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China’s Catholic Society and the May Fourth Movement
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China’s Catholic Society was one of the mény forces that con-
tributed to the success of the May Fourth Movement in 1919. The
Catholic Society played the role of pioneer in the many anti-imperi-
alist, anti-feudal, and pro-democracy platfofms of the day. Howev-
er, little was written or documented by the Society with regards to
its contributions in modern Chinese miséionary history. Much of
what was written was done in foreign languages, making it even
less accessible to the Chinese public. As a result, the Catholic Soci-

ety of China continues to be overlooked as a constructive social and
moral force. : ,

The ten years from the Boxer Rebellion to the May Fourth
Movement were turbulent years, witnessing waves of unrest as one
movement followed another. The Catholic Society departed from its
isolation stance to become increasingly energized as it took initiative
to promote progress and modernization for Chinese society. This
change could be attributed to the numerical growth within the Chi-
nese Catholic Church and the increasing number of educated mem-
bers within its congregations. The intellectuals and: the affluent
brought with them creative resourcés to express the Society’s new

agenda of compassion and progressiveness.” The Catholic Society
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chose not to take advantage of the special privileges accorded to

Western missionaries by the Chinese government. They treated the
Chinese clergy with equality. They promoted education, building

many secondary schools to equip local clergymen and parishioners,

enabling them to take responsibility for their own religious faith and

practice. » _

The Fujen Association and the publications by Lebbe Vincent
in Tianjin are examples of the patriotism of the Catholic Society.
The Society stood with the Chiﬁese in unflinching resistance against
the unreasonable demands and aggression of Japanese imperialists,
takingﬁan active part in street demonstrations and protests of the:
day. The Society also criticized the corrupt and debilitating effects
of feudalistic Confucianism, proactively working to address the is--
sues of political reform, science and culture. In many and various’
ways, it contributed to the promotion of freedom and démocracy , e
galitarianism and social progress. However, after the May Fourth”
Movement, the rise of anarchist, communist, and atheistic propa-"
ganda greatly compromised the position of the Catholic Society
making what was once a progressive force weak and vulnerable. S
reverted back to a survival'mode, no longer able to be an effective’

voice of conscience in society or'sway public opinion.
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