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Abstract  Modern assessments of a well-known sign in a Shanghai park that 
stated “Dogs and Chinese Not Admitted” have established that the dog aspect of 
it was not true, but the sign remains highly visible in the Chinese historiography 
of Western imperialism. Such reassessments do not seem to recognize that the 
sign might have meant something considerably different to Chinese and 
foreigners in late Qing Shanghai than it would have in later periods of modern 
Chinese history. Dog–human relations had changed through a mix of two 
processes: dog-keeping as a social practice and the challenges of rabies in the 
management of urban space. Under the rule of the Shanghai Municipal Council, 
animals, health, and imperialism converged in the Shanghai International 
Settlement to destabilize the traditional roles of dogs and introduce modernity 
through the disciplining of both animal and human bodies and the demarcation 
and management of new urban spaces. 
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Introduction 

In Chinese mainland, a symbol that has secured a “totemic position” in 
nationalistic history is the sign once placed at Shanghai’s Huangpu Park—the 
first public park in China, built in the Shanghai International Settlement (SIS) in 
1868—that supposedly read, “Chinese and Dogs Not Admitted.” Although 
scholars have established that this was not the exact wording of the sign, it 
remains powerful in the nationalistic imagination of the Chinese people as a 
symbol of Han humiliation—regarded as a result of Manchu misrule—and 
historians risk inciting an emotional outcry if they suggest that the sign did not 
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read as popularly remembered or that it never existed.1 
Previous scholarship has historicized the mythical sign and demonstrated how 

and why it has become a lasting product of nationalistic aspirations and 
geopolitical concerns. Amongst existing narratives, including historiography, of 
Western imperialism in China we find nothing that addresses the concrete 
historical circumstances of animal–human interactions and relations in late Qing 
Shanghai, where all this action occurred. In contrast to the current scholarly 
assumption that Chinese attitudes toward dogs were unequivocally antagonistic, 
the actual late Qing Chinese historical record reveals rather fond impressions of 
dogs and positive dog–human relationships. The recent reassessments of the 
Shanghai sign deal only with the existing historical reception; they do not 
explore how it meant something considerably different to the British and the 
Chinese in the late Qing. British and Chinese relations with dogs had changed 
during the last four decades of the Qing dynasty as the result of a specific 
outbreak of rabies and the SIS response. Indeed, Chinese nationals were barred 
from the SIS parks, and they were not associated with dogs. Nevertheless, we 
need an explanation, besides nationalism or racism, of why the SMC had kept 
them out of settler spaces since the late nineteenth century, especially in light of 
the anachronism and fluidity of national and racial categories. 2  Even if 
nationalism and racism remain valid explanations, we need to situate them in a 
historical context for clarity and precision. 

This article argues that a clash of British and Chinese sensibilities resulted 
from the Shanghai Municipal Council’s (SMC) controversial attempts to regulate 
and eradicate stray dog populations. Although these attempts operated under the 
guise of imperial beneficence, they also betrayed British settler anxieties about 
race and the environment in China. The outbreak of rabies legitimated the SMC 
cause, which itself had offended Chinese sensibilities and antagonized part of the 
British community. British and Chinese settlers,  as the two main constituent 
groups of the SIS, fashioned their own perceptions and debated their 
representations of dogs back and forth to determine the proper course of action 

                                                               
1 Robert A. Bickers and Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, “Shanghai’s ‘Dogs and Chinese Not 
Admitted’ Sign: Legend, History, and Contemporary Symbol,” 444–66; John Fitzgerald, 
“Chinese, Dogs, and the State That Stands on Two Legs,” 54–61. Bickers and Wasserstrom did 
not specifically discuss why dogs and Chinese had been barred from Huangpu Park, 
emphasizing instead the historiographical and popular fascination with the sign. Alongside 
dogs, bicycles were not admitted into the Park to safeguard the flowers and grass in that space. 
See Xu Tao, “The Popularization of Bicycles and Modern Shanghai,” 132. 
2 That said, John Fitzgerald has pointed out that the British and French communities cultivated 
a “united front of civility against an imagined enemy of vermin, spitting, and public squalor.” 
See John Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics, Culture, and Class in the Nationalist 
Revolution, 119. 
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regarding stray dogs and the rabies outbreak.3 It was of some consequence that 
many British settlers were developing a canine phobia.4 By addressing this 
complexity of agendas and consequences, I hope to provide a case for 
comparison with other societies that have undergone similar experiences of 
rabies outbreaks.5 This article’s title calls to mind Robert Darnton’s The Great 
Cat Massacre, which recovers hitherto unknown attitudes and mindsets from a 
“false sense of familiarity with the past” through “administered doses of culture 
shock.”6  It considers the changing—or disappearing—roles of dogs in the 
colonial urban management of the SIS, a society stratified according to racial 
categories and prejudices. 

A word is in order regarding the article’s nearly exclusive use of the North 
China Herald (NCH) as its source. Much can be gained from turning to this 
well-known source to address little-known subjects, such as animal–human 
relations. The NCH, a British newspaper published in Shanghai from 1850 to 
1941, existed throughout the SIS period, revealing the extent to which it 
depended on British imperial power and readership for its existence. The source 
is limited because it reflects an Anglo-American perspective on China in general 
and Shanghai in particular. Although the NCH also registers distinct Chinese 
perspectives, those are filtered through an Anglo-American framework. 
                                                               
3 I am aware of Robert Bicker’s distinction between settlers (“Shanghailanders”, whose 
loyalties were local, imperial, and British in descending order and whose livelihood virtually 
depended on the treaty port system) and expatriates (who were transient by the nature of their 
work and had distanced themselves from the settlers, whom they perceived as social inferiors). 
Even “British” is vague, comprising English, Irish, Scot, and Welsh. Understanding the 
complexities involved in my categorization of “British settlers,” I use the category to refer to 
the Britons who fostered solidarities and pledged allegiances in relation to the British crown, 
English-speaking world, and the white race for the purposes of this article. See Robert Bickers, 
“Shanghailanders: The Formation and Identity of the British Settler Community in Shanghai, 
1843–1937” for a fuller explanation of “settlers” and “expatriates.” 
4 Phobia is extreme, irrational fear. Illness phobia is the fear of a single symptom or illness, 
forming part of the culture surrounding disease. Thus, phobia reflects the preoccupations 
present in a culture or community, and the response to disease takes place within a cultural 
context in which sufferers and communities respond in socially patterned ways. See David 
Gentilcore, “The Fear of Disease and the Disease of Fear,” 191. 
5 Discussions of rabies outbreaks and contingent measures, centering on British, French, Hong 
Kong, and South African histories, include John K. Walton, “Mad Dogs and Englishmen: The 
Conflict over Rabies in Late Victorian England”; Harriet Ritvo, The Animal Estate: The 
English and Other Creatures in the Victorian Age, chapter 4; Kathleen Kete, The Beast in the 
Boudoir: Petkeeping in Nineteenth-Century Paris, chapter 6; Lance van Sittert, “Class and 
Canicide in Little Bess: The 1893 Port Elizabeth Rabies Epidemic”; Neil Pemberton and 
Michael Worboys, Rabies in Britain: Dogs, Disease, and Culture, 1830–2000; and Shuk-Wah 
Poon, “Dogs and British Colonialism: The Contested Ban on Eating Dogs in Colonial Hong 
Kong,” 316–20. For the case in Japan, see Aaron Herald Skabelund, Empire of Dogs: Canines, 
Japan, and the Making of the Modern Imperial World. 
6 Robert Darnton, The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History, 4. 
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Nevertheless, because the NCH assesses events based on their effect on the 
British, we catch glimpses of attitudes of domination and superiority by the 
British settlers toward China, which involved preconceptions of the virtues of 
their own culture and stereotypes of the Chinese.7 The NCH provides summaries 
of ratepayers’ meetings and the SMC’s annual reports to ratepayers, reflecting 
SIS residents’ most pressing concerns regarding urban governance. Thus, with a 
careful reading of the NCH, I hope to lay the foundations for further exploration 
of the topic in the archives. 

Concepts about Dogs in Chinese Society 

From perhaps the beginning of the Common Era, the Chinese had maintained the 
myth for a tributary relationship with the “barbarians”—a blanket category of 
non-Chinese peoples—whom they regarded as sub-human creatures without 
culture and history. The Chinese upheld the dog as the representative of all 
non-human animals because it was the human’s main interface and companion. 
All barbarians were represented in Chinese characters with an animal (quadruped 
or insect) “classifier” or radical of some sort. As a result of their longstanding 
tradition of imperial “scribalism,” the Chinese offered the world’s richest 
sampling of cynanthropic mythology. The Chinese-origin myth explained 
cultural difference as resistance to civilization, and the barbarians’ refusal to 
assimilate rendered them similar to wild animals and hence were bestowed a 
cynanthropic ancestry.8 However, despite their seemingly negative perception of 
dogs, the Chinese conceived of dogs as indispensable signifiers of cosmic 
patterns and as economically and socially valuable members of human society. 

For the Chinese, the dog was strongly associated with death. Watchdogs—or 
their substitutes in the form of dog figurines or straw dogs—were buried with the 
Shang and Han emperors. The Chinese believed that the dog was a guide to the 
dead in their peregrinations to and through the underworld. Yet, in Chinese 
mythology, the dog was also identified with cruel representatives of 
governmental authority sent to prey on the common people, and sacrifices were 
made to appease the celestial dogs such as the Tiangou (Hound of Heaven) and 
the Tianlang (Wolf of Heaven, which is the star Sirius).9 Unfortunately, the 
Chinese have left few records on how dogs were reared as household pets before 

                                                               
7 Eugene Lubot, “Modern Chinese History as Reflected in the North China Herald.” 
8 For the Chinese “dog-man traditions,” see David Gordon White, Myths of the Dog-Man, 
140–61; Claire Hout, “The Dog-Eared Dictionary: Human-Animal Alliance in Chinese 
Civilization,” 589–613; and Haiyan Lee, The Stranger and the Chinese Moral Imagination, 
76–77. 
9 White, Myths of the Dog-Man, 171–74. 
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late imperial times. 
At the risk of over-simplification, in general since antiquity it was the 

upper-class Chinese who kept dogs as pets. 10  The rich and powerful 
distinguished themselves from the lower classes with their “enlightened” concern 
for what may be anachronistically called “animal welfare.” An increasing latitude 
for sentimentality toward animals, which had its moral vocabulary derived from 
Buddhist and Confucian precepts, gave impetus to the Ming-Qing tradition of 
“animal release” (fangsheng)—the liberation of captive animals into their natural 
habitat.11 Social superiority thus shifted from the possession of material wealth, 
which a pet symbolized, to the ability to care for the pet. This change in 
sensibility laid bare the assumption that only members of the elite could afford, 
in both tangible and intangible terms, sentiments of caring and saving. As Mark 
Swislocki has shown, the late Qing Dianshizhai Pictorial (Dianshizhai huabao), 
a magazine of urban life and popular culture, is replete with illustrations of 
Chinese notions of animal protection, suggesting that dogs were valued members 
of elite families. In Shanghai, Chinese elites believed that the “old custom” of 
animal cruelty prevailed among the lower class, who violated the system of 
cosmic justice and hence incurred karmic retribution (i.e., poverty) for their 
abuses of animals.12 

In the Jiangnan region, and Shanghai in particular, a popular and 
“affectionate” custom that began in the Song dynasty was “dog bathing” in the 
rivers on the sixth day of the sixth lunar month. On this day, families would bring 
their dogs to the rivers and bathe them to remove fleas.13 Late Qing Chinese 
residing in Shanghai described three species of dogs: the long snouts, useful in 
hunting; the short snouts, useful for guarding houses; and the “sleek bodies” 
whose meat was widely regarded to be delicious. British settlers noted the 
Chinese anecdotes that illustrated the fidelity and intelligence of the watchdog. 
Chinese from all walks of life shared an appreciation for the presence of stray 
dogs—described as “Chinese curs of the mangiest and filthiest description” by 
the British—which would gather around garbage heaps to devour the food waste 
left by street hawkers. Chinese shopkeepers would also place food for stray dogs 
in tubs at the doors of their shops. Teahouse operators probably did so to prevent 

                                                               
10 Poon, “Dogs and British Colonialism,” 311. 
11 For a glimpse of how Ming-Qing scholars had looked back to precedents on the treatment 
of animals in earlier dynasties, see Joanna F. Handlin Smith, “Liberating Animals in 
Ming-Qing China: Buddhist Inspiration and Elite Imagination.” 
12  Mark Swislocki, “Imagining Irreconcilability: Cultural Differentiation through 
Human-Animal Relations in Late Qing Shanghai.” 
13 Xue Liyong, Xianhua Shanghai, 294–95. 
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dogs from straying into their business space.14 As late as 1888, when the 
Shanghai prefectural authorities under Qing jurisdiction put up for adoption 
eighty offspring of dogs that had purportedly barked at and were killed by 
Taiping army, the response was favorable.15 

In early and imperial China, the dog was not an assumed or obvious object of 
scorn but was an animal of considerable social and symbolic importance for the 
people. The Chinese enjoyed a long tradition of having multiple roles for 
dogs—as companions, guards, and scavengers—accommodating dogs into 
society and seldom finding them a nuisance. Neither did the Chinese regard them 
as a threat to human health and personal safety. The fortunes of dogs, however, 
would gradually change in late Qing Shanghai. 

Dogs, Race, and Space in the Shanghai International 
Settlement 

The 1842 Treaty of Nanjing opened up Shanghai to foreign residence and trade, 
and new British settlers in Shanghai were subject only to British consular 
jurisdiction. The British formed their settlement in Shanghai in 1843; it merged 
with the American one in 1863 to establish the SIS. The most consistently 
effective source of legal authority in Shanghai until the 1940s was the SMC of 
the SIS, dominated by all the foreign communities in principle but by the British 
in practice. The SIS had an estimated population—mostly Chinese—of 92,884 in 
1865, and the figure rose to 501,541 by 1910. There were 1,666 foreign settlers 
(894 were British) in 1870, and 13,536 foreigners (4,465 were British) resided in 
the Settlement in 1910.16 Most SIS residents remained Chinese, while British 
settlers formed the bulk of the foreign population.17 

The SMC established the Shanghai Volunteer Corps (SVC) and the Shanghai 
Municipal Police Force (SMP) in the 1850s, in part as a response to the seizure 
of Shanghai by Taiping army in 1853. Modeled in its practices and structure on 
British municipal authorities, the Council funded the SMP from the general rates 
paid by the SIS’s residents for services such as clean water and policing. It 
extended its rights under treaty by building municipal roads external to the 
Settlement and by requiring new Chinese residents under its control to pay rates. 

                                                               
14 NCH., 21 February 1883, 210. 
15 Dianshizhai huabao, vol. 5 (March 1888–March 1889), 106. 
16 Luo Zhiru, Tongjibiao zhong zhi Shanghai, 21–22. 
17 During the Tongzhi reign (1861–74), Shanghai had approximately 800,000 inhabitants. 
Approximately 500,000 people resided in the various foreign settlements of Shanghai, i.e., 
approximately 300,000 Shanghai inhabitants resided outside of the settlements. See Li 
Weiqing, Shanghai xiangtuzhi, 14–15. 



The Great Dog Massacre in Late Qing China 651 

As a result, the SIS was almost forty times its original size in 1898. The SMC 
jealously guarded its independence from British consular and diplomatic 
authority, and promoted the interests of the foreign settler population at the 
expense of the Chinese residents.18 

Most policemen were Sikh; Chinese were recruited into the SMP from 1864.19 
The SMC had wanted to keep the Chinese out of the SIS using the SMP, but it 
soon dawned upon the British that the Settlement could be successful only with a 
strong Chinese presence in terms of capital and labor. The SMP then switched to 
defending British privileges and upholding commercial, political, racial, and 
social barriers between Britons, on the one hand, and foreigners, on the other, 
whether Chinese or European. Colonial policemen were the most visible symbol 
of colonial rule and in the everyday lives of the population, enforcing the codes 
of law that maintained colonial authority.20 

The fear of racial contamination preoccupied many British settlers, who 
limited their social interactions with the native Chinese to traders, housemaids, 
and laborers. Race served to justify colonial practices in Shanghai, which could 
be regarded as an “imperial formation” that had “porous boundaries, ambiguous 
borderlands, and populations subject to often opaque criteria for access to social 
and political rights.” 21  In nineteenth-century Britain, race assumed fixed 
biological characteristics, and the science of race gave authority to this way of 
thinking. The Chinese, despite considerable cultural and linguistic differences 
among themselves, were understood as one population, possessing uniform 
characteristics. 22  All of this was bolstered, it would seem, by ongoing 
developments in the classification of animal pedigrees, supplying as it did a 
certain experiential logic to ideas of racial differences and the rationalization of 
racial categories. It was a subtle means of knowledge production, and it gave the 
British a sense of epistemic certainty in their definitions of race. 

A case in point was the “Horse, Dog, and Poultry Show” that had been 
immensely popular among the British settlers of Shanghai. Originating in 

                                                               
18 Isabella Jackson, “Expansion and Defence in the International Settlement at Shanghai,” 
187–89. 
19 Isabella Jackson, “The Raj on Nanjing Road: Sikh Policemen in Treaty-Port Shanghai,” 
1677–78. The duties of a policeman were broad, including maintaining cleanliness, fixing 
lamps, clearing road obstacles, checking customs, disarming Chinese immigrants to the city, 
collecting taxes, and building roads, in short, anything that was related to the maintenance of 
disciplined urban space. See Kuai Shixun, Shanghai gonggongzujie shigao, 347. 
20 Jackson, “The Raj on Nanjing Road,” 1673. 
21 Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and 
the Colonial Order of Things, 95–136; Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the 
Intimate in Colonial Rule. 
22 James L. Hevia, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century 
China, 174–79, 347. 
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mid-nineteenth-century Europe, where dog owners brought their pets together to 
be admired in informal exhibitions, the Show featured show dogs—known as 
“Fancy Pets”—that were valued for their beauty and barely possessed any utility. 
From the winning dogs, we observe the types of pet dogs that were in vogue in 
Shanghai. According to a show judge, pointers, setters, retrievers, spaniels, and 
fox terriers were premier breeds of dogs that often stole the limelight. The judge 
identified a “Class F” of dogs that only ladies would take an interest in, but we 
do not know what types of dogs those were. Dogs with “nearly perfect 
coats”—indicative of excellent health and pure breed—and of “desirable” weight, 
body proportion, and facial features were those which more readily won the 
contests.23 So much interest was taken in canine pets that there was public 
uproar when at one occasion the Show had to be postponed due to poor weather 
conditions.24 

The British complained that the Shanghai climate and environment were harsh 
and inhospitable for their race. First-time British travelers to Shanghai were often 
unimpressed with its climate and landscape, deploring the smells of restaurants 
and lamenting their exodus from Britain. A sense of “home” took time to 
germinate. The harshness of climate reinforced their sense of racial superiority in 
terms of strength and endurance, for they had overcome odds to build a “fine 
town in such an inhospitable setting.” The British later would extend a helping 
hand to suffering coolies, requesting the SMC to “provide shelters on the streets 
for protection of the coolies against the extremes of climate.”25 Dogs shared the 
streets with coolies but not in a way that conformed to British sentiments. The 
“poisonous and wretched animals which now infest and disgrace [the streets],” 
proclaimed one angry British reader of the NCH, had to be removed.26 To many 
British settlers, climate was the main reason why “Chinese curs of the mangiest 
and filthiest description” existed. They also believed that these dogs went mad in 
a tropical climate and were more subject to rabies in summer.27 When British 
settlers and medical practitioners called a place “tropical,” the designation had 
racial connotations because the characteristics of a race resulted from natural 
selection over multiple generations. As a British doctor put it, one major 
influence “directing the development of the permanent characters of any race of 
men” was the climate.28 
                                                               
23 NCH, 6 June 1884, 636; 1 June 1894, 857. 
24 Ibid., 25 May 1894, 820; 8 June 1894, 899. 
25 Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, Global Shanghai, 1850–2010: A History in Fragments, 46–47, 52, 
151. 
26 NCH, 21 February 1883, 210. Such comments were sometimes echoed by the Chinese 
themselves. See “Fengquan shangren,” in Yiwenlu 251 (1883): 189. 
27 NCH, 20 March 1901, 522. 
28 Shang-Jen Li, “Eating Well in China: Diet and Hygiene in Nineteenth-Century Treaty 
Ports,” in Health and Hygiene in Chinese East Asia: Politics and Publics in the Long 
Twentieth Century, 110–19. 
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So appalling were the dogs in Shanghai that the British elites repeatedly wrote 
to the SMC and NCH demanding their eradication. They complained about the 
presence of stray dogs near clubhouses and hotels. They wondered why, despite 
their regular, timely payment of rents and taxes to the SMC, stray dogs were still 
rampant in the streets, spreading disease to humans.29 To be sure, not all British 
settlers felt the same way, but the fondness for show dogs did not extend to all 
dogs, particularly not to the Chinese curs that ran amok in the SIS. Beginning in 
the 1860s, the SMC built drains, sewers, and waterworks to counter the “local 
Chinese habits” that had made the city a “hotbed of disease and death.”30 
Temporary workers were also hired to clear garbage and human excrement.31 
Dogs had thus outlived their purpose in the management of food waste and urban 
sanitation. With the advent of the SMP, dogs also became less important in their 
traditional role as guards. The urban environment of Shanghai did not feature 
livestock needing to be guarded by dogs. In other words, dogs had been replaced 
by humans in their former roles as guards and scavengers, although their role as 
companions or pets remained. Dogs were a nuisance and threat to public or social 
order because they blurred the boundaries between protected, policed 
spaces—clubhouses, foreign residences, and hotels—and the “open” spaces that 
they shared with the Chinese. Pets, as an identity allocated to domesticated dogs, 
required a certain demarcation of space. People who could afford them separated 
living from working quarters—the “rough outdoors” of Chinese laborers.32 As 
stray dogs began to lose their utility, the gap between dogs and humans in 
Shanghai widened. Thus, dogs became a problem in Shanghai not through any 
action or fault on their part but largely as a result of the “changing 
anthrozoological state” around them.33 The presence of stray dogs provided 
evidence of gaps in colonial governance and threatened to thwart settlers’ efforts 
at making a foreign, hostile environment more hospitable for themselves. Dogs 
came to be seen as “competitors for urban space, potential disease vectors, and 
useless sources of filth” that had to be controlled, confined, and if necessary, 
killed.34 

Playing a part in the British suspicion toward stray dogs was their fear of 
disease and epidemics. As a whole, the British loved dogs, but they feared dogs 

                                                               
29 NCH, 27 February 1899, 349; 1 December 1905, 486. 
30 Kerrie L. Macpherson, A Wilderness of Marshes: The Origins of Public Health in Shanghai, 
1843–1893, 76–82. 
31 Yu Xinzhong, “The Treatment of Night Soil and Waste in Modern China,” 59–60. 
32 Ingrid H. Tague, “Dead Pets: Satire and Sentiment in British Elegies and Epitaphs for 
Animals,” 290. 
33 This section has benefited immensely from Alan Mikhail’s excellent analysis of dogs in 
Ottoman-ruled Cairo. See Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman Egypt, chapter 4. 
34 Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman Egypt, 69. 
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in their colonies, in “unfavorable” conditions outside of the metropole, 
particularly those that appeared foreign and resistant to their control. In Shanghai, 
local dogs, observed the British settlers, barked more at them than at the Chinese, 
who took the trouble to explain that the persistent barking at foreigners was due 
to the odor of mutton that the latter bore; the Chinese diet was relatively 
mutton-less.35 Although the British wanted to eradicate the “native curs” or at 
least rid the streets of them, they had to consider Chinese sensibilities—cultural, 
moral, or racial—and hence their options. 

Caring for Dogs and Pets in Late Qing Shanghai 

The British brought their dog shows and their standards of animal treatment to 
Shanghai, and there a branch of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Animals (RSPCA) was established in the 1880s. 

Almost immediately upon their arrival in Shanghai, members of the RSPCA 
clashed with some British settlers in the pages of the NCH. Unlike the latter, who 
held the opinion that the Chinese curs, by their very “nature” of being “mangy, 
useless, and ownerless,” should be “knocked on the head and out of the way” by 
the SMC, the RSPCA fervently argued that the suffering of these “native” dogs 
was “almost exclusively due to the callousness and cruelty of the Chinese.” 
Instead of killing the dogs, the RSPCA believed that it was their duty as members 
of the “enlightened” race to “let the Chinese see and feel the horror with which 
Europeans regard their cruelty.” The RSPCA would “take upon itself to prosecute 
all persons, foreigners, and Chinaman alike, who may be guilty of [animal 
cruelty].” The RSPCA also predicted that some Chinese who “admire and 
applaud mercy towards animals” would join their cause; for the RSPCA, steps 
that could protect the animals should be implemented instead, as animal cruelty 
was responsible for the health hazard and social nuisance posed by stray dogs.36 
Meanwhile, Chinese entrepreneurs and intellectuals in Shanghai—quite unlike 
what the RSPCA had imagined them to be—began to establish charitable 
institutions that made provisions for abandoned or helpless children, factory 
workers forced to toil long hours, disaster relief, and animal welfare. By offering 
social services at their own expense, they enjoyed the backing of the SMC and 
hence significant economic and political clout. Newly settled in Shanghai, they 
established—or revived—the benevolent societies (shantang) of Ming times, 
involving themselves in extending both charity and philanthropy. Animal welfare 

                                                               
35 NCH, 16 August 1867, 202. 
36 Ibid., 31 January 1883, 120; 7 February 1883, 162. The RSPCA erroneously reported that 
the Chinese possessed no concept of or mechanism for animal protection and welfare. 
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was one of these societies’ key provisions, which sprang from a long tradition 
that mobile wealth—no longer tied to the land—could serve noble causes and a 
spirit of civic pride.37 

Fearing Rabies, Killing Dogs 

In premodern Chinese written source materials, references to rabies are sparse. 
Nevertheless, Tang and Song medical books had begun to distinguish rabid dog 
bites from normal dog bites. We may thus observe possibly a “conceptualization 
of a clearly distinct disease” that no longer belonged to the broad category of 
animal bites.38 

As for premodern Europe, the fear of rabies was real. Although rabies (and 
hydrophobia, its human equivalent) never represented a public health threat on 
the scale of cholera or typhoid, its emotional impact on populations far 
outweighed its immediate epidemiological dangers. In Britain, the 1830s was the 
decade in which the rabies scare began, and the scare would continue into the 
early twentieth century. Throughout the nineteenth century, rabies was rare, 
infecting only tens of people each year, but the commotion it made—the 
reduction of a family pet or human member to a potential killer—rendered rabies 
a frightening disease.39 

The British Parliament passed numerous bills to confine, chase, and kill rabid 
dogs during the nineteenth century. A few noteworthy examples include the 1854 
Dog Cart Bill, which gave local authorities the power to kill suspected mad dogs 
and to introduce confinement and muzzling orders; the 1866 Sanitary Act, which 
gave the police the authority to kill unwanted stray dogs; and the 1871 Dogs Act, 
which allowed the seizure of “dangerous dogs” that were not “under control” and 
gave local authorities the power to introduce controls. Rabies lurked in the 
background of nearly all legislation concerning public order and regulation of the 
streets.40 British colonialism brought to India and South Africa, amongst other 
places, the experiences of and contingent measures for curbing the spread of 
rabies and the growth of local stray dog populations. In Bombay, for instance, the 
British attempted to kill all ownerless dogs—regarded as a nuisance and threat to 
personal safety—but the wholesale slaughter of dogs offended the humanitarian 

                                                               
37 Joanna Handlin Smith, “Benevolent Societies: The Reshaping of Charity during the Late 
Ming and Early Ch’ing,” 330–31. 
38 Angela Ki Che Leung, Leprosy in China: A History, 58–59. See also Liu, “Taiwan ji dalu 
diqu kuangquanbing lishi ji fangzhi huigu,” 36–37. 
39 See the graphs in Pemberton and Worboys, Rabies in Britain, 43, 70, 129. By 1902, 
hydrophobia was eradicated in Britain. 
40 Pemberton and Worboys, Rabies in Britain, 54, 78, 80–84. 
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and religious feelings of the Hindus and Jains, who fed stray dogs and other 
living creatures as an act of piety and religious merit. The ensuing dog riots in 
Bombay in 1832 exposed the fragility of the British claim to the loyalty of their 
Indian subjects.41 

Colonial experiments and partial failures in implementing dog policies and 
controlling stray dog populations in other cultures and societies convinced the 
newly established SMC that it might take time for the Chinese in Shanghai to be 
receptive to its conceptions of urban cleanliness, efficiency, and order. As SMC 
members and medical practitioners lamented, “Chinese utter disregard for 
sanitary science amongst an otherwise highly civilized race is one of the worst 
facts.” With the establishment and expansion of the SIS, however, it became 
impossible for British settlers to ignore the “portentous menaces” to public 
health.42 As it became clear, the “problem” of stray dogs revealed the distinction 
between the domesticated pet and the ungovernable wild animal, which was 
considered analogous to that between civilized and savage races.43 

In 1875, after receiving its first case of rabies in the SIS, the SMC devised a 
policy of killing all dogs that had strayed into the SIS from nearby rural areas. 
Deciding whether dogs had any rural (perceived as more contaminating than 
urban) origins became the task at hand. When that proved nearly impossible to 
determine, the SMC ordered the indiscriminate killing of all dogs, both rural and 
urban, that “obviously” did not have owners, which effectively meant those that 
looked unkempt and had no collar around their neck.44 

However, the stray dog population remained uncontained. In 1883, a group of 
American and British settlers established the Animal Saving Society to 
accommodate the stray dogs in the SIS. They appealed to the SMC not to kill the 
dogs but to bring them to the institution. Little is known about this institution, 
except that it was poorly run and had to be taken over by the Shanghai RSPCA to 
continue its operations. Due to a lack of funds—an indication that donations 
were few and small—the RSPCA had to release most of the stray dogs in its care 
to nearby rural areas.45 Some readers of the NCH, in a bid to make rabies seem 
less intimidating and hence save the dogs, proposed remedies for rabies, ranging 

                                                               
41 For India, see Jesse S. Palsetia, “Mad Dogs and Parsis: The Bombay Dog Riots of 1832”; 
for South Africa, see Kirsten McKenzie, “Dogs and the Public Sphere: The Ordering of Social 
Space in Early Nineteenth-Century Cape Town”, and van Sittert, “Class and Canicide in Little 
Bess.” 
42 Macpherson, A Wilderness of Marshes, chapter 4. 
43 Wasik and Murphy, Rabid, 94. 
44 Song Zhongming, “Shanghai gonggongzujie de kuangquanbing fangzhi,” 307–8. 
45 Ibid., 308. 
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from vapor baths to washing wounds with carbolic acid.46 Although Louis 
Pasteur (1822–95) was making progress in his search for a cure for rabies, 
Shanghai residents skeptical of Pasteur’s success mentioned that the total number 
of deaths from hydrophobia had not diminished in Europe, and they feared, with 
a tinge of sarcasm, that the “brilliant hopes conceived and expressed by Pasteur 
and his disciples are destined to utter disappointment.”47 

As an initial procedure, policemen would send the stray dogs they had 
captured to the Dogs’ Refuge, which was the precursor of the 1890s Observation 
Kennel.48 The protocol would be to keep the dogs for three days for their owner, 
if there was one, to claim them. Unclaimed dogs would be relocated to the 
private dog refuge of the Chinese-dominated Benevolent Society, which was 
more credible and solvent in its efforts to release dogs into the countryside—an 
atavistic recurrence of the fangsheng practice. The RSPCA, through its newly 
acquired Animal Saving Society, cooperated with the Benevolent Society by 
providing manpower in the form of volunteers.49 However, the complex mix of 
Chinese and foreign interests led to the prevailing opinion that the Benevolent 
Society operated under the guise of foreign imperialism. The solidarity between 
Chinese and foreign groups and the actions of these groups also fueled the 
longstanding animosity between the rural and urban populations of Shanghai. 
Rural folk were resentful that they had not benefited from Shanghai’s growing 
prosperity but had to bear the costs and dangers of its development, including the 
threat of aggressive stray dogs and rabies.50 

The SMC’s killing of stray dogs intensified after a Chinese child was bitten in 
the nose and lip by a rabid dog; two British men had witnessed the incident and 
rushed to inform the police. The emotional outcry evoked by the disfigured child 
forced the SMC to instruct policemen to shoot all suspected rabid dogs. The 
SMC appeared to have “at last awakened to the fact that handing over stray dogs 
to the Refuge has been a failure.”51 How “suspicious” any certain dog might 
seem was entirely at the policeman’s discretion, raising concerns about the 
arbitrariness of the shooting order.52 As policemen shot vagrant dogs in a police 
post known as Hongkew Station, Chinese students attending a foreign school of 

                                                               
46 “Zhi fengquan shang fang,” in Yiwenlu 261 (1883): 250; NCH, 21 January 1898, 285. 
47 NCH, 15 July 1887, 66. 
48 Ibid., 4 May 1883, 483. 
49 Despite its British founding and RSPCA takeover, the Animal Saving Society did have 
Chinese members. Chinese names of signatories are seen in its open letter addressed to the 
SMC explaining the organization’s adherence to SMC guidelines and rules. See NCH, 28 
November 1883, 617. 
50 Xu Xuejun, Shanghai jindai shehui jingji fazhan gaikuang (1882–1931), 19. 
51 NCH, 4 May 1883, 483–84. 
52 Ibid., 11 May 1883, 512. 
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learning in Hongkew expressed their displeasure by writing English lampoons 
and posting them on the Station gates and by calling the Station a “municipal 
butchery.”53 

In 1893, amid British-settler complaints that the existing legislation remained 
too lax to curb the spread of rabies, the SMC imposed stricter regulations to 
control the stray dog population, requiring dog owners to buy dog collars and 
muzzles so that their pets could be identified as “owned.” Dogs without these 
accessories were rounded up, and owners had seven days to claim them at the 
Observation Kennel. An aggrieved owner wrote to the NCH protesting that his 
dog had died of illness shortly after being redeemed, attributing its passing to the 
“wretched diseased creatures” with which it was confined. Moreover, as this 
owner argued, his dog had been left unattended for only a few minutes, when it 
was taken away by policemen who seemed to work too zealously.54 

Most dog owners in Shanghai were still non-Chinese and, in the SIS, British. 
Although the British held superior political power in the Settlement, it may be 
suggested that they nonetheless had not gained moral ground for their killing of 
stray dogs. In 1893 alone, 4,457 dogs were captured, of which only 750 were 
claimed. The rest were drowned. In 1894, Chinese and non-Chinese individuals 
deeply concerned with the dog massacres established yet another benevolent 
organization, the Jintzetang Charitable Institution, to round the dogs up and send 
them to Suzhou and other nearby cities and towns rather than to the 
countryside.55 With the endorsement of other charitable organizations, Jintzetang 
submitted a petition to the SMC, “begging that any stray dogs caught by the 
Police, and which are not claimed by the owners, may be given to them, instead 
of having them killed.” 

Signatories pledged that they would “undertake to keep them shut up until they 
are claimed, or they will send them by boats to some place where there is no 
communication with Shanghai.” In the petition, Jintzetang stated that it had made 
concrete plans with the Humane Society of Soochow, which had arranged 
“suitable quarters for keeping and feeding [the dogs].” Jintzetang promised to 
pay a hefty fine if any dog under its custody was found in the SIS. The charitable 
organizations made a joint declaration that “if the dogs should return in any 
considerable numbers, it must be taken as evidence of the failure of the system 
they are now inaugurating, and that the Council would then be justified in 
declining to continue it.” To the SMC, the southern Chinese cities were “too 

                                                               
53 Ibid., 6 June 1884, 638. 
54 Ibid., 31 July 1899, 230. 
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close for comfort” for stray dogs not to make their way back to Shanghai, but it 
also understood that the estimated costs would prove too high for the charitable 
organizations to bear if the dogs were to be sent further afield. Fearing backlash 
from dog lovers if it were to appear too uncompromising, the SMC reluctantly 
permitted the institutions to take dogs from the kennel on the condition that they 
“mark [the dogs] in such a manner that they can easily be recognized, and if any 
of the dogs are again found in the Settlement, they will not be allowed to take 
away any more of those caught by the police.”56 

The SMC did not disguise its skepticism of the new proposal. Although it had 
relented and offered to have a trial exercise of handing the dogs over to the 
organizations, it was of the opinion that “the plan will not succeed.” The SMC 
candidly stated that its only intention was to fulfill the “wishes of those 
influential Chinese who have signed the petition.” These Chinese included some 
of the most prominent businessmen in Shanghai, including a man named Tang 
Maozhi, a merchant from Guangzhou.57 On their part, the organizations replied 
that they would accommodate the dogs until they had reached a certain surplus, 
at which point the dogs would be transported “proportionally away” to the 
surrounding districts of Wuxi, Changzhou, and others. 58  The SMC was 
surprisingly “humane” in the onerous terms of the agreement it had reached with 
the organizations. It demanded sufficient guarantee that the dogs “will be 
properly fed and cared for on the journey, and afterwards on arrival at their 
destination.” The SMC maintained that it was “much humaner that the dogs 
should be killed at once than that they should be allowed to die gradually of 
starvation or neglect.” It thus reserved the right to inspect the Shanghai and 
Suzhou refuges to check whether they had been properly maintained. If the 
refuges were poorly run, or if the dogs so marked did return to Shanghai, the 
SMC would terminate the system. The SMC also stated that it did not require any 
fine to be payable in the event of a breach because it recognized that the 
promoters “are anxious to give it a fair trial.”59 The SMC skeptically offered its 
blessing to the organizations. 

Not all was well in some quarters. Some Chinese, identifying stray dogs as the 
“Chinese canine race,” reasoned that the dogs had been sacrificial lambs to the 
foreigners who died of rabies and their dog-inflicted wounds. They argued that 
foreign settlers massacred stray dogs to avenge the deaths of those who were 
bitten. According to them, the foreigners “should have been satisfied with 
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vengeance by either killing the original cur or putting the next one to death if the 
former could not be found.”60 Foreign contributors to the NCH charged that such 
remarks were generalizations because there were also foreign-owned pet dogs 
that had “wandered from the wholesome restraint and fostering care of their kind 
masters, as well as of safety of the European settlements.” Foreigners in Suzhou 
expressed their concern about the shipments of dogs from Shanghai into their city, 
contending that the SMC’s new policy indicated little empathy for the inhabitants 
of Suzhou, who now had to grapple with the threat of dangerous stray dogs 
escaping from the refuges and attacking passersby.61 Rumors in Suzhou were 
also rife that the dog shipments were the “latest device of foreigners to capture 
the Chinese empire” and that the large encampment of dogs in the refuges had 
been established to release the dogs at some appointed time to “devour the 
innocent inhabitants.” Such rumors may sound incredible, but they indicate that 
Chinese inhabitants of Suzhou were suspicious of foreign charitable 
organizations, regardless of how well connected they were to Chinese ones. 
Fearing that the SMC’s plan might fuel more anti-foreign sentiments, many 
foreigners in both Shanghai and Suzhou had their reservations about the “dog 
exodus.”62 

The SMC honored its agreement with Jintzetang and its partners and 
proceeded with the plan, which, however, did not last long. In 1896, the Suzhou 
organizations were found to have released some of their dogs to Ningbo, and in 
response, the American consul to Ningbo visited Shanghai to sue the SMC.63 A 
mix of sarcasm and realism was evident from a Ningbo resident’s NCH article: 
“It would appear that Shanghai required [the dogs] no longer—regarding them 
as an eye-sore and menace—and that some genius associated with the 
Municipality evolved the brilliant altruism of sending them down here and 
turning them loose in the narrow confines of the foreign Settlement of Ningbo.” 
According to this resident, it was an unwise decision even for the foreign settlers 
of Shanghai, as Ningbo was the “only place upon which a number of small 
foreign children can seek amusement and find fresh air.”64 In 1898, the final 
straw came when dog refuges in Suzhou disappointed their Shanghai associates 
by failing the SMC’s inspections. The SMC then scrapped the project of 
discharging dogs to Suzhou. In place of the project, the SMC, emulating the 
British Parliament, imposed a sort of dog tax on pet owners. The SMC now 
required owners to apply and pay for licenses and register their dogs with the 
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Council. Coincidentally, the years 1898 and 1899 witnessed growing public 
concerns over an increase in reported rabid dog attacks. The licensing and 
registration of pet dogs, as the SMC saw it, was the “most effective means” of 
managing a possible rabies outbreak.65 A number of years might have passed, 
but the bourgeois perception that strays and pets of the poor were the gravest 
health threats persisted. Lest we assume that British or foreign settlers were all 
bourgeoisie, poor people did exist among them, and it was hoped that the 
“irresponsible” poor could not afford the license and would give up their pets.66 
Thus, the pseudo tax served as a filter that made pet ownership a truly bourgeois 
pastime. In 1899, the SMC killed 4,758 stray dogs captured by the SMP. Foreign 
businessmen in Shanghai supported SMC efforts by forming a shooting squad to 
kill wild dogs in the outskirts. This was a major turning point. Anyone with the 
means and will, in the name of public safety, could now organize themselves to 
kill diseased or stray dogs, be they inside or outside Shanghai, in keeping with 
the SMC’s legislation.67 

Contributors to the NCH condemned the SMC for appealing to 
“volunteers”—the foreigners participating in the shooting squads—to 
“promiscuously shoot Chinese dogs, mad or not mad” and for making the SIS a 
hunting ground. Pet owners complained that policemen, “for the purpose of 
obtaining a portion of the reward for their apprehension [of dogs],” deliberately 
removed muzzles from dogs. It was also claimed that docile and harmless dogs 
were easily caught and hence were targeted by reward-driven policemen. The 
SMC had to clarify that the “whole of the dog redemption fees are paid to the 
Accounts Office” and that no police constable or dogcatcher had benefited from 
any animal capture.68  The SMC also faced allegations that it intended to 
generate substantial revenue from its sale of muzzles, an accusation that it had 
also vehemently denied.69 

Defenders of the SMC replied that the Council was obliged to take drastic 
actions to control rabies, “which has become so prevalent of late” and that the 
Council would not have resorted to such means if it had better alternatives. They 
reasoned that dog shooters were performing a highly dangerous task, as an 
unsuspecting mob of Chinese could capitalize on the opportunity to pick a fight 
with foreigners over the killing of their dogs. Thus, dog shooters deserved 
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gratitude and not censure for volunteering to kill dogs “in the most humane as 
well as the safest way.” Defenders even proposed that armed escorts follow the 
shooters to protect the latter from Chinese mobs.70 In addition to the licensing 
and registration of pet dogs, SMC supporters recommended that the Council 
impose an outright dog tax to “discourage the keeping of dogs in the 
Settlement.”71 With the sudden prevalence of rabies that resulted in the deaths of 
several valuable dogs belonging to foreigners in the early 1900s, many pet dog 
owners—the self-professed dog lovers—now asked the SMC to shoot all 
unmuzzled dogs for the greater good of the SIS community and “innocent” pet 
(read, foreign) dogs. They had dropped their “humanitarian” concerns about 
animal protection and welfare.72 To them, some dog lives mattered; most did 
not. 

Rifts among the non-Chinese in Shanghai became obvious in the 1900s. 
Lawsuits were filed between foreigners who were bitten by unmuzzled dogs and 
the dogs’ owners.73 The muzzling order had the unintended consequence of 
criminalizing the foreigners for having unmuzzled dogs because they owned 
more pet dogs than the Chinese did in the SIS. Reinforcing the perception that 
the foreign settlers were not particularly concerned about saving stray or 
unmuzzled dogs, the RSPCA condemned its patrons for the “exceedingly small 
percentage of animals claimed,” which revealed the “general indifference of 
Shanghai dog-owners to the welfare of their pets.” To some owners, caught pets 
were as good as gone, having been contaminated by the “wretched” strays in 
cages or in refuges.74 The dog and rabies questions were simultaneously legal, 
medical, and moral ones, and adherents to one standard might shift to embrace 
another or two depending on circumstances. The SMC and its most ardent 
supporters—foreign businessmen and volunteer dogcatchers and shooters—were 
more concerned with controlling stray dog populations and rabies. However, 
charitable organizations and animal welfare groups believed that all 
dogs—Chinese and foreign, pet and stray—were equal and deserved a fair trial. 
Ownership mattered little, and disease was always suspected. 

The rabies vaccine, which in the late 1890s had been proven to work, failed to 
save the dogs from extermination. In 1898, the SMC dispatched Arthur Stanley, 
the Health Officer of Shanghai, to acquire the techniques of vaccination and 
procure the necessary equipment from Japan, which had already received such 
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technologies from France. Upon his return to Shanghai, Stanley founded the 
Shanghai Pasteur Institute, “the first in British hands to offer the public the 
advantages of Pasteur’s treatment.”75 At the Institute, either regional or full-body 
anesthesia was administered to rabies patients. This method was less painful than 
cauterization with a burning-hot iron and bloodletting, which had been traditional 
ways of treating rabies before the advent of vaccination.76 The Pasteur treatment 
consisted of a series of increasingly strong inoculations with an attenuated virus 
to produce antibodies during the rabies incubation period. The SMC’s 
laboratories produced all the Institute’s vaccines. Twelve patients were admitted 
into the Institute in 1899. Save for one who died ten days after receiving the 
treatment, all survived the disease. In 1900, one out of five patients died after 
treatment. The SIS had poor records of rabies cases, but we observe that 
extremely few people sought treatment at the Institute, despite no longer having 
to suffer the excruciating pain that patients of the past had to bear in cauterization. 
Chinese patients at the Institute were rare, if there were any. Fewer than 300 
people had received the treatment prior to the Qing collapse, and approximately 
half of the cases resulted from dog bites in the SIS.77 Stray dogs remained an 
issue in the Settlement, and rabid dogs were first identified in the Observation 
Kennel before being sent to the laboratories for examination and experiment.78 

It was decidedly in the realm of health—disease prevention and relief—that 
the killing of pet and stray dogs alike became indiscriminate, devoid of cultural, 
political, racial, or social color. As racial prejudices continued to shape opinion 
and transfer blame to “Chinese” dogs, expensive, imported sporting dogs, if 
certified “mad,” were also ordered to be destroyed.79 Rabies thus became a type 
of “leveling ground” that erased class and racial distinctions. Western medicine 
and science, with their quantitative methods, had also managed to debunk the 
myths that Chinese dogs were more susceptible to rabies, that Shanghai’s climate 
weakened the bodily constitution, and that rabies spread faster in summer months. 
Nevertheless, British and other foreign settlers remained unsure about the 
reliability of rabies prevention and remedies—their own medicine and 
science—and their fear of the stray dogs in Shanghai lingered. 

Conclusion 

The outbreak of rabies in the SIS had compounded yet justified British racial 
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concerns, but the “Dogs (and Chinese) Not Admitted” sign reflected British 
medico-moral anxieties rather than imperialism—the antithesis of the Chinese 
nation—or racism, as it is claimed by the nationalistic Chinese historians who 
argue that China had been a hapless victim of British imperialism during the late 
Qing period. Many British dog lovers participated in the “great dog massacre” to 
protect themselves and their pets, but the sign was more about dogs than Chinese 
and more about rabies than racism, despite the coexistence of all these elements 
and themes. The SMC had been mindful of Chinese sensibilities, and it was only 
following pressure from its British constituents that incremental strategies were 
developed to handle stray dogs and rabies. The rabies outbreak in 
late-nineteenth-century Shanghai was the contingency that exposed the British 
perception of the Chinese as an inferior race according to fluid if not arbitrary 
definitions of dog treatment and human hygiene, but it had not resulted in the 
Britons’ identification of Chinese people as dogs in the form of sheer imperialism 
or racism.  
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