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Abstract 

The Shanghai Municipal Council, which managed the International Settlement at the 

heart of Shanghai from 1854 until 1943, profoundly shaped the development of the city 

politically, socially and geographically. It was dominated by British expatriates and 

settlers, but they shared power with an array of other nationalities, in a unique 

experiment in transnational governance. This thesis provides the first in-depth study of 

how the council functioned in the twentieth century and how it influenced and was 

influenced by contemporary changes locally, nationally and internationally. It argues 

that the council was profoundly important in this period, much more so than has been 

appreciated in the literature to date. The council was both subject to colonial influence 

and autonomous in its activities, so is best characterised as a semi-colonial institution, a 

concept which is tested and defined in this thesis. This study also provides a more 

precise understanding of the nature of Britain's informal empire in China, which was 

not confined to either diplomacy or trade but was experienced first and foremost 

through the activities of the Shanghai Municipal Council, in the mundane matters of 

daily life and in the many moments of strife and tension which occurred in this period. 

This thesis therefore furthers our understanding of foreign imperialism in China in all its 

complexities, with implications for the fields of both modem Chinese and colonial 

history. 



Acknowledgements 

As this dissertation represents the culmination of nearly a decade of study on Chinese 

and colonial history, my debts are far too numerous to mention them all. My first and 

deepest thanks go to Professor Robert Bickers at the University of Bristol, who has been 

a model supervisor. Robert inspired my interest in Chinese History in his undergraduate 

course on the Boxer Uprising and encouraged me to take this interest ever further. He 

has guided me through three dissertations and the many challenges that I faced along the 

way, always being generous with his time, personal collection of source materials, and 

wealth of knowledge. At each stage of my research and my academic career Robert has 

helped me towards the next stepping stone, and I have learnt not just about history, but 

how to be an historian largely from him. I will always be extremely grateful for all of 

this. 

I have also learnt an immense amount from Professor Rana Mitter at the 

University of Oxford. Rana has helped me hone my skills as an historian and 

encouraged me to see the bigger picture of why my research matters. I am very grateful 

for all his guidance. I would like to thank all my colleagues at the Institute for Chinese 

Studies at Oxford for their encouragement and support as I finished my dissertation 

alongside my first full time position, particularly Dr Margaret Hillenbrand. I am grateful 

to the members of the Leverhulme China's War with Japan project in the History 

Faculty for helpful comments at a crucial stage of writing up, especially Dr Helen 

Schneider and Dr Karl Gerth. Over a much longer period, I was taught by and engaged 

with the supporting members of the Department of Historical Studies at Bristol, many 

of whom helped me at different stages of my academic development, which I greatly 

appreciate. Jamie Carstairs provided wonderful access to digital copies of sources, for 

which I thank him. My PhD was funded by the Economic and Research Council 

through the British Inter-university China Centre, and I am very grateful to both 

organisations. 

I have been privileged to pursue research for this dissertation in a number of 

different locations. I am indebted to the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences for 

hosting me while I conducted the bulk of my research and for being so welcoming. Li 

Li and Ma Jun deserve my particular thanks. I am very appreciative of the work done by 

the staff of the Shanghai Municipal Archives, who helped make it a pleasant place to 

conduct research. My thanks also go to the members of the Royal Asiatic Society in 



Shanghai, particularly Peter Hibbard, for their friendship and kindness. I would like to 

extend my appreciation to the members of the Department of History at the University 

of Sydney for welcoming me and helping me clarify many of my ideas, especially 

Professor Kirsten McKenzie and Professor Alison Bashford, who both kindly read and 

commented on parts of my thesis. The Kluge Center at the Library of Congress was an 

inspiring place to work and I am very grateful to the people there for helping me expand 

my source base and the horizons of my intellectual enquiry. I would like to thank Dr 

Tom Mann at the Library in particular for his enthusiastic help in finding diverse 

materials that greatly enhanced my research. I am grateful to Marcia Ristaino for her 

friendship and to Cecil Uyehara for his kind assistance with my research on his father. 

The Postgraduate Summer School at the University of Oslo in 2008 was an exciting and 

stimulating place to start developing some of the concepts in my dissertation, so I wish 

to thank those who organised and participated in it, notably Professor Flemming 

Christiansen and Professor Henrietta Harrison. 

My friends have been a constant source of support, encouragement and 

inspiration. Some whom I have met in the course of my research, including Hoito Wong 

and Sophie Loy-Wilson, have offered direct assistance in locating sources, for which I 

am very grateful. I would like to extend very warm thanks to all my family, particularly 

my mother and father, for supporting me and encouraging me throughout this lengthy 

process. My most heartfelt thanks go to Adam Hanna, for supporting me tirelessly and 
for having so much faith in my ability to succeed. 



Author's Declaration 

I declare that the work in this dissertation was carried out in accordance with the 

requirements of the University's Regulations and Code of Practice for Research Degree 

Programmes and that it has not been submitted for any other academic award. Except 

where indicated by specific reference in the text, the work is the candidate's own work. 

Work done in collaboration with, or with the assistance of, others, is indicated as such. 

Any views expressed in the dissertation are those of the author. 

SIGNED: 
............................................................. 

DATE:.......................... 



Contents 

Introduction 
Writing the history of Shanghai 

The concepts of informal empire and semi-colonialism 
The Chinese literature 
The Work of the Shanghai Municipal Council 

Sources 
Structure of the thesis 

Chapter One: Councillors and Staff 
Election and selection 
Chinese representation 
Council members 
Municipal staff 
Notable individuals 
Conclusion 

Chapter Two: The Finances of the SMC 
The Finance Committee and Department 
Sources of revenue 

i) Loans 
ii) Taxation 

Tax rises and protests 
Spending versus tax reduction 
Conclusion 

Chapter Three: Expansion and Defence 
Defending administrative borders 
Weapons of defence: the SMP and SVC 
Moving beyond borders 
Aggressive expansionism 
Defence in difficult times 
Conclusion 

Chapter Four: Health Within Limits: The Public Health Department 
Laying the groundwork: the infrastructure of public health 

Assuming greater responsibility for public health 
Limited powers 
The Municipal Laboratory and medical research 
A transnational Public Health Department 
Semi-colonialism in public health 
Entente Cordiale? Relations with the French Conseil Municipal 

A new neighbour: the Municipal Government of Greater Shanghai 

Conclusion 
Chapter Five: Industrial Reform in the International Settlement 

Page 

1 

9 

17 
28 

34 
38 

40 

47 

50 

59 

65 

89 

94 

105 

107 

110 

112 
122 
132 
142 
148 
151 
153 
158 
167 
175 
182 
197 
199 
203 
209 
216 
224 
231 
236 
239 
247 
253 
259 



Early municipal concern over industrial conditions 263 

The Child Labour Commission 267 

International pressure on the SMC 276 

The Factory Law: Chinese initiative and the council's reaction 281 

The work of the Industrial Section: the power of persuasion 289 

Internationalism 296 

Towards constructive interaction between the SMC and the 

Chinese authorities 303 
The Industrial Section in wartime Shanghai 308 
Conclusion 315 

Conclusion 317 

Avenues for further research 329 

Bibliography 333 



Tables and Illustrations 

Tables Pages 

Table 1. Prominent foreign council members and their business interests 67-8 
Table 2. Prominent Chinese council members and their affiliations 84 
Table 3. Assessed property values, 1925-1930 109 

Table 4. Public Health Department expenditure 214 

Illustrations 

Figure 1. Map showing the Settlement boundaries in 1914 7 
Figure 2. Rattle cartoon of campaigning candidates for 1901 election of 1901 58 
Figure 3. Caricatures of the candidates for election to the SMC in 1913 76 
Figure 4. Revenue from taxation and extraordinary income, 1910-1940 114 
Figure 5. Percentage of SMC rates paid by Chinese and foreign ratepayers 127 
Figure 6. Municipal income from rates inside & outside the Settlement limits 128 
Figure 7. Sources of municipal income, excluding loans (taels) 129 
Figure 8. Municipal spending by department (taels) 144 
Figure 9. Boundary stone on display in Shanghai Municipal History Museum 155 
Figure 10. Plan showing External Roads areas 169 
Figure 11. Map of distribution of foreign forces and defences in Shanghai, 1935 191 
Figure 12. Poster promoting smallpox vaccination, produced by the 

Council on Hygiene Education (Zhonghua weisheng jiaoyuhui) 211 
Figure 13. Comparative budgets for three departments of the SMC for 1930 214 
Figure 14. Chart showing the distribution of plague-infected rats found in the 

International Settlement 225 
Figure 15. Death rates per thousand of the foreign and Chinese communities of the 

International Settlement 255 



Note on Chinese usage 

Chinese names of places and people have been Romanised using the standard pinyin 
form in most cases except where the transliteration in contemporary use is the only form 

available or the preferred form, primarily for personal names such as for Chiang Kai- 

shek (Jiang Jieshi). Chinese characters have been given in addition to pinyin and an 

English translation where appropriate for clarity. Simplified characters are given as 

standard, but with traditional characters used where quoting from or referring to texts 

from before simplified characters were in general use or from Taiwanese or other non- 

mainland Chinese sources. 



Introduction: Studying the Nature of Semi-colonialism in Shanghai 

`The heart of Shanghai is the International Settlement, the city the foreign devils built... 

In theory the sovereignty of the place was vested in the consuls representing the powers 

which had treaties with China. In practice these consuls had little or nothing to say 

about the way the place was governed. A start was made by turning civic affairs over to 

an unpaid committee known as the Shanghai Municipal Council which functioned like 

the Board of Selectmen in a New England village or like the board of directors of a big 

corporation. It is this municipal council which through a continuous service of almost a 

hundred years has guided Shanghai in its development from a huddle of houses on a 

muddy foreshore to one of the finest and largest cities in the world. " 

Carl Crow, writing on his return to the USA after leaving a war-torn Shanghai, captures 

in the passage above the peculiar nature of the governance of the city's International 

Settlement. Occupying a narrow space between colonial power and independent 

government, the Shanghai Municipal Council (SMC) forged for itself remarkable 

authority to manage the affairs of the Settlement. While not carving a city from nothing, 

as Crow suggests, the SMC certainly profoundly shaped the development of Shanghai 

and its politics. This thesis provides the first in-depth analysis of how the council 

managed the International Settlement, which was at once uniquely cosmopolitan, 

undeniably Chinese, and yet profoundly British in nature. The Settlement formed an 

important part of Britain's informal empire, but the Shanghai Municipal Council which 

ran it was a semi-colonial authority with no direct counterpart anywhere in the world. 

Studying how the council developed and functioned therefore compels a fresh 

understanding of both these concepts (informal empire and semi-colonialism) in 

practice, while redressing a significant gap in modern Chinese historiography. 

' Carl Crow, Foreign Devils in the Flowery Kingdom (Hong Kong: Earnshaw Books, 2007; first 
published 1940), pp. 158-9. 
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In recent years there has been a resurgence of interest in the study of informal 

empire among historians. The term `informal empire' dates to at least its use by C. R. 

Fay in 1934,2 and it gained wide currency, particularly in the British literature, from 

1953 when Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher made it central to their thesis on the 

nature of British imperialism. 3 These historians used the term to refer to the way in 

which merchants pursued their free trading activities with the political, diplomatic and 

military backing of the British government in parts of the globe beyond the reach of the 

formal administrative structures of British imperialism. For Robinson and Gallagher, 

informal empire thus differed from formal empire only in degree. 4 They placed great 

importance on informal empire as the preferred practice of the British authorities, who, 

they argued, adopted the more expensive policy of formal annexation only where it was 

necessary to safeguard British trading interests. The cases of British involvement in 

Argentina and Egypt are often cited as key examples of informal empire, but the term is 

applied to various parts of Latin America, the Middle East and East Asia. The treaty 

ports along the southern and eastern coast of China, opened up to western settlement for 

the purposes of trade by treaties following the conclusion of the First Opium War in 

1842, are also located by (particularly British) historians such as Robert Bickers as 

belonging to this world of informal empire, s 
and none more so than Shanghai. 

2 C. R. Fay, Imperial Economy and its Place in the Formation of Economic Doctrine, 1600-1932 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1934), p. 104. Fay's later contribution to The Cambridge History of the British Empire 
is sometimes wrongly cited as the first use of the term `informal empire', for example by Andrew 
Thompson in `Afterword: Informal Empire: Past, Present and Future', in Informal Empire in Latin 
America: Culture, Commerce and Capital, ed. by Matthew Brown (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), p. 229. See 
C. R. Fay, `The Movement Towards Free Trade, 1820-1853', in The Cambridge History of the British 
Empire, Vol. II: The Growth of the New Empire, 1783-1870, ed. by J. Holland Rose (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1940), p. 399. 
3 John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, ̀ The Imperialism of Free Trade', Economic History Review, New 
Ser., Vol. 6, No. 1 (1953), pp. 1-15. 
° Gallagher and Robinson, ̀ Imperialism of Free Trade', p. 7. 
S Robert Bickers, Britain in China: Community, Culture and Colonialism 1900-1949 (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1999). 
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John King Fairbank provides still the most authoritative, though not 

unproblematic, account of this process of the ̀ opening up' of China to western trade and 

influence. 6 Following the British victory in the First Opium War, the Chinese 

government was left with no choice but to open up the five ports of Canton 

(Guangzhou), Amoy (Xiamen), Ningpo (Ningbo), Foochow (Fuzhou) and Shanghai to 

foreign settlement and trade, in addition to the cessation of Hong Kong and the payment 

of reparations, according to the terms of the 1842 Treaty of Nanjing. Shanghai rapidly 

overtook Canton as the most important centre of foreign influence in China, a position it 

maintained as more treaty ports were added by the subsequent ̀ unequal treaties', 7 

notably the Treaties of Wangxia (in 1844 with the United States), Whampoa (also in 

1844 with France), Tianjin (in 1858 with Britain, France, Russia and the USA, and in 

1861 with Prussia and the German Customs Union) and Shimonoseki (in 1895 with 

Japan). 

Fairbank's model of `China's response to the west' through the opening of treaty 

ports has been thoroughly revised by such notable historians as Paul Cohen, who almost 

thirty years ago advocated a `China-centred' approach. 8 This entailed moving away 

from (in a nod to Edward Said) `a Western-centeredness that robs China of its 

autonomy and makes of it, in the end, an intellectual possession of the West' to `a more 

interior approach' to Chinese history which cast China as the active creator of its own 

history. 9 China-centred histories have since been written widely. Indeed, the pendulum 

6 John King Fairbank, Trade and Diplomacy on the China Coast: the Opening of the Treaty Ports, 1842- 
1854 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1969), especially pp. 81-103 for the First Opium War and 
subsequent negotiations over the Treaty of Nanjing, and 195-99 for the treaties negotiated by the United 
States and France. 

Though widely used in the English and Chinese literature, the term `unequal treaties' is heavily 

politically weighted. 
Paul A. Cohen, Discovering History in China: American Historical Writing on the Recent Chinese Past 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), especially pp. 9-55. 
Cohen, Discovering History in China, pp. 151,153. 
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swung rather too far in that direction, with histories written as though there had been no 

foreign encroachment into or influence on China. In a backlash against this trend, 

William Kirby argued in 1997 that `there is no point in searching for some uniquely 

"China-centred" historical narrative [for the Republican period]... Everything important 

had an international dimension. ' 10 Happily, by 2005 Rana Mitter could comment that 

`The call to bring the foreign back into modern Chinese history has had an enriching 

effect on the field'. ' 1 The point has now been reached where historians can examine the 

realities of the interactions between China and western powers bearing both sides of this 

debate in mind and seeking to avoid the pitfalls of both: an over-simplification of the 

nature of the history of modem China as either dependent on or independent of western 

stimulus. 

The kind of history written by Fairbank, driven by sources in diplomatic records 

and charting the political developments of the Sino-British relationship, 12 was partially 

superseded as the broader trend to write socio-economic history from the 1960s filtered 

into the field of China Studies by the 1980s. Shanghai has been the site many historians 

have chosen in which to locate their studies on aspects of Chinese life from native place 

associations to prostitution, due to both its importance as the largest of the treaty ports 

and the strongest economy of East Asia and its legendary status as a city of unparalleled 

10 William C. Kirby, `The Internationalization of China: Foreign Relations at Home and Abroad in the 
Republican Era', China Quarterly, No. 150, Special Issue: Reappraising Republic China (June 1997), p. 
433. Robert Bickers echoed this assertion two years later, writing that `there is no doubting... the 
absurdity of writing modem Chinese history as if there was no western presence, or with a caricatured 
foreign presence, which has often been the net effect. ' Bickers, Britain in China, p. 6. 
11 Rana Mitter, `Historiographical Review: Modernity, Internationalization, and War in the History of 
Modern China', Historical Journal, Vol. 48, No. 2 (2005), p. 528. 
12 Work in the 1960s and '70s by Nicholas Clifford and Gerald Graham would also belong to this 
category. Nicholas R. Clifford, Retreat from China: British Policy in the Far East, 1937-1941 (London: 
Longmans, 1967); Gerald S. Graham, The China Station: War and Diplomacy, 1830-1860 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). 
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opportunity and vice in both the Chinese and western collective memory. 13 Much work 

has rightly redressed a concentration on the foreign impact on the city, though important 

progress has also been made in understanding this dominant minority community, not 

least by Robert Bickers. 14 Bickers' work locates the British presence in Shanghai, the 

strongest foreign group, within the broader imperialism of the British empire '15 

providing valuable insights into the behaviour, motivations and mindsets of the British 

in cities like Shanghai. 

Research on the way in which the British presence in Shanghai can be located in 

relation to informal empire in China and beyond is, however, somewhat lacking. The 

work that has been done focuses largely on the Chinese Maritime Customs Service 

(CMCS), a fascinating and revealing instance of a Chinese institution staffed and run in 

the main by foreign (overwhelmingly British) officials. 16 In contrast, the Shanghai 

Municipal Council, the governing body of the International Settlement - without doubt 

the most compelling expression of informal empire in China and the self-styled ̀ model 

settlement' for other outposts of foreign imperialism on the Chinese mainland - has 

received comparatively little scholarly attention in the Anglophone literature. 17 In 1854 

13 Contributions by Emily Honig and Christian Henriot stand out in these two areas of the field. Emily 
Honig, Creating Chinese Ethnicity: Subei People in Shanghai, 1850-1980 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1992); Christian Henriot, Prostitution and Sexuality in Shanghai: a Social History, 1849-1949, 
trans. by Nogl Castelino (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
14 Robert Bickers, Empire Made Me: An Englishman Adrift in Shanghai (London: Allen Lane, 2003) 

provides an analysis of the nature of the International Settlement through the lens of a biography of an 
ordinary recruit to the Shanghai Municipal Police force named Maurice Tinkler. 
15 Most notable here among many relevant works is Bickers, Britain in China. 
16 See Martyn Atkins, Informal Empire in Crisis: British Diplomacy and the Chinese Customs Succession, 
1927-1929 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell East Asia Series, 1995) and in particular the work of researchers 
associated with the Chinese Maritime Customs Project at the University of Bristol including Donna 
Brunero, Britain's Imperial Cornerstone in China: the Chinese Maritime Customs Service, 1854-1949 
(London: Routledge, 2006), the July 2006 special issue of Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 40, No. 3, doctoral 

research by both Catherine Ladds and Felix Boecking, and various articles by Robert Bickers, including 
`Purloined Letters: History and the Chinese Maritime Customs Service', Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 40, 
No. 3 (2005), p. 692. Hans van de Ven is also working on the Customs Service. 
17 Indeed, Mary Wilgus in her study of informal empire in China makes no mention at all of the SMC or 
International Settlement. Mary H. Wilgus, Sir Claude MacDonald, the Open Door, and British Informal 
Empire in China, 1895-1900 (New York: Garland, 1987). Relevant work has been done, however, by 
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the Shanghai Municipal Council replaced the Committee of Roads and Jetties which 

had run the English Settlement since 1845, two years after its establishment in 

accordance with the Treaty of Nanjing. The Shanghai Municipal Police (SMP) and 

Shanghai Volunteer Corps (SVC) were formed in the same year, and all three were 

established in response to the seizure of the Chinese City by Taiping rebels the previous 

year. ' 8 The smaller American Settlement merged with the English in 1863 to form the 

International Settlement, though the French Government refused to sanction the 

inclusion of the French Concession. 19 From then on, the SMC strengthened its 

independence from the consular body as a self-governing entity, even as individual 

foreign subjects in the Settlement remained subject to consular authority. 

The Land Regulations governing the council's electorate and powers were 

initially drawn up by the Chinese authorities, with revisions by the Land Renters in 

response to the changing conditions in Shanghai approved by the foreign diplomatic 

body and Chinese government at Beijing in 1854,1869 and 1898. They essentially 

formed a constitution for the council but were increasingly inadequate as time went on, 

allowing the ratepayers, for example, the power to block innovations which would have 

given Chinese residents more of a voice in the running of the Settlement. Franchise was 

granted by the ownership of property: according to Article XIX of the 1898 Land 

Regulations, which remained in use for the remainder of the council's existence, 

foreigners (non-Chinese in the parlance of the time) who owned land worth at least Tls. 

500 and paid property taxes of Tls. 10 or more per year, or who were householders 

John Darwin and, fifty years ago, Nathan Pelcovits: John Darwin, `Imperialism and the Victorians: The 
Dynamics of Territorial Expansion', English Historical Review, Vol. 112, No. 447 (June 1997), pp. 614- 
642; Nathan Pelcovits, Old China Hands and the Foreign O, fice (New York: American Institute of 
Pacific Relations, King's Crown Press, 1948). 
18 Robert Bickers, `Shanghailanders: The Formation and Identity of the British Settler Community in 
Shanghai, 1843-1937', Past and Present, 159 (May 1998), pp. 165-6. 
19 Richard Feetham, Report of the Hon. Mr. Justice Feetham, C. M. G. to the Shanghai Municipal Council 
(Shanghai: North-China Daily News & Herald, 1931), Vol. 1, p. 28. 
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paying at least Tls. 500 per year in assessed rent, were entitled to elect council members 

and vote at ratepayers' meetings. 20 Convention dictated the nationalities represented on 

the council, but British members dominated. 

The SMC managed a far greater expanse of land than was ever envisaged by the 

Chinese and British who negotiated its existence. With repeated expansions, as shown 

in Figure 1, the area of the Settlement increased from 138 acres in 1846 to 5,583 acres 

or 8.66 square miles from the end of the nineteenth century on, 
21 

and the council also 

assumed limited control of the external roads beyond the Settlement boundaries. In 

order to manage this area, it employed a large number of staff (it was the largest 

employer of British subjects in Shanghai, though a far greater number of Chinese were 

on its payroll) across a range of departments. The departments and their employees 

increased in number as the role of the SMC expanded over the years. 

1014 
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Figure 1. Map showing the Settlement boundaries in 1914.22 

20 Feetham, Report, Vol. 1, p. 80. In 1930 there were 15 taels to the pound (sterling). For conversion rates, 
see Wakeman, Jr., Policing Shanghai, p. xi. 
21 F. C. Jones, Shanghai and Tientsin, with Special Reference to Foreign Institutions (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1940), p. 1. 
22 Map courtesy of Robert Bickers. 
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