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Field Report

Globalizing Tradition : The Changing 
Careers of the Café in Spain and China

M A R T A  C A T A L A N  E R A S O

This report examines how Chinese entrepreneurs have reappropiated the forms and mean-

ings of Spanish cafés in Barcelona and Qingtian (China) since the 2009 economic crisis.  

By looking at these cases, it seeks to understand the aspirations of the entrepreneurs and 

how they have used their own knowledge of cultures to succeed and adapt similar tradi-

tions in two distinct locations.  The analysis of the production of these new spaces of con-

sumption reveals the dynamics behind a large-scale transnational flow of capital and its 

impact on the built environment.

Accelerating economic growth in China has increased the presence of Chinese individuals 
and capital across the world, with resulting impacts on the built environment.  Yet, to date, 
little scholarship has examined the influence of this flow in a European context, particu-
larly how it has affected spaces of everyday consumption.  To address this gap, this study 
examines Spanish cafés operated by Chinese entrepreneurs through a series of cases in 
Barcelona and Qingtian.1  The study also raises larger questions on how the knowledge of 
other cultures has been used to reappropriate local traditions in contemporary cities.  In 
such a broader context, it seeks to explore the alteration and legitimization of the café as 
a tool to ensure business prosperity, how this produces new spaces of consumption, and 
how this operates within a larger dynamic of urban transformation.

The report begins by looking at how, in Poblenou (Barcelona), Chinese entrepreneurs 
have purchased Spanish cafés and preserved the existing interiors, decors, menus and 
clientele to keep the businesses profitable.  It then traces the career paths of some of these 
Chinese caterers who have returned to China, to examine the different trajectories of the 
café there.  Specifically, the second part of the report explores how the city of Qingtian (in 
the eastern Chinese province of Zhejiang) has become an attractive location for return-
ees to invest in cafés influenced by their Spanish experience.  These returnees typically 
succeed because they import names, food and layouts that offer alternative encounters 
for local urban dwellers.  They thus cater to new customers who, as a consequence of 
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the growing Chinese economy, have acquired the means to 
demand a more diverse choice of spaces of consumption.  In 
this regard, the proliferation of cultural references offered by 
the café, with its connection back to Spain, reflects a cosmo-
politan ideal.  Moreover, as Nezar AlSayyad has written, his-
torical and economic analysis reveals how Chinese customers 
provide another example of global consumers seeking “differ-
ence” and “hospitality” as economic goods.2  By examining 
the Chinese entrepreneurs’ ambitions, however, the report 
challenges misconceived descriptions of the Chinese commu-
nity in the Spanish media, and it contributes to understand-
ing the extensive shifts there in the management of spaces of 
everyday consumption.

Overall, the study aims to outline the trajectory of Span-
ish cafés as Chinese-managed cultural institutions in Spain 
and China within a larger climate of global economic and 
cultural exchange.  And by delving into the dynamics behind 
this phenomenon, it contributes to the discussion of tradition 
as a process of “transnationalization of economic and cultural 
life.”3  Specifically, it explores how the tradition of Spanish 
café culture has been “deterritorialized” in Barcelona and 
“reterritorialized” in Qingtian.4  At a time of changing power 
relations between China and the rest of the world, such an 
inquiry also enriches discussion of how globalized cultural 
representations of traditions flow, and it reflects on the anxi-
eties instigated by China’s repositioning in the world.

FROM THE CHINESE RESTAURANT TO THE SPANISH 

CAFÉ

Many of the Chinese entrepreneurs managing Spanish cafés 
in Spanish cities today belong to an influx of migrants that 
began during the last quarter of the twentieth century, a time 
when the geopolitical realignment between China and Spain 
facilitated mutual business activities.  In the 1970s Spain 
emerged from a three-decade-long fascist dictatorship to 
become an open, democratic regime actively seeking foreign 
relations and investment.  During the same period, China’s 
development strategy changed from one based on self-suffi-
ciency to one aimed at participating in world markets, pro-
moting the increased circulation of Chinese individuals and 
capital around the globe for the first time since the founding 
of the People’s Republic.5  In particular, Franco’s political 
realignment with China in 1973 and Deng Xiaoping’s Open 
Door Policy in 1978 encouraged Chinese migrants to pursue 
business opportunities in Spain.  Among other things, this 
allowed Chinese from the province of Zhejiang, with a long 
diasporic tradition and with family members already work-
ing in restaurants in other European countries, to gain access 
to the country.6  Taking advantage of opportunities in newly 
promoted tourist areas for Northern Europeans along the 
Spanish Mediterranean coast, these Chinese migrants soon 
established businesses there.7  Thus began a decade-long 

transnational journey in search of an extended citizenship 
that granted them opportunities as well as exposure to Euro-
pean culture and education.

The clientele of the first Chinese restaurants reflected 
the new industrialization and prosperity of the late Francoist 
period.  In addition, the 1977 Moncloa Pacts, which offered 
social reforms and greater parliamentary control over the 
economy, soon led to the emergence of a new middle class, 
which changed the shape of Spanish society and encouraged 
the spread of democracy.8  Consequently, in a shift that was 
to endure and expand in the coming decades (especially after 
the entrance of Spain to the European Economic Commu-
nity in 1986), Spaniards gained access to consumer credit, 
which in turn triggered increased consumption.9  Chinese 
entrepreneurs, with scant knowledge of the local language 
but aware of the potential of this new social stratum through 
their experience in other European economies, saw this as an 
opportunity to open Chinese restaurants catering to a rising 
consumer-oriented middle class.

Meanwhile, the state, in the process of building a Span-
ish democratic nation and as part of political modernization, 
opted for policies of economic liberalism, reducing involve-
ment in economic affairs, lessening regulations, decreasing 
trade barriers, and promoting the expansion of all sorts of 
new spaces of consumption.10  The adoption of a market-
oriented economy in the 1980s by the ruling PSOE (Spanish 
Socialist Workers Party) also widened the nature of business-
es operating in Spain and accelerated the opening of a more 
diverse range of enterprises, including Chinese restaurants.11

In Barcelona, Chinese restaurants also benefitted from 
economic conditions surrounding the 1992 Olympics — as 
the abundance of advertisements at the time show.  These 
advertisements sometimes stressed the ubiquity of Chinese 
food and its status as an ordinary feature of urban life.  “You 
already have in your neighborhood new Chinese restaurant,” 
stated one 1991 promotional feature from La Vanguardia — 
as if a Chinese restaurant was meant to be located in every 
neighborhood.12  Low-budget interiors, imported from Hong 
Kong or Taiwan and decorated with Chinese lanterns, drag-
ons, and embroidered-silk artwork, further consolidated an 
image of the Chinese restaurant as a foreign space in the 
Spanish cityscape (f i g . 1 ).13

The extended representation of Sinicism with native 
traditional elements in these restaurants aligned with the 
increasing commercialization of “tradition” in architectural 
production back in China.14  This contributed to the con-
struction of a cultural identity of the Chinese in Spain as an 
imaginary and exotic “other.”  As Shaun Tanaka wrote in 
his study on Japanese restaurants in Toronto, such forms of 
identity reflect the constant negotiation of staged authenticity 
through restaurant interiors.15  Beyond Edward Said’s discur-
sive construct of the “other,” such authenticity may, according 
to Joaquín Beltrán, even be associated with a process of auto-
Orientalism, driven by consumer demand for exoticism.16
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The establishment of the market economy in China 
in the 1980s, however, soon contributed to a stronger con-
nection in the architectural realm between what “modern” 
and “Chinese” might mean.17  And in the construction push 
leading up to the 1992 Olympics, the first de-Sinicization of 
Chinese restaurants began to appear in Spain.  At this time, 
marked also by a saturation of the market for Chinese restau-
rants, restaurateurs began to refurbish their interiors using 
furnishings and finishes that evoked a more “international 
design.”18  Earlier attempts to signify Chineseness in interior 
spaces — by mimicking motifs of traditional timber-framed 
structures with signature markers of exoticism such as 
green pitched roofs and red lattice motifs — were gradually 
replaced by simplified white walls, subtle lighting systems, 
and rectilinear, monochrome furniture (f i g . 2 ).  Such new 
restaurants were less attached to a specific Orientalizing im-
age and targeted a more refined audience, constituted of an 
established Spanish middle class.  In the following years, as 
the Spanish economy continued to grow, some owners fur-
ther distanced their restaurants from their Chinese origins 
and began to offer the Spanish middle class, now also more 
mobile, less-explored cuisines and interiors, such as Japanese 
or overall “Asian.”

The 2009 financial crisis was the final event leading to 
the adjustment of Chinese restaurateurs to Spain, facilitating 
their insertion into the business of the café.  Though the early 
twentieth century, Spanish cafés had existed on the periphery 
of the European intellectual scene, aligned with the trend in 
Paris and Vienna for cultural meeting spaces.  But this early 
bohemian model developed a more working-class identity as 
the economic, political and social norms of Spain changed 
after the Civil War.19  Until the arrival of Chinese owners, 

Spaniards by and large therefore operated cafés as grassroots 
spaces of everyday consumption and sociability.  However, 
one by-product of the early 2000s economic prosperity was a 
highly qualified generation of young Spaniards who, despite 
an elevated rate of unemployment, were unwilling to con-
tinue their family businesses, particularly those in the service 
industry.  Chinese entrepreneurs frequently benefited from 
this gap in “handing down” family businesses.  Paying in 
cash, they often took over existing cafés, leaving the interiors, 
services, menu and clientele unchanged.  Today these cafés 
are so widespread and embedded in everyday social practices 
that they are the most important places of daily encounter 
between Chinese and Spaniards.20

f i g u r e  1 .  Photo of the Shanghai restaurant 

in the Spanish city of Vigo in the 2000s.  From 

the personal archives of the Shan family.

f i g u r e  2 .  Interior of the Pekín restaurant in Barcelona, 2005.  

Source: M. Espinet et al., “Diseño y gastronomía: El Pekín ofrece una 

esmerada y policromática cocina china,” La Vanguardia, April 1, 2005.
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Both under Spanish and Chinese management, these ca-
fés today remain unaltered “third places” — neutral grounds 
that make informal relations possible among nearby com-
munities.21  As spaces, the cafés are relatively small, but they 
provide a homey feeling, which they combine with long open-
ing hours to serve a regular clientele outside of their work 
routines.  The activities they accommodate include eating 
and drinking, but also such other social practices as watching 
soccer on TV or playing cards.  Their new Chinese owners 
have largely preserved this former ambiance, retaining such 
features as nonpretentious interiors, and continue to serve 
local food and drink, including tortilla de patata and cañas 
at cheap prices.22  Overall, Chinese entrepreneurs have thus 
maintained the cafés as inclusive, conversational and simple 
places in which, as George Simmel once wrote, “pure socia-
bility” provides the most democratic of experiences.23

Yet distinctly Chinese cultural practices have also shaped 
how overseas Chinese initially managed restaurants in Spain, 
and more recently how they have managed cafés.  Key among 
these is guanxi, a form of ethical practice essential to Chinese 
daily life and social obligations, and one particularly associated 
with prosperity in the restaurant business.  Guanxi ethics pro-
mote a reciprocal exchange of favors between people in a hi-
erarchically structured network of interpersonal connections.  
They thus build everyday obligations that tie in with friend-
ships developed in daily life.24  Despite guanxi’s everydayness, 
however, as Aihwa Ong has observed, the influence of these 
dyadic relationships has crossed over national boundaries as 
a moral economic understanding at the core of global busi-
ness.25  In the case of Spain, Chinese restaurateurs have thus 
combined guanxi claims of relatives and acquaintances with a 
simultaneous negotiation of the rules of Spanish markets.

ADAPTATION TO LOCAL PRACTICES: SPANISH CAFÉS 

OPERATED BY CHINESE IN POBLENOU

In Barcelona, the Spanish cafés managed by Chinese en-
trepreneurs stand as places of consumption where overseas 
Chinese have used their knowledge of culture to adapt to lo-
cal business practices.  Years of experience and observation 
of the restaurant industry as well as interaction with former 
owners thus allowed Chinese immigrants to both access and 
thrive in the management of such places.  Nonetheless, as 
a result of the 2009 economic crisis and the great wave of 
unemployment that followed, some Spanish citizens came to 
view with distrust the sale and transfer of cafés to Chinese 
ownership.  Thus, the Association of Restaurant Businesses 
estimated that in 2010 there were 1,500 Chinese-managed 
Spanish cafés in Barcelona.  And despite the actual success 
of such cafés, critical media reports suggested an underlying 
anxiety and feeling of loss, leading to questions about the 
changing geopolitical relationship between Spain and China, 
in light of the rapid growth of the Chinese economy.26

Contradictory media portraits of Spanish cafés managed 
by Chinese have also reflected concern about immigration 
and wider fears about the ability of Spain to assimilate foreign 
cultures.  “The Chinese leave in the cafés the calendar of the 
Depor[tivo] champion of The League, but they cannot tell you 
any story,” related one story in El País, referring to the conti-
nuity of the café as a space to watch and discuss soccer.  And 
it stressed the language barriers that impede Chinese own-
ers from participating in everyday chitchat, one of the most 
common practices in these spaces.27  According to another 
report in ABC, underscoring the sentiments of local residents 
surrounding one newly transferred café, “[E]verything is 
precooked.  . . .  But, well, these [the Chinese owners] are very 
smart.  Soon they take your recipe and they cook it in a way 
that you cannot tell if it was cooked by a Chinese.”28

Critiques of this sort became so frequent in the wake of 
the economic crisis that the journalist Laura Quinto decided 
to name a 2011 photographic and documentary project “It has 
been taken by the Chinese!” — a phrase she was constantly 
hearing in reference to the storefront businesses bought by 
Chinese entrepreneurs.29  In her work, Quinto thus explored 
the stereotypes of the Chinese community in Spain and how 
these were being projected into everyday urban space and 
street life.

To examine the role of Chinese business owners in pre-
serving existing practices in the cafés, I approached several 
restaurateurs with establishments in Poblenou, an area in 
uptown Barcelona near Diagonal Avenue (f i g . 3 ).30  The ma-
jority of the Chinese café owners here were from Qingtian, 
had been living in Spain for at least several decades, and 
could speak fairly fluent Spanish.  Formerly, Spaniards had 
owned these cafés.  When the new Chinese owners had taken 
them over they had in some cases renovated them, but the 
work had largely comprised small touchups to meet commer-
cial ordinances.  Moreover, the food and clientele largely re-

f i g u r e  3 .  Map of the Chinese-owned cafés in Poblenou.  Drawing by 

author.
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mained unchanged from the time of the former proprietors.  
Without formal training in the food and beverage industry, 
all the interviewees told me they had acquired their business 
knowhow through years of work experience — so much so 
that their familiarity with the model of a typical Spanish café 
enabled them to continue the practice.

Despite the cultural differences and the hard, learn-as-
you-go process of assimilating foreign traditions, most of 
these Chinese restaurateurs expressed a much higher degree 
of satisfaction running a Spanish café than working at their 
former jobs.  Many of them had previously worked in the food 
and beverage industry — however, they had either owned a 
Chinese restaurant that was too big to manage efficiently, or 
they had been employed in one without much say in business 
decisions.  While they claimed they still had to endure long 
work hours, they also shared an appreciation of the café as a 
central social space that established a more neighborhood-
grounded way of life for them and their families.

The sense of dignity and pride involved in running a café 
embedded in a community was clearly expressed by Cheng, 
the Qingtianese owner of Bar Guty’s (f i g . 4 ).  Cheng’s life 
path was a typical story for a Chinese caterer in Spain, with 
guanxi ethics at the core of his translocal circulation within 
the market of the Chinese hospitality industry.31  He arrived 
thirty years ago, and was highly mobile for a period of time, 
working for other people in restaurants in Valencia, Madrid, 
Murcia and Zaragoza — until he reached Barcelona in 1991, 
just prior to the Olympic Games.  All his immediate family, 
except his father, also continue to live outside of China — two 
of his siblings in New York, and two in Spain, including his 
sister, who also owns a café, in Badalona on the outskirts of 

Barcelona.  His migration, like that of other overseas Chinese, 
has thus been highly dynamic and mutable.  However, for 
such individuals, the restaurant industry in Spain has cre-
ated an employment network that has continuously evolved, 
both historically and geographically — first through Chinese 
restaurants, and more recently through the expansion of Chi-
nese-managed Spanish cafés, which has even now reached 
smaller cities such as Badajoz, Navarra and Elche.32

Cheng and other Chinese entrepreneurs, supported by 
extended family connections, have thus been able to change 
locations as they seek new opportunities.  And although they 
often started out working for someone else, they soon man-
aged to purchase their own businesses.33  Like many of his 
compatriots, Cheng also initially possessed little knowledge 
of the food-service business.  But by working for others, he 
acquired enough experience and capital to open his own Chi-
nese restaurant in Vilanova i la Geltrú, a seaside village in the 
province of Barcelona.  This restaurant, as he recalled, failed 
as a result of too many expenses, yet through it he became 
friends with a Spanish caterer who mentored him, and whose 
former café he ended up taking over.

The interior of Cheng’s bar, which is roughly 50 square 
meters in size, has hardly changed since he bought it, except 
for the addition of a new toilet to comply with city regulations.  
Cheng is knowledgeable about his customers’ tastes and 
preferences, knows what they want to eat or drink, and chats 
busily with them about their daily lives, comfortably mixing 
Spanish and Catalan words in his speech.  Cheng says that 
he treats his clients well, offering extra tapas with the drinks.  
Through years of working in Chinese restaurants, he has 
come to comprehend different elements of the Spanish tradi-

f i g u r e  4 .  Cheng in his Bar Guty’s café in 

Poblenou, Barcelona.  Photo by author, 2016.
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tion, to the point where today he boasts that this is the secret 
for keeping his café full at any hour of the day. 

A little farther along on the same block, Sun, the 
Chinese owner of the Bar Trujillo, told me a story that was 
similar in many ways.  Also from Qingtian, she had moved 
to Spain with her family fifteen years ago.  With the help of 
her daughter who speaks fluent Spanish, she explained, how-
ever, how she had decided to renovate her café slightly before 
opening it to the public.  This involved changing the location 
of the entrance doors, painting the interior, and installing 
more lights to make the space look cleaner.  Having only 
recently opened, she was still offering a free coffee to those 
who dropped by as a way to get to know people in the neigh-
borhood.  As a welcoming strategy, the tactic had been very 
successful, as people were still coming in to ask if the compli-
mentary coffee was available and engage her in conversation.

For both Cheng and Sun, managing a Spanish café is 
not just a business opportunity; it encompasses a lifestyle 
where the relationship with the clients and the neighborhood 
is highly valued and essential to business success.  Certainly, 
the location in a nontourist area is also relevant.  Not only 
does this afford a lower rent, but it also provides for more 
localized and regular interaction with residents of the neigh-
borhood, who make up the clientele.  Despite their foreign 
roots, Cheng and Sun’s analysis of the local environment and 
their personal experiences have thus given them insights into 
Spanish culture and café management, contributing to the 
continuity of a business practice that might otherwise have 
gone into to decline.

Beyond talking to and learning from their owner’s ex-
perience, my conversations with the patrons of the cafés also 
contradicted media stereotypes of the Chinese café owner.  
There is a permanent sense of rush hour in Cheng’s café, and 
at any time of day he appears deep in conversation.  During 
the peak morning and afternoon hours, workers and retired 
people form the majority of his customers, while in the eve-
ning youngsters come to drink and play cards until late.  For 
these people, Cheng does not represent an immigrant unfa-
miliar with the Spanish culture.  On the contrary, his use of 
vernacular expressions, including Catalan slang, and his talk-
ative character fills the café with atmosphere.  His clientele 
generally believe Cheng is a natural replacement for the café’s 
former owner, providing the same services and quality.

Meanwhile, on the opposite side of the street, in Bar Res 
Romero, where Teng, a Chinese immigrant, works, most of 
the clients come to enjoy the lunch special.  Their profile is 
similar to the people who frequent Cheng’s café during the 
day.  But among those with whom I talked, what mattered 
most is that the price, quantity and quality of the Spanish 
food is up to their daily standard.

Another nearby café, the Bar Plaza de Can Felipa, is 
also managed by a Qingtianese.  The close proximity of this 
café to a local school makes it a meeting point for teenagers 
and mothers with toddlers.  Many customers congregate on 

the busy outdoor terrace, where some supervise children on 
the neighboring playground, while others sit down for a rest 
while walking their dogs.  The patrons I talked to praised the 
new Chinese-managed cafés in Poblenou because they were 
preserving Spanish café culture and its special conversation-
al, culinary and spatial features.

In each of the cases described above, Chinese entrepre-
neurs have maintained existing neighborhood cultural prac-
tices to ensure business continuity, and the motivations and 
aspirations of the Chinese caterers, enhanced by their long-
standing industry experience, enabled their enterprises to 
prosper as spaces of consumption.  In the following section, I 
will illustrate this dynamic further by describing how Chinese 
entrepreneurs have recontextualized their cultural knowledge 
by exporting the idea of the Spanish café back to Qingtian.

KNOWLEDGE OF SPANISH CULTURE: THE 

DIVERSIFICATION OF THE CAFÉ IN QINGTIAN

With the rise of the Chinese economy and the economic 
downturn that resulted from the 2009 financial crisis, Chi-
nese restaurateurs in Spain began to consider returning to 
their homeland to invest their capital and knowledge in new 
business and life opportunities there.  In Qingtian, birthplace 
of approximately 70 percent of the Chinese community in 
Spain, some of these returnees have opened cafés that reflect 
a Spanish influence.34  These Chinese returnees belong to a 
“middling” socioeconomic stratum with considerable profes-
sional experience managing food businesses.35  Unlike other 
highly skilled Chinese workers who have been attracted 
back to China by a variety of incentives for foreign-trained 
nationals, many of these migrants decided to return to China 
because job prospects in Spain had deteriorated.  As the Euro-
pean economic recession appeared to reach a low point, re-
turning to China presented a more promising future, as well 
as offering an opportunity for both them and their children 
to reconnect to their Chinese roots.

Contrary to the case of the Spanish cafés in Poblenou, 
in China the café developed a new career, following a new 
dynamic of urban change.  Specifically, the first cafés that 
opened in Qingtian in the early 2000s signified a larger 
urban process of modernization, understood as progress 
through the adaptation to Western lifestyles.  After their ex-
perience abroad, their owners were eager to showcase their 
transnationality and higher social status.  However, as the 
Chinese economy kept rising, the transnational connection 
acquired new meaning, associated with China’s own eco-
nomic development and urbanization.  Thus Chinese entre-
preneurs in Qingtian, by participating in a process of trans-
national appropriation, have expanded both the geographic 
and spatial imagination of what a Spanish café might be.  As 
Xiaomei Chen has argued elsewhere, instead of a reversed 
Orientalism, the adoption of the café as a Chinese construc-
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tion of the “West” suggests ongoing discursive and spatial 
practices that can be understood as a form of Occidentalism 
in China.36  Thus, the adaptation of cafés in Qingtian — 
from initially being spaces of consumption of strictly foreign 
spatial forms, to being a product of domestic characteristics 
integrated in everyday urban life — relates to the changing 
Chinese context and the way that working returnees are 
changing their homeland.

Despite the modest size of Qingtian, the town has an 
extended history of migration that lately has had a major 
influence on its environment.  It is located in a mountain-
ous area where farming is difficult, and where, as early as 
the twentieth century, the art of stone-carving prompted a 
tradition of migration to places outside of China, especially 
Europe.37  Today this migration stream mostly focuses on 
Spain, Italy and Portugal, and in the last decade the impact 
of remittances and returnees has accelerated the city’s urban 
development.  Bridges, museums and schools are now all tied 
in with this trend of infrastructure enhancement subsidized 
by overseas Chinese.  Remittances sent back to Qingtian have 
also modified other spaces of everyday life in the city, includ-
ing markets, restaurants, and other types of commercial 
facilities, which  have started to alter consumption spaces for 
urban social interaction.  In a city with a population of half 
a million people (not including the estimated additional one 
quarter of this amount who are emigrants scattered mostly 
throughout Europe), there exist several dozen cafés with 
imported names, layouts and traditions that capitalize on the 
Chinese imagination of the “West.”

Although the presence of cafés in Qingtian is a relatively 
recent phenomenon, ongoing shifts in their location and social 
orientation suggest a new dynamic in the reappropriation and 
adaptation of foreign traditions.  The cafés initially appeared in 
the area close to the river Ou popularly known as “European 
Town” (Oucheng), where their returnee owners aimed to cater 
to an emerging middle class tightly linked to the transnational 
influx of capital, members of which could afford the experi-
ence of consuming foreign products.38  Today, nearly two de-
cades later, the cafés have spread across Qingtian, to create a 
second cluster in the area of Yongjin Street (f i g .5 ).39

While the first cafés started as spaces showcasing the 
European experiences of the returnees and associations with 
high social status, they have now gradually transitioned into 
spaces that are more easily replicated, even by owners who 
have never been abroad.  The cafés have also now evolved to 
target the specific, diversifying tastes of the Chinese market, 
in which the Spanish influences offer a desirable differentia-
tion, but not the norm.  What was originally a business model 
operated almost exclusively by returning overseas Chinese 
thus now includes Qingtianese owners who have never left 
China.  Likewise, names that stressed the transnational con-
nection of the returnees, like Prague Impression, are gradual-
ly being substituted by those that the Chinese customers find 
easier to remember.  Such is the case of the former Barcelona 

café, whose owner, despite his ten years of experience in 
Rome, recently renamed Meishi Gongfang, loosely translat-
able as “The Delicacies Workshop.”40

To better understand the changing forms and meanings 
of the cafés in Qingtian, I interviewed a series of Chinese 
entrepreneurs with experience in the restaurant business in 
Spain who are now operating cafés in their hometown and 
imprinting on them their acquired knowledge of Spanish cul-
ture.  My interviewees had spent years, or even decades, work-
ing in Spain; and while their cafés share some similarities, 
each of them represents the preferences and ambitions of its 
owner, most of whom were migrants who, after decades in a 
foreign country, decided to return to China.  All of these own-
ers were highly pleased with their overseas past, but at the 
same time they shared some sort of relief to be finally back 
in China.  Many told me they began by working for someone 
else in Spain in the late 1990s.  They thus lived through the 
expansion of the Spanish economy before many of their busi-
nesses were forced to close with the crisis and aftermath of 
the economic downturn in 2009.  After years of working 
long hours, the rise of the Chinese economy, however, offered 
them an attractive alternative: they could reinvest their capital 
and knowledge to open their own business in Qingtian, al-
lowing for a more relaxed lifestyle while also getting to raise 
their children in the familiarity of China.

The satisfaction of operating a café in Qingtian after 
several decades spent in Spain was conveyed by Wang Wei-
fen, currently the owner of the Bali café (f i g . 6 ).41  Her 

f i g u r e  5 .  Map of cafés in Qingtian, clustered in two areas, near the 

River Ou and around Yongjin Street.  Drawing by author.
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experience was typical of that of other migrants who had 
returned to Qingtian to manage and operate their own res-
taurants.  Weifen first arrived in Barcelona in 1992, and by 
1994 she had opened her own Chinese restaurant.  She then 
ran it until 2012, after which she transferred the business to 
another Chinese who has now turned it into a Spanish café.  
All of Weifen’s family lives in Spain, except her husband, a 
civil servant, who, even during her years as a migrant, never 
moved out of China.  In Barcelona, she and her family have 
been engaged in different businesses in addition to Chinese 
restaurants, including Spanish bakeries, wholesale retail 
stores, and the import-export trade.  However, while still 
working in Spain, in 2007 she decided to open a hotpot res-
taurant in Jinhua, a town not far from Qingtian.  Spain had 
given her many opportunities, but conditions there, in which 
she “worked like a bull and lived like a dog,” were not as de-
sirable as in Qingtian.  So, although she ended up selling the 
hotpot shop, the experience set in motion her final move back 
to China, and gave her the idea of starting a café in Qingtian, 
where she could utilize some of the aspects of culture that 
she had embraced while in Spain.

Weifen’s aspirations for a better quality of life were pro-
jected onto her café and reflected how she aimed to merge the 
significance of Chinese cultural values with elements of the 
Spanish tradition.  She decided to name the place Bali, agree-
ing with her husband that in Chinese it sounds like “come 
in” — or perhaps “let the money come in.”  She also incorpo-
rated several mahjong rooms in order to target middle-aged 
customers.  However, inside the café, one can not only hear 
Spanish being spoken, but also enjoy some ham, paella, 
and other Spanish tapas.  The interior, designed by Weifen 

herself, is decorated with fake brick walls, leather sofas, and 
a large picture of a London double-decker bus, which also 
works well as a backdrop for evening concerts that attract a 
younger clientele.  Her diversified cultural capital has thus 
enabled her to contend with the increasing number of cafés 
in Qingtian and allowed her to offer a space that blends her 
Spanish experience with the specific requirements of the 
Qingtianese customers.42

The presence of cafés in Qingtian is also a marker of 
urban development.  Isabel, a Qingtianese who spent fifteen 
years in Spain and now owns the PengyouQ café, has thus ob-
served the city’s rise through her experience as a café owner.43  
Today she finds Qingtian and Hong Kong alike, “especially 
the neon lights and the raising prices.”  In relation to the ac-
celerating transformation of the city, she recalls not wearing 
sandals in the past because the lack of proper sidewalks made 
her feet filthy.  But her former dissatisfaction with the back-
wardness of Qingtian has now been replaced by optimism 
about the growing opportunities for her business — and 
consequently for her daughter who is still in primary school, 
and who, if she succeeds in her exams, might have the chance 
to go to Lishui and access a better education.  Although Isabel 
owned a 1-euro shop in Spain that she had to sell during the 
financial crisis, she still manages a wok restaurant in Ma-
drid that, together with the café, are her two main sources of 
income, and which provide the basis for her hope for an im-
proved future in Qingtian.  She acknowledges the summer in-
flux of younger overseas Chinese who visit Qingtian to learn 
Chinese, and mocks those who do not already know their own 
language.  Now that her daughter is back in China, she will 
not have to worry about her neglecting her Chinese origins.

f i g u r e  6 .  Weifen in her café in Qingtian.  

Photo by author, 2016.
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When I asked Isabel why she had decided to open a café, 
she replied that she was passionate about drinking coffee.  
With great excitement she offered me a cup of an imported 
brand, a similar reaction to those of the other café owners 
I interviewed.  She serves mostly coffee and small dishes 
of food, and she mentioned that occasionally she prepares 
Spanish tortillas, but she complained that is too tiresome.  
The interior of her café resembles that of Lorena, a returnee 
who spent twelve years in Spain and who owns the Douni 
Xicanting, where the brick walls with wooden latticework are 
vaguely reminiscent of the traditional Castilian architecture 
(f i g .7 ).44  Lorena also talked about her café with enthusiasm, 
and she briskly identified it as “her life, her place.”  Many fam-
ily pictures scattered around the café help establish an overall 
homey feeling.  But she mentioned that she had decided not 
to include mahjong rooms, as they may become too busy for 
the type of space she wanted to create.  While she explained 
this, her toddler was running around the establishment.

Despite the domesticity that Weifen, Isabel and Lorena 
have tried to imprint on their spaces, other cafés in Qingtian 
have become grounds for enacting the gendered identity of 
the modern Chinese man.  Although the cafés are open to 
anyone, and even families with children spend their leisure 
time there, in cafés such as Yufei a majority of men, either 
alone or in groups of friends, gather for hours to drink coffee, 
smoke, and play mahjong.45

Ruzhong, a retired Qingtianese with whom I spoke, has 
had experience with both Spanish cafés managed by Chinese 
in Barcelona as well as gendered cafés in Qingtian, since he 

is a regular frequenter of both.  He explained that most of 
his family still live in Spain, where they own a café in Mol-
let (Barcelona).  This means he allocates part of his time to 
visiting Spain, while he enjoys his retirement in Qingtian the 
rest of the year.  He owned a Chinese restaurant in Mollet for 
nineteen years, until the local municipality refused to grant 
him a renovation license in 2011.  As a result, he decided to 
close the restaurant, while he arranged for his sons to take 
over running the café.

We met in the Olive café, where the rest of the tables 
were occupied by single males with whom Ruzhong ex-
changed a few words and some cigarettes.46  He reflected on 
the gender differences between the cafés in Barcelona and 
Qingtian, and admitted that men are happier when they are 
not working.  He said this was one of the reasons the cafés 
have a larger male clientele.  Cuiyan, his cousin who joined 
us briefly, agreed.  She is also retired, and was formerly the 
owner of a Chinese restaurant in Spain.  She added that wom-
en are busy working at home, while men have more free time.

Ruzhong also attributed the boost in the number of ca-
fés to the combination of European coffee and Chinese food, 
a mix that he claimed is much preferred by the Chinese.  He 
added that the price of the coffee, which is much more expen-
sive there than in Spain, induces customers to stay longer.  
My conversation with Ruzhong came to an end in the Maoq-
iang Shengcha, a café in which everything, and everyone but 
me, was Chinese.  It was also where I left him to play mah-
jong with his male friends.47

f i g u r e  7 .  Interiors of the Douni Xicanting.  

Photo by author, 2016.
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BEYOND CAFÉS: THE IMPACT OF EVERYDAY 

SPACES OF CONSUMPTION IN L ARGER URBAN 

TRANSFORMATIONS

My interviews with a diverse set of Chinese owners of cafés 
in Poblenou and Qingtian illuminate some of the transna-
tional and cultural processes behind the appropriation of 
café traditions and the impact that these processes have in 
the production of new spaces of consumption.48  These inter-
views reveal the nuanced dynamics at play in the large-scale 
flows of transnational capital and the local-scale impacts that 
Chinese entrepreneurs have on a given neighborhood’s built 
environment.  Moreover, the interviews also reflect on the 
cultural phenomenon of “essentializing,” whereby the café 
tradition becomes a translocal practice and generates new 
fluid spaces of globalization constructed by the specific social 
practices of cross-border Chinese entrepreneurs.49

Although the interviews reveal differing individual moti-
vations, collectively they indicate how these various individu-
als may use the knowledge from one culture as a strategy to 
operate their businesses in another.  The highly mobile tra-
jectories of the Chinese entrepreneurs thus greatly affected 
their acquisition of knowledge of Spanish culture, resembling 
that process by which, as the anthropologist David Howes has 
suggested, “foreign goods are assigned meanings and uses by 
the culture of reception.”50  This capacity for decontextualiza-
tion and recontextualization stresses the ability of Chinese 
entrepreneurs to assimilate to new milieus, to adapt, and to 
improve the business.  In the case of Poblenou this involves 
following the existing local practices; but in the case of Qin-
gtian it may bring an imported experience that upgrades and 
differentiates the respective businesses of existing cafés.51  
Furthermore, examining these specific stories challenges 
Spanish media stereotypes, and more importantly unveils 
Spaniards’ growing anxieties and narrative of loss with re-
gard to China’s global economic repositioning and cultural 
influence at an everyday level.

Exploring such shifts in the cafés of Barcelona enables 
a better perception of the growing presence of Chinese in-
dividuals and capital, and therefore how this prompts the 
modification of other niches in everyday businesses that 
compose the built environment.  Such is also the case of the 

real estate agencies and drugstores operated by Chinese en-
trepreneurs in Barcelona, a rather recent phenomenon in the 
market.  In both cases, Chinese entrepreneurs may be seen 
as capitalizing on their acquired knowledge of Spanish cul-
ture and Chinese connections to further enhance businesses: 
thus, their customers are not only the neighbors of the area 
but also Chinese citizens living in China who value Spanish 
products.  For instance, walking into any of their drugstores 
during the day, one might run into local residents, yet late in 
the evening, one might just as easily stumble upon hundreds 
of boxes bound for shipment back to China.52

In both Spain and China, the reorganization of existing 
spaces of consumption is also linked to the larger investment 
dynamics of transnational capital and its impact in urban 
transformation.  As one Chinese interviewee shared with me, 
part of the capital he acquired in Spain through his restau-
rant was reinvested in Qingtian, but another part was invest-
ed in a massive highrise housing development called Madrid 
Royal Garden in the northern Chinese province of Heilongji-
ang.53  This case stresses the multifaceted connection joining 
transnational actors — who include Chinese and Spanish 
migrants, investors and policy-makers — and geographically 
specific points of origin and destination.  Moreover, in Barce-
lona and Madrid Chinese entrepreneurs are also participating 
in housing developments specifically targeting a Chinese 
market, in urban redevelopments at the city level, and in ter-
ritorial infrastructure connecting to the One Belt One Road 
strategy.54  Meanwhile, in Qingtian, urban redevelopment is 
best appreciated in some of the urban spaces and residential 
developments funded by returnees, as well as in new territo-
rial infrastructure that is linking city to city with high-speed 
railways and international airports.55

As Michael Smith, a scholar of transnational urbanism, 
has suggested, such practices form abstract networks of eco-
nomic agency at multiple spatial scales, which have specific 
impacts on particular cities and particular people’s lives.56  
Moreover, the deep intertwinement of everyday spaces and 
larger investment projects with a transnational logic reflect on 
urban transformations at a global scale, suggesting new im-
pacts from capital flows and flows of knowledge and culture 
between China and Spain that needs further examination.
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