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      Missionaries and the American Empire

  “Christianity has been the curse of all cultures into which it has intruded,” wrote the recently deceased, Native American scholar, professor of American history, and enrolled member of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe of North Dakota, Vine Deloria, Jr.  “It has offered eternal life somewhere else and produced social and individual disintegration,” he explained.  Addressing the effect of Christianity on Indians in North America, he lamented:  “Through American history we have all suffered because of the European religious heritage.”
 For Deloria, the missionary is central to this curse:   “One of the major problems of the Indian people is the missionary.  It has been said of missionaries that when they arrived they had only the Book and we had the land; now we have the Book and they have the land.”  More specifically, he argued, since Columbus linked religion with real estate in his proclamation of discovery “missionaries have been unable to distinguish between their religious mission and their hunger for land.”  In short, he claims,  “missionaries on the North American continent came to preach and stayed to rule.
  These scathing and blunt critiques seldom appear in the triumphal narratives of U.S. history, westward expansion and “manifest destiny”; however, Deloria’s portrayal of the relationship between spreading Christianity and spreading empire, must be a starting point of any discussion of missions in North America.

This “land for religion” occurred with all the European conquests, and although mission practices varied depending on European conquerors, the policies that were employed soon after contact persisted over time, as noted scholar of Indian affairs, Robert Berkhofer, Jr., has observed.
   In the settler colony of British North America, the policies of the British Empire included treaty making, as well as settler wars (usually referred to as “Indian wars”), and the establishment of Indian Territory, or Indian Country.
  After the American Revolution, the new national leaders continued the same policies in spreading the American Empire.  Policies under the domination of both British and American rule, argues Berkhofer, were guided by two primary consideration in relation to Indians:  “the extinction of native title in favor of White exploitation of native lands and resources and the transformation of native lifestyles into copies of approved White models.”
  Furthermore, the premises that accompanied the policies persisted:  “Native Americans must be reformed according to White criteria and their labor, lands, and souls put to ‘higher uses’ in line with White goals,” asserts Berkhofer.  The fact that these goals remained consistent over centuries, he argues, attests to their continuity as well as the ”endurance of native cultures.”
  Thus, the policies, goals and premises of the British Empire in relation to North American Indians continued with the formation of the new nation and its vision of national expansion and empire. The only shift with the United States Indian policy, argues Berkhofer, was the ideology of “Americanism.”

The new national identity required an ideology (a cluster of ideas and images) that distinguished its national sensibility—or its empire--from other sovereigns (Indian nations and European empires).  The ideology surrounding “Americanism” is perhaps best formulated in the concept of manifest destiny, a belief in America’s providential claim to national expansion. Thomas R. Hietala writes that the “felicitous phrase” of John O’Sullivan, coined in 1845,  “provided Americans then and since with an invaluable legitimizing myth of empire.”
  In this mythology Indians were “antithetical” to Americans (using Berkhofer’s terminology) and required removal, isolation or later Americanization. This prevailing national ideology is reconsidered in Amy Kaplan’s recent work that links domestic and the foreign policy. Kaplan demonstrates how, in this national ideology, those perceived as “foreign” threatened national unity, that is, those peoples brought under U.S. authority in “foreign” conquests (Mexicans, Hawaiians, Filipinos, Puerto Ricans) or “domestic” conquests (Indians).  Peoples conquered beyond the contiguous United States territory could be excluded from national citizenship through legal interpretations, non-annexation or denial of citizenship (as Kaplan elaborates in her Introduction), Indians posed distinctive problems as the “foreign” within the domestic or national territory.
  In linking the imperial strategies of foreign and domestic policy, and their parallel conceptualization, Kaplan helps us rethink national expansion, the American empire, and the “messiness” (or anarchy) in maintaining foreign and domestic empires.  The anarchy of empire is clearly evident in relations with Indians: the Constitution declares that Congress negotiates treaties with Indian tribes, not states, yet the last treaty occurred in 1871, after which they were called “agreements.” Also, Indian tribes were considered sovereigns, yet the Supreme Court declares them “domestic dependent nations” in its decision in Cherokee Nation v. the State of Georgia, in 1831.
  Furthermore, while tribes are considered nations, tribal issues were addressed by the Bureau of Indian Affairs housed in the Department of the Interior.  In the midst of these messy policies in managing empire, missions contributed an array of theological positions as they sought to Christianize and Americanize Indians--and secured empire

Missions to the Indians in British North America emerge in the seventeenth century, although it is not until the early nineteenth century that Protestant mission societies form, representing Anglo-American mainstream denominations—Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian and Episcopalian. Missionary efforts in North America were not the exclusive province of Anglo-Saxons or these mainstream denominations, however. Missions also emerged from the nineteenth century non-English-speaking European migration, including the Germans and Scandinavians.  The primary motivation for this migration was preservation of a way of life threatened in Europe by industrialization and increasing populations, a way of life linked to the land and rooted in an agricultural economy and rural traditions.  Preservation of this way of life, therefore, meant acquiring land made available through federal Indian policy.  Germans and Scandinavians brought Lutheranism with them, and Lutherans tended not to establish Indian Missions, as George Tinker argues in his book Missionary Conquest.
  Some Lutherans, however, attempted mission work among the Indians, with mixed results:  Germans established a few Indian missions with modest success; the Danes established a mission to the Apache through the work of a few individuals; the Swedes established no missions; the Norwegians established one.

The Norwegian Synod (one of several Norwegian Lutheran church bodies in America at the time) established the Bethany Indian Mission in Wittenberg, Wisconsin, in the north central region of the state in 1884. The Mission, and its boarding school, existed for fifty years, until 1934 when the school closed; the Mission remained open until 1955.  Women became directly involved in  1917 with the merger of three Norwegian Lutheran bodies into the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America (NLCA), and the joining of their women’s mission societies into the Women’s Missionary Federation (WMF).  The core work of the new Federation was Home Missions and Foreign Missions.
 Foreign Mission work focused primarily in Madagascar, China and South Africa; the Home Missions meant the Bethany Indian Mission. Thus, the Women’s Missionary Federation of the NLCA, specifically through its work with the Bethany Indian Mission, offers a lens for examining the relationship of one group of women and Indian missions in North America, considering especially how their mission work contributed to American empire. What distinguished this Mission from other Indian missions in North America is its immigrant, that is “foreign” origins:  founders, leaders, missionaries, teachers and spokespersons were themselves immigrants, who, in order to foster a Christian empire, served an American empire, occupying the land of those they would civilize, referred to now as their western home, Vesterheimen.
   
The first WMF president represents the female leadership in that endeavor, and a brief glimpse of her offers an introduction to how the Federation understood its work. In her address to the WMF convention in Minneapolis in 1920, she stated:  “Think of the little brown-skinned  . . . children  . . . with their bright eager faces full of questioning wonder—they too need us so they may learn what Christian motherhood means.  Ah, they all need us, they look to us for many things that mean comfort and uplift, a help that gives them new and noble impulses, strength to walk in godly ways.”
  Mrs. Lena Dahl (1848-1922) tells her audience how to conceptualize their work, a vision consistent with American mission efforts, although she is an immigrant.  Like many female leaders in the Bethany Mission, Dahl was the daughter and wife of pastors--also immigrants.
  As an immigrant from Norway--that is foreign—she, nevertheless, articulated an ideology that would “tame” the truly indigenous, perceived as “foreign.” But Dahl was white, European-born, Christian  (Protestant) and thus perceived as not “foreign,” unlike the perceived “foreign” she would Americanize, or “domesticate.”
 As a good and faithful servant in the church, a supportive pastor’s wife, bilingual, and capable—also white and western--Lena Dahl could stand-in for imperial interests.  In all these ways, she represents women serving the Bethany Mission--but also empire-building.
   By the time Mrs. T.H. Dahl became the first president of the Women’s Missionary Federation in 1917, at the age of 68, she was deeply familiar with and knowledgeable of the immigrant congregations in the upper Midwest, the vision of the church, religious life on both sides of the Atlantic, women’s missionary work, and women’s appropriate places in the religious and civic hierarchies—as she steered the work of the Mission.  She and her female colleagues, however, seemed less cognizant of their role in preserving the American empire, though the words of these transplanted Europeans reflected an imperial discourse.

Mission work in North America varied depending on a variety of factors—policies of the original conquerors, church denominations, temporal and geographic contexts of the missions, the class of mission workers, and other cultural patterns.
  The Bethany Indian Mission shared general features with all Missions—to convert to Christianity, to eliminate native religions; but other consequences followed--dispossession of land and, what Tinker calls, cultural genocide.  Other factors may have affected work at the Bethany Mission:  immigrant and marginalized status of missionaries; relative cultural isolation of mission workers, along with their agricultural origins; gendered socialization, and the circumstances surrounding the emergence of the Mission.  These factors may have mitigated some of the worst abuses of mission work in North America. Nevertheless, two conditions are clear and significant. First, these immigrant mission workers occupied the land of those to whom they directed their mission work; that is, they were also settlers on Indian land, perpetuating the settler colony.  Second, the discursive practices of the Mission coincided with those of the American empire. Ultimately, these realities affected relationships between the missionaries and the Indians.

In this essay I will examine the Bethany Indian Mission, particularly through its representation by the Women’s Missionary Federation of the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America, primarily during the years 1920 to 1934.  I will argue that the Mission, and the WMF as its primary disseminator of information, pursued a clear policy to Christianize Wisconsin Indians, but in the process they facilitated federal policies of Americanizing Indians and thus served the interests of sustaining American empire.  To develop this argument I will provide, first, a brief overview of the historical contexts of the Bethany Mission, emphasizing Indian policy and migration to the state. Second, I will propose some theoretical perspectives that offer gendered perspectives for analyzing the mission work.  Third, I will describe, briefly, the institutions of church and state in which the WMF functioned and how these affected their positions. Finally, I will analyze the discursive practices that dominate the literature of the WMF, to explore how these contributed to identity formations and ideological positions.

 


Historical Contexts of the Mission: 

 Federal Indian Policy and Migration:  Indians and Immigrants in Wisconsin 

Norwegian immigration history and Wisconsin Indian history in the nineteenth century provide the broadest contexts for understanding the emergence of the Bethany Indian Mission.   Immigration and Indian history in Wisconsin converge in profound ways beginning in 1837.  In that year a series of treaties signed by several tribes residing in what was now Wisconsin Territory (created in 1836) ceded vast parcels of lands to the federal government.
  The Dakota ceded land on the western edge of the Territory; the Ojibwe ceded land in the north; and the Winnebago were forced to cede their remaining lands in southern Wisconsin Territory.  Thus, one year after Wisconsin became a Territory, virtually all Indian land had been ceded.  The flood of immigration began.  In the following year (1838), the first Norwegian immigrants arrived in Wisconsin Territory. The Pre-emption Act in 1841 that provided free land (aimed at settlers rather than land speculators) also encouraged migration.  By 1850, 8,600 Norwegians resided in Wisconsin; and by 1900 Norwegians constituted the second largest foreign-born population in Wisconsin (next to Germans).

As immigrants--especially German, Irish and Norwegians--were flooding into Wisconsin, federal Indian policy shifted.  The Indian Removal Act of 1830, which would move tribes to west of the Mississippi River, also affected Wisconsin tribes. Many tribes, especially the indigenous Ho-chunk (or Winnebago), refused to leave ancestral lands; and other tribes that had already moved into the area (such as the Potawatomi and Stockbridge-Munsee) refused to be uprooted once again.  Federal policy toward Indians remains complex not only because it changed overtime but also because it shifted with specific tribes and regions.  According to historian Nancy Lurie, Wisconsin tribes and their federal policies can be categorized into four broad areas:
  1) Indians removed to Wisconsin from the East by the federal government (Oneida); 2) eastern tribes that migrated into the area because of white incursion on their lands (Stockbridge-Munsee, Brotherton and Potawatomi); 3) indigenous tribes that relocated to west of the Mississippi (Sauk, Fox, Kickapoo and Santee Sioux); and 4) tribes indigenous to the region that resisted removal (Menominee, Ho-chunk and Ojibwe) and were eventually permitted to remain.  When official Indian policy was removal, however, there was no orderly progression, as Lurie also points out. Tribes resisted in various ways:  through force of arms (especially in the Black Hawk War) but also non-militarily, "by protracted bargaining and their ineffable talent for obfuscation and delay."
  Selling a parcel at a time was one strategy for delay. In short, Indians refused to leave ancestral lands in Wisconsin.  Consequently, by the time of the 1875 Indian Homestead Act (Indians were added to the 1862 Homestead Act) Wisconsin Indians could claim land in ancestral regions. In part this occurs because the federal government began to fear organized resistance to white settlers within one great Indian Territory in the west--as a result of Removal.  Thus, tribes were being settled apart from each other, and those refusing removal were permitted to remain on ancient lands.  What we find, then, in Wisconsin is that diverse federal Indian policies converge in the state:  the Oneida were removed from the East to Wisconsin; the Stockbridge-Munsee moved into the state; several Wisconsin tribes were removed West (of the Mississippi); and remaining Indians were allowed to stay.  Therefore, Wisconsin becomes, in the words of Lurie, "a kind of natural laboratory for most of the government policies and programs."
  What this means for the Bethany Mission is that tribes served had varied degrees of contact with Europeans, diverse policy relations with the federal government and diverse exposure to Christianity.
 

By the 1880s, in its effort to address the so-called Indian problem, the federal government abandoned its policy of removal and relocation and efforts to separate Indians and whites.  The new policy, embedded in the Dawes Act or General Allotment Act of 1887, aimed at assimilation of indigenous peoples. By allotting individual parcels of reservation land to tribal members, the policy makers hoped to make farmers and Americans out of Indians.  According to the original act, persons receiving allotments were considered assimilated after twenty-five years and could at that time gain title to the land.  In this process the federal government would sever its trust relationships with the tribe, and indigenous peoples would become assimilated into the American culture.  In 1928, however, the Merriam Report that assessed the effects of the Dawes Act on tribes determined that the policy was a disaster. Land not allotted was considered surplus and sold to whites, further alienating Indians from their land.  In addition, through amendments to the Act, allottes were permitted to sell their land if deemed competent (which usually meant they were "mixed-bloods”), a practice that led to fraud and exploitation. The central effect of this federal policy was the dispossession of the land:  nationally, about two-thirds of reservation was lost (from roughly 150 million to 50 million acres); in Wisconsin, approximately half of the land was lost.
  The Indian policy of Allotment and Assimilation (1887-1934) emphasized private land ownership and Americanization for American Indians.  This policy prevailed during the life of the Bethany Mission.

Beginnings of the Bethany Indian Mission, 1884

The historical contexts surrounding the formation of the Mission include two critical developments:  first, shifting federal Indian Policy to Assimilation and, second, the settlement in the state (and the Upper Midwest) of Norwegian immigrants, deeply rooted on the land and founders of Norwegian language academies, colleges and seminaries from which they drew workers for the Mission.  One of those was Reverend Even Johnson Homme, a Norwegian immigrant from Telemark, whose “idea” launches the Mission.  In the process of exploring Wisconsin for a location to establish homes for orphans and the elderly, he observed Wisconsin Indians as “needy.”
 He presented his idea to the Norwegian Synod, which appointed an investigating committee consisting of Homme and three other clergy.  The committee brought its report to the Synod, who rejected it.
 The committee, then, decided to proceed on its  own, purchased 40 acres west of Wittenberg, erected a modest building, and organized the Bethany Evangelical Lutheran Indian Missions in 1883.   Subsequently, the Synod reversed its course, acting on the appeal in 1883, and voted unanimously to support the Mission.  A call was issued to Mr. Erick Olson Morstad, a Luther College graduate, and on August 30th 1884, he arrived to begin mission work.
 
Thus, unlike the origins of most protestant Indian Missions in North America, this beginning is more organic-- a response to perceived and immediate needs (both material and spiritual) rather than a centralized, abstract program.  The Norwegian Synod, however, represented a range of views on the idea of a Mission, suggesting why they first rejected it.  Skepticism prevailed at the first meeting of the Synod, when members emphasized the difficulties:  some observed that other Lutheran synods (Augustana and Missouri) had started Indian missions but gave up; others argued it was difficult to minister to nomadic peoples;  still others insisted it was difficult to find a minister to dedicate his life to this service.
  Yet supporters, who eventually prevailed, gave varied reasons for support:  1) that work “among the heathens has had a beneficial effect on the church”; 2) that it “is right to begin a mission among the Indians since we occupy the land which was once their land, and we are obligated to them”; 3) that it ”would be well to forget some of our abominable church strife by serious participation in such a mission”; 4) that it would be beneficial to children to be away from "pagan influence" and also to receive food, clothing and schooling; and 5) echoing the changing federal policy that it was "cheaper to give them the gospel than to kill them."
  Noteworthy is the range of logic expressed among Synod leaders—altruism, cynicism, obligation and recognition of national goals. Also noteworthy is the fact that church leaders acknowledged the occupation of the Indian land.  George Tinker observes that most Lutherans did not establish Indian Missions, but rather took the best land.
 Overall, he is correct; however, Norwegian Lutherans not only  established a Mission but also acquired the best land.

The Bethany Indian Mission at Wittenberg, Wisconsin became the only formal outreach to Indians sponsored by the Norwegian Synod (later, the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America).
  For over seventy years, from 1884-1955, the Mission served Wisconsin tribes, including Potawatomie, Chippewa (or Ojibwe), Menominee, Stockbridge-Munsee, but mostly Oneida and Winnebago (or Ho-chunk).   Initially, the Synod contracted with the federal government on a per pupil basis, but in 1900 the government purchased the land and buildings , and the Synod provided the staff and services for the School and Mission.  During World War One, the government abandoned the Mission and the Church purchased the land and buildings back from the government, and so owned and operated the Bethany Indian Mission and School until 1934.  With the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 that granted Indians more autonomy and provided public education to all Indians, the School closed.
  The Mission, however, remained open until 1955, offering Summer Bible School for Indian students, while also housing them.  Throughout its life, the Mission was staffed by first and second-generation Norwegian immigrants, schooled in their own academies, colleges and seminary.
  Pastors and school superintendents remained male; teachers and staff included both married and single women.  Some Indian students remained at the Mission as staff.  

 
Gendered Frameworks--the WMF and Bethany Indian Mission 

Women generated neither the federal Indian policy that affected indigenous peoples nor did they have a voice in the church polity that shaped the Mission.  In the church they had no official function, as historian L. DeAne Lagerquist writes:  after the Reformation, “women were left with no official role in the Protestant church beyond that of worshiper.”
  Both state and religious authorities made decisions that preserved the social order and patriarchal structures. Such structures affirmed land ownership as key to economic self-determination and white male domination of the administrative-juridical regimes of state and church.  At the same time, these structures of domination were not monolithic, and in the late nineteenth century Midwest, when mission work emerges, authorities are also being challenged--Homme’s defiance of church authority is emblematic of a broader pattern.  Generally, immigrants are challenging religious authority of the state church in Norway simply by emigrating, against the appeals of church leaders, and many Norwegians and immigrants challenge the state church by joining lay movements.  Also, immigrant congregations train their own clergymen in North America, rather that sending them to Norway or Denmark for seminary training.  These developments expose a broad terrain of contested authority on the frontier in nineteenth century Wisconsin.  In that larger context, and on another level, Wisconsin tribes are also defying federal policies: refusing to be removed, or, once removed, returning to ancestral lands, they demonstrate their resistance to prevailing federal power. In the context of challenges to prevailing authority, women’s mission work might also be viewed as a challenge to old regimes.

In her article, “Missionary-Imperial Feminism,” Susan Thorne refers to Catherine Hall’s term ”competing masculinities” to describe competing interpretations of mission work. During the mission period, some critics saw mission work as essentially feminine, while other men affirmed masculine models of mission work, writes Thorne, based on “religious piety, moral seriousness and a civilizing mission at home and abroad.”
 In a similar vein, Line Nyhagen Predelli and Jon Miller use the phrase, “contested gender regimes” or “contested patriarchy,” to reflect the challenges to patriarchy within missionary communities in Africa.
  Drawing upon the work of R.W. Connell, they suggest that the concept is useful to examine the variations on power relations within a particular institution. Missions, including the Bethany Indian Mission, created environments where patriarchal authorities and gendered regimes may be contested or confirmed, and new subject positions, often contradictory, might emerge.  As the Women’s Missionary Federation assumed responsibility for the Bethany Indian Mission (work previously assumed by the male Mission Board), women acquired authority and stature in the church. Still, excluded from ordination and the church hierarchy, they occupied subordinate positions.  So, the women assume contradictory positions:  marginalized as immigrants within a hegemonic culture, subordinated to males within their church, authoritative in relation to students in the Mission, and instrumental in executing national Indian policy. These contradictory positions are fundamental to understanding women in the Missions.

 Amy Kaplan’s work linking ideologies and discourses of the foreign and domestic in the production of national expansion and empire provide theoretical frameworks for exploring these contradictions.  Her provocative essay, “Manifest Domesticity,” challenges us to rethink the paradigm of separate spheres that examined nineteenth century American culture and gendered identities.  Most studies, she argues, have shown the “permeability” of separate spheres and demonstrate, recently, the extension of “female sympathy across social divides could violently re-enforce the very racial and class hierarchies that sentimentality claims to dissolve.”
   Therefore, in order to more fully explore the construction of racial and class divisions in the formation of the nation and empire, she proposes we rethink the divide between the domestic and the foreign. Conceptually separated in historical and cultural studies of nation building, these structural spheres (of domestic and foreign policy) share a discursive and ideological field, she argues, evident in meanings surrounding manifest destiny and the cult of domesticity.  Re-conceptualizing these, she argues, can shift the “cognitive geography of the nineteenth century.”
 Kaplan reasons that “when we oppose the domestic to the foreign, men and women become national allies against the alien, and the determining division is not gender but racial demarcations of otherness.”
  This pattern emerged in nineteenth century nation-building.  The cultural work of “domesticity” united men and women in an alliance against what was perceived as the “foreign”— as alien, wild, savage, the perceived other. So “domesticating” the foreign within the national borders is linked to the imperial project of civilizing the “other” outside the national borders.  The prevailing ideologies of nineteenth century national building—the cult of domesticity and manifest destiny—linked women and men.  She sees women, therefore, not isolated but engaged in both national and imperial projects.  “Isolating the empire of the mother from the other imperial endeavors,” she argues, runs two risks. First one risks imagining a nation that is “fixed, monolithic and self-enclosed, a geographic and cultural whole”—as opposed to a dynamic, expanding and changing nation.  The second risk is that it may lead to moralistic strains and dichotomies generated by earlier feminist claims of  women’s moral superiority and subsequent inversions of this leading to condemnation of women’s racial thinking. Her essay, “Manifest Domesticity,” explores then the “vexed and contradictory relations between race and domesticity.” She approaches this not just about individual morality or about nation, “but as historically structural to the institutional and discursive processes of national expansion and empire building.”
 

Kaplan formulates a framework for examining women’s mission work, their place in nation-building and empire, and, as she writes, the “vexed and contradictory relations between race and domesticity.” I will focus my subsequent analysis on the institutional structures and discursive patterns in which the WMF functioned and accomplished its work, revealing tensions surrounding saving souls and serving empire. The institutional structures of the Church and State (in which the Federation operated) constrained and empowered the women; whereas, the discursive patterns evident in Mission pamphlets reveal women’s authority in constructing images of Indians that served American empire.  

 Institutional Frameworks of WMF:  Church and State
Women’s Missionary Federation and the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America

The purpose of women in mission work and their place in the church is clearly stated in the 1917 Constitution of the Women’s Missionary Federation.  Women were 

to create interest in and stimulate love for the great cause of missions, to unite, if possible, all women’s societies within The Norwegian Lutheran Church in harmonious co-operation for missions; to promote the organization of separate mission societies and children’s societies wherever it is found practicable; to disseminate knowledge of missions in general and of the Missions of the Norwegian Lutheran Church in particular.

The subordinate relationship of the WMF to the Church was clear, as WMF President Dahl asserts:  “All activities of the Federation are in accord with the established order of church government”; and the WMF would function as an “auxiliary to the Board of Foreign Missions and the Board of Charities.”
 The implication of this relationship is also explained:  “In this work for the Lord and His Kingdom all should have a part.  Every churchwoman should be a missionary woman as well, [as] a member of the Big Sisterhood which counts it the greatest honor and the sweetest joy to be the Lord’s Handmaid.”
 A vision of women as the “Lord’s Handmaid” is clearly gendered; an alternative Christian metaphor of servant is not gendered. Dahl, representing the leadership in the Federation, clearly understood women’s position within the church and within gendered regimes—one of support, subordination, and submission.
  The implication is that women would also be subordinate to men in the church. L. DeAne Lagerquist notes, for example, that Federation leaders might consult their pastors or former Sunday School teachers for advice, demonstrating their submission, and thereby winning support from male leadership.

At the same time the church structure expected female subordination, it also facilitated solidarity of the “Big Sisterhood.” The church structure fostered unity and strength, contradicting the position of supportive handmaids. In part this was facilitated by the WMF organization embedded in church structure.  When the WMF was formed in 1917, it was organized into nine Districts:  Eastern (including Wisconsin), Iowa, Southern Minnesota, Northern Minnesota, South Dakota, North Dakota, Rocky Mountain, Pacific and Canadian. These Districts were divided into smaller Circuits, which in turn were divided into Societies. (Wittenberg was located within the Central Wisconsin Circuit of the Eastern District.) This structure linked WMF to a broad network of congregations and families; also, it facilitated a relatively rapid communication between the executive board and members through correspondence, bulletins, newsletters, board meetings, the bi-annual conventions, and its varied publications. As membership expanded in the 1920s, from 703 affiliates to over a thousand, the WMF reached tens of thousands of individuals in Norwegian immigrant communities.  In 1925, 1,232 Societies represented a membership of 31,098 members.
  The Societies could exist because structures already in place—buildings, a community, communication networks, an established authority and shared beliefs.  Spaces, therefore, could be cultivated to enhance the Big Sisterhood. One purpose of the WMF was “to unite all women’s societies within the Norwegian Lutheran Church of American in harmonious cooperation for the missions.”
 To this end, the women met regularly, elected officers, kept records, planned meetings, organized fund-raising, arranged conventions, wrote reports and pamphlets, distributed literature, spoke at church gatherings, recruited new members, supported missionaries, maintained mission cottages, and informed church leaders of their work.  In the process the Federation fostered sisterhood, a public presence, growing confidence and leadership skills.

 
In 1920 the Federation assumed budgetary responsibility for the Bethany Indian Mission in 1920.  By that time, momentum was building for decades linking women with missions.  Foreign mission work of the immigrant churches focused primarily on China and Madagascar, inspired by the Norwegian Mission Society, formed in 1842 in Norway, and initially channeled through them. It was not until the 1890s that the Norwegian-American churches sent missionaries directly to foreign fields, but by then women were deeply engaged and in 1900 there were more women than men in the those fields.
  Both single and married women were sent. Thus, by the first decades of the twentieth century in each of the three Norwegian Lutheran Synods women form their own missionary societies (forerunners of the WMF):  the Norwegian Synod in 1903; the United Church in 1911; and in Lutheran Free Church in 1916.  At the time of the merger of these bodies in 1917, and the formation of the Federation, women are intimated associated with missions--Foreign and Home Missions. Home Mission meant the Bethany Indian Mission.  In the General Board Meeting of the WMF held at Central Lutheran Church on June 9th, 1920, the WMF General Board approved a resolution “that the taking over of [the] budget for Indian Mission be approved.”
  In the President’s Report for that year, WMF President Ylvisaker (the second president) explains the logic behind this responsibility:  “this work [Bethany Indian Mission] naturally falls to the Federation for the same reason that it is to accept schools and hospitals for the Foreign Missions.”
  That is, women’s relationship to missions is as natural as care-taking the young, the sick the vulnerable. The relationship between  women and missions is naturalized.

The Federal Government, and Women’s Missionary Federation


In the same year that the WMF assumed budgetary responsibility for the Mission, the federal government concluded its sale of the land and school buildings to the Norwegian Lutheran Church in America.  Technically, the Women’s Missionary Federation had little direct relationship with federal agencies involved with the Mission. Nonetheless, the WMF was indirectly related to the federal government.  The federal land policies (including the land surveys that made private ownership of parcels inevitable) and the federal Indian policies (especially the Dawes General Allotment Act of 1887 that made Americanization of Indians official policy) created the contexts and mandates in which the Mission operated.  The government schools for Indians created structures in which the WMF worked.  The ideology of manifest destiny and Americanization of Indians gave the women the conceptual framework for constructing Indians and the Mission in their literature program.  But for the existence of these institutional and conceptual frameworks, both national, the women would not have carried on the work of Home Missions.  In effect, both the church and state, though they constrained women in some ways, provided the institutional structures to achieve sisterly solidarity and cultural authority in relation to the Mission.

 The cultural authority that women gained in mission work—neither as subordinates nor as sisters—but as mediators, who constructed images of Indians, suggests a third position women in missions occupied, perhaps less visible but also contradictory.   By constructing for the church “appropriate” images of and relationships to the Indian, the women acquired authority.  In the competing narratives surrounding sovereignty, embedded with discourses of nation and race, these women (though immigrant, white, Christian, western, “civilized”) possessed advantage.  By virtue of their position in the dominant culture, and as part of the settler colony, they could articulate discourses of nation and empire and acquire authority.   Though immigrant women workers in the Mission occupied subordinate positions in relation to the church and state, and as equals in the Big Sisterhood, they occupied a position of authority in relationship to Indians. This is most evident in the WMF literature.

Discourses of WMF Literature:  Self, Other, Mission and Empire 
Women’s Missionary Federation acknowledged from the beginning the importance of disseminating knowledge in mission work:  “First in importance is the literature by which it is possible to reach every member—sometime,” wrote President Dahl in 1919 on the functions of the MWF.
 Moreover, the published reading matter, in her words, “will be helpful, instructive and entertaining.”
  The stated goals of these pamphlets were to provide “information and encouragement along the lines of missionary efforts and to make missions a ‘living issue’ in the Christian life.”  Pamphlets published in both English and Norwegian, Dahl argues, “will give a correct presentation of our mission fields at home and abroad and impart a general knowledge of existing conditions both here and in heathen lands.”
 A “correct presentation” implies that readers would learn appropriate meanings for “us,” the “heathen,” the mission project, and the land (the nation). The unspoken here is the aim of engaging empathy, demonstrating legitimacy of the work, and securing monetary support—all subtexts in the documents.  In order to achieve these goals, the pamphlets had to demonstrate need but also provide evidence of successes, that is, conversions.  The pamphlets did both.  Furthermore, by using possessive language in relation to the Bethany Mission (“our mission fields at home”), the literature could speak directly to recent immigrants in congregations throughout the upper Midwest, securing for them an identity as legitimate Americans on the land.

Clearly, the writers of the Mission pamphlets were primarily concerned with the Kingdom of God--the propagation of the Gospel and the saving of souls.  At the same time, the pamphlets constructed images of the Indians, missionaries, and themselves that also convey broader meanings--those that defined “civilized,” “American” and” legitimacy,” especially in relation to landholding.  If the broader meanings are the subtext of the pamphlets, conceivably unintended or unconscious, they nevertheless served the interests of American Indian policy—extinguishing Indian claims and reshaping Indians as Americans. In this way the Women’s Missionary Federation served the interests of the American empire.  Examination of these pamphlets and helps us to understand how this worked.  

The ten pamphlets examined here represent a small sampling of W.M.F.’s literary production in a relatively brief time period (1921-1935).  The language and conceptualization in the pamphlets, however, spill over into reports and correspondence on the Mission, and evidence of similar linguistic patterns exists prior to the WMF assuming responsibility for the Mission.
  Thus, the constructions of self and other present here have a longer temporal reach than what is suggested by these fourteen years.  Furthermore, WMF Annual Reports state that thousands of copies of these pamphlets were printed for distribution, giving them a broad geographic scope in the nine Districts that the WMF represented. The Literature Committee of the WMF published literally thousands of pamphlets.
  Although the publications on the Bethany Indian Mission represent only a fraction of its total publishing enterprise, these small pamphlets, reached thousands of families of Norwegian Lutherans across the country.  Their construction of indigenous peoples, descriptions of mission work, generally, and of the Bethany Mission in particularly, helped shape attitudes toward indigenous populations in the first decades of the twentieth century.  

The authors of these pamphlets represent three groups:  WMF leaders, clergy, and Bethany Mission Indian students.  The alliance between women and clergy that Ann Douglas found in the nineteenth century, when both felt displaced by industrialization and expansion, persists here into the twentieth century in the immigrant church.
  The continuation of that alliance suggests its power, but also the relative devaluation of women and religion in the new century.   Noteworthy, also, is the relative consistency between pamphlets written by the women and those by the male clergy.  Although the clergy may include more historical and statistical information on the Mission, especially T.M. Rykken, a Mission pastor, and the women may incorporate more experiential and testimonial materials, what remains relatively consistent are the constructions of identity (self and other) and mission.

Women in positions of leadership in the Women’s Missionary Federation were primarily wives of ministers or male church leaders; most lived in urban areas, mostly the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul; these women were second or third generation immigrants; and they are middle class.  Most did not have experience of employment outside the home.  Also, because of their relationship as wives to church leaders, they would have possessed knowledge of church policies, practices and hierarchies.
  Also, they would have been familiar with the tensions and goals of the merger of three major Norwegian Lutheran synods in 1917.
  One assumes also that these women would have been conscious of the Americanization efforts in the country, especially the Americanization movement of the pre World War One period, and the anti-immigration movement in the post war era affecting all presumed aliens and contributing to a nativist discourse of American and not Americans.
 These national cultural developments provide the larger context in which female leadership of the WMF would have envisioned their mission work, wrote their literature and constructed images of Indians.  

Of the ten pamphlets WMF published on the Bethany Mission, three are produced by its leadership:  first pamphlet is written by the second WMF president, Mrs. Ylvisaker in 1921; her successor, Mrs. Lydia Sundby wrote one in 1932; and the third WMF pamphleteer, Mrs. Lawrence, was president of the Eastern District, where the Mission was located. Three clergymen contributed essays:  Thorvald Rykken, the only one that served at the Mission from 1920 to 1930 wrote two pamphlets in the 1920s; O.E. Stavland wrote the only pamphlet in Norwegian in 1931; and the last pamphlet written by a recent graduate from Luther Theological Seminary, Albert H. Holm, was published in 1935.  With one exception, these writers were all second-generation Norwegians, that is, born in the United States of immigrant parents.  Legally, they were Americans, although they lived in two linguistic and cultural worlds—American and Norwegian.  Still, they identified as Americans, articulating discourses of Americanization. Three Bethany students also contributed pamphlets:  two young women in 1922 (Ellen Hill and Pearl Archiquette) and one young man in 1931 (Ferdinand Palledeau, son of Nancy and William Palladeau).  The Indian students were all recent Bethany graduates (Ellen was born in 1902; Pearl in 1904; and Ferdinand in 1906) and the tribal affiliation for each was Oneida.
 The Indian students wrote in the form of testimonials, conveying their experience at the Mission, their conversions and beliefs.  In this way they provided legitimizing voices for the Mission.

The analysis of these pamphlets emphasizes the formal and public work of the Federation and their conceptualization of the Mission.  The approach, although it incorporates student testimonials, seems to de-emphasize indigenous women’s voices and to deny them agency at the Mission. Unfortunately, few records of Indian women at the Mission during this period in fact exist.  Several interviews with Ho-chunk women and former Bethany students during the course of this research, however, reveal their complex relationship with the Mission: adhering to traditional ways and harshly critical of federal policy and maixeta—(Ho-chunk term for whites, meaning “big knives”), these Ho-chunk women nevertheless could speak affectionately of some of the workers at the Mission and considered themselves both Christian and traditional, American and Ho-chunk. Whether these women are representative students is unclear. Historians have revealed a range of responses to Christian missionaries--rejection, accommodation, or divided responses—inevitably also true of the Bethany Mission.
 

How does this literature construct the world of the Mission? how do the women situate themselves in this patriarchal and imperial world? How do they see the Indians and their relationship to them? I will attempt to map discursive patterns that illuminate, I hope, the identities and relational patterns the WMF understood and sought to portray.  Five categories are analyzed here:  1) how Mission workers define themselves;  2) how Indian students and their families are portrayed;  3) how women understand their mission; 4) how they view this land; and  5) how Indian students portray themselves. I will argue that in these pamphlets the Women’s Missionary Federation articulated a Christian mission, yet in the process they fostered  in their readers (Norwegian Lutheran immigrants, first and second-generation) subjectivities that served the interests of American Empire—white, western immigrants, who naturally occupied the land and aided the national project of converting and Americanizing Indians.

1.  The Mission worker.  Foremost among the self-constructions found in the literature is that of the Mother, often capitalized.  Like the image Lena Dahl presented in her convention address in 1920, women are often viewed as mothers in relationship to the Indian.  This places Indians in obvious dependent relationships as children. The Mother gives gifts, bestows virtue, sets standards, dispenses clothing, gives food, provides education—and then receives gratitude from the children.  The relationship to the readers, however, is one of equality, as sisters.  Mrs. Ylvisaker repeatedly refers to her audience as “sister” or “dear sister” and urges them to become part of the grand project of “civilization” and “uplift” through work, money and prayers.
  By inviting her sisters, the readers, into this noble project, they might also be elevated as gift-givers, a kind of inversion of the real relations between immigrants (recipients of land) and Indians (dispossessed of land).  Mothers to the Indians and sisters to each other, the women then could create a sense of solidarity among themselves while assuming authority over the presumed children (the Indians).  The male clergy do not allude to a sisterhood, but rather created solidarity with them by referring to “our work,” “our mission,” such as “Our only field, so far, is the Bethany Indian Mission.”
  

          2. Construction of Indians.  The Indians generally described are Bethany students, so most are literally children.  At the same time, Indians generally are figuratively called “children”:  “lost,” “dependent,” “ little ones,”  “in darkness,”  “needy,” “helpless,” and “little children of the woods.” Especially problematic in the construction of the Indian as child, is the implication of innocence or ignorance that masks their history and culture. The first pamphlet states, “in the past the Indian was at the mercy of his own ignorance and the white man’s evil example.”
 Here Ylvisaker erases the history and spirituality of the Bethany Indians, especially the Winnebago (Ho-Chunk), indigenous to the region.  Similarly, Reverend Thorvald Rykken sees the Indian students as part of a larger heathen community when they leave the Mission, “little messengers of the Gospel [who] teach the truths of salvation to their relatives.”
  Rykken attributes ignorance (of Christianity, but ignorance nonetheless) to un-churched families, not imagining the tensions posed in traditional cultures that require reverence of the elders.
   For Rykken, one was lost or saved, and non-Christian Indians were “lost.” 

Related to the construction of children is the construction of wild, uncivilized people.  In the first pamphlet, WMF President Ylvisaker refers to the Indian coming “in from the woods” or the Mission receiving “calls from the woods.”  Quite literally, many of the Indian communities did live in wooded areas surrounding Wittenberg, yet the construction also implies “darkness” or “ignorance” in a long narrative tradition in American culture in which the “woods” implies wild, savage, and fearful places.   These immigrants did not invent the terms or meanings, but they adopted them for their own communities, conveying how their readers shold construct the “Indian” and so by implication their (the immigrant/settler’s) place on the occupied land.  

Explicitly racial constructions also emerge,  in the late 1920s and early 1930s.  These emerge, especially, in two pamphlets, one by WMF President Lydia Sundby and the other by a recent seminarian, Albert Holm, in “Red Men for Christ.”  Responding to comments she has heard that the work is not worthwhile because Indians are “lazy and “shiftless,” Sundby rejects this view, but then writes:  “It should be borne in mind that the Indian is not a white man with a red skin.  He has racial inclinations and propensities[,] which should not be overlooked.  While therefore we can hardly expect them to measure up to our standards in every respect, yet many of them do.”
 Sundby does not delineate these “racial inclinations and propensities,” but in her effort to challenge stereotypical images, she inadvertently re-enforces a racial hierarchy:  the racial “other” cannot normally sustain white standards, although many do. In Albert Holm’s 1935 pamphlet, he seeks to explain Indians to a white audience by sketching the long history of missions in North America. He reasons that by now all Indians should be Christian but adds that many Indians   today are “ignorant pagans, following their primitive customs and worship.” For this he blames white men--citing failure to understand Indian culture, failure to keep promises, denominational rivalries, “firewater,” as well as peyote.
  While seeking to convey an empathic portrait of Indians, Holm’s reductionist, masculine and singular term, “the Red Man,” along with the stereotyped cover image of a plains Indian on a horse, undercuts much of his historical analysis. In both these examples the Christian constructions of soul brothers and sisters competes with and is overshadowed by a racial, religious and cultural hierarchy serving empire.

Emphasizing conversion and Christianity re-enforces the hierarchies as it foregrounds the dichotomies--saved and lost, Christian and heathen, us and them--in constructing Indians. 

It should be noted, however, that writers do convey empathy and describe historical realities and the tragic consequences of white incursions and empire. Reverend Rykken writes, “Many of our Indians are very poor and their land is swampy, making it difficult if not impossible, for them to make a living.”  He goes on to elaborate on economies, specifically, the male-labor (mentioning farming, road construction and wood cutting--one could argue the labor of building empire), required for survival.  This is seasonal and when there is none, “we are compelled to buy baskets and beads from the women,” he writes, implying also that the craft economy is inadequate for sustenance.
 Lydia Bredeson Sundby in her 1929 pamphlet points to the exploitation of Indians to explain the poverty:  “What a blot upon the pages of American history is not the story of our treatment of the American Indian!  The Indians of Wisconsin were no exception.  They too were the victims of avarice,” she writes, adding that the land was sold for ten cents an acre and Indians received swampy land that whites rejected.
  Also, writing of her visit to the Mission, and observing Indians seeking help and counsel from Axel Jacobson, she explained their poverty:  “Their poverty is distressing, their material condition deplorable.  And then as a last straw the court has decided that the land that some of them bought shall be taxed and even back taxes are to be collected.” Since many are unable to pay, she writes, “they are greatly troubled and worried lest they lose their land.”

The Christian perspective of Indians, however, tended to prevail.  Rykken refer specifically to the Winnebagoes, a tribe he identifies as “numbering some 1,200 souls.”
 By thinking within a Christian framework, he can acknowledge an equality of these souls, as he asserts the Savior “died also for our Red brothers and sisters.”
  Also, O.E. Stavland, writing in Norwegian in 1931 evokes a similar sentiment:  “These people [the Indians] also have an immortal soul and are bought with the same blood as you and I, and have the same inheritance with all those who believe in the crucified and resurrected Jesus Christ.”
  Mrs. Lawrence in 1931 in her pamphlet credits the success of the Mission mostly to the work of the WMF and refers to the Indians simply as ”our heathen neighbors.”
 The word, “neighbors,” masks the inequity and injustice of empire, while the word, “heathen,” emphasizes difference.  Thus, in a religious framework, Indians might be brothers and sisters, all with immortal souls, and the same, but that construction erases the economic, political and social inequities and injustices of centuries of national expansions.  

3.  Mission Project. . The clergy articulated a very specific mission for Bethany, evident in T.M. Rykken;s 1920s pamphlets, “Our chief purpose is to Christianize.”
  Intimately involved with the operations of the Mission and School, he makes clear:  “If it were not for this side [the religious], we should certainly not carry on work among the Indians, for the Government is far better equipped to support schools than the church is.”
  In a second pamphlet, however, in which he focuses on the two churches, he   observes, “The school building is the important building at the mission.”
  Inevitably, the goals of the Mission and School were complementary, a view expressed clearly in the first pamphlet by WMF President Ylvisaker, in her description of the Mission, where the Indian child “learns to work, is given an education and . . . is taught to love Jesus.”
  Ylvisaker embraces both the interests of the church and the state in educating Indians.  She refers to generally to broad areas—of labor, knowledge and religion.  Though the statement is simple, it masks culturally specific meanings intended by both church and state: labor/work implies the gender-specific, vocational skills of government schools (girls learn domestic skills; boys learn carpentry and mechanics or farming); knowledge refers to Anglo-Saxon, or western epistemology; and religion, of course, means Christianity.  Perceived as superior and universal, these are lacking in the Indian.  Obviously, the clergy express a more focused and religious mission for Bethany, but the mission project the WMF women articulate embodies both the interests of the church and state.

4.  The Homeland:  Nation/Empire.  How did the WMF pamphlets represent the land these mission workers now occupied?  Thorvald Rykken, who lived and worked at Bethany for a decade, conveyed a keen awareness of the relationship.  Born in a rural community of Norwegian immigrants in southern Minnesota, he grasped the exchange Vine Deloria described.  Rykken wrote:   “We live on the land which they once possessed and in return we should show them our gratitude and our love, especially by bringing them the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”
  The  other pamphleteer that makes this connection is Albert H. Holm, in “The Red Man For Christ.” He writes:  “The land on which we live once belonged to them.  Let us show them our gratitude and love by bringing them the Gospel of Jesus Christ!”
 Both men were trained clergymen, both were born in the rural, upper Midwest to immigrant parents—Rykken in southern Minnesota, Holm in South Dakota—and both recognized the land as central their families’ and communities’ survival. Neither seeks to explain the how the land came into their possession, but both portray it as a kind of natural and inevitable process.  Both see the land as a “gift” that requires gratitude and a response.  They see Christianity--Deloria’s “Book”—as their gift in return. As the spiritual authorities of their communities, and representatives of the Mission in these tracts, they implied for their readers a moral equivalence of land for religion.  In the process they offered readers legitimacy on the land and alliance with the nation/empire.

5.  Indian Student Identity—The Testimonials.  The second and third pamphlets published by the WMF on the Bethany Indian Mission were short testimonials by two young Indian women, former students and both Oneida. Confirmed Christians, and grateful young women, they testify to successes of the Mission and School.  Pearl Archiquette described herself in one short paragraph; in another she appeals to the readers for help to enhance the mission schools and Christian workers “among my people the Indian race.”
  She entered the Bethany School in 1913 at the age of 11, spent three years there, explained that she was “taught the word of God and other interesting things,” and described her confirmation day as the “greatest day for me.”  She went on to Haskell (in Kansas) where, she says, she learned many things, academic and industrial, but not “to love Jesus.” There we obeyed from fear, she claimed; at Bethany we obeyed because God desired that we “do that which is right.”  She expresses gratitude for her education at Bethany, where she was “instructed in all things pertaining to good Christian citizenship.”
  What she meant by “Christian citizenship” or whether this is Archiquette’s rendering of her education, is not clear, although the term appears nowhere else. Her blending of secular citizenship and Christianity blurs the competing goals of the mission.

Ellen Hill, eighteen years when she wrote her statement, “Fruits of the Bethany Indian Mission” in 1922, conveys similar sentiments to Pearl. She also attended a government school, noted its absence of religion, expressed gratitude for material and spiritual goods received at Bethany, and she appealed to the reader for support. Unlike Archiquette, she does not identify her tribal affiliation, but identifies as a student at the Normal School in Canton, South Dakota.  She begins by addressing the doubters that would question the value of the school and traces the hard tasks of the early days, the challenges (returning to “heathen beliefs”), and achievements (“an old Indian squaw came to the Mission and said, ‘Me, baptize’”). Hers is a narrative of progress, good works, and success.  She is grateful and refers to the Mission workers as “God’s own people of the Norwegian Lutheran people of America.”

The third pamphlet is prepared by Ferdinand Palladeau, the son of Nancy and William discussed below.
  Palladeau first sketches the “Daily Routine” and the “Indian Congregation,” omitting any testimonial of his own.  He then provides two sketches by female students (Rose Denny and Daphine Moore) entitled, “What the Mission Has Done for Me.” Briefer statements than those of Hill or Archiquette, these both reflect the same pattern:  experience at the Mission; gratitude; and appeals for support in saving Indians.  Denny’s appeal is for prayer:  “Will not more of you people pray for my race—the Indians.” These voices of Indian students affirm the messages of the clergy and Federation women, providing evidence that through the Mission Indians are made Christians.  They also help confirm identities—Indians as others, dependent on missionaries who confer spiritual and material gifts.  The testimonials also help produce subjects (the readers) reassured of a racial hierarchy that entitles them to the land they occupy. 

The Model Christian Matron:  Nancy Smith Palledeau 

Perhaps most striking of the WMF publications addressing the Indian Mission is found in the series, ”Little Library of Lutheran Biography.” Begun in 1937, the “Little Library” highlighted the lives of six women in mission work; among these is Nancy Smith Palladeau a student and later matron at the Bethany Mission.  Palladeau represented the fruit of Home Missions, Dora Wang of Foreign Missions; the other four women are missionaries, first and second generation Norwegian immigrant women (one from Denmark):

1. Marie Anderson, missionary to China for forty years;  

2. Martha Clausen (Mrs. Claus), established the first Lutheran parsonage in the U.S.; 

3. Anna Karine Nelson, pioneer missionary mother in China;  

4. Nancy Smith Palladeau, Oneida student and matron at Bethany Indian Mission;

5. Dora Wang, principal of the Lena Dahl School for girls in Sinyang, Honan, China;

6.  Sister Anna Huseth, deaconess and missionary in Alaska. 
 

The inclusion of the indigenous women posits an ideal of affinities that cross national and racial boundaries, an ideal Christian community of women that challenged racist constructions.  Yet that image is not unproblematic for it blurs “Christian” with Western or American. The portrait of Palledeau, described as a Christianized Indian woman, illustrates the blurring:  what is elevated is an idealized, “true woman” of the nineteenth century—pious, pure, submissive, and domestic—primarily a secular vision.
  In many ways the tensions of the mission and the empire converge in the portrait of Nancy Smith Palladeau.  She represented the “domestication” of the indigenous, the foreign, within the nation.  One may argue that the biographies, especially  of Palladeau, posit spiritual solidarity among women, transcending racial and national categories.  A closer reading, however, exposes the portrait of an Americanized Indian woman.

The biography of Palladeau, in a short pamphlet of twenty-six pages, is written by Mrs. Ernest W. Sihler.  Born to missionary parents in China, Mrs. Sihler served with her husband, Ernest Sihler, at the Bethany Mission for its last twenty years (1935-1955).  Organizing Palladeau’s life into four parts (Early Life, Marriage, Matron at the Mission and Closing Years), Sihler summarizes the contents on the frontispiece: “A glimpse into the life of a Christian Indian woman who was the much loved matron at the Bethany Indian Mission at Wittenberg, Wisconsin, for many years.”
  Nancy Smith Palledeau (1878-1932), one of the first children recruited for the Mission, came to signify the Mission.   

Sihler joins her life and the Mission from the start.  One of the first pupils (arriving at the age of ten, in 1888 and later joined by two sisters and a brother), Palladeau grew up with the Mission, Sihler makes clear. Confirmed in the Lutheran faith four years after her arrival, she  continued her schooling through eighth grade.
  Sihler writes she excelled in music, sport, and sewing (appropriate skills for an American pupil at the time), and she became a seamstress and assistant baker at the Mission (appropriate domestic and vocational skills for girls).  Describing her physical appearance as a young sixteen-year old girl, Sihler exposes her American secular values:  “Her black hair is curled around her pretty, intelligent face.  She is dressed in the fashion of ’94, in a shirred and ruffled frock with full sleeves and high neck.  She looks quite as stylish and pretty as the attractive Norwegian girl with whom she was photographed.”
  Drawing parallels between the Norwegian and Indian girls, Sihler seeks to convey equality.  Yet the comparison is problematic.  Though both girls are viewed as “pretty,” the standard of beauty is whiteness, the Norwegian girl, against whom Palladeau is measured.  Furthermore, Sihler’s focus on appearance and stylishness signify American cultural values rather than Christian ones.  She acknowledges Palladeau’s faith, yet the racialized description, emphasis on modernity and Americanization, coupled with references to discipline and hard work so central to Indian schools, conveys more a vision of Empire than Mission. Palladeau as an adult, is also portrayed in more cultural terms, as the Ideal Woman—domestic, submissive, pious.

Part two describes her marriage to William Palladeau, another student of the Mission, who later attended the Carlisle School.
  Sihler’s description emphasizes domesticity:  thrifty, Mrs. Palladeau could furnish the home her husband purchased, “attractively and comfortably”; she was a devoted homemaker and a “splendid housekeeper”; she generated “gleaming” washings on her clothesline and produced the “finest looking baskets”; an “expert canner” of berries and vegetables, she maintained “well-stocked shelves”; yet she was also “fastidious about her own appearance.”  Piety is noted as she joined the Ladies’ Aid of the Lutheran Church and was a member of the Mission Circle.
 The secular values celebrated evoke a middle class, Americanized women.  Unquestionably, the emphasis is on how Palladeau has become Americanized, the central goal of the federal policy during Palladeau’s time at the Mission.  The implication is that American values are equated with Christian values, further evidence of the tensions between empire and mission.  If Palladeau represented the model Indian woman, then the Mission’s service to empire is suggested in this portrait.

Part three of the biography focuses on her years as a Matron at the Mission.  If the marriage signified domesticity, this period evokes service and submission in her role, but also nurturance and caring associated with motherhood.  In 1905 both Palladeaus began working at the Bethany School—he as an instructor in carpentry and she as a matron.
 In that position, she worked with the young children, tending to physical, emotional and spiritual needs.  She is reported to be good to the children and especially sensitive to the homesick, often making special food for them.  

The last section focuses on the “Closing Years” and her tragic death.  In the winter of 1932 an epidemic of scarlet fever erupted at the Mission; all sixty girls enrolled at the time contracted the disease. Nancy Palladeau, along with her daughter-in-law Ella Palladeau, nursed the girls back to health—not one was lost.  The weeks of endless exertion, work, and anxiety, however, took their toll. Palladeau contracted pneumonia and died March 3, 1932.  She was buried at the Bethany cemetery, alongside the Norwegian immigrants with whom she studied, worked and lived. In death she becomes one with them.  Sihler remarks on her virtues--loving, wise, and comforting--concluding, “Her valuable life had been sacrificed for the sick children to whom she had given of herself unsparingly.”
 Her death signified submission and sacrifice.  

Nancy Smith Palladeau was the model Indian, as student, matron, and in her sacrificial death.  Anne McClintock, writing about the British Empire, explores the way that women are “ambiguously placed on the imperial divide” (as nurses, nannies, etc.) and thus “served as boundary markers and mediators,” meaning they were “dangerously ambiguous and contaminating.”
 If Palladeau could potentially “contaminate” she is portrayed as Americanized, so the ”dangerous” ambiguity is removed. This is the achievement of the Mission; for Sihler, Palladeau demonstrates how the Mission did its work.  Her “Indianness” is masked—in her youth, her adulthood, her service and her death. If Christianized, she is also Americanized—the achievement of the one signals the achievement of the other.

The literature of the Women’s Federation Mission focused on the Bethany Indian Mission represented a fragment of its total literary production.  These fragments, however, presented to the readers in immigrant communities what the Federation believed to be “a correct presentation of the mission field” at Home.  With the institutions of the church and state acting as facilitating structures and authoritative bodies sanctioning this presentation, the Women’s Missionary Federation generated a conceptual map for the immigrants’ new world.  The mission workers, like mothers, were givers of gifts; the Indians, like children, were receivers of gifts. Their “natural” mission was to give comfort, uplift, and instruction in godly ways.  The new land they occupied, as naturally and inevitably as their mission to civilize Indians, was their new and legitimate home. The Bethany Indian Mission and the Women’s Missionary Federation served the propagation of the Gospel, but in the process they also served national goals of Americanizing Indians and dispossessing them of land, serving the broader interest of national expansion and securing the American Empire.
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