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A Hundred Years of Good Deeds:
The YWCA and Women’s Development in Hong Kong
(Chapters Summary)

Introduction

A Centennial History of the Hong Kong YWCA

In 2020, the Hong Kong Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) celebrates its
centennial anniversary. It was founded by four Chinese Christian women in 1920 while
Hong Kong (HK) was still a British colony, and gender equality was unheard of. In
the Chinese patriarchal culture, Chinese women were at the bottom of the society. The
YWCA was not only the first Chinese women’s organisation in HK, it also opened the
first Chinese women’s hostel and founded the first women’s magazine, Women's Voice,
in HK. In collaboration with other women’s organisations, it advocated legal reforms
for women’s rights, like the anti-Mui Tsai (i.e. female bondservants) movement in the
1920s-1930s, the abolishment of concubinage, and ending gender pay gaps in the civil
services in the 1960s—1970s. To date, the YWCA commits to leadership training and
women-centred social services.

The YWCA is a local independent non-governmental organisation (NGO) with an
international ecumenical communion, i.e. the World YWCA. It was originally a city
association under the YWCA of China. However, this connection was broken when
the churches (and organisations) in China had to cut ties with their respective global
Christian networks in 1951. Years later in 1979, the YWCA obtained a “Category
A” membership from the World YWCA, which granted the Hong Kong YWCA full
participation in the World YWCA’s communion, including voting rights on par with
other national YWCAs.

Currently, the YWCA is well-established with more than 1,500 full-time staff, 100 social
service centres, more than 30,000 members, and serves 3 million service recipients
annually. It provides a wide range of social services, as well as other non-governmental
subvented projects, like hostels and social enterprises. In addition to being a well-
established NGO, the YWCA is known for its emphasis on political advocacy and
social movement. All of the stakeholders involved — from board of directors, committee
members, members, staff, and volunteers — are actively engaged in the YWCA
movement. The aim of YWCA movement is to strive for a just, peaceful, and healthy
society with human dignity through women’s empowerment and leadership, following
the edicts of Christian faith. The momentum of the movement testifies to their concerted
effort, and contributes to the fruition of the YWCA’s vision and mission. As a large
NGO in HK and the first dedicated to women’s welfare, the YWCA continually adapts

its practices to meet current needs, and strives to inspire and collaborate with other allies and
stakeholders.

The Organisation of the Book

In this book, we review the work of the YWCA to see how it contributed to the development
of women welfare and social status in the last hundred years. Chapters 1 to 2 will introduce
the origin of the YWCA movement and the background of the establishment of the YWCA.
Chapters 3 to 8 will detail the YWCA’s responses to women’s different needs in an ever-
changing society. Women’s development inevitably involves women’s family roles, educational
opportunities, marriage systems, economic status, and social participation among others. These
chapters will look into the dynamics between the different stages of HK’s social development
and the YWCA’s involvement in promoting women’s development. Each chapter will address
one of the six key categories of the YWCA’s work, namely, the protection of women and
children, marriage law, women’s family status, women’s economic participation, women’s
education and vocational training, and women’s leadership development.

In Chapter 9, the authors will discuss the development of the YWCA in the context of HK
women’s groups and women’s services. We will also analyze the characteristics unique to
the YWCA’s women work in HK. In the last chapter (Conclusion), the authors evaluate the
YWCA'’s success in achieving “Building Local Women’s Network™ and “Movement for
Promoting Democratization among Members”, and foreseeable challenges.

On 24 November 2009, Ms. Nyaradzayi Gumbonzanda, the General Secretary of
the World YWCA (fifth from the left) shared her insight on the global development
of the YWCA and the women leadership training at a seminar on “YWCA
Movement and Women Leadership”.
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Chapter 1 The YWCA Movement and Hong Kong

At the heart of Young Women’s Christian Association is its concern for the welfare of young
women. Two women pioneers from the Great Britain initiated two separate ministries in 1855:
first, Emma Robarts and her companions started regular activities and prayer unions for young
women; and second, Mrs Arthur Kinnaird founded a hostel for young women who worked
in London and for nurses who returned from the Crimean War. In addition to a youth hostel,
Mrs Kinnaird’s ministry expanded to include bible studies, education programmes, social
activities, and career consultation. These ministries soon caught momentum and spread to
other communities, where they eventually united. The British YWCA was founded in 1884.
Coincidentally, similar movements were also founded in other countries around the same
time. The World YWCA was founded in 1894. The spirit of interdenominational cooperation
of the YWCA soon extended to non-Western countries, in an effort to promote a worldwide
holistic development for women in moral, intellectual, spiritual, physical and social aspects.
To enhance the YWCA movement in the world, as early as 1906, the World YWCA sent 13
Western secretaries to non-Western countries. By 1926, the YWCA movement spread to more
than 50 countries. Now the work of YWCA covers more than 120 countries with 20,000 local
associations in the world.

The origin of the Chinese YWCA can be traced back to the first student association that was
founded by an American Presbyterian missionary, Mrs Mary Louisa Stuart, the mother of the
American Ambassador John Leighton Stuart, in 1890 in Hangzhou. In the years that followed,
supported by the Young Men’s Christian Association’s (YMCA) network, several Western
women and the wives of the YMCA'’s executives got together and established the Chinese
YWCA in Shanghai in 1899. This eventually led to the establishment of the first official city
association in Shanghai in 1908. By 1920 when the Hong Kong YWCA was founded, there
were altogether 12 city associations of the Chinese YWCA (including those in their preparatory
stages), and 89 school associations. The total membership at that time was 6,414. The General
Secretary of the World YWCA, Ruth Frances Woodsmall recalled that the development of the
Chinese YWCA was rapid and was recognised as the third most well-established YWCA in the
world before the Second World War. The work of the Chinese YWCA was temporarily halted
during the war but continued afterwards. Unfortunately, after the People’s Republic of China
came to power, the Chinese YWCA was split into three: China (mainland), HK and Taiwan.
This measure is still in effect today. These three YWCAs go on their separate development after
the 1950s.

The characteristics of YWCA movement are: firstly, leadership movement; secondly, a space
and network for the cooperation of women from different ethnic groups, classes, ages and
Christian denominations; thirdly, local adaptation and glocal praxis from the vision of the
World YWCA; and lastly, practical works based on local needs. These key characteristics also
form the core value and guiding principles of the YWCA, as manifested in its century-long
history.

Chapter2  Women in Colonial Hong Kong and the First Generation of
Chinese Women Leaders

This chapter begins with a depiction of the subordinate status of Chinese women under
patriarchal colonial HK, and the events leading up to the emergence of the first generation
Chinese women leaders. Following Elliot’s proclamations in 1841, the Chinese patriarchal
customs were kept intact. This allowed the legal purchase of women. It led to rampant
kidnapping of Chinese women, concubinage, child-slavery (i.e. Mui Tsai) of young girls who
served as female bondservants in the family, as well as prostitution in the early colonial era.
Women'’s rights and welfare was simply not on the colonial government’s agenda. With regard
to women, the colonial government was only concerned with the prohibition of illegal purchase
of women, and public health issues relating to the regulation of prostitution. Because of the
particularity of colonial politics, few British expatriates in HK advocated the protection of
women and girls. Among these brave pioneers, Chief Justice John Smale declared that Mui
Tsai was a form of slavery (domestic slave) in 1879. English Anglican missionary Ada M.
Pitts called for the protection of child labour in 1918. By 1919, the superintendent of the Naval
Chart Depot’s wife, Clara Haselwood, challenged the domestic Mui-tsai practice, stating that
it violated the humanitarian principle of the British Empire. And lastly, two feminists, Gladys
Forster and Stella Benson, petitioned to the Travelling Commission of League of Nations to
ban the registration of prostitutes in HK, to ward off the ludicrous business and abusive control
of prostitutes by pimps in the 1930s.

Against this background, Western and Eurasian women gained visibility in leadership in the
ecarly colonial period. It was also against such a background that the HK branch of the YWCA
(the predecessor of the YWCA) was founded. In 1897, 9 years prior to the setup of the first
city association of the Chinese YWCA (i.e. Shanghai YWCA) in 1908, the HK branch was
founded by two British women missionaries, Lucy Agnes Eyre and Agnes Kate Hamper. They
came from two British mission boards, i.e., the Society for Promoting Female Education in the
East and the Church Missionary Society respectively. This branch organised separate regular
meetings for Chinese and Western women. Later on, chaired by HK Governor’s wife Helena
May, it was then merged with the Hong Kong Benevolent Society in 1913 to raise funds for the
women’s hostel. The first women’s hostel (for Western women) was founded in 1916, and at
the donor’s request, named after the first chairperson Helena Mayj, i.e. the Helena May Institute.
Having accomplished a major milestone, the HK branch was then dissolved.

Concurrent with the closing of the HK branch in the mid-1910s, two movements started to gain
traction which saw a new page of the YWCA. On the one hand, we see the budding stages of
student movement by the setting up of the first student association at Ying Wa Girls’ School in
1915. On the other, we see dedicated effort to establish the YWCA. A preparatory meeting was
held between the four founders of the HK city association, led by Mrs Ma Fok Hing Tong, and
the General Secretary of the National Committee, Grace Coppock. In 1920, their effort came to
fruition with the founding of the YWCA. Canadian Nell E. Elliott was appointed as the General
Secretary. The YWCA'’s founders, the board of directors, and Chinese secretaries in the 1920s
were the first generation of HK Chinese (local) women leaders. These leaders received their
education at mission schools, as their families had strong connections with the mission boards.
Apart from having a leadership comprising local women, another characteristics pertinent to the
early stage of the YWCA was its transnational nature, i.e. the recruitment of Western secretaries
to strengthen its work and the adoption of western concepts such as “social motherhood” to
further their charitable work for the betterment of local women and girls.
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