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CHAPTER FOUR: BIBLE-WOMEN

Introduction

The topic of Bible-women (the local female evangelists) has acted as a magnet for the attention of
those who study the history of women and Christianity. In the special issue on “Transnational
Bible-women” of the [Pomens History Rewen, a number of articles pay attention to this subject in the
Chinese context.®® R.G. Tiedemann discusses the institution of the Virgins, a group of Chinese
Roman Catholic laywomen activists in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century. He explores the
crucial role of these unmarried laywomen in the expansion of the Chinese church and the preservation
of the Christian faith.*® In the same journal, Valerie Griffiths analyses the schooling of Bible-women
through the activities of the Baptist and the China Inland Mission women in both North and South
China. She demonstrates that Ellen Ranyard’s Bible-women project established in London in 1857 was

360

also appropriated in China.>*® Vanessa Wood uses the personal letters of Myfanwy Wood, a woman
missionary of the London Missionary Society, to illustrate the role played by Bible-women, mission
teachers and YWCA wotkers in China in the petiod 1908-1939.°°"! Wood and Griffiths reach similar
conclusions: there is a transiton “from the evangelism of keen but rudimentarily educated
Bible-women to the Christian higher education and professionalization of women converts involved in
vital outreach and church growth” %2 They agtree that “the significant number of women evangelists in
the fast-growing church in China today points to the strength of the Christian female educational and
evangelistic legacy first embodied in Chinese Bible-women”?% Although these scholars do highlight
important aspects of local female agency in the context of the Christian mission in China, the periods
on which they have focused are relatively late, mostly the early-twentieth century. Another hindrance is
that their research is based mainly on the mission archives and the personal letters of female
missionaries, reflecting the missionary perspective.

In this chapter, I shall revisit the topic of Bible-women in the eatly stages of Christianity in
south-east China, by concentrating on the first generation of Bible-women trained by Adela M. Fielde
of the ABM from 1873 to 1882, supplemented by those trained by Catherine Maria Ricketts of the
EPM between 1881 and 1915. Much of it is based on Fielde’s material because she had learned the

Chaozhou dialect and lived with these Bible-women. She published several books on the daily lives of

358 Deborah Gaitskell and Wendy Urban-Mead eds, 7ransational Bitdenomen: Asian and Afsican Women 1 Christian Mission, 2008.

359 Tiedemann, “Controlling the Virgins”, ibid., pp. 501-520.

360 Griffiths, “Biblewomen from London to China: the Transnational Appropriation of a Female Mission Idea”, ibid., pp.521-541.

361 Wood, “The Part played by Chinese Women in the Formation of an Indigenous Church in China: Insights from the Archive of
Myfanwy Wood, LMS missionary”, ibid., pp.597-610.

362 Ibid., p.597.

363 Griffiths, “Biblewomen”, p.521.

364 Fielde took a furlough in America in 1883; hence her first stint in Swatow lasted ten years. This can be proved by her words: “These
studies (which were collected in her book Pzgudiz $1badons) have been made during a residence of ten years in China.” However, her focus

switched to the compilation of a great volume of Swatow dialect dictionary in 1879, this work took her 4 years, from 1879 to 1883.
Warren, Fredts, p.78.
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the local women.’®> She also transcribed the autobiographies of sixteen Bible-women from their own
dialect into English.’® These autobiographies wete published in her book Pazgods Shadons: Studses from
Lsfe in China, which was so popular in the US and Great Britain it was reprinted several times.**” These
autobiographies should be interpreted with caution, a fact which has been pointed out by Lutz in her
research on the autobiographies of eight Hakka evangelists: “In most cases we are looking at them
through two lenses: the editing of the missionary translator and the retrospective memory of the

(13

evangelist”?*  Although in the preface to her book Fielde declates that the autobiographies “...are
exact translations of verbal narrations given to the author in the Swatow dialect”,*® even here editing
by the translator would have been unavoidable. For instance, Hu says that the word “China”, which
appears frequently in these autobiographies, could be a mode of discourse which the Bible-women
adopted after receiving Fielde’s training?”® Another possibility is that this was not the original word
employed by these illiterate Bible-women, but is instead an example of Fielde’s editing in transcribing
the Bible-women’s term for “China” into English. What they used could have been Zazgiban (JH 111)7!
or some other metaphor. The uncertainties resulting from the translator’s editing can be compensated
at least partially by contrasting the information with data from the Chinese archives of the American
Baptist Church, using the dictionary of the Chaozhou dialect compiled by Fielde as an indication of
how she translated.

Commenting on a lecture on the training of Bible-women Fielde gave at the 1877 Protestant
Conference (Shanghai), Griffiths states that, “...the concept of Bible-women reached China before
Adele Fielde did, but China is a large country and she was probably the first to organize their systematic
training in South China”?"> Many missions in China borrowed this effective evangelistic method from
Fielde, among them the EPM, the Church Mission Society, the China Inland Mission, the American
Methodist Mission and the American Presbyterian Mission. Curiously, Griffiths does not refer to the
chapter in Pggods Shadows in which Fielde discusses her ideas about the training of Bible-women.?”> Hu
Weiqing was actually the first to use the autobiographies of Bible-women in Fielde’s book to analyse

the conversion experiences of these women and reveal their marginal position in the administration of

the Church.’’* Lutz and Ling Oi Ki (%% 7&) also quote from these autobiographies in their articles.’”

365 Adele Marion Fielde, Drzitronary of Swatow Diatect, Swatow: 1875; Frrst Lessons in the Smatow Diakd, Swatow: Swatow Printing

Office, 1878; Prowonncing and Defpning Dictionary of #he Swatow Diakcr, Shanghai: American Presbyterian Mission Press, 1883; Pzgoda Shadons,

London: T. Ogilvie Smith, 1887; Clznese Nights* Entertaznment: Forty Storses 1old by Almond-eyed Fotk Actors in the Romance of “The Straped

Arrow’, New York: 1893; 4 Cornerof Cathay: Studies from Lge among #he Chivese, New Y ork, London: McMillan & Co., 1894. Clznese Fuarry

7 ats; New York and London: The Knickerbocker Press, 1912. (re-issue of Clarwese Nights’ Enteraznmerns)

366 Preface of the fifth edition, written in Boston, September, 1884. Fielde, Pagoda Shadors, 1886.

367 The first edition was published in Boston in 1883, several more editions followed not much later, up to the fifth edition of 1886. In

1887, another edition was published in London.

368 Jessie G. Lutz and Rolland Ray Lutz, Hakka Chinese Confront Protestant Chritianity, 1850-1900. Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1998.
.10.

I33()9 See the prefaces to two editions of Pgguda Shadons: the fifth edition (Boston, 1886), and a new edition published in London in 1887.

370 Hu, “The Mode of Misery”, p.301.

371 As shown in the journal of Chen Dui, a Hoklo evangelist who preached in Changzhou island of Hong Kong in May, 1852.

372 Griffiths, “Biblewomen”, p.531.

373 Fielde, Pagoda Shadomrs, “Chapter XVII. Native Female Evangelists”, pp.91-99.

374 Hu & Yao, “Between Sanctity and Secularity”; Hu, “The Mode of Misery”.
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On the basis of her research, which included the archives of several Protestant denominations®’® in
China covering the period of the 1860s to 1911, Ling reconstructs who the Bible-women were, why
they were needed, what role they played in the Chinese church in the late Qing period and how they

overcame their own limitations.>”’

However, the vast geographical expanse of her research has
prevented her from contextualizing the conversion of the Bible-women in the local societies in which
they lived, and from paying full attention to the dynamic interpersonal relationships between male and
female Christians at the time. As they are unfamiliar with Chaozhou society, Hu, Lutz and Ling have
not been able to contextualize the conversion stories of the sixteen Bible-women satisfactorily against
the specific social background of their natal region in the 1860s and 1870s. Nor have they attempted to
retrace the original personal names and places of birth from their romanized forms and put these into
Chinese characters, thereby verifying their authenticity. This will constitute a crucial part of the
evidence which forms the basis of this chapter.’™®

So far there are four sources which record the names of the Bible-women trained by Fielde. The
first is her Pagoda Shadsns, which includes the autobiographies of sixteen Bible-women (see Appendix
A). The second source consists of four photos (see Figures 21-24) in the 1886 edition of Fugvdz
Shadows> Figure 21 shows Speed standing on the right, on the feet with which she was born. She is
standing on the left or eastern side facing the west (a respectful position in traditional Chinese society)
of a seated pupil (an old woman, with bound feet). Figure 22 shows nine Bible-women, with their
English names recorded at the bottom. Figure 23 is a portrait of Tolerance and her kin. Figure 24
depicts Treasure and Lily as the pillars of the Church at South Spur. These photos provide the visual

images of the protagonists in this chapter.

375 Lutz, “Introduction”, pp.13-25. Idem, “Women in Imperial China”, pp.29-47. Ling, “Bible women”, pp.246-264. Allin Lutzed.,
Lroneer:

376 The American Baptist Mission, the Church Mission Society, the China Inland Mission, the American Methodist Mission, and the
American Presbyterian Mission.

377 Including physical, mental and intellectual, and psychological limitations, see Ling, “Bible women”, p.247.

378 See Appendix B.

379 See Appendix A. Note that the photos were not included in the London edition of 1887.
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SPLEL. WITH & PUAML

Figure 21: Speed, with a pupil Figure 22: A group of Bible-women

[P s b pupaa

- - I“““b-*u TREASLER, L
TOLERANDE AND MER KIN THE FILLAKS OF THE CHURCH AT 30UTH SPUE.
Figure 23: Tolerance and her kin Figure 24: Treasure and Lily*®

380 Lily and Treasure were the main benefactors of the chapel in their village of Nanlong, which was erected in 1880. Both of them
were regarded by Fielde as “the pillars of the church at South Spur”. See the autobiographies of Lily and Treasure, attached in the same
chapter with the title “the pillars of the church at South Spur”, Fielde, Pagodiz Shadons, pp.167-178. Lily and her husband gave seven
pounds for the establishment of this chapel, while Treasure gave five and it was attached to Treasure’s house. See ibid., p.177. However, in
the official history of the American Baptist churches which was compiled in 1932, there was no trace of the important roles they had
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(All from the fifth edition of Pawda Shadors, 1886)

The third source is Fielde’s “Annual Letter to Helpers in America” (ca 1882)°%! In this letter, Fielde
mentions eighteen Bible-women whom she employed at that time (column 3). The fourth source is an
article on the history of the American Baptist Church in Chaozhou, published in Lzzgdong Good News
(1936).%2 1t records the Chinese names of ten Bible-women.*®

It is hoped that an examination of the autobiographies of these Bible-women will shed light on
various matters. The first point is that it yields a refined prosopography which allows me to draw much
more nuanced conclusions about the socio-cultural backgrounds of these women and their later career
lines. Secondly, it should help to clarify the reasons these women converted, as well as providing more
details about their training and professionalization as these are reflected in the careers of Bible-women
in the ABM and EPM in Chaozhou. Thirdly, it makes it possible to find out more about their work,
efficacy and their impact on wider South Chinese Christianity.

The main source, Pzgods Shadons, will be supplemented by a variety of archival and published
sources, such as the membership roll of the American Baptist Congregation from 1844-1897,%%4 two
more papers by Fielde published in Records of two General Conference of the Protestant Missionaries
of China in 1877 and 1890, and two biographies of Fielde by Helen Norton Stevens and Leonard
Warren which were published in 1918 and 2002 respectively?® For research about the EPM, the most
important sources have been the Congregational Rolls for Use zn the Swatow Mission® the records of the
Swatow Women’s Missionary Association Council from 1904 to 1915, the biography of Catherine
Maria Ricketts, the first EP woman missionary to train Bible-women which she did for twenty-six years

(1881-1907), and a special issue of a journal A Centemial Anniversary of the Yanzao Congregation (354 5
SHFEL ST

Socto-cultnral Backgronnds of the Bible-women in Chaozhbon

Understanding the institution of the “Bible-women” in the Protestant missions requires an
investigation into why women, in the specific context of the southern Chinese region of Chaozhou
were attracted to the work of spreading the Gospel. Only the Baptist mission, which was very active in

this field, provides the right sources for reconstructing some of the socio-cultural background of these

playedin the Nanlong Chapel. .4 Speca/ lsswe, p.12. The history of Christian women is inclined to be neglected by the traditional
patriarchal historiography. This is a very important point and also says something about the Western women missionaries and why they
“escaped” to China.

381 Stevens, Memwrial Biggraply, p.118.

382 7%e Good News of Lingdong

383 “LALTENHTIRE AL BERSE” (p.3) and “(1885-1890 4F) L ATIE MUMZESE A Zdh FitH S JRIR CMAR-T I (R
). Sl IR A (p7), ibid. Seealso Column 4 in the attachment.

384 In the appendix of 7%¢ Good News of Lingaong.

385 Stevens, Memwrial Bigoraply, and Warren, Fredt.

386 Congregational Rolls for ase in #be Satow Misszon, Swatow: the English Presbyterian Mission Press, 1885.

387 Mann, Roketss.
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women. As indicated, the most important among these sources are the autobiographies collected and
translated by Adele Fielde; a rich literary source which allows room for a detailed analysis, despite its
confessional and sometimes stereotypical character. Not only can the Chinese and English names of
these women be reconstructed but it is also possible to piece together their varied backgrounds (see
Appendices A&B). This is a rare opportunity, as Ryan Dunch has pointed out that “many of the
Chinese women in missionary accounts were obscure individuals who cannot be identified with any
certainty from the dialect or paraphrased name in the English texts.”%®

The first Bible-woman, Snow (% &7 {£), was trained by Lumina Wakker Johnson. Her story has
been discussed by Joseph Tse-Hei Lee and Hu Weiqging.*” Fielde recalls the situation she faced on her
arrival: “There were then about one hundred female members in our church, and I resolved that I
would teach them, and prepare from among them a class of evangelists who should go out and labor in
the villages. Only two of the whole number of female members could read [probably Xu Yuefeng and
Chen Xuehua].” She set out with “five old, wrinkled, ignorant women”, who must have been Long
(aged 41), Siu Kein (49), Silver Flower (44), Aunt Luck (in her mid-50s) and Keepsake (41). Although
the literacy of these female converts was far from satisfactory, Fielde decided to make the best of it.*°

After having spent several years training the Bible-women, Fielde reported that she had personally
trained about fifty women, of whom about one-third were capable of training others.*®! Most likely,
the sixteen Bible-women recorded in Fzguda Shadons were these capable ones. Some years later, Fielde
said: “Of a hundred women admitted to my own training-school at Swatow during ten years
(1873-1882), about one-third became capable of aptly instructing others.”*? In 1882 and thereafter,
Fielde’s supervision of the Bible-women had to be taken over by other woman missionaries because
her participation in translating the Bible into the Chaozhou dialect and the compilation of a Swatow
dialect dictionary absorbed most of her time.**?

Looking at the list (Appendix A) of almost thirty>’* Bible-women, some intetesting patterns
emerge. First of all the wide variety of regions from which they came. In the late Qing period, the
mobility of women was restricted by social custom and by the fact that the Hoklo women had bound
feet. The wide regional spread implies that the Gospel must have been transmitted into the vatious
388 Dunch, “Mothers to Our Country”, p.326.

389 SeeLee, 7he Bibk and the Gun, p.80, and Hu, “The Mode of Misery”, pp.297-298.

390 Here is what Fielde said: “The women may be old, blind, bound-footed, degraded, stupid, yetif god had stamped them as His, if
they show by their lives that they have been called by Him into His church, then take what He has given you and make the best of them,
and He will afterward furnish you with bettet.” Fielde, “The training and work of native female evangelists”, Records of #he Genera/

Conference of the Protestant Missimaries of Chhina, 1877, p.156.

391 Fielde, BMM, 1884, p.144. See Warren, Frette, p.66.

392 Fielde, “Native Female Evangelists”, Pagoda Shadows, p.95.

393 The training of Bible women was supervised mainly by Mary Thompson (#1574l 4) and later, assisted by Sophia A. Norwood
(WG UR). The former came to Swatow in 1876, the latterin 1877. They were joined by Henrietta Partridge (ELJT#5) in 1880. In 1882 and
thereafter, Fielde was detached to the American Presbyterian Mission Press in Shanghai, focusing on the proofreading of her voluminous
dictionaty— Promonncing and Defpning Dictionary of #he Smatow Diakd, which was published in 1883. During Fielde’s absence, M. A. Buzzell
CCUhUR) and Clara Hess (B 20k, {1255 5% \) came successively to assist the training of Bible-women at the end of 1884 and of 1886.
Unfortunately, Partridge died in 1887, her work was taken over by Linda Scott Ashmore (HEHEJIi%).

394 Sixteen Bible-women with autobiographies in Fzguda S hadows, the stories of two Bible-women, Snow and Siu Kein, were mentioned
respectively by Joseph Tse-Hei Lee and Ling Oi Ki. See Lee, 7%¢ Bibk and #e Gar, p.80; Ling, “Bible Women”, pp.246-247. The names of
the other 12 are mentioned by Fielde, but their life stoties were not known.
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home villages of these women; some of which were located in the littoral areas; some in the hinterland

95

of the Chaozhou region.’
region until 1883, when Li Meifeng (%= 3% X\) from Kanxia in Chao’an district (] %K 1) joined their

number. The absence of Bible-women from the American Baptist Church in this region before 1884 is

No Bible-women came from the north-eastern part of the Chaozhou

explained by the fact that Chenghai-Raoping district border region in the north-east was mainly
occupied by the EPM, which had its stronghold in Yanzao; not wishing to poach, the ABM had very
few stations there.

The second interesting pattern is that most of the Hoklo Bible-women were widows or grass
widows, a point most scholars have alteady picked up on.>?® On account of the traditon of migration
in the Chaozhou region, a grass widow was a woman whose husband was abroad for long period ( a
tradition which continued up to the mid-twentieth century) and this type of family was categorized as a
“sojourner family” (£ 4 X i), hence a grass widow was called a _Qizginan (H7 £, partner of a
sojourner). Among the various reasons for husbands or sons to go abroad, the most important was to
earn money. They pursued this quest in Siam (# %), Singapore (3£ W) and Batavia ("2 Wil I | the
colloquial for £e/za),”7 the traditional destinations, or in Deli (H H.), a new destination where the
Sino-Dutch coolie trade in the 1880s offered plenty of job opportunities. Keepsake’s husband, for
example, went to Siam with a cargo of goods when she was thirty-four years old. Once there, he
became addicted to smoking opium, lost money rapidly and never returned. Keepsake diligently made
offerings to the gods, beseeching them to bring her husband back. When her son was eighteen years
old, he also went to Siam to search for his father, hoping to induce him to give up opium.’”® Similatly,
Silver Flower’s second and third sons went to Singapore to earn a living, The elder died soon after his
arrival and she did not hear from the younger for years.*® Another reason the young male Hoklo left
for South-East Asia was to avoid the official punishments meted out in the wake of General Fang Yao’s
(J7 i) pacification campaign in the 1870s. Tapestry’s (see Figure 27) husband had been supplying the
combatants in clan feuds with powder and shot. He was chosen by his neighbours [why is not known]
to be the scapegoat and receive the punishment, which was assigned by this ruthless general to be dealt
out to someone in their village. Because he had no money to pay his ransom, he fled to Singapore to

avoid the punishment; an exile which lasted for twelve years.*”” In 1869, General Fang killed Wu Agan

395 Snow, Speed and Keepsake all came from Zhanglin in Chenghai district (‘@‘*ﬁﬂi), which was located in the estuary of the Han
River; Long (Guangtou, Puning district, T 3k), Herb (Xunmei, Chaoyang district, #]FHi&H), and Cress (Guiyu, Chaoyang district,
W1 FH 51 105) came from Lian River Zone; Tolerance (Qiaotou, Chaoyang district, #IFH#3k), Aunt Luck, Lily and Treasure (Nanlong,
Jieyang district, #&FHrIBE), Silver Flower and Love (Kanxia, Jieyang district, $8FHIK ), Tapestry (Xubu, Jieyang district, #&FHYEIR)
came from the lower Rong River Zone; Gold Getter (Xichang, Jieyang district, #FH#3%), Orchid, Minute and Innocence (Baita, Jieyang
district, $8PH F13%) came from the upper Rong River Zone. There are three villages from which at least three Bible-women came: they are
Zhanglin in Chenghai district (AR AK: Snow, Speed, Keepsake); Nanlong in Jieyang district (38 FH Fg Bli: Aunt Luck, Lily and Treasure),
Baita in western Jieyang district (8 FH [F134: Orchid, Minute and Innocent). Kangxia in eastern Jieyang district produced two Bible-women

(B BHIR R Silver Flower, Fragrant Love). These four stations covered most part of this region.

396 Ling, “Bible women”, p.247; Griffiths, “Biblewomen”, p.531; Wood, “The Part”, p.599.

397 It dated from the period when it was called “Sunda Kelapa”. “Kelapa” means coconut in Malay.
398 Fielde, Pagoda Shadows, p.121.

399 Ibid., p.185.

400 Ibid., p.141.
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(Bl F), who had come back to Jieyang after fifteen years exile in South-Fast Asia, by “offering his
liver to the spitits of Wang Jiechun (- % #§) and Zheng Yingjie (H 9% &%) ”—the first was the former
who had both been

mutdered by Wu Agan in 1856*"" General Fang’s cruelty drove many “criminals” into exile abroad.

magistrate of Jieyang district; the latter the former company officer (% &)

Other reasons had more to do with family matters: Po U(3% 5 ), Tolerance’s youngest brother and
also a Christian, fled to South-East Asia in order to escape a disastrous marriage. Out of charity, his
family had found a mad gitl for him and, hoping to cure her, had matried her to Po U.*? When he saw
how insane his “wife” was, he fled*”® Love’s husband, a gambler, stole away secretly to Singapore in
order to evade his creditors to whom he owed twelve pounds.*”* Gold Getter’s husband was injured in

405

a fight in their own clan*® and, on consulting a spirit-medium in the hope of curing his wounds, he

was told that he would never recover unless he went abroad. Gold Getter never heard from him
again.*0°

The status of a widow or grass-widow could be very different depending on all kinds of factors. A
woman who became a widow in her youth (in her twenties or even younger) was always considered
“unfortunate”. The situation was not the case if her husband died when she was in her forties or older,
because this was consider a “normal” age. In the late Qing period, because of the poor living
conditions and social unrest caused by uprisings against the central government and the internecine
clan struggles, the life of a man was relatively short compared to that of a woman. A grass widow
would not necessatily be considered unfortunate. Her relatives and neighbours would even talk about
her in admiring tones, if she received news and regular remittances or even perhaps some exotic articles
from her husband abroad. Ricketts tells of a woman who received a letter from her son abroad,
enclosing three silver dollars. Someone told her that “You are a rich woman today.”” She laughed and
said, “The letter alone would have made me a rich woman”*” Similar scenes could be expected when a
wife received news and remittances from her husband overseas. However, if for years no news came
from an absent husband, the grass widow could also become an object of pity and be taken advantage
of by the people around her. Whatever the differences might have been, widows and grass-widows

belonged to the most vulnerable social group of the time. This vulnerability was reflected in the saying:

401 Anonymous, “Qing Daoguang Xianfeng Tongzhi nianjian jieyang shehui dongluan qingkuang” €18 Y6 F [FIVAE A 38 H A 4 3)
FLIEULY  [Social Uprisings in Jieyanginthe late Qing, during the Reigns of Emperors Daoguang, Xianfeng, Tongzhil, Jigang menshi{ 6
FHICSY | Vol. 1,1995, p.42, p45.

402 Fielde, Pagoda Shadows, p.165.

403 Ibid., p.166.

404 Tbid., p.130.

405 Chaozhou was a hotbed of bloody clan struggles. A fact which has been pointed out by Joseph Tse-Hei Lee, see 7%¢ Bz4, pp.10-13. It

is also attested toin the following Chinese sources: “TEYG. AN, 8PN R RS SCRPTALPURDTE R, Hh 7 SR
SEEUA, A ANRAFRE R K. i (BBHESEEY &, “NERE=TRA, kIR, <R bR, S
R, CHBSEAAMZ A, <EBEMAE G, < AT RUANE O, M SR 2L, <EREHE G R S

Wbz ohE, THETE GEEF) haEUTNER: “FEERmm-tc >, MRS, B, f#Egs, 440t
HHRGEEA TN, BT HEBEER, FR8, BERILIT LU IE, ERILITLICA 2, W2 8k, T4k .7 See Anonymous, “Social
Uptrisings in Jieyang”, p.42.

406 Fielde, Pagoda Shados, 114.

407 Mann, Rickerts, p.31.
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“Even with a husband for one day,a woman has a-thousand-days of honour” (— H4 kT H 57).48

A third pattern which can be extracted from these autobiographies is the crucial importance of
men, either male evangelists or male kinsman, to womens conversions. In the initial stages of the
missions, male evangelists were the main force in bringing the Gospel. Some of the women had been
converted by the first group of male evangelists, Chen Dui (¥4 i), Chen Sun (), 1i Yuan (% %)
and Hu De (#113), who accompanied John and Lumina Johnson to Swatow in 1860. They were sent by
John Johnson to preach in their respective hometowns: Chen Sun was in charge of the coastal area of
Chenghai, Li Yuan and Hu De preached in Chaoyang district and Chen Dui in Puning district. Chapels
were founded in Dahao (1% #) and Guangnan (J% F§)—the hometowns of Li Yuan and Chen Dui
respectively—in 1870, and two years later, another chapel was built in Zhanglin—an ancient port and
market town near Chen Sun’s hometown in Nanyang (Fg{f) village in the Chenghai district.

In the initial stages, the majority of the male preachers came from Zhanglin (Lu Caiqi, [ifilf <),
and the market town of Dahao (Yao Long, BkJ#)*° Speeds father, Lu Caiqji, not only brought his
family into the church, but also his neighbours, Snow and her son, Huang Baoshan (ﬁ% L1, Po San),
who later worked as Bible-woman and an evangelist.'® Keepsake also came from Zhanglin. She later
worked as Bible-woman in Nanlong (4 P) in the lower Rong River Zone. Yao Long was Aunt Luck’s
nephew. He was converted by Li Yuan at the age of eighteen in 1861. He was beaten by his family for
worshipping God, which caused him to break with them and go to join his relative Aunt Luck in
Puning district.*!" Mai Hong’an(ZZ % %),*12 a male preacher from Xiazhai (‘I Z§) in Raoping district,
founded a chapel in Guiyu (57 I55) in the Lian River Zone and was the person who brought Cress into
the church. It was under the joint influence of Cress and Mai Hong-An that Tolerance and her brother,
Po Heng (¥ 2%),*> became active evangelists. Living in the lower Rong River Zone, Silver Flower
initially heard about the doctrine of Christianity from Hu De (515).

As Ling O1 Ki has written, “Most of the early Bible-women...became Christians because of the
persuasion of their husbands, children, kinsmen, or friends.”*!* This assertion is confirmed by the
autobiographies of the Bible-women. These mention numerous male relatives who brought the Gospel
to the females: fathers, husbands, brothers, uncles, nephews and other more distant male kinsfolk. In
Speed’s case, it was her father, Lu Caiqi ([ifi W /<), who was regarded by Fielde as one of the best
preachers the Chinese church had possessed.*’® TLong’s husband, Yao Zong (&%), was the first to go

to the chapel on Sundays and Long later joined him. One day her husband told her that he was going to

408 “SURFRILAE, WILOATI . Y, — HATRT H St SURRMAE, st W5 . ” Wan Enhong J1 8, IHZ) %
NA MR LFFEAR A R Ze A% [What virtuous models of the women in the Old Testament that can be learnt by the women nowadays]
(short for “Virtuous models”), Niz sing{ ZAEREY [The Mirror for the Female Christians], L4 [The Basel Mission Press], 1916.
409 Membership Roll of the ABM, appendix of 7%¢ Good News for Lingdong.
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411 Joseph Tse-Hei Lee also mentioned Yao Long’s story inhis research. Lee, 7/e Bitk and the Gun, pp.82-83.

412 Membership Roll of the ABM, appendix of 7%¢ Good News for Lingdong
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be baptized. Because she did not want to be left behind if her husband was going to Heaven, Long
came with him and they were both baptized on the same day in 1868.41¢ Keepsake heard the Gospel
from her youngest brother. She recalled that, to try to make her believe, her brother would explain
Christian docttrines to her until the perspitration poured down his cheeks.*!” Minute heard about the

Gospel from her uncle*!®

and Aunt Luck and Cress from their nephews.*!?

Although male evangelists were the main force in evangelism, female assistants were needed. Ling
OiKi and Ryan Dunch attribute the demand for Bible-women to the influx of single missionary ladies
in the 1870s and 1880s. Their arrival boosted the expansion of woman’s work in China. While there is
some truth in this assertion, as eatly as 1852 Chen Dui had asked his wife for help to reach women in
the private sphere. Lumina Johnson had already employed Bible-women in the eatly 1860s, for the
simple reason that female evangelists were essential to spread the Gospel in a sex-segregated society.
For instance, when Chen Dui preached in the public sphere on Changzhou Island near Hong Kong in
1852, he could only reach men’s eats. To reach the private sphetre, he would ask his wife for help.**’
Fielde states that the work of the female evangelist was indispensable: “Firstly, it enables us to reach a
large number of people with a very small outlay of money; Secondly, it enables us to use effectively the
very first fruits of our missionary labour, without being compelled to wait for a highly educated class to
be raised up. By this plan all available native talent can at once be utilized in the service of the church,
and can be increased as rapidly as the church increases; Thirdly, this was the Saviour’s own method of
evangelization. Carefully chosen, faithfully superintended, His disciples, even when they are but weak
Chinese women, may go out at His behest, and teach, and come back saying, ‘Even the devils are
subject unto us”*?! Ling raises another important point, namely the fact that the Bible-woman had a
command of the language or dialect and was familiar with the ethos, life and the mode of thought of
her fellow sisters. Therefore, she could present the Christian truth in a more forceful manner than any
foreigner ever could. Very importantly, as Ling says, she could go to places where access to foreigners
was denied and anti-missionary sentiment was rife. Finally, by mobilizing the Bible-women’s own

lineage networks or connections missionaries could reach the rural villages, and this opportunity

allowed them to cover large swathes of ground.**?

Reasons for Conversion
The question why Chinese women converted to Christianity is a fascinating one. Jane Hunter looks at it

in terms of “imperial evangelism”, emphasizing the power differential between missionaries and
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Chinese women. She cites the psychological domination of Chinese women by missionaries, making
them dependent and arousing feelings of gratitude rather than religious conviction as the main reasons
for Chinese women to adopt Christianity.**> Her opinion is criticized by Ryan Dunch, who atgues that
she “generalizes the Christian religious experience of Chinese women as coerced and therefore
inauthentic” *** Dunch suggests that the foremost reason was that women were dissatisfied with their
place in the family system and were trying to escape unwanted marriages. Secondly, they hoped for
education, leading to independent careers. Thirdly, they were often supported in their decision by male
kinsmen.** It seems to me that the first two reasons for conversion only began to make sense in the
catly-twentieth century when the Christian idea of equality in marriage gained the upper hand and
Christian educational institutes were being increasingly well organized throughout China. Although it
has been shown that some Bible-women were converted because of persuasion by their husbands, I
believe that both Dunch and Ling Oi Ki, put too much emphasis on male influence on female
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conversion.*** This is an appropriate moment to see whether the autobiographies of the Bible-women,

as recorded by Fielde, might possibly shed more light on this question.

Ling indicates that the first generation of Chinese Christian women “had faced tragedies in their
lives”**” This is affirmed by Ricketts of the EPM. In her diaty she records the following question
asked by a young Chinese woman: “Why is it that the Gospel came so late to our village, so late that
one of my sons died and my husband died without the knowledge of Jesus, the Saviour?”**® T tend to
agree that suffering rather than poverty was the main stimulus which moved women to convert,
although not ruling out that poverty could also have been the source of their sufferings and their
personal tragedies. The Bible-women trained by Fielde were drawn from various social strata, although
those from lower strata were in the majority.*** Aunt Luck’s father was a shopkeeper and she was the
youngest of seven children in the family*’ Long’s father made salt from sea-water and her brothers
tilled their land.*! These wete not the worst jobs and only Tolerance came from what must have been
a really poverty-stricken family. According to her story, her father worked in the fields and her mother,
Lotus, spun and wove. Despite their toil, the income they made could not fill the eight mouths in her

family. Being the eldest child in the family, Tolerance used to go out begging with her mother. In order

to find more means of support for the family, her mothet, Lotus, later worked as a spitit-medium®? in
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a temple in their village of Qiaotou (k). At the other end of the scale, Lily came from a wealthy and
respected family because her grandfather was a squire/land owner (47) and her father was known as the
young squire (Z>4T). She was accustomed to being waited on. She also married into a rich and powerful
family in South Spur, where she waited on her husband’s parents and his grandmother, offering them
tea and whatever else they needed kneeling, which was the custom in the families of the higher social
strata.**® Her misfortune was that she could not bear a child.**

Nearly all of these Bible-women had experienced failed marriages in their youths. Most of them
had had been married more than once; Silver Follower and Innocent had even married three times.
Because of the emphasis of Confucian ethics that “a woman should marry only one man in her life”
(M\—1M 2¢), chastity was considered to be the most important virtue for a woman. With their failed
marriages and the gossip these had stirred up, their misery was understandable. Take Silver Flower’s
marriages: her first husband was very cruel to her, even took a knife to bed with him and declared that
he would kill her if he felt the desire to do so during the night. In order to prevent a tragedy, her
mother-in-law resolved to marry her off to someone else. Unfortunately, her second husband was a
gambler, as wete the husbands of Tolerance, Long and Innocent.*® The family of Silver Flower was so
poor her gambler husband planned to marry her off again, even after she had given birth to two boys
and one girl. He even gambled away the money he had received for selling Silver Flower. Silver Flower’s
third husband was neither a gambler nor an opium smoker. He was good-tempered and very
industrious in tilling the fields but, when they had more children, they were too poor to feed all of
them. The situation grew even worse when her husband died several years later from an illness.**
Silver Flower told Fielde that “I did not myself get well until you called me to come here and learn to
read three years ago. ... I am now fifty-one. God is good to me, and if I have health, so that [if] I can
go on doing His work till the end of my life, I shall be wholly content.”*¥’

Innocent’s situation was even more atrocious than that of Silver Flower. Her first husband was
shot dead in a clan feud. Seven months later her first son was born. Her mother-in-law wanted more
sons and adopted a man to fill her late son’s place without consulting Innocent, which made her very
angry. During the month this man lived with them, he gambled, lost money, borrowed more on the
pretext of going into business and finally ran away. After he left, Innocent gave birth to his son.**
Innocent’s third husband was a hard-working farmer. She gave birth to two more sons and one
daughter, but her husband fell ill and died very soon after the onset of his illness. Only Speed, Lily and
Herb had happy marriages. Their husbands were also Christians.
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As was said above, Keepsake’s husband left for Siam and never returned. Her son also went to
Siam in search of his father, hoping to induce him to give up opium.* Sadly he died shortly
afterwards in a shipwreck on the voyage from Hong Kong to Siam. After suffering all these tragedies,
Keepsake said: “I have nothing now to rest my heart upon but the hope of heaven. I have been deeply
troubled; but without the trouble I should not have been saved. I am strong, and have perhaps many
years to live; and if I can but lead many to believe in the Lotd, that will be joy enough for me here.”*4

Cress suffered so much from the abuse of her mother-in-law that she twice planned to commit
suicide.**! She told Fielde: “I thank the Lotd for making me so happy. During all my youth, my heart
was hopeless and my mind was benighted; but now, when I am old, the Lord has shined upon me, and
my path is bright.”*** Ricketts recorded “a dear old sister with the light of God on her happy old face.
She is a living, breathing epistle, and told us how happy she was with so rich a Father and such a strong
elder Brother; and how she was never lonely and so happy looking for her home beyond.”*** Both
confessions are very typical of the standard conversionist narrative. The relationship between the tragic
experiences of these women and their conversion can be summed up in Ricketts’ words: “Happiness it
has been well said, ‘is a great love and much service’—there is scope for both in China.” “The women
have met with so little love in life that itis a new and powerful influence; once introduced among them,

22444

it has the great charm of rarity, and wins their esteem and confidence. The first generation of adult

women converted because they were convinced that the new belief could mitigate their mental anguish,
caused by their failed marriage and could offer them the promise of a happier life. Some young widows
or grass widows might have converted because they hoped to make better marriages in the Christian
community, a reason suggested by Dunch. Both Dunch and Ling claim that male relatives played a
significant role in women’s conversions. However, male authority was a double-edge sword: it did
achieve women’s conversion, but it could also bar women from conversion. Silver Flower tried to
convert her sister, but the latter’s husband said that he would kill his wife if she went to the chapel and
Silver Flower’s sister dared not go.*** Similar cases occurted in the English Presbyterian Church.
Ricketts records that a woman “was beaten by her husband, and her relations came to the church door
to tevile her”’**¢ Keepsake’s son was very upset when he found out that his mother wanted to be a

447

Christian and he opposed her decision.**” In another case, “a woman was lamed for life by blows from

her own son.”** Treasure was beaten by her brother-in-law and dtriven out of her house and village

when she refused his request to relinquish the new teligion and remain at home.**
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Often, when women decided to join the Church, their male relatives who were working in the
South-East Asia would stop sending them remittances. Silver Flower’s third son was earning a living in
Singapore. He ceased to write or send her money as soon as he heard that his mother had become a
Christian.*" Similarly, the husband of Silver Flower’s sister in South-East Asia heard that his wife went
to church constantly after he left and he ceased to send money to support her and her children.*!
Innocent likewise had a dispute about money with her male relatives abroad. Usually her brother-in-law
sent her—a widow with a son—five pounds to keep up the worship of their common ancestors. When
he heard Innocent had become a Christian and was not allowed to venerate the ancestors, her money
dried up.*? Yet the absence of male householders also freed women from the men’s control and
allowed them to make their own decision about whether to convert or not. The relationship between
the absence of male kinsman and the speedy conversion of a woman is obvious in the conversion of
Silver Flower’s sister and that of Keepsake. The former converted as soon as her husband left for
South-East Asia; the latter after her son went to Siam.*? Although a mother might have to confront
the opposition of her mature children, she could choose to ignore it, for the hierarchical relationship of
“elder—younger” surpassed that of “male—female”. For instance, when Aunt Luck’s sons saw she had
taken the soul tablets of the ancestors out of the house, they asked her if she had not been afraid to do
so. When she told them: “What I had myself set up I could take down myself”, they said no more.**
The elderly female converts could even continue to exercise “as much influence over the conversion of
the children as the family patriarchs”, as Joseph Tse-Hei Lee has argued.* Children’s approval also
facilitated a mother’s conversion. Treasure’s autobiography reveals that her son supported her in her
decision, making it easier for her to convert.*>

By now it has emerged that it would be fair to say that women in Chaozhou converted because
they expected Christianity to mitigate their mental sufferings and promise them a happier life. These
were certainly two of the important reasons for their conversions, but this does not rule out all kinds
of other reasons which perhaps are not stated explicitly in the biographies.

The next question is what preconditions were required to be a Bible-woman. In the late Qing
period, with the exception of prostitutes, young women were not allowed to go out freely. Therefore,
most of the women recorded in the autobiographies were in their forties or fifties. This was the
standard age for Bible-women, because in late Imperial China, middle-aged and older women were
freed from domestic duties and were often allowed to maintain an active social life in the public
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sphere.*” The youngest among these Bible-women was Speed, who was less than thirty years old when
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she received Fielde’s training.**® Fielde has recorded that such an age was too young for her to have
done village work as a Bible-woman,*? and therefore, as did Lin Phoebe of EP church, in the
beginning Speed worked as teacher of the Bible-women. By the onset of old age, usually these women
were widows or grass widows. Fielde reported to the 1877 Shanghai Protestant Conference that she
preferred to extend an invitation to her training course to women who were free from domestic cares,

460 The inevitable conclusion is

and who attended class with their husbands’ consent or were widows.
that elderly women had the opportunity to choose this life, so consequently a later age was the
precondition for being Bible-women. Even though these Bible-women did not reveal their reasons for
attending the training, their choice might have been attributable to the following reasons: they needed
money, support and/or companionship.

Fielde attached great importance to what she describes as the competence of the future
Bible-woman. Importantly, she should “have that style of speech and character which the Chinese

themselves consider worthy of imitation.”#¢!

It was not an easy task to find women with this
competence. Even when the allowance given for food was so low as not to tempt the most needy to
enter the class for the sake of sustenance, there were still “some, who thought the school house
pleasanter than their own houses, or who had domestic troubles that they wished to get away from, or
who hoped that their absence from home might bring a obdurate mother-in-law to terms, came as
applicants for admission to the school”**> Even when good care was taken in the selecton of the
women to be trained, Fielde found half of them to be unfit for the work for reasons of “physical
weakness, or bad temper, or duplicity, or an inability to deliver the gospel message plainly”.*®3

Some statistics might help to give some idea of the strict screening procedure for the Bible-women.
Fielde wrote “of a hundred women admitted to my own training school at Swatow during ten years,
about one-third became capable of aptly instructing others.”*** This strict screening procedure was
copied by the later missionaries. In 1894, Anna Kay Scott reported: “The Woman’s class has been in
operation twenty years...212 women have received instruction. Of this number, 175 have been
baptized; 53 have served as Bible-women and three others have been employed as teachers in mission
work.”% The percentage of Bible-women among those attending the training courses in Scott’s time
was even lower than the eatlier period when Miss Fielde was in charge, it had been reduced from 33 to
25 per cent. Therefore, the Bible-women who were supervised by Fielde were outstanding among the
local Christian women. They served as catechists and were taken by the non-Christians as typical
joined the Taiping Uprising and brought the bloody clan feuds to an end. Lee, 7%¢ Bibk and the Gun, “Chaozhou as a hotbed of violence”,
pp-10-11, p.83.
458 Speed was baptized at the age of sixteen. She had inherited “a rare aptness to teach” from her father, Lu Caiqi, who was “one of the
best preachers”, commented Fielde. Her mother, Tang Feng (i JX), was also a capable helper when the ABM began its work on the
Double Island near Swatow in the 18G0s.
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examples of a Christian education. It is therefore of the utmost importance that they should be

“tolerably true exponents of Christian principles and modes of life.””#6

Traznzne

In Fielde’s system, the training for Bible-women was a long process. She invited some widows and grass
widows to leave their homes and come to lodge in her house for a two-month period to learn to read.
This gave her a greater opportunity to study the characters and test the abilities of the trainees. At the
end of two months, those who were considered to be unsuited to the task were sent home. Those who
thought competent could continue their training as professional Bible-women. In this section, I shall
attempt to probe what professional skills and new ideas in terms of personal hygiene, foot-binding,
infanticide, suicide and marriage the Bible-women learned from their Western teacher.

Although girls were unwelcome in the late Qing Dynasty, these Bible-women had been lucky
enough to survive because they had not been the “extra gitls” in their families.*” Most of them had
not received any education. Although there were two scholars in her family, even Keepsake was never
taught to read.*®® Long’s brothers taught her some characters, but as soon as she began really to master
how to read, they stopped teaching her, saying that it was not good for women to be too learned.*® In
Keepsake’s words, “Gitls are not taught to read unless they are the only child, in that case their fathers
may teach them for pleasure”*’® Only Speed learned to read in a Christian school since she came from
a Christian family*"!

Fielde applied an effective method to train these illiterate Bible-women to read. At first, some easy

2

tale, such as one of Aesop’s fables,*’? was taught to the student orally to train her in the art of speaking

clearly and to the point. The efficacy was obvious, for Fielde noted that within a few days, a Chinese
woman usually could learn to stand on her feet and tell a short story with its salient points in a resonant
voice*”? Much of Fielde’s teaching was purely oral and “an effort is made to have it such as the pupil
may well imitate in her future work. The women are called upon to give original illustrations and to
make parables out of familiar circumstances.”*’* It should be pointed out here that in the Chinese
traditional pedagogy, learning to recite is the first step to learning to read. Thus, the methold employed
by Fielde was easily accepted by the women who were brought up in the Chinese society. Norwood

recalled that after listening to Fielde’s recital of the entire book of Esther, Speed reproduced the whole
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natrative without a mistake and with scarcely any prompting.*”> Gold Gettet, “being forty-two years
old and without any knowledge of writing characters before, learned in ten months to read fluently a
hundred hymns, the whole of the four Gospels, and the book of Acts, and to tell from memory nearly
all she had read”™® In spite of their varying degtees of literacy, the intellectual capacities of the
trainees were greatly improved by Fielde’s training. “Some study to deliver the gospel message plainly.
Some study a few months and then return to their homes to be more joyous and intelligent Christians
all their lives; some study for years, and grow in grace in a wonderful way”*”” In a similar vein, also the
woman missionaries from the EPM taught the rural Christian women to read romanized texts and to
learn the principal facts in Genesis and the Gospels, “they could answer more or less intelligently when
questioned on these facts”.*"

In the previous chapter, it has been mentioned that in its initial stages the Mingdao Woman’s
School did not have a continuous training system each year. Later it offered a programme for nine
months of the year, attended by an average number of seven students. After learning how to narrate
the doctrines and Bible stories by heart, these women were sent out to preach and usually spent nine
weeks at the outstations, then one week in their own homes.*”® Thiam-ti-sim (¥ 55 @), the first
Bible-woman,*®® who was to setve the EP Church for over forty years, was sent by Ricketts to preach.
She “manifested a wonderful gift in preaching; and her stores of illustrations seemed endless. She
shone as a street preacher.”” Surrounded by a crowd in the streets, she was totally at ease, furnishing
answers to objectors, producing proverbs and apt quotations from the classics without fail. By means
of these techniques an angry mob was often turned into more or less good humoured crowd.*®! After
finishing their fieldwork, the Bible-women would return to the ABM compound for further instruction,
which usually lasted for two weeks. This was a precaution in case the “perpetual contact with the
heathen benumbs their consciousness, so they need a quickening influence of a new view of their
Lord”.*82 During these two weeks, they received instruction in how to teach other women at the
quarterly conference, how to report about their work at the stations and to confer with the missionaries
and with each other about the affairs of the church and the church members. The lessons given to
them at the four conferences could be four series of ten lessons each: the first on the Ten
Commandments; the second on Cross Bearing; the third on Truthfulness; and the fourth on the
Attributes of God.*®® Whether Ricketts also employed such a tight discipline in the initial stages of the

training of Bible-women is uncertain. In the period 1904-1915, a workers’ class was held in July every
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year for the intensive training of teachers, Bible-women and potential workers with the purpose of
strengthening their belief and improving their professional skills.***

Their training centered on the Bible, but they also learned a little geography from maps and they
were taught personal hygiene. By using a microscope to show the foes to life lurking in dirty air and
water, Fielde made it easier for the Bible-women to understand the basics of modern hygiene and gave
them the chance to understand the unhealthy sanitary habits they followed without noticing.*®> This
greatly helped to improve these Bible-women’s personal hygiene. In Miss Fielde’s own words: “The
microscope had assisted in the difficult work of persuading Chinese women that cleanliness has a
relationship to Godliness.”**® They took baths and washed their clothes more frequently than before.
Nevertheless, the improvement in personal hygiene did not mean that the Bible-women changed their
appearance completely. “They eat and dress as pootly as the women to whom they go.”*" Fielde said:
“We need to be careful that our course of training does not practically unfit these women for living in
the narrow and uncleanly quarters in which the masses of the people dwell. Even tastes and habits
which may not in themselves be admirable, are better left unchanged if the changing of them will in
any degree separate the woman from those among whom she is to work.”*%

Fielde’s discipline offered them new perspectives on the traditional customs of foot-binding,
infanticide, suicide and marriage. Most of these Bible-women had had their feet bound in their teens.
Keepsake had been subjected to this treatment at the age of thirteen. She remembered that when her
feet ached at night, her mother would tell her to loosen the bandages but, if she did so, the ache
worsened.*® Long also had had her feet bound at thirteen. When she was a child, she used to go to the
salt-pans with her father, helping him by carrying the lighter tools or she would follow her brothers to
the rice-fields. After her feet were bound, she “could no longer go out in the pleasant fields, nor do any
active work”.*? There were three Bible-women who did not have bound feet. One of these was Speed,
because she came from a Christian family. Ironically, in her autobiography she said that she had wished
to have her feet bound before she went to school. Her father, Lu Caiqi, opposed her desire, saying that:
“If youinsist on having your feet bound, your hands should be bound also.”*’! The other two who had
natural feet were Minute and Gold Getter. Minute was a Hakka who came from Baita in Jieyang district.
Hakka women were supposed to work in the fields, and consequently did not have their feet bound,**?
but the custom of foot-binding was very popular among the Hoklo females at that time. This
observation is be confirmed by Lida Ashmore when she writes: “From 1873, when the Woman’s School

was first opened by Miss Fielde, to 1904, a period of thirty-one years, there have been 335 pupils with
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an average age of 40 years. They were all Christians when taken into the school and nearly all were
bound footed.”*? Gold Getter was a Hoklo but she did not have her feet bound because her village,
Xichang in Jieyang district, was located in the border zone of the Hoklo and Hakka. She and her family
might have been influenced by the customs of the Hakka.

Fielde taught the Bible-women that foot-binding was not only uncivilized but sinful, because it
tried to improve on God’s creation. The connection between these customs and the True Doctrine is
stated by Herb as follows:

Now that I have come to know the True Doctrine, I know that foot-binding is a very wicked and injurious
custom. God gave us our eyes and hands and feet as implements with which to do His work, and we are
very wicked when we destroy any of them. In remodeling our feet, we declare that the pattern by which He
makes feet does not suit us, and that we ourselves can improve His handiwork. But women cannot be
natural-footed, unless men are taught that such women are desirable for wives.**
Herb not only regretted the earlier binding her own feet, but also stressed that the change in this
“wicked” custom lay in the education of men. Unbinding women’s feet also became a symbol of their
spiritual rebirth. Lily was one of the six or seven women in the Swatow church who had had their feet
unbound. After a long and painful effort, the toes of her feet were forced back into their natural
positions and she could wear shoes like those whose feet had never been bound.*”

The Bible-women also transmitted this natural feet policy to the next generations. The case of Lu
Caiqi and Speed is a good example. Love said she should never have the feet of her daughter, who was
then twelve years old and studied in the Christian school, bound.*® It was only in 1899, one year after
the Hundred Days’ Reform, launched by modernizing scholars like Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao,
that the idea of natural feet really began to impinge on public consciousness in China. And it was not
until 1900 that the first natural feet associaion came into existence in the district city of Chenghai.*””
By then, the idea of natural feet had already been prevalent among the Christian congregation in
Chaozhou for forty years since the 1860s.

Most of these Bible-women had committed infanticide before their conversion. Aunt Luck had
borne a little girl when she was sixteen, and then two more baby gitls. She strangled the third at birth
because she was frightened that she would be despised for bearing so many gitls.*”® Treasure had three

daughters, followed by a son who died when he was ten days old, later followed by another daughter.
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She kept the eldest daughter (who died when she was nine years old) and all the other daughters were

put in a bucket*”?

and thrown into the river alive; one each year. When her husband ordered a
chair-bearer to carry them off and have them drowned, she did not feel distraught nor did she cry. She
was simply annoyed because they had not been boys>” Silver Flower had four more sons and five
daughters with her third husband. They considered the gitls a burden heavier than they could bear and
destroyed four of them. After suffocating them, her husband threw the little baby gitls into the river.>"!
Herb had three sons and six daughters, and she cast three of them away so as to reduce the number of
gitls in her family>*®> The practice of infanticide originated in the fact that boys were considered more
valuable than gitls because they could help to build up the wealth of a family; gitls could only drain it
off, because when they were married the gitls would take away part of the wealth as a dowry when they
left their natal families. Despite other reasons, poverty was the most important reason for the practice
of infanticide.

Infanticide was regarded by the missionaries as the most inhuman evil in China. The missionaries
tried to instil this idea in the minds of the male and female students in the Christian schools, and
distributed relevant leaflets to the passers-by on street in their efforts to eradicate this social evil. Silver
Flower, who killed four of her baby gitls, confessed:

I am a great sinner; no less a Saviour than Jesus could save one who has sinned so deeply as I. Now, when I

think of these children, my heart is full of anguish. I lic awake at night and wonder that such a sin can really

be blotted out; but then I did not know God’s commandments, and only thought how unprofitable girls
were. 5
Herb, who had cast three of her baby girls away, showed her remorse: “I did not then know, as I now
do, that infanticide is a great sin”*"* Not only did these eatly converts confess to the sin of infanticide
in the past, they also taught young women not to practise it any longer. Ricketts recorded that one
woman who had killed five gitls with her own hands trembled with fear when she heard that it was
wicked to do so and begged to know if she could be forgiven.>”

Social unrest caused by the collective struggles between clans and the uprisings against Qing
government in the Chaozhou region between 1821 and 1875°% drove many families into abject poverty;
the Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864) was a especially dire period as was the ruthless pacification campaign

launched by General Fang Yao in 1870s. Not a few women committed suicide during these periods to

escape the misery. Unhappy marriages or family disputes were also reasons for suicide.”’” Tapestry had
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the painful experience of marrying an invisible husband, had a hateful mother-in-law and had witnessed
the suicide of her sister-in-law in her first marriage. She had wanted to commit suicide herself at the
time. She confessed:
Chinese women do not know that it is wicked to kill themselves. It is only we who have been taught that we
are God’s property, that dare not destroy what is His. It is only we that value our lives aright, who know that
we have a heaven to go to, and need time to get ready.”®
In the traditional marriage, the relationship between husbands and wives was unequal. They could
not have dinner together: males had the right to eat first, while females could only consume what they
left; or men ate the better quality food, women had to make do with what was over, according to Zeng

% Husband and wife could not address each other by name nor could

Derong’s witness in the 1930s.
not walk together in public. After the introduction of the idea of the Christian Home, Long, Speed and
Treasure recognized the value of companionship between husband and wife, and the significant role
played by a wife in the Christian Home. This topic will be discussed extensively in the next chapter.
Companionship in marriage seems to be one of the reasons for conversion for those who wished to rid
themselves of the unequal relationship in a traditional marriage.

The purpose of missionary training was to strengthen the faith of the students and to instil in
them proper Christian ideas as well as professional skills in public preaching. Those who met all these
requirements could be employed as Bible-women. In Field’s time, the Bible-women received $2 plus
travelling expenses per month as a salary.”!’ In 1912, the salary of the Bible-women of the EP Church
was $4 to $5.°!1 Competent and experienced Bible-women received higher salatries than those who had
just begun. For instance, T'su-mui sim’s salary was raised from $3.50 per month to $4 in 1910; five years
later, her salary was raised to $5 per month.>'? In practice, employment as a Bible-woman offered
competent Christian women a better way to earn a living than their former occupations had done. For
instance, Snow used to be a ballad singer and Cress made and sold mock money for religious purposes,
but most of these women were housewives and did not have any professional job at all. Now they
worked in the public sphere and with their labour was paid, these Bible-women can be regarded as the
first generation of modern professional women in Chaozhou. It also cannot be ruled out that some of

them were eager to work as Bible-women because of the guarantee of a regular income.
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Te Widespread Inflnence of #he Bible-nomen

From the opening of Fielde’s Mingdao Women’s School in 1874, Bible-women became an important
force in evangelism. At first, their main task was itinerant preaching among women in rural areas.
Besides this propagation, they also brought their family, relatives, friends and neighbours into the
church. In the early twentieth century, they preached in various Christian institutions, such as the
Church compound, the Girls’ Schools, hospitals for women and children, and the Red Cross and
YMCA and so forth.>"?

Joseph Tse-Lei Lee indicates that, as already mentioned, the elderly women exercised as much
influence over the conversion of the children as the family patriarchs®'* Going through the
autobiographies of these Bible-women, I found that their influence was not confined just to their
teenage relatives but also reached their mature relatives in the family hierarchy, such as their husbands
and their own parents and in-laws. For instance, after Silver Flower’s conversion, her mother, sister, one

5

of her sons, her daughter-in-law, and some other relatives all became Christians.>’® Treasure also

successfully converted her brother. Even her brother-in-law, who used to beat her because of her
conversion, also sometimes went to hear her preach.”'® Lily brought her own mother and some other
relatives into the church®” The most impressive achievement is that of Tolerance. Through the
endeavours of her and her brother, Po Heng, every member of the household, twelve in total (see
Figure 23), became Christian, including her mother, Lotus, who used to be a spirit-medium in the
temple. The spirit which was constantly lodged in her body and had caused a seties of family tragedies,
no longer troubled her.’!® Several of her neighbours attended Sunday worship in Tolerance’s house.’!”
In October 25, 1889, the missionary doctor, Anna Kay Scott, came to visit forty descendants of this
family in Qiaotou.

There are also cases in which husbands followed their wives into Christianity. One example is Lily’s
husband, Zheng Meizheng (¥ 5% 1F), and Moonlight’s husband, Qiu Ling (Iff ). Tove and Tapestry
wrote to their husbands who earned a living abroad, asking them to come back and join the church, so
that their family might all be Christians.”®” These facts contradict Ling Oi Ki's assertion that the
Bible-women “became Christians because of the persuasion of their husbands, children, kinsmen, or

friends”; “they might be wives, or mothers of preachers or catechists’?! The circumstance that some
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male evangelists and Bible-women came from the same family was also found in Chaozhou. Examples
are father and daughter (Lu Caiqi and Speed); mother and son (Snow and Po San, Silver Flower and Lin
Tingyi,”** Cress and Li Jinju,”* Li Meifeng and Chen Renshan); sister and brother (Tolerance and Po
Heng); or husband and wife (Hong Ming’an and Orchid, Po San and Zheng Yingjiao). It is obvious that
women played an important role in the conversion of their families, which is formulated in the
missiological concept of “evangelical motherhood”.

Not a few examples in the autobiographies show that the Bible-women’s itinerant preaching,
sometimes in the company of the Western woman missionaries but most of the time carried out
independently, was quite effective. Herb first heard the Gospel from a missionary lady preaching in
Xunmei (4, Sun Bue) in Chaoyang district.”>* She recalled how this missionary lady sat down and
talked with the women in her neighbour’s house. Herb went and heard what she said. After she had left,

A Bible-woman came and taught us more, she stayed some days, and slept with my sister-in-law, but then

some of the neighbours drove her away...After awhile the neighbours let the Bible-woman come back, and

made no more violent objection to her teaching in the village 5%
Herb was converted in 1874. Her narrative reveals an important regulation set down by Fielde: “I
always visit the stations to which the Bible-women go, and never send them to places where I have not
myself been.”?® Armed with personal knowledge of the locality and its people, she could understand
the reports sent by the Bible-women to her once every two months propetly. The constant personal
superintendence of the Western female missionary of the local Bible-women was of the utmost
importance if misdirected effort, waste of money, discouragement and failure were to be avoided.**’

Fielde claimed that preaching during meal-times and at night seemed to have a higher rate of
success because the attention and good example the Bible-women revealed to the target person through
their intimate personal contact could effectively clear away any doubts in the latter’s mind and urge her
to take acion.>®® It was the earnest preaching of Keepsake and Tolerance to Treasure duting meals and
“night talk” eventually brought her into the Church.’* Minute invited two Bible-women to sleep in her
house during their visit in her village. After they went to bed, they talked till dawn, telling her who God
was, what He did, and about Heaven and the Lord Jesus. Minute never forgot what they said that
night." Fielde gave Minute’s autobiography the title of “One Night's Work”. These examples seem to

imply that night was a good time to talk because women would have time and peace of mind to discuss
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difficult things—something perhaps not available during the day when they were busy with household
chores or other work, or when the presence of the other people prevented further discussion.

The visit to Lily’s home by Keepsake and Tolerance reveals another regulation set down by Fielde:
they (the Bible-women) were never sent to places where they had no personal acquaintances to vouch
for them. A Christian woman belonging to that station would act as local guide to the Bible-woman.
Lily was such a local guide for Keepsake and Tolerance in Nanlong. There are two reasons for this
regulation. Firstly, acquainted with the meandering paths, a local guide could take the Bible-woman to

31

her natal village.>>' Secondly, since Chinese villagers were so distrustful of strangers (in this case

Bible-women), a local guide could act as an intermediary.?> Constant visits and one-to-one
conversational preaching contributed to the successful conversion of the male or female audiences.

The success Bible-women gained in evangelizing among their own family, kinsmen, neighbours and
friends does not mean that they were equally successful in their itinerant preaching. This can be
attributed to the xenophobic sentiment of the ordinary people, especially between 1860 and 1870, the
first period of anti-foreignism in China.>* Both the Bible-women themselves and Fielde commented
on the relative effect of their evangelism. In 1876 Love said that: “I have now been to seventy villages
with the Lord’s message. I do not know how many women have believed it. I am sure of only a very
few who have become Christians because of my words.”>* The next year, Hetb stated that, although
all the people in her village had heard the Gospel, only a few believed in it.>*> On her journey to Baita
village in Jieyang district on December 16, 1880, Fielde recorded that: “In paying a visit to her own
mother, Mue (Minute) has proclaimed the Gospel as she had the opportunity, but apparently without
marked effect upon her hearers”’>** However, in the 1890s, “the work of Bible-women was so
successful that American Baptist men affirmed that their role in direct evangelization in the towns and
villages in Shantou (Swatow) atea was as crucial as that of the local preachers and missionaties”.>’

However successful the Bible-women’s work and their positive images as model Christians might
have been, the fact that they were, when it was all said and done, Christians in Chinese society should
not be ignored. Having been soaked in Chinese traditional values for the most part of their lives, these
women were inclined to follow the customs of the local society. Long gave birth to her second
daughter, Jewelled Branch (@ 5 4%), three years after her baptism. She did not destroy this little gitl
because by then she and her husband were pious Christians. However, since they were extremely poor,
they sold their elder daughter, Light Follower (BT ), to a lady in the district city of Chaoyang for

five pounds.®® Her behaviour shows that the social custom of “selling a daughter in time of hardship”
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was still deeply rooted in her mind. As a Christian, she might have considered it a sinful action but just
did not see any other way to survive. One and a half years later, when this couple heard that Light
Follower was badly treated by her mistress, they resorted to the Baptist Church for help and Light
Follower was redeemed. For a long time, they were distrusted and blamed by the Church for having
sold their own daughter.™®® A similar case of clinging to the local custom happened in the EP church.
This time the matter related to the disposal of ancestral soul tablets. Ricketts was horrified to find many
years later that Mrs Good, one of the Bible-women, had not really thrown away her ancestral tablets,
only hidden them. This was a terrible blow to Ricketts. As she saw it, an unqualified Bible-woman could
be a disaster to the congregation. Ricketts noted in her diary: “I feel I can never believe her again....She
came to the setvice looking the pictute of misety. I had no message for het”>* In the minds of the
woman missionaries, the Bible-women were trained to be pioneers and models for the Christians and
non-Christians around them. It would be hard to convince ordinary people to accept Christianity if the
Bible-women themselves still adhered to the “heathen” social customs. However, on the issue of

ancestor worship, some voices had already proposed a compromise at the Protestant Conferences in

Shanghai of 1890 and 1907.

Conctusion

Though male missionaries and local male evangelists were able to reach women with the Gospel
message in public, entry to women’s private spheres was restricted to those of the same sex. This was
the situation that confronted Chen Dui when he preached in Changzhou near Hong Kong in 1852.
From the opening of Swatow in 1860 until the arrival of Adele Field in 1873, male evangelists played a
leading role in the itinerant preaching but, from their advent in 1873, the employment of Bible-women
enlarged the preaching network to a far wider extent. Bible-women could obtain access to women of all
ages. Close co-operation existed between male evangelists and Bible-women. Several male evangelists
and Bible-women came from the same family. They could be father and daughter (Lu Caiqi and Speed),
mother and son (Snow and Po San, Silver Flower and Lin Tingyi, Cress and Li Jinju, Li Meifeng and
Chen Renshan), sister and brother (Tolerance and Po Heng), or husband and wife (Hong Ming’an and
Orchid, Po San and Zheng Yingjiao). Their co-operation made a huge contribution to the expansion of
Christianity among women from the 1870s onwards.

The analysis of the autobiographies of the Bible-women sheds light on the reasons for women’s
conversion in the Chaozhou region. Most prominent was the fact that Christianity could mitigate their
sufferings and promise a happier life. No light matter considering that most of these women had
endured tragic experiences before their conversion. Once Christianity was established in the region, the

prospect of an education, career possibilities and a new type of marriage and family life might also
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have contributed to the attraction of Christianity. That women in the Chaozhou area seem to have been
particularly receptive to Christianity should also be attributed to the fact that male householders were
often absent, allowing the widow or grass widow to make their own decisions about whether to convert
of not.

The newly converted Christian women had to go through a strict screening and training process
before becoming Bible-women. Most of them came from sojourner families (f/f &) and were widows
or grass widows. Without the support of their husbands, they were forced to be independent. In the
Mingdao Women’s School, the Bible-women experienced an intensive training in Christian doctrines,
professional skills in evangelism and were taught new ideas about foot-binding, infanticide, suicide and
marriage. However, having been soaked in Chinese traditional values for the most part of their lives,
some of them could not do away with certain traditional customs completely.

Although their preaching work among the Bible-women’s own kin was quite fruitful, they did not
have the same level of success in their itinerant preaching in the 1870s. This was often among people
with whom they were unfamiliar at a time when anti-foreignism was rife. From the 1880s, close
co-operation between the male evangelists and Bible-women contributed greatly to the expansion of
the Christian population of both sexes. After 1890, Bible-women were recognized by the ABM as an
effective evangelical force among the Protestant congregations in China. Fielde’s employment of
Bible-women was imitated by various Protestant missions which worked in other parts of China. They
assisted the woman missionaries when growing numbers of single Western ladies came to China after
1880. Together they had achieved the rapid increase in the female Christian population by the turn of

the nineteenth century.

THE MBLEWOMERY OF AWATOW, CHINA

Figure 25: Collective photo of the Bible-women in Swatow, ABM
(No date, from Stevens, Memorial Biggraply)
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Figure 26 (left): Bible-woman (EPM) at a hospital bookstall, Swatow, ca. 1895
Figure 27 (right): Aunt Golden Peace (i.c. Tapestry, 1843-?) and Abbie G. Sanderson, ABM, ca.1920-1937
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