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THE ORIGINS OF THE GREEN GANG 

AND ITS RISE IN SHANGHAI, 1850-1920 

Brian G. Martin 

Introduction 

The Green Gang was one of the most important secret societies in central 
and eastern China in the first half of the twentieth century, and during this 
period the city-port of Shanghai was a major, if not the major, centre of its 
activities. These activities have been the subject of a number of contemporary 
accounts and later scholarly and popular works, yet the origins and evolution 
of the Green Gang still remain shrouded in some mystery. In addressing this 
issue the present article discusses three main aspects of the modem Green 
Gang: the question of its precise origins, in the course of which it surveys 
the scholarly debate on this issue among Chinese historians; its organiza
tional structure; and the factors which facilitated its emergence in Shanghai 
by the tum of the century. The main conclusion of the article is that the Green 
Gang was a recently established secret sociey organization whose structure 
was still in the process of definition in the first two decades of the twentieth 
century. Despite its claims to a distinguished pedigree in the eighteenth
century boatmen's associations on the Grand Canal its origins, in fact, cannot 
be traced back much beyond the penultimate decade of the nineteenth 
century. 

The Origins of the Green Gang 

The origins and evolution of the Green Gang are rather problematic and 
are the subject of some not inconsiderable debate among Chinese historians. 
One leading historian of the Green Gang, Hu Zhusheng Mll�, has obser
ved that among the histories of modem Chinese secret societies that of the 
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1 Hu Zhusheng, "Qing Bang shi chutan" [A 
preliminary inquiry into the history of the 
Green Gangl, Iisbi:rue [Historical studies] 3 
(1979): 1 l1; Jerome Ch'en, "The origins of 
the Boxers," in Studies in tbesocial bistory oj 
Cbinaandsoutb-eastAsia: essays in memory 
oj Victor Purcell, ed. Jerome Ch'en and Ni
cholas Tarling (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1970), p.65. 

2 Those who accept the earlier, conven
tional date include Hu Zhusheng, Li Shiyu, 
Dai Xuanzhi, and Cai Shaoqing, while the 
revisionists include David E. Kelley, Ma 
Xisha and Cheng Suo Hu, "Qing Bang shi 
chutan," pp.1 03-5; Li Shiyu, "Qing Bang 
zaoqi zuzhi kaolue" [An investigation of the 
organization of the Green Gang during its 
early period], in Huidang sbi yanjiu [Re
search into the history of secret societies], 
ed. Zhongguo Huidang Yanjiu Hui [The 
Society for Research into Chinese Secret 
Societies] (Shanghai: Xuelin, 1987), pp.286-
303; Dai Xuanzhi, "Qing Bang de yuanliu" 
[The origins and evolution of the Green 
Gangl, Shihuo yuekan [Sustenance Monthly] 
3.4 Guly 1973):172-7; Cai Shaoqing, Zhong
guo mimi shehui [Chinese secret societies] 
(Hangzhou: Zhejiang Renmin Chubanshe, 
1 989), pp.79-86; David E. Kelley, "Temples 
and tribute fleets: the Luo Sect and boatmen's 
associations in the eighteenth century ," lOVER 
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Figure 1 
Map of the Grand Canal linking 
Peking and Hangzhou 

BRIAN G. MARTIN 

Green Gang is the one replete with the most complex problems; while 
another historian, Jerome Ch'en, has remarked that the history of the Green 
Gang "is a blend of facts and fiction, often more fiction than facts."! 

One contentious issue is the exact origins of the Green Gang. Many 
historians consider the Green Gang to be identical with the branch of the 
Patriarch Luo Sect (Luo ZuJiao ilWl.ro, a dissenting Buddhist sect, which was 
active among the Grand Canal boatmen in the eighteenth century. Others, 
however, suggest a much later date on the grounds that references to the Green 
Gang as a specific organization only appear in the official records from the 
middle of the nineteenth century. 2 The one Western historian who has made 
a particular study of the grain tribute boatmen's associations, David E. Kelley, 
argues that there is no evidence to suggest that the Green Gang "under any 
of its variant names" existed prior to the second half of the nineteenth century, 
although he does allow for the possibility of some kind of continuity between 
the Luo Sect and the traditions of the Green Gang.3 The picture is further 
complicated by the contention of one Chinese historian, Ii Shiyu, in an article 
published in 1963, that the Green Gang did not originate as a branch of the 
Patriarch Luo Sect at all, although he has subsequently renounced this view.4 
It should be noted in this regard that the various Green Gang manuals (tongcao 
iIIl¥) which were published in the early twentieth century trace the 
organization's origins in an unbroken line back to the Patriarch Luo Sect and 
to the grain tribute fleets of the mid-Qing period.5 Whether this reflects an 
accurate representation of the facts or is merely the appropriation, or indeed 
the deliberate manufacture, of a tradition remains a question to be addressed 
by further historical research. 

Another source of disagreement among historians is the nature of the 
relationship between the Green Gang and the Triads (Hong Men �r'D. Some 
historians contend that the Green Gang was merely a branch of the Triads, 
while others argue that the two organizations had quite separate origins and 
developed in quite distinct ways.6 This debate is of more than historical 
interest. In the early twentieth century, to claim that the Green Gang was an 
offshoot of the Triads, given the latter's pronounced anti-Qing nature and its 
involvement in the 1911 Revolution, served the political purpose of 
enhancing the Green Gang's revolutionary legitimacy and political credentials 
in the period of Guomindang rule. 7 

A majority of historians, however, argue that the general antecedents of 
the Green Gang are to be found in the Buddhist sect of the Patriarch Luo and 
the boatmen's associations that developed among the crews of the tribute 
grain fleets on the Grand Canal. A major discontinuity nevertheless occurred 
in the historical evolution of the Green Gang in the mid-nineteenth century 
which raises important questions, as yet unresolved, about the true origins 
of this organization. The doubts raised by these questions are compounded 
the fact that the earliest recorded form of the term Green Gang (Qing Bang 
w"M}-Anqing Daoyou �f�m� (the Anqing League)--did not occur be
fore the middle of the nineteenth century. 8 



Figure 2 
Weng Yan 
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Figure 3 
QianJian 

The Patriarch Luo Sect was an evangelical Buddhist sect which had 
evolved from the White Lotus Sect (Bailianjiao 8 iltv, and which was 
established in the late Ming.9 In the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries it spread throughout China, and it in its tum spawned a number 
of sects, the most important of which included the Da ChengJiao *�� 
(the Mahayana Sect), the San Cheng Jiao =�� (the Three Orders of 
Buddhist Saints Sect), the Wu WeiJiao ��� (the Non-Action Sect), and 
the Lao Guan Zhai �'B". (the Venerable Officials Vegetarian Sect). 
According to official Qing Government reports dating from the rnid
eighteenth century, the Patriarch Luo Sect was introduced to the soldiers 
and boatmen of the grain tribute fleets on the Grand Canal in the early 
seventeenth century by three individuals, Weng Yan ftfi and QianJian 
H� (both from Miyun m� county in Zhili 1l:ft) and Pan Qing 71r� 
(from Songjiang �rr county in Jiangsu).10 These three were later known 
as 'The Three Patriarchs' and by the eighteenth century the Three 
Patriarchs Sect (San Zu Jiao = mID-which was also known as the Pan 
Sect (Pan Men �r'D-was the established sub-sect of the Patriarch Luo 
Sect among the crews of the grain tribute fleets. 

The sect's structure generally followed the organization of the grain 
transport fleets and it set up associations in each of the fleets, each 
association taking its name from the name of its respective fleet (bang M).ll 
A key role in the sect's organization was played by the boatswain (duoshou 
It'¥-) on each of the grain transport boats. He was empowered to set up a 
'church' (jiaomen �r'1J on his boat to which he recruited his fellow 

Figure 4 
Pan Qing 
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/century," Modern China 8.3 Guly 19821: 361-
91; Ma Xisha and Cheng Su, "Cong Luo Jiao 
dao Qing Bang" [From the Luo Sect to the 
Green Gangl, Nankaisht:xue[Nankai Histori
ographyl 1 (984): 1 -28. 

3 Kelley, "Temples and tribute fleets: pp.368, 
388. 

4 Jj Shiyu, "QingBang, Tiandihui, Bailianjiao" 
[The Green Gang, the Triads and the White 
Lotus Sectl, Wenshizhe [Literature, History 
and Philosophyl 88 (June 1%3): 67-73; Li, 
"Qing Bang zaoqi: p.294. 

5 cai Shaoqing gives a condensation of the 
origins of the Green Gang proVided by these 
manuals. Cai, Zhongguo mimi shehu� p.80. 

6 Those historians who argue that the Green 
Gang was a branch of the Triads include 
Jerome Ch'en, "Rebels between rebellions: 
secret societies in the novel P'eng Kung An: 
Journal of Asian Studies 29.4 (August 1970): 
81 3, and "Origins: pp.65-6; Wu Rui, "Tan 
Qing Bang" [On the Green Gangl: Changliu 
[Free Flowl 4 3.1 1 (July 1971): 35; and Nan 
Huaijin, "Qing Bang xingqi de yuanyuan yu 
neimu" [The origins and inside story of the 
rise of the Green Gangl, Xin tiandi[New Uni
versel 5, 8 (October 1966): 12. It is perhaps 
not accidental that the latter two authors are 
historians from Taiwan. Historians WhO/OVER 
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/reject these claims include Hu Zhusheng, 
Cai Shaoqing, Dai Xuanzhi and Li Shiyu. 

7 This certainly motivated contemporary 
accounts such as that of Liu Lianke in 1940 
which stressed the Triad origins of the 
Green Gang in order to gain political ad
vantage: Liu Lianke, Banghui sanbainian 
gerning shi [A history of the secret societies' 
three hundred years of revolution] (Macao: 
[Liuyuan], 1940). 

8 The following discussion is based on the 
works of Hu Zhusheng, Li Shiyu, Cai 
Shaoqing, Ma Xisha and Cheng Su, together 
with Atsushi Watanabe, "Secret societies in 
modem China: Ch'ing Pang, Hung Pang-
late Ch'ing and early Republic of China," in 
Zhonghua Minguo chuqi lishi yantaohui 
lunwen ji: 1912-1927[Collected papers from 
the conference on the history of the initial 
period of the Republic of China: 1912-
1927], ed. Zhongyang Yanjiuyuan Jindaishi 
Yanjiusuo [Research Institute of Modem 
History of the Academia Sinica] (Taibei: 
Academia Sinica, 1984), pp.797-815; Tao 
Chengzhang, "Zhe'an jilue" [An account of 
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boatmen, and he would also place a spirit tablet to the Patriarch Luo on the 
ship's bowsprit. 12 In time the dock officials (matouguan �Yli-g J, who were 
regular officials in charge of the administration of the docks along the 
Grand Canal, emerged as another key post in the sect's organization; they 
became senior members of the sect's associations with the right to open 
lodges (xiangtang :fiV and to recruit disciples (tudi UE5I3J.13 The city of 
Hangzhou, the southern terminus of the tribute fleets, became an important 
organizational centre for the boatmen's associations. It was here that a 
major temple of the Luo Sect (jiamiao ftW as well as three Buddhist 
monasteries (an .RIV dedicated to Weng, Qian and Pan were located, 
together with their putative graves. These monasteries served also as 
hostels for the boatmen who came mainly from areas north of the Yangzi 
river (from Shandong and Zhili predominantly); and by 1727 there was a 
total of seventy of these monastery-hostels (antang }If�).14 The monas
tery-hostels provided the organizational basis for the boatmen's associa
tions (sbuisbou bangbut *'fM1t).15 By the middle of the eighteenth 
century, therefore, that section of the Patriarch Luo Sect which was active 
among the Grand Canal boatmen had established itself as a self-help 
organization which provided services strikingly similar to those provided 
by buiguan.m (LandsmannscbaftenJ,16 such as temporary accommo
dation, medical care, and burial for the dead. At the same time it also 

functioned as a profeSSional body 
which regulated the standards and 

Pennants of the six major tribute-grain transport fleets plying the Grand Canal transmitted the technical skills associ-

Jiang Hual 51 JiaHai Wei 

JiaBai Hang San 

Xing WuLiu 

Xing Wu5i 

ated with the boatmen's occupation. 
By the early nineteenth century 

these boatmen's associations had be
come so powerful that they were 
virtually a law unto themselves. Qing 
officials took action periodically to 
curb the more serious disorders caused 
by these associations, as when they 
arrested over 300 boatmen from the 

JiabaiFleet iiSMin1825YDisorder 
nevertheless was endemic among the 
grain transport fleets. In 1825, for 
example, the Censor who oversaw 
the grain tribute system memorialized 
the throne to complain of the regular 
use by the associations' leaders of the 
tactic of delaying the scheduled sail
ing of the tribute fleets as a means of 
extorting a wage rise for their follow
ers from the bannermen. Over a decade 
later, in 1839, Lin Zexu U.Il.Ul* noted 
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Figure 6 
The Anqing Temple oftbe Luo Sect by tbe 
Bridge of tbe Deaf and Dumb outside tbe Wulin Gate of Hangzbou 

that murders were carried out regularly by the boatmen's leaders, whom he 
described as 'teachers' (shifu f:ffix:,) holding positions in the monastery
hostels (laotang:t"1lJ; and he noted that these 'teachers' used any means 
to increase their control over the boatmen including subverting the authority 
of the bannermen.18 

In the mid-nineteenth century, both man-made and natural disasters 
(notably the change in the course of the Yellow river in 1855) combined to 
bring about the demise of the boatmen's associations. 1bese events also 
ushered in an extremely confused period in the history of the Green Gang 
which has yet to be evaluated satisfactorily by historians, and which is the 
key to an understanding of the formation of the modem Green Gang. By the 
mid-1850s the transportation of tribute grain on the Grand Canal had come 
to a complete halt 1be move by the Taiping armies into the lower Yangzi 

and their occupation of Nanjing in 1853 ended grain tribute shipments from 
Zhejiang, and the change in the course of the Yellow river in 1855 made 
permanent the shift to sea transport for the grain tribute fromJiangsu which 
had commenced in 1848.19 As a result of these changes it is estimated that 
between 40,000 and 50,000 boatmen lost their regular employment; when 
all those in ancillary and service occupations associated with grain transport 
along the Grand Canal are included, the final figure must be calculated in the 
hundreds of thousands.20 The boatmen's associations, therefore, were 
completely disrupted by these developments and their organization disin
tegrated. 1be temple of the Patriarch Luo in Hangzhou, which had become 
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Ithe Zhejiang Casel, in Xinhai geming [The 
1911 Revolutionl, 8 vols (Shanghai: Renmin 
Chubanshe, 1957), 3: 3-1 1 1 .  

9 For a cogent discussion of the Patriarch 
Luo Sect and its beliefs, see Daniel L. 
Overmyer, FolkBuddhistreligion: dissenting 
sects in late traditional China (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), 
pp.l13-29. 

10 Li, "Qing Bang zaoqi" , p.293, citing the 
report on the interrogation of members of 
the Luo Sect in 1768 by Cui Yingjie, Gover
nor-General of Fujian and Zhejiang. 

11 Wang Yangqing et aI., "Shanghai Qing 
Hong Bang gaishu" [A general account of 
the Green and Red Gangs in Shanghail, 
Shehui kexue [Social Sciencesl 5 (May 1 982): 
63. 

12 Hu, "Qing Bang shichutan," pp.103-4. 

13 Fan Songfu, "Shanghai banghui neimu" 
[The inside story of the Shanghai secret 
societiesl, Wenshi ziliao xuanji [Selections 
of historical and literary materialsl, Shanghai 
series, 3 (1980): 1 53.  

14 Hu, "Qing Bang shi chutan," p.104; Cai, 
Zhongguo mimi shehu� p.82. 

15 Ma and Cheng, "Cong LuoJiao ciao Qing 
Bang," p.l2. 

16 Huiguan were Originally hostels estab
lished by various proVinces, prefectures and 
counties in Beijing to accommodate the 
locality's candidates when they came to the 
capital to sit for the metropolitan examina
tions. In time, however, they lost this exclu
sive function and catered for the needs of all 
kinds of people from their localities, and 
spread to other centres beyond the capital. 
On huiguan see Ping-ti Ho, The ladder 0/ 
success in imperial China: aspects 0/ social 
mobility 1368-1911 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1%2), pp.2ffi-9, 342-3; 
Hosea Ballou Norse, Thegildso/China: wilh 
an account 0/ the gild merchant or co-hong 
0/ Canton (London: Longmans, Green & 
Co., 1SXJ9), pp.35-48. 

17 Hu, "Qing Bang shi chutan," p.l 06. 
18 Ibid. 

19 Harold C. Hinton, The grain tribute sJS
tem 0/ China (184�1911) (Cambridge, 
Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1970), 
pp.l6-38. 

20 Hu, "Qing Bang shi chutan," p.l 1 0; 
Watanabe, "Secret societies," p.800. 
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21 Jiang Hao, "Qing Bang de yuanliu ji qi 
yanbian" [The origins and evolution of the 
Green Gangl, in flu Shanghai de banghui 
[The gangs of old Shanghai!, ed. Zhongguo 
Rerunin Zhengzhi Xieshang Huiyi Shanghai 
Shi Weiyuanhui Wenshi Ziliao Gongzuo 
Weiyuanhui [The Work Committee on His
torical and Literary Materials of the Shanghai 
Municipal Committee of the Chinese People's 
Political Consultative Conference] (Shang
hai: Shanghai Renmin Chubanshe, 1 986), 
p.55. 

22 Zhao Qingfu, Anqing Cucheng cited by 
Hu, "Qing Bang shi chutan," p.l10. 

23 S.A.M. Adshead, The modernization of 
the Chinese Sail Administration, 1� 1920 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1 970), pp.11-12. 

24 Ma and Cheng, "Cong Luo Jiao dao Qing 
Bang," pp.20, 22; Tao, "Zhe'an jilue," p.21 . 
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the devotional and organizational centre of the boatmen's associations, was 
completely destroyed due to the military activities associated with the 
Taiping Rebellion.21 According to the account in one Green Gang manual, 
as a result of this disaster: 

In the fourth year ofXian Feng [1855] . . .  the proper sacrifices to the Great Pro

vider ended, and as a consequence incense was not burnt to the three ancestors 

for over forty years. 22 

Large numbers of unemployed boatmen joined various rebel groups 
such as the Nian � and the Red Turbans (Hongjin nm) in Subei i*�t., 
and the Taiping in the Jiangnan. Many more, however, became salt
smugglers, especially in the Huai Nt region of Subei which contained 
some of the largest salt-pans in the country. Salt was an official monopoly 
and a dietary staple of the Chinese population; its high price and inelastic 
demand ensured a flourishing illicit trade. The boatmen's associations 
already had well-established relations with the salt-smugglers in Subei. In 
the course of the eighteenth century the Qing Government had authorized 
the officers and crews of the grain tribute fleets to carry a certain amount 
of cargo on their own account. Many used this concession to smuggle salt 
from the north where it was cheap to the ports on the Yangzi where its retail 
price was very high. In this lucrative enterprise the boatmen formed close 
working relations with the professional salt-smugglers of the liang Huai 

�tt region of Subei, who were referred to in the records as 'green skins' 
(qingpi iffW. 

With the disintegration of the boatmen's associations a new organization 
emerged in the Subei region in the 1850s and 1860s-the Anqing League 
(Anqing Daoyou). Its membership was composed of former grain tribute 
boatmen and professional salt-smugglers, and although initially these two 
groups represented separate elements within a loose organizational structure, 
by the 1890s they had fused into a single integrated organization. The major 
activity of the League was salt smuggling, and its area of operations was, 
therefore, originally confmed to that region of Subei, the liang Huai, which 
was one of the largest of the twelve salt divisions under government 
monopoly, and where the salt-smugglers congregated. 23 A further reason for 
the concentration of the League's activities in Subei was that the Jiangnan 
region remained a cockpit of conflict between the Taiping and Qing armies 
into the early 1860s. 

By the 1870s and 1880s, however, the Anqing League had extended its 
activities to the lower Yangzi ports, notably Yangzhou, and the Lake Tai 
region. By the turn of the century this latter region had become a major centre 
of the League's smuggling activities. 24 

It is now commonly accepted by historians that the name 'Anqing 
Daoyou' represents the first clear reference to the Green Gang in the official 
sources, although they continue to disagree as to its precise origins. Some 
historians believe that the character qing i! in Anqing Daoyou referred to 
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the first of the twenty-four generational status groups into which the Green 
Gang was organized, and which was represented by the same character. 2S 

Others consider that the term 'anqing 3i:r1i, 'peace', was Buddhist in origin, 
and that it was used of a person entering a Buddhist sect, such as the Patriarch 
Luo Sect and its derivatives among the grain transport boatmen. 26 Finally, there 
are those historians who believe that neither of these versions is correct. On 
the basis of Qing Government records they argue to the contrary that the term 
'anqing' refers to the two neighbouring localities in Subei in which the 
League was first active, that is, Andong 3i:!l! and Qinghe i�fiiJ counties, at the 
point where the Grand Canal intersected with the Huai river. 27 On the evi
dence presently available this latter explanation appears to be the most 
plausible of the three. 

It is still not clear how the name Green Gang (Qing Bang) evolved from 
that of the Anqing League. One possible explanation is that since the qing 
'j!f 'green', in the name Green Gang is a homophone of the qing r�, 'clear, 
pure' of Anqing, the former was written in error for the latter. This trans
position could have been assisted by the fact that one element in the Anqing 
League, the professional salt-smugglers, were called 'green skins' (qingp(). 
Indeed, it might be suggested here that the name 'Green Gang' (Qing Bang) 
is in fact derived from the Subei term for salt-smugglers. 

The immediate origins of the modem Green Gang, as opposed to its 
general antecedents, remain somewhat obscure. What can be inferred from 
the evidence presently available is that the foundations of the modem 
Green Gang were provided by the Anqing League, and tha t the Green Gang 
itself first emerged as a distinct organization in the 1880s and 1890s. In the 
late 1880s a certain Pan Shengtai fI!i* and others, who belonged to the 
Anqing League, organized a 'Pan Sect' (Pan Men) which went under the 
official name of 'Anqing Zhongxing' 3i:iJitfJJIt [the Anqing Revival), and 
which was associated with the partial and temporary revival of the grain 
tribute system on the Grand Canal. The revival of the grain tribute system 
was one element in the politic<reconomic strategy of the officials of the 
Tongzhi Restoration (1862-1874) who sought to restore those conditions 
which had obtained prior to the onset of the Taiping and other rebellions. 
In the case of the attempted restoration of the grain tribute system, 
however, this strategy succumbed progressively both to escalating costs 
and to the development of a more economic and efficient alternative in sea 
transport in the course of the late nineteenth century. 28 The revived system 
involved only six fleets (bang): the Jiang Huai Si r.ntl19, the Xing Wu Si 
JUl;tm, the Xing Wu Liu �jl;/'", the Jia Bai Bs, the Jia Hai Wei Bifiilj 
and the Hang San ltt=; and these six fleets provided a key element in the 
organizational system of the modern Green Gang. 29 Tao Chengzhang Iffl nx:. 
noted the prevalence of this 'Pan Sect' or 'Pan Family' (Pan Jia fI*) 
throughout the counties of theJiangnan by the turn of the century. Tao also 
noted that by this time the 'Pan Sect' was also commonly known as the 
'Green Gang', which in his view was a mistaken transcription of the term 
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25 See the follOwing section for a discussion 
of the Green Gang's organizational structure, 
including the system of generational status 
groups. 

26 Hu, "Qing Bang shi chutan," p.107. 

27 Ma and Cheng "Cong Luo Jiao daa Qing 
Bang," p.20; cai, Zbongguo mimi sbebui, 
p.85. 

28 For details of the temporary revival of the 
canal transport system see Hinton, Grain 
tribUlesystem, pp.38-75, and Maryc. Wright, 
The last stand of Cbinese conservatism: tbe 
T'ung-Cbib restoration 1862--1874 (New 
York: Atheneum, 1%9), pp.17s-6. The sys
tem collapsed finally in 1 901 .  

29 Hu, "Qing Bang shi chutan," p.113. See 
next section for the organizational structure 
of the Green Gang. 
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30 Tao, "Zhe'an jilue."The 'qing' which Tao 
gives for the term 'qing bang' is the qing 
which means 'celebration' (nm), and is, 
therefore, itself probably a mistaken tran
scription of the 'qing' in 'anqing', which is 
the qing meaning 'clear, pure'. 

31 Liu Bainian, San'an quanji [ The com
plete collection of the Three Monasteries] 
(Tianjin: n.p., 1931), p.24. These generational 
groups were in addition to the existing 
twenty-four which had been created in the 
eighteenth century by the boatmen's asso
ciations. 

32 Ibid. ,  pp.50-4. 

33 Ibid., p.21 . 

34 Wu Choupeng, "Douliu yu nongcun jingji 
shidai de Xuhai geshu" [The tarrying of the 
Xu-Hai region in the period of the village 
economy], Zhongguo nongcun jingji ziliao 
[Materials on the rural economy of China], 
ed. Feng Hefa (Shanghai: Liming, 1935), 
pp.330-61. 
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'Qing Bang'.3O Another source, one of the Green Gang manuals (tongcao) 
which were published in the early twentieth century, states that in 1886 (the 
twelfth year of Guangxu) a further twenty-four generational status groups 
were created by members of the Xing Jl! status group,31 It might be sug
gested that this event is the first clear reference to the creation of an 
organizational structure for the modem Green Gang. 

It can be argued further that the creation of the modern Green Gang 
occurred over a prolonged period which extended into the first two decades 
of the twentieth century, and that its organization was effected at different 
times in different localities. Support for this view is provided by the Green 
Gang manual cited above which provides some evidence to suggest that the 
organization was carried out by members of the Xing, Ii II and Da *
generational status groups whose period of activity covered roughly the forty 
years from 1880 to 1920.32 The same document also notes that a third batch 
of twenty-four generational status groups was created in 1921, which would 
suggest that the process of defIning the organizational structure of the Green 
Gang had not yet been fully completed by the fIrst two decades of the 
twentieth century. 33 

Some evidence for the proposition that the modem Green Gang was 
established at different times in different regions, and even in different 
localities of the same region, over the forty-odd year period from 1885 to 
round about 1925 is suggested by a survey of the Anqing and Green Gang 
organizations in the seventeen counties of the Huai region of Subei which 
was conducted byWu Choupeng ��J� in the late 1920s as part of a larger 
enquiry into the social and economic conditions of the region. 34 According 
to this survey almost all of the Anqing League organizations (in nine of the 
seventeen counties), for which some form of date was given, claimed to date 
from end of the Ming or the beginning of the Qing Dynasty. This would 
appear to indicate that the Anqing League organizations in these counties 
utilized the pre-existing boatmen's associations. The survey also revealed, 
however, that just under half of these Anqing League/Green Gang organi
zations (in eight of the seventeen counties) had been first established at some 
time in the second half of the nineteenth century, and mainly during the 
Guangxu period (1875-1908); and that two of them, those in Ganyu .. � 
and Donghai *l1iJ counties, were established as late as 1914 and 1925 
respectively. This would indicate a rapid expansion of these organizations 
in this region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Most of 
these organizations, which referred to themselves as 'Green Gang', more
over, were established in this later period, including the two which were set 
up in the early years of the Republic. 

An important figure in the period of transition from the Anqing League 
to the Green Gang at the end of the nineteenth century was Xu Baoshan 
i*WLlJ (1866-1913), a prominent leader of the Anqing League in SubeL His 
sphere of operations was in the lower Yangzi valley in the region between 
Yangzhou and Zhenjiang I{fI, and here he progressively built up an im-
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pressive power base. By the first decade of the twentieth century he 
reputedly controlled over 700 salt-smuggling craft and had over 10,000 
followers, and in 1899 he established his own organization, the Chunbao 
Lodge (Chunbao Shantang lfWw:§t). Throughout the 1890s and 1900s Xu 
enjoyed fairly complex relations with the Qing authorities and with the 
revolutionaries; in both cases the relationship oscillated between conflict and 
cooperation depending on which policy best served to maximize Xu's 
interests at any given time. The apogee of Xu's power occurred after 1900 
when he was appointed commander of the Qing Government's local anti
smuggling forces, and especially with the outbreak of the 1911 Revolution 
when he seized power in Yangzhou. With the establishment of his authority 
in Yangzhou Xu gained control of the production and distribution centres 
of the salt industry. At the very moment of his triumph, however, Xu was 
assassinated by members of the Guomindang in revenge for the killing of 
Tongmenghui revolutionaries during his seizure of Yangzhou.35 

The career of Xu Baoshan has a significance for the later history of the 
modem Green Gang for four main reasons. In the first place a number of 
his key followers, such as Zhang Renkui �t:� and Gao Shikui 1fJj±�, 
went on to become important leaders of the Green Gang in the Republican 
period, and so provided in their persons a degree of continuity between 
the Anqing League and the modem Green Gang. Secondly, Xu's career 
reveals the complex relationship which existed between the leaders of the 
Anqing League and established authority, and the capacity of these leaders 
to cooperate successfully with that authority to mutual advantage. This was 
a pattern which was to be repeated by certain Green Gang leaders in 
Shanghai during the Republican period. Thirdly, a highly developed 
system of smuggling provided the economic basis for the power not only 
of Xu Baoshan but of all leaders of the Anqing League. The commodity, 
salt, was, as noted above, a necessary item in the diet of the Chinese 
population and one which was highly taxed by the State; therefore demand 
for cheap contraband salt was both high and constant. Again, the 
management of this smuggling activity demanded not only a corrupt 
relationship with the local authorities, but also a highly developed re
lationship with local merchants in order to ensure the effective distribution 
of the contraband salt. In all these ways, therefore, the salt smuggling 
activities of Xu and other members of the Anqing League provided both 
a precedent and a reservoir of practical experience on which later Green 
Gang leaders could draw when they engaged in trafficking in opium in the 
Republican period. 

Finally, Xu Baoshan's career reveals the complex and confusing relation
ship that had developed between the Anqing League and the Triads by the 
tum of the century. As the creation of his Chunbao Lodge would suggest, Xu 
appears to have been a Triad member as well as a leader of the Anqing 
League. The relationship between the Anqing League and the Triads went 
back to the 1850s and 1860s when the Hunan Army was stationed in the liang 
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Huai region to both eradicate the Nian and eliminate salt-smuggling. lois 
force had been penetrated by the Gelaohui lIJ� \l [the Society of Brothers 
and Elders] and most of its officers were members of the Gelaohui. These 
proceeded to cooperate in the salt-smuggling operations of the local 
leadership of the Anqing League, and by the end of the century a complex 
system of careful cooperation had developed between the Anqing League 
and the Gelaohui in Subei which allowed, on occasion, for leaders of the one 
organization to become members of the other. 36 This relationship was con
tinued by the modem Green Gang in the twentieth century. It was never free, 
however, of serious rivalry and frequent conflict, and was affected by 
changing power balances both within each secret society organization as 
well as between the two secret societies. 

Most Chinese historians who discuss the circumstances surrounding the 
creation of the Anqing League and the emergence of the Green Gang in the 
late nineteenth century do so in terms of the re-emergence and reorgani
zation of the gang. This approach is based on the assumption that the Green 
Gang and the eighteenth-century boatmen's associations were one and the 
same organization. As noted above, there is no evidence to suggest that this 
was in fact the case (except for the organizational genealogies provided in 
the Green Gang manuals), and in fact there is some evidence to suggest that 
it was not. The argument that is made here is that the events in the second 
half of the nineteenth century reflect not so much the restoration of an old 
organization but rather the creation of an entirely new one. Although the 
Green Gang laid claim to the legacy of the Patriarch Luo Sect and the 
boatmen's associations, it was in fact a new phenomenon. Its appropriation 
of the rituals and organizational structure of the defunct boatmen's 
associations was part of a process by which it manufactured a 'tradition' for 
itself which in turn assisted its assimilation into the rural communities of 
Subei and later the Jiangnan. 

The Organizational Structure of the Green Gang 

Before proceeding to discuss the emergence of the Green Gang in 
Shanghai it is useful at this point to provide a brief description of the its 
organizational structure. Details of the organization and regulations of the 
Green Gang are provided by the Green Gang manuals (tongcao)which were 
published in the 1930s and 1940s.31 The information contained in these 
manuals is a mix of fact and received (indeed appropriated) tradition, and 
disentangling the one from the other presents its own set of complex 
problems. Despite the difficulties, however, they constitute the major source 
of information on the internal organization of the Green Gang, and have 
been used extensively by those Chinese and Japanese historians of Chinese 
secret societies who discuss the Green Gang.38The present section does not 
attempt a detailed exposition of the its organizational structure, and merely 
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gives an outline of the issue sufficient to provide the background to a larger 
work on the Green Gang in the early twentieth century. 

1be Green Gang organized itself as an ersatz lineage, and members 
regarded themselves as belonging to an extended clan system. 1bey referred 
to the Green Gang as 'the family' (jiLl *) and to their membership as being 
'in the family' (jiLlli �UU. An important aspect of this system was the 
organization of the Green Gang along generational lines in imitation of the 
generational structures of lineage systems. Senior leaders in the Green Gang 
were called 'masters' (sbifuor /aosbi �Gi!i) and their authority within the system 
derived from the seniority of their generational status; only these 'masters', in 
theory, could recruit followers, who were called 'disciples' (tudi tE5(;J. New 
members on entering the Green Gang were given, at the same time, a 
generational name (zi *) which designated their position within the Green 
Gang hierarchy. 1be new members' generational status within the Green Gang 
would be the one immediately below that of their 'master'. In the first half of 
the twentieth century, for example, four generational status groups operated 
within the Green Gang which were, in descending order of seniority, the Da 
*, the Tong ii, the Wu tB and the Xue * (with the latter occasionally being 
referred to as the jue �. 1bus followers of leaders who belonged to the Da 
generational status group (the most senior of the four) were members of the 
Tong generational status group, which was the next one down; those followers 
of the leaders of the Tong generational status group were members of the Wu 
generational status group; and, similarly, followers of leaders in the Wu 
generational status group were members of the most junior generational status 
group of the period, the Xue.39 

Originally, according to the tongcao, there were twenty-four generational 
status groups (zibei *¥) whose creation was ascribed to the putative 
founder of the Green Gang, Jin Bifeng �W*f. 40 According to the Green 
Gang manuals, the first four generational groups (the Qing rJ,jing ��, Dao 
ji, and De t1) were assigned to the ancestral founders of the Green Gang: 
Jin Bifeng himself occupied the Qing generation; Luo Qing (the founder of 
the Luo Sect) occupied the jing; Lu Kui �� (the 'Ancestor Lu') occupied 
the Dao; and the three 'Late Ancestors' (Houzu tim), Weng Yan fts, Qian 
Jian ll�, and Pan Qing lit' occupied the fourth or Degeneration.41 1bere 
is some controversy over the origins of the last four generational status 
groups (the Da, Tong, Wu and Xue) with some sources denying that they 
formed part of the original generational structure of the traditional Green 
Gang, arguing that they were created only at the turn of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. One source asserts that there were in fact only twenty 
generational groups in the original Green Gang structure; that the last of these 
generations, the Lt, coincided with the final years of the Qing Dynasty which 
ended in 1911; that it was at this time that four further generational groups 
(the Da, the Tong, the Wu and the Xue) were created; and that these were 
numbered twenty-one to twenty-four in the generational hierarchy.42 An
other source agrees with this periodization, and adds a further refmement by 
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Figure 7 
Du Yuesheng (right) taken with his 
one-time superior, Huang ]inyong, 
whom be supplanted as leader of the 
Green Gang in Shanghai 
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suggesting that these four generational groups were created by anti-Qing 
revolutionaries who sought to use the Green Gang groups in the Jiangnan, 
and that the generational names are an enigmatic reference to the Datong 
Military School (Datong Wuxue j;;:jljX;¥:) which was set up in Shaoxing by 
Xu Xilin �iS. and QiuJin tkJl.43 1bis latter suggestion, however, has not 
yet been substantiated by corroborative evidence. The controversy over the 
origins of the four generational status groups utilized by the modem Green 
Gang, and the impliction that they were deliberately created in the late 
nineteenth century and arbitrarily grafted onto those of the traditional 
organization, tends to support the argument in the previous section that the 
Green Gang was a new phenomenon. 11tis view is reinforced by the fact, 
also noted above, that two further sets of twenty-four generational status 
groups were created in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
which would suggest that the Green Gang was undergoing significant 
organizational changes in this period. 

One further point needs to be made with regard to the generational 
structure of the modem Green Gang. Although membership of a senior 
generational group conferred influence and status within the Green Gang 
system, it did not necessarily confer power. Within the Shanghai Green Gang, 
for example, Huang Jinyong Jt�� did not become a member of one of 
the Green Gang's generations until late in his career, but this fact did not 
inhibit his ability to control his followers who were Green Gang members. 
Until he formally joined the Green Gang in 1923, Huang was described as 
having an 'empty character' (kongzi ��), that is, he lacked membership 
of a formal generational status group (zibei *¥). Du Yuesheng f±J3 �, for 
his part, was a member of the rather lowly Wu generational status group, 
which was ranked twenty-third out of the twenty-four generations. 11tis did 
not prevent him, however, from exercising authority over Green Gang 
members who belonged to the generational status group, the Tong, that 
immediately preceded his own. This contradiction between formal status 
within the Green Gang system and the exercise of actual power is 
fundamental to an understanding of the development of the Green Gang in 
Shanghai. It reflects the fact, as suggested above, that the Green Gang was 
a relatively new phenomenon whose organizational structure was still 
evolving in the first decades of the twentieth century. As a result it was 
prepared to co-opt existing sources of gangster power (such as that exercised 
by Huang Jinyong), and at the same time its hierarchical structure was not 
sufficiently well-defmed to prevent the acquisition of significant power by 
members whose formal status in the hierarchy was relatively low (such as 
Du Yuesheng). 

The Green Gang was also organized into separate branches or gangs 
(bang). In the Green Gang tradition as recounted in the manuals, these 
branches were reputedly based on the grain tribute fleets (also called bang) 
of the Grand Canal. In the early twentieth century, however, there were only 
six major branches in the Green Gang structure, and, as mentioned in the pre-
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ceding section, these appear to have been based on, or at least had the same 
names as, the six fleets of the grain transport that were revived temporarily 
by the Qing Government in the late nineteenth century. lbese six branches 
were the Jiang Huai Si, the Jia Bai, the Xing Wu Si, the Xing Wu Uu, the 
Hang San, and the Jia Hai Wei.44 These branches did not have precise 
geographical areas of activity, and their areas of predOminance depended 
on the movements of the leaders of the 'Da' generational group of the 
respective branches, and on who among these leaders recruited followers 
and in what numbers. Two branches were influential in Shanghai in the 
1920s and 1930s, the Xing Wu Si (which flourished in the French 
Concession) and the Xing Wu Liu (which flourished in the International 
Settlement), while the Jia Bai became the most powerful branch in Zhejiang 
after the 191 1  Revolution.45 

According to the Green Gang manuals, the induction of new members 
involved fairly elaborate ceremonies, which were originally modelled on 
those of Buddhist monasticism. Green Gang initiates, for example, dressed 
in robes similar to those worn by Buddhist monks, and the terminology 
used in the ceremony was derived from that obtaining in Buddhist temples: 
the process of applying for membership was referred to a 'entering the 
monastery' (shangxiang J:. �), while the customary payment made on 
joining the Green Gang was called 'making one's vows' (shoujie �1ft).46 
The initiation ceremony itself was called xiangtang and ranged from fairly 
simple to extremely elaborate; whatever its degree of elaboration, how
ever, it was normally held in a local temple. In general, the particular Green 
Gang leader who was accepting new followers and who was designated 
'the master' was assisted by six other 'masters' who performed clearly 
defined and important roles in the ceremony. lbese included the introduc
tion (yinjian S I jffJ of applicants, their instruction in Green Gang principles 
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Figure 8 
A pbotograpb taken in 1913 of 
Sbangbai's Green Gang bosses, an of 
wbom belonged to tbe Da genera
tional status group 
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(zhuandao{t'Ji), the supetvision of the ceremonies (stlti'ij fI), the custooy 

of the official seal &ongytn m ED J and the drafting of proclamations (zhangb1.-t 
.?PJ. 

An applicant for membership of the Green Gang first had to find a Green 

Gang 'ba;s' (Iaotou �9RJ with sufficient generational status to introouce him 
to the leader ('master') whose follower he wished to become. Once he had 

secured an introduction he then had to write out an application fonn (baishttie 
fnifil!J&) containing information on his family background for three genera

tions, his age, his native place, and his occupation, which he then presented 
personally to the 'master'. The applicant then joined other initiates in the 
membership ceremony, which involved kowtowing three times and burning 
incense before the altars containing the tablets representing the Patriarch Luo 

and the three progenitors (zhuye :±@J, Weng, Pan and Qian, which was 

followed by three prostrations before the 'master' and his six assistants. After 

a perioo of time the initiates were each given a mouthful of water, in a 

ceremony known as 'the mouth cleaning' (jingkou ?, OJ, which symbolized 

their purification and rebirth as a member of the Green Gang. The 'master' then 

put a series of formal questions to each initiate regarding his willingness to 

accept the rules of the society and the prescribed punishments for any breach 

of the Green Gang's code. Each then received a certificate of membership on 

payment of a fee of Ch$l 0 or Ch$12 to the presiding 'master'. The ceremony 
usually concluded with a formal dinner party. 47 

The Green Gang had, at least in theory, a very strict code of conduct 

which its members transgressed on pain of very severe penalties including 
death. The key regulations were the so-called 'ten great rules' (shi da banggut 
+*1tlmJ which were designed to ensure organizational solidarity and 

esprit. They forbade 'disciples' to deceive their masters or disgrace the Green 

Gang Ancestors, and encouraged them to respect their seniors in the Green 
Gang structure, to obey the society's rules, to deal fairly with other members 

of the society, to keep the society's secrets, and to avoid adultery and theft. 

They also bound all members to uphold the traditional Confucian virtues of 
'benevolence' (ren f=J, 'righteousness' &i ft), 'propriety' (Ii mY, 'wisdom' 

(zhi �J and 'sincerity' (xtn mJ. There were also a number of supplementary 

rules and proscriptions which covered such issues as the settlement of 

disputes between Green Gang members, mutual assistance among mem
bers, hospitality to travelling members, secret signs of recognition, and 

disciples' responsibilities to their masters. 48 

The Emergence of the Green Gang in Shanghai 

By the tum of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Shanghai had 

emerged as an important centre of Green Gang activity. There were three 

general factors which, taken together, proouced an environment there 

favourable to the growth of gangsterism in general and the development of 
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the Green Gang in particular. These were the emergence of Shanghai as a 
key transshipment point in the grain tribute system in the late nineteenth 
century; the mass peasant migration into Shanghai from the rural hinterland, 
especially from impoverishedJiangbei, consequent on its emergence as an 
industrial centre after 1895; and the existence of separate police jurisdictions 
in the city, together with the colonial nature of the police systems in the two 
foreign settlements. 

In the latter half of the nineteenth century an increasing proportion of the 
tribute rice from the Jiangnan was transported by sea rather than by the Grand 
Canal, first in sea-going jtmks and then in steamships. One consequence of this 
development was that Shanghai, as the southern terminus of the sea-transport 
system, became an important transshipment point for the tribute rice from 
Jiangsu and Zhejiang. The tribute grain from these provinces was transported 
to Shanghai where it was stored, weighed and loaded onto the sea-goingjtmks. 
The latter then assembled off Chongming Island and proceeded as a fleet to 
Tianjin, the voyage taking about one month or only one-third of the time it took 
to transport the grain up the Grand Canal. 49 As a result, many former boatmen 
and others associated with the Grand Canal transport system moved to 
Shanghai in order to work on the docks, the sea-going jtmks, and the 
steamships when the latter began to replace the jtmks. These former transport 
workers on the Grand Canal brought with them to Shanghai elements of the 
new Green Gang organization which, as noted in the fIrst section above, was 
in the process of deftnition during this period. Tribute rice was an increasingly 
important cargo for the steamers of the China Merchants Steam Navigation 
Company CLunchuan Zhaoshangju �A8millfJ!ij�the CMSN) after 1873, and 
the CMSN ships and docks in Shanghai became particular centres of Green 
Gang activity by the beginning of the twentieth century. so By the end of the 
nineteenth century local officials began to take note of the increase in crime, 
smuggling in particular, on the Shanghai waterfront. In 1889, for example, Qing 
officials in Shanghai agreed on the need to establish an anti-smuggling squad 
on the Huangpu river in order to curb the activities of the numerous smuggling 
craft on the river.51 In this way, it may be suggested, Shanghai emerged as a 
centre for the modem Green Gang from the latter's inception in the decades 
of the 1880s and 1890s. 

In the early twentieth century, Shanghai'S position as the leading 
commercial and industrial centre in China acted as a magnet for peasants and 
merchants alike who came from all over the country to work in its factories 
and commercial firms. As a result, the city's population burgeoned dramati
cally in the fIrst thirty years of the twentieth century. The population for the 
whole of Shanghai virtually trebled in the brief twenty-year period 1910-30, 
increasing from just over one million to just over three million. The 
population increases in the foreign Settlements were even more dramatic. In 
the International settlement, the population doubled between 1895 and 1910 
and doubled again between 1910 and 1930, while that of the French 
Concession almost tripled between 1895 and 1915 and more than tripled 
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again between 1915 and 1930.52 The greater part of this increase was 
provided by immigrants from other parts of China, principally the Jiangnan 
and Jiangbei regions. In the International Settlement, for example, immi
grants from other regions of China made up over 89 per cent of the total 
population in 1895, over 82 per cent in 1910, and over 90 per cent in 1930.53 

In addition to the indigent peasantry, these immigrants also included 
various social groups who lived either close to the margins of the law or 
entirely outside it in their home communities. These groups included 
disbanded soldiers, salt-smugglers, bandits, local thugs and rural police 
constables who were attracted by the enhanced opportunities for their 
activities provided by Shanghai. Many members of these groups, like the 
peasant immigrants generally, came from rural Jiangbei which, as noted 
earlier, was a major centre of Green Gang activity. Many of them were, in 
fact, members of the Green Gang, and they brought with them their own 
organization which served to reinforce the Green Gang system already 
present in Shanghai. Support for this proposition is provided by a name-list 
of Green Gang leaders contained in a 1930s Green Gang manual, in which 
the overwhelming majority of those listed as resident in Shanghai (sixty-two 
per cent) actually came from other parts of China, notably Jiangbei, 
Shandong and Ningbo.54 

Thus, in the early years of the twentieth century Shanghai was a city of 
immigrants, and one where the social cohesion of the Chinese population 
was tenuous at best. In this situation the role of native-place (tongxumg [5J M!�) 
networks gained in Significance, and these provided the basis for whatever 
social organization existed among the Chinese population. This fact was of 
enormous importance in the development of organized crime in the city. 
Given the fact that most of the gangsters were themselves immigrants, the 
native-place system itself became the basic building block of gangster 
organizations. Many gangster bosses restricted their area of operations to 
their fellow provincials, as did Gu Zhuxian Ottfl- in the International 
Settlement and Jin JiuJin �fL# in the French Concession, both of whose 
power bases were provided by their fellow immigrants from Subei.55 The 
gangsters used native-place networks to organize protection and other 
rackets (such as prostitution, gambling, etc.); to interpose themselves as 
middlemen between their native-place group and other such groups; to 
mediate relations between their fellow-provincials and petty officialdom in 
the various municipalities of Shanghai; and to gain control of the labour 
market and transform it into a lucrative racket.56 

The large influx of Chinese immigrants into Shanghai in the 1910s and 
1920s, and the attendant increase in gangster activities, posed serious problems 
of social order and control for the city's police authorities. These authorities, 
however, were ill-equipped to deal with such problems. Shanghai was in fact 
not one city but three-the Chinese City, the International Settlement and the 
French Concession--each with its own administrative, legal and (most 
important) police systems.57 nlere was little or no institutional cooperation 
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between the three separate police authorities, and what cooperation did 
occur was on an ad hoc and individual basis. The lack of such formal 
cooperation between the two foreign jurisdictions was all the more 
remarkable given their shared interests in the maintenance of their respective 
colonial authorities. The degree of isolation between the foreign administra
tions was reflected in the admission by the acting French Consul-General, 
Jacques Meyrier, to the French Municipal Council in the wake of the May 30 
Incident in 1925 that no direct telephone link existed between the police 
authorities of the French Concession and the International Settlement. 58 The 
problem was exacerbated by the fact that the three municipalities were not 
merely civic administrations but were also separate national jurisdictions, 
and therefore routine police functions (such as criminal investigations and 
the maintenance of local order) could and did take on the character of 
exercises in international relations. The frustrations to which such a situation 
gave rise were well summed up by the Commissioner of the Municipal Police 
of the International Settlement in the follOwing extracts quoted by Feetham 
in his report on the question of extraterritoriality to the Municipal Council in 
1931: 

While the police forces do cooperate with each other to the best of their ability 

in the circumstances, full cooperation is impossible because of fundamental 

differences in ideas of police administration. Prevalence of crime in one area 

is not likely to give cause for anxiety to the police in another area; in fact, there 

is no exchange of information between the three authorities in connection with 
the general state of crime. There is no central Police control. . . . 

Further, while the principles on which the police administrations of the three 

independent areas of a large city work, differ as fundamentally as they do in 

Shanghai, and while political expediency gives rise to continual friction, there 

can be no real cooperation between the different police authorities in sup

pressing crime. 59 

Such a situation of divided and conflicting police jurisdiction allowed the 
gangsters to flourish and to extend their own organizational systems. They 
could set themselves up in one jurisdiction and conduct armed robberies, 
kidnappings and narcotics trafficking in the other two jurisdictions, and they 
could safeguard their base by bribing the local beat policemen and even 
relatively senior police officials.6O During periodic police crackdowns the 
gangsters could avoid any substantial loss in their position by moving 
between jurisdictions. It was for eventualities such as these that the various 
gangster groups entered into agreements and formed loose alliances among 
themselves. A good example of how the system of divided police authority 
worked to the advantage of leading gangsters is provided by the career of 
Wang Yaqiao I52�. Wang, a Green Gang member and a professional 
assassin, ran Shanghai's equivalent of Murder Incorporated, and, despite 
being on the most wanted lists of all three Shanghai police forces,  he was 
able to continue his activities virtually unhindered for alroost twenty years. 61 

It can be argued, in fact, that the Shanghai gangsters successfully transferred 
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to this Sino-foreign urban environment the rural bandits' classic strategy of 
establishing their 'lairs' in the no-man's land between two or more county 
or prefectural administrations: by 1920 Shanghai had become a veritable 
urban Uangshanpo �tlJ 78.62 

The situation was further complicated by the fact that gangsters also formed 
the basis of the Chinese detective squads in both the International Settlement 
and the French Concession. The chief of the Chinese Detective Squad of the 
Shanghai Munidpal Police (SMP) in the 1910s and 1920s was one Shen 
Xingshan ttf!ftlJ. Shen was also the prindpal leader of the Green Gang 
organization known as the Big Eight Mob (Da Ba Gu Dang j\:J\�:I:), which 
controlled the narcotics traffic in the International Settlement in the late 1910s 
and early 1920s, and many of his lieutenants were also members of the 
Munidpal Police's Chinese detective squad. 63 Indeed, the Big Eight Mob had 
such a grip on the SMP Chinese detective squad that one former China coast 
journalist observed rather sardonically that 'almost every Chinese detective on 
the [SMP] force had a criminal record'.64 A similar situation obtained in the 
French Concession where HuangJinyong was Chief of the Chinese Detective 
Squad of the French Police. 

The fact that this state of affairs continued throughout the lives of the foreign 
settlements would seem to indicate that it was a deliberate policy rather than a 
mere chance occurrence. The probable rationale for this policy was that the co
option of selected gangster groups was the most cost-effective way of 
maintaining order among and control over the settlements' Chinese populatiOns. 
This reflected the fact that the police forces of both settlements were essentially 
colonial forces whose main task was to ensure the security of the colonial 
administrations and the lives and property of the imperial powers' dtizens, and 
not the enforcement of law among the subject (Chinese) population. Given that 

Figure 9 
Calligrapby of Huang Jinyong 

� " 

the gangster -detectives' function was 
to mediate the coercive power exer
dsed by the colonial authority over the 
indigenous Chinese population, their 
role was in effect that of 'compraoors of 
violence'. This general rationale was 
doubtless reinforced in the Shanghai 
situation by the enormous problems of 
social control posed by the continuous 
large increases in the Chinese popula
tion throughout this period, and by the 
specific problems for police control 
posed by the separate national jurisdic
tions. Whatever the reasons for this 
policy, its effect was to strengthen and, 
to a degree, institutionalize gangster or
ganizations in the foreign settlements. 
The access to foreign authority which 
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the gangster-detectives gained by virtue of their role in the system of control 
strengthened their power and enhanced their status among other gangster 
groups. Indeed, their role gave them a certain legitimacy within the settlements' 
co lonial power structure and some of them, such as HuangJinyong, were even 
decorated by the colonial authorities for services rendered.6S 

1be gangsters also took advantage of the colonial structure of the foreign 
settlements in other ways in order to enhance their security. One means 
which proved rather effective was bribing the consuls of countries enjoying 
extraterritoriality in order to obtain the nominal citizenship of these states 
and the extraterritorial privileges that went with it. In this way the gangster 
bosses could ensure that any criminal cases involving themselves would be 
heard by these consuls in the Mixed Courts of the International Settlement 
and the French Concession, who would invariably dismiss the proceedings. 
In the early 1920s the Portuguese, Spanish and Chilean consuls-general 
enjoyed a lucrative business selling the rights of citizenship of their respective 
countries to a large number of local Shanghai gangsters. Included in this 
number were Du Yuesheng, who enjoyed Portuguese citizenship, and the 
Guangdong narcotics 'king', Ye Qinghe flEfflfa, who claimed to be a Chilean 
prorege.66 

By the 1920s, therefore, Shanghai had become notorious as the major centre 
of large-scale criminal activity in China. 1bere are no reliable figures for the total 
number of gangsters in Shanghai; nevertheless, the most commonly cited 
contemporary estimate for the 1920s and 19305 was about 100,CXXl, which 
represented just over three per cent of the city's population at that time. 67 Most 
of these were members of the Green Gang which was by that time the 
precbminant secret society-cum-gangster organization in Shanghai. According 
to a name-list of prominent Green Gang members compiled in the early 19305, 
over ten per cent were resident in Shanghai, which represented the greatest 
concentration of Green Gang leaders in any city in China at that time. 68 

1be Green Gang system in Shanghai did not represent a single, integrated 
organization, but rather functioned as a loose structure of interlocking wea; of 
influence and authority which allowed for the coexistence within it of different 
and competing groups. According to Jiang Hao �., who was himself a Green 
Gang leader and a member of the Guomindang in the 19305, there was a total 
of forty-eight Green Gang leaders who were prominent in Shanghai over the 
period of thirty years from 1919 to 1949. All of these leaders recruited their own 
followers and exercised real, if unequal, power in their own right, while their 
relationships with one another a;cillated between guarded cooperation and 
outright conflict, depending on which strategy best served their interests at any 
given time. 1be majority of these Green Gang bosses belonged to the Tong 
generational status group (thirty-four, or seventy per cent), while ten (or twenty 
per cent) belonged to the prestigious Da generational status group; only one, 
Du Yuesheng, belonged to the relatively lowly Wu generational status group. 69 
1bere were, in other words, different centres of power within the system at any 
given moment, and these shifted and changed over time. 
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Figure 10 
Calligraphy of Du Yuesheng 

Figure 1 1  
The single appearance of Du 
Yuesheng (agedforty) in military 
uniform on his appointment by 
Chiang Kaishek in 1927 as a 
nominal Councillor with the rank of 
Major-General 
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Figure 12 
Zhang Renkui (oftheDa generation) 
who died in 1945 
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By the beginning of the 1920s, for example, three or four of these groups 

had emerged as significant, if different, centres of power within the Green 
Gang system in Shanghai. 1here was the group headed by Zhang Renkui in 

the International Settlement. In the 1920s Zhang was the most prestigious 

Green Gang leader in Shanghai. He personified the link between the Anqing 

League in Subei of the late nineteenth century and the modem Green Gang 

in Shanghai of the early twentieth century, and his influence extended 

throughout the Subei region, including southern Shandong, as well as the 

Jiangnan and Shanghai. Perhaps the most important Green Gang organiza

tion in this period was, as noted above, the Big Eight Mob, also located in 

the International Settlement. It controlled a number of subordinate groups 

in the 1910s, including that of Huang Jinyong in the French Concession 

which took over the activities of the Big Eight Mob in the course of the 1920s. 

North of Suzhou Creek, a further Green Gang group was organized among 

Subei migrants by Gu Zhuxian which came to dominate the entertainment 

industry and the rickshaw business in the Zhabei-Hongkou district. 

Conclusion 

In sum, the Green Gang was a newly-established secret society organiza

tion. Despite its general antecedents in the boatmen's associations and the 

Patriarch Luo Sect, the Green Gang's actual origins cannot be traced back much 

beyond the last two decades of the nineteenth century. 1he Green Gang, 

indeed, was still in the process of organizational deftnition in the ftrst two 

decades of the twentieth century. 1his fact is of fundamental importance in 

understanding its emergence in Shanghai. Rather than representing the 

adaptation of a long-established traditional secret society organization to a new 

Sino-foreign environment, the Green Gang in Shanghai, in fact, was part of a 

newly emergent organization still in the process of formation. In other words, 

the Green Gang as it developed in Shanghai was not an aberrant form of a well

established secret society system, but rather an integral part of a new 

phenomenon. 1his in tum suggests that secret societies, far from being static 

'traditional' organizations, were in fact resilient social phenomena which not 

only drew on well-established traditions but could adapt, indeed transfonn, 

those traditions to meet the needs of changed social conditions. Indeed, these 

secret societies, as the history of the Green Gang in Shanghai indicates, 

represented one aspect of the Chinese popular response to the challenge of 

modernity. 
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