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  EDITORIAL 

Editor’s Note 

 
This is a special issue on the topic of “everyday life in the 20th century China,” 
which contains four articles in addition to the introduction, all of which were 
carefully edited and organized by Professor Lai Chi Kong from the University 
of Queensland in Australia. Professor Lai specializes in the research of modern 
Chinese history, especially economic history and social life history, so he is the 
right person to conduct this special issue. I must thank Professor Lai, and we 
are lucky to have this special issue. Professor Lai was invited to plan this special 
issue long before I took over the editorship. After a long period of preparation 
and planning, he finally compiled a series of interesting and different articles 
describing everyday life in modern China. With different topics, perspectives 
and styles, this issue presents us with a series of vivid pictures of the everyday 
life history of modern China, which is so interesting and instructive. It is 
indeed a good job. I have to say thanks again to Professor Lai for his careful 
organization and for the hard work of the authors. 

After reading the manuscripts of this issue, I do not think it is really necessary 
for me to write this stylized Editor’s Note. Why is that? First, technically 
speaking, the editing and proofreading of this issue have been quite complete. 
The second reason is the content. In his Introduction, Professor Lai has 
illustrated the proposition of everyday life and the situation of everyday life in 
the Republic of China with relaxed and skillful writing, and conducted a lively 
and interesting academic discussion on this topic based on the relevant classics 
and the articles in this issue as well. It seems redundant if I write this Editor’s 
Note. But as editor of the journal, I have to do my job routinely.  

This is really a wonderful series of articles of different styles. The subject is 
interesting because it deals with “everyday life,” which can be understood and 
experienced by everyone. It is also a series of pictures of the everyday lives of 
the common herd in the turbulent and changing years of modern China. The 
difference in style is due to the fact that these articles not only discuss different 
groups, but also have their own writing style. For example, in terms of the 
object of description, Feng Erkang’s 馮爾康  article “The Daily Life of 
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Professors of the National Southwest Associated University” discusses the 
literati of the National Southwest Associated University (Xinan lianda 西南聯

大) in the 1930s, who were certainly well educated but just like ordinary 
people, also needed to eat, dress, chat and make friends every day. Song 
Zuanyou’s 宋鑽友  article “The New View of Makeup and Cosmetic 
Consumption of Shanghai Women in Modern Age” discusses the beauty 
fashion, aesthetics and cosmetics consumption of Shanghai women in modern 
China. Jiang Pei 江沛 and Wang Wei’s 王微 article “Changes in the Foot 
Binding Culture” also discusses women, but the subject is their “three-inch 
golden lotus” (sancun jinlian 三寸金蓮), the bad custom of foot-binding 
among Chinese women since the Song dynasty. From the unique perspective 
of the change from foot-binding to unbinding, it examines the liberation 
process of women in the regions governed by the Communist Party of China 
during the Anti-Japanese War. The article “Struggling” by Li Jinzheng 李金錚 
and Ren Liping 任利平 focuses on the everyday life of the civil servants in 
Tianjin municipal government during the Japanese occupation period, so as to 
analyze and see through the seemingly solid and stable material life and the 
distorted spiritual world of ordinary civil servants in that special era.  

What is more different, however, is their writing purpose and ideological 
appeal. By examining the changing process of common women’s foot-binding 
customs, Jiang Pei and Wang Wei try to portrait the rural women of that age in 
aesthetic changes and significance of the era, as the authors said: “War and 
revolution changed how an agricultural society had viewed women and 
appreciated beauty for thousands of years. The ‘three-inch golden lotus’ no 
longer served as the gold standard of beauty. In a way, this proves that in 
addition to posing survival challenges to the people, national wars can also lead 
nations on a path toward modernized thinking” (p. 430). And the classic saying, 
“war keeps women away” was completely overturned in this special historical 
context. Although Chinese rural women could not go to the battlefield to fight 
with the enemy, they were active in the team supporting the front line, 
demonstrating the strength and beauty of women in the war defending national 
independence and freedom in a special way. It is written in plain and simple 
language. 

Through collecting, analyzing and studying the women’s cosmetics 
advertisements and the beauty make-up newspaper articles appeared in the 
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metropolis Shanghai of modern China, Song Zuanyou tries to demonstrate that 
the old “China worshipped the feminine style of makeup for a long time, 
regardless of hurting female body as the prize for beauty. As the national crisis 
deepened, feminine beauty gradually exposed its absurdity and eventually 
denounced by all the public opinions” (p. 506). And “Women could choose 
natural beauty, or chose to consume cosmetics and apply makeup. No one should 
intervene it and this was completely irrelevant to the fate of the nation” (p. 507). 

Based on quite a lot materials such as archive documents, articles in 
newspapers and periodicals, and so on, Li Jinzheng and Ren Liping have done 
a good job in describing the everyday life of the civil servants in Tianjin 
municipal government during the Japanese occupation period with 
comparatively more academic writing, revealing that this special group “were 
both heavily dependent on the Japanese puppet government and were strictly 
monitored by it, and therefore they were in a distorted and struggling state 
both in their material life and their spiritual world” (p. 475). 

And Feng Erkang’s article is the most interesting and relaxing. By citing and 
paraphrasing the text in Zheng Tianting’s Diary of National Southwest 
Associated University (Zheng Tianting Xinan lianda riji 鄭天挺西南聯大日記), 
Feng tries to tell us the life story of the professors at the National Southwest 
Associated University during the Anti-Japanese War in detail, and to reveal 
their mental outlook and their enlightenment on how to live. It’s truly a vivid 
and interesting everyday life story full of life atmosphere and times 
characteristics. The full text is divided into four parts: I. “Personal Daily Life,” 
II. “Friendship and Its value to Life,” III. “Compatibility with the Social Moral 
of the Times and the Preservation of the Fine Etiquette of Traditional 
Society,” and IV. “Inspiration and Experience” as well. The content is very 
detailed, even somewhat trivial and lengthy. For example, Part I covers nine 
aspects while Part II contains seven aspects. Of course, life is trivial, and the 
story is then slowly told. By enumerating, analyzing and discussing these trivial 
matters of life, Feng wants to show us the spiritual world and ideal pursuit of 
those celebrities at the Southwest Associated University in that special era of 
modern China, such as: 1) the same situation in wartime, the same spirit of 
patriotism, and the confidence that China will win; 2) the benevolent spirit of 
traditional morality, and the inheritance of the so-called “be boncern about the 
country and the people before anything else” spirit of scholars; and 3) the spirit 
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of the times to maintain the new independent personality consciousness (see 
Part III for details). Based on the above, Feng then reveals that the famous 
professors or academic celebrities, similar to the general public, can never be 
separable from the earthly life, but their inner world is solid with an 
independent personality. For example, Feng writes: “striving for, preserving, 
and realizing the freedom of speech, firmly maintaining the independent 
personality, and their willingness to sacrifice their personal interests rather than 
to accept the domination of administrative volition are the embodiment of 
being upright and despising those who are kneeling and prone on the ground” 
(p. 407). Feng is paying tribute to them and commemorating them, in the way 
of telling their life stories. Just as Feng says, the “descendants admire both their 
ideology of democracy and freedom, and their commendable independent 
personality” (p. 407). It would be better, of course, to tell the story more 
concisely. 
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