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This essay examines the position of Kang Cheng (1873-1931) and Shi Meiyu (1873-1954) in the Woman’s Foreign Mission Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church in order to explore the tension in this organization between convictions about the transformative power of Christian conversion and structures that effectively barred most Chinese converts from positions of official authority within the organization.   The goal of this essay is to explore the complexities in the WFMS ideal of Christianity as a liberating force for Chinese women, and so complicate the prevalent idea that American women missionaries were agents of “Americanization.”  The essay poses the question of what it can mean to make “American” converts who would be ineligible for citizenship in the United States, in part because of popular theories of race.  Scholarship has linked American women missionaries to the spread of American empire primarily through the efforts of American women missionaries in spreading American culture.  Drawing on recent scholarship on American empire that emphasizes the defensive nature of American empire along with its expansiveness, this essay seeks to reopen for debate the image of American women missionaries as unambiguous purveyors of American culture, and to question the very concept of “Americanization” as applied to overseas ventures.  

