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In "Sisters under the Skin," an article published in an American women's mission magazine in 1922, Elizabeth G. Lewis set out to convince her readers that women in India and the United States were not that different.  She told the story of an Indian woman who decided to become a nurse after many years of raising children.  Lewis, an unmarried, professional medical missionary herself, interpreted the story as evidence that the desire to transcend familial responsibilities was universal. "From East to West," she exclaimed, "we hear the cry of overworked mothers!"
  While Lewis' suggestion that the differences between women were only skin-deep ignored the particularity of women's experiences, social contexts, and desires, her effort to portray Indian women as "sisters" in a common struggle for women's uplift contrasted sharply with standard missionary accounts.  Since the early nineteenth century, missionary women had justified their work by portraying Indian women as hapless victims of Hinduism, waiting to be rescued by missionary women.  Such images also appeared with frequency in the writings of secular women in the West.  In a best-selling book published in the United States six years after Lewis' article, for example, a female American journalist described Indian women as tormented victims of tyrannical Hindu oppressors.

Lewis' article was part of a broader effort among missionary women in the interwar period to build a "partnership" with non-western women on behalf of women's goals and to distance the mission enterprise from the attacks on non-western religions and culture that had often characterized their work.  Historians writing about this shift have tended to attribute it to forces in the United States: secularization, professionalization, changes in women's roles in the West, or the influence of liberal theology and the "social gospel."
  The most important context, however, for understanding missionary women's changing characterization of their mission overseas was not in the United States, but on the mission field itself, where women missionaries were being forced to engage and compete with indigenous women's reform efforts in order to expand their own influence in Christian missions.
  

The "plight" of the suffering Hindu woman had long provided an important outlet for American Protestant female agency.  The practical demand for missionary women to reach Indian women secluded behind "purdah" with the Gospel message and to raise Christian wives for native pastors helped make foreign missions the single largest women’s movement in the United States, overtaking even the temperance cause in supporters and funds.
  The first women’s college in the United States, Mount Holyoke, was built to train women for the home and foreign mission field.
   By World War I, women accounted for two-thirds of all missionaries overseas.  They were also more likely than their male counterparts to have professional training, and they had built some of the earliest and most enduring medical and educational institutions for women in India.  Missionary women had defied patriarchal assumptions in their own societies to pursue their "special work" in India, insisting that the task of evangelizing depended on the "uplift" of Indian women.  Nevertheless, their work remained separate and subordinate to the preaching and church-building work reserved for male missionaries.  

With the emergence, after World War I, of a national women's movement in India—fuelled by middle-class educated Indian women, British feminists, and Hindu nationalist reformers alike—missionary women's work in India received new recognition.  Missionary women took advantage of this opportunity to press for a larger place for women in church and mission administration.  Their pleas met with a receptive audience among male missionary leaders eager to make Christianity in India more appealing to educated, nationalizing elites.   At the same time, however, appealing to the educated, middle-class "New Woman" of India required that women missionaries adopt a different role.  Instead of emphasizing the value of western culture and Christianity to India's women, women missionaries now foregrounded the Indian woman's independence and resourcefulness, the sources within Hinduism of her strength, and her value to the future nation.  Steering India's "New Woman" in Christian directions required that missionary women approach her as a "partner" rather than "redeemer."  

The particular pressures in India moving missionary women during the 1920s and 1930s toward a more inclusive women's movement help explain both the limitations and the successes of their increasingly cosmopolitan, woman-centered mission. Missionary women did not succeed in building a "global sisterhood" that transcended national, racial, and religious boundaries.  They often confused their own, liberal Christian values for universal ones, or assumed that national elites could speak for the interests of women as a whole.  Missionary women did play a prominent role in bringing international and inter-racial women's issues to the fore of mainline Protestant concerns after World War II.  These efforts warrant closer attention from historians interested in the development of efforts to forge a more global feminism.
  They should also be of interest to historians examining international or transnational influences on racial and social liberalism in the United States.
 

This story also contributes to post-colonial scholarship by demonstrating the tensions that exist within empire, through which the "periphery" has influenced the western "metropole."  It joins scholarly efforts—as described by Frederick Cooper and Ann Stoler—that question “the very dualism that divided colonizer from colonized” and seek to “to identify the processes by which they were mutually shaped in intimate engagement, attraction, opposition.” 
  The story of the impact of the women's movement in India on American Protestantism—through missionary women—challenges the standard imperial narrative on many levels.  This narrative has tended to depict the missionary as a patriarchal male, facilitating the spread of empire by imposing western values and undermining indigenous cultures.  As Jeffrey Cox has argued with regard to missionaries in the Punjab, this narrative obscures the influence of women in both empire and the mission enterprise, while also simplifying the relationship between missionaries and imperial rule in India.
  Understanding the transformation of women missionaries’ commitments in India requires taking seriously their evangelical mission to “save” India as well as the constraints in India that shaped that mission in new and unanticipated directions.  While American missionaries, no less than British missionaries, pledged their support to the British Empire and participated in its rule, their eagerness to build alliances with Indian nationalists also gave Indian men and women opportunities to disrupt these allegiances.  It was because of these multiple lines of fracture within their mission to India that American women became more than a vehicle for the transmission of American culture overseas, but an important channel for foreign influences on the United States.

The Challenge of the “New Woman” of India
When Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, president of the All-India Women’s Conference, gave her annual address in 1931, she especially highlighted the contribution of Christian missionaries to women’s education in India.  Missionaries had paved the way, she suggested, for more recent efforts by indigenous reformers and the British government to expand women’s educational opportunities.  Reddy demanded national attention to the problem of women’s education in India while she noted that Christian missionaries still made up the majority of professional educators in India and continued to provide important models for others to emulate.
  Missionary women received Reddy’s words with pleasure and quoted her widely as evidence that the fruits of Christianity in India—and of women’s missionary work in particular—were finally being realized.  At the same time, however, they were forced to recognize that Christianity was not the only—or even the most important—force acting for women’s interests in India.  Closely tied to the nationalist movement, the women’s movement brought national attention to missionary women’s institutions while also rejecting their evangelical and westernizing focus.  Missionary women’s institutions had been built for evangelical, rather than feminist purposes, and justified by the claim that Indian women were unable to help themselves.  
In India, as in the West, World War I had forced women’s issues to the center of national attention. Women’s status in Indian society had long been a concern of Hindu reformers in India.  The British Raj, too, had long denounced such practices as Sati (or the immolation of widows on their husbands’ funeral pyres), child marriage, and infanticide to justify its presence in India.  A nation-wide feminist movement first emerged among middle-class, educated women after the war, directing nationalist energies to the cause of women’s suffrage, education, and social reform. The War provided women with opportunities for service outside the home and spurred demand for women’s education.  British women involved in the suffrage cause at home were also instrumental.  Theosophist Annie Besant and the Irish suffragette Margaret Cousins founded the Women’s Indian Association in Madras in 1917, pressing for voting rights for women.  Cousins went on to organize the All-India Women’s Conference in 1926, which placed an emphasis on expanding women’s educational opportunities.  Women’s status became an important plank of the nationalist movement, even while tensions persisted between nationalist and women’s goals. Women gained prominent positions in the Congress Party and actively participated in Gandhi’s civil disobedience movement.  By 1927, a woman, Sarojini Naidu, had been elected head of the Congress Party itself.
  

Debates over the future of women’s education in India brought missionary women’s pioneering institutions into the national spotlight. In 1916, the government issued a report on women’s education in India that highlighted the leading role of missionary schools.  It offered increased “grants-in-aid” to mission and private schools providing education for women and began to build schools of its own.  When an Indian social reformer proposed the establishment of an indigenous all-India women’s university, the subject of women’s education became a topic of heated discussion in the Indian press. “Few things are more remarkable than the rapidity with which the education of Indian women has taken a foremost place among public questions,” noted the editor of the International Review of Missions in 1917.

Missionary women had built mission schools for girls for the relatively conservative purpose of training wives for Indian pastors or reaching Indian women “secluded” in purdah.  Able to raise funds in the United States and attract large numbers of young, mostly single women to serve as teachers, these schools were expanding after World War I and admitting an ever larger percentage of non-Christian girls.  By 1932, Christian missions in India ran twelve of the existing twenty liberal arts colleges for women, and five of seven of the existing teachers’ training colleges. Of the non-Christian families who sent their girls to college, two-thirds, according to a historian of educational institutions in India, reported a preference to enroll them in Christian institutions.
  Because of mission schools, Indian Christian women were better educated, on the whole, than their Hindu or Muslim counterparts.  Despite the fact that Christians made up less than two percent of the population as a whole in 1932, 726 of the 2,966 women attending colleges were Christian, and 100 of the 157 students in teachers’ training colleges were Christian.  Many of the women occupying posts in the Congress Party or emerging women’s movement had received their training in a mission school.

Mission schools for women, while widely emulated, were also accused of “denationalizing” their students.  Nationalist reformers criticized women missionaries for their ethnocentrism, and for focusing their educational efforts too narrowly on higher education and professional training for an elite few, rather than the basic training they considered necessary to raise the status of women in India’s villages.  The “New Woman” of India heralded by the nationalist movement required training in citizenship, home-making, and Indian culture—not in the English-based liberal arts curriculum that characterized western colleges. In part, these criticisms reflected the patriarchal attitudes of those male nationalist leaders who believed that the purpose of women’s education was principally to make good wives and mothers.
  Their criticisms also signified, however, the antagonistic relationship with Hinduism and Indian culture on which women’s mission institutions had been built. 

American Protestant women built the second women’s college in India (Isabella Thoburn College), and one of the first and most important hospitals and medical training colleges for women (Vellore Medical College).
  The women who built these institutions came to their calling through a mixture of professional strivings and evangelical commitment.  Comparatively well-educated for their day, both Isabella Thoburn and Ida Scudder decided to become missionaries when they learned, through family connections on the mission field, of the need for single women to reach India’s “womanhood” with the Gospel of Christ.   Isabella Thoburn’s missionary brother urged her to come and open a boarding school for girls in 1859, explaining that “[S]o long as the womanhood of the Church was left in ignorance, there could be no vigorous future to the coming Christian community.”
   

Thoburn and Scudder defied patriarchal assumptions in their own mission societies, as well as Hindu society, when they turned their one-room boarding schools or dispensaries into full-fledged institutions of higher learning for women.  When Ida Scudder proposed a medical college for women to the Medical Missionary Association of India in 1911, she was greeted with skepticism by all but the two female members of the board.  She finally raised the money in the United States to proceed, but was warned by the head of the British colonial medical department not to be “disappointed,” “if all your young women fail.” Her students, who overcame significant obstacles in their own communities to pursuing professional training, went on to do exceptionally well, and Vellore became one of the most important medical institutions in India.

 “Women’s work” tended to be defined in “social” rather than evangelical terms, if for no other reason than the fact that women could not be ordained and could not partake in the ecclesiastical, “church-building” activities considered central to the mission project in India.  Not all women missionaries in India were drawn into the comparatively secular, reform-minded work of running educational or medical institutions.  Presbyterian missionary E. Marie Holmes, for example, longed to establish an evangelical mission outpost of her own among the tribal peoples of Assam, where she could raise orphaned children, dispense simple medical care, and share the Gospel message.  Her desires were constantly thwarted, however, by her male missionary superiors, who “questioned the expediency of a woman living alone so widely separated from colleagues,” and who seemed “convinced,” she complained, that she “was born to teach school.”
 

As noted by historians such as Dana Robert, Jeffery Cox, Ruth Compton Brouwer, and Maina Chawla Singh, “women’s work for women” on the India mission field often defied in practice, if not in principle, the very logic of “separate spheres” on which it was based.
  With the emergence in the United States of women’s suffrage and expanded opportunities for women’s work in the public sphere, missionary literature sought to recruit the “New Woman” of America while simultaneously distancing their own work from the secularism and individualism they associated with feminist ideals.  This was sometimes a difficult balancing act.   An article in a women’s mission magazine entitled “A Man’s Work” celebrated the accomplishments of Adelaide Woodard, an unmarried woman who had left a substantial medical practice in Seattle to come to India as a medical doctor, but whose work was described in the decidedly domestic terms of creating “better homes, better mothers, and better babies.”
   

The same article concluded by urging the college-educated, independent-minded woman of America to come to India, where the suffering of India’s “womanhood” would allow her “gifts” to “shine with use.”  Like the women described in Antoinette Burton’s history of British feminists, missionary women’s claims to autonomy often rested on a withering critique of Hinduism and Indian female agency.
  The “moan of India’s womanhood” allowed western women the opportunity to pursue their ambitions, but in a self-sacrificing, Christian spirit. 

This challenge comes to you, young woman of the clear eye and trained mind!  It comes to you who have interested yourself in city problems, in settlement-house work; it comes to you with double force if you are equipped for the work of healing, that magic talisman by which all hearts open to the love of God.  It comes to you who have thought of the missionary’s life as a narrow thing, somehow associated with bonnet strings, pious phrases and tracts.  You want some sphere where your gifts, all of them, may shine with use.  You want life interests as broad as the world and deep as human hearts.  You want to count for all that is in you.  Then do not let the moan of India’s womanhood, oppressed, sin-blighted, superstition-cursed—be drowned by the traffic noise of your own city streets.

Because of the conservatism and cultural chauvenism that often characterized missionary women’s institutions, some historians have questioned whether women missionaries made any real contribution to Indian feminism.
  In fact, the relationship between single, professional American missionary women and Indian female agency was complex. Maina Chawla Singh has described these complexities in her history of American missionary women’s educational institutions in South Asia.
  On the one hand, the single missionary women who built these institutions had opportunities to develop more intimate ties with their “racial and cultural Others” than married missionaries.  "Free from the constraining spaces of missionary compounds, women professionals showed a greater willingness to draw from local heritage in the organization of their educational and medical ventures."  In her interviews with South Asian women who had been educated by missionary women, Singh found a high degree of affection for their missionary teachers, whom they credited with providing opportunities for pursuing professional careers and participating in community organizations.  

At the same time, however, missionary women—facing patriarchal opposition in their own churches and missions—established their institutions and defined their own roles by denigrating Indian women.  Their institutional work had been “sustained,” Singh writes, by "a set of discourses about the Other, central to which was the figure of the "heathen woman," reproduced widely in mission reports and pamphlets.”  The relationship between the missionary and her students tended to be “matriarchal” in character, with the students raised, usually in a boarding situation, under the missionary’s protective wing, and isolated from “harmful” influences in her native culture.
  

Missionary women’s condescending relationship to Indian women and their attacks on Hinduism and Indian culture were not the only problems standing in the way of building alliances with the “New Woman” of India.  Inequalities between men and women in mission churches and institutions also posed a significant stumbling block.  Young, educated middle-class Hindu women had little incentive to join the church when they could find greater opportunities for leadership in nationalist or civic organizations.  Women missionaries’ claims that Christianity represented the religion of emancipation for Indian women were also open to the criticism that their defense of women’s equality was merely strategic or even hypocritical, so long as women occupied a position of inferiority within church and mission administration.  Women missionaries set out to overcome these contradictions, and to advance their own influence in missions at the same time.     

Rethinking the Place of Women on the India Mission Field

The emergence of a women’s movement in India after World War I and the growing interest of Indian nationalists in women’s education gave women missionaries leverage to demand a larger role for women in missions, contributing to the erosion of “separate spheres” for men and women in missions.  These efforts were welcomed by those male mission leaders eager to align Christian missions more closely with the nationalist cause.  These missionaries believed women missionaries and their educational work for women could facilitate their efforts to “indigenize” missions, as they put it—or make Christianity in India seem more indigenous. 

In 1923, the International Missionary Council sponsored a study by missionary women on “The Place of Women in the Church on the Mission Field.”  The study emerged in response to “requests from missionary leaders in several countries,” to determine the relationship between “indigenizing” the churches on the mission field and work by and for women.  The aim of the report was to “stimulate missionaries and missionary boards to consider the problems created by the rapidly changing position of women in all parts of the world.”
  The final report, published in 1927, pulled together three years of research gathered through extensive questionnaires.  Missionaries were asked how well they thought the churches were adapting to women’s changing roles and how they could maintain their claim to leadership in the cause of women’s education and opportunity.

The female missionary authors of the study asserted that Christianity’s claim to leadership on women’s issues rested on its assumption of the equality of men and women. They accused the British Government of doing very little for the women of India, and in fact of widening “the gulf” between men and women.  They acknowledged, however, that there were now factors “not in the control of the mission” changing the status of women in non-western societies—particularly among people exposed to “western influences” on the coast or in urban areas.  Christian missions, however, had played a leading role in women’s emancipation, and should still be called to “help” the “New Woman” of India navigate her new freedoms.  Of the various religions in India, Christianity was best suited to do so—not because of the special protections it afforded women, but precisely because it denied the existence of “separate spheres.”  Women would find in Christianity “a religion that compliments them by ignoring them as women.” [my emphasis]  Most religions, the authors proposed, contained teachings about the “sphere of women.”  “Only in [Christ] is there no suggestion that courage, independence, self-reliance, and wisdom are to be the special ideals of men, while obedience, submission, subordination, patience and the like are virtues to be required of women.”
 

The authors concluded that more needed to be done, however, to make this ideal of gender equality a reality in the Christian churches.  Far more needed to be done to provide women with opportunities for leadership in the Christian Church and to extend the appeal of the Christian Church to the “New Woman” of India.  The principle obstacle to female leadership was not to be found in the traditional attitudes of Indian Christians, but in the inherited traditions from the West. “Usually the churches abroad have been started as reproductions of our own Western churches and they have inherited our traditions.  From the point of control, the church has been a man’s church, and recognition that has come to women has generally been along the line of privileges that have been granted to them, rather than as responsibilities that naturally belonged to them.”  The native Christian leadership had, in fact, indicated a willingness to go further than the western churches in extending equality to women. India was not the only major mission field where this was so.  In China, the Chinese Christian leadership had actually “pressed for theological training for women,” and appeared to regard it as “only natural that men and women should work in an equal partnership.”

 One wonders why the Church, which stands for the freedom of women and was the first to open up to women avenues of service, should not keep the lead in meeting the new situation, and why it is that so many girls who have attended Christian schools and have undying loyalty to their ‘mother-schools’ feel so little responsibility for the Church as they take their places in the community as educated women; whether the machinery of the Church has changed enough to meet the new demands, or whether we are trying to turn out new models on old machines.”

Raising the status of Indian women in the churches required greater attention to the education of women in Christian communities. The report lauded the women’s colleges, the “crowning glory of women’s missionary education in the East,” as an important first step.  The problem was not one, however, of simply increasing educational opportunities for girls, but of coordinating more closely the education of boys and girls and even moving towards a co-educational model.  In some areas of India, the report noted, there were actually more mission educational facilities for girls than for boys.  The girls’ schools were also found, in many cases, to be of better quality, since they tended to be taught by a trained female teacher, rather than a “clerical missionary” with many other “calls upon his time.” The report also criticized the boys’ schools for providing inadequate training in the individual self-restraint and socialization considered necessary for the intermingling of the sexes.  “As a result, there are places—notably in Western and Northern India—where it is not easy to find for mission school girls husbands who are their equals in education and culture.”

 The report concluded that addressing these imbalances in the education of girls and boys would require equalizing the relations of men and women in the missions.  The existence of separate mission boards for single women had “provided great impetus to the work for women which now received an undivided care and attention,” but had also brought with it “disadvantages arising from lack of cohesion and a common policy.”  Already, the men’s and women’s mission boards were moving toward closer cooperation, and in some cases, towards merger—the “stimulus to such action” coming, “in many cases” from the mission field.  The authors of the report supported this trend, but insisted that physical mergers had to be accompanied by a change in “attitude of mind,” in which women’s work would no longer be viewed as “a department, separated from the rest of the work by a clearly defined line and to be developed or not as funds permit.”  Without greater consultation at the level of the boards, the authors indicated, “there will almost inevitably be a certain lack of balance in the development of the Christian community.”  “Attention is drawn to all that women owe to Christianity, and also to the urgency of winning the women of a country—the keepers of its traditions—if Christianity is not to remain a veneer.”
 

Women missionaries’ arguments that their work should be valued more highly were echoed in the male-dominated general mission boards of the inter-war period.  In response to the Indian Nationalist movement and the emergence of the “New Woman” of India, male missionaries in India drew back from large-scale conversion efforts and gave a higher priority to educational and medical work.  They perceived these activities to be less culturally invasive than direct preaching and also hoped to strengthen the social and economic base of the existing Indian Christian community. This shift was accompanied by a rhetorical shift, from a mission defined in terms of “winning souls” and “conquering unreached territories” (an approach now described as too “aggressive” or “paternalistic”)—towards one that emphasized “nurturing” and “sharing.”  In a very real sense, mission rhetoric and strategy in this period were becoming more “feminized.”  This development ran counter to a trend in early twentieth century American Protestantism (identified by Gail Bederman and others) to redefine Christianity in increasingly “muscular” terms.

Many male mission leaders in India in this period had come to missions through the Student Volunteer Movement of the YMCA, a historically “muscular” organization that emphasized athleticism, Christian “brotherhood,” and recruiting future “statesmen” to mission work. By World War I, however, these same missionaries had become concerned that their own “aggressiveness” and “paternalism” had prevented the Indian Christian churches from developing into self-reliant, “virile” bodies of their own.  Daniel J. Fleming, a SVM recruit and former missionary in India, was one of the most important mission theorists of his period.  In diagnosing the failure of missions to produce a strong and independent Indian Christian Church, Fleming blamed missions themselves for their domineering spirit.  “What in the economic realm has led to the organization of men for industry and business, has in the realm of evangelization led to the formation of strong, aggressive bodies of superintendents called “Missions.” Too often, Fleming complained, missionaries delegated authority to native workers only for the sake of “efficiency in evangelism,” rather than an obligation “to raise up an indigenous independent, virile Church which shall itself assume primal responsibility for the conversion of its people."
   The solution, according to Fleming, was to adopt an educational approach that made centric, “not the claims of the subject-matter, nor the predilections of the teacher, but the nurture of the child.”
  He urged missionaries to adopt an approach “closer to the quality of touch our Master had with men.”
  The popular missionary E. Stanley Jones shared Fleming’s concerns that an aggressive approach to missions threatened to alienate Indian leaders who admired Christ for his “love, service, and self-sacrifice.” In India, Jones thought, the aspects of Christianity that seemed to appeal to national leaders centered on the person of Christ, depicted in his gentlest form, as a healer and teacher.  

At the same time, the male missionary leadership during the 1920s and 1930s was calling for a change in methods to match this rhetoric: urging greater attention to the “social” aspects of the Gospel that had typically fallen to women missionaries.  At major mission conferences and in mission reports, missionaries emphasized the importance of education and medicine to the cause of both raising a strong Christian community and appealing to India’s educated leadership.  The social and economic needs of women and children also gained a higher place on the agendas of the general mission societies than ever before.  

Adopting what had historically been a more “female” approach to missions did not necessarily entail giving women more power over missions.  Ever since women began to overtake men numerically on the mission field, mission leaders had expressed anxieties over the possibility that missions would become overrun by women and lose the support of men in the home churches entirely.  It was already “a well-know fact,” according to one mission board secretary writing in 1924, “that the subject of missions has not been considered interesting by the men;” of the parishes, and that “they have even thought of the matter as an activity for the women alone."
  In a context in which male missionary recruits were already difficult to come by, Daniel J. Fleming acknowledged that defining missions in terms of humble “service” could make the situation worse.  In the nationalist political context, the new missionary to India would have to consider his task “temporary,” “secondary” to the needs of the Indian Christian community, and “advisory”—all adjectives, he acknowledged, “which are not supposed to appeal to the ambitions of strong men.” He remained confident, however, that “the greatest work of the world—the building up of God’s Kingdom—will draw men today as of old.”
  Fleming reminded his readers that an overly “maternal” approach to the churches on the mission field could be just as culturally invasive as a paternal approach.   “The term ‘mother Church’” to describe the churches of the West, he insisted, “must give way to sister or brother Church.”
 

Mission leaders regularly praised women missionaries and their work and gave them a prominent place in efforts to reinterpret Christian mission in a nationalizing context.  In Re-thinking Missions, the summary of an extensive, “lay” inquiry into the state of the foreign mission movement abroad, women missionaries were credited with the “emergence” of India’s womanhood, which the report described as “perhaps the most significant fact of the present day.”  The report provided detailed charts demonstrating the prominent place of mission institutions in women’s education.  The woman’s movement was particularly important in India, where nationalism had been its “powerful ally.”  The marriage of nationalism and the woman’s movement placed “new demands on missions far more exacting than those that were made in earlier days.” 
  The women’s colleges provided an essential service by training Indian women teachers and doctors, and still more would need to be done to expand women’s education and co-education for girls and boys, so as to reach the “seventy-five per cent” of women in the villages with no education at all, “who will shape the home life of the future.”

Women missionaries were also considered crucial to the “rural reconstruction” projects that increasingly absorbed American Protestant energies in India in the inter-war period.
  Kenyon Butterfield, author of a major mission-funded study on the “rural reconstruction” of India’s villages, asserted that “civilization rises no higher than the status of its womanhood,” and called for a dramatic expansion of female missionary agency in India. 

If I were the missionary Mussolini of India, I would place a thousand western women in the villages of India as soon as they could be enlisted, trained, and financed.  There should be a far larger measure of encouragement of women missionaries and wives of missionary men to develop ‘projects’ and plans for reaching village women with the whole program of relief.
 

The growing emphasis on “professionalization” in mission work during the 1920s and 1930s has been interpreted by some historians as an effort to marginalize women missionaries, whose social service activities were now deemed too “amateurish.”
  Since men had better access to professional training than women, emphasizing “quality” over “quantity” was one way of attracting young men to the mission field and appealing to the educated young man of India. “By quality,” noted Daniel J. Fleming, “some mean a man—a gentleman—with powers of growth and with a grasp of Christianity.”
   

Calls for “professionalization” and “efficiency” did not necessarily entail a slight against women and “women’s work,” however.  In fact, the educational and medical work of women in India was frequently acknowledged to be more “professional” than the men’s.  Re-thinking Missions, for example, characterized the girls’ schools as “in a class by themselves,” reaching a standard “on the average far better than the standards of boys’ schools.”  They spent more per pupil, and had a greater percentage of trained teachers.  The boys’ high schools, in contrast, were “lagging behind” the governmental schools and “often duplicating” their work.  They were often run by Indian Christians without training and “pressed into the service by a board in need of filling a vacancy.”
  In medicine, too, women were acknowledged to be better trained. By 1910, more than half of the doctors sent out by all the mission agencies were, in fact, women.
  Re-thinking Missions recommended against founding a medical training college for men, while recommending that the Vellore Medical training school for women attain college status. 

From “Redeemers” to “Partners”

Changes in India also forced a significant shift in missionary women’s justifications of their work.  During the 1920s and 1930s, prominent female missionaries in India responded to the opportunities created by the “New Woman” of India by emphasizing Indian female agency and leadership over negative portrayals of Hinduism and indigenous reform efforts.  Missionary women’s gestures of solidarity with the “New Woman” of India were strategic and often superficial, but they also created tensions between missionary women and female editors and journalists in the west, who continued to scorn non-Christian, non-western women’s reform movements.
 

This gradual, and sometimes begrudging, transformation in missionary attitudes can be seen in the writings of Alice Van Doren, a single missionary, prominent educationalist, and leader in the National Christian Council of India.  In her first major work, Lighted to Lighten the Hope of India: a Study of Conditions Among Women in India, published in 1922, Van Doren very pointedly did not blame Hinduism for the status of women in Indian society.  She emphasized instead the strength and heroism portrayed in the women of Indian folklore and drama—in the stories of Rama and Sita, Nala and Damayanti.  The virtues of these heroes were, she interjected, “limited”: “obedience, chastity, and an unlimited capacity for suffering largely sum them up.”  “They would scarcely satisfy,” she continued, “the ambitions of the new woman today.”  Still, the western woman, she suggested, might learn from the Indian woman’s more modest virtues. Instead of blaming the condition of women in Indian society on Hinduism, she accepted uncritically a Hindu polemic that it was not Hinduism, but the “Muslim invaders” who had brought purdah and turned Calcutta into a “city of men.” Hindus, she claimed, were now changing, if largely in response to the Christian example.  Hindu social reformers were criticizing child marriage and compulsory widowhood.  Women like Sarojini Naidu were participating in the nationalist movement and setting shining examples for India’s womanhood.
  

Van Doren also took the unprecedented step of giving the words of Indian Christian women themselves space in her text, including pages of quotes from Indian Christian students, some of which contained quite critical comments about the ethnocentrism of traditional missionary tactics.  Van Doren used these quotations to demonstrate the importance of allowing Indian Christian women to develop a nationalist consciousness alongside their identity as progressive women.  These quotations emphasized the unique cultural “genius” which Indian women brought to their new freedoms—their gifts, which western women were said to lack, of “poise” and “modesty.”  “Freedom does not mean simply coming out of purdah and taking undue advantage and misuse of liberty,” wrote one student.  “We who have done away with our purdah should not be stumbling blocks to others.  Freedom guided and governed by the Spirit of God is the only freedom and every true citizen ought to help to bring it about.”  Van Doren included biographical descriptions of leading Indian Christian women in the church, and emphasized the importance of raising more such leaders who could gradually take over the missionaries’ work.

Van Doren still defended the importance of Christianity and missionaries to the emancipation of India’s women.  The rate of literacy among Christian women remained “far higher” than that among Hindus and Muslims, and Christians were doing more, she argued, on behalf of women of lower castes.  Despite her praise for indigenous reform efforts, she expressed deep suspicions of the motives of male Hindu reformers.  Too often the Hindu reformer "however well-meaning and sincere, talks out his reformation in words rather than deeds,” Van Doren explained.  The male Hindu reformer, she suggested, unlike the female Christian missionary, did not have “India’s women’s best interests at heart.”  In a metaphor that betrayed the racial tensions underlying the conflict between white missionary woman and the male Indian reformer, Van Doren compared him to the “darky preacher who exhorted his audience 'Do as I say and not as I do.’”

Van Doren’s skepticism about Hindu or indigenous-based reform did not go far enough, however, to satisfy her publishers in the United States.  The foreword to her text was written by the publications committee in the United States; and the vitriol of its attack against Hinduism and Indian culture stands out from Van Doren’s evened prose.  “Miss Van Doren,” the publishers advised, had “given emphasis in the book to the privileged young woman of India.”

[S]he shows the possibilities, and yet you will see in it something of the black shadow cast by that religion which holds no place for the redemption of woman.  If you could see it in its hideousness which the author can only hint at, you would say as two American college girls said after a tour through India, ‘We cannot endure it.  Don’t take us to another temple.  We never dreamed that anything under the guise of religion could be so vile.’

The “American college girls” described in the foreword found “a note of insincerity” in the writings of Hindu reformers, who “pass over entirely gross forms of idolatrous faith to indulge in noble sentiments which suggest plagiarism.”   The reader was to understand that the culture Van Doren described was “revolting, sickening, shameful.”
  Van Doren’s publishers recognized that a sympathetic treatment of Indian reform efforts threatened to undermine support in the United States for “women’s work for women” in India.  

By 1929, Van Doren characterized the female missionary task in India in terms of “friendship,” or playing a supporting role to indigenous women’s activism.  Indian women still needed the help of western women missionaries, Van Doren suggested, but new missionaries would have to help them on “their terms”—on terms defined by Indian women.  Missionary women were called to provide their support for organizations under the leadership of middle-class Indian women, such as the Women’s Conferences on Educational Reform, Women’s Day, Graduates’ Unions, and Women’s Councils, and to engage in constructive social work.  “In all these the Westerner is welcomed for her experience and organizing ability, provided only that she be free from the attitude of superiority and desire for domination.”   The new goal of mission work for women in India was “to strive for the give and take of Friendship.”  Missionaries were to focus on those problems affecting India’s women which Indian nationalists, such as Gandhi, highlighted for attention: literacy, poverty, “unhygienic living,” and ecumenical “religious teaching.”  In other writings, Van Doren criticized the tendency, among American missionary women, to create a “little America” in their homes and urged them instead to adopt the furnishings and customs that would make Indian women feel welcome.
  

Van Doren was not the only female missionary revising her approach to Indian women in the 1920s. Former India missionary Elizabeth Cole Fleming advised outgoing Presbyterian missionary young women to “seek the valuable companionship and advice of some older, intelligent, Christian Indian woman, respect her sympathy and affection, appreciate her spiritual stimulus.”  She also suggested that missionaries entertain their “native friends with other guests” and “not segregate them.  You can get as close to them as you wish to, it all depends on how much you love them.” 
  Welthy Honsinger Fisher, recently married to a Bishop of the Methodist Church in India, surprised her fellow female missionary colleagues by insisting that Indian Christian women speak in meetings rather than allowing missionary women to dominate.
  

Elizabeth G. Lewis’ plea, in 1922, that American women recognize Indian women as “sisters under the skin” was also part of this shift.  Here, too, the American editor sought to recast the author’s comments in the old missionary mold, praising Lewis in a preface to her article for having “penetrated into the very hearts of India’s suffering women.”  Lewis set out in the article, however, to deny that India’s women were “suffering”—or that she, as a westerner, could really understand them, let alone “penetrate” their hearts. “I sit and think of what their lives are—as I see them.  That is the great point—as I see them.  It is so possible, even more, probable, that I do not see them as they really are.  But even as I see them may not some of my ideas be in need of changing as well as theirs?”    

Missionary women’s efforts to challenge stereotyped images of Indian women in this period are particular striking against the backdrop of American racism.  The 1920s was a decade in American history known for a rise in Jim Crow racism and xenophobic immigration laws.  In 1929, the same year that Van Doren published Lighted to Lighten, American journalist Katherine Mayo made a sensation with the publication of Mother India, a racist attack on Indian culture—and specifically Hindu gender relations.  Historians have often assumed that Mayo’s Mother India reflected missionary attitudes.
  Mayo, in fact, had been hired by the British government to challenge pro-nationalist activities in the United States.
  Prominent missionaries rushed to condemn Mayo’s book, as it reflected views from which missionaries were eagerly trying to distance themselves.  The expertise of female missionary doctors in India was actually used to undermine Mayo’s case that Indian men were “oversexed tyrants,” that child marriage was a widespread practice in India, and that Indian women were both mentally and physically debilitated by the weight of their oppression.
  Female missionary J. H. Orbison, writing in the pages of an American women’s mission magazine, contrasted Mayo’s stereotypes with the “New Woman” of India: “the educated women of India are more awake, alert and courageous than ever, and now they have begun to demand women’s suffrage.”  

All this gives us greater hope for the future of this great land.  We wish that Miss Mayo in her book, Mother India, had given more prominence to these very significant reform movements.  They throw a brighter light on the dark and gloomy picture of the situation which she presents.”
  

Orbison’s more sympathetic account reflected the particular pressures on missionary women to build bridges with the “New Woman” of India—pressures not faced by American women at home.

Changing American Protestant Women, Changing American Mission
The story of American Protestant women and their response to the “New Woman” of India has significance that goes beyond the history of American women in missions.  Women missionaries were laying important foundations for a new mainline American Protestant “mission” to India after World War II focused on aid, development, and cross-cultural exchange.  Because of their value to the “New Woman” of India, missionary women were playing prominent roles in shaping mission policy in India in this period.  Women were among the most important missionary “experts” on village education, either working in conjunction with their husbands or on their own.  In this work, they received recognition from male missionaries, Indian nationalists, and, after World War II, American governmental and non-governmental organizations.  

Irene Mason Harper became a widely cited authority on progressive rural education.
  Charlotte Wiser published with her husband Arthur an anthropological study of village India that became a touchstone for community-oriented development programs in the 1960s and is still read by anthropologists today.
  Alice Van Doren became the most important missionary authority on women’s issues and rural high schools in India during the 1920s and 1930s and helped shape mission policy in ecumenical directions as secretary of the National Christian Council of India.
  Eudora Welthy Fisher became an active supporter of Gandhi’s nationalist movement and published literacy materials for Indian youth and women geared towards building national “citizenship.” 
 Fisher would go on to found one of the most important village literacy programs in India after independence.  The work of these women missionaries would pave the way, sometimes in very direct ways, for post-war development and technical assistance programs, including governmental agencies like the Peace Corps and non-governmental agencies like CARE and World Literacy, Inc..

Women missionaries also played important roles in the emergence of a women’s movement in American Protestantism. This movement, represented in particular by the United Council of Church Women and its offshoots—the Women’s Divisions of the National Council of Churches and the World Council of Churches—was generally more conservative in its aspirations for women than the secular women’s movement and, while ecumenical in its religious orientation, emphasized Christian, and sometimes Judeo-Christian, values.  It was also distinct from the secular women’s movement, however, in its size (claiming a membership ten million strong) and in its attention, from an early stage, to issues of race and class. Historian Susan Hartmann has demonstrated that during the 1950s and 1960s, its commitments expanded from ending gender discrimination in the churches to defending women of diverse social, ethno-racial, and national backgrounds.  The UCCW, Hartmann argues, worked to end gender discrimination in the workforce and achieve civil rights for African-American women during a time when secular women’s organizations were focused on the issues of white, middle class women. 
   The women’s movement in the churches also gave active support to the Human Rights Charter of the United Nations, becoming one of the first non-governmental organizations to achieve official representation as a consulting organization to the UN.  Their commitment to internationalism and diversity was also reflected in their leadership; by the 1950s, African-American women held prominent, paid leadership positions in the UCCW, and an Indian woman, Sarah Chakko, led the women’s division of the World Council of Churches.

This movement was in many ways the successor movement to the women’s foreign mission movement. The church women’s movement was founded largely in reaction against the merger of the women’s foreign mission boards into the men’s boards during the 1920s and 1930s.  These mergers left many women mission leaders feeling that their work had been appropriated and their agency in missions marginalized. The growing value of their work in India and other parts of the mission field, meanwhile, served to highlight the discrimination women continued to face in mission administration and in the churches at home.  They set out to strengthen women’s status in the churches, while uniting women’s organizations in the churches behind the ideals of “world friendship” that had come to absorb their mission energies during the turbulent decades of the 1920s and 1930s.

In “Causes of Unrest Among the Women of the Church,” a study presented to the Presbyterian General Assembly in 1927, for example, the absorption of the women’s mission boards “opened the whole question of the status of women in the church.”
  At a “Conference of One Hundred Women” convened in 1929 to discuss the findings of the report, Presbyterian women demanded “spiritual equality” and the right to ordination.  The shortage of men on the mission field to perform church services, “although strong women, well qualified for such office,” were readily available, was provided as justification.  A story was told of a missionary woman in village India, forced to refuse baptism to needy enquirers because of restrictions on women’s roles. “[T]he missionary, heart broken and in tears, had to stop her ears and go on, leaving behind her a wondering people that she, who had told them of the all-embracing love of Christ, could not give them the necessary tokens of that love.”
 
These mergers had taken place in part because of growing appreciation on the mission field, as discussed above, for the value of “women’s work for women.”  They also occurred, however, because of concerns in the churches that the women’s mission boards were competing with the general mission boards for funds.  Though integration was supported, in theory, by many women missionaries, the mergers often took place above their heads, and without adequate assurance that their work would continue in female hands. Though women gained significant representation, for the first time, on the general mission boards, they also lost veto power over organizations built by and for women.
  It was this experience more than anything else that prompted the formation of women’s organizations in the denominations, organizations that united, in 1941, to form the United Council of Church Women.

The internationalist, anti-racist commitments of the women’s movement in the churches owed a great deal to the influence of foreign missionaries—an influence that has not been recognized in the literature on American Protestant women.
  Missionary women had been active in these causes since the 1920s.  The Federation of Women’s Boards of Foreign Missions (FWBFM) sent delegates, for example, to the Conferences on the Cause and Cure of War led by Carrie Chapman Catt, who sang its praises in the pages of women’s mission magazines. 
   The 1925 conference of the FWBFM was dedicated to “The Missionary Enterprise in Relation to World Peace,” declaring that the responsibility of Christians was “not alone to take the message of salvation to individuals but to Christianize all human relationships….We must demobilize the mind of the world for war and mobilize it for peace …we will learn reliance on justice, love and mutual respect as a basis of a new world order.”
   

Missionary women were also active in fighting anti-Asian exclusion laws and racism in the United States.  The “Institute for Christian World Relations” formed in 1924, sent cablegrams to Japan, apologizing to Japanese women for the American immigration exclusion bill. 
   The purpose of the Institute was to “train leaders in the missionary enterprise and to stress right international relations as part of the Christian program.”
  Elizabeth Cole Fleming, a former missionary in India and wife of a prominent mission theorist, served on the Church Women’s Committee of the Commission on Race Relations of the Federal Council of Churches, which declared that “the greatest hindrance” to the work of foreign missionaries abroad was “race prejudice at home.”
  Presbyterian mission leaders voted in 1924 to approve resolutions “dedicating our best powers of mind and spirit to the eradication of race discrimination” and to “an aggressive educational program which shall strike at the causes of war by eliminating race prejudices and social and economic injustices.”
 

Missionaries also built what was quite possibly the largest and most diverse international network of women leaders in its day: “World Day of Prayer,” which mobilized Christian women from all over the world to raise money for a variety of woman-and-children-focused, internationalist causes, including support for migrant workers and their families, religious educational programs for Indian youth in the United States, Christian women’s colleges in Asia, and literacy programs for women and children.
  Prominent missionaries and former missionaries in India, such as Welthy Honsinger Fisher, Elizabeth Cole Fleming, Charlotte Wiser, and Anna Canada Swain, played leading roles in these ecumenical women’s organizations.  Their commitments owed a great deal to the transformations taking place to “women’s work for women” on the mission field during the 1920s and 1930s.  These women had come to see the church women’s movement, in many ways, as a more adequate vehicle for their cosmopolitan, woman-centered ideals than the foreign mission movement itself.
The women’s movement in the churches was never as popular as the women’s foreign mission movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries.  It never enjoyed the same breadth of membership or financial support, in part because of the growing conservatism of American Protestantism in the United States and the declining cultural influence of the mainline Protestant, “ecumenical” churches.  In their commitments to “world partnership” and expanding women’s roles, ecumenical Protestant women would find themselves increasingly out of synch with Cold War American culture.  Their efforts to build a more “global” women’s movement were also plagued by some of the same presumptions and misconceptions that characterized the international feminist movement, as described by Leila Rupp and others.
  Their cosmopolitan, woman-centered mission remained a mission directed by western women, for values that were more often western, middle-class, Christian, or nationalist than they were universal. Missionaries also failed to predict the ways in which their new mission would serve the purposes of an expanding American empire after World War II, which would draw on appeals to “women’s rights,” to justify territorial and economic expansion.  Nevertheless, missionary women played a significant and unrecognized role in challenging both the ethnocentrism and the paternalism of mainline American Protestantism.

Understanding missionary women’s impact in the United States requires taking seriously the impact of the “New Woman” of India on missionary women.  Missionary women’s cosmopolitan, woman-centered ideals emerged in the context of their encounter with indigenous efforts to improve women’s status in Indian society.  These efforts gave missionary women and their educational institutions for women new status, while also challenging their claims to represent Indian women’s “sole redeemers.”  Missionary women responded by challenging gender hierarchies in church and missions and adopting a more inclusive approach to women’s issues.  American and Indian women may not have been the “sisters under the skin” that Elizabeth G. Lewis described in her article of 1922; but in India during the nationalist movement, their histories were inextricably linked.  
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