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This book examines the lives of middle school students in five Protestant missionary 

schools across four cities in East China during the Republic Period (1912–1949): 

in Shanghai (St Mary’s and McTyeire); Ningbo (Riverside Academy); Hangzhou 

(Hangzhou Union Girls’ School, and Suzhou (Laura Haygood Normal School). These 

young women come from China’s elite families, whose wealth is derived from an accel-

eration of economic growth in the port cities during this period. They are also highly 
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influenced by political and social changes that arise from modernisation efforts and in 

turn the need for a strong national identity, which for the first time includes women. 

They are to represent China’s ideal ‘New Women’ in myriad roles, from a ‘Good Wife, 

Wise Mother’ during the Nanjing decade and/or as an educator, doctor, business-

woman, feminist or even a revolutionary.  Although many of the young students are 

not Christian, they identify with the Christian belief in service to others, which Bond 

describes as a ‘Christian-inspired social modernity for women in China’. In fact, Bond 

clearly states that her research examines the students’ experiences within missionary 

schools rather than whether they ‘defined themselves as Christians’.

To create a complete portrait of these young girls, Bond bases her research on class year-

books, magazines and other archival data as well as the oral histories of 75 alumnae. 

The vast majority of interviews take place in China and the United States and include 

individual and group settings. Bond’s interviewing technique is to encourage the ‘flow 

of conversation’, which at times includes their entire personal history. The result is an 

engaging and insightful collection of young girls’ lives through one of the most polit-

ically and socially charged periods in modern Chinese history, beginning with the 

establishment of a Republic, through to the formation of two dominant political parties 

(the Guomindang and the Chinese Communist Party), the second Sino-Japanese War, 

the civil war, and the creation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Bond acknowl-

edges her sources could be skewed toward the nostalgic as personal writings from the 

time and memories of years passed tend to do; hence, she balances the scales by asking 

probing questions and providing alternative resources.

Bond’s Dreaming the New Women is a valuable contribution to the study of early educa-

tion for Chinese women at the cusp of a new republic as it fills a void overlooked by 

other scholars who tend to focus on the missionary teachers themselves, a couple of 

renowned graduates or alternatively university-educated women and their participa-

tion in the early feminist movement. Bond’s research neatly analyses existing trends, 

such as the young girls’ participation in the May 4th Era, including the New Culture 

Movement as well as the Sinicization of Christianity within the utopian dream of a 

‘Chinese Christian Republic’. In opposition to the wave of anti-imperialist sentiment 

that chastised missionary work and education, these young girls interpret their religious 
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studies as a means to create a ‘Christian-inspired social modernity for women in China’. 

Many express their belief in a ‘responsibility to serve’ those less fortunate, for example, 

the homeless, those living in unsanitary conditions and putting a stop to child labour. 

Beyond their commitment to serve a nation, there are examples of young women 

from the five schools deeply enmeshed in political issues, such as the May Thirtieth 

Shooting (1925) and the Nanjing Incident (24 March 1927). They become revolu-

tionaries in their own right by taking a political stance against what they interpret as 

unfair policies within the concessions, assigning foreign powers rights beyond those 

of Chinese citizens. Yet the Nanjing Decade (1927–1937) created a new goal for early 

women’s education. Women’s education is to instil a readiness to become a ‘Good Wife, 

Wise Mother’; they are encouraged to do physical exercise and to apply their studies to 

home economics, rather than political or social change. Ideally, they should be fluent 

in English as well as ‘western-style manners and dress’. Yet this goal of creating the ideal 

woman is challenged by the Japanese invasion of China.

In Chapter 4, ‘Awakening, the War, 1937–1945’, the young missionary students are 

confronted with their own peril as well as those of the general population as 60 million 

people are displaced, many of whom are migrating to East China. While some of the 

missionary schools relocate to Kunming and Chongqing (‘Free China’), the schools 

within Shanghai remain. Further, witnessing the harsh inequalities between their own 

lives and those who are literally starving within the concessions, these young girls either 

deploy their Christian charity via the YWCA or Red Cross Medical Corps., or in some 

cases align themselves with communist beliefs. In both cases, it is clear their goals are 

to serve others both as patriots and Christians.

By the war’s end and the start of the civil war, many of these young women are highly 

engaged in politics and social affairs. With the creation of the PRC, those who remain 

are initially optimistic and embrace communism as an extension of Christian teachings. 

However, the Korean War (1950–1953) brings about the demise of missionary schools. 

First, the American missionaries are forced to repatriate, and by 1952, all missionary 

schools are converted to government schools, the curriculum and dress code change, 

and schools become co-educational.

Reviews: Huset Tilton
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The final chapter of Bond’s exceptional work dissects the former students’ conclusions 

from their missionary school experiences, predominately the creation of life-long 

friendships and a fluency in English, which later benefited their careers. Most impor-

tantly, they recount how their schooling enhanced their capacity to ‘love, forgive and 

be a good person’, all of which contributed to their journeys, whether through the 

turmoil of the Mao years, or building a new life overseas.

To conclude, I highly recommend this book to scholars who are interested in China’s 

feminist movement in the early twentieth century. In addition, it contributes key 

insights to the role of missionaries in early female education as well as the Sinicization 

of Christian beliefs and practices as they apply to political and social developments 

within a modernising China. 

 


