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Comments on Session III: Nation

Daniel W. Howe

The papers we have just heard—-by Bryan Bademan, Derek Chang, and Sylvia Jacobs (the latter delivered in absentia)—-reflect what I would call an early form of the women’s missionary impulse.  Not perhaps so “early” chronologically, but early in an ideological sense.  That is, they deal with missions that antedate the division of Protestantism between fundamentalists and modernists.  They reflect the outlook of 19th-century evangelical reform.  Bryan Bademan characterizes Frances Willard as both evangelical and liberal, and this is a fair comment.  Willard felt more comfortable with traditional Protestant Christianity than did (for example) Elizabeth Cady Stanton.

Willard’s ideology was not unique or peculiar to her; it was typical of the Whig-Republican reformers of the mid-19th century.  She and they all felt that democracy (indeed, civilization itself) depended on self-discipline.  (I didn’t point this out at the conference, but it occurs to me now that Sigmund Freud still reflected this view when he wrote Civilization and Its Discontents.)  Women had a vital role to play in the civilizing process:  in the first place because in their role as mothers they socialized the young; in the second place because they somehow do a better job of controlling their selfish passions than men do, and can soften or tame male competitive, aggressive behavior.

One can compare Willard’s view on impulse control with that of Abraham Lincoln, expressed in his speech on temperance of Feb. 22, 1842.   

Earlier in the conference I raised the question whether Willard was a post-millennialist, but it did not elicit discussion.  (I think she was, and that this would be a useful subject for exploration.)

Derek Chang’s paper emphasizes the theme of assimilation of minorities.  Nowadays assimilation is considered an arrogant attitude that denies minorities the right to their own cultural autonomy.  In the 19th century it was considered a liberal idea, because it implied that members of minority groups were individually the equals of the majority group, were educable and potentially capable of full citizenship.  The Whig attitude of Frances Willard implied the assimilation of minorities.

As an example of changing attitudes toward assimilation, I point out that the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer of 1928 included a prayer that God “fashion into one united people the multitude brought hither out of many kindreds and tongues.”  When the BCP was revised in 1977, this prayer vanished. 

Chang draws a parallel between Chinese-Americans and African-Americans.  Both groups, he declares, were seen as “foreign” and in need of assimilation.  We might note that Joanna Moore, the missionary he quotes as calling the newly emancipated slaves “foreign,” was a northerner, and that white southerners probably didn’t think of the blacks as foreign, whatever else they thought about them.

Chang treats the missionaries’ concern about Chinese women being lured or dragooned into prostitution as if it were a false issue. I think we might take the concern seriously, by analogy to the very real problems existing today, with eastern European women being tricked or forced into prostitution in western Europe, and South Asian women similarly into prostitution in rich Arab countries.

As Derek Chang relates, working-class, newly emancipated freedpeople were receiving northern white missionaries who were telling them how to live.  But at the same time, middle-class African-Americans, many of them free even before the war, were sending missionaries to African countries, especially Liberia, to spread the Christian Gospel and Western Civilization.  This is the subject of Sylvia Jacobs’ essay.  And it also underscores for us the diversity within the 19th-century African American community.

Professor Jacobs describes the African American missionaries well.  They felt the Africans were “our people” and wanted to share with them not only Christianity but also the benefits of Western Civilization.  In this respect the African-American missionaries had much in common with their white counterparts.  We today have much less enthusiasm for the superiority of Western Civilization than most Americans, regardless of race, had 100 or 150 years ago.

The Africans themselves were much more doubtful that the African-Americans were “our people.”  To them, these missionaries seemed like Americans with black skins.  We might think of the analogy to Irish-Americans visiting Ireland, who are invariably surprised to learn that the Irish do not consider them Irish, but Americans.

Professor Jacobs notes that the black missionaries felt scandalized that African parents expected to be paid financial compensation for children who left home to be educated in mission schools.  She might have noted that the African parents were being perfectly reasonable.  In all peasant economies, children have positive economic value.  Peasant couples have many children, not out of heedless irresponsibility, but because they are prudent and far-sighted.  While still quite young, small children can gather firewood, feed the chickens, and run innumerable errands around the farm.  Before long, their contribution exceeds the marginal cost of their keep.  And parents must take account of the fact that many kids die in childhood.  Finally, if parents themselves are lucky enough to live to old age, their children provide them with a peasant society’s version of social security.

(go on to next page)

Comments at Session VI:
Concluding Round-Table

I told the story of the missionaries to the Cherokee in Georgia in the 1820s and ‘30s. I felt it illustrated a number of points about missions that had been alluded to in other contexts earlier in the conference.

(1) The sincere sympathy felt by the missionaries for their host people.

(2) The missionary-educated locals come to constitute an elite within their society.  

(3) The missionaries defend the rights of their hosts against white settlers and the imperial metropolis.

(4) Missionary education dovetails with local nationalist aspirations.

(5) After the conference, Kitty Sklar mentioned to me her document project on New England women missionaries (on the Women and Social Movements website), which emphasizes the role played by the women within the missionary community and makes the experience of the Cherokee Nation in Georgia all the more relevant.

