Beijing! Beijing is 2 piece of barren desert: there are no mountains, no
water, no flowers. . . . In this state of unbearable filth T see the four thou-
sand years’ doom of our ancient country. ... When T walk alone in the
deserted barren streets . . . T dream of the prosperity of Parls, the grandeur

of Berlin, the skyscrapers and speedy cars of London.

—Tong Yiping, “Chun chou” (Spring sorraws)

A NEW SCHOOL IN THE OLD CAPITAL?

In the first decades of the twentieth century, “new” intellectuals who resided
in or traveled to Beijing came to adopt and employ an increasingly uniform
palette of colors, a shared set of adjectives, and 2 common array of metaphors
when they described the capital in novels, memoirs, and essays. The Bei-
jing of literature was an old, stuffy, and corrupt place.! Beijing, especially in
comparison to Shanghai, and China’s port cities in general, was a backwater
in which the self-described forces of the new felt they were in constant dan-
ger of drowning. The persistence of a long tradition of official habits seemed
to be physically embodied in Beijing’s monuments, palaces, walls, and resi-
dences, which were a forceful reminder of the connection of the city with the
imperial system, now discredited.? The air, filled with the dust of unpaved
roads, was a living metaphor for the political and moral atmosphere of the
capital. “The city,” as David Strand noted, “exuded what others more prosai-
cally termed a ‘bureaucratic odor.””3 To many modern intellectuals, the same
objects and costumes that, in the eyes of the conservative scholar and the
antiquarian, were cherished treasures of the past, looked like contaminated

relics, miasmatic rotten carcasses.” Literally in the midst of all this, in the
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area marked by the physical resilience of the past, in the old Imperiat City,

stood the very symbol of the new, the citadel of modern learning, Beijing
University.

of those intent on reestablishing the monarchy.”” Nor, I would add, can the
entangled relationship between activism and the space of the capital be re-
‘duced to the unidirectional influence of the city on the students: activists
used urban space, expressed their politics through it, but, in doing so, they
-also produced changes in how the urban space was lived in and represented.
- Student marches and protests traced and defined a new map for radical poli-
tics in the streets of Beijing, a map that survived and was followed at least
until 198g. ‘The activists’ struggles truly prefigured “the social and political in-
scription of the geography of the city, through which urban space comes to
represent and define the meaning of these struggles.”®

Student activism changed the way the space of Beijing signified, in other
words, how and what its buildings, streets, and monuments meant, This par-

This sharp contrast between the supposedly fossilized city and the new.
school also informs a large part of Beida's celebratory literature and of the
historiography of the May Fourth period, mainly in Chinese, but also in En-.
glish. The new university often stands as a foil to o/d Beijing, which besieges:
and dominates the former with its monumental landmarks, and from whose
influence the modernity of the school can only be closely sheltered, In this
perspective, Beida and its intellectuals appear to be paralyzed in a double
bind in their relation with the city and its people. On the one hand, due to
the constraints both of intellectual elitism and urban spatial division, New
Culture intellectuals, despite their increasing awareness of and declared in-
terest in the plight of the people (and of the urban population in particulat)
are depicted as incapable of achieving any contact or connection with thern S
On the other hand, while Beida intellectuals failed to overcome their divi-
sion with urban residents, they also failed to clearly separate themselves from
the basest element of city life, to set themselves apart from the corrupt cus-
toms of the capital and truly be the morally upright “shining citadel on the
hill” in the center of urban decadence. Students at Beijing University alleg-
edly continued (well into the 19205) to indulge in the temptations the capital

had to offer, in the sense both of expensive or dubious entertainment and of

ticular case therefore also points to a larger theoretical argument concerning
how we describe and analyze urban space in general. We often tend to focus
on the specificities of time and think of space as an “abstract, metaphysical
concept, as a container for our lives rather than the structures we help to cre-
ate.”® In such a perspective, then, space seems to imply and, in a sense, guar-
antee passivity, stasis, neutrality. Accounts of the history of Beijing and Bei-
jing University that center on the simple new-old opposition precisely reduce
the question of space to one of chronology and limit the issue of interactions
and production of spaces to a question of modernity versus tradition. Stu-
dents, intellectuals, and people in general appear to be more or less powerless
vis-d-vis the city, its atmosphere, and the overwhelming historical weight of
its monumental symbols. Monuments, unchanging fixed signs, overpower
them intellectually, politically, and physically.

In these accounts, the city, which here is understood as the product not so
much of an ever-controlling architect {as in other more “modern” cases) but
of the unabated forces of culture and tradition, is the only true actor. People,
no matter if they are marching, protesting, studying, or working, are without
power to change the space they live in, and ultimately can only conform to
this space and their position in it. However, when we describe the inhabit-
ants of space as always passive and the architects of space as always active, we
are not simply mistepresenting agencies in the city. By ahstracting power to
an elusive but omnipresent level, we are negating any political value to urban
practices and denying agency to people to live in and make the city. Doing
s0, we are thus reproducing and reinforcing a conception that is part and
parcel of an ideological belief, the power of abstract space.1?

I propose instead to start from the position that space is not simply the
abstract space of planners and architects, or the map of the city, or the

symbolic representation of its monuments and palaces, but it is also fived

connections to officialdom and bureaucracy.® In these narratives, the city is
understood either as a source of danger or as unexplored territory, something
from which the university either should be separated or cannot help but re-
main estranged.

In previous chapters I have argued how, during the May Fourth era, the
idea of a clear-cut separation between Beidz and the urban space of Beijing
not only is untenable but also replicates the very argument the government
used in its repression of student activism, In the following pages I will show
how the relationship of Beijing University students with the urban space of
Beijing before, during, and immediately after the May Fourth movement was
not one of estrangement. Rather, urban space was a central factor in the po-
litical evolution of Beijing University student activists in that student polities
was framed and shaped by the interaction with the physical, soctal, and eco-
nomic structure of the city. A city, it must be noted, that was not at all “old,”
unchanging, or fossilized.

In his seminal study of city politics in Beijing, David Strand aptly criti-
cized those descriptions in which “the city itself appears as 50 much masonry
to be marched through and around, and ancient prop employed to deepen

through contrast the colors of modern politics or to blend in with the atavism space. Space is a “social process, an ‘ever changing geometry of power and
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signification’™—constantly ?o&:,nmm and transformed through everyday prac-
tices.” ™ Or, in a slightly different formulation, “spatial structures, like other
sorts of structures, are durable and constraining but they also are subject to
transformation as a consequence of the very social action that they shape.”12
Nothing in a city, not even monuments, and especially nof monuments, can be
assumed either to remain unchanged (even when physically untouched) or to
produce meanings coherently, continuously, and by themselves. Rather, ur-
ban space is continuously recycled, remade, and rewritten by social practices
and especially by political interventions. Urban (lived) space is the terrain of
political practices.

The first aspect I consider is the urban environment of Beijing in relation to
the university and its location. Reflecting its institutional status in its physical
setting, Beida was indeed placed next to the symbolic centers of the imperial
landscape. But it soon found itself very close also to those areas that were more
clearly being marked by colonial domination and global capitalism. These spa-
tial relationships were enacted and used when students marched through the
city streets in May 1919. Students congregated in front of a symbol of the impe-
rial legacy (Tiananmen) and moved towards the center of colonial presence,
the Legation Quarter. By rethinking the significance of this path, I challenge
established notions on how power and history are embodied in monuments and
buildings. Finally, May 4, 1919, was also literally a “movement,” a march that
led students into the ity en masse. In that, it was also the moment in which 2
particular kind of activism became public, and it did so by the students physi-
cally being in the city streets, interacting with the spatial hierarchy of Beijing,
by occupying “a space.” It was only through this overt taking over of public
space and through the symbolic inscription of specific areas of the city that the
political category of “students” found its place.

THE PERSISTENCE OF MONUMENTS

In Apnil 1917 an article in Eastern Miscellany (Dongfang zazhi) warned the
new university president about the corruption that had aflegedly seeped deep

into Beida, and did so by pointing explicitly to the social and physical envi-
ronment in which the University was settled:

T just want to say one word of advice to Cai Yuanpei: the reason why the
state established the university is to produce the pillars of the state (guo-
Jia). These so-called piilars of the state were not supposed to rush out and
get employed in the administration or pursue a bureaucratic career. Ini-

tially the state meant to use the university to train talent that could be at

the core of the country’s strength. At Betfing University, because of its posi-
tion in the city, bureaucratic thought has already penetrated deeply among
scholars and cannot be eliminated. Besides, many Beida professors are

holding {or are incumbent of ) official posts, and because of this, they can-
not but cultivate social relationships.”?

In 1898, the new Imperial University had been strategically placed in a
largely secluded section of the city in a building that had a direct connection
with the imperial house. The university was located inside the Imperial City,
a symbolically and physically restricted area, at that time still enclosed by
walls. The closest access point through the walls was Donghuamen immedi-
ately southeast of the school and it is difficult to imagine that any close inte-
gration with city life and people-—such as we see in the May Fourth period-—
could have taken place under such spatial constraints.* Despite attempts
to move the university outside the city walls to a less cramped and newer
location, the university managed only to expand in the same neighborhood,
where, during the early Republic, new centers of power were located. The
physical persistence of new institutions in old imperial or official buildings
seemed to imply the persistence of traditional attitudes and to signal conti-
nuity between the imperial and republican states. Zhang Guotao recalls the
atmosphere that enveloped Beijing and the university neighborhood in 1g916:
“The President’s office, the Premier’s office, Parliament, and other buildings
bearing the Republic of China insignia were scattered about the city, all re~
taining the aura of official residences of past dynasties. They displayed noth-
ing new. This applied also to Peking University, which retained much of the
atmosphere of the old Imperial Capital Academy.”% By 1918 the three main
buildings that made up Beijing University all lay at a short walking distance
from the red walls and yellow roofs of the Forbidden City. The first question
is whether this physical proximity to what remained an enduring symbol of
culture and power did or did not constitute 2 major influence in the political
conscience of students and teachers at Beida.”?

In the late Qing, the significance of placing the Imperial University (Jing-
shi Daxue Tang), the predecessor of Beida, next to the center of dynastic
authority was not lost on the teachers and students. On several occasions they
expressed their conviction that the university was a direct descendant of the
imperial schools and, like the Taixue and the Guozijian, had a special relation-
ship with the state.” The legacy of these long-gone predecessors was reclaimed
again in the late 1940¢; in a speech commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of
Beijing University, then president Hu Shi identified the origins of a “national
university” in the creation of the Taixue under the Han emperor Wudi in 124
A.p., making Beida de facto the oldest university in the world.”

31

;

SINIWANOW ONY SL3IHES NIFIMLIE



154

SOCIAL SPACE

But frames of comparisons that were viable and current before and long
after the May Fourth period were not necessarily appropriate in the 1910,
Rather, by the early Republic, the imperial legacy had lost most of its pres-
tige and, by 1917, the “special relationship” of Beijing University with the state
was in contention as well. As shown in part I, a university whose main tenet
was the withdrawal from state functions could not so easily call upon the
heritage of the Taixue. In speeches, essays, and memoirs of the May Fourth
years, there are almost no references connecting Beida to an imperial history
of “state” institutions: comparisons were usually made with Western exam-
ples, and the brief life of the modern university in China was pitted against
longer-lasting models in Europe and the United States.?”

As for the supposed influence exuding from the imperial walls, in mem-

oirs from the 19205 or early 19308 concerning May Fourth Beida, there is al-
most no indication of the Forbidden City as a relevant presence for student
life in the neighborhood.” The first time the Forbidden City is mentioned as
a central feature in students’ recollection is in 2 memoir by Zhu Haitao, who
received his diploma from the Beida graduate school in 1935; he claims that it
was under the imperial influence of the Forbidden City that “the people of
Beida were molded.”? Zhu’s memoir, however, was written in the 1940s
{close to the time of Hu Shi’s statement on the Taixue), when Japanese
troops had occupied Beijing and used Beida’s Honglou building as a lodging
for the soldiers. Under such conditions and in the climate of wartime na-
tional crisis, it is quite understandable that a former student might have given
centrality in his remembrances to one of the most important cultural sym-
bols of national continuity and pride. One could indeed interpret these si-
lences (regarding the Forbidden City) psychoanalytically, as part of a sub-
conscious removal, as speaking of a (now forbidden or denied) nostalgia for
the past legacy. However, the fact that the nostalgia is voiced and the legacy
is claimed before and after the May Fourth period makes the omission of any
reference to the imperial legacy significant, and one that echoes the students’
actions described in the previous chapters.

More fundamentally, despite the seemingly overbearing presence of the
Forbidden City and the symbols of imperial power in Beijing’s urban texture,
we cannot take monuments as exercising an unchanging and almost irresist-
ible influence over an environment and its inhabitants. That is, we cannot
just assume that the formal continuity established by the imposing presence
of monuments is an unequivocal sign of unchanged significance. While we
are more ready to accept multiple possibilities of interpretation in the case of
texts, buildings and monuments scem to have their symbolism sculpted in
stone. However, as Lewis Mumford famously argued, stone “gives a false

sense of continuity, a deceptive assurance of life.”* A building is probably

more complex than a text, not less. Some of the “Beida people” are described
as “reading” (yuedu) the Forbidden City, like spectators or mesmerized tour-
ists.** But monuments, as parts of urban space, are not like texts that can be
simply “read,” nor is architecture just a language. From the very mornent of
their ideation, buildings, unlike texts, evolve through a series of transposi-
tions, from paper, to stone, to inhabited space, “with meaning in each trans-
position shaped by the logic of the genre or medium in which it is located "
‘They continue to evolve after completion, because buildings are also “lived,”
their historical refevance and significance changing over time in relation to
different people. ‘The meanings of an edifice (and monument) change as it is
planned, built, inhabited, and interpreted. “The meanings of place are cre-
ated through practice.”2¢

Following Henri Lefebvre, 2 monument is a “specific or indefinite mul-
tiplicity of meanings, a shifting hierarchy in which now one, now another
meaning comes momentarily to the fore by means of-—and for the sake
of—a particular action.”? The production of space owes as much to those who
consume it as it does to those who create it.2® And as such, it can be under-
stood only in its changing context. Clearly, “monument” here means some-
thing different from the paralyzing weight of stone and mortar that, in Nietz-
sche’s famous attack on German historicism, oppressed and almost literally
crushed new life and history.?® Rather, monuments are lived buildings, whose
meaning can and does change according to the practices taking place in and
around them. If we really want to employ the metaphor of buildings as texts,
then we have to assume that, as with books, “the ‘reading’ of people acting in
space is also a kind of ‘writing as new meanings are formed. The consumption
of place becomes the production of place.”*"

This is clearly nothing new nor exclusive to the twentieth-century city.
Susan Naquin has cautioned against the idea of an “cternal Peking,” pro-
ducing a single, unified, and controllable response among its residents and its
visitors. Rather than inferring that, faced with the impressive arrays of walls
and gates, “all responded like the idealized tributary, overawed by the Son of
Heaven,” we must assume that “Peking was many things to many people.”!
And if this is a safe assumption in general, it is probably even more so in
the midst of the transformations that affected Beijing since the last years of
the Qing.

Therefore, any consideration of the role of monuments in Beijing and the
evolving political consciousness of its inhabitants must deal first with the physi-
cal but mainly with the social, economical, and cultural changes in the city.
The urban spatial hierarchy of Qing Beijing, with its sequence of gates,
buildings, walls, and streets, represented “powerful testimony and physical
proof of the imperial order.”* And it was indeed the case that, in imperial
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times, “proximity to the emperor was a sign of rank: as a general rule, the
closer a residence lay to the center of the city, the more privileged it was.”®
But with the decline and end of dynastic power, and the radical change this
brought in the cultural and political sphere, we cannot assume that this
urban hierarchy stayed the same. Rather, change in the cultural symbolism
became evident and was in turn reinforced by the structural transformation

of the city through public works in the carly years of the Republic.

LIFE IN A CHANGING NEIGHBORHOOD

The permanence of monuments in their allotted place can obscure how the
fabric of the city was transformed around them and especially how activities
flourished in other, less visible places, how the cultural and social structure of
the city developed often on the backdrop of this monumental landscape.®
Richard Belsky has illustrated how, despite the physical permanence of the
structure of the Ming cityscape during the 260 years of Qing rule, the social
(and cultural) space of Beijing was dramatically reshaped following the Ming-
Qing transition.” The changes were clearly no less radical when the imperial
systemn itself ceased to exist. So while the Forbidden City and other physical
remnants of the imperial past continued to occupy their fixed positions in the
university neighborhood, other factors were also at play in redefining urban
space and, in particular, the central area in which Beida was located. From
both students’ recollections and actions, it is evident that these spatial transfor-
matiens had a much closer relationship with, and relevance to, stadent life and
politics than the “unmovable signs of tradition” had. These transformations, in
turn, further contribute to alter the significance of the monumental legacy of
the city. If the city can indeed be viewed as a palimpsest, as David Strand sug-
gests, it is always a defective one, in which the newly inscribed texts insert
thernselves in the older layers, radically altering preexisting meanings.3

For example, by the end of the nineteenth century, the imperial palace
was 1o longer the unchallenged center of power in Beijing. After the sec-
ond Opium War in 1860, foreign legations were established in Beijing, These
Western-style buildings stood out in the imperial architecture of downtown
Beijing, a noticeable reminder of a competing hierarchy of power.” They were
concentrated in the southeast corner of the Imperial City, not far from Qian-
men and just south of what is now Chang’an Avenue, in the area that became
known as the Legation Quarter® Western travelers to Beijing described
their anticlimactic surprise when the first thing they saw of the Chinese

capital after descending from the train was a modern European street with
European houses.®

‘The history of the Legation Quarter has been told elsewhere,* but some
details are relevant here, The choice of this particular location for the foreign
diplomatic corps in the Chinese capital did not please the Qing government,
who offered first the old Summer Palace and later a tract of Jand outside the
west wall as alternative sites. But the symbolic effect of a position close to the
imperial palace did not escape the Western negotiators who insisted on this
area, which had been previously host to delegations from Asian “tributary”
states and Russia.

The Legation Quarter, however, did not exist as such until after the Boxer
siege, which provided the residents with an epic of resistance versus the Chi-
nese outside and made the idea of an enclosed and protected foreign enclave
palatable.* The Boxer uprising also marked an expansion of the foreign pres-
ence into buildings closely connected with the Qing imperial house, like the
Hanlin College and the Imperial Carriage Park, which became part of the
British Legation after 1900, thus making even more evident the symbolic
shift of power in the phiysical landscape.® Also, in many ways, a process of
remaking of the city according to a concept of hygienic modernity started in,
concurrence with the acceptance of a Western presence within the wails and
in particular with the restructuring following the Boxer Rebellion and the
year-long occupation of the city by foreign troops.®® “Ihe cleansing fires [of
the Boxer Rebellion], so cruel to the individual, benefited the city as a whole.
The repulsive sights and vile odours disappeared and a higher ideal of mu-
nicipal cleanliness began.”* In this process of urban cleansing, the well-lit,
organized, clean streets of the Legation Quarter were meant to play the role
of 2 beacon and model for the whole city.

At the same time, changes affected the old imperial compound dij-
rectly. Already in 1860 the barriers of invisibility that protected the For-
bidden City had been raised, when Prince Gong, “anxious to propitiate
foreigners,”* gave them (and commoners) permission to walk or ride horses
on the inner city walls and peer (from afar) into the imperial compound.?
This can be viewed as the first step of a process that transformed the impe-
rial palace from a closed but lived “city”—one with a social structure, popu-
lation, and economy—into a true monument, a memorial of its past glory.
In 1912, while the deposed emperor was allowed to occupy the inner part of
the palace, the outer quarter was taken over and destined to public use.
At the end of 1924, with the expulsion of the imperial family from the palace,
the transformation was complete: the Forbidden City became the Palace
Museum, and the rear palaces were opened for the first time to the public in
October 1925.” The May Fourth movement took place during this process of

&

monumentalization” (or museification), and, as we will see, had a profound
effect on it.
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The articulation of the walls, gates, avenues, and hutong (alleyways) of

Beijing’s Inner City survived in almost “pristine imperial conditions” up un

til the communist recrganization in 1946 {or even, one could argue, until the

capitalistic cataclysm of the last two decades) but the transformations that

affected the city structure during the late Qing and Republican period were
not insignificant.® The transportation projects in the early twentieth century
redefined Beijing’s spatial order (including the old Imperial City), with thor-
oughfares replacing walls in defining the city structure. The unity of impe-
rial walls was broken and city gates torn down in order to allow for avenues
to run unobstructed along the main north-south and east-west axes,

Beyond these rather massive interventions in the central area of Beijing
also lies a radical shift in the perception and discourse of urban structure—
the city was no longer organized around monuments but instead along streets
and avenues.*’ Already in 1910, Qing officials had proposed to remove the
walls and substitute them with streetcars,™ thus showing that, at least for
some “modern-minded” Chinese, the organizing principles of the city were
open to contention. It is in such moments of tumultuous change that, ac-
cording to Henri Lefebvre, monuments lose prestige, the old weave of the
city unravels, and the aspects of life that take place at street level assume a
new relevance.” While political life was not absolutely restricted within the
Forbidden City during the Qing, it was supposed to have the palace as its
ultimate horizon. ‘The discussion of politics outside the few formally em-
powered to this task was widely discouraged, if not outright prohibited; the
great majority of people were encouraged not to care.” The separation of the
political was made evident in the few occasions in which the emperor moved
inside the city: he was sheltered and hidden, as the significance of his politi-
cal power rested also in his separation from common urban life. This invis-
ibility, protected by massive walls and literally enshrined in monumentality,
was replicated at a more quotidian level in the relationship of the populace
of Beijing with the government at lasge: there were very few possibilities of
direct interaction with the many officials in the city, who werc usually seen
passing by in sedan chairs and palanquins, hidden from the gaze of the city
dwellers.™

When students demonstrated in May and June 1919, they chose the streets
as the newly available locus of political intervention. They addressed people
at street level and conducted political activities on the streets (whether pro-
moting national products, marching, or lecturing}, Students marched on the
newly enlarged roads that connected different sections of the city. In contrast,
the government, to prevent the students’ movement, used other elements in

the city structure, such as walls and gates, which were part of the organiza-
tion of the imperial capital %

Judging from these few examples, it is clearly difficult if not impossible to
speak of an eternal, unchanging Beijing. Rather, nostalgic views of “old Bei-
jing” emerged only after the demise of the imperial system and the changes in
the Republican era, changes in large part due to the insertion in a worldwide
capitalist market and a modern state, something that affected both the physi-
cal shape of the city and its representations. Republican Beijing was a modern
city, “especially if modernity is understood . . . to be a condition of existence
structured by large-scale capitalist industrial production in an integrated
world characterized by bureaucratic nation-states and a people’s consciousness
of, and actions to, define their position in this integrated world.” From this
modernity, the nostalgia for the customs of the past, for “old Beijjing,” pro-
vided refuge.”’” Tradition, as it always does, emerged out of modernity. ¥

Likewise, the university and its inhabitants did not sit like a modern alien
body inside 2 hostile, alluring, or distant old city. Rather, the university was
integrated with the surrounding city through a flow of people who took ad-
vantage of the lack of physical barriers between campus and community, and
interacted with the space of this particular modern city, a space that com-
bined the characteristics of the locale (the “tradition”) and the overarching
influence of an integrated world.

From Beida students’ recollections, it seems that, at least until 1919, they
concentrated their forays to the immediate neighborhood of the university,
an area where they found accommodation, cheap food, as well as, as we will
see, all kinds of entertainment and modern public spaces. The university
neighborhood, however limited, was remarkable not only for the presence of
the imperial monuments but because it had been heavily affected by the im-
pact of capitalist economy on the socioeconomic equilibrium of the capital
city. Despite the fact that for many Beijing still seemed incapable of project-
ing the image of a modern city, by the Republican period it was very much
inserted in the world economy. The problem was rather how Beijing partici~
pated in this economic network: the city had never been an industrial center
and the impact of the capitalist economy was subtle but no less profound.
Local production in the city was limited to an artisan or preindustrial mar-
ket, which barely sustained the city population.’? With the collapse of the
Qing dynasty, the production of high-end luxury goods dropped and the
introduction of more fashionable Western merchandise changed the local
equilibrium of commerce in the downtown area. In general, Beijing found
itself at the receiving end of the market for commodities, which were mostly
imported from outside 50

Wangfujing in the east and Xidan in the west emerged as the new mod-~
ern shopping centers and quickly rivaled the century-old shopping districts
of Qianmen and Dazhalan. Wangfujing developed into the most famous
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commercial street in Beijing during the early twentieth century, in part as an
after-effect of the devastation brought by the Boxer Rebellion in 1960 and a
subsequent major restoration in 1906.5 Modern urban streets, as Peter Car-
roll has illustrated in the case of Suzhou, were much more than transport
vectors, rather “they functioned as the premier instrument and site of mod-
ern urban life.”® Street construction was viewed by state actors and planners
as the favored instrument to enact political, cultural, and social change, but
the streets (and the people in the streets) also embodied a larger significance
in the international context, standing as synecdoche for Chinese national
civilization.® For these reasons, “the modern macadam road was the defin-
ing artifact of Chinese modernity.”** In Beijing, Wanglujing was the quint-
essential modern road.

Wangfujing was just a few minutes’ walk from the Beida buildings.
Along the street, fashionable stotes specialized in imported commodities
and catered to the tastes of the residents of the Legation Quarter nearby,
as well as to those of more prosperous Chinese customers.® “Here, among
other things, are treasures we will hesitate to afford—watches made in Eu-
rope, gorgeously enameled, wreathed in pearls, studded in diamonds, tiny
timepieces set in thumb rings, larger onies such as Chinese princes de-
lighted to hang from their belts in days when belts fitted loosely over satin
robes.” # This description of a curio shop in Wangfujing in 1922 is followed
by the author’s complaints on the quite exorbitant prices and by her fond
recollection of the times around the turn of the century, when, before the
full-blown expansion of the Legation Quarter, everything was much more
affordable.

Western-style and foreign-owned boutiques did not exhaust the array of
attractions of Wangfujing, whose inherent hybrid character was epitomized
by one of the most famous and diversified shopping locations in the whole
city, the Dong'an Indoor Market. The market was originally built in 1903
when Wangfujing was undergoing renovation (it was being paved, thus be-
coming a modern “horse-road” or maks) and the various open-air stalls were
transferred to.a new location indoors.” Among the characteristics that made
Dong’an unique was precisely the fact that it was “covered”™ rebuilt in 1912, it
was one of the first examples of modern architecture in Beijing, noticeable
for its use of glass, steel, and iron.®® This set it apart from “traditional” mar-
kets, usually held in the open on temple grounds.®® Also, unlike temple
markets, Dong'an was managed by the police.” Dong’an was also different
from the bazaars that wouid later open in Beijing (which sold exclusively
Chinese products), as it not only sold upscale luxury goods and rare objects,

but also household items.”! Its stalls ranged from the stylish to the shabby

and included entertainment {martial arts, art exhibits, magic shows), restau-
rants, and shops.”

It was truly an eclectic, exciting place, dazzling to the eyes, ears, and
probably the nose: “shops selling almost every imaginable article, toys, jew-
elry, furniture, furs, clothing, books, pictures, candles, cakes, are on cach side
of the big passageway, while in the center are tables of stalls on which are
spread out brassware, notions [sicl, tongue scrapers, combs, chopsticks, fruit,
candies. All of the tables are cleared every night, the unsold goods being car-
ried away in big baskets.”™ It included restaurants, specializing both in re-
gional Chinese and Western cuisine, an active billiard club, famous book-
stores, teahouses, and Jaoziguan (Northern-style cabaret or teahouse). The
Jixiang Theater, in the northern side of the market, could seat over a thou-
sand spectators and hosted some of Beijing’s most famous performers (-
cluding opera star Mei Lanfang).™ The area reserved for acrobats was over a
thousand square meters {about nine thousand square feet). A 1933 survey lists
925 stores in the market, 267 with permanent stand and a storefront as well as
658 carts.”

The clientele was as diverse as the merchandise on sale: Dong’an “was a
place where scholars in long robes would mingle with coarsely jacketed work-
ers along the market’s narrow passageways and rub shoulders with dandy
flaneurs, busy housekeepers and curious foreigners.”” While I would not go
as far as to describe it as a “true place of democratic encounter,””” the Dong’an
Market, in its modern yet not strictly rational organization, in its diverse
customer base, in its geographical and typological variety of products, did
embody the unprecedented and muitifaceted transformations that had af-
fected the locale of downtown Beijing through the intervention of the global
(in the form of capitalist modernity).”

¥or many Chinese citizens, a trip to Wangfujing, if not “a journey to an
exotic land,” was at least an encounter with the effects of modernity in city
space. It provided the rare opportunity to see foreigners, to admire the latest
in international fashion and shopping facilities, and “to become familiar with
the tastes and the lifestyles of the modern world.”” To Beijingers of all classes,
Wangfujing offered a chance to experience modern urbanity, not simply as
they knew it existed in Europe, but in the specific forms it had taken in their
own city.

Beijing University students figured conspicuously among the visitors to
the new shopping areas—they lived just a few blocks away. Deng Xihua
recalls the impressions the varied street life left on 2 young student from ru-
ral Sichuan: “With my countrymen I wandered along the quiet alleys and

through the mad business streets of Peking—streets echoing with belis and
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shouting and a-gleam with golden signs. Streets where the penetrating noise
of tambourines burst from the doors of smelly theaters; streets with stores
dressed upon and lacquered like brides on their wedding day.”®

Similarly, Beida students seemed to have grown fond of another modern
space born out of the transformations in central Beijing. "tThe first public park
in Beijing, Central Park (Zhongyang Gongyuan), was inaugurated in 1914 on
the site of the Altar of Earth and Grain, one of the most restricted imperial
altars and pazt of the Forbidden City complex, to provide the capital with
what was perceived to be an essential attribute of a modern city, 2 public green
space for leisure, health, and education. Despite the drab and desolate condi-
tions in which it allegedly remained for a large part of this period, Central
Park was extremely popular among students and Beijing residents in gen-
eral ¥ An admission fee was charged at the park gate and this automatically
excluded the poor majority of Beijing residents. Fowever, an American mis-
sionary survey conducted in 1918 through 1919 concluded that “in spite of the
admission fee, four thousand to five thousand people a day went to the Park
during the summer, and a hundred or two in the winter. When there were
festivals or special occasions, admission to the park was usually free, and on
these days 10,000 people would fill the park’s sixty acres.”®2 Indeed the park
population seems to have been quite inclusive, ranging from petty merchants
and peddlers to prostitutes and concubines. As Deng Xihua recalled:

1 wandered with my friends in Central Park. . . . We laughed importantly
and joked in a business-like manner. We shot bold glances at passers-by--—
at the shy daughters of merchants, fat and rosy-cheeked, who wore blue
trousers and gold bracelets; at the plain-looking, bobbed-haired girl stu-
dents in short, foreign—style skirts, and at the prostitutes with their exqui-
site stone-like faces and perfect bangs. The lacter went past us without
looking. Neither our robes nor eye-glasses could hide from their experi-

enced eye the thinness of our wonroﬁscoowm.ﬁ

Other students and teachers had less pleasant memeories of the atmosphere
of the park, precisely because this strange mixture of professions, tastes, and
social strata highlighted the still “uncivilized” character of Chinese popula-
tion.®* However, these recollections all seem to point to the fact that, at least
in public parks and similar modern areas, the level of segregation between
intellectuals and the rest of the people was low. Shi Mingzheng, in his essay
on Republican Beijing’s parks, defines them as “public spaces,” caught in a ten-
sion between state control and possibie utilization by varied sectors of soci-
ety.® Parks were indeed public spaces—not unlike the Dong'an Market—in

the sense that they presented a chance to interact with an ample selection of

the changing Beijing society and gain a first-hand knowledge of its trans-
formations. Significantly, on the eve of the May Fourth demonstrations,
one of the New Culture leaders, Li [dazhao, called for a lifting of the ad~
mission fees to all Beijing parks, with the goal of making them truly “pub-
lic” and inclusive.®

The passion of university students for theater is also quite (in)famous.
Theaters were one of the main attractions of Beijing, and the great historian

Gu Jiegang figures as probably the most notable theater fanatic in the univer-
sity history.

I made a practice, during the ten minute recess between classes, to walk
from the old Translation Bureau (where the Preparatory Department of
our school was located) to look at the announcements and determine
which play I should attend that afternoon. There were comparatively few
classes in session in the afternoon, and when there were, I never bothered
to get an excuse. During the two years or more in which [ was enamored
with the theater, it goes without saying that I became careless in my per-

sonal habits and that my scholarly standing was very poor.5”

If Gu Jiegang managed to tarn his youthful passion for theater into a more
respectable devotion to the study of popular culture as a foundation for the
historical profession, for most of his colleagues, theater was a kind of enter-
tainment that ranked almost at the same level as prostitution and gambling,
and in which they continued to indulge even after the moral reforms intro-
duced by Cai Yuanpei in 19r7. This was not high theater. While there probably
was a small group of Beijing University students who had a more intellectual
approach toward theater, went to expensive venues, and were undoubtedly ca-
pable of writing reviews and literary analysis, the large majority went to sec-
ond- or third-level performances, “often sitting in unhygienic boxes and stalls,
yelling to this or that actor.” Then, once home, they took their Augin and start
singing the arias.®® Theaters of this kind were not expensive: according to Sid-
ney Gamble’s 1919 survey of Beijing, a first-class box in a theater {possibly a
decent establishment) was about four hundred coppers ($2.go) while one could
obtain the cheapest available ticket for about one-twenticth of that® It was
definitively affordable for “poor” univessity students as well for a large section
of Beijing population, probably not unlike movie theaters today,

From this brief description of the immediate Beida neighborhood, we get
a picture of an area that was not at all dominated by vestiges of the past, but
was rather vibrant in entertainment (low and high) and marked by the ever-
changing spectacle of an evolving modern urban culture, in which students

took evident pleasure in partaking. Students enjoyed an in-between position
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in the city. Beyond their individual class and economic status {which variéd
widely, from extremely rich to relatively poor), finding “the standard of dres

and deportment no major impediment,”® they could move freely between
Western-style boutiques and the eclectic Dong’an Market, allegedly modern
public parks, and supposedly traditional theaters. In this area, then, students
were taking on another identity: they were consumers and were probably
viewed as such by shepkeepers and vendors. Except maybe for those involved
in frugal experiments, students seemed to be consuming voraciously and with

pleasure. Students’ consumption was not a political, or particularly modern;

act.”! Nonetheless, it was in their role as consumers that students gained
knowledge about areas of the city where the impact of the capitalist economy
and state project of modernization was the greatest. And while it is undeni~
able that Beida students did not have much interaction with the majority of -
the population, which was too poor to partake in the city’s amenities,” it was
relying on their experience with this particular urban space that students -
were able to expand their activities beyond the university neighborhood.

On the one hand, the interaction with these areas made students feel part
of a consumerist, open commercial culture that must have appeared (at the
time) equalitarian and liberating: equality in front of the commodity masked
the extension and insctiption of social differences in city space. On the other
hand, the fact that these areas were affected by economic changes singled them
out for student political actions during and after 1919. Boycotts, lectures, and
demonstrations explicitly targeted these places. Wangfujing became one of the
main stages for the Popular Education Lectures aimed both at foreigners and
commeon citizens. Soon after May Fourth, Beijing University students were
caught distributing leaflets to the soldiers who frequented Central Park™
It is in relation to these places, rather than the imperial palace-—still largely

inaccessible—that the May Fourth demonstrations should be understood.

PROTECTING THE SANCTUARY

The university administration was not pleased with the degree with which
students participated in the life of the area around the school: with some am-
bivalence, some of Beida’s “new” intellectuals saw the city as a “corrupting
influence” and were concerned with the effects that students’ individual forays
into this world might have. This was a concern, we will see, that extended
from the students’ souls to their bodies. In 1918, stricter and more direct regu-
lations were proposed, addressing the very issue of the place of the university
in the city. In January, the Evaluating Committee (Pingyihui) passed a pro-
posal that called for the formation of a University Club (Daxue Julebu), a

University Quarter (Daxue Qu}, and the enforcement of a dress code for stu-

" dents. The three initiatives shared a double goal of enhancing the specificity

of the university environment while increasing the control of its inhabitants.
The University Club was thought of as a general meeting place for stu-
dents and faculty that could provide possibilities for exchange and “whole-
some” entertainment. All student associations were supposed to move their
activities in the club. In the intention of the supporters of the proposal, this
would have helped overcome the divisions along the lines of regional prove-

nance or intellectual proclivities, thus shaping a unique “Beida atmosphere.”

- A market, where healthy, good-quality food and groceries could be bought at

reasonable prices, as well as various forms of entertainment were to be housed
in the club. The aim was to “foster the autenomous spirit of the students,”™
but it is obvious that the club also represented an attempt to channel this
spirit and keep student activities inside the university by reducing possible
pretexts to venture into the streets of Beijing.

"The proposal for the creation of an officially marked University Quarter
pushed this concept a step further by postulating a clear-cut division between
the school and the city. The area around Beida—no specific borders were in-
dicated in the proposal-——was to be placed under the sole and direct adminis-
tration of the university. The university would have been in charge of land-
scaping, transportation, an intradistrict phone service, and even public order.
Firefighter squads were to be composed of student volunteers. The city police
was supposed to have an office in the quarter, but students could not be
arrested inside the University Quarter and even in the city (if wearing the
uniform) other than for serious felonies. The students would have been at
the same time sheltered from the authority of the state and separated from
urban society. Parks, a hospital, and a stadium were to be part of the project.
‘The University Quarter was meant to provide 2 “good atmosphere for student
activities, thus developing in them a noble spirit”; to foster a spirit of mutual
exchange and feelings of community by having faculty, students, and employ-
ees live close to each other; and to function as a model for other areas of the
city.® In this project, a large part of the authority would have resided with the
university president: he was, in a sense, in charge of not simply the university
area but also, aimost literally, the body of each and every single student. He
had to consent before any student could be arrested, and he had the power of
intervening whenever something menaced the physical health (diseases, lack
of hygiene, etc.) or the moral sanity (bad customs) of the student body. In
these cases, he could ask the police to act (or at least discuss with them the
appropriate measures).

The space of the quarter would have been marked by the mandatory use of
uniforms, which were described in painstaking detail. Because the uniform
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had to fit people young and o_m, be comfortable in winter and summer, and
accommodate those not used to Western clothes, it was decided to adopt a:
black “cap and gown.” Both the brimless hat and the gown cartied markers—
a tassel for the hat, different length of sleeves and pockets for the gown—
signaling the hierarchy of students, professors, and president. The proposal

suggested that uniforms be worn for all activities inside the university quar-

ter, between 8:00 A.M. and 7:00 .M. (with the exception of physical educa=

tion classes and sport activities, which required a different kind of dress
code). Nonteaching employees did not have a uniform.%

This project reproduced in a smaller scale (an institution and its neigh-
borhood instead of a city) the modernist project of urban change, that is,
“to transform the conditions in which people ordered their everyday lives, by
reaching into the realms of their daily practices, right down to the Ievel of hy-
giene and patterns of entertainment.”% By taking control of the whole uni-
versity area, down to the minimal details, the proponents of the university
district aimed to free the students from pernicious habits, shelter them from
physically and morally bad influences, thus allowing a full, unencumbered
development. We see here at play the same dual logic of emancipation and
discipline that Michae! Tsin has identified as crucial in modern urban re-
form.”® The attention paid to food, clothes, and the physical environment
recalls Haussmann’s obsession with salubrity,? the idea of a city as 2 medi-
calizable object, transiated into the modern Chinese with the term weisheng,
a hygienic modernity according to which people’s bodies and minds can be
improved if we change the way they dress, eat, clean, walk, and interact.)®

However, even if the project constituted an attempt “to transform the
university into a model community, a sanctuary for upright scholars pursu-
ing the higher things in life,"% it never went beyond the stage of ideation,
'The proposal never amounted to anything more than a document approved
by the administration and had little or no relevance in the general evolution
of the university. The chib and the quarter were not further debated and, as
for the uniforms, it was finally decided in April 1919 to keep the dress code to
the strict minimum: a six-person comsnittee agreed that only students in the
preparatory courses had to wear a uniform (from an army store) while under-
graduates were only to wear a hat and a pin.*? It was a step back not only
from the grandiose project of just a year earlier but also from the dress code
imposed upon unruly university students in the late Qing.'%®

It s difficult to ascertain what became of this 1918 proposal, whether its
realization was ever attempted and, if implementation was envisioned, what
obstacles stood in its way. But one can guess that, while it was consonant with
the Chinese and global discourse of urban modernity, this proposal went

against too many practical interests and social-cultural trends. First, the uni-

+ versity did not have the economic means to sustain such a project. It depended

fully upon the state for its finances, and it is difficult to imagine a scenatio
where the city government would abdicate control of a part of its central area
while financing the university to take care of it. In the same way, how could
the state have tolerated (and subsidized) the existence of a public institution
and its community in an area that was sheltered from its own authority?

"The proposal of a disciplined, secluded university district also ran against
the Beida student ethos of undisciplined, antiritual behavior, which, by 1grg,
had already taken ground and had become one of the salient characteristics
of the school. Finally, the project went against the general transformation of
the city, which, by the Republican period, was moving toward an increasing
integration in transportation and ease of communication. If anything, this
project is striking for how much it was at odds with the openness that stood
as one of the defining traits of Beijing University. The proposal looks like
a late reaction to the increasingly disproportionate number of auditors that
populated the campus, its porous borders, and the expansion of student ac-
tivities outside the university.

'This proposal also clearly illustrated the ambivalence in the university ad-
ministration’s evaluation of the relationship between students and the city.
While the faculty and the academic leadership remained fearful of student
involvement in the “lowest level” of city life, they were otherwise supportive
of the student initiatives that took them (usually in an organized fashion)
outside the school. The streets then {as now) embodied both the bright side
of social commitment and learning, and the dark areas of the unethical, the
base, the dirty. The project of the quarter thus highlights a contradiction that
lay at the foundation of Beida and of many urban universities: it was born out
of a particular relationship with state power and local society, its space carved
out of the urban space, and while separated by a task that was beyond the
scope of the locale, its life—both in the sense of livelihood and of inteliectial
and political vivacity—relied on a connection with the streets of the city it-
self. This contradiction was to be explored and exploded on May 4, 1919.

FACING A GATE (BACKWARD)

‘There is nothing in this world as invisible as a monument.

—Robert Musil

The demonstrations of May Fourth have been seen as a turaing point in the
history of Chinese nationalism, the overwhelming of culture by politics, or a

spectacular example of political theater. In many of the recollections of the
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Beijing University students of 1919, May Fourth was described first and fore« :
most as a process of learning, a movement toward the city and its people that
radically affected the consciousness of the demonstrators. But the movement
of students in the streets of Beijing also acted on the city itself. The path of
the demonstration and the actions of the students targeted monuments and
specific areas, thus earmarking and retracing an emerging hierarchy of urban
spaces. Moreover, students further transformed the meanings of these places
by locating them on a new map of radicalism that would be followed for the
rest of the twentieth century.

'The “May Fourth” events—the developments at the Versailles Peace Con-
ference, the meeting at Beida on May 3, the hasty preparations throughout the
night, and the Beijing demonstration itself—are well known 1% Yet, a few mo-
ments of that day still remain open to contention. Many of the intellectuals
and students who joined together in the May Fourth demonstrations split a
few years later along differing political lines, giving rise to a series of contrast-
ing claims as to who did what during the peak period of activism in May and
June. Many of these contested points are minor, and it is easy to dismiss the
overall narrative of Zhang Guotao or Luo Jialun, to give two notable examples,
each of whom portrays himself as deus ex machina not only with regard to the
May Fourth events but also in 2 broader political story. 2%

In other cases, details are both more complicated and more relevant to
the development and the significance of the student movement. For exam-
ple, how the plan of the protest, its route, and its aim were decided—an ele-
ment crucial to understanding the relationship of the demonstration to urban
space—remains largely an open issue. ‘The May Fourth protest was hastily
planned: Beijing students were trying to get organized for May 7, National
Humiliation Day, commemorating the fourth anniversary of the “twenty-
one demands” in 2 citywide protest against Japanese imperialism. The sud-
den acceleration of the plan was due to news coming from the Versailles
Peace Conference, whose final decision was to transfer German territories in
Shandong to Japan.10¢

In light of these developments, student representatives convened at the
Beida School of Law at Beiheyan on the evening of May 3 and decided to hold
the demonstration the following day. They sent telegrams both to the Chinese
representative in Paris and to students and associations in other provinces call-
ing for a nationwide protest on May 7% No mention of the route was appar-
ently made in the resolutions of the May 3. Preparations were feverish during
the night to craft leaflets and letters addressing both the city residents and the
representatives of the foreign powers, who—students thought—could influ-

ence the outcome of the Versailles negotiations. The route was further discussed

in the morning of May 4 when student representatives from thirteen schools

. gathered once again at Beida School of Law-—they agreed to march from Ti-

ananmen to the Legation Quarter and then to the commercial district of
Hatamen (Chongwenmen), further east.® When, in the eatly afternoon of
that same day, thousands of students convened in front of Tiananmen, they
declared that they intended “to march and demonstrate in order to let our fel-
low countrymen know what the situation is. Then,” they continued, “we will
march to the English, American, French, Italian erbassies and all the other
embassies at the Legation Quarter to make clear our intent. Finally, we will
reconvene here and discuss what to do next.”'% The students reassured the Bei-
jing infantry garrison commander of this “peaceful” plan and were allowed to
go on with their demonstration.

The first question that the process of students in urban space poses is,
“Why start there?” Tiananmen had been historically a point of communica-
tion between the imperial authority and (at least some of) its subjects. Used
by the emperor himself only in the rare occasions when he left the Imperial
City to participate in sacrifices, wars, or tours, it was however the place
wherte imperial edicts were anniounced, “when a new emperor was enthroned
or a royal heir was born.”" It is unclear whether the emnperor himself was
present at these occasions. It was also the entrance to the Imperial City tra-
ditionally used by petitioning officials.!*? Focusing on this last use, Rudolph
Wagner argues that by choosing this particular location for the start of their
first massive public action, students arrogated the right to “speak for the
people” as petitioning officials representing the whole nation. By centering
their effort around the adjacent symbol of power, they made (or remade) the
imperial palace the center of the nation.'®

Wagner is right on the last point. By placing themselves against the back-
ground of the vermillion walls and yellow roofs of the imperial palace, the
May Fourth students did indeed make Tiananmen the central symbol of na-
tional politics. But this process had very little or nothing to do with the legacy
of impesial power. Or, at least, not until the sun set on the day of May 4, 1919.

Nobody can dispute that Tiananmen had a long association with power
and authority—although, as we will see, its symbolic relevance increased ex-
ponentially in the twentieth century. Nor will T go so far as to argue that the
students picked the place at random. But T do believe that, on May 4, 1919,
Tiananmen had been largely unhinged from any stable set of references, its
meaning largely unsettled and open to challenges. In a sense, Tiananmen did
not signify what it does now (nor did it convey meaning in the same way),
because it was only the demonstration of May Fourth that started the process

of resignification that gave the Gate its modern symbolic power. We cannot
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assume continuity of meaning in monumentality either forward or backward

in time: in 1979 the gate did not embody the power of either the past empers
ors or of Mao Zedong.™

In the 19708, Tiananmen does not seem to have been either important o

particulasly noticeable. It is not mentioned in most guidebooks, even those.

that provide lavish details and explanations for other magnificent imperid

gates, Qlanmen in particular. Tiananmen was almost “lost” between the Tm-

perial City and the Forbidden City. "5 In 1922, it was the last gate open before’
those gates that gave access to the Forbidden City, at the time still the resi~

dence of the dethroned emperor.l®

‘The relative position of the gate in Beijing urban and symbolic space had

been gradually transformed during the first few years of the Republic. Be

fore the revolution, Tiananmen and the space in front of it were part of the -

Forbidden City, which was surrounded by walls and completely off limits to
the majority of the people in Beijing. In 1912, the emperor issued the last
edict from Tiananmen, his abdication, and the “dethronement of the emperor
jarred political authority loose from the symbolic design of the city’s wails
and palaces.” ! Then, from a gate, part of the complex system of gates and
walls that constituted the imperial compound, Tiananmen became progres-
sively more connected to the city. At the same time, it remained also more
isolated from its original architectural system. In 1914, Central Park was
created just west of the gate, further altering the old imperial order and
separating Tiananmen from what lay behind it. In 1917, the walls of the Im-
perial City started to be demolished and Tiananmen lost its identity as a
city gate.’® Or rather, by becoming increasingly accessible, it gained a new
identity, apart from the walls. As for what lay in front of the gate, it was in
a state of flux as well. Despite any claim of symbolic continuity between
imperial and communist Tiananmen, the space in front of it did not have
any independent identity before the twentieth century.® In 1grg, Tianan-
men Square was decades away from being created and the F-shaped open
area just south of the gate functioned and looked more like a portion of a
street than what we think of as a “square.” Nowhere in the students’ state-
ments or in newspaper articles is this area ideatified as a {guang)chang—
through the 19205 itwas referred to as the “empty space outside Tian'anmen.” 120
It is reasonable to think that the location of the area, if not the size, played
a role in the students’ decision. The Tiananmen area was in fact close to
some of the places we have identified as being more drastically influenced by
the modernization of the city and by a burgeoning consumer culture. Cen-
tral Park lay just north of the gate on the west side. It opened onto Chang'an
Avenue, one of the major thoroughfares that shaped the new transportation

network of the Republican city. For Beida students, Tiananmen was defini-

- lies

“tively not just a distant symbol of authority; one could easily argue that it

“was also very much a feature that figured into students’ excursions in the
" area around the university,

In particular, the proximity to the new public (or at least partially public)

" space of Central Park is significant. The park had already been the location of
- organized mass rallies in the previous years and had thus been identified as 2
- place for political expression. In 1913, “a rally was held in Centra! Park to pro-
" test against the Twenty-one Demands of the Japanese and the compromise by
-the Beiyang government” and over three hundred thousand Beijing citizens

_ gathered in the park on one day.*! In 1918 {on November 15 and 16) another

rally was held in front of Tiananmen and in Central Park to celebrate the Al-
"victory in the First World Waz, one that was enthusiastically attended by
students and foreign dignitaries.'” Cai Yuanpei delivered two speeches, in

which he optimistically interpreted the victory of the Allies as foreseeing the

* triumph of Mutual Aid, the worldwide diffusion of the ideals of the French

Revolution, and the success of Wilson's doctrine of self-determination 123

Therefore, when the students gathered in front of Tiananmen, they con-
vened in an area of the city that had already been earmarked for political
gatherings, not so much because of its connection with past imperial power
but for the presence of modern public spaces, like Central Park. And it should
not be overlooked that the students chose the area fust in front of Tiananmen
and not the gate itself. The palace and gate functioned only as a backdrop
and were virtually ignored in that students literally turned their backs on
them. Moreover, choice of location notwithstanding, protesting students
were essentially different from petitioning imperial officers of the Qing. The
messages they read and the signs they carried were not addressed to a failing
government; nor were the centers of official political power, the presidential
palace and the Parfiament, included in the route of the protests. Both liter-
ally and figuratively, students were looking neither upward (to rulers stand-
ing on top of the gate) nor backward (to the imperial legacy), but forward to
the streets ahead of them. As in Robert Musil’s famous statement, for the
protestors in 1919 the monument behind them was largely invisible, conspic-
uously inconspicuous.'*

If “insurgents produce space above all by changing the meanings and
strategic uses of their environments,”'? then it was only after and because of
the May Fourth protests that this space in front of Tiananamen—and, as 2
reflection, the gate itself~~assumed its modern symbotic significance, its iden-
tity defined not so much by a past legacy but by “the public demonstrations
and political opinions manifested there.”126 The May Fourth process literally
produced public space, to use Lefebvre’s terms, by appropriating a represen-

tation of space {a monumental area) largely void of meaning and transforming
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it through use into a representational space, lived space, truly public space
“Public space is thus socially produced through its use as public space?
Moreover, it is only by claiming a space as public that social groups, in this
case, “students,” can become public. It was only by claiming the area in fron
of Tiananmen, by producing it as space for political gatherings, by makingit
the place of the May Fourth student protests, that students could claim thej

existence as a political category in modern China.'*® There were no students

before 1919, also because no public space for student activism had yet been
appropriated.

Itis only after the creation of this space that Tiananmen—the gate itself-

assumed its distinctive feature, that is, to stand between a public space and:a

symbol of authority and to lend authority to a new public space.””” It is only

during the Republican era, and specifically because of a process started in

1919, that Tiananmen took the place of the Imperial Palace as a symbol of

unity, authority, and power.™" However, unlike the palace in the imperial era;

Tiananmen was a much more complex, contested, and polysemic sign: while

it remained connected (physically and abstractly) to the imperial structure, it

was also the center of a public space of a different order. If the desire for the

monumental is always a search for origins,™™ then Tiananmen, from 1919, con-
figures an incomplete and contradictory synthesis of a double search of ori<
gins. It signals at once a mythical, almost ahistorical origin inscribed in the
successions of imperial dynasties (the gate as metonymic of the palace, a sym
bol of the continuity of Chinese history) and the historical origins of the
modern state, deriving legitimacy from mass movements.}32

We can describe the process of resignification of Tiananmen as one by
which 2 monument-—intimately connected with a discredited state-——morphed
into a site of memeory. In Pierre Nora’s famous formulation, Heux de mémoire,
even when sites are institutionalized, dominated, and sanctified by the state,
remain “hybrid places,” “mutants,” and as such always open to carty alternative
significations. “For although it is true that the fundamental purpose of a ieu de
mémeire is to stop time, to inhibit forgetting,” Nora writes, “it is also clear that
fieux de mémoire thrive only because of their capacity for change, their ability to
resurrect old meaning and generate new ones along with new and unforesee-
able connections (that is what makes them exciting).”®* Hence the polysemy
that inhabits a site like Tiananmen since May 4, 1919, and that has never been
fully harnessed by the Republican or the Communist state, The connection
with the imperial tradition of power was rehearsed over and over again when
state authorities spoke from the top of the gate—for the proclamation of the
People’s Republic or for Mao's and Deng’s official celebrations—but the space
in the shadow of Tiananmen continued to be occupied by people staging
a street-level challenge to those standing at the top of the gate. And in many

cases, as in 1919, protesters spoke from the streets to the people in the streets.
‘At Tiananmen, the sociological distinction between place-appropriate social
“behavior (to be violated by contentious movement) and place-based symbolism
‘(to adhere to) is always murky and contradictory.% The symbolic layering of
‘this space legitimizes people to stand in front of the Gate o when sum-
moned in rituals of belonging by the state authority and when protesting
{sometimes the same state authority). Most of the movements that traversed
Beijing in the twentieth century, from the 1930s to the Cultural Revolution
and 1989, played with the symbolic contradiction inscribed in the Gate and the
urhan space in front of it. A contradiction that exists precisely because both
Tiananmen as a modern symbol and the public space of protests were created
at the same time, in 1919, as the result of the same event,

MAPPING THE CiTY

In the late morning of May 4, Beijing University students from various de-
partments convened at the Honglou and waited in the courtyard in the back
of the building, Just as they were starting off toward Tiananmen, Cai Yuan-~
pei, and then envoys from the military and the Miristry of Education, came
and tried to convince them to call off the protest. These negotiations took
some time, but finally Beida students were able to go out along what is now
May Fourth Avenue and head south along Beichizi toward Tiananmen.
That was why Beida students were the last to arrive at the meeting point,
despite the proximity of the school to the gate.? Tor about an hour, students
demonstrated in front of the gate, a message to citizens was read aloud and
thousands of leaflets with the text were distributed.® After further negotia-
tions with military and civil authorities, students began to march.

The plan of the demonstrators was very simple. From Tiananmen they
moved south, in the direction of Zhonghuamen, then east, where they stopped
in front of the entrance to the United States Embassy (see figure 6.1)."% Stu-
dents had prepared letters that they planned to hand directly to the represen-
tatives of the various Western nations, asking for support in the struggle for
national rights over territory. The Chinese police force guarding the Lega-
tion Quarter, however, blocked the students; they needed a permit from the
government or from the legation authorities to let the students march inside
the quarter. Apparently phone calls were made to the presidential palace and
the legation authorities asking for directives but, after two hours, no permit
was obtained, Meanwhile, students were waiting outside the Legation Quar-
ter under the scorching sun. May 4 had started as a cloudy spring day, but by
the time the students from thirteen different schools arrived at their meeting
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point around noon, the weather had cleared up. Students were hot, probabl

tired, and definitely angry. Finally, a group of representatives led by Beida's

Luo Jialun was allowed into the U.S. Embassy only to discover that sinc

May 4 was a Sunday, the embassy was officially closed, the ambassador was

not there, and the same was probably true for the other foreign missions. The
U.5. functionary who received the student delegation accepted the letter and
promised to convey the message to the ambassador.™® The letter made refer-'

ence to China’s role in the war and called upon the Americans to uphold and-

respect the principles of national self-determination and human rights for

which the war had been fought*® A Japanese presence in Shandong, they
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FIGURE &.%.

Path of the student march on May 4, 1979: (1) Tiananmen; (2) U.S. Embassy; (3}
Dongdan; (4) Mishi Avenue; (5) Cao Rulir's house.
Source: Adapted from Cook's skeleton map of Beijing, 1920.

suggested, prophetically enough, was a continuing menace for Asia and
world peace.'?

‘The stalemate at the Legation Quarter was the turning point in the dem-
onstration, and one in which the interaction with the city space was a fun-
damental factor. Students waited, became increasingly impatient, and when
access was denied, it was probably easy for the more “radical” elements to
direct students to express their rage against the “traitors.”!2 When they
were denied entrance in the Legation Quarter, students encountered—or
rather, collided with—a portion of urban space that was closed, separated,
and “forbidden.” %3

The idea that foreign embassies are interdicted to the general public and
enjoy a form of extraterritoriality is logical and not surprising. However, in
this case, an entire neighborhood in the very center of the city had been
carved out and transformed into a secluded, exclusive foreign enclave, where
Chinese were forbidden to reside and own property. It had its own police
force, its own electric lights, It had been rebuilt'**-ironically enough, mostly
with the money from the Boxer indemnity—into “Ghetto-like fortresses,” “a
fortified stronghold with glacis and walls,”™* in which the diplomats and
foreign residents could “live in 2 manner compatible with their own civiliza-
tion.” ¢ The foreign presence, as Beida students knew very well, had in turn
affected the whole neighborhood, with commercial venues catering mainly
to foreign customers. The Legation Quarter thus stood as a “city within the
city,” a physical remainder of the dispossession and the colonization of the
city space.’ If there is a symbolic aspect in the progress of the student pro-
test, it should be identified not so much with its starting point {Tiananmen
and the Forbidden City), but with its first destination, a more recently for-
bidden area, symbolically and practically connected to the global transforma-
tions that had affected the neighborhood and city at large.

The relationship with foreigners and the colonized urban space during the
May Fourth demonstration was not exhausted by the interplay of hope, con-
frontation, and delusion in the standoff at the Legation Quarter. First, for-
eigners, both the official and unofficial representatives of Western countries,
were among the intended recipients of the students’ remonstrations. The origi~
nal plan for the protest consisted of two parts, each addressed to a specific
audience. In front of Tiananmen and while marching on their way to the Le-
gation Quarter, their banners, slogans, and leaflets spoke directly to the people
of Beijing, whom they met at street level. Then, through the foreign embas-
sies, students tried to address a world audience by employing the rhetoric of
principled internationalism and self-determination. What made this demon-

stration radically different from earlier (and some later) examples was the lack
of any appeal to the Chinese state.
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Students were extremely aware of the presence of foreigners in the section
of the city they traversed that afternoon. Memoits stress how the demonstra-

tion, at least in its early part, was extremely well-ordered and organized, and

how “all the Westerners who witnessed this praised it and approved.”™ A
British correspondent reported that even when they moved to the residence
of Cao Rulin, the minister of communications—considered to be pro-:
Japanese—students marched “in an orderly procession, quite worthy of the *
students of an enlightened nation.”™ Similar reactions were recorded later in
the day, when, after the violence and the fire at Cao Rulin’s house, arrested”

students were being dragged to the police station, Westerners in passing cars
who encountered them applauded and cheered the students, and they ap-
plauded back."™ In general, demonstrating students were trying to present
an orderly spectacle, disciplined and organized especially for foreign eyes.
"They were stressing through a disciplined action the fact that they were part
of the same international community of rights and reason, and the sympathy
of Westerners was duly noted as indirect proof of the righteousness of the
students’ claim.

Second, the seclusion of the colonized space of the Legation Quarter stood
as an obstacle and a symbol of dispossession but, like the case of the conces-
sions in Shanghai, the foreign presence also provided alternative possibilities
for political action. In the immediate aftermath of the incidents, Cao Rulin
allegedly tried to prevent the spread of the movement by ordering all post of-
fices in the city to refuse telegrams from students. However, the students had
already circumvented this obstacle by using the foreign post office 15!

The path that the students followed after the stalemate at the Legation
Quarter, hawever, and the reasons why they did so, is still a point of conten-
tion. In particular, it is unclear whether the final destination of the protest,
the house of Cao Rulin, one of the “three traitors of the country,” was part of
the original plan."™ Students ransacked and set fire to the house, while send~
ing Zhang Zongxiang {one of the other “traitors”) and his Japanese guest to
the hospital.

‘The violent escalation of the May Fousth protests looks like an under-
standable but incongruous act in a demonstration that was planned as a civic
and civil spectacle for both the Chinese people, via the population of Beijing,
and the world, via Beijing’s embassics and foreign residents. Some of the rec-
ollections point to one or more “radical groups” among the students that were
supposedly responsible for inciting the protestors and moving them toward
Dongdan and Cao’s house. Luo Zhanglong mentions a small group of Hu-
nan students who had secretly planned the attack and had even scouted out
the location and the possible entrances in advance 1 Cai Xiaozhou and Yang

Lianggong recall instead another meeting at Beida on the very morning of

May Fourth in which they decided to go find Cao Rulin and “list the crimes
of the traitoss of the country.”5 Other sources highlight the figure of Kuan
Husheng, a student from Beijing Higher Normal School, who is blamed for
both breaking into the house and starting the fire.

While most of these reconstructions sound farfetched and seem to be
part of the process of ex-post appropriation of the merits and value of radi-
calism, they are not completely implausible. A portion of the students might
have decided, from the beginning or i# medias res, to redirect the demonstra-
tion and shift its goals, taking advantage of the general disilusionment, fa-
tigue, and anger generated by the long hours waiting outside the Legation
Quarter. However, a violent assault does not seem to have been the shared
goal of the protest. On a side note, while it might apparently be difficult to
reconcile the image of a well-ordered, “rational” march with the fire and the
brutal beating of two dignitaries, this kind of event should remind us how
emotions play a crucial role in determining the involvement and the personal
commitment of each participant to collective action. Rational behavior is eas-
ier to document, describe, and analyze, but political rationality does not nec-
essarily stand in contradiction with, nor can it be completely separated from,
emotions.!

Disgruntled students left the Legation Quarter probably around 4:00
P.M., retraced their steps back north along Hubu Road, and turned east on
Chang'an Avenue. They walked past the Dong’an intersection, walked nosth
on Mishi Avenue, and finally entered the Shidaren utong, a small alley where
Cao Rulin’s residence was located and where the three pro-Japan ministers of
the Chinese government were rumored to be holding a meeting.'™ Here, fol-
lowing the assault on Cao's house, the organized movement of disciplined
protesters ended and from here students either went back to the school indi-
vidually or in small groups, or they were brought to police offices and army
garrisons.'”’

‘This area of the Inner City was still not served by the majority of public
transportation and was unfamiliar to most students, especially those who
were newcomers to Beijing. While close to the commercial zrea of Dongdan,
the area was a residential district, typically structured as a maze of narrow
alleys or Autong. Yang Zhongjian, one of the protesters from Beida, recalls
how he got lost while running away after the assault on Cao’s house. “Even
though I had spent more than a year in Beijing, I was not familiar with those
streets, and there was nobody I knew to go with. So I headed north on a
north-south street, until I got to the neighborhood of the Dongsi archway,
and only then turned west to get to the school.”’®® In his memoir, Yang de-
scribes the demonstration as his first political experience and a drastic turn-

ing point in his activism, From this perspective, the image of a protesting
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student lost in the streets of Beijing stands as a poignant metaphor for-th
changes May Fourth brought. Not only did it present for many students'the
first direct contact with associations and collective activity, but it was also
direct experience of the city: students began in well-known areas (the Ti
ananimen and Qianmen neighborhoods), collided with the newly imprinted
matkers of colonization and imperialist authority, and finally moved to les :
frequented, almost alien sectors of urban space. In this sense, May Fourth
epitomizes the shifts and expansion of student activities in the city in the fol+/
lowing months and it identifies clearly the most radical and dangerous char=
acteristics of student activism, the capacity to cross borders. On May Fourth;

students were, both physically and figuratively, in places where they should ¢
not have been.

Thus May Fourth represented an interaction with, and ultimately an inter-
-vention in, Beijing’s spatial hierarchy. Students moved from Tiananmen to
- the Legation Quarter, marking and making visible the shifts in colonized and
“monumental space, and ventured in a first exploration of the possibilities for

. social interaction and political action that these shifts had opened. In doing
. 50, students—and in particular Beida students—added another dimenston to
the political life they had been producing in the university: student politics
was brought outside and immediately became “public.”'®? Students themselves

became visible as a category of public opinion and political activism.

May Fourth also mirrors the evolution of the political actions of follow-
ing months in that it was the first movement toward, through, and ultimately
with the residents of Beijing. It reshaped the connection among the large
majority of the schools in the capital. Such a coordination of efforts among
the various schools had never been attempted, and students were brought out
of the confines of their classmates’ circles. "The lecture groups, in particular,
were a Beida initiative that, in large part as a consequence of the protests
of May and June, soon expanded to the larger community of Beijing stu-
dents. This community comprised students from both universities (Zhong-
guo Daxue, Yanjing Daxue, Minguo Daxue, etc.) and specialty schools, with
a wide range of ages and geographical provenance. The position of Beida in
this cornmunity was central, not simply for the prestige of the school—it was
still the only “national university™—but also for the sheer number of its stu-
dents, who constituted by far the most sizeable contingent during the activi-
ties of May Fourth and the following months.

When the students directly addressed the city people, these apparently
responded wholeheartedly and supported the demonstrators, at least accord-
ing to the students’ own recollections. And this was, for the vast majority of
the students, one of the first experiences of action involving sectors of the
population other than themselves.'® This characteristic was identified as cru-
cial both by the supporters and enemies of the movement. When Cai Yuan-
pei and Beida became the main target of government attacks in the after-
math of May Fourth, many saw in this a very subversive attempt to reduce “a
movement of tens of thousands people” to the efforts of one school and one
man.'? In a similar vein, the Shanghai newspaper $hibao, which had been
supportive of the demonstration, criticized the waves of school strikes con-
ducted by the students in May and June: they were actions whose impact re-
mained strictly inside the school environment and whose significance faited
to be understood by people outside the narrow student group.’!
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