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Search for ‘Heathen’ Women in Far-off Lands :

American Baptist Missionaries Amidst Conflict and Cooperation

 in India’s North-East (1826-1900)

The Political Perspective and Entry of the Missionaries 

The Christian movement in North-East India was closely related to the political developments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Since the cross followed the British flag into India, the response to Christian missions and indigenous evangelistic activities must be viewed as a general reaction to the extensive changes brought about by a series of political events. Though the East India Company had sent out from the very start, chaplains to India to take care of the spiritual welfare of its Christians employees and incidentally to spread the message of Christ among the Indians, with the growing importance of the Company as a political power towards the close of the 18th century, the authorities in England gradually changed its policy towards the missionaries not only from one of encouragement to one of indifference, but also to one of hostility, since it was realized that in “in matter of religion the natives of India were peculiarly sensitive.”
 It was under such circumstances that William Carey (1761-1834), the first British missionary to arrive at Calcutta, had to make Serampore his headquarters under the Danish flag.
 However, consequent to the renewed agitation in England in the early nineteenth century for sending missionaries to India, the Charter Act of 1813 permitted missionaries to reside in India under certain circumstances. This resulted in the advent of missionaries to India from England and America and the appointment of a Bishop in Calcutta with jurisdiction over the Company’s territories. Interestingly, the arrival of the American Baptist Missionaries in India’s Northeast corner did not take place under the general programme of missionary activities, but was actuated more by political and security interests of the British Empire and the socio-economic transitions in America. The Baptist missionaries entered the Northeast not from their mission headquarters at Bengal, but from their base at Rangoon in Burma. 

Subsequent to the annexation of Assam to the British Empire following the first Burmese War in 1826, the region was brought for the first time within an all-India political system with centers of power outside the region. British administration brought to an end the isolation of the region and introduced new elements in its political, economic, social and cultural composition.
 Soon after assumption of office in 1834, Francis Jenkins, the Agent to the Governor General, North-East Frontier, having concluded that the pacification of the war-like tribes of the Northeastern frontier of the British Empire  was imperative for its security, initially contacted the missionaries at Serampore. Having received no favourable reply, the invitation to establish a mission at Sadiya in India’s eastern most boundary, was extended to the American Baptists who had by then had laid the foundations of the Baptist mission at Rangoon. The missionaries at Rangoon were also made to believe that the language of the Shans, or the inhabitants in the vicinity of Sadiya, was akin to that of the Burmese and that a missionary residing in Burma could easily acquire the language. For the American Baptist missionaries, already contemplating to start a mission in China following the decision of the Convention at Richmond to extend its operations as widely as possible, Jenkin’s proposal arrived at an opportune moment. The mission’s early attempts in China had failed due to the policy of seclusion followed by the Chinese government and the opposition of the Burmese government to allow the missionaries to penetrate into China from Upper Burma or from spreading the gospel among the Shans in that quarter.
 Hoping that a mission at Sadiya would enable the Baptists to convert the frontier tribes into Christianity in addition to opening up an entrance into the Celestial Empire, the Board unhesitatingly accepted the proposal and directed Revs. Nathan Brown and Oliver T. Cutter, then working at Moulmein to commence a mission at Sadiya. Accompanied by their families, the missionaries arrived Sadiya on March 23, 1836.

Francis Jenkins, the son of an English clergy-man, with strong evangelical convictions, was not only responsible for inviting the missionaries to Assam, but also in functioning almost like a member of their Board of Directors!
 He provided invaluable help to the mission by providing them with a press, offering advice on matters concerning the location of new sites and allocating funds to support the non-evangelistic work of the mission. He often donated generously out of his private funds and maintained a close rapport with some of the missionaries.

II

The compulsions of the British Government to take up women’s issues: 

The modern era in the Northeast coincided with the entrenchment of the British imperialists on Indian soil and the transformation of the Indian society to serve its vested interest. During the period of its ascendancy the imperialist government did not hesitate to demolish those structures of Indian society that would obstruct imperialism’s own expansion in spite of tough opposition from the orthodox Hindu community. Attempts on the part of the British government to introduce Western ideas and institutions in India was intended to achieve their end and may be considered a response of the Raj to legitimize its political rule. 
As a devastating critique of Hindu womanhood, the British Government was the first, not only to propagate the idea that many of the ills in the Indian society could be traced to the oppression of women, but also to advocate female education and emancipation as an essential step towards progress. John Stuart Mill, unlike the Utilitarians before him, believed that one of the principle purposes of societal and political institutions was to develop human potential to the highest possible stage. Having read the translations of the Manu Samhita and other Indian religious works, Mill had concluded that, “nothing can exceed the habitual contempt which the Hindus entertain for their women.”
 Mill  was of the opinion that as societies advanced, “the condition of the weaker sex is gradually improved, till they associate on equal terms with the men, and occupy the place of voluntary and useful coadjutors.”
 The emancipation of women to a level of equality with men was not for Mill aimed solely at the happiness of women themselves though it was an important element of it. Though liberty and self-determination appeared to the recurrent themes of Mill’s argument against gross inequality of the marriage laws and the severe discrimination suffered by women in the areas of educational and occupational opportunity, Mill emphasized the fact that the emancipation of women would have a two-way effect. It would not only ensure the happiness of women, but would also lead to the happiness of the society.
 Mr. Mayhew of the British educational service, in his book, The Education of India, had admitted that, “No force works more strongly against Western civilization than that of the uneducated women of India.”
 Keeping their own interests in mind, the British government “… wanted their civil servants to have educated wives to ensure their loyalty. Uneducated wives or wives who were educated only in the vernacular and traditional subjects, it was believed, would split the household into two worlds.”
  They almost certainly believed that rebellious plots were hatched and nurtured in inaccessible zenanas and that Indian women, educated in English, would raise their children to be anglophiles.
                The foreign rulers first introduced new ideas about women’s roles and capabilities, ideas that were later adopted by enlightened Indians, citing Indian texts on religion, law, politics and education that shared a uniform description of women across groups, as being essentially devoted to men and self-sacrificing. Though in case of men, they cited different pronouncements depending on caste, class, age and religious sect, women were defined by their biological characteristics and the subordinate, supportive roles they were destined to play, overshadowing their differences across groups. As the “woman question” began to loom large and became a central issue in nineteenth century British India, the government extolled gender relations and initiated reforms of the upper-caste, Indian woman’s life cycle. They passed legislations abolishing the system of sati and child marriage and allowing widows to remarry. Above all they introduced modern education for women. But regarding the nature of education provided to Indian women, Meredith Borthwick in her book, The Changing Roles of Women in Bengal, 1849-1905, has rightly noted that it was natural that women’s education in the 19th century and well into the 20th had little to do with economic functions, needs or development of professional expertise amongst women. “Whereas education for males was directly related to the pursuit of employment, female education had no economic function.”
   

III

The Missionary as a helpmate:

Linked to the broader question of social reforms in the second half of the nineteenth century, the missionaries proved that they were not only the helpmates, but were themselves the imperialists enacting the drama of the colonizer. Working hand in glove with the colonialists, the missionaries succeeded in injecting a feeling of inferiority amongst the Indians, mentally preparing the latter to submit themselves to the imperialist masters. Their attacks on the Hindu and Muslim customs and practices not only set the pace for the destruction of the medieval social system, but also provided an ideological support to the reforms introduced by the British Government and helped in disseminating modern values. The Baptist missionaries were swift to begin the transmission and influence of certain specifically Christian ideas into the socio-cultural life of the people of Assam, both in the hills and in the plains, comprising a population of eight million men, women and children.
 

 The Women’s Rights Convention at Seneca Falls, New York, in July 1848, an important event in the history of feminism, had marked the beginning of an organized Women’s Movement and had succeeded in bringing about significant changes not merely in the legal rights of women, but also in the realm of their status in society. Hence the Christian missionary women who followed Revs. Brown and Cutter, brought with them a certain perspective from newly Independent America, which advocated a prominent and dignified role for women and had much to do with their crusade against the degradation of women.  In the phase following the Civil War, there had arisen a growing interest amongst American women in similarities and dissimilarities in women’s positions in other cultures of the world. The missionary ethnological descriptions of manners, family life and politics amongst the ‘heathens’ which even encouraged a notion of “characteristic atrocities” often revitalizing cultural stereotypes that were sometimes dormant, were used by American Protestant women not to examine their own position, but to articulate distinctions between Christians and ‘heathens’ in an attempt to define themselves in terms of what they were not.
 They were the first not only to report the rate of illiteracy among Indian women, but also to highlight what they considered to be the ignorant and superstitious environment of an Indian woman’s life during the first half of the nineteenth century.
 The chief vehicle for the popular dissemination of the ‘heathen’ catalogue was the Women’s Foreign Mission Crusade, a powerful sisterhood of agencies that had taken shape at the close of the Civil War in America. In 1910 Helen Barrett Montgomery, later the first President of the Northern Baptist Convention, attributed the inauguration of an autonomous women’s foreign-mission organization to an essentially socio-economic transition that was recasting the works of both men and women and consequently the nature of the family itself, in America.
 The Congregationalist women explicitly stated that, “The Society is to engage the earnest, systematic congregation of…women…in…sending out and supporting unmarried female missionaries and teachers to heathen women.”
 The “effort to lift womanhood to a higher social level among the people and the belief that women needed to be brought into the fold to make conversions permanent, appealed to the Christian constituency in America, who supported the missionary enterprise.”
  

Missionary literature highlighted three general categories of oppression, domestic oppression, sexual harassment and intellectual deprivation. The reportage focused on specific social practices in each category. While presenting the zenanas in a formulaic portrait that disregarded all distinctions between zenanas based on class, locale and religious tradition, they were, in fact, used to rationalize the creation of an autonomous women’s foreign mission crusade. The Women’s Baptist Foreign Missionary Society of the West had argued, 

Women in all heathen lands are supposed to be incapable of receiving such instruction as men, they are not permitted to join in the public assemblies; besides this, where Brahminism and Muhammedism prevail, there are zenanas and harems, which are life-long prison houses for the women, within whose valid portraits no man, save the master of the establishment or some favoured friend is allowed to enter. Women must bear the gospel to those secluded inmates or they will never hear its words of promise and of hope.

 The evangelicals never considered the zenana as a collective workforce but as a place of enforced female isolation, with serious consequences for the intellectual development of women. In another instance, pervasive and elaborate accounts of the joint family living arrangements sought to prove that there was a competitive rather than a cooperative spirit among the ‘heathen’ women, particularly between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, described as intrinsically hostile to one another. For the middle-class American women, among whom marriage usually meant a separate household of one’s own, joint families raised enormous problems of home management. The use of women as beasts of burden in agricultural areas was another element of focus in the missionary ethnology. The absence of girlhood among the ‘heathens’ was used to highlight their intellectual deprivation as compared to the American middle-class experience.
 In a songbook inspired by missionary tales, “Songs for Little Ones at Home”, British and American children learnt that Hindu mothers were capable of killing  their own children. One song described the scene:

See that heathen mother stand   Where the sacred current flows

With her own maternal hands,  Mid the waves her babe she throws.

Send, Oh send, the Bible there, Let its precept reach the heart;

She may then her children spare---Act the tender mother’s part.

However, since the missionaries were not sincere in their criticism of the ancient Indian culture, their approach did not permit them to go beyond certain limited reforms.

IV

The Hurdles:

The work of the missionaries for ‘heathen’ women was mainly conducted by means of schools, by evangelistic or field work and medical work---a division not altogether correct, for the teacher and the doctor were often equally evangelistic as they moved from house to house and village to village with the message of salvation.  During the course of their work which they pursued with vigour, records indicate the hazardous situation under which they had to labour often beset by  poor health, disease and inability to adjust to the climatic conditions. There was little that the single women missionaries were allowed to do for recreation and there were few who could provide companionship. Moreover, at the time when missionary activity in India started in 1820, prejudice against women’s education was very strong and evoked a defensive response from Indian social reformers. Added to this, the isolation of the missionaries from the Indians and the Indian society proved to be the greatest hurdle in their way.
In his report on the State of Education in Bengal (1836), William Adam had written that, “A superstitious feeling is alleged to exist in the majority of Hindu families, principally cherished by the women and not discouraged by the men, that a girl taught to read and write will soon after marriage become a widow”. Adam also comments on the fear, shared by Hindus and Muslims, that “knowledge of letters” might facilitate female intrigue, a fear that haunted even the minds of the educated Assamese who expressed concerns about harassing times if women were educated.
 Though it is difficult to impute motives to the Indian women who vehemently opposed education, it cannot be denied that from the educated women’s perspective, it was women, with whom women primarily interacted, who often enforced prohibition against female education. For most women, their survival depended on upholding the status quo and an educated stranger in their midst posed an obvious threat. Even if mothers were lenient with daughters, it was unlikely that mothers-in-law and other women in the father-in-law’s home would be as kind. Subjects of a harsh patriarchal system, women were not in a position to oppose prevailing codes and a number of women who attended school before the 1870s were known to have hidden their knowledge from other women.
  Those eager to learn had no recourse but to look to men who controlled their lives. For many women who emerged from the confines of the female world, their first teachers were fathers, brothers and husbands.
Though the Indian elite wanted their womenfolk educated and regarded zenana education as acceptable, the missionary women were interested in zenana education only in so far as it provided them with an opportunity to reach the ‘heathen’ woman. While agreeing to teach reading, they insisted that the Bible and simplified stories from the Bible be the teaching materials. However, while missionary women were welcomed into Indian homes as teachers of reading, arithmetic and needle-work, they were thrown out when they went too far with religion. Coming to terms with such a situation appeared to be doubly difficult for the women missionaries who were also challenging male missionaries and male bishops by insisting that zenana education was important and that women could organize it and pay for it without male interference. They had no list of converts which they could present to their male colleagues and in defending zenana education , they clashed with male authorities in both countries.
The fact that education of a female did not result in any economic benefit appears to have been one of the greatest obstacles to the spread of female education in the Brahmaputra valley of Assam. The British government assumed that since it was not likely that a large number of women in the country would obtain higher forms of remunerative occupation, female education had to rely much on the weaker stimulus supplied by the desire for education for its own sake and by comprehension of the value of intellectual culture. Unlike education for males, education for females did not automatically enhance the prestige and financial standing of the family. In fact, the opposite may have been true. Notions of sex segregation and in some areas, of complete seclusion, deeply ingrained in people’s minds, meant provision for female teachers and separate institutions in sufficient numbers. Moreover, the demands on women for food production and child rearing left little time for lessons and studying. In these circumstances, the educational facilities provided for women of Assam were availed only by a few enlightened families and by the so-called lower classes in society. To the rest of the population, domestic management was regarded as the sole objective of women’s life. According to the observation of a district officer in Assam,

It is very difficult in the muffasil to get parents to educate their girls. They are too useful in the house, and parents think they will forget and despise ordinary household duties if they learn how to read and write. Girls thus qualified are said to be ‘dushto’, which I imagine, and means that they are less amendable to discipline and less likely to submit to their parents’ choice of husbands.
 

The system of child marriage was no less responsible for withdrawing a large number of girls from school at a very early age, thereby preventing them from completing their education. The magnetic element at the core of all attraction to missionary schools appeared to have been the possibility of finding a good educated, husband. Often the missionaries have admitted that, “We have failed to appreciate the longing of the girls in our schools to get married; they care very little to whom so they may marry—only be married.”
  It was difficult to keep the girls long enough to give them more than the merest rudiments of education, as they were already quite grown up when they came and either they or their parents soon began to be anxious that they were married.

The task before the missionaries appeared to be stupendous and the result not too encouraging as far as numbers were concerned. In spite of all efforts, the General Report on Public Instruction in Assam for 1904-05, indicated that the percentage of girls attending schools to all those of school going age was only 1.41%, while only one out of four thousand was reading above the Lower Primary level.
 

V

Nature of Social Reforms and Education provided by the missionaries:

Toeing the line of the British imperialists the missionaries proceeded cautiously in their encounter with social practices amongst the ‘heathen’ women and preferred to encourage more and more women to rebel against their condition by drawing their attention to the existing laws protecting Christian women under similar circumstances. There appears to be little doubt that the church succeeded in considerably improving the status of women in the nineteenth century by banning practices such as child marriage and polygamy within the church community. The vigorous agitation that had spread throughout India for raising the marriageable age for girls to sixteen and for boys to twenty-five and for enforcing it by strict legislation had met with little success till 1929.  However, in their eagerness to prevent child marriages the Assam Baptist Missionary Conference held at Gauhati in 1920, resolved that , “We as a Conference recommend that our Christian community observe sixteen years as the minimum age limit for solemnizing of the marriage of girls and exert influence towards this end.”
 Similarly, though three Bills introduced in the Central Legislature for making Hindu marriages monogamous had fallen through, the Assam Baptist Missionary Conference  in its 25th session held at Golaghat in 1927, passed a resolution to the effect that, “…in the opinion of the Assam Baptist Missionary Conference, the practice generally followed in its several areas…should be continued as its approved policy, viz (a) Persons living in a state of polygamy are not admitted to church membership.”
 In case of another social evil the Baptist Missionary Conference at Lakhimpur indicated its determination to deal firmly with the opium curse by stating that “…No new candidate who is nor free from the use of opium would be considered for baptism and that till a man or woman give the clearest proof of having given up the habit of opium within three months of the warning given, he or she would be excluded from the community immediately.”

Devoted to the task of educating Indian females at a time when the East India Company preferred to practice a policy of strict neutrality towards socio-religious issues, the work of women missionaries in establishing schools for ‘heathen’ girls was touted as an important cultural advance. Pursuing a vigorous programme of female education, the missionaries were the first to start girls’ schools in Assam. The establishment of a girls’ school was one of the initial steps taken by the missionaries while establishing a new station and by 1837 Mrs. Brown had a girls’ school in operation at Sadiya. While starting the Nowgong Orphan Institute in 1843, the first co-educational institution in Northeast India, Miles Bronson, one of the pioneering American Baptists to Assam, explicitly stated that his purpose for starting the school was to, “introduce education of the female sex which is wholly neglected in this country.”
  None-the-less, while advocating a more prominent and dignified role for women, Christianity identified women as one of the most prominent tools in the process of evangelization. Not slow to understand that the Christian faith and Christian habits could never be firmly established in India until the women had been touched, Bronson while listing the major obstacles in his effort to evangelise a varied population, added the degraded state of women to the trio of priesthood, caste and the Hindu scriptures or Shastras.  Bronson understood that though people were ready to hear and applaud the missionaries, they were not ready to severe their last links as conversions often caused connections to be broken. To counteract the effect of caste and to replace its loss, he adopted a novel way of evangelization that revolved around the theme of a Christian community, which he believed was absolutely essential to counteract the effect of caste and to replace its loss.
  This Christian community could only be built if the women, primarily responsible for molding the formative years of the young, could be made a potential factor in removing the obstacles created by the impact of early socialization on the inculcation of religion and caste. By tackling the women, the missionaries proposed to counteract the whole force of all the home and social influences that surrounded the pupils while out of school. The educational setting of the Nowgong Orphan Institute was especially designed to become the nucleus of the Christian community, a place where the Christians could live and worship in peace, free from harassment due to their religious diversion.
In order to attract girls to missionary schools the subject matter of education was modified to suit the customs of the people among whom they preached. Thus women were to be taught to submit to their husbands in love, and seek in education a means of becoming, not men, but better women.
  The missionaries have admitted:

We try to have everything as near the village life as possible; so there is a home atmosphere to the place… The little girls sweep the cottages and the cookhouse and are now learning to carry water in very small buckets. The very small ones play with the babies and understand that it is their place to care for him and see that he does not get into mischief.
 
Missionary schools prescribed a minimum schooling for girls where they were taught general subjects like reading, geography and history and were trained in the arts of singing, sewing, printing, and crochet work. Miles Bronson writes about the Nowgong Orphan School in 1847, “the orphan girls will receive a Christian education and a knowledge of such employments as will be of use to them in the humble stations they will occupy as wives of native Christians and assistants. It is also hoped that this school will tend in some small degree to convince the natives of the utility of educating their daughters…”
  Besides studies, the girls devoted their time to Bible lessons, cooking, cleaning and recreation. They were also taught to tailor and mend not only their own clothes, but also to help in stitching and keeping the boys’ clothes in order. The curriculum for girls was confined strictly to the vernacular, though with a few exceptions, the more advanced among them were allowed to study Bengali.
   In 1873 Miss Bronson of the Girls’ School at Nowgong, wrote in a similar tone while reporting that girls of the school were being taught the common branches of study with singing, sewing, knitting and different kinds of fancy work.
  

The American Baptist missionaries no doubt believed that gender relations needed modification, but few among them really believed that total regeneration was possible and hence all interventions for change made by them was based on their limited understanding of the reality and lead to the ideal in keeping with the needs of male society. In lines similar to that of the British government, the Baptist missionaries held an equally strong set of beliefs that the nature of education imparted to women must  respond to the needs of women’s exclusive and primary social role and argued that equality does not mean sameness. The content and quality of the limited type of education that the missionaries believed in providing for women reveals the type of social subjectivity and agency that the missionary women created for themselves. To require women to follow the same curriculum as men, they believed, would be to ignore the equal claim of women’s special needs and would thus be discriminatory in effect. The missionary education aimed at providing the emerging middle class society in Assam with women cultured in Victorian values, thereby bringing them even more firmly within the ambit of the male world and value system. They appear to have been oblivious of the possible negative consequences of sexual segregation in the professional world and were convinced that education should enable women to adapt themselves to the new demands made by educated men of their family without losing their cultural moorings and that the social apportioning of male and female roles was biologically conditioned. With education in mind the example of Dobaki, a Garo girl, was touted as an example of an ideal educated girl for “she and her husband kept house almost in European style. They had a bathroom, bedstead, comfortable bedding, a fair supply of dishes, numerous books on shelves, boxes for clothing and all kept in good order.”
 

The education provided by the missionaries in the 19th and 20th  centuries attempted to ‘reform’ women rather than to reform the social conditions, which oppressed them and in no way attempted to develop a strategy that would ensure the elimination of the whole web of psychosocial relations in which masculinity and femininity had been formed. The concept of spheres, which permeated through missionary education provided in the nineteenth century, resulted in the association of certain values with the cult of true womanhood and despite the initial enthusiasm in breaking down traditional barriers, the movement for women’s education hinged round the theme that women’s main sphere of activity is the home because of the natural division of labour. There was no effort to remove women from a position of subordination to males in either the church or the society as a whole. The perpetuation of the missionary ideal has in fact, resulted in the educational stereotyping of girls, the influence of which continues to the present day. The self-view which emerges amongst women educated in missionary schools indicates that women’s call for their uplift was more in the nature of appeals to men to give them a chance to become enlightened life partners rather than making demands for women’s rights. They declared that women should be able to read and write the vernacular language and preferably, some English to communicate with the ruling class, learn household skills and aspire to become good mothers and housewives. They also believed that for the illiterate and uncivilised women it was perhaps better to live in forced confinement rather than exposing their true selves by clamouring for freedom. They did not think it appropriate to be self-willed because they themselves were unable to distinguish between the good and the bad and therefore preferred to venture out only in the company of their husbands or elders.
 Women who studied in the missionary or the government schools in the nineteenth and twentieth century no doubt, began to evince an interest in both social and political issues and were inspired to move forward to set up their own organizations and reorganize social reforms priorities. However, it is important to bear in mind that these institutions were often as conservative as those designed by men, not because these women wished to preserve the status quo, but because they were made to understand their subordinate position very well. No doubt the second generation of educated women had decided to act, but male guardianship prevailed. The Freedom Movement in India drew many educated women out of their homes by 1921and they became active participants in the Non-cooperation and the Civil Disobedience Movements against the colonial government.  Many women came out of their houses in large numbers because the house was on fire,  but the expectation was that once the fire was out, women would return to their houses.  In recent times, women who believe that their job revolves round clearly defined tasks, seek occupational roles that stress the aspect of service and cooperation with men, not competition. This limits her range of occupations to those, which are ‘feminine’ and compatible with the demands for her primary gender role of a housewife and a mother. 

                                                            VI

The objectives of Health and Medical care :
The medical work done by the missionaries, specially amongst the women folk, served as an important agency in building the social structure of the Christian community in Northeast India. At a time when Government dispensaries were few and far between and Government health services limited to emergencies, there had been an insistent demand on the medical missionaries to establish hospitals and dispensaries, to visit patients in their homes, to itinerate in the areas in the vicinity of their stations, to engage in medical education and to train assistants and nurses. Scope for medical work appeared to be limitless in a region where, from time immemorial native doctors and priests had inherited certain oral traditions or secrets concerning the preparation of remedies for specific maladies, but had practically no knowledge of anatomy, or of the diseases they treated. For those quite beyond the reach of authorized medical practitioners, opium consumption was the only remedy.
 In the tribal societies of the Northeast, the situation was worse compounded as religion and illness were considered inseparable. It was commonly believed that illness was caused due to the displeasure of spirits and naturally therefore, curing illness involved a ceremonial religious process. Diseases like kala-azar or black fever prevailed extensively while leprosy and cases of venereal diseases were not uncommon in occasional places. 

The value and the impact of Christian humanitarian services, particularly that of medical work, can best be judged by the arguments advanced by the missionaries themselves, for introducing medical missions and other charitable activities. Aiming at bringing the men and women of Assam into vital contact with Jesus Christ, the ultimate objective being the formation of Christian churches, the missionaries were to use their knowledge and skill only  for such activities that would ensure the fulfillment of their objective. Though the missionary medical work was not merely a disguise or a camouflage of a religious propaganda, it was imperative for the medical missionaries to remember that  the soul is more precious than the body and that their work was to be controlled by the considerations stated below:

Realisation that the greatest service they can render in a non-Christian country is the spread of Christianity, and that medical work is justified to the extent to which it contributes to this object. If any other avenue of approach were found to be more productive in the spread of Christianity, then it should rank in importance above the medical mission work.

Efficiency must not necessarily be judged by intensive standards which often run to luxuries in equipments…A wide exhibition of Christian sympathy through simple health and welfare and first-aid work, which could be done by an ever-growing number of native disciples of Christ, would do more in the long run for medical science in that country than a few well-equipped, expensive, foreign supported institutions.

…to devolve upon the native Church a heavy financial responsibility is not justifiable, considering the amount of money and time and thought involved, unless the main purpose of the Church is going to be served to a proportionate extent. The main purpose of the Church is not to be a propagator of hospitals….

Given the reluctance of the Home Boards to enter into medical work on grounds that it would divert both, the limited resources and the time, away from the main work of the missions, it was in order that the early 19th and 20th century missionaries in Assam justified their medical work as a preparation for the Gospel., an argument that was advanced  In 1886, while justifying that medical work prepared the way for the people to listen sympathetically to missionary preaching, Mr. M.C. Mason observed that healing the sick was an important element in Christ’s own ministry. Similarly, Miles Bronson was convinced that the superiority of Christianity would only come to light through the teaching of science  and that scientific facts, at least relating to geography and medicine would help overturn the Hindu authoritative scriptures.
 It was believed that the most urgent need for medical work existed where there appeared to be an imperative need to create a profound impression, providing an opportunity for the spread of the Gospel. 

It was in this context that the condition of the women folk was a consideration of significance. From the missionary’s perspective it was realized that if the women of a nation remain steeped in abject ignorance, misery and superstition, physically weak and diseased, helpless and timid in spirit, utterly unfit to carry out their domestic duties mostly due to their want of training in laws of health and hygiene, all efforts to secure the missionary objectives would remain unfulfilled.
 Victims of dirt, ignorance and superstition and lack of proper medical attention, women often suffered from diseases such as fevers and ailments caused or aggravated by malaria, bowel troubles and skin diseases. Referring to Garo women, Carey had remarked, “The women nursing their naked babies, looked more uncleanly than the speckled sows suckling their brood under the floor of their house.”
  Social conventions and religious beliefs which did not permit women except above the lowest caste, to be treated by a man, resulted in a high death rate for women and children. Naturally one of the first and best remedies which the missionaries had to offer was soap, an item that was imported in large quantities from America
. The medical missionaries often carried with them little gifts of cakes of soaps, combs and tiny mirrors, to inculcate the habits of cleanliness among the women.
 To persuade the hills people to bathe regularly when water had to be carried in bamboo containers from distant streams was no easy task. Perhaps the most ambitious scheme of promoting a healthy way of life at an early stage in the development of Christianity was D.E.Jones’ model village near Aizawl in Mizoram, established on the basis of stringent regulations which laid down that all houses must be located at a distance of at least ten feet from one another to obviate the danger from fire; animals must be reared in separate houses; the beams of the house must be at least six feet above the floor; each house must have a separate latrine; drinking water must be boiled and the inhabitants must regularly visit a place of worship.
 Efforts at improving living conditions were often accompanied by technical innovations such as the development of more convenient methods of providing water supply. 

Since the missionary focus was on medical work of a pioneering nature in rural and interior areas, they devoted little time for work in the towns, where to an increasing extent governments and municipalities were engaged in such work. Women’s institutes established in villages, they believed, would soon turn into centers for educational and cooperative activities, as well as for baby welfare work and all the other aspects of the development of the women of the village. The need for developing a village public health program was felt necessary as it was believed that such a programme,“…would meet the government and wide popular approval, and would open many doors for the Christian message.” 

The commencement of work by the Medical Mission Auxilliary of the Women’s Missionary Association of the Baptist Missionary Society in 1902, a society that also undertook the entire financial support of its workers, resulted not only in a great increase in the number of women medical workers in India, but also in the efficiency of their work. Expansion of village work was to be done by establishing small village dispensaries and travelling dispensaries, by touring in villages and making contacts with conditions, establishing of baby, maternity and general health clinics, conducting simple programs of general health conditions, preparing health lectures for use in Bible schools and including health instruction at the time of Bible classes and Associations. With their objectives clearly defined, the medical missionaries spent long hours in performing the work of physicians in hospitals, dispensaries and homes, in the stations and in touring the jungle-burried villages of their district. Preventive campaigns conducted in rural areas formed an integral part of missionary medical work and missionary doctors frequently cooperated with the Government in organizing awareness campaigns against deadly diseases like malaria.

In the Report of the Committee on Extension and Co-ordination of Women’s Work in the Assam Baptist Mission, submitted under the Chairmanship of Florence H. Doe in 1915, it was suggested that as a general policy a trained nurse should be attached to each hospital and an elementary nurses’ training department should be started in each hospital, so that girls could be encouraged to dedicate their lives to a life of healing among their own people and that the principles of hygiene and sanitation could strengthen the message of the gospel.
 Simultaneously, great emphasis was laid on identifying native Christians with the work of healing so that medical work would no longer remain a Christian charity of Foreign mission, but an indigenous manifestation of the Christian spirit of love, sympathy and service. In this regard the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society and Women’s American Baptist Foreign Mission Society in its Conference held in 1915, suggested that native leaders be trained in preventive medicine by introducing courses emphasizing on dietetics, village sanitation and prevention of tuberculosis and other communicable diseases in primary and middle schools, courses for girls, emphasizing on child welfare and midwifery in High, Normal and Bible schools,  and by organizing popular medical teaching at public gatherings by means of lantern lectures, health talks and chart demonstrations.

  The task of building missionary hospitals was  not undertaken till the beginning of the 20th century by which date there appeared to be an increasing demand for women medical professionals among the upper-class Assamese families whose women were keen to avoid male doctors. Presumably in response to such a demand, one of the four girls who had passed the Government examination from the Nowgong Mission School had been sent to Calcutta in 1886, to pursue a medical course of study under the Lady Dufferin Fund, the first step towards educating women as physicians.
  However, besides the reluctance indicated by parents to see their daughters graduate as doctors, a circumstance that made admission for girls into medical schools well neigh impossible, was the fact that most girls’ schools did not offer science courses on the plea that such courses were too rigorous for female minds.
  Even when women did study to be physicians, they remained true to their essential stereotype. Dr. Kadambini Ganguly (b. 1861), the first lady doctor in Bengal, used to knit laces sitting in the carriage while on her rounds to visit her patients.
  

A medical project that deserves special mention because of its dominant place of leadership and the unique character of the work, is the Women’s Hospital maintained by the Women’s American Baptist Foreign Mission Society at Gauhati. The urgent need for a women’s  hospital was felt as most of the obstetrical work was conducted by midwives considered qualified not because of their training, but because of the number of childbirths that they had conducted. As early as in 1915 the Woman’s Council of the Assam Baptist Convention (an organization representative of the Indian churches related to the American Baptist Mission) had asked for the establishment of a women’s hospital in the State on grounds that, “Because of the social conventions and religious beliefs no women above the lowest castes would allow herself to be treated by a man. Hence due to ignorance, filth and lack of proper medical attention, the death rate for women and children was very high.”
 In a similar tone while talking of the outstanding needs of Assam in 1919, Joseph C. Robbins had made an appeal to the American Baptist Missionary Women’s Society that the Women’s Board should establish at least one women’s hospital in the province.
 In response to the demand of the Women’s Council, the first forty-five bedded women’s hospital was started at Gauhati in 1927 as a Jubilee gift from the women of Kansas, Iowa and Nebraska. As the only hospital ministering to the needs of women and children for all Assam till 1933,  it succeeded in winning the admiration of both, government and missionary agencies in Assam. A new nurses’ home that had been completed in the hospital by 1929 with accommodation for twelve students, made good progress and by 1933-34, it had not only produced eight graduates, but had also published the first Assamese text-book for nurses. That very year the Nurses’ Training School received a request from the Municipality for training Dhais or midwives, who could then be hired by the Municipality. To this request the hospital authorities agreed, hoping that such a step would attract larger number of women to the hospital.
 

While attempting to assess the contribution of the missionaries towards promotion of health and hygiene and a scientific medical approach amongst the native population, it will only be proper to bear in mind the constraints before them in terms of the repeated directions from the Home Board. Even as late as in  1918, the Home Board had expressed its doubts about the usefulness of the missionary work and commented that, “As I see the situation today medical mission work is becoming more merely medical and less missionary. …The task of the church is evangelization of the world, and every ounce of strength is needed for its realization.”
 Ten years hence, in a similar tone the Commission of 1928-1929 upon the Assam Baptist Mission, which visited Tura, Kohima, Kangpokpi and Jorhat between November 29 to December 21, 1929, in its report stated that:

 The Commission was of the opinion that the medical work of the missionaries finds its primary justification in its care of the health of the missionary staff and of the Christian constituency, particularly that of our pupils in the various schools. …..Our medical staff in Assam has made a real contribution to medical missions as well as to the meeting of human need, but here, as elsewhere, we need a complete interpretation of our medical work in terms of our primary Christian objective. It is for us both to make converts and to show what Christianity means in human attitude and conduct….Aside from the leper work which we have at Kangpokpi, the medical base there should be an enlarged dispensary rather than a hospital.
 

It was in the background of such rigid instructions regarding the purpose of the missionary medical work, that the achievements of the missionaries in their work for women have to be viewed. With their priorities determined, the first seventy years of missionary medical work was barren of scientific work and the efficiency of such work is to be judged more on its pioneering value rather than on its intensive standards. Statistics do not in any way reflect the true picture and worth of the mission medical service, which by 1947 had established itself on a popular footing among the native population. Undermining traditional religious practices associated with the curing of disease was the most important result of the introduction of Christian medicine by the missionaries.
  The impact of the introduction of western medicine coupled with the new life-style pioneered by the missionaries was soon visible as each new tribe came into contact with the propagators of the Gospel. Though the early missionaries, forced to cope with diseases like malarial fever, cholera, dysentery, tuberculosis, yaws, small-pox, leprosy and pneumonia, besides accidents common to people of the hills who carry spears, axes and knives for defensive purposes, were scarcely equipped with practical knowledge of treating such diseases, Mr. Earl Brock, missionary of the ABFMS noted in 1946 that, “If the suggestion is made that people go to the Government hospital, the response is not very good. That is an understatement. I have found folks willing to go 200 miles or more to get to a Christian hospital, but I am not sure that I have been able to persuade any to go to a government hospital…”
 The people’s confidence reposed in the medical services offered by missionaries in preference to the Government medical service, was mainly due to the dedicated service and the facilities, especially cleanliness, provided by the missionary hospitals. Rev S.A.D.Boggs at Jorhat, was surprised to note that in 1910, “people seem to prefer to get medicine from us for pay, rather than go to the Government Charitable Dispensary and get treatment and medicine free.”
 While such evidence definitely proves that the missionaries, could attract a larger number of patients due to a more sympathetic attitude than that of the government personnel, it is also probable that the traditional association between religion and curing disease may account for some people preferring treatment at the hands of those who healed in the name of religion. A journey to one of the Government hospitals could not only mean a long hard trip of nearly 200 miles or more at times, but also the problem of entering into a foreign language area where they often encountered difficulties even in finding their way to the hospitals. So great was the faith in the medical missionary’s power to heal, that even the standard of medical degrees had become quite irrelevant.
 The Women’s Hospital ranked high in the estimation of the medical department of the Government of Assam and was not only recognized as an outstanding institution by the Government, but was also accorded a phenomenal reception by the Assamese people. Both Europeans and Indians who had availed the services of the hospital, spoke of it in the highest terms.

VII

The Impact

In their zeal for bringing Indian women into the fold of Christianity, the missionaries ignored the internal structures that characterized the exclusive, secluded world of Indian women and unmarried female missionaries when assigned work with women and children, concentrated on converting adult married women to Christianity in their eagerness to prove their worth. Gaining entry to households as teachers, the missionary women at first, read stories and taught needle-work, in an attempt to bring their charges to Christ. When it became apparent that such zenana projects were unproductive, the mission authorities substituted girls’ schools where the missionary women continued their task of teaching. 

With the absolutization of all things western by the Baptist missionaries, a clash between the Indian and Western cultures became almost inevitable. Consequently, in spite of all efforts to promote education amongst women the missionary schools were decried as denationalizing institutions. Girls educated in the missionary schools were brought up by aliens and taught alien ways by teachers of an alien religion. Even Christian boys and teachers preferred to marry uneducated girls rather than take a wife whose education in missionary boarding schools, where girls were usually housed in a single dormitory with cement floors, made to sleep on iron cots, send their clothes for washing and have their food prepared for them in a lot for the whole school, made them unfit for living in the typical Indian home. The boarding school girls did not know how to smear thin mud and keep the mud floor clean; she would not reconcile to the hard bamboo bed after sleeping on spring mattresses, nor would she know how to cook food for the family in small portions or clean the clothing of her household.

In matters of culture, missionary activities threatened the traditional life-style amongst the various tribes. The denouncement of tribal dance and music as devilish by the missionaries, amounted to a cultural sabotage as most tribal festivals comprising of dance and music were associated with religion which in turn was based on the natural cycle of their agricultural life. The present day church music in almost all the tribal areas is mostly foreign as the Khasis, Garos, Nagas and Mizos gradually began to evince an interest in European music. Attempts at teaching school girls to march to music appeared to be a struggle un-rewarded, skipping was a queer forced stunt, the games were new and strange and many of these arts were only crudely performed by the girls in the missionary schools.
 Though tribal Christian girls were permitted to retain certain social customs like food habits or marriage customs or kinship, they were forced to give up certain external practices. In the state of Manipur the adoption of some kind of western dress became almost inevitable as a token of conversion, as was Bible reading and the singing of hymns. The missionaries often insisted on their converts abandoning the traditional way of dressing their hair. The thick solid brass-wire rings, some weighing nearly five pounds, were the Garo women’s pride, which they would not part with under any circumstances. Yet the educated Christian women amongst this tribe began to discard these rings and in most cases where the use of these rings had deformed the ear, the women had their earlobes cut or reshaped. Dr. Eulius Sheldon Downs, the first medical missionary to the Garo Hills, has referred in his autobiography of having performed the first “beauty parlour” surgery on a weekly market day at Tura in the Garo Hills.
 A knowledge of weaving, an essential qualification for a girl from the Northeast, was to a great extent replaced by a knowledge of other crafts like cutting and sewing. Hand-sewing machines became a common sight as women learnt to cut and sew garments. Handicrafts such as embroidery, crochet and lace-making gradually gained popularity as the art of weaving was almost abandoned. The Census Report of 1931, condemned the  efforts made by the missionaries to, “substitute, for the strong communal feelings which had enabled the tribes to survive for so long, an individualism which [was] really foreign to them. Not only was this individualism wrapped up with the strong emphasis on personal salvation, it was also the direct and natural reaction against the destruction of things that mattered in the village life and all old expressions of artistic and social genius of the tribe.”
 

         As formal education and the development of publications intended for and written by women gave the first generation of educated Assamese women a voice, few found the space now and then to write or speak Through their writings women communicated with each other and began to develop new social networks. Interestingly, from the feminist point of view one of the earliest indigenous sources which makes reference to the impact of Christianity on tribal women is in the form of a letter that the annual meeting of the Garo Association (A matrilineal tribe of Meghalaya) of 1897 had sent to the Woman’s Baptist Missionary Society (later Women’s American Baptist Foreign Mission Society), wherein it was stated that,
According to our family laws the woman is the master of the house, therefore, they magnified themselves, were proud, despised their husbands, were not in subjection to them, taught evil to their daughters, and all went astray. But when, by the leading hand of God, you in love sent with the missionaries “lady teachers”, …to show them what they were needing to learn, and thus starting the school for girls at Tura, … zealously teaching them to read, to sew and to knit, because of this, the Garo women are now learning to read books, the Scriptures, to sew, and not these alone, for although they are not yet perfect they are better than before. They teach their children better, look after their houses and granaries better, love and honour their husbands more. Therefore we thank God…”

Such a letter represents in clear terms, an acknowledgement of the imposition upon the Garo society, of an essentially patriarchal value-system. No wonder then, that while many believe that education provided by the missionaries had improved the status of women among the tribal communities, others were of the opinion that the status of women had declined due to the increasing influence of patriarchy brought in by the Church. Arguing that Christianity has worsened the position of women in tribal societies as a result of a new sense of assertion acquired by men due to the increasing influence of patriarchy, R.L. Hnum notes that due to the patriarchy of the church women are now debarred and marginalized in ecclesial employment even though they contribute a lion’s share for the betterment of the Church. Fully qualified, trained women are denied their ordination and their role in leadership, administration and policy making and are expected to play assisting roles only. 

Lalrinawmi, a Mizo scholar, provides the most extensively documented argument that the status of women has deteriorated among the Mizo Christians. She argues that though women were earlier involved in evangelistic work as Bible women, the office of the Bible woman was abolished in the 1950s as the church became firmly entrenched in the patriarchal society. Valentina Pakyntein, in a paper on gender preference among the Khasis notes that even in the matrilineal society of the Khasis, a patriarchal church has excluded women from whatever limited ritual responsibilities they traditionally exercised. She notes that in traditional society women had played an important role in the rite of passage, especially in the naming ceremony and death rites. With the introduction of Christianity the death rites are no longer performed by the youngest daughter, but by the Churchmen [male clergy]while the naming ceremony has now been replaced by baptism [also performed by the clergy] depriving the youngest daughter and father’s mother, a role in these rituals.

It is also interesting to note that the period of missionary activity dealt with in this paper corresponds with the period when the Women’s Movement was at its peak in the West and having achieved most of their rights, they were demanding the last specific right to vote. One aspect of the western Women’s Movement that seems to have been almost totally absent from the missionary response to the situation of women in the Northeast was the absence of the strong emphasis on women’s suffrage or the right to vote and by implication to participate equally with men in the political process. This is interesting insofar as the exclusion of women from the decision making process in the public domain, and for some tribes in the domestic domain as well, was the area in which the perceived inferior status of women in these societies was most pronounced. The primary goal of the missionaries appear to have been to ensure the continuity of the institutional structures through the training of women to assist and ultimately replace the missionary women as teachers and administrators in schools, as nurses and teachers and administrators in nursing schools, and as leaders of women’s organizations in the church. Gradually it was their students, Indian women from Christian families, who became teachers in a number of new girls’ schools. Perhaps it was felt wiser not to advocate the introduction of western style democracies in Imperial India!

The constant, unfriendly attacks made by the missionaries on the traditional culture, created an atmosphere of aversion to social change and as conversions caused the existing segmented society to be further altered, the stress caused the level of self-awareness to be raised. Father Macnaughten has rightly explained that the function of the Church is not to civilize a population in the sense of imposing upon them a Western way of life that is alien to them. It is rather to draw the distinctive qualities within them and help these to grow and flower.
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