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One Woman’s Battle for God: Literacy, Modernity and the Turn-of-the-Twentieth Century American Women’s Missionary Movement

 In a 1928 newsletter to her friends in the United States, Janette Miller, an American missionary working in Angola, described her conflict with theories like Darwinism that had recently gained hold of the hearts and minds of her fellow Christian Americans.  She claimed she was “unfit.”  Therefore, she surmised, “Something bigger than I am had to take a hand and He has not finished with me by any . . . means.” 
  Indeed, Miller was not remarkably fit; she suffered from several illnesses throughout her life including rheumatism and chronic back pain.  Furthermore, in 1928, at age forty-nine, her God in fact was not finished with her yet.  She lived to be eighty-nine and died in Angola when running her own mission, an orphanage, with the help of two likeminded woman friends, one from Portugal and the other from Africa. 

When Miller arrived in Angola in 1911 she was one woman among millions who shared her values.  But that had changed and, in 1929, she quit the Congregational mission because it had abandoned that which had been sacred to her, particularly Bible teaching.  Miller’s decision to leave the Congregational church coincided with a profound conflict within the Protestant churches in the 1920s between the liberals, or Christian modernists, and the conservatives, known as Christian fundamentalists. Not a proclaimed fundamentalist, Miller nevertheless continued to embrace evangelism as a primary goal for missionary workers and wanted to use the Bible as a primary text for missionary teaching. Her attitude toward Bible teaching and her rejection of Darwin’s theories of evolution, cast her as a conservative after the split. This fission among American Protestants is of course now associated with the 1925 Scopes trial when William Jennings Bryan failed to successfully defend the Bible in a testimonial challenge with Darwin’s theories of evolution.
 
 

In this article, I describe the first several decades of Janette Miller’s lifetime missionary career showing how the secularization of American culture, among other forces, affected the literate practices
 of one woman among many who shaped and worked for one of America’s first and largest female administrated service institutions—foreign missions. Overall, Miller’s experiences provide a comprehensive example of how missionary work enabled complex and extensive female authorship opportunities.  I argue that text production was central to the building of a female administrated international missionary empire, and show why the ethos of women authors like Miller was fundamentally fragile. A post World War I secular America and—ironically--modern feminism ultimately led to the material and ideological collapse of   mission work run by women and for women. Miller experienced this transformation of American culture acutely because it paralleled legislation affecting literacy in Angola--further crippling traditional missionary work practiced under that particular Portuguese colonial regime.  As a result, Miller’s experience also outlines a complex racial script as she shared a power struggle with her African constituents.

The Missionary Movement as a Sponsor for Literacy

In 1910, when Miller began her missionary training which led her eventually to Angola, single female missionaries were not only encouraged to seek careers in non-Christian lands, but had the emotional and financial support of female run missionary societies at home, composed of over three million women by 1915.
  Literacy was fundamental to its missionaries and members of missionary societies who collectively administrated a movement known as “Women’s Work for Women,” centered on the conversion of non-Western women, and children, to Christianity.  Membership to female missionary societies among the various Protestant denominations was more than three million by 1915 and that this membership “eclipsed” that of the Women’s Christian Temperance Movement.
 And temperance women, according to Carol Mattingly, “[m]ade up the largest movement of women in the nineteenth century, and the largest group of women orators and rhetors.”
 

Missionary work was a “permissible” career for women during this era via a complicated formula.  Through this occupation women worked outside their home, and even their countries, but remained within the boundaries of nineteenth century “true womanhood” which hinged on women’s spiritual equality, and even their spiritual superiority, to men.  True womanhood referred to women’s assignment, as permitted and dictated by this nineteenth century Christianity, to uphold “familial and social relationships.” The values they practiced and preached were “piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity,” 
 which aligned women’s biological assignment as mothers with their spiritual assignment as women. 

Miller’s arrival in Angola in 1911 is well documented in several issues of the female-edited and authored missionary magazine, Mission Studies, published by the Midwestern American division of the Congregational Woman’s Board of Missions, called Woman’s Board of the Interior or W. B. M. I.  This board sponsored female missionary work in China, Turkey, Mexico, Japan, India and Africa.  The texts demonstrate the literate practices enabled by female administrated activities and publications published at home and written largely from abroad during this era.  Miller’s job as a missionary gained her instant ethos as a writer. She wrote several articles for Mission Studies documenting her first experiences in Angola and was subsequently a contributing writer to the magazine in coming years.

The texts published by the women’s boards like Mission Studies were mostly likely designed to provide communication between missionaries and their societies at home. The missionary societies also likely sought converts, outsiders, to the missionary cause with their magazines.  A prolific and well-known missionary at the time, Helen Montgomery, in fact identified women missionary boards as “pioneers in the printing of attractive leaflet

 literature.”
 She described the texts as multi-genre and multi-media: “Their little stories and poems, brief biographies, historical series on separate lands and missions, are admirable examples of good printing and clever illustration.” 
  She also reiterated the importance of women creating discursive and professional spaces for themselves—through their work and writing--that were separate from those of men. “We are not like men, but diverse,” Montgomery insisted in 1910. “There is a feminine viewpoint, which, to be sure, is only partial but it is different.”
 

The Congregational women’s missionary boards in particular published several periodicals:  Life and Light for Women, Mission Studies and Dayspring, a periodical geared toward children. Life and Light for Women and Mission Studies are indeed multi-genre, multi-media texts that contain photographs and graphics as well as articles and poems written both by missionaries and members of the missionary society in their home societies within cities, towns and suburbs across the United States. The year Miller arrived in Angola its editors described Mission Studies as a magazine that “contains, short, crisp articles, showing the conditions abroad and their rapid change; letters from missionaries showing progress in their respective fields; information about the Home Department of the Board; and attractive pictures of foreign

 life.” 
 This magazine had been in circulation since 1883.  Then a modest sheet, by 1910 it was a monthly magazine of about 32 pages.
  The woman authored and edited missionary magazines paralleled general interest in missions among an even larger discourse community as evidenced by the popularity of writings by African missionary Jean Kenyon MacKenzie among general readers. MacKenzie’s book about Africa, An African Trail, sold 130, 000 copies and its chapters were featured in several editions of the Atlantic in 1916.
 
Women supporting female missionaries from home thus provided support in the form of money as well as readership of female-authored missionary periodicals like Mission Studies.  They also indirectly supported the literate practices of Angolans when women like Janette Miller became literacy workers. Miller was assigned to “language study” and “educational work,” perhaps because of her previous experience as a librarian for five years in Detroit, Michigan, and was sent to a small missionary outpost in a village, Ochileso located in the kingdom of Bailundo, where she and another missionary were to run a kindergarten.
 In Bailundo Angolans, called Ovimbundu, spoke Umbundu, the largest of the several sociolinguistic groups in Angola, and also the most influential.
  

Kindergarten teaching and administration were relatively common assignments for women missionaries during this time.  Again, when working for women, female missionaries worked for and with non-western children as well.  This “mother” identity also draws attention to Miller’s work as a colonizer—although I will complicate her role as such later. Nancy Lutkehaus associates the mother identity with colonial contexts because of the association commonly made by whites between “natives” and children. “Thus, by analogy,” Lutkehaus asserts,” missionaries were like mothers preparing their children to become good citizens and laborers.” 
  This mother ethos also situates missionary work in general as an extension of American Progressive-era female-run service institutions that expanded women’s role as mothers when women went into the public sphere to reform society with the goal of “uplifting” their less privileged sisters. 

Turn of the Century Angola: A Local Context for Literacy


The Congregational missionaries’ presence in Ovimbundu-Angola at the turn of the twentieth century when Miller joined their endeavor in 1911 signifies the contradictory role of missionaries in general during the colonial era.  As agents of colonialism and ushers of modernity, missionaries have historically, and for the most part, “sought to protect peoples from the excesses of government and others”
 Historically missionaries set up their operations outside of government structures not within them.  For example, the Congregational mission Miller joined in 1911, in Bailundo, was tolerated if not welcomed by a significant group of Ovimbundu Angolans due to a complicated formula. Overall, the relationship between the Congregational missionaries and a portion of Ovimbundu was ambivalent, complicated and not clearly hostile.
  The missionary presence in and near Bailundo was contradictory and at times subversive to the mandates of the colonial government, particularly because Protestant missions provided Angolans with virtually the only modern schools and typically taught their pupils and converts in their indigenous languages.
  This type of teaching was considered disruptive to the Portuguese colonial government because the government realized that the Protestant missionaries’ knowledge of the native language and customs enabled them to influence village life.
 
I frame a discussion of Miller’s literate practices during her first years as a missionary by assigning her the working title of translator.  Most generally, Miller “translated” her experience using ideological frameworks, terms and metaphors comprehensible to her Western audience in order to facilitate a communion between cultures.  By promoting Western culture in her lessons to her Umbundu kindergarten students using the students’ own language she engaged in a kind of reciprocal translation. She translated Western epistemologies for the Africans using the Africans’ texts, oral Umbundu—thereby creating hybrid, or modified, Umbundu discourse.  Although agents of change, Nancy Hunt suggests that translators like Miller did not have the control they might have imagined over the terms and programs they administered, as these terms were taken up and reinterpreted in colonial contact zones.
 Translation as defined by Hunt is closely related to Mary Louis Pratt’s definition of “transculturation,” the process whereby dominated people “select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture.”
 Translation in a colonial context might therefore refer to a project’s articulated function and transculturation to its result or its product--a seemingly illogical mixing of metaphors--and a mixing of cultures--that nevertheless has meaning for a specific group or individual.  

Miller was also quite literally a translator of the Umbundu language. The translation of the vernacular into English or other western languages was historically undertaken by Protestant male missionaries. This activity, a precursor to the evangelism of indigenous populations, was considered an intellectual and scholarly activity necessary to Protestant missionaries in particular because of their central belief that individuals’ conversion to Christianity was more authentic if these individuals read the “Word of God” in their own language. 
 The practice of translation among Protestant sects was set in motion by two relatively coinciding events: the Reformation, which emphasized Bible teaching in the vernacular as established by Martin Luther, and the invention of the printing press which enabled the mass circulation of these new texts.
 

 Recognizing misinterpretations that inevitably have taken place during the translation process throughout mission history, William Smalley nevertheless associates translation with the fusion of cultures. “[W]hat it [translation] implicitly did,”  Smalley argues, “was to put local language and the relevant parts of local culture in some ways on par with missionary language and culture and the languages and cultures of the Bible.” 
 Thus, as Miller’s role of translator promoted her to a position “on par” with that of scholarly men, the activity itself demanded that she recognize another equality, that between her own language, English, and the African language, Umbundu. Moreover, by translating kindergarten lessons—tools for “women’s work”—Miller’s work situated the translation of vernacular educational materials for children as a missionary task equal to the translation of biblical texts, an activity that ultimately resulted in Miller writing an Umbundu textbook, a set of 81 grammar exercises, that was published in 1921.
 


Miller’s second article in Mission Studies, published September 1911, provides some good examples of her role as translator enacted via her literate practices. It also introduces a key storytelling method Miller adopted in future reports, humor.  She used humor when critiquing the structure of the Angolan society which dictated that village women, and not men, work in the fields.  Miller and her fellow female missionaries were upset that they could not administer women’s work for women in the form of education because the women were always in the field.  “Something must be done to lighten the burden of work and give them [Ovimbundu women] more free hours in the daylight,” Miller declared.
  To capstone her assertion about the unfairness that women worked in the field and were thus denied the missionary education available to Angolan men, Miller quoted a male Angolan, Cilulu, who had apparently said, ‘I like to be happy. I do not like to work in the fields.’
  

In this article Miller conformed to the topoi constructed for her by the women’s missionary magazines, dictating that she report about the customs of the people with whom she worked by “translating” the culture for Western audiences.  She also depicted herself at work as a literacy worker, a translator of Western education for her students, an unconscious agent of change, keen on transforming the structure of Angolan society. In accordance with the overall female missionary agenda, she emphasized the need for transforming Angolan culture so non-western women could be educated--thus justifying Western women’s missionary presence as workers for women.  The main purpose of the article, to lobby for the education of women, is reinforced by a photo illustrating the article of “A woman going fishing,” which features an Angolan woman in native dress carrying a net--a woman working but obviously not in school, burdened as well with childcare. 

Through humor Miller could synthesize nineteenth century American feminine values dictating piety and submission with her more explicit role as reformer and agent of change as a foreign missionary.  Pratt, incidentally, notes the use of humor by the writer Mary Kingsley in her writings about Africa at the turn of the twentieth century. According to Pratt, Kingsley used humor to stake out a position of innocence about Western imperialism, “Politically she argued for the possibility of economic expansion without domination and exploitation.”
 Although their presence in Africa was dictated by different agendas, and Kingsley was Miller’s senior by over a decade, it makes sense that the two women might use similar rhetorical tropes in their writing. They had both been raised in a largely Victorian culture dictating women’s submission and abhorring woman’s outright aggression. 
A Fragile Ethos

Even though publication in Mission Studies provided Miller with a publishing opportunity and thereby publicity while working at a profession deemed prestigious by her readers, she nevertheless began a parallel publication, writing and circulating her own newsletter with her father’s aide when he acted as the scribe and distributor of these texts. By June of 1913 her father estimated that she had “thousands” of readers across the country and from several denominations.
 If her father was not grossly exaggerating, the number of “subscribers” to Miller’s newsletter is rather extraordinary when considering that in 1909 Life and Light for Women, the sister publication to Mission Studies, had 7,160 subscribers and Mission Dayspring, the board’s children’s magazine, had 5,668 subscribers,
 publications which could be expected to have thousands of readers as nationally distributed magazines.  In July of 1913 Miller described the purpose and scope of these newsletters as such to her growing audience, “It is too personal to be useful to the Boards for publication but I want you to feel each of you dear friends that I am speaking straight to your minds and hearts, each of you.”
   By writing and circulating a newsletter that was “published” monthly, like Mission Studies, Life and Light for Women and Dayspring, her newsletters mimicked other missionary publications, by arriving monthly, while also disclosing more personal details.  Another more practical function of Miller’s newsletter may have been that she also gained additional support for her goals when teaching and evangelizing Angolans from those willing to send money and supplies directly to her for her work. 

It was also customary that missionaries write home in order to facilitate imagined connections between non-Western people and American intimates at home.  As a missionary to China explained the function of her missionary correspondence, “’[L]ife would have been more humdrum’ [for her family] were it not for her life in China.” 
  The success of African missionary Jean Kenyon MacKenzie as an author, whose career I mentioned earlier, suggests furthermore that tales from Africa had particular cachet among the reading public during this time period, casting Janette and missionaries like her as veritable celebrities. Miller’s audacious letter writing was thereby reinforced by the powerful ethos granted to her by similar texts circulating among her own during this period.  

As mentioned earlier, Montgomery asserted that women needed their own administrative and discursive spaces in order to articulate a particular “feminine” view.  By articulating a mission separate from those of “official” publications, Miller’s newsletters, although different from the official missionary publications, thus promoted the tradition of female publication among missionaries articulated by Montgomery. Nancy Fraser might identify both Miller’s newsletters, and the missionary board publications they mimicked, as facilitating a “subaltern counterpublic.”   Fraser deems such texts advantageous to subordinated social groups like women because these counter forums “permit them [subordinate groups] to formulate alternative interpretations of their identities, interests and needs.”
 

Miller used her newsletter, for example, to promote her particular process for preaching and evangelism that differed from male models for the same. Her proposed models for evangelism, significantly, paralleled the blurring of the private and public valued by her American turn-of-the-twentieth-century female missionary cohorts.  She disapproved of public meetings as a means for promoting spiritual guidance among the Ovimbundu Christians and preferred the interaction enabled through one-on-one conversation and through the intimacy gained through friendship.  She explained the conflict to her newsletter audience in April of 1913, “I am wondering how we are to know their soul’s needs to see how to help them in Sunday school or how indeed public meetings can possibly be made to take the place of personal influence and the quiet of words of counsel coming naturally and easily into a conversation.” 
 Miller’s critique of the male model for evangelism corresponds with Jane Hunter’s analysis of other American female missionary women working in non-western countries during this era.  As Hunter explains, “Women’s alliance with the home and the heart involved her in a ministry that was both particularly emotional and uniquely practical. In her relationships she was to employ her special qualities of empathy and of saintly influence to procure souls for Christ.”
  Miller’s newsletters circulated apart from official board publications allowed her discursive space to promote the ideology of a feminine brand of evangelism in a semi-public forum. The scope of Miller’s newsletters thus paralleled her proposed method for evangelism. It was important to Miller that her newsletters be personal,  “too personal to be useful to the Boards for publication.”  When writing them she hoped also to provoke the intimacy of a one-on-one encounter by telling her readers, “I want you to feel each of you dear friends that I am speaking straight to your minds and hearts, each of you.” 
Miller also used her newsletters to describe her work as a literacy work and translator.  which is evident especially in her description of an arithmetic lesson, 

Names are too long in Umbundu to do multiplications in song so I have 5 plus 0, 5 plus 1 equals 6, etc. which goes with music and has already helped them on their mental arithmetic. I want to do more but think of putting 27 for instance into music. It is ‘akui a vali lepandu vali’ and others likewise. It reminds you of some of the german [sic] structures of words-that-to-foreigners-upside down-and-all-inclusive-seem. You ought to see the comical looking mental arithmetic chart I have. It looks like an enlarged triple decker yard stick without figures.

When organizing the Umbundu lesson, she acted as a translator, first to her Ovimbundu audience, translating modern arithmetic into Umbundu, and second to her American audience, translating Umbundu linguistic structures into terms this American audience might understand, relating the language to German, and its “words-that-to-foreigners-upside down-and-all-inclusive-seem.”  Through this “lesson” Miller’s readers at home might have imagined a connection between the culture of the Ovimbundu and their own American culture, Miller as mediator, an undeclared purpose of published missionary materials like Mission Studies. 


Miller’s use of humor, her awareness of the pitfalls that accompany cultural and linguistic translation, and the evangelical dimension of her work, are all evident in the following anecdote about her Bible lessons to children, described in one of her newsletters, “I asked my Sunday school children for the ten commandments. Some of their answers were no credit to my teaching. One said it was ‘two wives.’ I wonder what he will think when we got to Solomon. Another put in, ‘Thou shall note drink seinbombe’ for a commandment, and some of them had absorbed just enough of the fourth commandment to say ‘Thou shall not work!’ ‘Thou shall not rest’ and ‘Thou shall not gather firewood.’” 
 Miller narrated other difficulties of translation when engaged in a more secular lesson, teaching her students about a round rather than flat world, “It is perfectly foreign to their whole line of thought that it takes repetition from all points of view to help it sink [in] till it gets to be a fact of existence to them not merely strange words coming out of a book conveying no meaning to anyone but the foreign teacher who strangely insists on their learning such nonsense.”
 

This lesson also provides an understanding of the ideologies shaping Miller’s literate practices as a translator/teacher. In a secular society a Bible lesson and commonly understood scientific truth, such as the existence of a round world, are vastly different epistemologically—one dependent on culturally situated beliefs, the other on “facts.”  However, as was the case in the American culture of her own schooling years, for Miller there was relatively no distinction between these two lessons in terms of transforming the spiritual and material lives of the Angolans whom she taught.  Miller’s subjectivity, as with her fellow female missionaries, was thus complicated.  As agents of modern rationality, teaching students’ for example, of a round rather than flat world, they also simultaneously prescribed the adoption of not explicitly modern, moral authority based on a sacred text only a portion of the world’s population deems authoritative rather than mythical, the Bible.  The synthesis I propose between these two lessons from Miller’s point of view would also have been understood the same by members of the American culture Miller left behind and with which she corresponded in her first years as a missionary.

 This widely accepted synthesis between science, the arts and religion among Americans and western culture on the whole was about to change, however.  A menacing shadow was cast on missionaries, their message, and thus their prestige, when the rumblings of the Great War erupted into a violent blood bath that promoted skepticism about the superiority of people from Christian lands and thus their primary source: the Bible.  Most troubling to the ethos of Christianity among Christians and non-Christians alike, so-called practicing Christians turned warmongers had apparently forgotten the sacred commandments from which they garnered their superiority.  Just four years into her career as a missionary, the core values shaping Miller’s sponsorship, her ethos as a writer and thus her job(s) as translator were in jeopardy. 
Twilight for American Women’s Missions: A Final Call for Peace
The violence that underscore a world war among Christian nations had a crippling effect on women’s missions because this warmongering, death and destruction to so many Christians by Christians contradicted a key belief underpinning women’s work for women: that conversion to Christianity “could promote social betterment as well as spiritual salvation.” 
  The blatant hypocrisy of Christian nations undercut the assumption among middle-class American women working for missions about the superiority of western Christian culture.  According to Dana Robert, all missionary societies were forced to respond to the Great War by rearticulating their approach, “seeking to retain the strengths of the past while adapting to the changed world context.”
 

The news and articles published by the magazine Life and Light for Women, the flagship magazine for the Women’s Congregational Board, shows how women missionary boards responded to ideological shifts regarding Christianity. Articles in the magazine, particularly during 1915, indicate that those women involved in missions understood the relationship between the Great War and the vulnerability of their cause.  They quickly rearticulated the role of missions as a means for bringing about peace. In the April 1915 issue of Life and Light for Women, for example, one woman described the shift in their cause and rhetoric as thus,  “Suddenly, with empires gone mad in war, we begin to study Peace, its roots, its ways of growth, the necessities for its future establishment and we discover that the missionary forces have been and are the real Peacemakers for the world.
  Such rhetoric cleanly exempted Women’s Work for Women from any responsibility for discord among nations. Suggestions for united prayer during the same year in Life and Light were that missions and their societies promote the theme of peace. In May of that same year, the magazine reported about a Peace pageant as well as the new use of documents, to promote peace. 

Published reports about peace making among female Congregational missionaries and their supporters was evidently muted in the next several years of the publication, however, as rhetoric promoting peace subsided in the magazine. After the United States entered the war in 1917, it was probably more difficult for missionary women to gain support for their rhetoric espousing peace. Such sentiments would have seemed anti-patriotic or even abrasive when considering that as America’s men set off to war, male Christian leaders aligned Christianity with patriotism. 
 While the women missionaries, at least in 1915, deemed the war detrimental to their cause, American male religious leaders promoted fundamental connections between the war and Christianity. For them, George Marsden argues, the war was “a sacred cause,” as Christian soldiers made the world safe for democracy.
  A result of the rhetoric of patriotism was that those who protested the war were bullied into silence (a phenomenon contemporary pacifists can no doubt relate to).

Just a few short years later, in 1922, after more than fifty years of circulation, the women’s magazines were forced to merge with the male publication because of a lack of funding.  According to a final report in Life and Light for Women, both this publication and Mission Studies were forced to cease publication as the interests of the publications were served instead by a larger publication catering to the discursive needs of both the male and female boards, The Missionary Herald, edited by a male missionary administrator.
 Apparently subscriptions had steadily dropped for the women’s missionary magazines. Even though the Congregational women’s boards themselves would not officially fold into the men’s boards until 1927,
 this event marked the beginning of the end for the Congregational women’s boards and the American turn-of-the-century woman’s mission movement overall.  

It seems a great coincidence that these magazines folded so shortly after short bursts calling for peace, but there are several practical reasons for the folding of the women’s boards. First, the women who called for peace in 1915 while fearing that the war would undermine their cause were both perceptive and prophetic. As mentioned, the war did undermine Christian causes; the Great War left its toll on the souls of a society grown skeptical of wars in the name of religion, giving credence and greater power to secular ideas that had already gained a hold on an increasingly irreligious society, ideas that had been set in motion well before the war’s first battle. Freud, Darwinism and sexual experimentation, for example, were powerful competitors to a stale and seemingly ineffective Christianity as the jazz age commenced, thus marking the “the virtual collapse of communal enforcement of standards of personal behavior that had been among the mainstays of churches.”
  Since the communal enforcement of personal behavior had also of course been a “mainstay” of the missionary movement, its once mainstream message of salvation was inevitably drowned out by the provocation to sin.  Also damaging to the women’s missionary cause was ironically the promise of women’s equality, a promise that was of course enacted through legislation when women long last gained their right to vote.  Now alleged equals to men, not to mention official citizens of their own country, it was no longer necessary or popular for women to articulate or promote a world “divided by gender.” 
 
Angola after 1921: More Compromises


As the sun set on the heyday of women’s missionary publishing, thus crippling Miller’s role as a translator of culture, a corresponding force was at work to inhibit her second and cherished role as translator of the Umbundu language. In the same year that Miller’s textbook on teaching Umbundu was published, Portugal passed a law, called decree no. 77, which severely compromised the use of indigenous languages in the mission schools and thus radically changed Miller’s job as a literacy worker.  After the passage of decree 77, all missionaries were prohibited from teaching indigenous languages in missionary schools. This decree was enforced with a requirement that all village teachers, in most cases native Angolans trained by Protestant missionaries, be licensed by administrative officials to teach Portuguese. These licenses were withheld unless the teacher was able to speak Portuguese.
  As native school leaders and Western missionaries alike scrambled to get licensed by the government as teachers of Portuguese, their schools were closed. 

This legislation was undoubtedly designed to limit the efficacy of missionary teaching as it related in particular to the burgeoning identity of a mass of educated Ovimbundu. 
  Since Protestant missionaries, both western and indigenous, were teachers of written Umbundu, and so many of the Ovimbundu elite forged bonds with the missionaries, it’s not surprising that this burgeoning and collective identity be a challenge to the colonial government. Decree 77 was followed by more restrictions on the Angolan’s freedom of expression.  Laws were passed in the 1920s to limit the advancement of native Angolans as employees in government agencies and their presses were shut down.
 As with the case with women missionaries like Miller who lost autonomy over their publications, educated Angolan natives coincidentally lost their access to the “counterpublic” in the form of missionary schools, stations and their publications in the free press during relatively the same period.  Decree 77, and similar legislation, were enacted in conjunction with Portugal’s new plan to intensify its administrative control over its African colony, a control administered through more white colonization to accelerate the use of Angola, and its people, for the economic needs of Portugal.
 

The fact that decree 77 was passed prior to more laws restricting the advancement of native Angolans is complicated when considering that the Congregational missionaries publicly adhered to the laws with the conviction that the Angolans would benefit from them.  The rationale for cooperating with the government, articulated by Miller’s co-worker John Tucker in his 1933 book, was that when Ovimbundu learned the language of the colony they would gain greater power as citizens of a modern world. 
 While Portuguese as a European language obviously had more cultural capital globally than Umbundu, these laws also removed autonomy from indigenous teachers by requiring that language be taught in Portuguese.
 Decree 77 was a companion to a law passed in 1914 by the colonial government designed also to “modernize” Angolan citizens, allowing them the opportunity to become assimmilado, or assimilated, by working for the state or for a Portuguese settler.
 

Miller and Literacy Policies

Not being a native of Portugal, nor a licensed teacher of Portuguese, unable to learn the Portuguese language in the three-month government run “crash course,” and being an expert in two banned languages, English and Umbundu, Miller’s job was transformed after 1921. The very year she published her Umbundu textbook its consumption was by default illegal.  No longer a teacher of all the subjects, she was only allowed to teach the Bible because the government allowed this text to be taught orally in Umbundu.  By this time, Miller was working alongside a co-worker, Miss Minto, who was trained in Portuguese but was not proficient in Umbundu. 

Through her newsletters Miller continued her work as at least a translator of African culture to her American audience. Her stories in these 1920s newsletters could no longer be about her literate activity when a translator of the language because this task was banned. Her newsletters in the 1920s, then, inevitably focused on how the new laws were affecting both the Ovimbundu and the educational infrastructure of missions, along with topics that had interested her previously.  The missionaries’ new cooperative relationship with the government was marked in 1921, for example, by a visit to the mission by the governor of Benguela (the province where Bailundo was located).
 

In September of 1922 Miller described her job as it related to her skills, or lack thereof, and how she conformed to the new laws when teaching.  She also noted the indirect affect of the new laws on the children. It made instruction more difficult, particularly for the younger ones whom Miller used to teach all the subjects, not just Bible study:

Miss Minto supervised the morning school and teaches most of the afternoon of 

advanced pupils. All this is in Portuguese, not a mark of Umbundu being allowed on

the blackboards, and even the oral use of it being forbidden for all but Bible work. That

makes it very hard for the smallest children and puts a great many large ones in the first grade which is made up of three classes itself.
 

Miller wrote that at first the plan seemed impossible, maybe because there were so many children--250. But once the students got into the routine, it worked smoothly.  The whole system would only fall apart if it rained, Miller said, because the children would get wet when moving from building to building and did not have adequate rain gear.

Just as Miller’s job as an educator, and thus her literate practices as a teacher, changed because of the new laws forbidding instruction in Umbundu in all but oral Bible lessons, so did the job of the indigenous teachers.  Another job of Miss Minto and Miller, therefore, was to travel to the village outstations where there had once been schools run by Ovimbundu that had been closed by the government.  As one Ovimbundu “elder” explained the issue to Miller, which she passed onto her American audience, “It is three years now since school was closed by the government and my children are getting old without learning to read and I am not permitted to teach my own children.” 
  Unfortunately, Miller and Miss Minto could not control the laws affecting the village elders nor could they directly help them. The women’s job was to travel to villages to find girls who were ready and interested in attending the girl’s boarding school on the mission compound. 

By that time the rhetoric of Women Working for Women was no longer popular or considered progressive in the United States because women missionaries had collectively decided that they did not like the implication that “western women needed to raise up eastern women” and that “western culture . . .  had a monopoly on virtue.”
 Nevertheless in 1922 Miss Minto used this rhetoric in a sermon to the Ovimbundu (which Miller translated into Umbundu). According to Miller, Miss Minto  “told them [Ovimbundu women] about carrying the Light by the way of the home.”
  Later in the same report Miller described an encounter with one Ovimbundu, an elder’s wife, who had apparently followed the advice of female missionaries about transforming her home into a Christian one. The elder’s wife told Miller and Miss Minto that she was now engaged in the “proper feeding of her infants.”  This meant that she gave her children a variety of food, which was also the best food, food she no longer sold or fed to the animals instead. She concerned herself with cleanliness, particularly when it came to washing pots and pans. The whole family sat down to dinner, meaning the elder’s wife no longer sat in the kitchen while her husband was with other village men.  

Miller also used Women’s Work for Women rhetoric one more time in 1922 in her newsletter to articulate a place of power for herself.  No longer able to teach as she once had, she imagined herself as an extra yet important administrator for the girl’s boarding school. She wasn’t specific about her duties as such, but hypothesized that this work might have entailed time dedicated to intimate heart talks she had earlier described as valued means for conversion. “The girls work is sorely neglected,” Miller wrote in September of 1922, “even though we are supposed to be sent out for Women’s Work for Women and we single women were to specialize on the girls.” 
  Miller’s instinct to negotiate a position of power for herself using the rhetoric that had garnered women a professional ethos in the past is logical when considering that she had lost power as a professional. 

Just as the demise of Women’s Work for Women de-emphasized gender as a job qualification, the new laws regarding Portuguese indirectly devalued Miller’s expertise as a translator and writer of the indigenous language. These new laws likewise revised the ethos of the Ovimbundu as experts of the language important to missionaries like Miller, and teachers of their own children, into dependents of two governing bodies: that of the missionaries and the state.  I hypothesize that this coinciding script between Miller and some Ovimbundu reflects what Susan Stanford Friedman calls a “script of relational positionality” which is a “narrative of desire for connection that counters the urge to separate along racial lines.”   Such scripts take into account power inequality between individuals but also “liminal borderlands” where individuals from vastly different subjectivities share experiences,
 a point I’ll return to later.

As the 1920s progressed, Miller’s job was further downsized as she either refused or was unable to gain the competence she needed in Portuguese to be an official teacher.  According to one of her newsletters, by 1927 she apparently could no longer “teach Bible” and was teaching kindergarten only in the afternoon and Sundays. “A very small work,” she claimed, “from what she [had] always done.”  Since she longer “had” Bible, she was hoping to leave the mission, but was waiting for spiritual guidance about what to do.
 

In one newsletter explicitly written in 1928 as a description of her work in the Bailundo kindergarten, it’s apparent that by this time Miller had lost an appreciation for the transculturation process through which her students became confused about Bible sources.  So she designated one space in her kindergarten classroom for singing and telling stories that were “true,” from the Bible, and another space for singing and telling stories that were “nonsense,” fairy tales.  Before this system Miller said, “I used to find that Joseph wore a red riding hood and David met the wolf in the woods and Rebecca visited the three bears.”
 

By this time Miller was becoming satisfied with the spiritual guidance she had received about resigning from the Congregational board, and hinted to her “constituency,” those who received her newsletter, of her impending desire to do so, not because of her transformed status as a missionary but because she did not share the theology of modern-minded missionaries who downplayed the importance of Bible teaching and conversion as key to missionary work. Miller’s desire to leave the Congregational mission coincided in fact with the folding of the Congregational women’s boards with the men’s boards in 1927. To “come out” as an anti-modern Christian was a risk. The sponsorship of her place in the mission was becoming less stable and perhaps more dependent upon the audience she had garnered through her newsletters.  Some readers of her newsletters themselves were espoused Christian modernists with whom Miller agreed to disagree, as she did with her fellow missionaries in Angola.  By 1928 Miller had 122 people on her mailing list for the newsletter. 

The Congregational missionary board reportedly received and acknowledged Miller’, resignation with reluctance as she applied for a job in another nearby mission, run by the Swiss,  a less powerful and likely less threatening organization to the Portuguese than the Congregational mission. There, Miller was promised that she could still use Umbundu on a daily basis.
  She kept this position, running her own mission outpost where she was also a preacher, until World War II after which she began her own mission—which I described in my introduction.   

The folding of the Congregational women’s boards and Miller’s choice to leave the mission were not necessarily coincidental forces. Modern Christianity, which Miller rejected, was a concession to a growing secular society as Darwinism and other scientific theories, not mere fairy tales, eroded Protestant hegemony at the turn of the century in America and particularly in the wake or World War I.
 Incorporating scientific theories into their belief system, modern Christians de-emphasized the Bible as an authority as well as Christ’s divinity.  Modernists, June Hobbs explains, “said that God intervened with history, and that . . . . [s]cripture was not a message from a transcendent god but the historical record of an immanent god’s progressive relation to various people.”
  To evangelicals, like Miller, this interpretation was threatening as they continued to regard the Bible as a sacred and inspired text. Significant to women, and Miller in particular, modernists challenged the importance of personal experience and the idea of emotion as it related to spiritual experience.
  

Modern Christianity, with its concession to science, concerned itself with experience that could be validated by “objective data,” and denied therefore the role of emotion that had been central to Protestant women’s piety in the nineteenth century.
  Miller may have appealed to this “romantic worldview” in 1922 when describing her work in the girls’ school as it related to women’s work in particular. Concessions to modernist beliefs were plural and culturally situated, however, as groups and individuals scrambled to incorporate theology with new theories about human behavior and human history.  Miller’s belief system was culturally situated too, of course, related to her own history prior to leaving the States and her position as a kind of international citizen when a missionary.  Away from home, her belief system was likely not as deeply steeped within the new ideologies competing with Protestant hegemony—as might have been the case with her members of her newsletter audience at home.

When Miller finally resigned from the Congregational board in 1929 she did so, she claimed, because of the theological differences that she had with her fellow missionaries,

differences that were not, ironically, “personal.”   As she explained it, “It is not unhappiness at Bailundo and there is no personal friction. We work together very well. I am happy here and love my fellow workers.  We have good times here together and they say now they do not want me to leave even for theology.  I am glad I will no longer have to think about leaving because of not being wanted; no one likes that even it if is theology, not personal.” 
  Even though Miller did not mention the conflict here, as I have argued rather implicitly in the above sections, she had another theoretical conflict with her fellow missionaries having to do with their concession to colonial mandates regarding the use of Umbundu.  I theorize that the concessions to modern religion and to decree 77 on the part of Miller’s colleagues were not necessarily mutually exclusive compromises or policies.  When focusing their literacy projects explicitly on the teaching of Portuguese, the Congregational missionaries were helping Christian Ovimbundu to become participants in the modern world, and thus downplayed the importance of their participation in the “next” world enabled through an imagined relationship with a personal savior.  Considering that Protestant missionaries historically taught their constituents in their indigenous language to ensure more “genuine” conversions, the mandate and desire to teach Angolans in Portuguese rather than Umbundu corresponded with the rejection of conversion as central to missionary endeavor among modernist Christians. 

Conclusion 


Current events have recently resurrected memories of the period of American history I discuss in this article, a time when Christian ideals lost efficacy in mainstream American culture, the time when Janette Miller went her own way theologically.  Two days after the 2004 presidential election in the United States writer Garry Wills, for example, called contemporary Christians’ new electoral power “[William Jennings] Bryan’s revenge for the Scopes trial of 1925” an event when the beliefs of conservative Americans were discredited, leading “many to withdraw from direct engagement in politics.” 
  Susan Harding warns against such rhetoric that places conservative Christians into monolithic categories, particularly when such depictions “blot out fundamentalist realities and turn all born-again believers into aberrant, usually backward or hoodwinked, versions of modern subjects.”
  Theoretically, people who could rightly reclaim the power conservative American Christians lost in the 1920s, are historical subjects like Janette Miller. Thus, a genuine comparison between Janette Miller’s conservative Post World War I brand of Christianity and the values professed by today’s conservative Christians may be downright impossible, if not only beyond the scope of this article.   Nevertheless, with a nod towards Harding’s argument that we need nuanced portraits of conservative Christian identities, particularly as they relate to modern subjectivities, as I conclude I tease out and attempt to make comprehensive Miller’s conflict with modern religion, and modernity at large, during the period. While it may be anachronistic to align Miller’s identity and experience with those of contemporary evangelists and/or fundamentalists because her literate practices are obviously situated in a historical place and time outside of ours, her story nevertheless provides an example of one evangelical American’s rejection of secular, modern life, and in recent history.
First, I will wrestle with some of the hypothetical and general connections between modern Christianity and modernity.  “A key social-structural ornament of modernity with central relevance to the status of religion,” according to James Hunter, “is cultural pluralism, the division of society into subsocieties with more or less distinct cultural traditions.”
  Modern Christianity, with its concession to science and secularism, certainly accommodated “cultural pluralism.”  Miller appreciated aspects of African culture, but she did reject “cultural pluralism,” instead embracing the ideology of her childhood under which, as I mentioned earlier, there was little or no distinction between the epistemologies of science, arts and religion.  As Hunter points out, “Given that most religious views are essentially monopolistic, cultural pluralism is likely to have a negative effect on them.”
 


This characteristic of modernity identified by James Hunter as it relates to religion may be applied secondly to the developments of modern feminism or first-wave feminism, another force that undercut the women’s missionary movement at this time. Modern American feminism was built in competition with nineteenth-century idealism espousing women’s difference from men. Rather than building a coalition based on a singular ideal that women were morally superior to men, women sought identities based on notions of equality, not difference. Modern feminism like modern religion also conceded, in part, to science. When women collectively abandoned the idea that they were particularly suited for motherhood and tasks related to mothering because of their inborn and essential traits, motherhood was adopted as a social science.
 This development in the 1920s relegated religion to the private realm and religion was no longer welcome “in the market place.”
   

 Modern feminism was similar then to modern religion in its adherence to the rational over the emotional.  The growing “professionalism” of traditional female occupations in the 1920s, which employed allegedly empirical frameworks measuring women’s gendered tasks, actually undercut the collaborative spirit developed by women through their separate institutions like their missionary societies, institutions built on the idea that women were “naturally” suited for reform work because of their moral superiority.  As Nancy Cott explains, “[The] professional ethos [of modern feminism] encouraged them [women] to see other women as clients or amateurs rather than colleagues in common sense.” 
 Even though Miller cast Miss Minto as a partner in her depiction of the women’s work together, it’s possible to see “professionalism” at work in the 1920s missions, creating hierarchies among American women. Miss Minto was educated in the modern sense, in Portuguese, rendering Miller the subordinate and her qualities as a woman, and a Woman Working for Women, irrelevant or at least not very important.

Untangling the concepts of modernity and modernism when it relates to Miller and her literate practices is confusing, particularly when acknowledging that she rejected so-called modern religion but a facet of women’s missionary work, which Miller embraced, was introducing non-western women to modern life. Charles Taylor’s theories of modern identities are helpful then in understanding Miller’s contradictory subjectivity.  Taylor associates the modern self with western culture developed after the Reformation, espousing that modernity, in its ideal form, affirms “ordinary life” and practitioners are dedicated to the elimination of suffering. 
 By stressing cleanliness, health and familial harmony as a tenet of Christianity, turn-of-the-twentieth century American missionaries like Miller obviously stressed the sanctimony of the ordinary life, associating homemaking rituals with holiness.  The difference between agents of modern lifestyles like Miller and so-called modernists, according to Taylor, would be the diversity of their “sources” for their identity when articulating goodness actualized through “ordinary life.”  Miller’s sources for her modern identity, like her eighteenth and nineteenth century counterparts, were essentially “theistic’: so-called modernists, on the other hand, did not necessarily reject theistic sources but, as Hunter’s definition suggests as well, mined a plurality or a diversity of sources for negotiating their beliefs.
 Although Taylor insists a modern identity built upon fundamentally theistic sources is not necessarily in competition with a sanctimonious modernist identity assembled from a “diversity” of sources, evangelical women like Miller viewed modernist identity construction as a threat to their own.  This could be because these women’ s particular theistic epistemologies were available sources for identity construction but were no longer respected sources in the dominant culture after World War I.  As a result, outlets for actualizing these identities were thwarted, as in the case of Miller within the Congregational Angolan mission in the 1920s.


If Miller’s adherence to allegedly outmoded texts or “sources,” the Bible and Umbundu, situate her as a conservative, one refusing to progress, her resistance is more understandable when considering that the assimilation of those lacking power in a dominant society, as with women, has had mixed results for them. When, for example, women joined American culture as “equals” in the 1920s their previously sanctioned roles as mothers were reassigned to them by the dominant culture in a manner that was hypothetically restrictive.  As Fraser argues when quoting Jane Mansbridge, “[T]he transformation of ‘I’ into ‘we’ brought about through political deliberation can easily mask subtle forms of control.” 
 Returning again to the concept of relational positionality between Miller and the Christian Ovimbundu, one might argue the same for early twentieth-century Ovimbundu Angolans. When promised the opportunity to be a ‘we,’ as speakers of Portuguese and as citizens of a modern world, these Ovimbundu, like Miller, also lost autonomy as educators; the power they had gained through their collective identity, within a colonial context, as Umbundu-speaking people was compromised as well. Through her newsletter, her prizing of the Bible and her curriculum in Umbundu Miller, in essence, continued to carve out a type of counterpublic that Fraser deems imperative for under-represented groups. 
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