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Changesin Sense Per ception and the
Construction of Tastein the Dietary
Cultureof Ming and Qing China:

an Investigation Centered on Dietary Writings and Recipe
Books

Wu Jen-shu

Ingtitute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
E-mail: wujs@gate.sinica.edu.tw

Abstract

Drawing on Ming and Qing dietary writings and recipe books, the
present article presents observations about changes in the description of
sense perceptions relating to the food culture of the Ming and Qing period,
and the relationship between the construction of taste among the gentry
and their self-identity. The article begins with an examination of the
publishing industry, and demonstrates that after the middle of the Ming
period, the fashion for luxurious eating in the Jiangnan region influenced
the book-publishing culture of Jiangnan, leading to the publication of a
profusion of books on food and drink and recipe books. As a consequence,
the dietary culture of Jiangnan came to be seen as the mainstream for
China's food culture as awhole.

The article next turns to changes and developments in the description

of sense perceptions in recipe books during this period, and through an



48 & 1=

analysis of the texts, reveals that these records and descriptions of sense
perceptions went through a process of change from simple to complex.
This indicates that, with respect to tastes in food, people at the time went
through a process of development both in knowledge and in expression,
and at the same time demonstrates that at the time people’s demands for
sensory enjoyment grew ever higher.

In the fourth section, the article shows how a section of the gentry
and literati during the Ming and Qing created a kind of special style of
“literati recipes’ in order to promote their own particular views on taste
and the senses. In fact, this was a matter of seeking to demonstrate their
own “good taste” by their selection of recipes, and constructing the
self-identity of their circle in contra-distinction to that of other social
groups.

Finally, one of the questions most hotly debated in recent years on
Ming and Qing cultural history has to do with whether or not the
connoisseur culture constructed by the literati in the late Ming was
continued into the Qing period. Most research is inclined to the view that
gentry consumption culture between the Ming and Qing reveals a decisive
break, but the conclusion from the analysis in the present article is that
there was close continuity.

Keywords: dietary culture, consumption culture, sense perception, taste,
status identity.
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