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In 1812, Eighteen-year-old Harriet Newell set sail from Salem, Massachusetts, as a member of the first United States missionary effort abroad.  Sponsored by the newly formed American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, Newell’s group of six left for India as part of an evangelical effort to extent the practice of benevolence (as defined in the tradition of Jonathan Edwards) around the world.  Though Newell died before reaching India or any other “missionary” realm, she became lionized as an emblem of the new foreign missionary movement, particularly by women.  This paper examines how and why this came to be the case.


Examining the formation of the evangelical movement that has come to be known as the Second Great Awakening in New England in the 1790s and 1800s, its development of the press as a tool for establishing a social imaginary among dispersed people, and its attraction to women in particular, I contend that Harriet Newell’s story provides us an entryway into understanding how women became so vitally attached to the project of the foreign missions movement and to the cultural expansion and domination it supported.   By marrying traditional forms of female piety to a new expansionist mission impulse through a new evangelical press, female memoirs such as Harriet Newell’s allowed women to see themselves in new roles that combined traditional roles with social activism.  They thereby paved the way for women’s extensive and continuing involvement not only in the foreign mission movement, but in the multiple evangelical and reform efforts spawned by the Benevolent Empire.
