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During the 1920s and 1930s, American Protestant missionary women in India moved toward a new mission focused on building a “partnership” with Indian women on behalf of “universal” women’s interests.  Historians writing about the decline of the women’s foreign mission movement and the rise of an ecumenical women’s movement in its place have focused primarily on factors in the United States: theological and social liberalism, professionalization, and the end of separate women’s mission boards.  This paper argues that the most important context for understanding this shift is not in the United States, but on the mission field itself.  The emergence in India of a middle-class feminist movement with strong nationalist ties brought missionary women’s pioneering educational and medical institutions for women into the national spotlight.  At the same time, competition with indigenous reformers challenged missionary women’s claims to spiritual and cultural superiority.  At a time when male missionary leaders were eager to build alliances with India’s nationalizing elite, missionary women recognized an opportunity to expand their role in the church and in mission institutions.  Making the most of this opportunity required that they distance themselves from the attacks on Hinduism and Indian female agency that had traditionally justified their work. Missionary women did not succeed in building a "global sisterhood" that transcended national, racial, and religious boundaries.  Nevertheless, as a consequence of their encounter with the “New Woman” of India, missionary women were instrumental in efforts to bring international and inter-racial women's issues to the fore of mainline American Protestant concerns in the 1940s.  
