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Waitresses in Beiping during the Nanjing Decade (1928-1937):
Urban Consumption and Women’s Jobs

Hsu Hui-chi’

Abstract

This paper focuses on waitresses in Beijing from 1928 to 1937, when
Beijing was renamed Beiping under the government of the Nationalist Party,
to analyze the relationship and interaction between urban consumption and
women’s jobs. The first appearance of waitresses in Beiping, the period
during which waitressing flourished, their main working places, their
numbers, and reportage about them, were all intimately related to Beiping’s
evolving urban consumer culture after the city lost its political status as the
national capital. This paper examines why waitresses were so famous and
were reported frequently by the presses at that time; what people want to
express through their narratives and judgments of waitresses; and what the
practices of waitresses and the discourses on them reveal of the urban
consumer culture in the first half of 1930s Beiping.

The first section of this paper introduces the brief history of waitresses
in modern China, the definition of this women’s job, and its typical social
image. The second to fifth sections of the paper then explore aspects of
employment, consumption, discourse and regulation in regard to waitressing
in Beiping. Through these practices, various kinds of people contributed to
the evolution of waitressing and Beiping’s gender politics. By discussing the
development of waitressing in Beiping, this paper hopes to highlight aspects
of this women’s job and its relationship to urban consumer culture and
gender.

Keywords: waitresses; urban consumption; women’s jobs; Beiping (1928-1 937)
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