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A segment of the African American community in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including journalists, religious and secular leaders, diplomats and politicians, travelers and visitors, and missionaries, viewed the European partition and subsequent colonization of the continent of Africa with skepticism.  Unsurprisingly, black American missionaries stationed on the continent were particularly outspoken about the European presence since they were able to observe more directly and intimately their activities there.

From1880 to 1930, almost 260 African American missionaries served in sub-Saharan Africa.  This was the largest number of missionaries sent out in any fifty year period.  Women represented fifty percent of this number.  African American women missionaries at this time made their major contribution to African society in several areas: the establishment of homes, orphanages, and schools for children; the development of agricultural and industrial schools; and the translation of grammar books, dictionaries, hymns, proverbs, folk stories, and fairy tales into indigenous languages. 

This paper discusses how about a half dozen of these African American women missionaries navigated national and racial identities in their encounters with Africans as they confronted European imperialism on the continent. The clash of identity, culture, ethnicity, and nationhood were the major obstacles to overcome.  These missionaries had to deal with the oftentimes contradictions and conflicts between allegiance, nationalism, and culture as American citizens and race, ethnicity, and identity as people of African descent. 

