The education of Mary Gao (Gao Meiyu): Twentieth century Chinese Nationalism, Chinese Womanhood and Western Missionary Thought

One-month-old Gao Meiyu was left on the doorstep of the Nanchang Hospital’s gate and adopted by the Gales, a missionary family involved with medical and evangelistic work in Kiangsi, China, on a bitterly cold, windy November evening in 1912.  From this serendipitous beginning, Gao carved a life for herself that would reflect the changes possible for twentieth century Chinese women.  Beginning at the age of six, Mary attended Nanchang’s Baldwin School for girls. Hence, from 1918 through the 1920s a time when being Chinese meant challenging the imperialism of the west, Mary’s education reflected the ideologies of women missionaries and the nascent Chinese nationalism of  the time, which was much more complex for women than it was for Chinese men.  

For twentieth century Chinese women, nationalism was intertwined with issues of marriage, motherhood and career.  Historically, Chinese women had been subjected not only to governmental and social authority, but to the immediate authority of brothers, fathers and husbands through Confucianism.  Missionary writings allow readers an insight into Chinese women’s understandings of nationalism and its potential for shaping the women’s lives.  These understandings reflected both the  projections of Christian missionaries and the rapid social and cultural changes that emerged in China during the tumultuous 1920s and 1930s.

Ailie Gale’s letters to family and supporters reveal how Gao sought to reconcile these complex yearnings to be Chinese and best serve her people, along with her obligation to her missionary parents, who represented western control over China.  The letters reveal her rebellion against her parents, western medical authorities and her desire to find her own place as an educated, autonomous career woman. She would later make the decision to marry in keeping with an understanding of what it meant to be a wife and mother in a way that reflected her missionary education and the decisions made by many modern Chinese women.

