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Abstract  This paper focuses on the Shanghai Moral Welfare Committee 
(renamed the Shanghai Moral Welfare League in 1920), which was founded on 
May 16, 1918, following a decision made by seventeen foreign religious and 
secular charities of the Shanghai International Settlement. In 1919–24, the 
Municipal Council of the Shanghai International Settlement declared a five-year 
timeframe for gradually shutting down all the brothels under its administration. 
The few previous studies of this topic by European and American scholars 
mainly concentrated on the aspect of venereal disease prevention and the 
prohibition of prostitution, as well as the construction of gender, but they paid 
little attention to the Moral Welfare Committee as a primary advocate of this 
reform. As such, this event has been misrepresented as yet another story about 
the modernization and spiritual salvation of Chinese society by Western 
municipal authorities and moral reformers. However, the Committee, created by 
foreign moral reformers in Shanghai, was primarily focused on white males with 
venereal diseases and white prostitutes, in order to reestablish an image of the 
Western Christian countries as civilized in Chinese eyes. Underlying this effort 
was a strong sense—among foreign communities in China at that time—of 
superiority over Chinese society in both civilization and morality. However, this 
arrogance was rife with insecurities; foreign reformers lacked necessary 
confidence in their civilized image and in their capacity to set themselves up as a 
model for the moral discipline and salvation of the Chinese people. 
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On May 13, 1920, the Shanghai International Settlement Municipal Council, 
according to a resolution passed by the Meeting of Ratepayers, registered all 
brothels under its administration and decided to revoke their business permits 
within five years by casting lots, in order to completely abolish the 
commercialized vice of prostitution. It was the first large-scale attempt to 
prohibit prostitution in modern China. Since the 1990s, under the influence of the 
“narrative turn,” post-modernism, post-colonialism and gender studies, European 
and American academia has paid much attention to venereal disease and 
prostitution, which are seen as significant metaphors of modernity.1 Christian 
Henriot, Gail B. Hershatter and Kerrie L. MacPherson—respectively from the 
perspective of institutional building, gender construction and venereal disease 
control—mainly discussed the municipal council’s policies, police enforcement, 
the business mode of the brothels, and the social background of prostitutes as 
well as the relationship between venereal disease and empire, namely the visit of 
the Far Eastern Commission of Britain’s National Council for Combating 
Venereal Disease (NCCVD) to Shanghai and Singapore between December 1920 
and January 1921.2 There had been earlier movements to eliminate prostitution 
during World War I, especially, in order to prevent the spread of venereal 
diseases among millions of soldiers, many countries had enhanced venereal 
disease control and measures to prohibit prostitutes. Prostitution prohibition 
attempts around the world differed only on small points, and most prostitutes 
everywhere belonged to the bottom levels of society. What, then, was the truly 
distinctive character of this particular movement in Shanghai, China?  

This essay focuses on the Shanghai Moral Welfare Committee (renamed the 
Shanghai Moral Welfare League in 1920), which was founded on May 16, 1918, 
following a decision made by seventeen foreign religious and secular charities of 
the Shanghai International Settlement. Though the three scholars listed above all 
mentioned the Moral Welfare Committee, none treated it as a central issue or 
sought to discuss in depth its social foundations, membership structure and 
                                                   
1 Timothy J. Gilfoyle, “Prostitutes in History: From Parables of Pornography to Metaphors of 
Modernity,” American Historical Review, February 1999, 117–41. 
2 Christian Henriot, Prostitution in Shanghai, A Social History (Cambridge, New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001); Gail B. Hershatter, Dangerous Pleasures: Prostitution and 
Modernity in 20th-Century Shanghai (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); Kerrie L. 
MacPherson, “Health and Empire: Britain’s National Campaign to Combat Venereal Disease in 
Shanghai, Hong Kong and Singapore,” in Sex, Sin, and Suffering: Venereal Disease in 
European Society since 1870, eds. Roger Davidson and Lesley Hall (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2001), 173–90. 
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method of operation or its value judgments and moral purpose. In contrast to 
other epidemics such as plague, cholera and tuberculosis, whose victims could be 
seen as misfortunate and deserving of sympathy and pity, venereal diseases— 
which at that time were chiefly syphilis and gonorrhea—were considered in 
mainstream Western ideologies as the result of indolence, poor personal hygiene, 
and lust. They were seen as “retributive accompaniments of vice,” and were 
closely connected with the levels of social ethics and of civilization.3 In that era 
of intense confrontation between colonialism, imperialism, and Chinese 
nationalism, the coexistence Chinese and foreigners in Shanghai embodied not 
only the yi-xia (Cathay-Barbarian) dichotomy but also a struggle for the moral 
high ground.  

Western missionaries saw themselves as pioneering disseminators of Western 
civilization. They emphasized that for Westerners in China their goal should be 
neither simply seeking markets or selling goods nor merely the political and 
military expansion of empires, but finally conquering China for Christ, combating 
the darkness and ignorance among the Chinese to achieve the salvation of these 
ignorant pagans. Muirhead argued, in a sermon commemorating the past fifty 
years of missions in Shanghai in 1897, that despite the rapid development and 
great achievements of the Shanghai settlement, it had degenerated from a moral 
point of view. The rapid growth in its population, with an influx of people from 
all parts of China, and largely of an inferior character, had aggravated this moral 
decline. He complained: “It is a state of things which would not be tolerated 
under native jurisdiction, but the utmost freedom is given under foreign control, 
so as to be the cause of untold mischief and moral ruin in the case of 
multitudes.”4  It was more than twenty years later that the Moral Welfare 
Committee espoused a mission to “clean up the Settlement” and launched its 
anti-prostitution campaign.5 Sexual relationships, once a socially and culturally 
sensitive and delicate issue, which, in public life, was seldom discussed, now 
became a major focus of public concern. This essay will begin by considering the 
municipal authority’s policies and the social background of Chinese prostitutes, 
which were the topics chiefly discussed by the above three scholars from Europe, 
America and Hong Kong, but will move on to focus mainly on the Moral Welfare 
Committee, and its moral reform drive rooted in Christian ethics. In particular, 
the essay will examine whether the Committee’s target was the moral depravity 
                                                   
3 Harvey J. Locke, “Changing Attitudes toward Venereal Diseases,” American Sociological 
Review, vol. 4, no. 6 (1939), 836; Mary Spongberg, Feminizing Venereal Disease: The Body of 
the Prostitute in Nineteenth-Century Medical Discourse (New York: New York University 
Press, 1997). 
4 DR Muirhead, “A Jubilee Review of Missionary Work in Shanghai,” The Chinese Recorder 
and Missionary Journal, September 1897, 412. 
5 “Moral Welfare League,” North China Herald, Sep. 9, 1922, 741. 
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of the local Chinese or of the foreigners in Shanghai, and consider whose 
venereal disease they sought to control, whose morality they wished to improve, 
and whose civilization they aimed to save. 

Focus on Foreigners: The Prevention of Venereal Diseases, 
and the Moral Reformers’ Efforts to Abolish Prostitution 

When the Shanghai International Settlement began its attempts to prevent 
venereal disease and to eliminate prostitution, it was mainly aiming at foreign 
men who frequented brothels, rather than the thousands of Chinese prostitutes. 
As early as in 1871, Edward Henderson, a medical commissioner of the Shanghai 
Municipal Council, submitted a report entitled “Prostitution in Shanghai.” In the 
report, he pointed out that Shanghai International Settlement was an immigrant 
city and the major part of its foreign population was lonely male emigrants from 
Europe and America. In March 1870, the settlement’s alien residents included 
1,666 males, with an average age of twenty-eight in average mostly unmarried, 
and only 218 females: the ratio of men to women was about 8:1.6 Also, as one of 
the busiest trading ports, Shanghai hosted merchant ships from around the world. 
In 1869, 1,823 vessels (915,763 tons) arrived the port and 1,833 (922,205 tons) 
departed. In 1870, the non-resident population in the Settlement was calculated 
as 1,101 on a single day, mostly sailors and marines serving on foreign merchant 
ships and warships anchored in the harbor.7 What further bothered the Municipal 
Council were the statistics provided by Edward Henderson on the numbers of 
foreign men infected with venereal disease. Due to their occupation, the most 
easily recorded patients of venereal disease were police officers. In 1870, a total 
541 days of sick leave involving 37 foreign policemen were recorded, of which 
205 leave days were caused by venereal disease. In the first two months of 1871, 
absenteeism due to venereal disease reached 45 days, with 36 officers confirmed 
as infected with venereal disease, 4 of them so ill that they had to be excused 
duty. The Sailor’s Home, which was set up in the port to provide treatment for 
sailors, took in on average 35 people daily, at least two-thirds of whom were 
                                                   
6 In 1875, Shanghai had 1,763 alien residents in total, including 1,018 in the British settlement 
and 563 in settlement of United States. Among these, 1,086 were men and 296 were women, 
including 126 boys and 165 girls. There were 878 British, 181 Americans, and 168 Portuguese. 
See Shenbao [Shanghai newspaper], Oct. 18, 1876, 1. 
7 Edward Henderson, M.D. (Surgeon to the Municipality and Officer of Health), A Report on 
Prostitution in Shanghai; Drawn up for “The Council for the Foreign Community of 
Shanghai” (Shanghai: Printed at the “North-China Herald” Office, 10, Hankow Road), 1–2. 
By courtesy of Prof. Gail Hershatter. 
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venereal diseases patients.8 In 1876, another report submitted by Henderson to 
the Municipal Council claimed that it was only practical to conduct medical 
examinations for those prostitutes who were serving foreigners; as for Chinese 
prostitutes who only offered services to Chinese customers, “it will doubtless 
sufficiently tax the resources of the staff which the Council can command, but 
the number is scarcely so great as to be seriously embarrassing.”9 

The “Social Purity” campaigns which proliferated in Europe and America 
during the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries promoted venereal 
diseases prevention and the abolition of prostitution were concerned to improve 
the moral ethos of society, not merely to eradicate disease. In 1869, liberal 
evangelists led by Josephine Butler launched an influential movement against the 
British government’s newly passed Contagious Diseases Acts, which regulated 
medical examinations, registration, and other policies regarding prostitutes, and 
thereby, tacitly legalized brothels.10 Shanghai was influenced by this trend also, 
and moral reformers in the foreign settlement started to take action of their own. 
In 1871, after Henderson’s report about Shanghai prostitutes, these moral 
reformers lobbied and petitioned several times to stop the licensing of brothels 
and to introduce regular medical inspections for prostitutes in the settlement. In 
1877, the Municipal Council submitted this proposal to the taxpayers’ committee 
for a vote. The result was 144 nays and only 23 ayes.11 In 1888 and 1890, the 
Municipal Council, under continued pressure from the moral reformers, twice 
more put such proposals before the taxpayers’ committee, but they were again 
rejected, by margins of 163 to 46 and 160 to 16.12 In 1905, a committee whose 
members were chiefly merchants, Christian missionaries and Catholic clergy, 
after carrying out an investigation of venereal diseases and prostitutes in the 
Settlement, demanded the strict control and a gradual abolition of licensed 
brothels. This attempt was rejected by the Watch Committee as impractical under 
current circumstances. In 1886 and 1907, representatives of the American 
Christian Temperance Council, who had successfully started movements against 
prostitution in New York, Chicago, Iowa, and so on, visited Shanghai to lobby, 
                                                   
8 Henderson, A Report on Prostitution in Shanghai, 22, 23, 25. 
9 “The Medical and Police Supervision of Native Prostitution,” “Health Officer’s Report,” 
1878, 47; “Report of the Control and Treatment of Venereal Disease in Shanghai,” 10. 
Shanghai Municipal Archive, V1-16-2670. 
10 Baldwin Peter, Contagion and the State in Europe, 1830–1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 371–3; Gilfoyle, “Prostitutes in History,” 133–6; Judith R. Walkowitz, 
Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class, and the State (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 90. 
11 “Annual Meeting of Ratepayers,” North China Herald, Mar. 8, 1877, 237–9. 
12 Ibid., Mar. 14, 1879, 247; Mar. 8, 1888, 245–7; Feb. 28, 1890, 244–5. 
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but returned without achieving any success.13 
In the early twentieth century, the eugenics movement grew rapidly in Europe 

and America. Medical experiments had proved that venereal diseases like 
syphilis and gonorrhea might cause female infertility and congenital blindness in 
children. Venereal diseases therefore started to be termed a “racial poison” or 
“race suicide” and attracted increased attention from governments and social 
organizations. Moreover, when World War I broke out in 1914, in order to ensure 
soldiers’ physical and mental health on the battlefield, many countries launched 
campaigns to prevent venereal disease and abolish prostitution through public 
health legislation or strengthening police controls. These developments gave 
tremendous encouragement to the moral reformers of the Settlement. They 
submitted a new petition to the Municipal Council, emphasizing that all civilized 
countries in the world had now begun to take action on this issue. They pointed 
out that as early as 1887 Britain had withdrawn the 1865 Contagious Diseases 
Acts, which had been widely criticized for their acquiescence in the operation of 
brothels. Prostitutes had once more become illegal and the targets of police 
crackdowns, which became even more stringent during the war. Denmark and 
Norway, which had tacitly accepted the existence of brothels through a policy of 
state regulation of vice, now announced the prohibition of prostitution. France 
and Germany had also set up committees devoted to the abolition of 
prostitution.14 Foreign moral reformers in Shanghai also cited a series of reports 
prepared in 1910 and 1916 by the Vice Commission, a moral reform group in 
America, after investigating the situation of prostitutes and their business in 
several places.15

   
A significant change had taken place in the gender proportion within the 

foreign population in Shanghai. Many European and American males returned to 
their homelands to fight in World War I. The increasing number of women 
contributed directly to the movement of moral reform in the Settlement. In 1915, 
the population of foreign adults was 14,241, of whom 8,197 were males and 
6,044 were females (42.4 percent).16 There was a temporary fall in the male 
population, as many American and European men returned to their homelands to 
fight in World War I. However, by 1918, the total population of foreign adults 
had risen again to 18,352, of whom 10,527 were males and 8,254 were females 
                                                   
13 “Memorandum by the Chairman,” Shanghai Municipal Archives, U1-5-66. 
14 Walker, “To the Chairman of the ‘Vice Special Committee,” Shanghai Municipal Archives, 
U1-5-67. 
15 Rabbi Louis Witt, “Reform in Little Rock,” Proceedings of the National Conference on 
Charities and Corrections, 41 (1914): 26. Cited in Rockefeller, Nancy Moore, Making the 
World Safe for the Soldiers of Democracy: Patriotism, Public Health and Venereal Disease 
Control on the West Coast, 1910–19 (PhD. Dissertation, University of Washington, 1990), 58. 
16 “The Population of Shanghai,” The North China Herald, Jan. 15, 1916, 95; “Gongbuju zhi 
shizheng baogao” [Command paper of the Municipal Council], Shenbao, Feb. 19, 1919, 3. 
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(42.6 percent). In the second half of 1916, nearly 50 YWCA members arrived in 
Shanghai. This was illustrative of the difference from the foreign females who 
had first come to Shanghai in the nineteenth century, who were the wives of 
merchants, missionaries, and diplomats; most women arriving in the Settlement 
in the early twentieth century were professionals such as teachers, doctors, and 
nurses. These women were passionate idealists, full of the spirit of moral reform, 
and greatly influenced by the rise of feminism in European and American society. 
In 1917, an article from Millard’s Review claimed that according to the best 
available figures there were approximately 5,000 American and European 
(exclusive of Russian) women in China. Of this 3,835 were engaged in 
missionary work, according to the figures of the China Missionary Continuation 
Committee of Shanghai, 1,939 were married, and 1,896 were unmarried. There 
were also another 1000 foreign women, most of them were wives of business 
men. Foreign female moral reformers in Shanghai proudly declared:  

 
Generally, when discussing the influences of Western civilization upon the 
Orient, it is the influence of “man’s” civilization upon the Orient, and not the 
influence of “women’s” civilization, that is considered. When we consider that 
a large proportion of all foreigners in China are women, and the further fact 
that the majority of the foreign women in China are actually engaged every 
day of their lives in the work of “civilization,” most certainly the women must 
be counted.17 
 

The American Women’s Club, established in November 1898, was initially a 
reading club, a weekly social event for the wives of a few businessmen, 
diplomats and missionaries. In 1910, they submitted a petition calling for the 
prohibition of prostitution to the Municipal Council.18 In 1916，Female activists 
of the moral reform movement also established the Shanghai Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union, of which the Chairman was Mrs. L. E. Canning. In 
November of that year, the Union gathered in the Union Church and a clergyman, 
W. E. Anderson, criticized the moral depravity of foreigners, stressing the 
importance of eliminating prostitution in the Settlement and of providing 
physically and spiritually healthy recreations for males arriving in Shanghai.19 

                                                   
17 M. H., “The Foreign Woman in the Orient,” Millard’s Review, vol. 1, no. 10 (1917), 303. 
18 Anne Walter Fearn, M.D., My Days of Strength: An American Woman Doctor’s Forty Years 
in China (New York and London: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1939), 158–9; “American 
Woman’s Club Has Remarkable Growth: Organization Started As Reading Circle Has Become 
Integral Part of Community,” The Chinese Press, Oct. 5, 1919, 4; “Growth and Service: 
American Woman’s Club Celebrates 22nd Birthday Next Tuesday Afternoon,” The Chinese 
Press, Nov. 12, 1920, 4; “British Women’s Association,” The North China Herald, Mar. 26, 
1921, 813. 
19 “Women’s Temperance Union Lecture,” The North China Herald, Nov. 4, 1916, 259. 
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Later, this Union handed in a petition to the Municipal Council, signed by 678 
women, requesting the closure of all brothels. In February 1917, the Union held a 
meeting in the same hall where Ms. Laura White delivered a speech in which she 
claimed that prostitutes were openly soliciting everywhere on the streets at night; 
the harm to women caused by the moral degeneration in the Settlement, she said, 
had become so severe that every member of the Shanghai Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union and every woman in Shanghai should think on how to 
eliminate these problems.20 On February 21, after meeting the Health Officer, 
the Inspector General and the Controller of Donations of the Municipal Council, 
Mrs. L. E. Canning sent a letter to the Municipal Council regarding prohibition 
of prostitution and asking for a prompt response. She especially inquired about 
the registration of prostitutes and conducting medical examinations on them in 
STD hospitals. 21  In March, a tea party was held celebrating the second 
anniversary of the Union, Miss White gave a speech entitled “Woman’s Duty in 
Shanghai” and she stressed that though “it was women’s primary duty in life to 
protect and purify the house,” it “could not be done altogether from within” and 
women “had to go out and see that the city was clean for their children.”22  

By 1918, appeals from the women’s societies were becoming even stronger 
and more frequent. In early February of that year, the Shanghai Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union began to discuss how to launch a publicity 
campaign so that the Chinese might be awakened to the issue. Then, they sent a 
letter to N. O. Liddell, acting secretary of the Municipal Council, urging him to 
set up a committee investigating the moral climate in the Settlement.23 The 
Municipal Council rejected the proposal and replied: “health officials suggested 
that the Union should hand in the details of its report and investigation; but the 
directors had reached a consensus that an immediate reply should be given, and it 
would be useless to keep communicating with the Union.”24 After that, the 
King’s Daughters’ Society, the Shanghai Branch of the Mothers’ Union, and 
Mignonne M. Webb, the director of the U. S. Women’s Clubs, all wrote to the 
Municipal Council expressing their support for the demands of the Shanghai 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union and urging the Municipal Council to give 
their consent to establishing a special investigation committee for the sake of the 
improving the moral welfare of the Settlement. On May 3, the Municipal 
Committee again sent the same reply by Liddell to those moral reform advocated 
                                                   
20 “The Seamy Side of Shanghai,” The North China Herald, Feb. 10, 1917, 284. 
21 Shanghai shi dang’anguan, ed., Gongbuju dongshihui huiyilu [The Minutes of Shanghai 
Municipal Council, 1917–19] (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2001), vol. 20, 608. 
22 “Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the Second Birthday Party,” The North China 
Herald, May 19, 1917, 381. 
23 “The Anti-Vice Campaign, Thursday’s Meeting at Union Hall,” The North China Herald, 
Feb. 9, 1918, 325. 
24 Ibid. 
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groups who presented the petition claiming that the Council should consider and 
discuss the moral conditions existing in the Settlement from the practical as well 
as the essentially religious and moral point of view.25 The Municipal Council 
had not responded positively to these repeated petitions. Therefore, on May 16, 
1918, Shanghai Missionary Association, together with seventeen religious and 
charitable organizations, established the Moral Welfare Committee. Seven out of 
ten committee members were missionaries. Frank Joseph Rawlinson, an 
American missionary who had arrived in Shanghai in 1902, was appointed 
chairman of the committee. In as early as 1912, Rawlinson had participated in 
editing The Chinese Recorder, the most important missionary journal in China, 
and later became the publication’s director. He was regarded as one of the most 
influential foreigners in China at that time. He argued that the purpose of 
spreading Christianity was not only the salvation of the individuals, but also 
social transformation according to the principles of the Gospel, establishing the 
kingdom of God in the world of men. On June 2, 1918, as the chairman of the 
Moral Welfare Committee, Rawlinson wrote to Liddell:  

 
I beg to inform you that in accordance with the invitation extended by the 
Council to certain societies which had approached the Council on the question 
of the moral condition of Shanghai, a committee has now been formed under 
the name of the Shanhai Moral Wefare Committee which represents seventeen 
of the local philanthropic and religious organizations. The aim of the 
committee is to promote the moral welfare of Shanghai.26 

Resistance from Foreign Interest Groups and Support from 
Chinese Intellectuals 

The impatience and reluctance to act shown by the Municipal Council to the 
moral reformers reflected the general attitude of the ratepayers to moral reform 
in the Settlement. The Settlement was an autonomous community of British 
immigrants. The board of directors of the Municipal Council, as the law 
enforcement agency, was annually elected by the ratepayers through the Meeting 
of Ratepayers, its legislation needed to be passed by the Meeting of Ratepayers; 
thus, the Municipal Council had to consider the opinions of the ratepayers. 
According to the Land Regulations, for a ratepayer to be eligible to attend the 
assembly and vote he had to own real estate worth no less than 500 taels and pay 

                                                   
25 “Moral Conditions in the Settlement,” Annual Report of the Shanghai Municipal Council, 
1918, 90B, Shanghai Municipal Archive, U1-16-4748. 
26 “Copies to H. O. & C. S. P. For comment, Shanghai Moral Welfare Committee, Chruoh 
House, 81, Kiukiang Rd,” Shanghai Municipal Archive, U1-2-550. 
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annual estate tax of more than 10 taels, or pay annual rent for more than 500 taels. 
In 1918, there were approximately 2,700 qualified ratepayers among about 
30,000 foreigners in the Settlement, only 9 percent of the total, a narrow upper 
class.27  

These ratepayers mostly held an indifferent or even negative attitude toward 
the proposed prohibition of prostitution. In late 1918, the Moral Welfare 
Committee sent publications about venereal disease prevention and the 
prohibition of prostitution to all adult males in Shanghai. This action prompted 
unpleasant responses from a considerable number of ratepayers, some of whom 
wrote to Liddell demanding the Council to put a stop the pointless and intrusive 
activities of the Moral Welfare Committee.28 On April 5 and 19, 1919, the North 
China Herald published letters signed by two “ratepayer(s).” One rejected the 
Moral Welfare Committee’s position and requested an end of the unpleasant and 
endless debate on this issue among the foreign community.29 The other letter, 
though to some extent showing sympathy for the Moral Welfare Committee and 
willingness to pay more tax to improve the moral climate in the Settlement, still 
considered that “I, as a ratepayer, would gladly increase my tax if it might 
be—but these practical plans seem to help the continuance of the vicious 
spread.”30 The most direct and clear expression of the ratepayers’ opinions came 
when the Moral Welfare Committee submitted its moral reform proposals; the 
Meeting of Ratepayers usually voted heavily against them, or suspended 
discussion of these proposals of prostitution prohibition by intentional absence. 
The only exception was in March 1920, when the Special Vice Committee 
proposed a step-by-step abolition of all brothels in the Settlement within five 
years. This proposal was passed, since many ratepayers opposed this proposal 
and were absent on purpose of this Meeting of Ratepayers, which made the 
passing of this proposal in Meeting of Ratepayers, “the room contained 
practically nobody but those who were for that vote, in defiance of the urgently 
expressed opinion of the Council.”31 

In the Settlement the most influential English-language newspaper was North 
China Herald, a supplement of North China Daily News. The newspaper, 
claiming that it spoke for neither the British government nor the Municipal 
                                                   
27 Nicholas Rowland Clifford, Spoilt Children of Empire: Westerners in Shanghai and the 
Chinese Revolution of the 1920s (Hanover: Middlebury College Press, 1991), 21.  
28  “Moral Conditions in the Settlement,” “To Rev. A. J. Walker, Honorary Secretary, 
Shanghais Moral Welfare Committee,” N. O. Liddell, Feb. 6, 1919, “Annual Report of the 
Shanghai Municipal Council, 1919,” Shanghai Municipal Archive, U1-16-4749. 
29 Ratepayer, “The Municipal Council and the Social Evil,” The North China Herald, Apr. 5, 
1919, 45. 
30 Also Ratepayer, “The Moral Welfare Committee,” The North China Herald, Apr. 12, 1919, 
100. 
31 “The Moral Welfare League,” The North China Herald, Aug. 26, 1922, 571. 
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Council, was regarded as a broad reflection of the “Shanghai Mind.”32 Decisions 
on which readers’ letters to publish could clearly be a reflection of the position of 
the editors themselves, as much as the editorial columns. In 1918, the editors 
published a letter written by a reader E. H. Gilson titled “Is it worth it?” In the 
letter, the author asked whether, if the measures proposed by the Moral Welfare 
Committee were to lead to increased crime, badly-controlled prostitutes and a 
greater spread of venereal disease, it would be worth it for the moral 
improvement in the Settlement. A little later, the newspaper published a letter 
from a reader I. Mason, who thought it was “well worthwhile,” since filth, 
obscenity and debauchery did exist in the Settlement and it was necessary to 
carry out the Moral Welfare Committee’s proposals in order to eliminate all this 
vice.33 However, more articles were aimed at criticizing the Moral Welfare 
Committee’s radical ideas of moral reform. In April 1919, a letter by a reader 
called Denton said the debate about moral welfare in the foreign communities in 
Shanghai was more about mutual attacks between the supporters and opponents 
of a ban on prostitution rather than criticizing the evil of the prostitution and 
venereal disease itself.34  

On August 26, 1922, the editors published a lengthy editorial titled “The Moral 
Welfare League,” criticizing the radical moral reform agenda and noting that it 
was arousing public opposition. For instance, the article suggested that 
investigators of the Moral Welfare League, disguised as ordinary customers, had 
entered infamous brothels and induced underage girls to drink alcohol for the 
purpose of obtaining evidence of illegal liquor sales in those brothels. In the view 
of the editors, there was no essential difference between this kind of dishonest 
behavior and the immorality of prostitutes, and such behavior was odious to 
upright gentlemen. Also, they held that the League’s proposals would never 
succeed in preventing this evil and immorality, but, on the contrary, facilitated 
it.35 On August 28, a supporting letter by J. J. Pope was published in the 
newspaper. Pope said: “our leaders on the Moral Welfare League have split the 
community into two very definite camps. Every thinking man must agree with 
you. In fact, I will go so far as to say that I cannot imagine any reasonable human 
being hoping for immediate success in crushing a vice that has been outlawed 
since Babylon, and has, nonetheless, persisted.”36  

In 1924, another editorial claimed that the municipal authorities’ plan to ban 
brothels year by year was not achieving any obvious effects in the field of moral 

                                                   
32 Clifford, Spoilt Children of Empire, 65–6. 
33 E.H. Gilson, “Is it worth it?” I. Mason, “Moral Welfare,” The North China Herald, Dec. 21, 
1918, 748. 
34 Denton, “The Moral Welfare Committee,” The North China Herald, Apr. 12, 1919, 102–3. 
35 “The Moral Welfare League,” The North China Herald, Aug. 26, 1922, 571. 
36 J. J. Pope, “Moral Welfare League,” The North China Herald, Sep. 2, 1922, 677. 
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reform. It suggested that the Moral Welfare League should be blamed for the 
prevailing underground prostitution and the difficulties of law enforcement in 
controlling it，as a result a supporter of the Moral Welfare League sent a 
complaining letter to the newspaper claiming that progress does not come all of a 
sudden no matter in civilization, culture or morals; the world will not grow better 
over-night, “I do not agree with you that the Moral Welfare League’s policy has 
been proved a failure. If you editors of newspapers will help as much as you 
reasonably can, it may yet prove a glorious success.”37 

The North China Herald published a succession of readers’ letters reflecting 
the reserved attitude of a large number of ordinary foreign workers, teachers, and 
freelancers towards the Moral Welfare Committee’s moral reform campaign. One 
reader wrote a letter to the newspaper on February 6, 1922, complaining that 
although brothels had had their licenses revoked, the prostitutes were not leaving, 
but were continuing their work in secret. Moreover, police officers, while looking 
for underground prostitutes, often gave offence to decent women, who became 
frightened and no longer dared to go out at night.38 On October 18, a reader 
named Freer wrote to the newspaper: “I hold the League responsible for this state 
of affairs, in that the moral turpitude that was confined and so more under control, 
has been by their efforts, released from control, and now pollutes the atmosphere. 
They have done their sweeping with a dirty broom, where they should have used 
the latest scientific method, a suction sweeper.”39 

The moral reform movement gained little support from foreign males in the 
Settlement. At 5:30 p.m. on April 7, 1919, on the eve of a schedule ratepayers’ 
assembly meeting which was to consider the question of prohibiting prostitution, 
the Moral Welfare Committee held two meetings, at the Palace Hotel, for men, 
and in Carlton Café, for women. 78 men attended, in contrast to over 150 women 
turning out at the Carlton, and the latter meeting was far more lively.40 Another 
sharp contrast was that female social groups enthusiastically participated in the 
moral crusade led by the Committee, but such zeal was rarely seen among 
members of male social groups, such as golf clubs, tennis clubs, rowing clubs, 
hunting clubs, etc. At a meeting of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union in 
1918, Mrs. Palk delivered a speech reminding women that they could not rely on 
men’s help in this movement; it was women’s duty to eliminate illegal sexual 
relations. Nevertheless, she said, men had the right to vote, and enacted laws to 
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shelter these nefarious activities, using the excuse that they were inevitable. 
“Men are the custodians of the law, yet they dare not oppose this evil.”41 
Another female activist of the moral reform campaign said: “essentially the 
whole problem is one for women to solve—men are too clumsy and dull-witted 
in such matters—and we may hope that in the near future well educated and 
progressive Chinese women will take a strong, active interest in the misfortunes 
of this large class.”42 

The senior members of the Moral Welfare Committee were all foreigners. 
They used English as their working language. Few Chinese participated in the 
committee’s daily work, and therefore, it did not receive much attention from the 
Chinese. On December 20, 1918, Shibao (a Chinese newspaper) published an 
article titled “Active move of the Moral Welfare Committee,” which first 
reported the Moral Welfare Committee’s establishment and its petition against 
prostitution as well as the response of the Municipal Council.43 Thereafter, 
Chinese public opinion toward the Committee’s moral reform campaign 
appeared positive, in sharp contrast to its largely hostile reception within the 
foreign communities. When writing about the Committee, English newspapers 
such as the North China Herald always highlighted the views of the Meeting of 
Ratepayers and the Municipal Council, and tended to be critical of the 
Committee’s radical viewpoint. The major Chinese newspapers in Shanghai, 
however, hardly expressed any criticism on it. In October 1919, The Chinese 
Press (a newspaper in English) published an article supporting the Committee’s 
work. The article commented that, although people with poor knowledge 
despised the movement, the spread of the prostitution problem in Inner China 
had caused the degeneration of many immature young men, and it poisoned the 
whole of society, not just individuals. “Today, the establishment of Moral 
Welfare Committee takes the prohibition of immoral business as an urgent task to 
save the deteriorating ethos. Such an undertaking would be easy if a lot of people 
tackle it together. So, let people who care about the development of our society, 
act together to assist [the Committee’s reform].”44  

Chinese intellectual groups likewise expressed their enthusiastic support for 
the Committee. In April 1920, the Jiangsu Educational Association, the Shanghai 
Educational Association, the National Vocational Education Association, the 
Overseas Chinese Association, the Western Returned Students’ Union of 
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Shanghai, the World Chinese Students’ Federation, the Shanghai Chinese YMCA 
and other groups jointly issued an announcement declaring that they had 
witnessed the rampant prostitution in Shanghai and strongly believed that 
prostitution should be banned. They promised to support all the policies and 
regulations issued by the Municipal Council for the elimination of prostitution.45 
A report in Dalu bao said that important Chinese residents of the Settlement 
supported the Special Vice Committee proposals, and had already corresponded 
with the acting secretary of the Municipal Council to try to persuade him to 
accept it. Huazi bao published many translated writings of the Special Vice 
Committee as well as adding supportive comments, which sufficiently indicates 
that Chinese were seriously concerned about this issue.46 

However, Chinese upper-class businessmen had an ambivalent attitude 
towards the Special Vice Committee’s anti-prostitution position. Their views 
were quite similar to the standpoint of the Ratepayer’s Assembly and the 
Municipal Council. On December 2, 1919, the Special Vice Committee sent a 
letter to the Chinese General Chamber of Commerce asking its opinion on 
prostitution and brothels in Shanghai and requesting its suggestions about moral 
reform in the Settlement.47 The Chamber of Commerce quickly wrote back 
saying that they appreciated Committee’s endeavor to eradicate vice in Shanghai, 
and acknowledged that this issue was important to social morality. The Chamber 
solicited feedback from its members, some of whom fervently supported an 
outright ban of brothels, while others advocated strict controls upon them. 

The Chinese General Chamber of Commerce eventually suggested a 
differentiated treatment of brothels, depending on their levels of income. On June 
8, 1920, upon the request of the Chamber of Commerce of the catering business, 
the Chinese General Chamber of Commerce wrote to the Municipal Council 
complaining that, due to the administrative order that all prostitutes should be 
licensed regardless of their levels, the local economy was suffering greatly. 
Chinese merchants always chose luxury brothels for business meetings. They 
thought such venues were of great importance in maintaining the growth of the 
economy, especially restaurants and hotels, which were very different from 
lower-class brothels. The Chamber therefore suggested that first-class prostitutes 
should be treated as exceptions, and “only when they were connected with opium 
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or gambling that offended the general morality, should their activities be 
banned.” On June 23, an attorney representing the Shanghai geisha industry 
wrote to the Municipal Council claiming that “most singers’ activities are not 
immoral; it is a custom that upper-class Chinese gather in brothels, treating 
friends and discussing business; if singers were on the banned list, it would 
undoubtedly affect other related businesses such as restaurants, clothing stores, 
shoe stores, embroidery stores, jewelry stores, foreign goods stores and large 
restaurants.”48 Organizers of a Chinese Prostitution Prohibition Association, 
including Wang Wuwei and Zhao Nangong, wrote to the Chamber after hearing 
about this issue. They rebuked them for trying to protect prostitution while 
foreigners were devoting themselves to prohibiting it. “You are all tycoons, so 
you should follow the American merchants in making efforts to abolish 
prostitution, as well as saving money from such hedonistic expenditure for social 
welfare.”49 

A Demonstration of Moral Superiority Aimed at Chinese 
Society 

From the beginning, the movement against prostitution led by foreign moral 
reformers aimed not only at saving the morals of the foreign communities, but 
also at demonstrating the chastity and decency of Christian civilization to the 
Chinese. As early as the annual Ratepayer’s Assembly of 1877, moral reformers 
in the Settlement had asserted that foreigners, as Christians, were supposed to 
have a lifestyle, religion and civilization that were superior to those of the 
Chinese, and should proudly set a moral example to the heathen Chinese society. 
They were especially shamed by “the fornication indulged in by the sailors 
visiting the port.”50 In 1907, an article by a special correspondent in the Los 
Angeles Times said that depravity of foreign society in Shanghai was open and 
shameless and that the city’s underground brothels had become the center of the 
social life for foreign immigrants. The writer further observed: “no censuses can 
tell the worst of Shanghai’s shame. The evil that surpasses the widespread 
gambling and drinking is the maintenance of Chinese concubines by white men. 
It is freely asserted that all the unmarried foreigners follow this practice.”51 In 
May 1908, The Washington Post’s special correspondent in Shanghai said there 
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was a popular saying among foreigners in the city that “Anything goes on the 
China Coast.”  

Since the Shanghai International Settlement was not under the administration 
of the Chinese government, a variety of foreign adventurers converged in the 
Settlement: they disregarded the ethical and cultural traditions of Western 
civilization, and unscrupulously engaged in immoral behaviors, which 
undoubtedly would have been condemned in their home countries.52  At a 
Presbyterian missionary meeting held in Atlantic city in 1910, it was proposed 
that American males in China should reform their lifestyles, which had begun to 
incur the growing hatred of the Chinese. The Secretary of the Board of Foreign 
Missions, Dr. Brown, declared that the worst men in the Far East are not the 
natives, but the dissolute white men; the political methods introduced by Western 
men are characterized by fraud and trickery; there is a growing hatred of 
Americans in China. “‘Why should not we hate Americans,’” said a distinguished 
Chinese official, “when they walk our streets debauching our women?” He also 
said: “the name American girl is today a reproach on the streets of Shanghai.”53 

During the first decade of the twentieth century, many white women traveling 
to the West Coast from the central and the eastern United States were unable to 
find jobs, and so they left San Francisco for Shanghai. When arriving in 
Shanghai, if they still could not find a job, they had no choice but to enter the sex 
business. Some white females were abducted to Shanghai by international 
criminal groups in Shanghai, Hong Kong and San Francisco, and were called the 
“American girls.” In the Illinois Vigilance Association’s annual meeting in 
February 1902, its chief spokesman James Bronson Reynolds said that there were 
some organized gangs in Yokohama, Shanghai, and the West Coast trafficking 
women, inducing blameless Chicago girls into evil business: “The term 
‘American girls’ in three of these cities has become synonymous with 
immorality.”54  

What American adventurers and “American girls” were doing in Shanghai 
aroused the attention of the American government. In June 1906, the first United 
States Circuit Court for China was set up in Shanghai, with the purpose of 
“sustaining and advancing our national interests and prestige in the East.”55 
Lebbeus Redman Wilfley, who had been working as attorney-general in the 
Philippines for five years, was appointed as the first grand judge of the Court by 
President Theodore Roosevelt. 56  The first policy introduced after its 
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establishment was the outlawing of the brothels known as “American houses” in 
the Settlement and the expulsion of “American girls” from Shanghai. This action 
required that all American citizens in China had to submit legal documents to 
prove their citizenship, as well as proof of their morality which could be 
cross-examined in court. Anyone who had not been so verified would be treated 
as having voluntarily given up their American citizenship. Eight cases involving 
“American houses” were brought before the court, but it transpired that four of 
the pimps running them were not American citizens. One of these pleaded guilty 
and complied with American legal punishment anyway. Although the American 
court did not close any brothels during this campaign, some criminal activities 
associated with the “American houses” or the “American girls” were abated, and 
many young American girls returned home. American prestige was considered to 
be restored among the Shanghai foreign communities as a result.57 One report 
noted that what the missionaries have been vainly trying to do for fifty years, a 
United States Circuit Court judge does in a month.58 

Nonetheless, since Shanghai was only a settlement, America had no municipal 
administrative power; the Court could neither forbid Chinese and foreign women 
to be prostitutes, nor could it stop effectively male foreigners from seeking 
sexual pleasure. So the moral conditions in Shanghai were still very awful. In 
1919, a commentary in the North China Herald stated:  

 
As regards vice among the foreign communities, it is decidedly rampant in the 
young men; it is largely engendered by the drink habit which has come to be 
universally accepted as an adjunct of daily life and is absolutely unrestricted; 
drink and vice are part and parcel of high life in the Far East. On the question 
of the prevalence of venereal diseases, everything points to a state of affairs 
that is very bad indeed.59  
 

At that time, real estate registered under the name of foreigners amounted to a 
total value of £52,600,000, of which £44,000,000 was owned by British people. 
The Americans and the Japanese respectively owned only about £3,000,000 and 
£4,000,000 worth of property.60  

A fairly large proportion of this real estate was rent to brothels, since they 
could make a much higher profit than most ordinary businesses. One foreign 
resident wrote: “With regard to the foreign, that is European, brothels, there are 
two classes, those openly carrying on their trade, and those conducting business 
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under the guise of saloons, cafes, etc., these also owe their existence to the same 
social conditions that obtain in every great city, although it must be admitted that 
in Shanghai they receive more encouragement and support than the size of the 
foreign communities warrant.”61 In order to try to avoid investigation by the 
police, many Chinese brothels used foreign names. What often happened was 
that a brothel ordered to close by the Mixed Court (which was later re-opened 
under a new name). And sometimes when a brothel did not pay its rent, its 
landlord might use its identity as a foreign business brand to appeal to the Mixed 
Court.62 Concerning this problem, a supporter of the Moral Welfare Committee 
noted furiously that “a year and a half ago various Societies, whose work brought 
them in close touch with the more seamy side of Shanghai life, found that 
conditions there were becoming pretty tough. That the entirely peculiar 
conditions in Shanghai were not only giving full scope to the worse side of the 
Chinese character, but also collecting a polyglot foreign population of the even 
worse type.”63 

By the end of the 1910s, the majority of foreign prostitutes were no longer 
“American girls” who had prevailed during the period of the establishment of the 
American Court. Instead, most of them were young women from Russian refugee 
families. The Russian Revolution broke out in 1917, and a massive number of 
White Russian refugees escaped from Vladivostok to Shanghai by sea or from 
Harbin to Shanghai by train. A survey in April 1919, revealed that there were 682 
foreign prostitutes, including Japanese, registered in Hongkou, Shanghai. Among 
these, 95 were Russians, 13.9 percent of the total number, the largest national 
group among the non-Asian prostitutes.64 In 1921, the North China Herald 
published an article about the miserable situation of Russian prostitutes: a large 
number of the Russian prostitutes trapped in Shanghai were from aristocratic or 
bourgeois families; without working skills and facing language barriers, they had 
to provide sexual services to earn a living.65  

Because of media coverage and public attention, Russian prostitutes became 
the top priority for salvation among the foreign communities. The American 
Women’s Club held a meeting on the afternoon of February 18, 1919 where a 
speaker claimed that Russian prostitutes “are being sold to Chinese,” and 
appealed for the foreign communities to provide relief to them as soon as 
possible.66 A reader wrote to the editorial department of the North China Herald 
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saying that he had seen an utterly drunk Russian girl returning home from a café 
outside the Settlement in the morning and he hoped to participate in raising relief 
funds via the newspaper: “it is man’s duty to protect women—whatever their 
nationality may be—not to cast a slur on them when, in order to avoid starvation, 
they are compelled by dire force of circumstances to embark on a life of 
prostitution in its worst form.”67  A month later, the North China Herald 
responded in an article noting that, though it was difficult to estimate the exact 
number of Russian prostitutes, it was certain that the number was increasing, and 
calling on the Municipal Council to take action:  

 
Two things, then, have to be done. Firstly, some method must be devised to 
prevent further influx of Russians into Shanghai without very visible means of 
subsistence; and, secondly, action is required to help those too many who have 
already come within our borders. As to the first, some system is wanted 
whereby persons without a specified sum of money or definite prospects of 
employment should be denied passports to Shanghai or be turned back if they 
are able to get thus far. Such persons sent back to Vladivostok would be no 
worse and possibly better off than in Shanghai. As to the second need, some 
really constructive work by bodies such as the Moral Welfare League might 
tend to do much. Quite two years ago, a half-hearted attempt was made, we 
believe, to keep destitute immigrants from being brought here from the north. 
It will not succeed until means are devised to compel the shipping companies 
to carry back those who would simply be another burden on an already 
congested community.68 

Conclusion 

A stereotype had formed by the nineteenth century that the West was civilized 
while the East needed to be enlightened. Chinese society was thought to lack a 
religious consciousness, and thus to be full of sexual desire, depravity and 
lasciviousness; the business of prostitution and the culture of the courtesan were 
highly developed there. This was viewed as a contrast to Christian civilization, 
the antithesis of the chastity, decency, morality and responsibility revered by 
Westerners. Indeed, the clean streets, prosperous market, tall buildings and 
efficient municipal management in the Shanghai Settlement dazzled the Chinese 
elites who lived or visited there. Shanghai became revered by many scholars, 
especially those who study the process of China’s modernization, as the most 
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fully realized instantiation of modern Western civilization. 69  However, the 
notion of an uncivilized “other” was mutual, as many local Chinese disdained the 
disgraceful side of foreigners’ moral life highlighted by the activities of the 
Moral Welfare Committee and the Municipal Council’s attempted crackdown on 
prostitution. In March 1919, the Moral Welfare Committee published four 
booklets criticizing the widespread availability of sexual services in the 
Settlement. Chinese critics commented that Chinese brothels had no direct 
relation with Westerners, but Westerners ran their own brothels in parts of 
Shanghai. “Westerners’ immoral behaviors were exposed in Shanghai more than 
in any other places.”70 Previous studies by European, American and Hong Kong 
scholars focused on the prevention of venereal disease and the prohibition of 
prostitution prohibiting and on issues of gender construction, but paid little 
attention to the activities of the Moral Welfare Committee, whose members were 
mostly foreign Christians and moral reformers. Earlier treatments of this topic 
tended to offer a one-sided narrative about the modernization and spiritual 
salvation of Chinese society by Western municipal authorities and moral 
reformers. In fact, the foreign moral reformers who committed to transplant 
Christian civilization into China were anxious and insecure about their supposed 
moral superiority, and made the priority in their campaigns for moral purification 
not the “depraved,” “licentious” and “dirty” Chinese, but the foreign men who 
ran brothels or consorted with prostitutes, and the foreign women who worked as 
prostitutes. 

These attempts to prohibit prostitution ended in vain. Shanghai continued to be 
known as the world’s most thriving city in terms of its sexual services. The Moral 
Welfare Committee faced insuperable difficulties in its efforts to improve 
foreigners’ morality and enhance the image of the West in China. The Municipal 
government, which was expected to represent the spirit of the Christ and the 
glory of the Western civilization, actually tolerated widespread prostitution. The 
ethical values, the dignity and the prestige of the Western civilization were 
severely compromised in front of the heathen Chinese. The leaders and 
supporters of the Moral Welfare Committee all believed that: “the moral standard 
of the East was not so high as that of the West, but the standard of the East could 
be raised so as to make the Committee’s work worthwhile. It was up to the 
foreigners to teach morality by setting a good example. It was a question of 
public health, decency and morals.”71 Shanghai was not a colony proper, and 
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foreigners were unable to assert their cultural influence or control through 
directly issuing laws, creating institutions or appointing officials as they did in 
their colonies like Hong Kong. Instead, they had to construct a sense of moral 
and cultural superiority to establish their prestige and subjugate the local Chinese. 
An article in the North China Herald in 1908 advocating moral reform claimed: 
“We hear much of the destiny of the Anglo-Saxon races and their predominant 
position in the world; they do hold that position today, and should never lose it.”72 
When European and American moral reformers—mainly Christian missionaries— 
arrived in late-Qing China, they took the salvation of Chinese souls as their 
responsibility, and they dedicated themselves, via various charities and education 
programs, to the elimination of the immoral aspects of Chinese culture (namely, 
infanticide, foot-binding, opium smoking and concubines). However, when it 
came to the prohibition of prostitution, which touched on that most private and 
sensitive issue of sexual relations in societies and civilizations, these Westerners 
became less confident about their cultural self-image and their “model” for the 
moral discipline and salvation of the China.  

 
(Translated by Yangyang Su) 
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