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In 1869, Bulgarian Orthodox women across the Ottoman province of Rumeli founded fifteen associations to advocate for female education. By 1874, the number of women’s associations had reached forty. Scholars of the Bulgarian women’s movement before Bulgarian independence from Ottoman rule have claimed that women began to organize as a result of purely Bulgarian phenomena that contributed to changing ideas about the status of women in society; yet how those ideas emerged remains unclear.
 Historian Margarita Cholakova suggested that some women may have organized to resist the inroads of Protestantism and Catholicism among Orthodox Christians.
 At first glance, Cholakova’s suggestion seems plausible: several of the first Bulgarian women’s associations were organized in towns that had a significant American missionary presence.
 Yet the speeches and writings of the first generation of urban educated Bulgarian women who founded those early associations illuminate a more complex encounter than simple resistance. While some Bulgarian women organized to counter Protestant influences, they also adapted American ideals to provide the ideological underpinnings of the first women’s movement in Ottoman Europe. The American-Bulgarian encounter in Rumeli illuminates a larger pattern of cultural transfer and showcases the powerful cultural appeal of an American discourse of domesticity as a modern message of progress to peoples engaged in nation-building projects.

Through their schools and publications, American missionaries in the Ottoman Empire introduced a concept of educated Christian womanhood through which they celebrated the moral value of women’s contributions to the development of nations as mothers and teachers of future generations. Several prominent Bulgarian women reconfigured this concept to redefine their maternal status and use maternal influence as a base to promote their own agenda—improved educational opportunities for their daughters, well-organized girls' schools with qualified female teachers, and a central place for women in the formation of the emerging Bulgarian nation. In doing so, they elaborated a platform that enabled them to articulate a new cultural model for Bulgarian women, legitimizing their entry into the public sphere as mothers of a Bulgarian Orthodox nation. 


Just as the ideal of educated Christian womanhood propelled women into the public sphere in the United States as Americans sought to forge a national identity in the early nineteenth century, the same model contributed to shaping urban Bulgarian women’s identities and a Bulgarian women’s movement before Bulgarian independence from Ottoman rule. The all-but-invisible figure who emerges at the center of this dynamic is Martha Riggs, assistant missionary with the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, whose writings were popularized by the Protestant Bulgarian-language press in the 1860s. An analysis of American domestic discourse in her “Letters to Mothers” and its reception among the Bulgarian Orthodox women who founded women’s associations can contribute to the scholarly endeavor to re-conceptualize the expansion of American culture abroad during the mid-nineteenth century. 


Several scholars have described the work of American missionary women among women across the American continent and around the world in terms of cultural clash (in some cases—cultural destruction) fuelled by an aggressive spirit of religious and cultural superiority.
 Because American missionaries operated for the most part in the absence of a formal American colonial apparatus, it is this notion of an imperial spirit or an aggressive culture that has helped shape definitions of cultural imperialism in American historical scholarship.
 Although the concept of cultural imperialism contributes to a framework of understanding for missionary objectives, it is not—to paraphrase Joan Scott—a particularly “useful category of analysis” to interpret cross-cultural interactions. 
  It lacks adequate explanatory potential in complex situations where competing ideologies vie for authority. It sets up a dichotomous situation of asymmetrical power relations that leaves little room for multilateral relationships or nuanced understandings of reception, adaptation, or rejection of ideas. Thus, it emphasizes the intentions of the missionaries but underestimates the perspectives and the agency of the peoples among whom the missionaries worked. The concept also neglects other actors and influences in the larger context in which cultural interactions occurred. Moreover, scholars who favor a conceptual framework of cultural imperialism frequently fail to consider the possibility that missionaries and their host communities entertained shared objectives.
   


Even as missionaries worked to change religious beliefs and transform societies, they were never in total control of the process and could not be certain of the outcome of their endeavors. The recipients of the missionary messages invariably reconfigured them. Moreover, missionaries were not the only agents of change or purveyors of new ideas in the areas where they worked. Indeed they frequently operated on contested terrain and engaged in ideological conflict. In the mid-nineteenth century, new ideas filtered into Ottoman society in translations from several European languages, most prominently through Greek after Greek independence. Recent scholarship suggests that we need to take a closer look at missionary projects from the host culture perspective and within a larger, global context.  From this angle, events reveal more complex dynamics that transcend a dichotomous discussion of imperialism and resistance to illuminate an environment where different cultures met, competing ideas contended for authority, and some members of local communities welcomed new ideas with which they could promote their own objectives.


The missionary endeavor of the nineteenth century was an integral part of the interaction between the colonizing and the colonized worlds and contributed to the spread of modern ideas about religion, identity, and social change.
 Among the most transforming ideas were those concerned with women’s education, women’s status in society, and women’s contributions to national progress. Contemporaries of the nineteenth-century American missionary movement were well aware that their activities emerged from and factored in the shaping of a new and modern world.
 Grounded in a deeply religious commitment and expansionist ideologies, their enthusiasm for mission was facilitated by new forms of civic organization and technological innovations that facilitated travel and communication. The largest mid-nineteenth-century American missionary society, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), founded in 1810, drew its support from and served to channel the energies and financial contributions of thousands of grassroots missionary societies that had sprung up among the benevolent and philanthropic associations of the towns and villages of the northeastern United States between 1780 and 1820.
 Like evangelical movements in Britain and Holland, religious organizations in the United States changed American society, helped reshape Western Christianity, and contributed to the global expansion of modern ideas.
  

Although most communities and individuals who encountered American (or any other) missionaries could scarcely avoid a meeting with new ideas, the question is: What did they do with them?
  As people explored the missionary messages of religious and social reform, what new modes of communication, expressions of power, and possibilities for change were available to them, regardless of whether or not they converted to Protestantism? The Bulgarian women’s movement is one community-changing activity that illuminates the Orthodox Christian encounter with American Protestantism in Ottoman Europe in the mid-nineteenth century. Rather than a meeting with imperialism, it provided an acquaintance with new ideas about women. Martha Riggs’s “Letters to Mothers” inspired Bulgarian women to reflect on their own status and find within their own culture a model onto which they could graft the American ideal of educated Christian womanhood to create a new identity in Ottoman Bulgarian society. Through their associations, Bulgarian women chartered the first women’s movement in Ottoman Europe, and perhaps in the Empire.
 By taking a gendered lens to American-Bulgarian interactions during a period of and incipient Bulgarian nationalism (Vuzrazhdane) and major Ottoman civil reform (Tanzımat, 1839-1876), this paper seeks to underscore the malleability of American ideals to nation-building in a context of extensive social transformation.

Early Bulgarian Nationalism in the Ottoman Context

The Ottoman state historically organized its subjects in religious communities headed by their own religious leaders.
  Bulgarians were not recognized as a separate group but designated “Greeks” as members of the Greek Orthodox community headed by the Greek Patriarchate in the Ottoman capital. Educated Bulgarians read Greek newspapers. In the first half of the nineteenth century, new ideas emanating from the European Enlightenments filtered through to literate Bulgarians in Greek translation. Only gradually did a sense of Bulgarian separateness, or ethnicity, develop within the Greek Orthodox community as Bulgarian-language speakers sought to resist Greek cultural hegemony expressed in the expansive “great idea” (megalee idée).
 Following Greek independence, this “great idea” envisaged incorporation of all Greeks and Hellenized populations into a greater Greek state with a territorial range of the Byzantine Empire.


As Greek was the language of the church and schools in the Orthodox community, Bulgarian resistance initially expressed itself in demands for Bulgarian-speaking priests, a Bulgarian liturgy, Scriptures in the vernacular Bulgarian, and Bulgarian-language schools for boys. Wealthy Odessa-based merchants sponsored the first Bulgarian-language school for boys in the town of Gabrovo in 1837, an area of significant proto-industrialization.
  In the following two decades, boys’ schools opened across Rumeli, supported initially by wealthy merchants and subsequently by community councils (obshtini). Despite the best efforts of some Bulgarians who called for education for girls, the idea of schools for Bulgarian girls was slow to take hold. 


The increasing expression of Bulgarian discontent with the Greek community was facilitated by Ottoman imperial reform. Throughout the nineteenth century, the Ottoman state pursued a program of secularizing civil reform to eliminate non-Muslim disabilities, legislate equality of Muslims and non-Muslims, and promote a sense of Ottomanness among all Ottoman subjects, regardless of religion and ethnicity. Of particular importance to the Christians of the Ottoman Empire were the imperial rescripts of 1839 (Hatt-ı Şerif Gülhane) and 1856 (Hatt-ı Hümâyun) that guaranteed security of life, honor, property, freedom of religion, and equality of all Ottoman subjects before the law.  Muslims and non-Muslims alike were guaranteed access to the Ottoman professional schools and equal opportunity for appointment to government posts. These rescripts established a direct relationship between Ottoman subjects and the state: Orthodox Christians could appeal to the Ottoman state for recognition of their demands, bypassing the Istanbul Patriarchate that was responsible for the community affairs of Orthodox Christians. However, Ottoman reformers anticipated neither the speed with which non-Muslims would begin to make demands of the state nor the intensity with which both Muslims and Christians would resist the homogenizing impulses of the state.


Ottoman reform measures inadvertently contributed to increasing manifestations of religious nationalism among Christian Ottoman subjects, including Bulgarians.  Ironically, the state modernization project that de-emphasized communities of faith inadvertently produced a situation in which religion took on a defining role at the center of incipient nationalism.
  As reformers began to remove religion as a basis of primary identification, Bulgarians insisted on their Orthodox religion as one of the foundation stones of their nation-building project.
 Originally, their purpose was to differentiate themselves as Bulgarians from the Greek Orthodox Christians who controlled both churches and schools within the areas administered by the Patriarchate; ultimately, they sought to differentiate themselves as Bulgarian Christians from Muslims. Between 1848 and 1850, leaders of the Bulgarian community in Istanbul succeeded in their demands to the Patriarchate for the appointment of a Bulgarian bishop and procured from the Ottoman state permission to construct a Bulgarian church and publish a weekly newspaper.
 

The existence of an identifiable “Bulgarian” community in the Ottoman capital dates from these events. The state recognized a community based on a distinct religion—Christian Orthodox as opposed to Muslim, and a distinct language—Bulgarian as opposed to Greek,  with the beginnings of a print culture—the Tsarigradski vestnik (Istanbul Herald), through which it could connect with its “imagined community” dispersed throughout the Ottoman Empire, Southern Russia, and Western Europe.
 The imagined community of Bulgarians continued to take shape within the context of demands for a self-regulating Bulgarian Church, independent of the Greek Patriarchate. Coexistant with the movement for an independent church, Bulgarian Christian communities across Rumeli attempted to develop a Bulgarian education movement. In 1857, two decades after the first Bulgarian-language school for boys, no schools for girls existed. 


ABCFM missionaries saw an opportunity to influence the Bulgarian movement through their educational projects for girls and women. They had operated schools for girls within Greek Orthodox communities since the 1820s and were prominent in the development of education for girls and women in independent Greece and within Armenian and Bulgarian communities.
 With the establishment of a Bulgarian-language Protestant press in the Ottoman capital, Martha Riggs’s writings on educated Christian womanhood became central to the missionary strategy to target Bulgarian women.


All major western missionary organizations—Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish—promoted two key ideas about female education. First, education of girls was important because, as mothers, women shaped the moral, spiritual, and intellectual environment of the home and society. To become good mothers, therefore, girls needed to be educated in the teachings of their faith and in basic educational precepts. Second, as the school was a modern tool for reforming society, and as women were ideally suited to teach young children, girls should be trained as teachers. The American version of these ideas became prominent because American missionaries promoted them through the Greek-language press in the 1820s and the Bulgarian-language press in the 1860s.

American Domestic Discourse in Martha Riggs’s “Letters to Mothers”
The American discourse of domesticity that Martha Riggs showcased in her writings emerged in the United States in response to a period of massive political and social upheaval in the early decades of the nineteenth century.
 It carved out a place of influence for women in the home, in urban moral reform, and in national expansion. It appealed particularly to evangelical Protestant women who sought to ensure the dominion of Protestant Christianity and Anglo-American culture during a period of potentially destabilizing change. 

Recognizing the stability that educated Christian mothers could provide in the home during a period of industrialization and westward movement that frequently removed men from the home, social reformers and ministers of religion celebrated and promoted the influence of white, urban, educated women in the family circle. Unlike the Enlightenment argument that mothers enjoyed a more natural bond than did fathers to children, American domestic discourse emphasized the piety, capacity for self-sacrifice, and superior moral fiber of women that enabled them more surely to mold the character of children. Domestic ideology promoted a modern idea that women were responsible for the well-being of the household, created a new realm of influence for women in the “empire of the mother,” and contributed to shaping a cultural ideal of the emerging urban middle classes.
 


Positing the central power of women within the home, domestic discourse nonetheless extended that power outside the home in the public realm. Because women were responsible for shaping the character of their children—the future generations of the United States—they were ultimately responsible for the character of their communities and of the nation. Radiating out from the home, maternal influence took women into the community, across the nation, and around the world. Women's circles of influence carried them into projects that formed the bedrock culture of community construction as women joined the social reform movement of antebellum America, from maternal associations to mission societies, from moral reform to temperance, from abolition to women's rights.
 Such were women’s exertions outside the prescribed sphere of influence that contemporary observers noted that the American mother was rarely at home.

Domestic ideology promoted an expansionist national idea that women were essential to the progress of the United States. As Amy Kaplan has argued, the development of the discourse of maternal influence was contemporaneous with the discourse of Manifest Destiny.
 It evolved as European Americans moved rapidly westward across the continent of North America. Indeed, it was informed by the meetings of cultures in that expansion. Domestic ideology established the moral authority of white Protestant women, equated Christianity with Protestantism and became linked to the United States mission to domesticate and Christianize the non-Protestant peoples within its expanding borders.  


Nor was there any doubt in the minds of antebellum women that their influence would extend beyond the United States. In their view, the United States was at the pinnacle of progress as a Protestant Republic, the most advanced nation in the world. Its citizens would bring Protestant Christianity and progress to the rest of the world. Thus, American domesticity also incorporated an Enlightenment view that recognized that progress in a given society was associated with the status and education of women in that society.


Evangelical American women believed that only educated Christian (read Protestant) womanhood could nurture civilized men and shape the development of the nations of the world. Thus, the discourse of domesticity served not merely to justify but rather to demand women’s participation in mission, thereby facilitating American women’s involvement in the missionary enterprise to spread Christianity and American evangelical ideals of Christian womanhood to women around the world.


American missionaries first used domestic discourse to promote the cause of female education in the Ottoman Empire in the late 1820s. The men and women of the ABCFM were on a mission of regeneration. They planned to introduce Protestant-style reforms among the Orthodox Churches throughout the empire, an area of the world that they called the Near East. Their goal was to “regenerate” the “nominal Christians” of the “Oriental Churches.” 
  Missionaries saw independent Greece as a springboard to the Christian populations of Ottoman Europe and entertained the prospect of a reinvigorated church that would proselytize among Muslims. Female educational reform continued to be a major element of their strategy after the Crimean War when ABCFM missionaries, joined by their colleagues from the Methodist Episcopal Church, extended their mission from the Ottoman capital into the province of Rumeli, targeting Bulgarians as the largest group of Eastern Orthodox Christians in Ottoman European domains. Martha Riggs’s writings became integral to that project.

Martha Jane Dalzel Riggs was born the daughter of Presbyterian Scots-Irish parents at New Vernon, New Jersey on July 3, 1810.
 Because official mission histories have overlooked the contributions of Martha Riggs to missionary work, her obituary must suffice to provide the bare facts about her early life. She attended a female seminary at Elizabeth, New Jersey, trained as a teacher, and married Elias Riggs on September 18, 1832. One month later, the couple set sail from Boston for Athens and subsequently established themselves at Argos, where they established a base for girls’ schools.  In 1838, policy changes at the ABCFM removed them to Izmir (Smyrna) in the Ottoman Empire. Elias Riggs was re-assigned to supervise ABCFM publishing activities. Martha Riggs's duties were unspecified.


It was in Izmir that five of Martha Riggs’s eight children were born and her attention perforce turned to child-rearing.
 Why she chose to write her own mother’s manual for Christian Orthodox women cannot be ascertained from the public record, but the sources of her inspiration surely lie in her professional interest in teaching and in her own domestic concerns. For maternal influence was more than a discourse; it was a matter of Biblical injunction and an issue of life and death for missionary women who frequently struggled alone without the aid of female family members to raise their children far from the comforts of their homeland. Like women in the United States, concerned for their children’s souls and their schooling, missionary women organized maternal associations wherever two or three of them resided in proximity. Their maternal responsibilities formed an integral part of their piety and shaped their participation in mission life.


Mission records show that Elias Riggs ordered domestic advice books for his wife from America, including Thomas Gallaudet's The Mother's Primer (1836) and Lydia Sigourney's Letters to Mothers (1838).
 Martha Riggs also had access to Gallaudet’s The Child’s Book on the Soul and John Abbott’s The Mother at Home (1833), both of which had been translated into Greek and published by the ABCFM mission press.
  Among the most popular advice manuals for women in antebellum America, these books were characteristic of the many publications in the United States between 1830 and 1860 that promoted changing perceptions of women’s role in the family and society.
 Their influence is apparent in Martha Riggs’s “Letters to Mothers,” a series of twenty-four letters written from an experienced woman to her younger sister.

Martha Riggs first published her advice book for mothers in Greek in the city of Izmir in 1842 in a print run of five hundred copies, which sold out within months.
 The first edition met with modest success, and a second edition appeared in 1844.
  Moreover, the message of maternal responsibility expounded by Martha Riggs found its way into the writings of both Greek and Bulgarian Orthodox Christians who were associated with the mission in the 1840s.
 But it was not until the 1860s, after the focus of mission worked had moved from the Greeks to the Bulgarians that Martha Riggs’s writings reached Bulgarian women. The Bulgarian version, presumably translated from the Greek, was published in the Ottoman capital, first in serialized form in the Protestant magazine Zornitsa (Day Star) between 1864 and 1867 and subsequently in three separate editions, in each case anonymously.
 

Zornitsa became the medium through which missionaries introduced evangelical Protestant morality and American antebellum gender and family models into Bulgarian society. The monthly magazine was itself something new and modern and contributed to the development of Bulgarian reading communities throughout the Ottoman Empire as a staple of the fledgling Bulgarian press.
 Edited by Constantinople-based Methodist Episcopal Church missionary Albert Long, Zornitsa was the first Bulgarian-language magazine to be illustrated, the first to target the family as a reading unit, and the first to publish articles specifically for women and children who, according to Long, were growing up "a reading generation" in a nation of adults who were mostly illiterate.
 It was the rare issue of Zornitsa that did not print articles for women and children. Martha Riggs’s “Letters” began to appear in its first issue.  

In her series of letters, Martha Riggs offered a model of motherhood that Bulgarian women could reconfigure for their own purposes to establish their authority within the family and to demand respect as women in their society. She proposed a framework for a new understanding of women’s contributions to society through a reinterpretation of the sentimental values associated with motherhood, a re-examination of mother-son and mother-daughter relationships, and a reassessment of women’s relationship with God. She argued that women were ultimately responsible for ensuring that they were adequately prepared to meet their obligations to themselves, their children, their nation, and their God, and she explained how they could meet those obligations.

Throughout her writings, Riggs emphasized the importance of sentimental values, showcasing their contribution to a mother’s influence in her children’s lives. Under the overarching theme of maternal influence, Martha Riggs constantly reiterated certain key phrases, including maternal love, maternal care, maternal responsibility, and maternal duty.  Riggs explained that a child was an immortal creature in its mother’s care, "a precious treasure that she had received from God as a gift." As children grew, maternal love must grow with them and not wane. Thus, it was a mother’s duty to her nation and to God to raise “useful members of society” in this world and prepare them for immortal life in the next by inculcating in them a love for God and shaping their moral, spiritual, and intellectual instruction.
 Riggs assured her readers that only Christian mothers who were enlightened in both religious and secular matters could nurture useful members of society and gain eternal salvation for their children. She argued that women's elevated status in Christian societies was due to an enlightened form of Christianity that promoted progress in education and regarded women as "a partner of man, a happy wife, a respected mother." 

The association of Christianity with educated womanhood and enlightened societies was necessarily predicated upon—and in turn generated—despised images of ignorant non-Christian women. Indian mothers who practiced female infanticide and Chinese mothers who bound the feet of their daughters became stock stereotypes in the missionary arsenal. As an expression of what Edward Said term “orientalism,” these stereotypes shaped American evangelical women’s perceptions about themselves and others.
 Riggs argued that Indian and Chinese women owed their degraded position to their ignorance of Christ and their lack of enlightenment. The nations in which they lived were therefore doomed to a vicious circle of perpetual misery and degradation unless those women accepted Christianity and recognized their maternal duty, whence the cycle of elevation, usefulness, and prosperity might begin.
 How Bulgarian women might perceive comparisons with Chinese and Indian women is open to conjecture, but Riggs’s implication was clear that Bulgarian society failed to prosper because Bulgarian women were neither respected nor educated to their tasks. Riggs encouraged Bulgarian women to reflect on images of women in India and China and then ponder the treatment of women in their own society.

According to Riggs, the most useful thing a woman could do to express her recognition of the power of enlightened Christianity and put her patriotism and love of country into action, given her exclusion from politics, was to “exercise the office of maternal teacher.”
 By way of encouraging her readers, Riggs urged Bulgarian women to reassess their position vis-à-vis their sons, arguing that boys in particular needed moral guidance. Mothers should disregard the erroneous opinion that they could have no influence on their sons. To the contrary, the most famous men in the world were molded and directed in their early years by their mothers.

Among the examples from history of women who had exercised the office of maternal teacher, Riggs noted Elena, Mother of Constantine the Great. Riggs described Elena as “a learned woman of incalculable influence” who had persuaded her son to profess Christianity.
  As Constantine’s capital had been under Muslim control in Istanbul since 1453, this example might not have been lost on educated Bulgarian women, unlike the example she provided of St. Augustine’s mother, whose love and influence through his profligate youth was confirmation of the importance of women’s “high and noble task.”
 Among the more modern examples of maternal teachers that she provided from the Protestant world were the mothers of Isaac Newton, Francis Bacon, and George Washington. Riggs described these women as “great mothers of great sons.” 

Although Martha Riggs emphasized the duty of mothers to raise “great sons,” she also insisted that mothers needed to reconsider their attitudes toward their daughters and begin to prepare them for their future responsibilities as mothers and their duties within the home and within the nation.
 Daughters needed to be educated because uneducated women could not fulfill their duties. Riggs impressed upon her readers that they should value spiritual and intellectual development more highly than material goods. In her view, material wealth could not conceal ignorance and evil, nor was it worthy of comparison with the spiritual riches of virtue, piety, and a well-developed mind. Parental inattention to spiritual and intellectual riches was at the source of many problems in society, particularly as regards girls. Neglect of female education caused young girls to languish in their youth in trivial and unworthy occupations.

According to Riggs, girls were brought up to believe that their most important task in life was to marry, yet they were not prepared for the responsibilities of marriage and motherhood; they did not aspire to be worthy, their heads were turned by the latest fashions. Appealing to her readers, Riggs argued that a daughter "adorned with ingenuousness, which wins all hearts, and accompanied by good education and behavior, will command a greater stronghold than Semiramis and a mightier fortress than Cleopatra with their charm and beauty."
 Whether these names from ancient history, so popular in antebellum America, would convey any meaning to Bulgarian women is questionable. She used them to express the hope that the day had come when mothers and daughters would value spiritual and intellectual development more highly than physical beauty, material possessions, and modern fashions. Certainly, her writings were in tune with other Bulgarian writings that lampooned urban Bulgarian women who frittered away their time and aped western fashions.

Riggs presented the evangelical Christian viewpoint of the early nineteenth century that women should be educated to nurture virtuous children for the nation. Unlike Rousseau, who argued that nature had entrusted the care of children to women, and that women were responsible for that care to their husbands, evangelical Christians argued that God the Creator had entrusted women with the care and upbringing of their children and that women would answer to God for the results. Riggs urged women to rejoice in the great work that Divine Providence had entrusted to them. If they raised their children in the ways of God, they could calmly leave them in the hands of God.


Lest her Bulgarian readers were concerned that they lacked the necessary knowledge, Riggs recommended that they form associations in which they could educate themselves and each other, collecting libraries and discussing information. 
  The suggestion that women should form associations and libraries is telling. Maternal associations were among the first reform associations to be formed by women in New England and New York in the first decades of the nineteenth century.
 Missionary women organized a maternal association in the Ottoman capital in 1835. They regularly held prayer meetings, discussed the education of their children, and shared the advice of the Mother’s Magazine (published in Utica, New York) and other publications from the United States.
 Riggs proposed that Bulgarian women adopt a model that had served "middling" American women well as their first institutional move beyond the home and the church. She suggested that Bulgarian women use maternal associations to further their own educational needs so that they could meet their religious and national responsibilities. It would have been difficult for most Bulgarian mothers in the 1860s to acquire the knowledge that Riggs recommended--an understanding of physiology, philosophy, history, geometry, drawing, and music--given the lack of schools, the dearth of materials in Bulgarian and the low level of literacy.
 Nonetheless, Riggs advised women to begin the process of education within women's organizations.


The American discourse of domesticity that Martha Riggs promoted to Bulgarian women was part of a project to persuade Orthodox women of the superiority of Protestantism. But her writings served not to convert them from Orthodoxy to Protestantism. Quite the reverse: Bulgarian women acknowledged themselves as Christian and recognized their potential as educated Christian mothers. They easily reconfigured the American message to demand education for their daughters and justify their entry into the public sphere as Orthodox mothers of Orthodox sons of the emerging Bulgarian nation.

Bulgarian Women’s Reconfiguration of American Domestic Discourse

Martha Riggs’s writings struck a chord with urban educated Bulgarian women because her ideas responded to an argument that had begun to be expressed in elite Bulgarian circles, particularly against the domination of Greek linguistic elements in schools and churches: education for girls needed to be improved because women were the preservers of cultural and religious traditions. In communities where language and culture are perceived as the foundational elements of a nation (Kulturnation), women are frequently represented as biological and cultural reproducers of the nation, and projects to promote women’s education are a call to protect the nation from external encroachments.
 What Bulgarian women drew from the American discourse of domesticity was the intrinsic value of an education for girls (they claimed that it was more important than a dowry), the importance of religion in women’s contribution to nation-formation, and the emphasis on motherhood as a modern and productive contribution to national progress. 

The positive image of motherhood also stood in stark contrast to maternal stereotypes in Bulgarian culture, for example the respected but overworked “mother-saint” who protected hearth and home; the simple, good-hearted, and ignorant "Mother Bulgaria" who looked to her European-educated son for enlightenment; the enslaved and helpless “Mother Bulgaria” suffering under Ottoman oppression; the mother who could but comfort her revolutionary son who despaired of victory against the Ottomans; or, finally, the folkloric image of the “walled-up bride,” the young mother as foundational sacrifice, who was immured in the foundations of a new house for the future well-being of the home and its inhabitants.
 The American model offered an image of Bulgarian mothers who would contribute to building their nation as educated women, who would mold their sons rather than looking to them for assistance, and who would cherish and educate their daughters for their future responsibilities. 

Elite Ottoman women were not entirely absent from the public sphere. Muslim and Christian women frequently made donations to religious foundations. By the 1860s Bulgarian women had become accustomed to subscribing to periodicals and contributing modest financial support to subvention lists for book publications.
 A very few women had translated works about women from Greek and Serbian into Bulgarian. But in 1869, women organized in large numbers across Rumeli to enter the public sphere as “mothers of the nation” to connect the importance of women’s education to national progress. Domestic discourse had been used as a nation-building tool in the United States as the nation moved steadily westward. It was easily adapted to suit a different context in Ottoman Europe. Bulgarian women brought domestic discourse to the nation-building project.
Missionary reports and Bulgarian sources indicate that both Zornitsa and “Letters to Mothers” were well received by Bulgarian women, who read them at their meetings.
 However, the most striking evidence that suggests that Bulgarian women took to heart the sentimental values associated with American domestic discourse is provided by the names of several of their associations. Martha Riggs’s emphasis on maternal care, maternal love, maternal duty, and educated mother reappears in direct translations as maychina grizha (maternal care), maychina lyubov (maternal love), maychina dluzhnost (maternal duty) and vuzpitana mayka (educated mother). 

The largest single category (twenty-five percent) of the forty women's organizations founded in the five years between 1869 and 1874 contained the word "mother" or "maternal" in their names.
 The second largest category of organizations favored neutral names, such as "women's association" with or without the name of the local neighborhood attached. Other popular names were associated with education and development (for example "Enlightenment"), patriotism (for example, "Bulgarian Dawn"), and cautious optimism (for example, "Hope"). Two organizations of women called themselves a "women's council," which suggests a business-like or political approach to their obligations. Even organizations that did not declare their ideology so clearly in their name nonetheless operated from a platform of maternal influence.

Some Bulgarian sources indicate that Bulgarian women were conscious of modeling their associations on the example of women’s organizing activities in the United States.
 However, in the absence of evidence of direct contact between Martha Riggs and the Bulgarian women who began to organize in the 1860s, the influence of her writings must be traced through speeches at women’s meetings and published articles. Such sources reveal Martha Riggs’s message about the relationship between motherhood, women’s education, and national development. In their speeches, Bulgarian women emphasize three of Riggs’s themes—that mothers needed to be worthy of the task that God had appointed them to instruct future generations and raise useful children, that education for girls was more important than the gift of material wealth, and that educated women could contribute to national progress and prosperity.
 

In Stara Zagora, the site of the first American mission school for Bulgarian girls, Anastasiya Tosheva, who had been educated in a Russian pension in Odessa, organized local women to counter the popularity of the mission school and also the general prejudice that women could do without an education.
 Their association, "Maternal Love," emerged from the informal gatherings of a group of women who were in the habit of meeting on Sundays after church to discuss female instruction.  Their chief objective was to model a Bulgarian school for girls on the American mission school while competing for its students.

According to newspaper reports, the women of Stara Zagora organized "having recognized their own want of learning" to support six poor girls for four years in the recently opened Bulgarian girls' school in Stara Zagora.
 Their purpose was to train teachers for outlying villages. The girls would be obliged to return to their hometowns and villages as teachers at the end of their education. As Tosheva’s pupils spread out across the region, they formed the first generation of Bulgarian women teachers.
Anastasiya Tosheva gave speeches on female education and the instruction of children, paying particular attention to religious instruction in the spirit of Orthodoxy, and wrote articles in the Bulgarian press.  This aspect of Tosheva's work has received little attention from historians, yet it was arguably one of the earliest instances among Bulgarians of a laywoman interpreting the Scriptures for other women in an institutionalised setting. It was unusual even for Orthodox priests to interpret the Scriptures. Tosheva used Protestant tactics to consolidate the Orthodox faith among Bulgarian women. 

In her published writings, Tosheva appealed to Bulgarian women to join women’s associations and work to build schools. Only then would their children acquire learning that would be "of greater use to them than the material riches their parents left to them" and daughters acquire "the honorable name of educated daughters" and become "mothers worthy of their name.” 
  Sleepy places that failed to provide schools for girls were, she wrote, "fields of work" for women's associations, which needed to demonstrate through the press and through personal correspondence the value of education for their sex. This, she urged, was "the duty of every mindful Bulgarian woman."


Only recently, wrote Tosheva, had schools opened where girls could learn about their responsibilities to God, their family, and their fatherland and understand their duty to raise "worthy sons and daughters." The project required women's active participation, however. Tosheva appealed to women to begin to search for ways to help themselves. She urged them to start comparing their situation with those of women in neighboring countries and to begin to reflect on what foreign observers were writing about them. Their present condition, she wrote, was the result of ignorance. Embracing the language of missionaries, Tosheva argued that Bulgarian women were "engulfed in a cloud of prejudices" and called on them to "wipe off the mud of benightedness" so that they too could fulfill their most sacred duty to raise children who would be useful to the sultan and to the fatherland.
  

Similarly, Evgeniya Kissimova, a subscription agent for Zornitsa in the town of Turnovo, reconfigured key ideas about women and society from her association with Protestant missionaries and her reading of Protestant publications. The most striking example is her speech at the inaugural meeting of the Turnovo women’s association in July 1869.
 Kissimova offered an example of the ideal mother who understood that her “first duty” was to educate her daughter and strive to be worthy of her God-given task in stark contrast to a description of Indian mothers who drowned their baby daughters. Kissimova’s use of the missionary stereotype is conspicuous. Images of Indian women practicing infanticide first appeared in a Bulgarian-language setting in a geography textbook translated and adapted from an American original by Konstantin Fotinov in 1843.
 Whether or not Kissimova was aware of that textbook, the more immediate source of the image was likely Zornitsa.
 

While it is difficult to assess whether Bulgarian women perceived themselves in any classification of racial hierarchy, Kissimova’s implicit message was that Bulgarian women did not wish to be counted among the uneducated, non-Christian women of the world. Bemoaning the poor social status of Bulgarian women and the lack of educational opportunities for their daughters, Kissimova implied that Bulgaria would fail to develop as a nation unless Bulgarian women were respected and their daughters educated. Reiterating Tosheva’s joint appeal to Bulgarian nationalism and the Ottoman head of state, Kissimova insisted that only educated women could be worthy to raise sons who would be useful to the fatherland and to the sultan. She urged Bulgarian women to give their daughters something of greater use to them than material wealth, suggesting that they would be well advised to spend their resources on their daughters’ education rather than on a dowry, a radical statement in 1869.  

Likewise, Rakhil Dushanova, a teacher in the girls' school in Kazanluk and member of the association named Self-Development in that town, greeted the women of the town as “mothers who had the greatest influence in society.”
 Looking for examples of great women in history (similar to ones Riggs had provided), Dushanova explained to her listeners that other countries were superior because they had many examples of worthy women in their history. Bulgarian women, however, could look to only one, Princess Theodora, daughter of Khan Vladimir, sister of Khan Boris (852-889), a woman who was "worthy, learned, and patriotic." In Dushanova's view, Theodora was responsible for bringing Christianity to the Bulgarians.
 While Dushanova's history was deficient, the significance of her focus on Theodora is clear: she was a learned, pious woman who could serve as a historical model for Bulgarian women. Interestingly, Dushanova (who was Serbian) explained that her national pride prevented her from providing examples of great women from other nations. Instead, she explained to her listeners that she had looked for models from among themselves and found them in the Bulgarian women in Stara Zagora and Lom who had recently organized women’s associations. In looking to these women, it occurred to her too to organize a women's association to work for female education. Indeed, women who founded associations contributed to the expansion of the women’s movement by publishing their activities in newspapers and writing to acquaintances across Rumeli to encourage them to organize.

The women’s associations in Stara Zagora and Lom illustrate the diverse environments in which women were able to organize and the divergent origins of ideas filtering into Rumeli. In tracing the origins of the women's associations in Lom and Stara Zagora, a fuller picture emerges of the manner in which the two organizations were established, the individuals who took the initiative in promoting the organizations, the purposes for which the women originally came together, and their driving ideologies. These factors suggest that, while the purpose for organizing was to improve facilities for female education, the impetus for organizing was not the same. The women of Stara Zagora organized themselves in their capacity as mothers to resist the successes of the Protestant mission school and promote Orthodox teachings. The women of Lom on the northeastern border of Rumeli were organized by men in an auxiliary capacity prompted by teachers returning from Serbia with ideas about national education. 


Women in Lom first engaged in a public project in 1857 when they were entreated by some of their male relatives to assist with the town’s first theatrical production by sewing costumes and curtains and organizing subscription lists for the publication of poetry translations.
 The Lom "Women's Benevolent Association" grew out of this theatrical project to promote education for girls in 1860. The society was short-lived, however, and it was not until 1868 that the "Assistant of Bulgarian Education" was founded.  Even then, this group was organized at the instigation of the male teacher Nikola Purvanov, who had recently returned from completing his education in Belgrade. The name of the organization indicates that the women were perceived—either by themselves, or by Purvanov, or both—in an auxiliary role. 


According to the published objectives of the Lom association, members were expected to visit the girls' school on a weekly basis to observe the level of education for themselves, provide material assistance, increase attendance, and support needy girls.
 In addition, the women were to determine punishments for members who did not eliminate foreign expressions from their language. As language was one of the major elements by which Bulgarians had begun to construct their ethnic identity and sense of nationhood, the linguistic aspect of the Lom women's association is of interest from the perspective of the contributions women were expected to make to the work of nation-building, and Lom’s geographical location near the border with Serbia and Wallachia explains this perspective.

Outside the borders of the Ottoman Empire, women in Braila were the first to organize in the Bulgarian diaspora. They too organized to support female education, and an American theme focused their purpose. At their first gathering, speaker Marin Drinov, a founder of the Bulgarian Literary Society in Braila, commended the women on their determination to organize and praised the example of American women educators. In his words, "America progresses because the education of the American nation is entirely in the hands of American women." To support his point, he provided statistics to show that female teachers outnumbered male teachers two to one in American schools. Bulgarian women had also recognized the need to help their people by promoting female education for "only when woman is well developed can she raise worthy sons for the fatherland."
 Nonetheless, Drinov warned the women of Braila that others would scoff and sneer at their work. As a consequence of their organizing activities on the platform of domestic discourse, Bulgarian women tested the limits of their power and met the forces of Bulgarian patriarchy. 

The cultural adaptation of the idea of maternal influence was not universally accepted. Some Bulgarian men became uneasy at the new public power wielded by their women and tried to frustrate their attempts to promote female education. For example, the women of Karlovo had been bequeathed a sum of money as the beginning capital with which to orchestrate a campaign for a building for their girls' school. When the women turned to the community council for the funds they were rejected on the pretext that the community barely had funds to spare for a boys' school, let alone a girls' school. Thus thwarted, the women informed the community council "not to meddle in our affairs."
 Forced back on their own resources, they collected donations for the construction of a girls' school and published the names of donors, thereby publicly declaring not merely their intentions but also the sources of their support.

By the time Evgeniya Kissimova made her third speech in Turnovo, she had also become emboldened to quieten the "unfavorable voices" that told the women of Turnovo that they were interfering in business that was not theirs. The women were, she said, "persuaded by their conscience" that they had begun a good work. She went on to discuss the shameful level of education for Bulgarian women. Previous generations may well have been content without learning, she noted, but the present generation could not be. She argued that the women in her audience owed it to themselves and to their daughters to change their present situation; otherwise they would be held in disdain and could hardly claim to be “equal partners with men.”
 

Kissimova soon learned that power sharing was not on the agenda of the town council. Unable to attack her arguments about maternal influence or female education, the men of the town council of Turnovo accused her of misappropriating funds. In response, Kissimova published a detailed statement of the Women's Council accounts from September 1869 through March 1872. The accounts were accompanied by comments from townswomen who accused Kissimova of ineptitude in her interpretation of the Gospels. Her critics argued that she had “all the mannerisms of the Protestant missionaries from beginning to end, but without their accuracy, intelligence, and dignity.”
 While Kissimova could not be faulted for mismanagement of funds, she could be damned for her adoption of Protestant ways. She was forced from the presidency of the Turnovo women’s association.

Despite the particular problems experienced by Evgeniya Kissimova, Bulgarian women's participation in the public sphere became increasingly visible after 1869. Women held meetings regularly, in churches or school buildings. They subscribed to books and newspapers, raised funds for girls’ schools, donated money to board poor girls at schools in their communities, and sent other girls abroad for continued education. They celebrated the founding of their associations on feast days in the Orthodox calendar. Their gatherings and parades were a visible celebration of maternal influence and Orthodox Christianity, which contributed to an increasing Bulgarian Orthodox consciousness in their communities but also helped to bolster Orthodoxy against the Protestant work of religious conversion and, ultimately, to sustain a new Bulgarian national discourse that associated the status of women with the progress of the nation. 

As women used the power of the fledgling Bulgarian press to publicize their ideas and activities to a wider audience, male journalists were caught off guard and sought to co-opt the language of domestic discourse. Despite Bulgarian efforts to improve education for girls, the issue of female education and the role of women in society had been discussed only sporadically in the press. Education for girls became a rallying cry for prominent Bulgarian male nationalists only after Bulgarian women reconfigured the American discourse of domesticity. After 1869, the year those first fifteen women’s associations were formalized, it was the rare Bulgarian newspaper that did not promote the power of maternal influence and the need for women’s education. Some newspapers with a particularly educational bent cited “Letters to Mothers” as their source.
 

In reality, male journalists were taken unawares by Bulgarian women’s organizing activities. It was only after the publication of Bulgarian women’s speeches in the Bulgarian press that prominent male journalists adopted domestic discourse. Contrary to Bulgarian historiography, men were not in the vanguard of promoting women to the work of the nation. Instead, men’s writings in the 1870s reflected a movement that was well underway among literate urban women.

Conclusion

This article reveals the connections in the transmission of American culture among Bulgarian women. While Bulgarian women served as transmitters of American cultural ideals, they used those ideals not to introduce Protestantism but to bolster Orthodox Christianity. As a result of their encounter with American evangelicalism, Bulgarian women were converted not to Protestantism but to a new form of “female consciousness”.
 Their speeches and actions expressed a new understanding of the cultural and political power of womanhood grounded in the sanctity of motherhood. The concept of women as the cornerstones of home and society, and therefore “mothers of the nation” encouraged women in America and in Bulgaria to acquire an adequate sense of self to demand greater participation in the work of the nation for themselves and for other women. As Gerda Lerner explained, a pattern emerged “whereby women’s education centered in female communities becomes the energizing force for future societal transformation.”

In their maternal status, Bulgarian women constructed a new social identity and embraced a new model of progress and modernity. They went beyond a project of individual self-transformation to embrace a dynamic and creative movement for community change that gained force and energy from its origins in 1869 through 1876. At a time of increasing Balkan nationalism, when the peoples of the Balkans were reassessing their identities and allegiances to the Ottoman state, Bulgarian women took on a new social and civic identity as mothers of educated daughters and worthy sons, children who would be useful to the nation and the state. They embraced the modernizing message of American domestic discourse while transforming their position as preservers of tradition to promote a new, public identity as harbingers of national progress. 


What does this case-study of the first Bulgarian women’s movement tell us about American missionary women and American culture abroad? First, it illuminates an unexplored aspect of the extension of antebellum American culture beyond the United States during a period of major social transformation in Ottoman Europe. While most historians of Ottoman reform and social change emphasize its European influences, they are now beginning to recognize its American influences.
 Although the work of the Bulgarian women’s associations was cut short by the Bulgarian uprising against Ottoman rule in 1876 and the subsequent Russo-Turkish War, it represents one of the consequences of early American intervention in the Ottoman Empire.

 
Second, it shows that while the American project may be described as imperial in nature, it was easily converted to serve Bulgarian purposes. In a short window of time between 1864 and 1876, we can map the trajectory of change in Bulgarian Ottoman society immediately prior to Bulgarian independence when religion became a site of confrontation, and Ottoman Christian women reconfigured an American discourse to create new identities as Bulgarian Orthodox mothers of the nation. 


In the Ottoman Empire, American domestic discourse was appropriated in a receptive environment. As an empowering discourse for women at a time when the usefulness of female education was being discussed, it was easily reconfigured to serve the needs of Bulgarian women as they maneuvered to join the discussion. As a nationalist discourse, it was well-suited to the nationalist goals of certain prominent educated urban Bulgarians as they worked to shape a Bulgarian consciousness in their efforts to preserve ethnic and religious difference within the constraints of Ottoman reform.

Finally, as an example of the ways in which American cultural ideals were transmitted, reconfigured, and internalized to promote social change in a new environment, the case study allows us to move beyond the concept of cultural imperialism to explain the cultural interactions of American missionaries and the peoples among whom they worked. Ultimately, it is in the missionary efforts to contribute modern ideas to Bulgarian nation-building that historians need to review American missionary operations in the Ottoman Empire. And it is precisely because women did much of the cultural work of mission that we need to look at their contributions to American foreign relations in the first half of the nineteenth century, when the Ottoman Empire comprised the largest American mission field and the missionary impulse was arguably the leading commitment to the extension of American ideals abroad. 
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� Fifty-first Annual Report of the Methodist Episcopal Church,1870, p. 131-136; Letter Albert Long to Evgeniya Kissimova, December 16/28, 1869 in Papers of Evgeniya Kissimova, Bulgarian National Archive, IIA5727; � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Iliev</Author><Year>1926</Year><RecNum>12</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>12</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Iliev, Atanas</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1926</YEAR><TITLE>Spomeni (Memoirs)</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>Sofia</PLACE_PUBLISHED><PUBLISHER>Bulgarian Academy of Sciences</PUBLISHER><SHORT_TITLE>Memoirs</SHORT_TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�Iliev, Memoirs.�
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� For example, the untitled, undated speech, signed by Evgeniya Ivanova (Boyadzhieva), Papers of Evgeniya Boyadzhieva, Collection No. 2, file 2, p. 40-44, Ivan Vazov National Library, Plovdiv, Bulgaria.


� For example, Rakhil Dushanova’s speech in Kazanluk, reported in Makedoniya 31 May 1869, p. 107; Eka Raynova’s speech in Karlovo, reported in Pravo, 11 April 1870, p. 27; Elefteritsa Petkovich’s speech in Ruse, reported in the Chitalishte (1870), 146-147; Anastasiya Tosheva’s article "“Pooshtrenie na bulgarkite kum napreduka”  (An Incentive for Bulgarian Women Toward Progress) Pravo, 7 March 1870, p. 7.
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� Makedoniya 19 April 1869, p. 87


� Anastasiya Tosheva, "An Incentive for Bulgarian Women Toward Progress," Pravo 7 March 1870, p. 7.


� Anastasiya Tosheva, "An Incentive for Bulgarian Women."


� Anastasiya Tosheva, "An Incentive for Bulgarian Women." That Bulgarian women thought in terms of a “fatherland” is an idea that needs investigation.


� Kissimova’s untitled speech was reported in Pravo 27 September 1869, p. 122.
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� “Indiyka mayka” (an Indian Mother) Zornitsa, June 1869, p. 46-47. 


� Makedoniya 31 May 1869, p. 107.
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� For example, Pavuna Vitanova in Tryavna informed Evgeniya Kissimova that women had organized in Tryavna at Kissimova’s suggestion. The date of Vitanova’s letter suggests that women met informally before they formalized their associations. Letter, Pavuna Vitanova to Evgeniya Kissimova, 19 April 1865, Papers of Evgeniya Kissimova, Bulgarian National Archive, IIA5735.
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� Makedoniya 22 February, 1869.


� Chitalishte (1870), p. 109-114.


� Pravo, 1 March 1871, p. 1.


� Makedoniya , 8 November 1869, p. 199.


� Pravo, 29 May 1872, p. 2.


� “Skazka naredena po podrazenie ot pisma za mayki” (A Talk Organized on the Model of Letters to Mothers) Uchilishte 19 August 1871, p. 197-98; “Primeri na maychinoto vliyanie" (Examples of Maternal Influence) Uchilishte, June 1875; “Kum bulgarskite mayki. Iz skazkite na edna obrazovana zhena,” (To Bulgarian Mothers, from the Talks of an Educated Woman) Uchilishte, 30 August to 30 October, 1875.
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