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Abstract:The Christian colleges founded in China by Protestant missionaries in the early twen- 
tieth century constituted a major nexus of cultural exchange between East and West, but also 
raised complex issues of identity and power both for the missionaries and their students. The 
tragic killing of eleven student protesters in Shanghai by British troops in May of 1925, an 
event that came to be known as the May Thirtieth Incident, brought many of these tensions to 
the surface. This paper examines the impact of this event on three of the Christian colleges— 
Yenching University in Beijing, St. John’s University in Shanghai, and Lingnan University in Can- 
ton. The reaction of each school was different, reflecting not only the influence of geography 
and political factors, but the vision of mission education embraced by their respective leaders. 
In the end, however, none of the institutions were left untouched by the incident, which trig- 
gered a shift in lines of identity and power that favored Chinese interests. The resulting 
changes at the colleges can be seen as a harbinger of a coming era in which Western imperial 
domination would meet a similar fate. 

关键字：基督教 大学 事件 五卅 学生 权力 地位 摘要：在 20 世纪新教宣教士在中国

所设的基督教大学有效的促进了中西文交流，但是随 

之而来关于宣教士及其学生的地位和权力问题也日益加增。在 1925 年，驻扎在上海的英 

国军队杀死了 11 名学生新教徒，这就是我们所说的五卅惨案。这事件把紧张的局势带

出 水面。本文将着重解释此事件在三所基督教大学（北京燕京大学，上海圣约翰大学

和广 

东岭南大学）发生的冲突。各个学校所做出的回应不仅仅影响到地理以及政治因素，并 

且影响到各个大学的领导者对传教的教育方式。在结尾，随让没有一所学没有被这次事 

件受到影响，这场事件激发了中国人对地位和权力的兴趣。各高校改变的结果就好像一 

位即将到来的先知在西方帝国统治下面临着相同的命运。 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

The establishment of Christian colleges by Protes- 

tant missionaries was one of the most significant 
aspects of the Sino-Western cultural engagement in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
These schools were first started as a way of training 
leaders for the churches and winning converts in a 
society resistant to direct forms of proselytism. By 
the time they began to reach organizational maturity 
in the 1920s, there were sixteen major Christian uni- 
versities in China, with more than one thousand fac- 
ulty and six thousand students.  However, as Chi- 
nese resentment of Western imperialist aggression 
grew dramatically in the 1920s, the position of these 
Christian colleges became increasingly precarious. 
Though they contributed in some significant ways to 
the development of Chinese society in fields as di- 
verse as journalism and agriculture, many Chinese 
also perceived them as a threat to native culture and 
as tangible symbols of Western hegemony. This pa- 
per will focus on how the Christian colleges were 
affected by the May Thirtieth Incident in 1925, an 
infamous massacre in which British troops killed 
eleven Chinese student protesters in Shanghai. In 
particular, it will consider how this event shifted the 
boundaries of identity and power between mission- 
aries and Chinese at three of the Christian colleges— 
Yenching University in Beijing, St. John’s University in 
Shanghai, and Lingnan University in Guangzhou. 
Exactly how far this process of renegotiation went at 
each school depended on a whole range of variables, 
particularly the willingness of individual missionary 
leaders to identify with the aspirations of the Chi- 
nese they claimed to serve. Yet regardless of the 
specific outcomes, the fact that renegotiation was 
necessary in the first place indicated that Chinese 
nationalism was becoming a force to be reckoned 
with, and one that was capable of radically altering 
the relations of power between China and the West. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Missionaries, Students, and Identity 

Missionaries in China faced a number of 
challenges in their effort to forge a sense of identity 
compatible with their Chinese environment. Among 
these were the unequal treaties which the Western 
powers had forced China to sign following military 
defeats in the nineteenth century. These treaties 
brought a number of benefits to Westerners includ- 
ing the opening of certain ports to Western trade 
and residence, permission for those with passports 
to travel in China, and the right of those accused of 
committing crimes to be tried under Western laws 
and by Western officials. When the Christian col- 
leges were first founded in the late 1800s, the Un- 
equal Treaties were resented by the Chinese, but not 
yet a source of open protest or organized opposition. 
The instructors at these institutions, the majority of 
them American, accepted the fact of their privileged 
status without much unease. Lutz reports that prior 
to 30 May 1925, there were very few missionary 
voices speaking out against the unequal treaties. 
Rather, what the missionaries were focused on was 
education, and there were two main approaches that 
they adopted. As one educator at the time ob- served, 
“According to one theory education is simply an 
adjunct to evangelization…. According to the 
other theory the work of Christian missions consists 
not only in evangelization, but also in giving an exam- 
ple of the true nature of Christian civilization.” In 
other words, one approach put the emphasis on reli- 
gious instruction and the other on academic training. 
It was the former approach that predominated up 
until the 1920s, and thus in many of the mission 
schools, religious courses were a required part of the 
curriculum. But as Peter Ng notes in his book Chang- 
ing Paradigms of Christian Education in China, relig- 
ion did not play as central a role in Chinese society as 
in the West, and this affected the attitude of many 
Chinese to the religious requirements. Whereas 
Christianity had long been a respected and integral 
part of Western education, in China religion occupied 
a lower position in society and was not connected 
with institutions of learning. As a result, most Chi- 
nese officials and intellectuals opposed the idea of 
religious instruction in the schools, and the common 
people seemed to have little interest in such an ap- 
proach either. 

 
There were other barriers that could also 

make it difficult for missionaries and students to re- 
late. A Chinese faculty member at a Christian univer- 
sity in Beijing urged missionaries to “pay more atten- 
tion to the study and understanding of Chinese ideas 
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and institutions…,” which implied that many of them 
had only minimal familiarity with Chinese culture. 
Meanwhile, a Chinese Y. M. C. A. leader reported, 
“Students say many missionaries are just vendors of 
religion—outside of professional reasons, the mis- 
sionary is not interested in individuals.” But it would 
be inaccurate to suggest that all missionary educa- 
tors were distant or self-interested. Lutz states that 
“the personal interest of teachers in individual stu- 
dents [was] among the distinctive characteristics of 
the Christian institutions,” while another scholar 
familiar with the missionary community in China at 
the time has noted “the persistent effort of mission- 
aries to understand Chinese life and sentiment, to 
meet the Chinese helpfully and work with them for 
good ends.”  Thus, it seems that many missionaries, 
while they found it difficult to enter deeply into Chi- 
nese culture and thinking, nevertheless made sincere 
efforts to bridge the divide. 

 
It was not only the missionaries who dealt 

with issues of identity while living and teaching in 
China; the Chinese students who attended the mis- 
sion institutions did so as well. For one thing, in 
most of the Christian colleges, English was the lan- 
guage of instruction. The reasons for this were sev- 
eral, including the lack of textbooks in Chinese and 
the language limitations of missionary teachers, not 
to mention that many students saw English as a path 
to career advancement. Such a policy had its dan- 
gers, though. T. C. Chou, a noted Christian thinker 
of the time, warned emphatically, “Unless [the stu- 
dents] are steeped in Chinese ideas through and 
through and are able to appreciate Chinese ideals 
and to understand Chinese difficulties, they are not 
in a position to lead the Chinese or even to hold their 
respect, but, instead, they will be reckoned in that 
group which has been contemptuously labeled as 
being ‘foreignised.’” 

 
This reputation for being denationalized had 

another source as well. During the May Fourth 
Movement of 1919, when Chinese intellectuals led 
protests against the Western powers for giving Ger- 
many’s colonial holdings in China to the Japanese at 
the Versailles Peace Conference, many students from 
the Christian colleges participated with the blessing 
of school authorities. However, as the movement 
grew and disruption of academic work continued, 
“Christian college administrators lost their enthusi- 
asm and exerted pressure to keep the students in 
the classrooms.” This underscored the special status 

of mission institutions in China, and led some Chi- 
nese to believe that those who attended them did 
not strongly identify with the nation. Nevertheless, 
it would be a mistake to imagine that students in the 
Christian colleges were necessarily less nationalistic. 
One student at St. John’s University in Shanghai, 
writing an article on “anti-foreignism” in the school’s 
journal just prior to the May Thirtieth Incident in 
1925, clearly took a positive view of nationalism as 
promoting China’s progress. He wrote, “Despite the 
indifference on the part of the Chinese merchants 
and farmers, anti-foreign articles written by stu- 
dents—especially by students of non-missionary 
schools, have appeared too frequently in newspa- 
pers to need my further comment at present. How 
great and magnificent would China become were this 
overwhelming spirit a purely nationalistic and patri- 
otic one!” And in concluding, he offered the follow- 
ing sentiment: “Until China takes her rightful posi- 
tion in the family of nations to which her area, re- 
sources, population, history, and civilization entitle 
her, we must have what is now called anti- 
foreignism.” Thus, students faced difficult choices in 
constructing their identities, between the benefits 
bestowed by an imperialistic West and a China to 
which they felt they belonged ethnically but not nec- 
essarily culturally. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

China’s Christian Colleges before the May 
Thirtieth Incident 

 
 
 
 

To show how these dynamics of Christian 
identity and nationalism played out in the tangible 
matrix of the Christian colleges, the latter half of the 
paper will investigate three of these schools both 
before and after the May Thirtieth Incident. The first 
of these, Yenching University in Beijing, was the lead- 
ing Christian college in China at the time. Formed in 
1918 from the merger of Peking University and the 
North China Union schools, it sat on two hundred 
beautifully landscaped acres in the northwest part of 
the city with buildings that were modern in construc- 
tion but maintained the graceful Chinese style of 
architecture. Yenching sought deliberately to inte- 
grate Chinese and Western culture, which helped to 
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make it an accepted part of the larger society. It was 
an approach articulated by its influential and long- 
serving first president, John Leighton Stuart. Stuart 
wrote in his autobiography, “Among the theories 
which I took with me to Peking, the most clearly de- 
fined was that the new University should establish 
itself in Chinese life independent of treaties with 
western countries or any other extraneous factors, 
with only such protection as the Chinese people 
themselves possessed and wanted to share with us.” 
It was also his conviction that the Christian colleges 
should “redirect their concern from mere preaching 
of Christianity to the direct search for Christian an- 
swers to the most pressing problems of modern 
China.” Besides making the school’s academic pro- 
grams very competitive, Stuart made religious in- 
struction voluntary, but integrated religion into the 
school curriculum by encouraging a more scholarly 
approach to the study of religion. Perhaps most sig- 
nificantly, though, he built strong and enduring rela- 
tionships with the Chinese, whether with the faculty 
and students, or with those outside the school who 
supported its work. During this time, Yenching had 
seventy-four Western teachers, thirty Chinese fac- 
ulty, and 542 students. Research indicates that sixty 
percent of the students came from middle class fami- 
lies (almost none were of worker or peasant back- 
ground), forty percent came from Christian homes, 
and sixty percent had made a public profession of 
Christian faith. Living in the idyllic splendor of the 
Yenching campus surrounded by a society in con- 
stant turmoil, they were indeed a privileged group. 

 
St. John’s University in Shanghai was the 

most westernized of the Christian colleges in China. 
Formed by Americans as an Episcopal school in 1879, 
it initially provided a Christian education for lower- 
class church families. However, its aim from early on 
was to become a major center of learning by offering 
education in the sciences and liberal arts and using 
English as the language of instruction. Its most influ- 
ential president was F. L. Hawks Pott, who took up 
the post in 1888 and served until after the May Thir- 
tieth Incident in 1925. Pott’s conception of mission 
education was more cultural in nature.  He believed 
that the teaching of Western knowledge and tradi- 
tions would broaden students’ minds and bring prac- 
tical benefits to society, thereby advancing the cause 
of Christianity. The school’s aim was to produce 
graduates who would attain positions of influence in 
society and could use that influence to build a better 
China. Thus, St. John’s did not put pressure on its 

graduates to enter Christian work, nor did many of 
them choose to do so. However, this did not mean 
that religion was neglected. On the contrary, classes 
in religion were mandatory, as was attendance at 
daily chapel and Sunday worship. Through its West- 
ern curriculum and environment, St. John’s trained 
students to be at home in a Western social context. 
This approach appealed to the rapidly expanding 
ranks of Shanghai’s bourgeoisie, who saw St. John’s 
as a ticket for their children into the city’s prosper- 
ous expatriate community. Enrolment in the school 
peaked in 1925, with a total of 449 students. Less 
than twenty-five percent of St. John’s students came 
from Christian homes, and a 1926 survey showed 
that only forty-three percent were reported to have 
made public professions of Christian faith. Both of 
these figures were much lower than the other Chris- 
tian colleges in China and reflected the cultural 
rather than religious focus of the school. Students at 
St. John’s lived an elite lifestyle, and their extra- 
curricular activities were classic Americana— 
performances of Western music, a football team, a 
debate society, and a Shakespeare club. 

 
Lingnan University, originally called the 

Christian College in China, was founded by Presbyte- 
rian missionary Dr. A. P. Happer in the southern Chi- 
nese city of Guangzhou in 1888. His aim for the 
school was “to raise up educated men to be Christian 
ministers, teachers and physicians, as well as for every 
other calling in life, by teaching western sci- ence, 
medicine and religion.” As with Yenching and 
St. John’s, English was the language used in the class- 
room. The school lacked a dominant leader for much 
of its history, and as a result its educational philoso- 
phy was not as clearly defined as some of the other 
schools. Its approach appeared to lie somewhere 
between the integrationist model of Yenching and 
the Western paradigm of St. John’s. In 1919, Dr. B. C. 
Henry was appointed president of Lingnan. He was 
comparatively young, spoke fluent Cantonese, and 
related well to the Chinese. Henry emphasized 
academics over evangelism, but his vice president, 
Alexander Baxter, subscribed to the traditional em- 
phasis on religious instruction. The school had a sig- 
nificant number of required religious courses, and 
Sunday worship was compulsory. One unique aspect 
of the college was its inter-denominational charac- 
ter, which made it more difficult to raise funds and 
retain faculty, since there was no particular denomi- 
nation (with the resources that such organizations 
could muster) committed to providing support. One 
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of the unexpected benefits of this state of affairs was 
that from early on in its history the school turned to 
the Chinese community for financial support, and as 
a result enjoyed closer ties with the local society than 
other Christian colleges. This could be seen in 
Lingnan’s reliance on the local warlord General Li 
Fulin for protection against bandits and other hostile 
locals. In 1926, Lingnan had twenty-three foreign 
teachers, ten Chinese instructors, and a student body 
of 226, most of them the children of well-to-do fami- 
lies in Guangzhou. Of this number, sixty-eight per- 
cent had made a public profession of faith. Athletics 
played an important part in school life, but the 
school lacked the upper class atmosphere of Yench- 
ing and St. John’s, probably because it was not as 
stable or well funded. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Tragic May Thirtieth Incident 
 
 
 
 

The May Thirtieth incident started with a 
strike in May 1925 by Chinese workers at a Japanese- 
owned factory in Shanghai. After being locked out, 
workers broke into the factory on 15 May to destroy 
equipment, and one of them, Gu Zhenghong, was 
shot and killed by a Japanese guard. In order to pro- 
vide a forum for protest, a large memorial service 
was held in Gu’s honor on 24 May, and was attended 
by several thousand people. A number of student 
radicals who were leading groups to the memorial 
service that day were arrested by the Shanghai Mu- 
nicipal Police (SMP) and scheduled to be tried on 30 
May. As a result, students planned a daring protest 
in the central district of the International Settlement, 
where demonstrations were officially prohibited. 
The protest was set for 30 May to show both their 
support for the arrested students and their opposi- 
tion to imperialism. When the day arrived, hundreds 
of students carrying banners and shouting slogans of 
protest converged from different directions on the 
police station on Nanjing Road in the heart of the 
International Settlement. As the number of protest- 
ers outside the station rapidly increased, a British 
inspector with Chinese and Sikh constables under his 
command began to fear the situation was getting out 
of control. He shouted at the crowd to disperse, and 

then, only seconds later, ordered his men to open 
fire. A lethal volley of forty-four shots rang out, kill- 
ing eleven students and wounding twenty others. 
The tragic massacre led to a general strike in Shang- 
hai and protests all over China, which students from 
the Christian colleges eagerly joined. Nationalism 
and popular anger at the injustices of imperialism 
began to reach new heights of intensity. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

China’s Christian Colleges after the May 
Thirtieth Incident 

 
 
 
 

At Yenching University, upon receiving news 
of the massacre, students organized large-scale dem- 
onstrations against imperialism and the unequal 
treaties. President Stuart, who was in the United 
States at the time, wrote letters on two occasions in 
support of the students. He recognized that 
“whatever future there is for the Christian move- 
ment in this country will depend upon the extent to 
which it ceases to conflict with a genuine and well- 
informed nationalistic spirit.” With these and other 
student movements on campus, Stuart worked hard 
“to get fairly well acquainted with their leaders,” and 
so was able to preserve harmony in the college com- 
munity. The faculty at Yenching also played an im- 
portant role in diffusing potential conflict with the 
students and the wider community by publishing a 
statement expressing identification with the stu- 
dents’ goals. Part of the statement put primary re- 
sponsibility for healing the breach in Sino-Western 
relations on the shoulders of the Western powers, 
challenging them to work toward this end by show- 
ing a “readiness to revise the treaties which have 
long been out of date; and by actively working to put 
Chinese-foreign relations on a basis of mutual good 
will rather than on the forcible retention of resented 
privilege.” In this way, Yenching’s standing in the 
Chinese community, far from being damaged by the 
May Thirtieth Incident, was actually enhanced by it. 

 
Other significant changes followed in the 

wake of the tragedy. The following year, the school 
decided to register with the Ministry of Education. 
This had long been a demand of Chinese nationalists, 
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who resented the independent status of the Chris- 
tian colleges as an affront to Chinese sovereignty. 
Indeed, the registration issue was a popular weapon 
in attacks leveled at the Christian institutions during 
the so-called Anti-Christian Movement that flared 
throughout the 1920s. One stipulation insisted on by 
the government in order to register—that schools 
not require any religious courses or activities— 
Yenching had already satisfied. Others, such as 
choosing a predominantly Chinese Board of Manag- 
ers and appointing a Chinese vice-president, were 
soon adopted. In this way, the school came under 
Chinese government authority. Finally, Yenching 
dramatically strengthened its Chinese programs 
through a successful partnership with Harvard Uni- 
versity, eventually becoming one of China’s leading 
centers for research on Chinese culture. 

 
The impact of the May Thirtieth Incident on 

St. John’s was markedly different, and characterized 
by conflict. When students requested permission to 
join in protests following the massacre, President 
Pott and the foreign faculty insisted that the school 
maintain strict neutrality, and thus if students joined 
the demonstrations, they would not be allowed to 
reside on campus. The Chinese teachers, though, 
strongly favoured granting the students permission 
to participate in the protests, and as the majority of 
the faculty, their position won. In response, how- 
ever, Pott dismissed classes for a week. The school 
also made a public declaration that carefully avoided 
any expression of support for the nationalist senti- 
ments of the protestors, and instead simply deplored 
the students’ deaths and called for an immediate and 
impartial investigation. Shortly thereafter, the 
students asked to fly the school’s Chinese flag at half 
-mast on 3 June, which Pott agreed to do. However, 
when the Episcopal bishop of Shanghai, Robert 
Graves, heard the news, he was afraid that the Chi- 
nese flag flying at half-mast would be interpreted as 
indicating sympathy for the actions of the student 
protesters who were killed, and he therefore or- 
dered Pott to take down both the American and Chi- 
nese flags. Predictably, this deeply offended the 
Chinese students, and when they tried to raise their 
own Chinese flag, Pott decided to close the school 
for the summer. Incensed, 265 students signed a 
statement declaring that they would never return to 
St. John’s, and seventeen Chinese instructors re- 
signed their positions at the school. 

 
Bishop Graves called a meeting on 16 June 

to determine St. John’s policy regarding student pro- 
tests and the following five resolutions were adopted: 
1) those presently in charge must adminis- 
ter the schools; 2) student interference would not be 
tolerated; 3) the schools were Christian institutions; 
4) religious instruction was compulsory, and no com- 
promise would be allowed; and 5) the school would 
close if students went on strike. The only concession 
St. John’s was willing to make was to give students 
the choice of attending Christian worship on Sunday 
or a non-religious moral lecture. When the school 
reopened in the fall of 1925, it had only 218 stu- 
dents, barely half the previous year’s total; in 1926 it 
climbed to 313. Not surprisingly, Pott and Graves 
were unwilling to register the school with the Chi- 
nese government, and it continued to be run as it 
always had been, under Western control and along 
largely Western lines. 

 
The situation at Lingnan following May Thir- 

tieth was the most complex. One of the factors con- 
tributing to this was the politically charged atmos- 
phere in Guangzhou. In the fall of 1923, Sun Yat-sen 
had moved the headquarters of his Nationalist Party 
from Shanghai to Guangzhou, remodeled the organi- 
zation into a centralized political machine with the 
help of Soviet Comintern advisors, and formed a po- 
litical alliance with the Chinese Communist Party. By 
the time of the May Thirtieth Incident, Guangzhou 
had become a major center of anti-imperialism and 
revolutionary ferment in China. When the blood- 
shed in Shanghai occurred, President Henry was away, 
and Vice-President Baxter was temporarily filling in. 
Unfortunately, Baxter was not popular with the 
students or faculty because of his strict enforce- ment 
of a policy of political neutrality. Immediately 
following the massacre, a committee of Chinese pro- 
fessors, workmen, and students met and asked per- 
mission to raise funds on campus in support of the 
Shanghai strikers. Initially Baxter and some of the 
teachers opposed the request, but seeing the strength 
of Chinese support for it, they relented. The foreign 
staff also issued a public statement on the massacre in 
which they reserved judgment on the question of 
responsibility but openly called for a revi- sion of the 
unequal treaties. It was at this point, in the middle of 
June, that President Henry arrived back at the school, 
just before the situation in Guangzhou turned 
tragically violent. 

 
On 23 June, there were strikes and a large 

demonstration held in the city to protest against 
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imperialism and the May Thirtieth massacre. Some 
three hundred teachers, students, and workers from 
Lingnan joined the parade, marching towards the 
end of the parade line, with some armed Chinese 
military units about one hundred yards behind them. 
As the marchers neared the foreign settlement on 
Shamian Island, where British and French troops were 
stationed, gunfire suddenly erupted between the two 
sides, with each side later claiming the other 
fired first. The Chinese, fully exposed to the Western 
guns, had by far the worst of it. All told, fifty-two 
Chinese were killed in the ensuing carnage, including 
a teacher and student from Lingnan, in what came to 
be known as the Shamian Massacre. The school was 
plunged into a crisis. That same evening, Henry 
signed a statement deploring the “wanton killing of 
unarmed students,” and the next day, the school’s 
American faculty issued a declaration categorically 
denouncing the killings and supporting the Chinese 
position that the Western troops fired first. The ef- 
fect of the two statements was to win the favour of 
the Chinese community, while drawing the ire of 
many Westerners, including a large number of mis- 
sionaries. Henry later issued a clarification of his 
statement, noting that he did not explicitly say who 
fired the first shot, but insisting that the statement 
was justified given the extreme reaction of the West- 
ern troops. In this way, Henry tried to keep the 
school’s position neutral while riding out the storm 
of nationalist outrage that the massacre engendered. 
That same summer, Henry oversaw the selection of a 
predominantly Chinese Board of Trustees. In the fall, 
Lingnan not only made all religious instruction volun- 
tary, but was the first among the Christian colleges 
to register with the Ministry of Education. Most sig- 
nificant of all, Henry resigned his position in 1927 to 
make way for Chung Wing-kwong, the first Chinese 
president of a Christian college. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Drawing Boundaries, Shifting Boundaries 
 
 
 
 

The May Thirtieth Incident stirred powerful 
currents of nationalistic sentiment in the hearts and 
minds of many Chinese people, especially young in- 
tellectuals. Such patriotic fervor profoundly altered 

the cultural and political landscape of the nation, 
particularly in the sphere of relations with the West. 
Situated on the front lines of Sino-Western cultural 
exchange, the Christian colleges were directly buf- 
feted by these forces. However, for a variety of rea- 
sons, the response of each school was different. One 
important factor was the geographical location of 
the institution. Yenching was in the least ideological 
environment of the three schools. Not only was its 
location in Beijing far from the epicenter of the mas- 
sacre in Shanghai, but on the political front it only 
had to contend with limited pressure from a local 
warlord government, both factors which mitigated 
against an extreme response. Neither St. John’s nor 
Lingnan were so fortunate. In the heart of Shanghai, 
the largest of the treaty ports, missionaries at St. 
John’s naturally felt greater pressure not to take a 
position critical of the West. Quite likely they were 
not inclined to do so anyway, given the strong West- 
ern orientation of the school. And with significant 
Western military protection close at hand, St. John’s 
was able to successfully resist the onslaught of Chi- 
nese nationalism and maintain its Western identity. 
In Guangzhou, meanwhile, Lingnan faced what was 
perhaps the most challenging situation of all, particu- 
larly in the wake of the Shamian massacre. Not only 
was the college at the center of the Nationalist 
Party’s sphere of influence, it was dependent on the 
local Chinese community for finances and protection. 
Due to this vulnerability, Lingnan proved more will- 
ing as an institution to support Chinese nationalist 
aspirations and to accept greater Chinese control 
over administration of the school 

 
Possibly the most important factor in deter- 

mining each school’s reaction to the crisis was the 
philosophy of the individual missionary leaders. Stu- 
art at Yenching was the broadest thinker in the group 
and the most effective in integrating Western learn- 
ing and religion with Chinese culture and social con- 
cerns. He represented a new breed of missionary, 
one that emphasized the educational task of the 
school over direct evangelism and sought to be sen- 
sitive to the Chinese context. His commitment long 
before May Thirtieth to voluntary religious instruc- 
tion and opposing the unequal treaties goes far in 
explaining why Yenching had no school protests in 
response to the incident. By contrast, Pott at St. 
John’s could be said to belong to the old guard, and 
in fact, at the time of the incident had already been 
president of St. John’s for more than thirty-five 
years. For him, it appeared to be a difficult thing to 
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part with the idea of a Christian college where West- 
ern culture was dominant and Western control 
brooked no opposition, even a loyal Christian one. 
The inability to change this paradigm as China began 
to experience nationalist awakening inevitably led to 
conflict with the students, who were among the first 
to be affected by the new patriotism. At Lingnan, 
these two types of missionaries were both in evi- 
dence, as the traditional Baxter aroused conflict 
while the progressive Henry helped effectively to 
quell it. The ability of Stuart and Henry to identify 
more closely with Chinese culture can be explained 
in part by the fact that both had grown up in China as 
the children of missionary parents, but it also re- 
flected the more contextualized thinking of a 
younger generation of missionary leaders who saw 
the need for Christianity in China to break free of its 
association with Western culture and imperialism 
and integrate more closely with Chinese society. 

 
The May Thirtieth Incident forced both the 

missionaries and the Chinese students at the Chris- 
tian colleges to make difficult decisions about how to 
draw lines of identity between self and the Other. 
For the missionaries, the surge in nationalist senti- 
ment generated by the injustices of imperialism 
made it far more difficult to harmonize their per- 
sonal attachment to the West with their sense of 
commitment to China and the interests of the Chi- 
nese people – they had to choose which would be 
primary. Some missionaries, such as Stuart and 
Henry, showed by their response to the crisis that 
they were willing to put Chinese concerns first, in 
this case by affirming legitimate nationalist aspira- 
tions; but others, like Pott and Baxter, found it far 
more difficult to do so. At the time, it seems that 
both camps were well represented among the mis- 
sionaries at the Christian colleges. For the Chinese 
students, there were hard choices to be made as 
well. Was it possible to study at a Western school or 
convert to Christianity and still be considered a patri- 
otic Chinese? Many struggled to resolve such ques- 
tions. In the end, though, the majority chose to stay 
put; only at St. John’s was there a mass exodus. 
Thus, it appears that the students were attracted by 
at least some elements of what the Christian schools 
had to offer, and relinquished these benefits only if 
the school was completely unwilling to accommo- 
date their interests as Chinese. It also suggests that 
they believed there was no irreconcilable conflict 
between being Chinese and accepting Western 
learning or even Christian faith. For both missionar- 

ies and students, the Christian ideal of human equal- 
ity and fraternity existed in uneasy tension with pow- 
erful notions of nation and race. This ideal made it 
possible to renegotiate lines of identity and power, 
but the extent to which the lines were redrawn var- 
ied from one institution and individual to another. 
Nevertheless, it is safe to conclude that the May Thir- 
tieth Incident significantly shifted the dynamics of 
this tension in a direction favourable to the Chinese. 
This is most evident in the decisions made by both 
Yenching and Lingnan shortly after the tragedy to 
register their institutions with the government, 
which required that they first yield far greater ad- 
ministrative control to the Chinese. Moreover, there 
was a new effort to promote issues of concern to the 
Chinese, such as Yenching’s development of a strong 
program in Chinese cultural studies. Even at St. 
John’s, where no major concessions were made to 
Chinese demands, the fact that so many students 
and faculty left the school, and that its subsequent 
attendance never reached 1925 levels, was evidence 
of a dramatic change in Chinese attitudes. These 
shifts were seen first in the Christian colleges, but 
pointed to an approaching day when Western impe- 
rial hegemony in China would meet a similar fate. 
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