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“Molding Women’s Urban Citizenship: Management of “deviant” women in Guangzhou in the 1920s and 1930s”

Angelina Chin (UC Santa Cruz)
Both Hong Kong and Guangzhou participated in a regional conversation about prostitution in the 1920s and 1930s.  The concern over prostitutes was caused by a worldwide attention on trafficking, a national concern over the status of women, and the growth of lower class migrant women in the region.  However, the discussion was inflected by local circumstances in each place.  For Hong Kong, situated in a colonial framework, missionaries and British politicians condemned it along with other “Chinese customs or traditions,” such as the mui tsai (indentured female household labor) system, footbinding and concubinage, which were seen as examples of barbarity of Chinese people in the colony.  The colonizers’ depiction of local customs as barbaric angered Chinese elites in Hong Kong who started reclaiming the mui tsai system and certain forms of sale of children as a Chinese cultural practice of benevolence which the British failed to comprehend.  Instead, these elites separated prostitution out and argued that it had nothing to do with “Chinese customs” which intended to protect women.  For Guangzhou, in contrast, without the interference of colonialism, government officials, feminists and reformers found common interests in prosecuting prostitution under the fengsu (“social customs”) reform movement started in the mid 1920s,
 which entailed getting rid of backward practices and behavior in order to build a strong nation. Local civic pride in Guangzhou’s position as “cradle of the revolution” further influenced the discussion, causing Christian groups, women’s groups, professionals, journalists and urban dwellers who were concerned about the prestige of the city and the nation to advocate the abolition of prostitution.  These abolitionists tied prostitution to “slavery,” connoted as unfair treatment of women in households and in society, which marred Guangzhou’s standing as a progressive social and political vanguard. 

This paper traces the changing ways in which prostitution was framed in Guangzhou in the 1920s and 1930s, comparing it to the coeval discussion in Hong Kong.  In Guangzhou, fengsu itself was a changing category, and the essay explores how, along with the developments in the larger discussion about fengsu, shared notions of the evil wrought by prostitution changed from “old” social customs to “indecent” ones.  As in Hong Kong and many major cities in the world, debates among feminists, politicians, and social critics centered on abolition of prostitution versus registration of prostitution.  While the rhetoric of abolition won in the end in the mid 1930s, in practice the registration and classification of prostitutes proceeding apace.  In the process of regulatory discussions, a hierarchy of lower class women was constructed in Guangzhou, in which the unlicensed prostitutes were stigmatized and became the targets of the second fengsu reform movement since the late 1920s, which aimed at removing practices that corrupted social morals.  This paper first takes up the debate between abolition and regulation in the 1920s, then the stigmatization of unlicensed prostitutes along with the changing meanings of fengsu in the early 1930s, and concludes with the government’s final solution of combining both abolition and registration, while at the same time restructuring a rehabilitation system in which prostitutes were educated with morals and skills, prerequisites of citizenship in the city.

Experimenting with abolition

The alarm over prostitution happened in the early 1920s, a period when the country just underwent the May Fourth movement and citizens started to pay attention to the overall status of women.   Abolition was experimentally implemented in several counties as a result of noticeable numbers of prostitutes in Guangzhou and close-by counties.  None of them worked in the end, mainly because of the problem of revenue.  By 1925, witnessing the failures of abolition in neighboring counties, politicians in Guangzhou started to push for registration and taxation instead.  

One reason why abolition gained such a wide appeal throughout the 1920s and 1930s in Guangzhou particular was that residents were conscious of their identities as citizens of a city known as the “cradle of the 1911 revolution” and were willing to confront gender and class injustices which activists in the May Fourth movement vowed to eradicate.  Feminists and abolition activists tried to galvanize public support through putting prostitution in the context of anti-revolutionary customs that diminished the prestige of the city.   They were also ready to monitor the government to ensure it “live[d] up to the cause of the revolution.” 
   In a wider context, such movements also received support from feminist movements in Shanghai and other cities as well as members of both political parties who were concerned about social reforms and women’s emancipation.  A government official of Lingshan yuan (county), Ning Kefeng, admitted that prostitutes were the worst of the oppressed class and their freedom should be restored, and taxes on prostitution should be eliminated to maintain humanity, and to fit the philosophy of the Guomindang.
  The public was much influenced by the philosophy of Sun Yat-sen and GMD in the 1920s probably because the central GMD government headquartered in Guangdong until 1926, when it embarked on the Northern Expedition.

Even though Guangzhou citizens were disturbed by the growth of prostitution, the city government was reluctant to implement abolition.  A newspaper report in 1922 claimed that the population of prostitutes in Guangzhou was almost one out of twenty women.  Although this figure was only half as much as that of Shanghai,
 it was prominent enough to agitate researchers, doctors, Christian groups, women’s groups, students and journalists, who led a “chastity” movement for the abolition of prostitution in Guangzhou in January 1922.
   These protesters demonstrated on the streets stating that prostitution harmed women’s development and public safety and asked the government to abolish prostitution.  In April, the Finance Bureau sent a report to the governor of the province stating the reasons for considering abolition of prostitution, in response to a petition from the Christian Association which turned in a document called “The licensed prostitution system insult the nation and weaken the race.” The Bureau recognized the enormous amount of revenue the government enjoyed from taxes paid by prostitutes and brothels and that prostitution had become a public habit.  It also argued against a rash abolition, which would only make many licensed prostitutes illegal.
  Although the government promised to abolish prostitutes but no serious action was taken immediately. However, a letter written to the government by a citizen two years later showed that abolition was never taken seriously.  The letter says: “it’s already April, and the bill is still a bill, prostitutes are still prostitutes, there are not any signs that it is happening.”
  

In contrast to the unenthusiastic response by Guangzhou authorities, leaders of more rural areas such as Taishan took the initiative to experiment with abolition before their counties of governance could become notorious for such problems.  However, the failure in such efforts also demonstrated that abolition would not work unless the provincial and municipal/ county governments had alternative sources of revenue and found ways to help prostitutes survive.  Abolition effort of the Taishan county in Guangdong area was noted in newspaper reports in 1922: “Many prostitutes went back to their madam’s houses crying…The two restaurants of Yuan Xi suffered the most because they used to be busy and crowded every night….” According to this reporter, the main problem was that the government lost revenues depended on the “flower tax” they charged brothels and prostitutes. The reporter also expressed his nostalgia for the good old days, when restaurants and brothels were “lined up side by side,” and streets were “bustling with prostitutes and their patrons.”  The reporter continued: “The merry scene yesterday was turned into a scene of sadness. Some madams forced the prostitutes to respond to pursuers by continuing the trade privately, or to find a new place to work…”
 Following the abolition effort in Taishan, Xinhui County Congress (yihui) on the 10th also debated whether they should follow Taishan county in abolishing prostitution.  However, the Xinhui county Congress decided not to abolish prostitution taxes because they could not afford losing the income.  

These early efforts of abolition show that concern over government revenue was the biggest barrier to the abolition effort in Guangzhou as well as the Guangdong region at large.
  Edward Lee, author of Modern Canton (1936), also commented on the problem of taxation in the 1920s and 1930s, “Like any other city in any civilized country the prostitution problem has been harassing the city fathers of Canton for years.  From the standpoint of the sentimentalist, prostitution can be abolished by one flourish of pen, but from the government’s standpoint the problem is not such an easy one especially since a yearly revenue of half a million dollars is derived from what is politely called the “flower donation” (huajuan) of Canton.”
   This tax was called “flower donation” probably because it was allegedly used to build rehabilitation centers and hospitals.  Both brothels and prostitutes had to pay taxes, and many of these taxes were transferred to the bills of the customers. The brothels for licensed prostitutes in Guangzhou were divided into three classes, based on the numbers of prostitutes and were required to pay a license fee.
  Besides the loss of tax income, it was estimated that each prostitute would cost around one hundred yuan for a year training, which would mean three hundred thousand yuan in total.  

“Slavery” and “fengsu”
Abolitionists in Guangzhou grouped prostitution in the category of “slavery,” intertwined with old, backward fengsu (social customs), which also included the mui tsai system, concubinage and the child-bride system, as a way to solicit public resentment against the underdevelopment of the city in solving gender inequality.  However, “slavery” had different meanings in the Guangzhou context than in Hong Kong.  In Hong Kong, British politicians and missionaries accused Chinese of barbarity by keeping and selling young girls as prostitutes or mui tsai, whom they saw as slave servants.  Thus, in such a colonial context, “slavery” had a racial undertone referring to particular indentured practices comparable to the White Slave Trade and other slave systems that emerged as an international issue in the 1920s.  To them, there was no difference between prostitution and mui tsai.  Chinese elites in Hong Kong refrained from tying prostitution to slavery, much less to mui tsai, which they viewed as a form of benevolent “Chinese customs.” As a result, opinions tended to be overlapped with racial and class interests of political participants.  In Guangzhou, the city was not colonized and the slavery discussion was not racialized.  Feminists were able to pick up the metaphor of “enslavement” to refer to the conditions of all women who were bound to households, or who could not enjoy full gender equality.  

Feminists also successfully allied themselves with social reformers who were dissatisfied with superstition and unscientific practices and urged the government to get rid of old fengsu, “social customs” which they saw as hindering progress, especially women’s emancipation.    The Fengsu (Social Customs) Reform Committee was launched in the mid 1920s to deal with all of gender related problems in one stroke.  From 1925 to 1928, the Guangzhou government named the following practices to be eliminated: “prostitution, buying and selling of binü, kidnapping of women, and drowning of female infants,” because they violated “principles of humanities and equality between the two sexes.”
 The metaphor of “enslavement” and “bondage” was embedded in the formations of old “fengsu” in the reform movement.  Feminists emphasized that women should regain their own subjectivities and personal characters (renga).  Besides eradicating human trafficking and physical “enslavement,” the committee also encouraged women to free their bodies, as in the campaigns against ear piercing, footbinding and breast-binding. 
Interestingly, family obligations were often condemned and commonly perceived as part of the old customs that tied women down or made them fall.  Tabloid stories on prostitutes who moved between Guangzhou and neighbor areas emphasized the helplessness of women when they had to participate in prostitution because of family obligations or the bankruptcy of their parents.  One story depicted a prostitute called Yonghua qiuxia, who was originally a student in Guangzhou but moved to Hong Kong and became a prostitute because of poverty of her family. Another called Yicui Xiuying also came from a middle class Guangzhou family.  She only became a prostitute because her father died when she was eleven and her mother could not support the family.  She moved to Shek Tong in Hong Kong, but she cried whenever she thought of her family.
  These stories, when read from the perspective of consumers of tabloids, more often evoked a sense of nostalgia or a desire for cultured and well brought up prostitutes.  However, even for such tabloid writings, underlying the customers’ sympathy and reiteration of the prostitutes’ stories of victimization was the prostitutes’ and customers’ shared resentment against the changing society and family institution.  We will see this burden of family obligations reiterated in the discussion of rehabilitation and emancipation of prostitutes in early 1930s Guangzhou as well.  Although these stories also circulated in Hong Kong, the family factor did not seem to impact the discussion on the causes of prostitution as evident in the policy of the Po Leung Kuk in the 1920s and 1930s which preferred to send women back to their natal homes.  Unlike in Guangzhou, the discourse of “social customs” and gender “enslavement” as the ultimate cause of women’s suffering did not prevail in Hong Kong, and political participants active on gender equality or prostitution seldom perceived the family institution itself with hostility.  

Abolition versus Registration

Beginning in 1925 and continuing into the 1930s, a debate between abolitionists and government regulators took shape and intensified.  On one side, feminists and moral reformers exhorted the urban public to endorse abolition because of the immorality of the institution. On the other, government officials and legislators discovered that abolition was not an effective way to solve the problem and preferred an expansion of the license system, claiming that it could safeguard government income and control the spread of venereal diseases.
   As some politicians proposed an alternative approach of widening registration and reaching out to prostitutes who worked on the streets, new attention in the mid 1920s focused on the “unlicensed prostitutes,” (sichang) who were blamed by both sides for a particular set of social problems such as diseases, uncontrolled mobility, and a yearn for luxury.  Their disguised appearance also made tracking and regulation difficult as compared to “licensed prostitutes.” 

In 1925, rumors of widening prostitution reached the ears of feminists, who reacted angrily by writing letters to the government and to editorials.  One wrote: “In civilized cities in different countries, even though they don’t restrict [licensed] prostitutes, they are very strict about unlicensed prostitutes, for unlicensed prostitutes not only hurt social morals, they also disturb public safety.”
  This author also believed that unlicensed prostitutes were in inhumane conditions.  “Licensed prostitutes could stay in brothels, but unlicensed prostitutes need to go out to solicit, even in bad weather.  Their income was further deducted by hotels, protectors and pimps and madams.”  Responding to the anger of abolitionists, on August 25 1925, the Shizheng ting (Municipal Administrative Ministry) announced the abolition of unlicensed prostitutes. It ordered all the police districts to investigate and report.
  This was the beginning of a series of arguments that shaped unlicensed prostitutes as unknown, dangerous women who were beyond control.  

  Even though some politicians proposed to register unlicensed prostitutes and incorporate them into the system of control, they never intended to reach the worst class of unlicensed prostitutes who could not fit into the system.  According to the proposal of Finance Bureau to give licenses to prostitutes who worked outside of brothels in 1926, although some unlicensed prostitutes would be permitted to adopt the new title of “mobile prostitutes” (liuchang) and get licenses from the tax authority, other ones who were not registered would still be subject to arrest and punishment as “unlicensed prostitutes (sichang).”
  Besides the obvious contradictions as women activists pointed out in a letter written to He Xiangying, the head of the women’s bureau on October 29, 1926, that widening registration would increase the number of visible prostitutes and condone prostitution, such a classification also would function to divide the original category of “unlicensed prostitutes” and criminalize the ones who did not, or could not register for various reasons.  However, as a result of the strong resistance by feminists, this method was not implemented.


The spread of venereal diseases was the next concern raised in the discussion about managing prostitution in mid 1920s.  Unlicensed prostitutes again made the government particularly uneasy, since their fluid mobility meant that they were difficult to track.  Critics of prostitution suggested the only way to dampen down unlicensed prostitution was through a stricter regulation on related businesses, such as hotels.  An editorial letter of Guangzhou renmin ribao suggested hotels not to accept customers with prostitutes.  The author of the letter argued that it would hurt the reputation of such hotels and called for citizen’s cooperation with the police.
  Criminal code no. 47, which penalized men who had prostitutes in their hotel rooms or other premises, was improvised in 1926 to target prostitutes who did not work in brothels.
  

At the same time, abolitionists continued to protest the licensing and taxation system.  One abolitionist sent a letter to newspapers and government departments, stating that licensed prostitutes at least had “a fixed place, and those were places where the general public would not go,” but unlicensed prostitutes were “not stable, and could walk around the town.”  Thus, unlicensed prostitutes “breached social morals to an extent far exceeding licensed prostitutes.”
 The author did not make clear how prostitutes “breached social morals,” but from the content, it either meant influencing the public morally by being visible in public or by passing such diseases to other residents in the city.  


The increase of government sponsored surveys and pronouncements also indicated officials’ increasing worry over unlicensed prostitutes.  In April 1927 Social Bureau (Shehuiting) did a research on prostitution and recorded that 131 brothels, 69 boats used for prostitution, and 1362 registered prostitutes in Guangzhou. Of these, 79 brothels and 761 prostitutes were categorized as upper class; 42 brothels and 486 prostitutes as middle class, and 16 brothels and 115 prostitutes as lower class.
  The report also acknowledged that this figure was small compared to the thousands of unlicensed prostitutes in the city.  To further regulate venereal diseases, the Public Heath Bureau in March 1927 proposed the establishment of health inspection stations for licensed prostitute as a way to prevent the spread of tuberculosis, leprosy, gonorrhea and other venereal diseases.  However, the city government put this proposal on hold.
  The exact reason for its suspension is not clear, but since this proposal only targeted licensed prostitutes who were more or less under control, the government might have found it too costly and distracting when it was dealing with expansion of taxation and registration at that point.  Such legislation would also be pointless if abolition prevailed, since licensed prostitutes would then be forced to work underground, and the spread of venereal diseases would become uncontrollable again.

At the same time, tabloid writers who were also consumers in prostitution and other entertainment industries did not support abolition and suggested that the status quo of taxing and licensing would naturally result in prostitution’s elimination without much more interference.  One of them argued that as all kinds of fees and taxes increased, prostitutes would eventually find it difficult to survive, and the industry would die out by itself without further government action.
 Another critic observed that because of the heavy taxes inflicted on prostitutes and brothels, the industry was declining in Guangzhou, even though official abolition of prostitution was not successful.  He believed that it would soon be eliminated without any policy change.
 Others recommended promoting licensed prostitution, because this way the government can supervise and investigate better, as well as reduce the cases of venereal disease more successfully.  As for the anxiety over venereal diseases, one of the writers suggested using scientific methods to improve the methods of sexual intercourse.
 These comments show that even though most people were aware of and sometimes sympathetic to the problems of prostitution and venereal diseases, they were not ready to support abolition wholeheartedly.  As the last scornful comment shows, the individual residents who enjoyed the benefits brought by prostitution were not willing to give up their sexual desires for any revolutionary or feminist cause.

Changing fengsu and stigmatizing unlicensed prostitutes

By the mid 1920s, as the government and abolitionists were figuring a way to end prostitution, social critics who wrote commentaries and editorials were also busy searching for the ultimate source of prostitution.  Unlike earlier critics in the early 1920s who blamed prostitution on poverty, trafficking and family obligations, these observers emphasized the impact of consumerism, urbanization, and the rising standard of living on low-income unskilled women with little education.  One commentator who wrote in an article which appeared in Guangzhou minguo ribao in 1924 remarked, “The income of a single male breadwinner was not enough to satisfy the desires of women in buying new shoes and clothing. Also, the money a private prostitute made in one night was more than the monthly income of a factory worker.”
  Another critic, in a newspaper article, contended that the luxurious lifestyle and customs of people, the popularity of night entertainment which provided venues for women to meet men, as well as the unpopularity of education, all led to the growth in number of prostitutes, especially private ones.  The critic also suggested that since most prostitutes did not have education, and therefore did not understand the immorality of their work. 
  S/he emphasized that the attraction of appearing modern and the failure of the education system in modern urban society made women fall into prostitution.  By the late 1920s, writers of newspaper essays increasing urged for education and moral reforms as they witnessed the society deteriorating.

The anxiety over urban residents’ craving for commodities is also evident in the changing contents of unwanted fengsu that the government perceived as disrupting social order.  Beginning in 1929, the municipal government launched the second set of fengsu reform movement in which the meanings of fengsu shifted from “traditional” social customs that hindered modernizations to “dangerous” ones that would lead to the deterioration of social morals (fenghua), including pornography, strange costumes and behavior in public, and the pursuit for luxurious items.  However, prostitutes were again main targets of this later set of campaigns, but the context was different from the first set of reform.   In 1930, fengsu was governed under the newly established public safety regulations.  According to the “Statistics” chapter of the Record of Public Safety of Guangdong Province, which recorded cases involving the violation of “customs” (fengsu), prostituting and calling prostitutes were types of behavior counted as violations of fengsu.  Others included wandering, begging, saying indecent (yinxie) things in public, laughing and yelling at people, being naked in public, gambling in public, dressing strangely in public, etc.
 Surveillance of mobile women also expanded.  The work of reforming fengsu included investigating the number of women who vowed not to marry (bu luojia) and eloped and their reasons for doing so; as well as investigations of the numbers of binu, concubines, and singers.
  Unlike the first fengsu reform in 1925, prostitution as an institution was no longer perceived as a threat trapping victimized young women with no agency, but prostituting emerged as an irresponsible choice of behavior made by women themselves.  Unlicensed prostitutes, in this new context, were particularly singled out as the very source of moral corruptions.

After the new fengsu program was underway, the division between licensed prostitutes and unlicensed prostitutes solidified and commentators began to associate unlicensed prostitutes with women of freewill who were attracted by the romance and luxury of the modern world.  Explaining how prostitutes were differentiated for tax collection purposes, a reporter explained that prostitutes were first divided into two groups, “licensed” and “unlicensed.”  Within each category, prostitutes’ backgrounds were also recorded and classified.  The licensed prostitutes were divided into three types: (1) those who were not free, i.e. they were sold to madams and were “always oppressed”;  (2) those who were completely free and “volunteered” (ziyuan) to be prostitutes (though this reporter added that they mostly came from poor families, and only became prostitutes because of economic reasons); (3) those who were semi-free, i.e. although their bodies were free, because they were in debt, they had to sell their bodies temporarily.  Unlicensed prostitutes were also divided into two types: (1) real unlicensed prostitutes, for example domestic maids, concubines from poor families or people who wanted money; (2) those who took up part-time jobs as prostitutes in disguised forms as dancers in Shanghai dance clubs, singers in restaurants, nü zhaodai (waitresses) in gambling and opium dens, performers in street fairs, and blind girls performing in the streets. The reporter argued that these occupations “all have some characteristics of unlicensed prostitutes.” 
 
S/he said that unlicensed prostitutes were a diverse group, and since some of these women joined other kinds of service industries, they were harder to control without registration.  The reporter also expressed worry about the spread of venereal diseases. In the opinion of this reporter, licensed prostitutes were more worthy of sympathy because they suffered from of poverty and family obligations.  However, the author showed little sympathy for unlicensed prostitutes, instead focusing on their untraceable nature, use of disguises, lack of a fixed workplace, and mobility through different service industries.  Women’s yearn for freedom was also generally not seen in a positive light.  For example, one prostitute was described to have fallen because she had misunderstood “freedom.”  The author of the article alleged that she had come from a good family, but was cheated by others.  This situation “left her nothing but regrets.”  The author advised young women to think hard when they pursued “freedom of love.”
  

Unlicensed prostitutes and victimhood

Nevertheless, the depiction of prostitutes as victims continued through the early 1930s despite the emergence of the dangerous image of unlicensed prostitutes.  This was made possible by separating unlicensed prostitutes from the institution of prostitution, which enslaved women.  Some critics blamed the problem of prostitution on madams or traffickers who took advantage of the sale of young women.  In 1929, a letter by a resident, Ma Huanhuan, to the Social Customs Committee (Fengshu weiyuan hui) described the madams as people who “taught [the prostitutes] how to seduce customers, how to set traps, how to bring harm to society.  So if there is a need to abolish prostitution, the madams need to be eliminated first.”
  Even though s/he admitted the evil tactics of prostitutes in seducing men, they were not the ones to be blamed.  However, this letter did not address the issue of unlicensed prostitution.  When the institution of prostitution was depicted as a system of exploitation, the evils of unlicensed prostitutes were generally invisible. 

The concern about trafficking reinforced the sympathy towards victimized prostitutes.  Just as Hong Kong, when prostitution was tied to trafficking, it aroused nationalists’ sympathy, especially when the White Slave Trade became a global concern turned into an issue of national honor in the 1920s. The earlier association of prostitution with “slavery” was still prevalent even though the general condemnation focused on the behavior of individual prostitutes.    In 1930, a letter was received by the Guangdong government from Singapore government regarding the trafficking of women and girls between China and Singapore.  The letter complained that a 14-year old girl who went to Singapore to sing was believed to be kidnap victim and to be suffering from venereal disease.  The letter also urged the Chinese officials to protect the girl when she was sent back to China.  The Singaporean government was also skeptical of whether the Chinese officials would comply and stated that one option was for the girl to stay in Singapore.  A government official responded to this and called this offer a “disgrace to the country.”  The official also ordered (1) to have all the ports inspected by customs or police before any ships departed to see if there were any women or girls, and to send them to saving institutions when found; (2) Since trafficking was related to prostitution, prostitution needs to be banned and rehabilitation facilities needs to be improved.  There must be training places for the women to learn a skill for survival.  He called these two propositions a solution to “save the honor of our minzu.”
  In this case, the official separated prostitutes from prostitution and trafficking.  Prostitutes were victims to be saved, but prostitution was intolerable, especially when it crossed national borders and became a disgrace to the country.  

The laws on registration actually revealed the contradictions and discriminatory aspect in the policy.  Most of the licensed prostitutes had to declare that they were above 16 years of age and that they “voluntarily” (ziyuan) participated in the industry when they first registered.  This was to ensure that licensed prostitutes were not victims of any kind.  However, the most vulnerable victims who did not fall under these categories, i.e. those who were underage and not qualified to register could only work as unlicensed prostitutes in unprotected circumstances.  The bifurcation of unlicensed prostitutes as “bad women” and licensed prostitutes as “victims” had nothing to do with the diverse backgrounds and attitudes of prostitutes in reality and remained the idealistic imaginations critics and lawmakers.  The various attempts of regulating prostitution not only did not result in a decrease in the number of prostitutes, instead deprived prostitutes categorized as “unlicensed prostitutes” legitimacy and banished them from public visibility. 


In Hong Kong, although tabloids and guidebooks produced stories that showed sympathies to prostitutes who were sold or fell into prostitution because of financial reasons, since politicians were not interested in expanding registration to all prostitutes, in political discourse “unlicensed” prostitutes were generally not differentiated from “licensed” ones even before abolition began in 1932.
 Commentaries generally perceived all prostitutes as social evil and did not deserve sympathy.  Many of the middle class elites, in order to uphold their belief that the sale of young girls as mui tsai was benevolent, blamed prostitutes and people connected in trafficking and prostitution for corrupting the system of buying and selling young girls.  Thus, instead of “unlicensed” and “licensed” prostitutes, the contrast of bad women and victims was made between prostitutes and mui tsai.  

Merging of Abolition and Registration

By 1929, officials in Guangzhou government rejected the method of immediate abolition, since it would only result in a sudden increase of uncontrollable unlicensed prostitutes, but it was also cautious not to worsen the relationships with abolitionists.  Its plan of compromise was to subscribe to the rhetoric of abolition, insisting that it was taking place slowly, while at the same time subsuming taxation and registration into its “abolition” policy.  In collaboration with the fengsu reform, the government turned its focus to rectifying social morals through rehabilitation and control of diseases. 

The government had softened its fixation on revenue and turned its energy to social control, perhaps as a result of the growing threat of the urbanization and consumerism that corrupted the lower class residents.
   On August 6, 1929, the fengsu committee discussed eliminating prostitution and decided to give up on immediate abolition and focused on rehabilitation instead:  “Since there was no way to eradicate [prostitution] right now, we can only rely on pessimistic method to eliminate prostitutes.” It advised the Guangzhou municipal government to expand the existing rehabilitation facilities, so that it could take in “prostitutes who wanted to leave hell and become good again, and let them see the institution as a heaven of happiness.”
  Despite the anxiety over the urban residents’ pursuit of luxury, the shift towards rehabilitation shows that the government perceived the main problem of prostitution as behavior of individuals, which could be corrected through education. 

At the same time, the public also discussed enthusiastically about rehabilitation, as it became one of the most popular topics in editorials.  One of these writers suggested the government take initiative to:

(1) improve the living standard of the people -- set up a living wage requirement, so that they can support a decent life; (2) secure work for workers -- set up job agencies, etc, so that the people would not have the danger of unemployment; (3) set up an educational institute for women, so that poor girls can go to the institute to learn crafts (gongyi), and use that for a living later on; (4) set up laws against the buying and selling of people; (5) set up an association under the direction of funü xiehui (Women’s Association), which is responsible for the women’s movement, that specifically helps and saves women who are oppressed.  This way, the work of ‘eradicating bad fengsu’, can be said to be more than half done.

The contents of this proposal suggest that an activist involved in the feminist movement authored this piece.  If it is the case, then at least some feminists seemed to buy into the government’s “abolition” policy, even though it was only continuing its previous attempt in expanding registration under a more acceptable slogan and a new emphasis on reforming women. 
The “bad fengsu” mentioned at the end of the passage can be interpreted as prostitution, but her points indicate that her definition of fengsu was mixed with elements from both reforms.  What led to prostitution included the institutions of “slave” labor and the buying and selling of women, but also the lack of emotional and material support for individual women to lead a decent life.  However, this writer was not interested in the government’s emphasis on banning luxury and indecent behavior.  This reflects the overall lukewarm support the government received in its strict regulations on women’s dress code and behavior despite the success in registration of prostitutes.

In rehabilitation policy in the early 30s as well, the government also downplayed the moral corruption prostitutes could bring to society and started incorporating themes from the earlier fengsu reform that emphasized women’s emancipation.  Illustrating the duties of the new Social Welfare Department established in the 1930s to collaborate with the fengsu reform program, Edward Lee quoted a statement by the department: “To abolish prostitution evil, the unfortunate women should first be freed from the system of ‘obligation’ and then be given an opportunity to enter into new fields of endeavor.”  One strategy was to “establish a school to equip these fallen women with a means of earning their own living,”
 so that the traditions of filial obligations that women had to follow could be eradicated and replaced with training that could help them survive in the materialistic city.  The government officials who drafted the statement stressed the importance of removing “filial obligations” and helping women into “new fields of endeavor.” They did so perhaps to appease the feminists, but more likely they felt the need to shape the image of women who were rehabilitated from dangerous predators back to victims of family and social constraints so that they would be reaccepted as members of society.  


Although at times pressurized by the provincial and central government to speed up abolition, the Guangzhou’s approach of pushing registration under the rhetoric of abolition generally worked well through the early 1930s, and both camps supported the expanded rehabilitation program.  In 1933, the Finance Bureau of the Guangzhou municipal government drafted a plan to abolish prostitution over a three-year period after instruction by the provincial government, again by registering prostitutes and establishing rehabilitation organizations for them.
  It took two more years for this to take effect because of some political controversies over the title of the measure.
  In 1935, the municipal legislation approved a measure known as the “Abolition of Prostitution in Guangzhou Municipal – Regulation to Register Prostitutes in Guangzhou (Guangzhou shi jinchang banfa Guangzhou shi changji dengji guize) on April 25, 1935.
  It devised abolition to be carried out in 6 sessions, lasting for 6 months each. It also required a rehabilitation institution/ rescue home (jiuji hui) be set up immediately. 

At the same time, the municipal government also took action on controlling venereal diseases.  It suggested regular inspections on prostitutes for hygienic purposes.
  Zhang Yuanfeng, the Chief of Social Bureau, in an interview with a reporter of Gongshang ribao on September 28, 1935, admitted that the “abolition policy” was in fact postponed as a result of problems of revenue and business losses.  However, he repeated that the government had been trying its best to eliminate prostitutes even though the conditions were not yet ripe.  He used the Public Hygiene Bureau (weisheng ju) and its order to inspect all prostitutes as an example, and claimed that this inspection was very strict. Once a prostitute was discovered to have any health problems, licenses would be confiscated and would not be re-issued.
  His comments shows that the health inspection was not only used in controlling the spread of diseases by licensed prostitutes, but also in filtering unsafe prostitutes from the licensed system. 

The report and the interview demonstrate that the Guangzhou municipal government, or at least the Social Bureau, never really changed its stand and was never committed to implement abolition, even though it changed the title of its registration scheme and tried to appease the abolitionist camp and the provincial government verbally.  Its main interests only lay in maintaining its revenue, controlling the spread of diseases and reforming lower class female residents.  

In the mid 1930s, the GMD successfully instituted prohibition of prostitution in other provinces, along with other policies that prohibited luxury and immorality. In 1936, loyal GMD officials were sent down and took over the provincial and municipal governments, which until then were filled by independent warlords and local residents with power.  Ironically, the new officials at first were also opposed to an immediate ban on the prostitution tax and claimed that it took more time to carry out abolition.
 The GMD central policy of abolition eventually prevailed in policy making, but these programs stopped short because of the Japanese invasion in 1938.

As for the prostitutes, those who were not rehabilitated were gradually dispersed as the requirements for licenses tightened.  Many of these prostitutes moved to Hong Kong and other areas.  However, the trend of abolition in Hong Kong resulted in women changing their trades. Sources show that many of them became nü zhaodai (waitresses), tourguides, hairdressers, singers, taxi dancers and other kinds of service laborers, of which many of whom continued to sell sex on the side.
 In 1935, an investigation report also noted that many nü zhaodai were previously prostitutes.
 Others worked as street prostitutes or in clandestine environments.    
Conclusion

Even though abolitionists, the government, and other social critics had different viewpoints on the handling of prostitution, they did not disagree on the issue of morality, especially after prostitution was listed as one of the items regulated under Public Safety committee in the late 1920s.  On the records, most politicians avoided to discuss the reality that neither abolition nor registration would eliminate prostitution fundamentally: total abolition would lead to the growth of unlicensed prostitutes, and registration would lead to an explosion of licensed prostitutes.  Abolitionists remained ideological and flinched from commenting on the negative effects of abolition policies; they never had any substantial plans for lower-class women who were not labeled prostitutes.  As for the local government, under increasing pressure from abolitionists in the late 1920s and early 1930s, it slowly devised a strategy by manipulating terminology and incorporated the expansion of prostitutes’ registration in the “abolition of prostitution” program.  Besides the concern over revenue, the municipal government favored registration because in the early 1930s, the government began to take an aggressive role regarding problems pertaining to their governance, i.e. creating urban citizens and controlling diseases, rather than the number of prostitutes appeared on the record.          

The Guangzhou government’s emphasis on control and education shows that the moral concerns about prostitution were real and the abolitionists’ protests had an impact on policies, and that the Guangzhou government and the residents did have stakes in controlling the venereal diseases and regulating these women, especially during a period when the government and residents had the common goal of turning Guangzhou into a modernized urban city.   Officials expanded the rehabilitation programs so that the prostitutes capable of reform were given moral and practical training.
  In Hong Kong and in many other cities as well, rehabilitation programs for prostitutes and other “destitute women” expanded in the late 1920s and early 1930s, which I argue was an important scheme in managing the urban population, particularly lower-class migrant women.
 These programs did not differ much from one another despite the diversity of the political contexts in which they were created.  

In the process of debating between abolition and licensing, these political participants from both camps either dismissed the unlicensed prostitutes as nonexistent (as in abolition), or rendered them criminals (when registration was denied).  Elizabeth Remick claims that the system of registration and taxation gave prostitutes and owners of brothels legitimacy and protection.  I agree with this view, but would like to add that this legitimization of “licensed” prostitutes also divided lower-class women and dispersed them.  Even though the Guangzhou government tried to solve the problem of prostitutes by registration and rehabilitation, the fear of inspection and denial of license intensified the circulation and mobility of “unlicensed prostitutes,” who were no longer traceable on records and in practice.
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� In popular discourse, these people were known as “unlicensed prostitutes,” but if existence of individual prostitutes could only recognized by their licenses, the category of “unlicensed prostitutes” failed because it became impossible to identify the women who actually belonged to it.  As a result, all women who engaged in extramarital behavior were subject to arrest and rehabilitation.  Facing such threats, women became more self-conscious and started regulating their own behavior and appearance in public.  This aspect of social control seemed to achieve more results than abolition itself, although this might not be the original intention of lawmakers.
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