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A Chinese barista serving espresso to the local populace in Bologna 1s not a thought that
comes intuitively when one thinks about societal change in 21st century Italy. However, it
successfully captures a collision between globalisation and the ageing demographic challenges
faced across Europe every single day. A complex and urgent social transformation has re-
sulted in the continent from an increase of new arrivals from abroad who have often been
brought in to compensate for local labour shortages. Their presence has contributed to
changes in the landscape by filling in the otherwise abandoned labour-intensive industries,
eventually extending to other ‘less desirable’ jobs. Roles with long hours and low pay aban-
doned by the locals en masse are coveted by the new arrivals who ironically see them as more
desirable occupations. As a result, this dynamic changes the social landscapes in cities that

had been largely homogenous for centuries.

Grazia Ting Deng’s monograph, Chinese Espresso, results from her doctoral work focusing
on the Chinese-owned coffee shop in Italy. The work itself 1s based on Deng’s ethnographical
observations spanning roughly a decade with intensive fieldwork conducted primarily be-
tween 2014-2015. Bologna serves as the main field site, complemented by observations in
other Central-Northern cities, including Cesena, Milan, and Rome. To gain a close under-
standing of the context, Deng embedded herself in the Chinese coffee shop scene in Bologna,
mitially as an observer and later by undertaking barista training with one of her mterlocutors.
In order to gain a contextual understanding (p. 28) she visited more than 100 bars, of which
60 are Chinese-owned, focusing on a small number of named bars, such as Lanlan’s bar and
Ailin’s bar.Her interlocutors consist mainly of first-generation Zhejiang migrants who operate
these family businesses, alongside second-generation members who are often Italian-edu-
cated and play a key role in customer interaction. This immersion allowed her the freedom
to interview owners and patrons alike, while maintaining a close observation of the daily op-
eration of the enterprises. To further capture the dynamic of Chinese immigrant society in
the city, she ingrained herself in the Chinese Church and interacted with a broader Chinese
mmmigrant community. She terms the resulting concept, drawn from French theorists such
as Claude Lévi-Strauss (bricolage as “making do” with available materials under constraints),
Michel de Certeau (tactics of everyday resistance), and Deleuze/Guattari (desiring-produc-
tion), “convivial bricolage”. Deng uses this concept to describe the everyday, improvised
practices through which Chinese baristas and their diverse customers, both Italian and other
immigrants, collaboratively create and sustain convivial spaces in Italian coffee bars despite

underlying racial, cultural, and economic tensions.

In the past two decades, studies of Chinese migration to Europe have largely focused on their
economic impact in the local community (Christiansen, 2013; Sanfilippo & Weinar, 2017;
Thung & Li, 2020). Often, this literature emphasises the formation of ethnic enclaves in
major cities, which provide migrants with a degree of separation from local populations as

well as access to dense diaspora social networks. Studies of Chinese industrial clusters in Italy
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highlight the heavy reliance on so-called ‘Chinese networks’ as a source of competitive ad-
vantage (Ong & Freeman, 2017; Biggeri et al., 2022a, 2022b). However, as these communi-
ties mature, they move away from physically demanding sectors such as manufacturing, ser-
vice and trade. Such transitions require the individuals to venture beyond the ethnic enclave
and integrate into the local community. It often coincides with the emergence of a second
generation that has grown up embedded in the host-country context. Compared to their par-
ents, these second-generation ndividuals typically possess stronger Italhian language skills and
broader social networks outside the Chinese community. Within family-based microenter-
prises, this intergenerational shift can facilitate a transition from diaspora-oriented businesses
to those catering to local clientele. Deng’s book contributes to this literature by foregrounding
the role of intergenerational continuity within family businesses, showing how the transition
to the second generation makes integration into local society not only possible but econom-

ically imperative rather than a purely cultural or normative process.

The book begins by providing the reader with a concise history of Chinese immigration to
Italy. Although Chinese immigrants first arrived in Bologna during the interwar period in the
early 20th century (p. 24), the larger wave arrived much later. Between the mid-1970s/1980s
and early 2000s, Chinese post-Mao and Italy’s “Third Italy” industry boom especially among
the Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) saw an increase in outward Zhejiang-focused
immigration from China to Europe (pp. 19-21, 49-50). Italy became the top EU destination
aided by relatively permissive regularisation policies through a number of amnesties through-
out the year, and was specifically a major destination for Southern Zhejiang (Wenzhou/Qing-
tian) immigrants due to the prevalence of a textile and leather industry. This is not coinci-
dental but reflects the compatibility between the ‘Made 1n Italy’ business model, which relies
on many subcontractors, often family-run, self-employed in small household-based work-
shops, and the Wenzhouese Model/entrepreneurial spirit (p. 50). Such roles were enticing
for young immigrants since the job typically offered free board and lodging, allowing quick
settlement amid language and cultural barriers (p. 50). As the post-2000s decade saw an on-
going decline of many “Third Italy” industries, many Chinese workshops closed down due
to cash flow issues and youth exodus from faticoso (tiring) work (pp. 38-39, 54). They even-
tually branched into other sectors by entering the restaurant business (p. 51), market
stalls/marsan (p. 45), small retail (pp. 18, 52), personal services (pp. 45, 52), and collee bars

(pp. 2-3, 39).

Chapter 2 further explains the reasoning behind the decision of Chinese immigrants to enter
the coffee bar business. Deng outlines three primary aspects that motivated this move: eco-
nomic vacancies, family fit, and low-barrier to entry. Post-2008 recession, many Italian family-
owned bars closed down as owners retired and their heirs shunned the faticoso work. This
created openings that the Chinese immigrants eagerly filled as they perceive them to be far

less arduous compared to prior niches such as workshops or street vending. Coffee bars
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perfectly matched family dynamics as they are not viewed as xinku (tiring) thanks to their
mdoor, air-conditioned comfort, and flexible hours dictated by customer flow rather than
relentless production. Italian-educated children of the family supplied fluent Italian skills to
provide a seamless service thus avoiding the need for an external hire. The barista skills
emanated from social networks among the coffee bar owners within the Chinese community,
contributing to the low barrier to entry. For those transitioning from workshop business due
to order declines and labour shortages, coffee bars offered accessible cash-based sales with a
modest startup cost, often financed through kin networks, while maintaining a strong resale

value to cushion risks.

As the Chinese immigrants fill this economic vacancy caused by the departure of the Italian
owners, their concern grows beyond the financial survivability. They become an integral part
of what ltalianita means. In Italy coffee bars are not merely Food and Beverage establish-
ments, they are a shared public space where people of different ethnicities and social back-
ground meet. As such, the Chinese-owned bars become a site of convivial bricolage as de-
fined by Deng. The Chinese bartenders must assume the role of Italian heritage keepers
while maintaining their composure as people who are seen as invaders into spaces considered
by many to be exclusive to Italians. They must preserve this conviviality amidst economic
austerity, demographic change, and anti-immigrant narratives. In order to achieve this, the
book outlines how the Chinese immigrants have achieved conviviality. The reproduction of
the authentic espresso taste 1s crucial, while the adoption of Italian-sounding names, accom-
panied by good hospitality practices and the use of local dialects, aid in gaining acceptance.
However, this does not mean that the conviviality does not come with a challenge. Baristas
have to navigate asymmetry of power in the hospitality setting provided to ensure that the
coffee bars space 1s only occupied by desirable customers, while overcompensating for their

defects (i.e. language) with over-service which results in economic inclusion despite racism.

Although Deng’s overall observation indicates that at least on the surface it seems as if the
Chinese immigrants have succeeded in their integration to the Italian society through the
coffee bars, this conviviality remains fragile and spatially confined, operating as a microcosm
of broader racial and economic tensions. Italian media and patrons often racialize Chinese
baristas as perpetual foreigners incapable of making authentic espresso or sustaining bars’
“soul”, despite evidence of successful intercultural encounters in everyday practice. Baristas
counter through vigilant boundary-work by offering premium hospitality to desirable regulars
while excluding “banher” (literally brown immigrants, typically used to refer to North African,
South Asian, and sometimes Eastern Furopean) clients, and overcompensating perceived
deficits like language barriers with relentless smiles and bella figura (meticulous presentation)
small talk. This tactical bricolage secures economic viability but perpetuates internal strains:

exploitative family labor models mirroring Italian generational rejection, second-generation
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educational trade-offs, and ageing immigrants working into their seventies without welfare

visibility.

Ultimately, Deng’s analysis unmasks convivial bricolage as precarious improvisation rather
than harmonious multiculturalism, with profound implications for understanding immigrant
Integration in ageing societies. Chinese bars buffer urban decline by sustaining neighborhood
economies and social hubs, yet their equilibrium hinges on fragile demographic, economic,
and policy conditions—vulnerable to tightened migration controls or recessions. The ethnog-
raphy challenges simplistic “migration-as-renewal” narratives, exposing how structural ne-
qualities persist even in sites of apparent everyday coexistence. Chinese Espresso thus offers
a nuanced lens on globalization’s collision with local traditions, where racialized agency nav-

1gates, but rarely transcends, entrenched power asymmetries.

The book does a very good job in portraying the convivial bricolage of Chinese-owned coffee
bars specifically in Bologna, and some parts of Central-North Italy (Cesena, Rome, Milan).
However, it risks overgeneralising the findings to greater Italy by overlooking the regional
differences, which are well documented in the Italian context, especially between North and
South. The increase of Chinese-owned bars 1s visible in cities where there 1s a sizeable Chi-
nese-immigrant community such as Florence (which neighbours Prato, a city with a significant
Chinese community), Bologna, and Milan. Meanwhile, in other cities with a smaller Chinese
mmmigrant population, the convivial bricolage takes different shape as racial diversity might
be more moderate. However, within the sampled bars in Bologna, the book provides the
readers with nuances based on different types of bars and their respective challenges. For
mstance, peripheral bars such as Lanlan’s whose regulars are mostly pensioners (pp. 80-85)

as opposed to passerby bars such as Ailin’s whose patrons are largely middle-class office
workers (pp. 89-92).

The concept of convivial bricolage as an analytical framework in this context can only be
extrapolated qualitatively from an anthropological perspective. The foundation of this book
1s based on the ethnographic study performed by Deng herself, with some official statistics
to provide a clearer picture of how prevalent foreign bar ownership is in Italy. However, it
provides limited insight into the intensity of interaction which would be very useful for as-
sessing the scale of conviviality. Although the book describes the segmentation of each bar
type, it 1s difficult to completely understand how each bar differs in their role as a shared
space. Quantitative measures, such as customer retention rates, dwell times, or interaction
frequencies, could have grounded Deng’s vivid ethnography in comparative scale, revealing

whether peripheral bars truly sustain deeper community ties than passerby bars.

Finally, the book touches upon the issue of ageing. The topic of ageing is timely in Europe
due to its impact on various facets of social life. Deng states that some bars have practically
become second homes to the pensioners, typically Italian males, who spend their entire day

playing cards. As of now, the Chinese immigrants are filling the vacancy caused by the ageing
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population, but little 1s discussed regarding how the Chinese might navigate similar challenges
in the future. For example, the Italhan pensioners’ reliance on social security. Will this also
apply to the Chinese? In addition, 1ssues related to gender such as care, emotional labour,
and intra-family work allocation are present throughout the ethnography but remain analyti-
cally underdeveloped. A more explicit engagement with care and ageing, such as: who cares
for whom, under what welfare arrangements, and with what long-term consequences for Chi-
nese families themselves, would have further strengthened an already rich account of conviv-

1ality and inequality.

Overall, Chinese Espresso stands as an excellent ethnographic observation that reveals the
paradox of Chinese migrants as grassroots agents of globalization by sustaining Italy’s iconic
coffee bars amid racial friction and economic precarity. Deng’s immersive fieldwork, con-
ceptual mnovation of convivial bricolage, and vivid portrayal of the adaptation of the Zhejiang
diaspora, all the way from Wenzhou workshops to barista artistry, render this an indispensa-
ble contribution to the study of Chinese diasporic communities in Europe. For scholars of
transnational migration, urban anthropology, and Smophone Europe, this book provides a
valuable perspective on everyday integration of the Chinese immigrants that defies both ro-
mantic multiculturalism and alarmist narratives of invasion. This work invites further com-
parative inquiry into China’s outward entrepreneurial frontiers and adaptation to the new

home in a time when anti-immigration sentiment is on the rise.
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