattonship between the two parties. More important, the friendly service and 70
the smiling employees give customers the impression that no matter who you are you >

will be treated with equal warmth and friendli Aecordingly, many people
patronize McDonald’s to experience a momerf_of eg(‘.lalig'.jw4 The restaurants also
seem to convey gender equahty and have attracted a large number of female
customers (I will return to this point later).

All these dertails in internal space are imporrant in understanding the success of
McDonald’s and KFC in Beijing: objects have a voice that originates in those who
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use them, just as the scenery on a stage shapes the movements of an actor.*’ The
impact of spatial context on people’s behavior in McDonald’s restaurants is well
addressed by Peter Stephenson. He observed that some Dutch customers lost their
cultural “self” in such a culturally decontextualized place because “there is a kind of
instant emigration that occurs the moment one walks through the doors, where
Dutch rules rather obviously don’t apply.”*® Rick Fantasia observed that French
customers undergo similar changes or adjustments in behavior in McDonald’s
outlets in Paris.’! Given the sharper and deeper cultural differences between Ameri-
can and Chinese societies, it is natural to expect the cultural decontextunalization to
e even stronger in Beijing’s M¢Donald’s and KFC restaurants.

The interesting point is that, owing to the powerful appeal of modernity and
Americana prolected by McDonald’s and KFC, when experiencing the same ™hstant
emigration,” Beijing customers seem to be more willing to observe the rules of
American fast-food restaurants than their counterparts in Leiden or Paris. For
instance, in 1992 and 1993 customers in Beijing (as in Hong Kong and Taiwan)
usually left their rubbish on the table for the restaurant employees to clean up:
people regarded McDonald’s as a formal establishment at which they had paid for
full service. However, during the summer of 1994 I observed that about one-fifth of
the customers, many of them fashionably dressed youth, carried their own trays to
the waste bins. From subsequent interviews I discovered that most of these people

ere regular customers, and they had learned to clean up their tables by observing

they om check of customer behavxor in McDo-
nald’s and in comparably prlcea—'nd more expensive Chinese restaurants shows that
people in McDonald’s were, on the whole, more self-restrained and polite toward
one another, spoke in lower tones, and were more careful not to throw their trash on
the ground. Unfortunately, when they returned to a Chinese context, many also
returned to their previous patterns of behavior. As a result, the overall atmosphere in
a Western fast-food outlet i i3 alwavs nicer_than that in Chinese restaurants of the

same or even higher quality.”*

A multidimensional social space

In part because of the cultural symbolism of Americana and modernity and in part
because of the exotic, cheerful, and comfortable physical environment, McDonald’s,
KFC, and other foreign fast-food restaurants attract customers from all walks of life
in Beijing. Upnlike in rhe Linited States where tﬁ_ﬁgguenters of fast-food restaurants
are generally associated with low income a tes, most frequenters of fast-
_f_gpiiestaurants in Beijing are middle-class professionals, trendy yuppies, and well-
educated youths. Unfortunately, there has yet to be a systematic social survey of
inese tast-Tood consumers. Nevertheless, according to my field observations in
1994, a clear disginction can be drawn between those who occasionally partake of

the imported f: regularly frequent fast-food restaurants.
ccastonal adventurers include both Beijing residents and visitors from outlying

provinces and cities. It should be noted that a standard one-person meal at
McDonald’s (including a hamburger, a soft drink, and an order of French fries,
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which is the equivalent of a value-meal at McDonalds in the (United Stares) cost
17 renminbi (rmbi ($2.10) in 1994 and 21 rmb ($2.60) in 1996."° This may not be
expensive by American standards, but it is not an msignificant amount of money for
ordinary workers in Betjing, who typically made less than 500 rmb ($60) per month
in 1994, Thus, many people, especially those with moderate incomes, visited MeDo-
Hl|d‘~. restaurants <)n|v once or rwnu, prnndr\lv to satisfy thcnrm*ﬁb(mt

WETE TOUFIStS Fr()m ()tﬁcr prmmws who had only hc;\rd of McDonald’s or seen its
Golden Xrcliés i the movics. The msring of American f()od h;ls‘ rcccntlv lwcomc an

There arc ;ﬂw |(>L¢1Rust()|ncrs \\'mﬁ)rugn Fasttood ()urlcts‘ on_a rcgul;n'
hasis. A survey conducted by Beijing McDonald’s management in one of irs storcs
showed that 10,2 percent of the customers frcqucntcd the restaurant four times per
month in 1992 in 1993 the figure was 38.3 percent.™ The majority of customers fell

into three categores: professionals and white-collar workers; voung couples and

reenagers; and ¢ ‘hildren Agu)mp(mud by their parents. \Iurco@n women ofallage of allage

groups Ttended o frequent McDonald's restaurants more than men.
e
For vounger Beijing residents who worked i jomt-venrure onterp rprms or forcign
fiems and had higher mcomes, cating ar McDonald's, Kentucky Fried Chicken, and
Pizza Hut had become an integral pare of their new lifestvle, a way for them to be

connected to the ourside world. As one informant commented: “The Big Mac
doesn’t taste grea-but the experience of cating i this plaw makes me feel good.
\mncnm.s.Luuuumumc that | am sitting in a restaurant in New York or Paris.”
Aehough some emphasized that they only went to save time. none tshed their™ “
meals within twenty mnures. Like other customers, these voung protessionals

arrived mosmall groups or accompanied by girl/boy friends to enjoy the restaurant

el Sy
for an Imm or more. Lanong fmcu,n tood, and nd consuming other torcu,n x,()()ds had -

become an important way for Chinese yuppies to defind themselves a5 middtertrss— .
protessionals. By 1996, however, this group had found other tvpes of activities (such. X
as mghtelubs or barst, and gradually they were beginning to visit foreign fast-tood

restaurants for convenience rather than for status.

Young couples and teenagers trom all social strata were also regular frequenters of
MeDonalds and KEFC outlets because the “dining_environment is considered to be

romantic and comforrable. The restaurants are lmghrl\ lit, clean, and fearure light

Western music; and ¢xeept during busy periods they are lcl(\rndy (]ll]lty,’lﬂ.ll\lﬂi.,
them ideal for courtship. In 1994, McDonald's seven Beijing restaurants had all
created relatively isolated and privare service areas with tables for two. In some,
these areas were nicknamed “lovers” corners.” Many reenagers also considered that,
with only the minimun consumption of a sott drink or an e cream, fast-tood
establishments were good places slmpk/"r() ham, out.

As m many other parts of the workd, children in Beijing had become loyal tans of
Western fast tood. They were so fond of it that some parents even suspected thar Big
Mac or fried chicken contained a special, hidden ingredient. The fast-tood restaur-
ants also made special cettorts to attract children by otfering birthday partes,
dispensing souvenirs, and holding essay contests, because voung customers u asually
did not come aléne: thevwere Brought to McDonald’s and KFC by their parents or
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grandparents. Once a middle-aged woman told me that she did not like the taste of
- hamburgers and that her husband simply hated them. But their_daughter loved
hamburgers and milkshakes so much that théir entire family had 1o visit McDonald’s
three to five times a month. It is common among Beijing families for children to
“Choose the restaurant in which the whole family dines out. Fast-food outlets were
fre y thetirst choice of children.

A gender asP,e\Ct of fast-food consumption is highlighted in He Yupeng’s 1996
study oF-¥McDonald’s popularity among female customers. In conducting a small-
scale survey at four restaurants in Beijing — a formal Chinese restaurant, a local fast-
food outlet, and two McDonald’s outlets — He found that women were more likely
than men to_enjoy dining at fast-food restaurants. According to his survey, while
66 percent of the customers (N=68) at the formal Chinese restaurant were men,
64 percent of the customers (N==423) at the local fast-food outlet were women.
Similar patterns were observed in the two McDonald’s restaurants, where women
constituted 57 percent of a tota 4 adult customers.”® The most intriguing
finding of this survey was t@ﬁl&bose McDonald’s because they enjoyed
ordering their own food and participating in_the conversation witte-dimmz—Many
Temale customers pointed out that in formal Chinese restaurants men usually order
the food for their female companions and controf the conversation. In contrast, they
~sard;ar A McDonald’s everyone can make his or her own choices_and, because
smoking and alcohol are prohibited, men dominate less of the conversation.”®

Furthermore, the imported fast-food restaurants provide a_venue whese wamen
feel comfortable alone ot wirh female friends. Formal Chinese restaurants are cus-
tomarily used by elite groups as places to socialize and by middle-class people as
places to hold ritual family events such as wedding banquets. In both circumstances,
women must subordinate themselves to rules and manners that are androcentric,
either explicitly or implicitly (the men order the dishes; the women do not partake of
the liquor). These customs reflect the traditional view that women’s place is in the
household and that men should take charge of all public events. There is a clear
division between the private (inside) and the public {outside)} along gender lines.

= _A woman who eats alone in a formal Chinese restaurant is considered abnormal;
such behavior often leads to public suspicion about her morality and her occupation.
‘For mstance, a young woman | interviewed in a McDonald’s outlet in 1994 recalled
having lunch alone in a well-known Chinese restaurant frequented mostly by suc-
cessful businessmen. “Several men gazed at me with lascivious eyes,” she said, “and
some others exchanged a few words secretly and laughed among themselves. They
must have thought [ was a prostitute or at least a loose woman. Knowing their evil
thoughts, I felt extremely uncomfortable and left the place as quickly as I could.” She
also commented that even going to a formal Chinese restaurant with female friends
would make her feel somewhat improper about herself, because the “normal”
customers were men or men with women. But she said that she felt comfortable
visiting a McDonald’s alone or with her female friends, because “many people do the
same.” This young woman’s experience is by no means unique, and a number of
female customers in McDonald’s offered similar explanations for liking the foreign
fast-food restaurants. Several elderly women also noted the impropriety of women
dining in formal Chinese restaurants, although they were less worried abour accus-
ations about their morals.””
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In his survey, He Yupeng asked his respondents where they would choose to eat if
there were only a formal Chinese restaurant and a McDonald’s outlet. Almost all the
male respondents chose the former, and all the female respondents chose the latter.
One of the main reasons for such a sharp gender difference, He argues, is the concern
of contemporary women for gender equality.’® The new table manners allowed in

fast-food restaurants, and more important, the newl ropriate gender roles in
those 1 E m, of foréign restaur-

ants as_an open place for equals rhus atrracting female customers.

The appropriation of social space
Finally, I would point out that Beijing customers do not passively accept everything
offered by the American fast: fnm
been Tocalized in many aspects, and what Beijing customers enjoy is actually a
_Chinese version of American culture and fastﬁ%gmmm
process is the ¢ ' social space. : v
My resear tirms the impression that most customers in Beumg claim their
wmﬂmmmm. The average dirmmg-time—in-
eljing (in autumn 1994) was 25 minutes during busy hours and 51 minutes during
slack hours. In Beijing, “fastness” does not seem to be particularly important. The
cheerful, comfortable, and climate-controlled environment inside McDomald’s and

KFC restaurants mwmhngewo \)
contradict AT t the American fast-food business. During off-

peak hours it is common for people to walk into McDonald’s for a leisurely drink
or snack. Sitting with a milk-shake or an order of fries, such customers often spend
30 minutes to an hour, and sometimes longer, chatting, reading newspapers, or
holding business meetings. As indicated earlier, young couples and teenagers are
particularly fond of frequenting foreign fast-food outlets because they consider the
environment to be ro ic. Women in all age groups tend to spend the longest time
in these Mwhether they are alone or with friends. In contrast, un-
accompanied men rarely linger after finishing their meals. The main reason for this
gender difference, according to my informants, is the absence of alcoholic beverages.
An interesting footnote in this connection is that 32 percent of my informants in a

survey among college N = 97) regarded McDonald’s as a symbol of leisure ')
and emphasized that they went there to relax.

“Beijing consumers have appropriated the restaurants not only as places of leisure
buf 3150 as public arenas for personal and family ritual events. The most popular /;’*‘
such event is of course the child’s birthday party, which has been institutionalized in

Beijing McDonald’s _restauranis. Arriving with five or more guests, a child can ~
,\\‘_—Nq . . .

expect an elaborate ritual per?ormed in a special enclosure called Children’s para- ‘gl-v
dise,” free of extra charge. The ritual begl_whrwovef the /72, °
restaurant’s loudspeakers — in both Chinese and English — giving the child’s name 727,‘;/
and age, together with congratulations from Ronatd MeDonald {who 1s calledtncle
McDonatd i Beijitigl This is followed by the recorded song “Happy Birthday,”

again_ irrwo-tmguages. A female employee 1n the rolecof Aunt McDonal o

entertains the children with games and presents each child with a samttgifr-from
Uncle McDonald. Although Tess formalized (and without the restaurant’s active
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promotion), private ceremonies are also held in the restaurants for adult customers,
particularly tuoyum the absence of alcohol makes the site
attractive to them). OF the 97 college students in my survey, 33 (including nine men)
had attended personal celebrations at McDonald’s: birthday parties, farewell

parties, celebrations for receiving scholarships to_American_universities, and end-
“of-term parties.

T The multifunctional use of McDonald’s space is dye in part to the lack of cafes, tea

4 houscs, and ice-cream shops in Beqjing; it 1s also a consequence of the management’s
- EFfGTES TO Attract as many customers as possible by engendering an inviting environ-

ment. Although most McDonald’s outlets in the United States are designed specifically
to prevent socializing (with less-comfortable seats than formal restaurants, for in-
stancey it is clear that the managers of Beijing’s McDonald’s have accepted their
customers’ perceptions of McDonald’s as a special place that does not fit into pre-
existing categories of public eateries. They have not tried to educate Beijing consumers
to accept the American view that “fast food” means that one must eat fastand leave
quickly.”” When I wondered how the management accommodated everyone during
busy periods, [ was told that the problem often resolved itself. A crowd of customers
naturally created pressures on those who had finished their meals, and more import-
ant, during busy hours the environment was no longer appropriate for relaxation.

In contrast, managers in_Chinese fast-food outlets tend to be less tolerant of
customers who linger. During my fieldwork in 1994 | conducted several experi-
mental tests by going to Chinese fast-food outlets and ordering only a soft drink but
staving for more than an hour. Three out of four times I was indirectly urged to leave
by the restaurant employees; they either took away my empty cup or asked if I
needed anything else. Given the fact that [ was in a fast-food outlet and did all the
service for myself, the disturbing “service” in the middle of my stay was clearly a
message to urge lingering customers to leave. I once discussed this issue with the
manager of a Chinese fast-food restaurant. He openly admitted that he did not like
customers claiming a table for long periods of time and certainly did not encourage
attempts to turn the fast-food outlet into a coffee shop. As he explained: “If vou
want to enjoy nice cotfee and music then you should go to a fancy hotel cate, not
here.”

Concluding Remarks: Dining Place, Social Space, and Mass Consumption

In the United States, fast-food outlets are regarded as “tuel stations” for hungry yet
busy people and as family restaurants for low-income groups. Therefore, efficiency
eilicienc
(speed) andeconomic_value (low prices) are the two most important reasons why
fast foods emerged as a kind of “industrial food” and remainsuccesstul in American
society today. Fhese-feattires, however, do not apply in Beijings A Beijing worker
~who loads the whole family into a taxi to go to McDonald’s may spend one-sixth of
his monthly income; efficiency and economy are perhaps the least of his concerns.
When consumers sta ; s for hours, relaxing, chat-

in McDon: 3
ting, reading, enjoying the music, or celebrating birthdays, they take the “fastness”
out of fastTood. Tn Berjing, the fastness of American fast food is reflected mainly in
the service provided; for consumers, the dining experience is too meaningful to be
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shortened. As a result, the American fast-food outlets in China are fashionable,

middle-class establishments ~ a new_kind of social space where peaple can enjoy
ther Teisure time and experience a Chinese version of American culsares

15T emphasize repeatedly throughout this chapter, eating at a foreign tast-food
restaurant is an important sogial event, although it means different things to differ-
‘ent people. McDonald’s, KFC, and other fast-food restaurants in Beljing carry the

Symww_ﬁy, which makes them unsurpassable by
existing standards of the social hierarchy in Chinese culture. They represent an
emerging tradirion where new values, behavior patterns, and social relatiomships
W. People from different social backgrounds may enter the Saime
cating place/social space without worrying about Tosing tace; on the contrary, they
iyt Tew ways to better define their positions. For instance, white-collar
professionals may display their new class status, youngsters may show their special
taste for leisure, and parents " | dren. Women of all
~— e et .

ages are able to enjoy their independence when they choose to eat alone; and when
theéy ¢at with male companions, they enjo iy IS 2 i mal
Chinese_restauraats. The fast-food restaurants, therefore, constitute a _multivocal,

N

multidimensional, and open socialspace. This kind of all-inclusive social space met a
EMEY

particularniced in the 1990s, when Bening residents had to work harder than ever to

define their positions in a rapidy ciramgmg society.”!

By contrast, aimost all [ocal competitors i the Tast-food sector tend to regard fast-
food restaurants merely as eating places, and accordingly, they try to compete with
the foreign fast-food restaurants by offering lower prices and local flavors or by
appealing to nationalist sentiments. Although they also realize the importance of
hygiene, food quality, friendly service, and a pleasant physical environment, they
regard these features as isolated technical factors. A local observer pointed out that
it is easy to build the *hardware” of a fast-food industry (the restaurants) but that
the “software” (service and management) cannot be adopted overnight.®* To borrow
from this metaphor, I would argue that an understanding of fast-food outlets not
only as eating places but also as social space is one of the “software problems”
waiting to be resolved by the local competitors in the fast-food business.

Why is the issue of social space so important for fast-food development i Beijing?
~ It would take another essay to answer this question completely; here 1 want to

highlight three major factors that contribute to fast-food fever and are closely
related to consumers’ demands for a new kind of social space.
~Fitst, the trend of mass consumption that arose in_the second half of the 1980s
created new demands for dining out as well as new expectations of the restaurant
industry. According to 1994 statistics released by the China Consumer Society, the
average expenditure per capita has increased 4.1 times since 1984. The ratio of
“hard consumption” (on food, clothes, and other necessities of daily life) to “soft
consumption” {entertainment, tourism, fashion, and socializing) went from 3:1 in

1984 to 1:1.2 in 1994.°% In 1990, consumers began spending money as never before _

on such goods and services asinteriordecorationprivate-telephonesand pagers, air
e g ; 4 - .
Conditioners, body-building machines, and tourism.”* As part of this trend toward

consumerism, dining out has become a popular form of entertainment among
virtually all social groups, and people are particularly interested in experimenting

cuisines.” In response toa sirvey conducted by the Beijing Statistics
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Bureau in early 1993, nearly half of the respondents said they had eaten at Western-
style restaurants (including fast-food outlets) at least once.®® A central feature of this
development in culinary culture is that people want to dine out as active consumers,
and they want the dining experience to be relaxed, fun, and healthful.

In response to increasing consumer demands, thousands of restaurants and eater-
ies have appeared Tn recent years. By early 1993 there were more than 19,000 eating
establishments in Beijing, ranging from elegant five-star hotel restaurants to simple
street eateries. Of these, about 5,000 were stateowned, 55 were joint ventures or
foreign-owned, and the remaining 14, OOO or so were owned by private entrepre-
neurs or independent vendors (getibu).*”

These figures show that the private sector has played an increasingly important
role in the restaurant business. Unlike the state-owned restaurants, some private
restaurants-haveused-creativity to meet consumers’ demands for a new kind of
dining experience. The best example is the emergence of country-style, nostalgic
restaurants set up by and for the former sent-down urban youths. In these places
CUSTOTiers Tetaste their EXperience of youth In the countryside: customers choose
from country-style foods in rooms and among objects that remind them of the past.
Like customers in McDonald’s or KFC, they are also consuming part of the subcul-
ture and redefining themselves in a purchaséd social space. The difference is that the

“rostatgte-restaurants appeal only to a particular social group, while the American
~fast=tood-Gitlets are multivocal and multidimensional and thus attract people from
many different social strata.

The rise.of new ¢ s is the second major factor that has made the
issue O@W understanding fast-food fever in Beijing. Urban
youth, children; and women of all ages constitute the majority of the regular

—frequenters of American fast-food restaurants. It 1s not by accident that these people”
are all newcomers as restaurant customers — there was no proper place for them in
the pre-existing restaurant system, and the only social role that women, youth, and
children could play in a formal Chinese restaurant was as the dependents of men.
Women’s effort to gain an equal place in restaurant subculture was discussed earlier,
so here I briefly examine the place of youth and children.

Young professionals emerged along with the development of the market economy,
espmme joint-venture and foreign-owned business in Beijing
in the 1990s. To prove and further secure thelr newly obtamed socnal status and
prestige, the young elite 8 estyle seriously,
and they often lead the trend of contemporasy consumerism in Chinese cities. Urban
youth may be less well off than young professionals, but they are equally eager to
embrace a new way of personal life, According to a 1994 survey, the purchasing
power of Beijing youth increased dramatically over the previous decade, and nearly
half of the 1,000 respondents in the survey had more than 500 rmb per month to
spend on discretionary items.*® With more freedom to determine their lifestyles and
more economic independence, these youngsters were eager to establish their own
social space in many aspects of life, including dining out.”” A good example in this
connection is the astonishing popularity among young people in mainland China of
pop music, films, and romance navels from Hong Kong and Taiy Taiwan.”

The importance of teenagess-and.children in effecting social ch change also emerged

in the late twentieth century, along with the growth of the national economy, the
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morease in familv wulrh, and the dcclinc of rhc birth rate. The ngle-chlld policy - .

Ccmperors’ nLT cm}_ﬁrcssu cach det nandmg rhc attention md cconomic supporr of his
or her parents and. grandparents, Parental indulgence of children has become a

national obsession, making children and teenagers one of the most active groups

of consumers. “Beijing 1s by no means exceptional in this respect. XCcCording
to Deborah Davis and Julia Sensenbrenner, ordinary \vnrl\mg class parents in Shang-
> their children with
in_its patterns of u)nsumpmm

hai normally xpcnd one-third of their monthly wages to provid

2 lifestvICTT rﬁ.n is_distinctly upper middle cls

For nianv pamnts. tovs, trips, tashionable clothes, music Tessons, and restaurant

meals have become necessities in raising their children. This suggests a signifi-
cant change in patterns of houschold expenditure, and accordingly there 1s an urgent
need to meet the market demands and special tastes of this important group of
CONSUMETS.

The emerging importance of women, vouth, and children as consumers results

fmm RE s'

snificant transtormation of the Family i mstitution in umtunpnmw Chinese

soctety, which is characterized by the nuclearization of the household. the centrality
of conjugality in family relations, the rising awareness of independence and sexual
cquality among Ll the waning of the p,mmrdw and the rediscovery of the
value of children. ' As far as fast-food consumprion is concerned, the Iink berween

nesw groups of independent consumers and shifes in fanmily values is found m-ather

ST ASTAR S0Genes as well. Afrer analvzing the refanonship “hetween — the
MeDonalds “rakeotf™ in five cities (Tokvo, Hong Kong, Taipet, Seoul, and Beijing)
and the changes i family values (especially the rising status of teenagers and
childreny, Warson concluded: “More than any other factor... McDonald’s success

T
is attributable to the revolution in family values that has rransformed East Asia.™ =
TR d important factor in the success of Western fast-food enterprises is the new
e s
form of sociality that has been developing s market-controlled public places such as
restaurants. A significant change in public ife during the post-Mao era fias been the
disappearance of frequent mass rallics, voluntary woﬂ? COITeCtive parties, and other
forms of “organized s()udllrv in which the state (through s agents) phaved the

central role. Tn is pla

K

e are new forms of private gatherings in public venues
i i

Whereas “organized socialiey™ emphasized the untr]llﬁ of the stare, the <>H1Lm|
weology, and the submission of individuals to an otficially endorsed collectivity, the
new sociality celebrates mdividuality and private desires m unofficial social and
spanal conrexts. The center of public life and x()ualiying, accordingly, has shifted

CTsteh as aty squares, auditoriums, and
U I

workers clubs) to smaller, commercialized arenas such as dancing halls, bowling
allevs, and even imaginary Spaces provided by radioeatt=m shows. The new sociality

has even cmerged in conventionally state-controlled public spaces, such as parks,

from large state-controlled pu

1nd has thas transtormed them into multidimensional spaces m which the state, the
public, and the private may coexist.
Restaurants s slﬂ]lldl’lv meet rhe dcnmnd mr a new kind nf soualxtv nutslde state

]M rsona L(mmumuan(ms mna mudl usnru{r As mdlurcd lb()vc in carlmr dec ddC

thesocralist state did not cnumr we the use of restaurants as a s()ual spau in \Vhth
G LLILb]JtC private te desires. or_perform family
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public canteens in the workplace, the state tried to control meal time and also 22 Yu Bin. 1996; “He
change the meaning of social dining iself. This is particularly true in Beijing, 23 Yu Weize 1995.
which has been the center of national politics and socialist transformation since 24 f’ee Liu Fen and L
; ; Y B : : . 25 The development
1949. Any new form of social dining was unlikely to develop from the previous lan for scientific
restaurant SECTOT 1N Bening, witich consisted primarily of socialist canteens. It is thus 2% E:rnre() rg;l:lmw:
n()‘t‘a'ctfd‘cm:r&harWy three—quarters of the more than 19,000 'eating , - (i l-Sng 1992, 3
establishments in Beijing were ()V\;ned by private entrepreneurs {local and foreign) or 1992a: and Zhon:
were operating as joint ventures. 3 McDonald’s and other foreign fast-food restaur- 27 Ling Dawei 1995
ants have been appropriated by Bellmg consumers as especially attractive social 28 Mintz 1993, p. 20
“spaces for a new Kind ot soctatizimgand for the celebration m&ﬁallty in public. 29 Giddens 1984, p.
MoiEGver, consuming at McDonald’s and other foreign’ hlst tood outlets is also a 30 See Sayer 1983, p
wiy of embractng modernity and foreign culturefmpublic.”™ 31 See Lechner 1991
T To suim up; there isa cfose link between the development of fast-food consump- 32 Fora comprehens
‘ton_and changes in social_structure, especially the emergence of Tew ™ social 33 In Prer‘f‘“"m Bi‘“
v groups; & iew groups of agents demand the creation of new space for social- durllng | pr’oge/r dr
- ‘ization 1n every aspect of public life, including dining out. Fast-food restaurants 34 ::)r urgl():;ejet:;]:‘
provAide just su.ch a space for a num-ber of S(<)cial groups. The new kind of sociality 35 See discussior(ls in
facilitated by fast-food restaurants in turn further stimulates consumers’ demands 36 Zhongguo shipin.
for both the food and the space. Hence the fast-food fever in Beijing during the 37 Jingji ribao, Sepre
1990s. 38 Fantasia 1995, p.
39  Riwzer 1993, pp.
40 Every time McDc
Chinese media.
NOTES Shanghai jiug/i ri
daily), July 22,
I Liu Fen and Long Zaizu 1986. 41 Xu Chengbet lqt
2 For a general review, see Messer 1984. Furncd down. Th
3 See, e.g., Jerome 1980. “V‘V"!Y'CS E long
4 See Douglas 1975; Lévi-Strauss 1983; and Sahlins 1976. qualifications are
5 See Harris 1985; Murphy 1986; and Appadurai 1981. 2 Th¢ rclahonshlp
6 Bourdieu 1984, pp. 175-200. Chinese culinary
7 Watson 1987, For more systematic studies of food in China, see Chang 1977 and #81SE2 Y‘U Bin 1296:
E. Anderson 1988. 44 Liu Guovue 199¢
8 See Gustield 1992, p. 80. 45 See Zhao Huany
9 Finkelstein 1989, pp. 68-71. 1‘996'
10 Ibid. p. 5. 16 [fnr an excellent
11 Shelton 1990, p. 525. +7 She!ron 1990, p.
12 See Fantasia 1995, pp. 213-15. 48 Gaige Daobao (1

: ) o e - 9 Se as ¢
13 For an anthropological studv of sociocultural encounters at McDonald’s in Hong Kong 49 See Douglas and

n e B

Taipeti, Beijing, Seoul, and Tokvo, see chapters in Watson, ed., 1997. ,\_() §tnphep5()r;; 98¢
I4  See Love 1986, p. 448. 21 lﬂ‘antasya 1 5,' p
15 See Zhang Yubin 1992. 52 Foran interesting
16 See New York Times, April 24, 1992, For a derailed account, see Yan 1997a. 34{\5 men<t.1f()ne(
17 See China Daily, September 12, 1994; and Service Bridge, August |2, 1994, r:ldlcal}lly qlf erer
18  See Liu Ming 1992; Mian Zhi 1993. and behavior pat
19 Duan Gang 1991. “restaurant a dic
20 Zhang Zhaonan 1992a, }'lel\le'(i anq ;mrsf
21 See Zhang Zhaonan 1992b; You Zi 1994; and Zhang Guoyun 1995, individuality anc

of socially const
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Yu Bin 1996; “Honggaoliang vuvan zhongshi kuaican da qushi™ 1996,

Yu Weize {995,

See Liu Fen and Long Zaizu 1986,

The development of Chinese fast food is meorporated into the eighth national five-vear
plan for scientific research. See Bi Yuhua 19945 see also Ling Dawer 1996,

For representative views on this issue, see Guo Jianying 199355 Huang Shengbing 1995,

Pran Feng 1992 Xiao Huoa 1993; Ye Xianning 1993: Yan Zhenguo and Lin Yimsheng

1992a; and Zhong Zhe 1993,
Ling Dawer 1995,
Mintz 1993, p. 271
Giddens 1984, p. 132.
See Saver 1985, pp. 30-31.

See Lechner 19915 Urry 19835,

For a comprehensive study of the work-unit system, sce Walder 1986,

In prereforms Besjing even the horel restaurants and guesthouse canteens were open only
during “proper™ meal times. So if a visitor missed the meal nime, the only alternative was
to buy bread and sofr drinks from a grocery store.

For more details on the results of the survey, sce Yan 19974,

See discussions in Xu Chengber 1994,

Zhonggno shipimbao (Chinese food newspaper), November 6, 1991,

it ribao, Seprember 15, 1991,

Fanrasia 1995, p. 219,

Ritzer 1993, pp. 4-5.

Lvery time McDonalds opened a new restaurant in the carly 19905, it was fearured in the
Chinese media, See g, Tanpn gimgnianbao (Manjin youth news), June 8, 1994
Shanghar jingyi ribao (Shanghat cconomic news), fuly 22, 1994 Wenbi bao (Wenhus
dailvi, July 22,1994, See also Han Shu 1994 Xu Chengber 1993, p. 3.

Nu Chengbei 19920 In tact, Tapplied o work in a McDonald's outler in Beijing but was
aurned down. The manager told me that rhe recruitment of emplovees in McDonald's
involves 4 long and strict review process, in order to make sure that the apphicants’
qualificanons are compentive,

The relationship berween medicine and tood has long been an imporrant concern in
Chinese culinary culture. See K. Anderson 1988, pp. 53-6.

See Yu Bin 1996; and “Honggaohang yuyan™ 1996,

Iiu Guovae 1996,

See Zhao Fluanyan 19935; Xu Wangsheng 1995 Xie Dingyuan 1996; and Tao Wenta
996,

For an excellent account. see Kottak 1978,

Shelton 1990, p. 520,

Gaige Daobao (Retorm herald), no. 1 (1994), p. 34

See Douglas and Isherwood 1979,

Stephenson 1989, p. 2537,

Fantasia 19935, pp. 221-2.

For an interesting study of cating etiguette in sourhern China, see Cooper 1986, pp. 179~
S4. As mentoned near the beginning of this chaprer, Finkelstein otfers an interesting and
radically different view of existing manners and custom i restaurants. Since manmers
and behavior patterns are socially constructed and imposed on customers, they make the
“restaurant a4 diorama that emphasizes the aspects of soctality assuined to be the most
cadued and attractive” (Finkelstein 1989, p. 529, Accordingly, customers give up their
individuahity and spontaneity and thus cannot explore their real mner world i this kind
of socially constructed spatial context tibid., pp. 4-17).
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53 The 1994 figure comes from my fieldwork; the 1996 figure is taken from Beijing Dashiye
tingji Diaocha Gongsi (Beijing big perspective economic survey company), quoted in
“Kuaican zoujin gongxin jieceng” (Fast food is coming closer to salaried groups),
Zhongguo jingyingbao, June 21, 1996.

54 laterview with General Manager Tim Lai, September 28, 1994.

55 He Yupeng 1996.

56 Ihid. p. 8.

57 See Yan 1997a.

58 He Yupeng 1996, pp. 8-9.

S9  See Yan 1997a.

60 According to John Love, when Den Fujita, the founder and owner of McDonald’s chain
stores in Japan, began introducing McDonald’s foods to Japanese customers, particularly
the youngsters, he bent the rules by allowing his McDonald’s outlets to be a hangout
place for teenagers. He decorated one of the early stores with poster-sized pictures of
leather-jacketed members of a motorcycle gang “one shade removed” from Hell's Angels.
Fujira’s experiment horrified the McDonald’s chairman when he visited the company’s
new branches in Japan. See Love 1986, p. 429.

61 Elsewhere 1 have argued that Chinese society in the 1990s underwent a process of
restructuring. The entire Chinese population — not only the peasants — was on the move:
some physically, some socially, and some in both ways. An interesting indicator of the
increased social mobility and changing patterns of social stratification was the booming
business of name-card printing, because so many people changed jobs and titles frequently
and quickly. Thus consumption and lifestyle decisions became more important than ever
as ways for individuals to define their positions. For more details, see Yan 1994,

62 Yan Zhenguo and Liu Yinshing 1992b.

63 See Xiao Yan 1994,

64 See, e.g., Gao Changli 1992, p. 6; Dong Fang 1994, p. 22.

635 Gu Bingshu 1994,

66 Beifing wanbao, January 27, 1993.

67 Beijing gingnianbao {Beijing youth daily), December 18, 1993.

68 Pian Ming 1994,

69  For a review of changes in consumption and lifestyles among Chinese vouth, see Huang
Zhijran 1994,

70 See Gold 1993.

71 On changing family values and household structure, see chapters in Davis and Harrell
1993. For a detailed study of the rising importance of conjugality in rural family life, see
Yan 1997b.

72 Watson 1997, p. 19.

73 See Beijing gingnianbao, December 18, 1993,

T4 See especially Mintz 1994; see also sources cited in notes 2 to 13.
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