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From Schenectady to Shanghai:  
Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale  

People and the hybrid pathways  
of Chinese modernity1

Alice Tsay

I don’t suppose there is a proprietary medicine manufacturer of impor-
tance in any part of the world who has not, at one time or another, 
encouraged his imagination to play with the idea of the prosperous busi-
ness he might build up, and the wealth he might accumulate, if he could, 
by some means, convince a reasonable number of Chinese of the effi-
ciency of his remedies.2

Pills on the move

The American folk-singer Pete Seeger tells a story about a girl who falls 
ill and is prescribed Dr Johnson’s Pink Pills for Pale People by the 
doctor. Her father makes up a silly song for her while on the phone and 
is overheard by the inquisitive telephone wire, which replicates and 
disseminates the song to all its ‘friends’ until the communications infra-
structure becomes so noisy that no one can hold a proper conversation. 
The government eventually cuts down the telephone poles and wires, 
throwing them overboard far from shore. In the watery depths, however, 
the wires continue to resonate with the sounds of the song:

Pink pills for pale people,
Pink pills for pale people.
Pink pills, pink pills,
Pink pills for pale people.
Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!3
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248 Negotiating global modernities

The story takes its inspiration from a widely distributed patent medi-
cine called Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People. Though Seeger turns 
it into a fable about the white noise of commercialism in modern 
society, the tale also suggests the ubiquity and pervasiveness of the 
product to which it alludes.

In real life, Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People never languished 
in the sea but made it across several oceans. This chapter examines 
advertisements for the product in Chinese-language publications in 
Shanghai during the early twentieth century, comparing them to 
English-language advertisements printed in Shanghai, England, and the 
United States. Much like the telephone poles that refuse to be silenced, 
the long advertising history of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills in Shanghai rep-
resents survival against the odds. In marked contrast to the endlessly 
repetitive underwater song that Seeger describes in his story, however, 
Dr Williams’ Pharmaceutical Company created a range of culturally 
adaptive approaches to selling their product. Other Western brands in 
Shanghai favoured one of two marketing strategies: dropping their 
product unchanged into the new environment or attempting to fashion 
a market for new tastes. In contrast, the advertisements for Dr Williams’ 
Pink Pills insisted on the particularities of their specific product while 
evoking a familiar psychical world for their Chinese consumers. Taking 
the extensive history of the pills into account thus complicates the 
accepted narrative of advertising as the major driving force of urban 
modernity in Shanghai and offers a more nuanced account of the way 
hybridity – not only cultural, but also temporal – was strategically 
mobilised to articulate a distinctly Chinese vision of twentieth-century 
society.4

Studies of advertising content in this historical and geographical 
setting have tended to focus on the development during this period of 
a multivalent visual culture that promoted an aspirational or fictive 
reality. Tani Barlow claims that the ‘sexy girl iconography’ in 1920s and 
1930s Shanghai presents ‘the fantasy of modern social life in the colo-
nial modern arena’ even through products as mundane as insect repel-
lent.5 In Selling Happiness, Ellen Johnston Laing similarly argues for the 
role of calendar posters in transforming the visual culture of Shanghai 
and normalising Western-style art for the Chinese public.6 Along the 
same lines, Weipin Tsai contends that advertising in the newspaper 
Shenbao helped to produce the idealised image of the housewife as at 
once ‘consumer, domestic, and patriot’ in the new vision of liberated 
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From Schenectady to Shanghai 249

femininity that emerged after the 1915 New Culture Movement.7 Even 
in case studies in which the advertising medium consists primarily of 
text, emphasis is placed on the construction of an ideological position: 
Susan Glosser’s study of the Shanghai Dairy Association’s marketing 
campaign for milk, for example, tracks how a product originally ‘so 
foreign as to be literally indigestible’ for most Chinese was recast ‘as the 
key to China’s success in the evolutionary struggle to survive’.8 Such 
scholarly accounts frequently align modernity in China with Westerni-
sation and progressiveness in ways that diminish the role of internal 
forces in influencing the social, economic, and ideological shifts that 
took place in China in the decades following the fall of the Qing Dynasty 
in 1912. While historians such as Samuel Y. Liang and Marie-Claire 
Bergère have identified the need for more nuanced accounts of Shang-
hainese and Chinese modernity, their works do not focus on advertis-
ing culture as an important site of cultural confluence.9

The case study of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People advertise-
ments in Shanghai suggests that modernity in China emerged through 
a more complex negotiation between old and new, local and global, 
rather than arriving as a fully fledged cultural export from the West. 
These widely popular pills were marketed in Chinese-language publica-
tions in Shanghai from at least 1913 to 1941, and from even earlier in 
the North China Herald, an English-language newspaper that was also 
based in the city. While these Shanghainese advertisements employed 
the cutting-edge strategies of representation of the time, this progres-
siveness belies other aspects of the Pink Pills story, most notably its 
sustained reputation as backwards and outdated in the West. The for-
gotten Chinese afterlife of this derided patent pills opens up an alternate 
version of global modernity that develops along hybrid cultural and 
temporal pathways. Beyond calling into question the sequential con-
notations implicit in the language of modernity, the deeply site-specific 
sense of the modern self that emerges in this case study of early 
twentieth-century China suggests the need to decentralise the role of 
the West in the historical narrative of modernity. One localised moder-
nity implies the existence of others, each unique in its configuration.

A chequered history

A discussion of the history of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People 
helps to contextualise the inroads it made in Shanghai. Formulated in 
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250 Negotiating global modernities

Canada by Dr William Frederick Jackson in 1886, the pills quickly 
spread to the United States.10 Following the company’s relocation from 
Ontario to Schenectady, New York, Dr Williams’ Pink Pills were mar-
keted extensively in England and around the world. By the early twen-
tieth century, the product had been advertised in more than eighty 
countries.11 A 1907 advertisement, for instance, listed branch offices in 
‘Rockville, Ont., London, Eng., Paris, France, Sidney [sic], N.S.W., Cape 
Town, South Africa, Bombay, India, Rio Janeiro, Brazil, Mexico City, 
Mex.’ 12 George Fulford, who ‘purchased Jackson’s patent for the paltry 
sum of $53.01’ in 1890,13 reportedly amassed a fortune of over £1.6 
million after just sixteen years of marketing the pills.14 Though it had 
become an object of contempt and a symbol of quackery in England 

Figure 10.1 Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People.
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From Schenectady to Shanghai 251

and North America by the early twentieth century, the company existed 
until 1989.15

According to an 1899 Illustrated London News advertisement, Dr 
Williams’ Pink Pills could cure a vast range of ills: anaemia, consump-
tion, scrofula, rickets, fits, chronic erysipelas, bronchitis, lumbago, 
rheumatism, rheumatic gout, sciatica, eczema, paralysis, locomotor 
ataxy, neuralgia, St Vitus’s Dance, and nervous headache.16 This list of 
purported uses was not exhaustive, since other advertisements empha-
sised different sets of ailments. Another Illustrated London News adver-
tisement from 1898, for example, claimed to have healed an ex-Royal 
Marines sergeant who had ‘suffered more than most men in a lifetime’ 
from myriad afflictions, among them ‘disease of the lungs’ and ‘giddi-
ness of the head’.17 In short, Pink Pills were sold as a cure-all drug, 
adaptive to longtime medical concerns such as rickets as well as the 
proliferation of nineteenth-century anxieties about nervous systems 
gone awry.

Given these untempered claims to miraculous power, the actual effi-
cacy of the pills should come as little surprise. Even as early as 1897, 
the brand had been dogged with accusations that its contents included 
harmful ingredients such as ‘impure carbonate of iron, with a little 
arsenic, green copperas, and pearl ash’.18 In March of 1902, the British 
publication The Chemist and Druggist published a virulent attack on Dr 
Williams’ Pink Pills in the form of a coroner’s inquest into the death 
of an unnamed cabdriver in an article appearing right before a piece 
entitled ‘The Week’s Poisonings’.19 The results from pharmaceutical tests 
are less lurid, though not by much. Table 10.1 gives the results of a 
series of lab tests, reflecting the changes in the ingredients of the pills 
over the years.

In short, only the first formula seems wholly innocuous. Ferrous 
sulphate, listed as ‘exsiccated iron sulphate’ and ‘iron sulphate’ through 
the years, is an iron supplement.20 According to the National Institutes 
of Health, however, the 80.99 milligrams present in the 1961 formula 
is nearly double what is now considered the tolerable upper intake 
level for adults, undermining the relative harmlessness of the caffeine 
and Vitamin B1 (thiamine hydrochloride) it also contains.21 The 1935 
formula, which contains significantly smaller ferrous sulphate quanti-
ties, also contains manganese dioxide, used today in pyrotechnics and 
as a ‘depolarizer in dry cell batteries’, as well as copper sulphate, which 
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252 Negotiating global modernities

is toxic when ingested and used as a textile mordant and wood preserva-
tive.22 In contrast, the earliest formula combined potassium carbonate 
and magnesia, both food additives, with a sugar- and liquorice-heavy 
mixture. While safe enough, this combination gives new force to the 
1897 advertisement declaring, ‘These are not like pills; they are like 
sweets’.23

In North America and Britain, the public tide had turned definitely 
against Dr Williams’ Pink Pills by the first two decades of the twentieth 
century. Perhaps influenced by the many scathing pieces appearing in 
professional medical journals, the United States government seized 
large quantities of the pills in 1915 on grounds that the company had 
made ‘false and fraudulent claims’.24 While US advertisements subse-
quently worded their declarations more conservatively, the company 
was accused of continuing to make outrageous assertions in inter-
national advertisements over which the United States government held 
no jurisdiction.25

TABLE 10.1 Contents of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People

Formula, 1905 Formula, 1935 Formula, 1961

Powdered 
liquorice

45.16% Excipients 38.68% Iron sulphate 
(exsiccated)

70.40%
Iron sulphate 26.66%

Iron sulphate 
(exsiccated)

24.19% Sodium 
carbonate

26.66% Caffeine citrate 28.17%

Extract of 
gentian

3.33% Manganese 
sulphate

0.01%

Anhydrous 
potassium 
carbonate

21.29% Powdered 
aloes

2.66%

Manganese 
dioxide

1.77% Copper sulphate 0.01%

Sugar 6.45% Zinc 
phosphide

0.16% Thiamine 
hydrochloride

0.01%

Magnesia 2.90% Copper 
sulphate

0.08%

Source: P. G. Homan, B. Hudson, and R. C. Rowe, Popular Medicines: An Illustrated 
History (London/Chicago: Pharmaceutical Press, 2008), 141–2.
Note: In the source, the formulas for the three years are each given in different units 
(‘grains’ in 1905, percentages in 1935, and milligrams in 1961) and have been 
standardised and listed in descending order in this table.
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The divergence in advertising strategy across global markets was 
both more and less extreme than contemporary critics asserted, depend-
ing on the region being considered. In most foreign countries, Pink Pills 
advertisements aligned closely with their counterparts in England and 
the United States. However, the marketing of the pills in Shanghai – and 
in China more widely – presents an anomaly that suggests highly local-
ised efforts to promote the products.

Foreign opportunities

While Dr Williams’ Pharmaceutical Company sold its products in 
many global markets, its marketing history in Shanghai offers an unusual 
case in terms of timing, scale, and audience-specific strategy. Most 
foreign advertisements for the company appeared in the last decade of 
the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth. This turn-
of-the-century period roughly coincides with the company’s heyday in 
North America and England but predates the widespread circulation of 
Pink Pills advertisements in Shanghai by several decades. For instance, 
in South Africa, the company trademarked the name by 1893 and was 
circulating advertisements in local publications such as the Mafeking 
Mail and Protectorate Guardian soon after.26

Additionally, the company generally focused on English-speaking 
audiences in these foreign territories, even in dual-language publica-
tions. While the South Africa-based Mafeking Mail and Protectorate 
Guardian was published in both English and Afrikaans, Dr Williams’ 
advertisements only appeared in the English sections. The same was the 
case with the Amrita Bazar Patrika, a Bengali and English newspaper 
published in Calcutta. Many of these English advertisements were 
taken directly from Anglo-American publications and cited testimonies 
from England or the United States rather than drawing from a local 
customer base.

There were some foreign-language advertisements, but they were the 
exception rather than the rule. Between 1906 and 1907, three different 
Zulu advertisements for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills ran in Ilanga lase Natal, 
a Cape Town-based newspaper that was the first Zulu newspaper. 
However, no more appeared in the publication thereafter. Spanish-
language advertisements appeared on a greater scale around the turn of 
the century in a few South American publications, such as El Comercio 
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254 Negotiating global modernities

in Peru and Mercurio de Valparaiso in Chile, but still in relatively limited 
numbers.27 In comparison, as will be further discussed, the marketing 
of the pills in China established a scale of distribution and level of cul-
tural tailoring that made it unique even within the global history of the 
company.

The belated but dramatic flourishing of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for 
Pale People in Shanghai suggests that the company’s products can be 
read, in more ways than one, as holdovers from a bygone time. This 
interpretation even appeared in some contemporary accounts, includ-
ing that of the North Carolinian agriculturalist and travel writer Clar-
ence Hamilton Poe. After travelling through Asia from 1910 to 1911, Poe 
wrote angrily about a time in Shanghai when he discovered an adver-
tisement for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People on the back of a 
religious newspaper. He interpreted this as a prime example of Western 
avarice preying on Chinese ignorance and vehemently criticised oppor-
tunists for ‘coining the poor Chinaman’s substantial shekels’ using 
‘American patent medicines discredited at home by the growing intel-
ligence of our people’.28

Poe’s picture of the Chinese people trailing behind Americans in an 
ignorant past is undoubtedly problematic, part of a long Western tradi-
tion of mapping evolutionary progress onto cultural difference. More 
importantly within the context of this study, however, his comments 
situate the advertisements as temporally displaced. In Poe’s reading, 
despite the contents of the patent medicine having been established as 
outmoded and inert, it continues to function as an active agent by 
‘coining’ and conning Chinese citizens.

This case study seeks to examine the counterintuitive and continued 
pertinence of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills in Shanghai long after the brand’s 
obsolescence in other parts of the world. Advertisements for the pills 
in Shanghai combined hallmarks of their marketing in other parts of 
the world with a customised blend of references to longstanding healing 
traditions as well as modern Chinese culture. Questions of medical 
efficacy aside, these advertisements resist a linear and Western-centric 
account of modernity. Contemporary Chinese commentators anthro-
pomorphically located the contributions of the West in the two figures 
of ‘Mr Science’ and ‘Mr Democracy’. However, the study of modernity 
in early twentieth-century Shanghai must also account for ‘Dr Williams’ 
as a Western import that disrupts the narrative of unidirectional pro-
gress and influence. Instead, the extensive body of advertising for Dr 
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From Schenectady to Shanghai 255

Williams’ Pink Pills in Shanghai represents an archive of complex and 
occasionally contradictory negotiations of self and society during the 
first decades of the twentieth century in relation both to the outside 
world and to the past.

Pills for all people

In their initial encounters with Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People, 
Chinese consumers would probably have been less mystified than by 
unfamiliar products like deodorant, powdered milk, or even porridge 
oats, which entered the market around the same time. A 1923 Quaker 
Oats advertisement had to assure consumers that it could be ‘used in 
the same way as rice’ (效用如米).29 In contrast, the wan (丸) or pill 
form of medication dates back several centuries in China. Traditionally, 
a variety of medicinal powders were bound with water and honey, creat-
ing a round ball that was then covered with a protective wax coating.30 
Though there is no indication that Dr Williams’ Medical Company 
revised the familiar ‘ovoid’ shape of its Pink Pills, they took other steps 
to ensure that their brand and product were appropriate for the intended 
audience.31 In Chinese, ‘Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People’ was 
translated as Weilianshi Dayisheng Hongse Buwan (韋廉士大醫生紅色
補丸), or ‘Doctor Weilianshi Red Supplement Pills’. Alliteration aban-
doned, the pink pills became red in name, a colour with greater cultural 
resonance and existing precedence in traditional medicine packaging.32 
During the Qing Dynasty, for instance, an apothecary company called 
He Ming Xing Tang (何明性堂) produced detoxifying hong wan 
(紅丸) or ‘red pills’ that appear to have been widely distributed.33 
Moreover, this Chinese name dropped the reference to being ‘for Pale 
People’ present in the English. Instead, the roundabout allusion to a 
sickly complexion was replaced in Chinese with an explicit declaration 
of the pills as bu (補), adopting the language of bodily nourishment 
and strengthening central to Chinese medicine.34 In English advertise-
ments for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills, the frequent references to impure 
blood likely derived from the vestiges of belief in humoral theory.35 
Translated into the terms of Chinese corporal understanding, this was 
depicted as xueqi chongying (血氣充盈): sluggishness or thickness of 
the blood from problems with the circulation of qi (氣).36 Incidentally, 
as a purported panacea, Dr Williams’ Pink Pills were in a good position 
to fit the symptom-based rather than disease-based approach central to 
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256 Negotiating global modernities

traditional Chinese medical treatment.37 Sherman Cochran has argued, 
using the British-American Tobacco Company as his subject, that ‘the 
transmission of culture was not simply a matter of an American busi-
ness unilaterally exporting to China advertising that had been invented 
in America’.38 In drawing on a long history of Chinese medicine, Dr 
Williams’ Pharmaceutical Company fashioned implied lines of cultural 
transmission that ran not only between different places but also differ-
ent times. On many levels, then, the Shanghai advertisements carefully 
situated the product as simultaneously new and known.

Available evidence suggests that Dr Williams’ Pink Pills was a widely 
available and increasingly established product in Shanghai. While con-
sumers always had the option of contacting the company directly with 
their orders, in the mid-1920s, the advertisements went from declaring 
that the pills could also be procured ‘wherever Western medicines were 
sold’ (凡經西藥者均有出售) to announcing that they were available 
‘at all pharmacies’ (各藥局均有), a significantly wider claim.39 By 1941, 
advertisements sent customers directly to the National Department of 
Health (國民政府衛生署) for their pills, suggesting integration into 
official distribution channels.40 Given the beleaguered reputation of 
Pink Pills in North America and England, surely no one could have 
predicted the stamp of approval that Dr Williams’ Pharmaceutical 
Company appears to have received in Shanghai from a governmental 
organisation whose focus on establishing public health and sanitation 
standards has been seen as a main component of developing modernity 
in China. The success of the product was particularly remarkable in the 
immediate wake of the New Culture and May Fourth Movements of 
the mid-1910s and 1920s, which reacted against both traditional Chinese 
culture and anything suggesting excessive imperialist influence, leading 
to a growing enthusiasm for aiguo huo (愛國貨), or patriotic prod-
ucts.41 As a foreign product that had been familiarised through the form 
of traditional Chinese medicine, Dr Williams’ Pink Pills should have 
been doubly pressured. It seems, however, that the pills’ hybrid identity 
functioned as a strength rather than a liability.

Anatomy of an advertisement

For the most part, the complex cultural mixture underlying Chinese-
language advertisements for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People 
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From Schenectady to Shanghai 257

were coded through a highly consistent set of content and formatting 
tropes. This happened despite the fact that they appeared in publications 
with a diverse range of orientations and intended audiences, including 
Shenbao (申報/Shanghai News), Liang You Hua Bao (良友畫報/The 
Young Companion), Funü Zazhi (婦女雜誌/Ladies’ Magazine), and 
Funü Shibao (婦女時報/Women’s Eastern Times). Excepting a few runs 
in Liang You Hua Bao in 1925, these advertisements tended not to 
be repeated within the same publication, suggesting that Dr Williams’ 
Pharmaceutical Company had the financial means to hire a large staff 
to source and design new variations on their established patterns of 
layout and narration.

Chinese advertisements for the Pink Pills made use of personal tes-
timonies as their main rhetorical technique, a practice that derived from 
overseas. In England and the United States, the earliest advertisements 
for the pills had sought to create an aura of objectivity around personal 
testimonies, framed in pseudo-investigative style. One Ladies’ Home 
Journal advertisement, for example, had the following heading:

An Illinois Miracle: A Case of Deep Interest to Women Everywhere: Saved 
Through a Casual Glance at a Newspaper – Weak, Pale, and in a Deplorable 
Condition when Relief Came – A Remarkable Narrative Carefully Investi-
gated by a Dubuque Times Reporter.42

Other English-language advertisements for the Pink Pills in China rep-
licate this textual encounter (i.e., ‘a casual glance at a newspaper’) that 
apparently brings about the ‘Illinois miracle’ mentioned above. For 
instance, the North China Herald of 18 January 1913 includes a two-
column advertisement that narrates one Señora F. Palacio’s recovery 
after ‘a pamphlet telling of the many cures Dr Williams’ Pink Pills have 
wrought’ fortuitously arrives in her husband’s post-box.43 These adver-
tisements emphasised authority derived from documentation (pam-
phlets, newspaper) or genre (investigative journalism) in order to 
legitimise their claims to the consumer.

In Chinese advertisements, this testimonial strategy was taken much 
further and given a slightly different focus. Antonia Finnane identifies 
a Shenbao advertisement from 1913 as featuring Madame Liu Pan, a 
Shanghainese sewing machine instructor.44 Another Shenbao advertise-
ment, which ran in April of 1915, includes two testimonies, one from 
Mr Cui Xiwu (崔錫溩君), a clerk in the executive department of the 
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258 Negotiating global modernities

Ou-lu Company, and another by Mr Zhao Shaoqin (招少琴君) from 
the Guangdong Da Gong Bao news agency (Figure 10.2).45 Adver-
tisements for Pink Pills for Pale People in Funü Shibao included testi-
monies from ‘the wife of Mr Ding Zhenzhi’ (丁振之君之夫人) and 
‘the wife of Mr Liu Zhengxing’ (劉振興君之夫人).46 These lengthy 
personal testimonies were accompanied by woodcut portraits of the 
individuals. Explicitly labeled as yüzhao (玉照), or formal portraits, 
these images contributed to the cultural and personal specificity of 
the advertisements, particularly when compared to English-language 
advertisements that often used more generic imagery. Furthermore, 
with very few exceptions, the Chinese advertisements for Pink Pills 
always included a drawing of the packaging, most likely for promoting 
brand recognition, though this was often not included in advertise-
ments in North America or England. In contrast to Chinese advertise-
ments for companies like British American Tobacco, which initially 
featured ‘illustrations to German fairy tales … American landscapes 
and American heroes like George Washington and Abraham Lincoln’, 
Dr Williams’ Pharmaceutical Company appears to have been early 
in adopting audience-specific advertising techniques in the Chinese 
market.47

Consequently, despite their heavy emphasis on text, Pink Pills 
advertisements in Shanghai tended to emphasise personal connec-
tion rather than written authority. A 1923 Shenbao advertisement, 
for example, alludes to a large populace who has ‘confidence [in their 
product] from personal experience or the experiences of friends’ (由其 
自己之經驗或由其友人之閱歷確知).48 Similarly, multiple testimo-
nials in Liang You Hua Bao refer to a friend (友人) who recommended 
the medicine to the sick man or woman.49 Despite the obvious ironies 
of medium, the transference of knowledge was framed as happening 
not between text and person but between one person and another. 
This emphasis of word-of-mouth connection can be interpreted as a 
means of evoking the guanxi (關係), or interpersonal relationships, 
central to Chinese culture. This nuance marked a way in which the 
advertisements for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills were more sophisticated 
than those for competing medicines, such as Sanatogen Tonic, which 
focused more directly on the product’s properties.50

Framing the advertisement as a discourse among friends, family, and 
fellow Chinese nationals, moreover, may have allowed Dr Williams’ 
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Figure 10.2 1915 Shenbao advertisement for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills 
featuring testimonies from Mr Cui Xiwu (top) and Mr Zhao Shaoqin 

(bottom), 3 April 1915.
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260 Negotiating global modernities

Pharmaceutical Company to circumvent anti-foreign sentiment by 
minimising the cross-cultural origins of their product. While the May 
Fourth movement of 1919 catalysed resistance to traditional Confucian 
values and rejected the veneration of the elderly, the emphasis in the 
media of the late 1920s that a modern housewife must also be a ‘mother 
of good citizens’ meant that a good deal of attention remained on the 
nuclear family, though now shifted to the younger generations.51 The 
trend of pairing Pink Pills with other Dr Williams Pharmaceutical 
Company products in advertisements after the 1930s likely reflects this 
trend, particularly as Baby’s Own Tablets were often the secondary 
product of choice. A Liang You Hua Bao issue in 1933, for instance, 
included an advertisement for both the Pink Pills and Baby’s  
Own Tablets entitled ‘The whole family of Mr. Wu Jinqing’ 
(呉俊卿先生闔府), featuring a couple with their four children.52 
While the English-language advertisements for Dr Williams’ Pharma-
ceutical Company hewed closely to the portraits of solitary suffering 
that seemed particularly symptomatic of the Western experience of 
modernity, these Chinese advertisements drew a wider orbit around 
the company’s various products and the people who used them.

At the same time, these gestures towards new values were countered 
in the advertisements by features more closely associated with the tra-
ditional. Linguistically, the Chinese used in these advertisements 
appears not to be in baihua (白話), or the vernacular register that was 
gaining traction in writing during this time. Instead, Classical Chinese 
phrasing and textual markers give a formal inflection to the language. 
The previously mentioned 1923 Shenbao advertisement described its 
wisdom as ‘coming from personal experience or those of friends’ 
(由其自己之經驗或由其友人之閱歷), employing zhi (之) as a pos-
sessive marker. Similarly, ye (也) appears with some regularity at the 
end of sentences for emphasis, as do compressed four-word phrases. 
These features, along with highly formal diction throughout the body 
of these advertisements, suggest Classical language registers.

Similarly, while women were sometimes portrayed progressively as 
nation-building mothers, at other times they were shuffled out of the 
limelight, as in the case of a 1929 Liang You Hua Bao advertisement 
that includes a testimony about the wife of a certain Mr Fung.53 In the 
text, he speaks on her behalf and refers to her using the phrase neizhi 
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(內子), a traditional term for ‘wife’ that men used when addressing 
outsiders, literally translating to ‘the one inside’. Moreover, the Chinese 
advertisements appear not to target women, as the various English-
language advertisements for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills seemed to do. 
Barbara Mittler notes that advertisements directed toward women in 
Shenbao frequently used punctuation marks within the text – a newer 
writing style influenced by Western practices.54 However the Chinese 
Pink Pills advertisements that have been found are written in continu-
ous text blocks without punctuation, following the assumption in most 
traditional forms of Chinese writing – much akin to the practice of 
scriptio continua in Classical Latin and Greek – that the educated and 
predominantly male reader will automatically recognise clausal and 
sentence breaks without the need for spaces and punctuation. The 
media and advertising culture of early twentieth-century Shanghai cer-
tainly offered women a new prominence in the public sphere. Such 
visual prominence did not necessarily equal progressiveness, however, 
but could just as easily be employed to re-affirm rather than reform  
the old.

Tailored and culturally adept, the advertisements for Dr Williams’ 
Pink Pills for Pale People in Shanghai represented extended and ground-
breaking efforts by a Western company to inhabit the social and cultural 
world of its new audience. As the advertisements themselves show, 
however, this world was itself one of conflicting forces. The company’s 
linguistic and cultural touchpoints often drew heavily on traditional 
visions of language, gender, medicine, and authority, even as the prod-
uct’s prominent commercialisation and implied association with the 
National Department of Health suggested that the company sought to 
push against many of these same traditional structures in order to take 
advantage of new systems for mass marketing and distribution.

Where she stands

One of the most striking illustrations of the complex position given 
to the Chinese subjects featured in advertising for Dr Williams’ Phar-
maceutical Company products appears not in newspaper advertising, 
which has been the main focus of this chapter, but in a 1922 yuefenpai 
(月份牌), a type of calendar poster that served as a major medium 
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Figure 10.3 Dr Williams’ yuefenpai poster designed by Hang Zhiying, 
1922.
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for advertisement in China during the early twentieth century (Figure 
10.3). Designed by Chinese artist Hang Zhiying, this poster includes 
a prominent image of the Pink Pills for Pale People packaging, along 
with smaller inset images of two other products from Dr Williams’ 
Pharmaceutical Company: Baby’s Own Tablets, the infant supplement 
mentioned above, and Pinkette’s, a laxative. In the image itself, a woman 
dressed in blue patterned silk stands next to a little girl in a Western-
style pink outfit with a matching bow in her hair and Mary-Jane shoes. 
The woman appears to be wearing black silk stockings, which became 
popular among Chinese women during the ‘sudden flurry of interest 
in Western fashions’ following the 1911 Revolution.55 She leans on an 
iron fence wrought with a Chinese-style design, but this fence is linked 
to an arbour of wisteria growing on a Western-style trellis. Thus, the 
picture ties together imagery from a wide range of origins, reflecting the 
cultural fluidity that was central to the lifestyles of Shanghai’s privileged 
classes.

At the same time, this poster contains many hallmarks of the text-
heavy print advertisements discussed earlier. The colophon text to 
the upper right of the image declares, ‘To keep your family safe and 
healthy, you must be prepared with the world-renowned medicines of 
Dr Williams’ (卻保安康居家需備天下馳名韋亷士醫生各種靈藥). 
The word used for ‘medicines’, interestingly, is lingyao (靈藥). While 
ling can mean ‘highly effective’, it also has connotations of the spir-
itual or magical. Another translation of lingyao could be ‘miraculous 
cure’, which would seem closer in emphasis to the xiandan (仙丹) 
or mystical elixirs of Chinese folklore than to Western medicine and 
scientific progress. Moreover, the image is not left to speak for itself, 
which may be wise considering that the woman portrayed looks fairly 
frail. Instead, it contains far more text than appears on the usual cal-
endar girl poster, which sometimes includes only the brand name and 
company details. Located at the bottom of the calendar and in the 
two inset boxes at the top, these blocks of text anchor the calendar 
and prevent it from being a solely visual advertisement. The font is 
far too small to be taken in from a distance, and thus it forces the 
close reading encounter that was central to the early English advertise-
ments of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills for Pale People discussed earlier. Just 
as the clothing and surrounding of the figures in the advertisement 
reflect a complicated mixture of influences, the woman’s stance seems 
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to reflect the same ambiguous poise. Does she stand on her own two 
Western-shod feet, bolstered by the strength given to her by the packet 
of Pink Pills in her left hand? Or does her weight actually fall on a 
symbol of tradition, the elaborately wrought red fence? The semiotic 
space of this yuefenpai resists easy decoding, its sense of modernity 
signalled more through its fluid integration of varied cultural points 
of reference than in the fact that it is a Western product she clasps in  
her hand.

While the colourful, rich imagery of the yuefenpai stands out against 
the stark, black-and-white newspaper advertisements that were the 
main medium for Pink Pills advertisements, the indeterminacy of 
the calendar poster is highly characteristic of the brand’s resistance to 
clean geographical and teleological narratives about cultural influence 
and historical progress. Spanning several decades, the advertisements 
for Dr Williams’ Pink Pills in Shanghai clearly demonstrate how the 
transmission of a Western product resulted in the creation of culturally 
hybrid modes of expression and self-identification, producing a deftly 
accommodating visual and linguistic vocabulary. While excoriated and 
dismissed in Northern America and England, the product’s counterin-
tuitive survival in Shanghai seemed to lend truth – psychologically, if 
not medically – to its dubious claims of being everything to everyone. 
Moreover, the dexterous blend of cultural references found in these 
advertisements illuminate varied, oftentimes frictional forces that pro-
duced change and moulded selves in early twentieth-century Shanghai. 
In particular, for a port city that had been home to a significant foreign 
presence since the Opium Wars of the previous century, it is criti-
cal to emphasise that this hybridity represented not only inter-cultural 
but also intra-cultural confluences. The inhabitants of Shanghai could 
choose between an array of possibilities for self-definition, between 
being oriented toward the future and influenced by the past, between 
being conclusively ‘Western’ and adaptively ‘Shanghainese’. In revealing 
the interwoven pathways of cultural influence defining early twentieth-
century Shanghai, the unlikely revitalisation of Dr Williams’ Pink Pills 
for Pale People in the international marketplace also demonstrates the 
need to recognise how socio-cultural changes taking place around the 
globe in this period produced heterogenous and localised versions of 
modernity that differed markedly from its emergence in the West. The 
marketers examined in this chapter figured this out and generated a 
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rich body of work in response; it is now time for scholars to follow  
their lead.
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