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Humanitarianism of Modern
Intellectuals in China
—A Case of Maiden Emancipation

Hong Xi-mei

Abstract

The custom of keeping maids as home servants dates back to the ancient system of slavery. Once
girls are made a home servant, they enjoy no sense of equality and freedom at all. They are sometimes
taken as commercial materials or gifts--or even traded to be prostitutes or home slaves. Without any
ability to become independent, the maids lead a far more miserable life than male slaves. Thanks to the
laws made in late Qing Dynasty, when no population trade is since allowed, the problem of keeping
male slaves is getting insignificant. But on the other hand, the custom of keeping home female servants
ensues. Cases are often heard where female home servants are harshly and cruelly treated.
Humanitarian intellectuals thus start to show their concern, requesting to forbid keeping female home
servants. The mission is not completed until 1950’s when the new cultural movement is on the way,
with the humanitarian concern by the intellectuals playing an important role. The government in the
South makes a strict rule against home female slavery; moreover, the nationalist government tries its
best to clamp down on maiden slavery. But due to the impoverished social conditions and slump
economy, poor families keep trading their daughters for a living, which leads to an endless source of
maiden slaves, In addition, without a complete set of measures to the issue, the female slaves find no
place to go—even if they are emancipated. The conclusion is clear: in addition to legal approaches, it
takes political, economic and social reformation to reach the good end to the problem of female

slavery.

Key Words : Keep Maids As Servant, Forbid Female Home Servant, Humanitarian,

Anarchism, May 4th Movement, Nationalist Government
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