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“Woman, Missions, and Empire: New Approaches to American Cultural Expansion”

Ian Tyrrell

Paper to be presented at “Competing Kingdoms: Women, Mission, Nation, and American Empire, 1812-1930.” University of Oxford, April 27 to 29, 2006
In the course of writing this paper I have revisited work I started more than two decades ago. In Woman’s World/ Woman’s Empire (1991), I wrote on the role of the World’s WCTU, empire, women, and missions. Here I approach this topic from a different perspective: a transnational and cross-organizational study of American cultural expansion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I first outline the nature of empire and the American place within that history of comparative   imperialism. I then show how the WCTU provided both models for a distinctive  American empire, and worked within American colonialism and cultural expansionism while remaining quite critical of formal imperialism. I examine briefly three issues in which the relationship of the WCTU as a conduit between metropolitan and colonial forces developed: the military canteen, the supply of alcohol to the “native races,” and the regulation of prostitution. I then seek to measure the effectiveness of the WCTU’s transnational influence in its impacts upon American domestic debates and American public policy. In order to do that, however, a salient truth must be recognised: the way the WCTU operated as a part of cross-gender political and reform coalition, despite its pedigree of sisterhood and its strong cross national gender bonds forged with missionaries and indigenous peoples in many countries. 

It’s hard to remember in these post-9/11 and post-Iraq war days just how recent it was that a discourse on empire became explicit and acknowledgement of American imperial roles quite commonplace. A resurgence of interest had, however, began about a decade earlier, at around the time that Woman’s World/Woman’s Empire  was published, with the shift being spurred by the rise of post-colonial studies. An important collection of articles edited by Amy Kaplan and Donald Pease appeared just two years later in 1993.
 In many ways, Woman’s World/ Woman’s Empire spoke hesitantly to the origins of a new conjuncture, concerning “a new kind of empire.” In fact I used that phrase in the book, and also devoted the epilogue to a consideration of the theme.
 That empire was characterised by a set of transnational networks of cultural communication, exchange, and power; it incorporated de-territorialised elements but was ultimately part of the racial and class hierarchies of European imperialism and colonialism. This was and is an empire that is energetically expansionist in a cultural as well as economic sense, and which knows no borders. 

As Fernand Braudel stated, “Imperialism is not a word to be uttered lightly.” It is usually taken to mean the political domination of geographically separate territories and their peoples, a definition that superficially does not fit the United States experience.
 Yet evaluating the American example is complicated by the problem of exceptionalism. There is a tendency to assume a European model based upon formal acquisition of territory, seized from tribal societies or sovereign states – and the peoples in the lands so acquired are subject peoples, not citizens or even potential citizens. But one can easily identify many gradations within this rather rigid framework in and between European empires—there are key distinctions between commercial seaborn empires and land based ones; between white settlement colonies and others; and between formal acquisition of territory and informal control. One can also find a bewildering combination of these forms. For this reason, an American empire must be set comparatively against a range of historical empires, not an American idea of what an empire ought to be.
 The American experience has some features in common with the British empire to which it has been closely related; and some differences. For this reason, I treat empire as an historical changing social formation rather than as an ideal type. 
Many of that American empire’s characteristics are not in fact unique to American expansion. These characteristics cover such classic themes as informal empire, cooptation and collaboration between colonials and imperialists, and the mixed picture of continental territorial acquisition, trading posts and strategic stepping stones for the acquisition of markets. Alongside the elements of similarity to the British empire, however, one can detect contributions that are, while not entirely unprecedented, perhaps disproportionately American: these have included an ideological distaste for formal colonialism; and a tendency to deploy hegemonic transnational organizations and institutions rooted, nonetheless, in American cultural experience.
 This strategy of cultural hegemony was pioneered in the kinds of cultural expansion undertaken by the Protestant reformers and missions in the late nineteenth century. Of course it is arguable, some would say, whether this social formation ought to be described as an empire at all. Yet we certainly do need to be innovative and flexible in the way that we evaluate the meaning of the entire web of cultural as well and economic relationships contributing to the extension of European power and dependent upon that power, if we are to understand the position of the United States in the world in the twentieth century. At the same time, we must also take into account the contradictory elements within the thinking of western Christian missionaries, and not merely typecast them as cultural imperialists.
 That would be too simplistic a label. Perhaps the element of anti-imperialism and ambivalent relationships with empire within women’s missionary experience stems from that “competing kingdom” of transnational religious affiliation highlighted in the themes of the conference. Yet anti-imperialism also stemmed from experience—from the practices of confronting the impacts and contradictory messages contained within cultural expansion and reform abroad. 
Despite American innovations and leadership within the practices of cultural expansionism, it should first be acknowledged that the United States did have a continental empire decidedly territorial in the nineteenth century. To be sure, the area of the Louisiana Purchase was broken, after a short hiatus, into territories able to be admitted to the Union. It is this process upon which the United States’ vision of itself as a Jeffersonian empire of liberty incorporating its territorial acquisition as states and their peoples as citizens rests. Partly this self-conception is a matter of judgment about the role of formal sovereignty and citizenship. It masks the realities of power and naked aggression in the taking of these territories and the suppression of their Native-American populations. But even within the accepted American framework, anomalies existed. The Arizona and New Mexico territories acquired from the Mexican cession in 1848 were held as a quasi-colony until 1912, long after they could hurdle the usual population bar for admission as states. In Alaska, the 1867 acquisition left the native residents as “wards” of the government, not as potential or actual citizens. This was unincorporated territory, a model for the later Philippines and other so-called insular possessions. 

Mission activities among the Amerindians within the continental US, like military activity, could be seen as a training ground for empire, and as part of an imperial process. But most of the work that has been done upon missions and empire concerns the overseas expansion of the US, where a different pattern prevailed. The Philippines has traditionally been seen as the “great aberration,”
 but it does fit the classic seaborn, commercial empire strategy beloved of the Dutch and to some extent the British. That the Americans did not build further upon their formal colonial acquisitions after 1898 tells us something about late American beginnings and the tides of classic European imperialism rather than about US uniqueness. 

In this paper I will argue that the dominant—though not the only—form of American ‘empire’ concerned neither continental territory, nor the colonies gained after 1898. Rather, it concerned cultural expansion in the period of great missionary activity of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that was consistent with the “networks of communication” thesis I have mentioned. While William Appleman Williams and his disciples studied in the 1960s the open door policy of economic expansion, the role of cultural expansion still has not received the attention it deserves—despite the pioneering work of Emily Rosenberg.
 It is often assumed that this process of global cultural dominance began in the 1920s—but American cultural hegemony has a longer history.
 Missions fits broadly into this theme of earlier cultural expansion. 

It was not just cultural expansion, but specific forms of Christian moral expansionism that characterised the new American empire. American imperialism had a strong tone of evangelical moral reform—even officially as seen in the pious reflections on the acquisition of the Philippines by President McKinley. There is a strong case for historians to investigate the importance of evangelical religion upon American policy-makers in the late nineteenth century. One thinks of Theodore Roosevelt and other architects of American empire such as Alfred Thayer Mahan as tough realists—and they were—but they had a thoroughly religious as much as strategic view of empire. It is little known that Mahan served ten years on the Board of Missions of the Protestant Episcopal Church and told Theodore Roosevelt in 1901 that it was important for the European powers to gain in Asia “simple, entire liberty of entrance for European thought as well as European commerce.”
 Both Mahan and Roosevelt justified the use of force in international relations in terms of the spread of Christian civilization. God was “the power who works in us to sanctification,” Mahan stated.

The morality issue in American empire was closely connected with the way Americans needed to distance themselves from European empires—there was a felt need to assimilate American empire to exceptionalism, as Paul Kramer has pointed out.
 It was not just some abstract and generalised notion of American exceptionalism driving policy on this score. The issue of morality was closely connected with the role of women and missions, and the role of women, in turn, provided one of the key elements of distinctiveness that contributed to American exceptionalism. Women’s role in cultural expansion brought the themes of Christian evangelism, imperialism and American exceptionalism together via transnational moral reform.

Until the 1990s, the topic of women was a neglected theme in American empire. The role of women is one of the areas in which one can detect gender differences in terms of informal cultural influence vis-à-vis many European empires. This is true for not only regular, sedentary missions but also the transnational associations that I have studied. There is no doubt that the WCTU was a pioneering transnational moral reform society with strong missionary impulses. To be sure, British women were prominent in the World’s WCTU, for example, but they did not tend to be the instigators, the architects of cultural and moral expansion; and the membership was more heavily American after 1914, as it was before 1890.

In the classic literature on American exceptionalism, much of the debate has been focused on socialism and class but the theme of women is a crucial one. We can see this classic exceptionalism in the work of Catherine Beecher, whom Professor Sklar has studied. In A Treatise on Domestic Economy, Beecher proclaimed that “The democratic institutions of this country … have secured to American women a lofty and fortunate position which, as yet, has been attained by the women of no other nation.” Democracy was allied in Beecher’s mind with religion. “The democratic institutions of this Country are in reality no other than the principles of Christianity carried into operation” that had placed women “in her true position, as having equal rights with the other sex”. In Democracy in America, Tocqueville followed the same precepts on this point. (After all, he mixed with people like Lyman Beecher, from whom Catherine had derived a good deal of her thought on the subject, during his stay in the United States). Because women had been taught to think for themselves and because they were better educated, they were thought by Tocqueville to be a source of moral stability in the American republic that compared well with the frivolity of European women of the nobility. Of course American women themselves were not sure whether they really were exceptional in practice; issues of gender subordination they seemed to share with less fortunate peoples. These themes nagged at them; they also shared a Protestant Christianity across national boundaries. But only in the US was this evangelical Protestantism considered fully developed.

Exceptionalism and evangelical religion shaped the outward thrust of cultural expansion in which these women were implicated as architects and emissaries. Many American evangelicals espoused a widespread belief that the United States was part of a providential plan to prepare for the coming of Christ. Catherine Beecher had stressed the moral uniqueness of the American people. The American republic was the means by which the Messiah of the nations would make “effectual the regeneration of the Earth” and establish his earthly kingdom.
 This millennial purpose could be aided by American women. By strengthening the American home and through it American morality, women would build a glorious future for the United States. Frances Willard and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union continued this line of interpretation and helped to export this evangelical domesticity in a global crusade against intemperance and for women’s emancipation.
 

What the Protestant evangelical impulse did was create a desire to remake the world so that men and women could demonstrate their moral worthiness. This was an aggressively expansionist position—which imparted great energy to the missionary crusades of the nineteenth century. The focus in this conference is upon this dynamic movement, particularly within and through conventional missionary organizations. Their activities do not, however, directly address the problematic of reform movements that has been a major vehicle for the study of American women. In the study of empire, it was the innovative non-denominational, transnational organizations bridging the gap between the religious and the secular, and between the moral and the political, that were the most significant for American empire understood in the way that I have defined it as a set of cultural, transnational networks of communication. 

Among American women’s reform organizations, indeed, among all moral reform organizations, the WCTU stands out for its pioneering role in the international arena, in promoting applied evangelical benevolence as a specific activity of women, and in ways which implicated it in the processes of American empire building. My contribution in Woman’s World/Woman’s Empire was to look at a specific type of missionary activity—not the usual sedentary, often denominational and nationally-bound types, but rather to transnational, peripatetic and inter-denominational ones.

The WCTU both illustrated and was a prime vehicle for American women’s distinctive contribution to cultural expansion. Its transnational format was highly innovative—drawing on officials such as missionaries and other functionaries from a variety of countries, holding World’s Conventions, and duplicating its bureaucratic structures across the globe. Its culturally expansionist, millenarian and other characteristics were extended to and imitated by some other equally significant transnational organizations, including mixed sex and male dominated societies. The WCTU’s Do Everything program was directly copied (along with many other things) by Christian Endeavor, as its president, the Rev. Francis Clark, admitted in his book, Christian Endeavor in All Lands.
 The WCTU also predated the Student Volunteer Movement. One of the most significant organizations for stimulating missionary activity, the SVM deserves further study. Its non-denominational thrust and the peripatetic world tours of its leader John Mott bear more than passing resemblance to the WCTU’s round-the-world missionary work. The highly evangelistic World League against Alcoholism also drew on the WCTU example, and benefited from its direct input in the 1919-33 period, as did a number of anti-narcotic and other drugs societies.

Among the key themes used by the WCTU in the 1880s that became characteristic of American cultural expansion in the 1890-1930 period was cooperation with local groups to gain access to local cultures and expand the depth and range of WCTU membership and affiliation. In the process, the WCTU exploited de facto discontent with colonial rulers and with the practices of other European powers. The World’s WCTU missionaries tapped into local missionary networks, particularly in India, establishing themselves as a conduit between those missionaries and the domestic audiences for moral reform in the United States. 

The WCTU also attracted, as regular missionaries did, indigenous support, particularly from Eurasian and low caste groups, and others who were discontented with the hierarchies of their own society. Such women as the Armenian Rebecca Krikorian found the WCTU’s heroines to be role models for their own actions. They too became peripatetic temperance lecturers and reformers, breaking through conventional gender barriers. One good example is Pandita Ramabai, the “high caste Hindu widow” and author of The Peoples of the United States (1889).
 Much less known than de Tocqueville’s or James Bryce’s tomes as an example of how others saw the nineteenth-century United States, Ramabai’s work is instructive of complex colonial-metropolitan relations. She elicited, notes Meera Kosambi in a perceptive analysis, “generous support” from the WCTU and from the Ramabai Circles formed in American cities as a result of her work and her visit to the US in 1886-88.
 Collaboration is always an important theme in empires, and people like Ramabai became collaborators in a form of empire by supporting and helping to refashion the WCTU in a multi-cultural direction; they helped to make the WCTU work one of intercultural mediation, interpreting messages to the indigenous and offering criticisms as well as comfort to the organization’s quasi-imperial project.
 We know that the wider missionary enterprise also had to function in this way if it were to be successful, particularly by being ‘translated’ into the vernacular cultures, spoken idioms and written languages. Missionary processes both secular and religious relied on collaboration, but the collaborators often modified the meaning of the message.
 This was true in the WCTU too, but with the WCTU its transnational and domestic American purposes were well served by the way the mediation occurred. Whereas there was often tension between missionaries and empire conventionally conceived, the WCTU did not stand for formal empire, and could more easily and more fully present an alternative form of cultural hegemony. Ramabai demonstrated the way that the WCTU could profit from its image as the representative of the USA—a “nonimperialist western power”. She “juxtaposed a staunch anti-British stance with an equally strong pro-American one, as a consciously employed strategy of resistance” to colonialism. Consequently, however, Ramabai saw “liberation only through a Western model for India’s progress.” She came close to endorsing American modernism and cultural hegemony over stereotypical European empires.
 

The nondenominational nature of the WCTU work gave it economies of scale and had payoffs in terms of being less bound by older institutions, and hence able to exploit new groups, and advocate new tactics. This non-denominationalism, which Ramabai highlighted, also contributed to the reformist nature of its institutions and gave it more than a hint of a different kind of relationship between Europeans and subject colonial peoples than was present, say, in British rule. According to Ramabai “out of all the many unions that exist in the developed countries, this union [the WCTU] is the best and the greatest...” She compared it to the numerous women’s mission societies which “do not have the unity among themselves that they should and do not accomplish as many good things as the temperance union has taken upon itself to do.” She praised “its extraordinary and outstanding organization.”

Another advantage was the ability of the WCTU to connect with a powerful domestic political lobby in order to effect political change in the United States and in its new imperial possessions, as well as to influence the wider conduct of foreign affairs and international agreements. In undertaking this task, the WCTU compared empires, trying to distinguish the American version from others, in order to show that the American could be different—more moral, and even anti-colonial in spirit. The translation of missionary and reform experience in the wider world into American imperial and domestic policy through the WCTU came in many forms, but none so important or prominent than three key issues; the military canteen; the export of alcohol to underdeveloped peoples; and army regulation of prostitution. 

A vital spur to convert imperial attitudes and practices on the use of alcohol into domestic policy came from the Spanish-American War and its aftermath, especially the insurrectionary war in the Philippines. The American occupation meant more military forces, and more conspicuous action by the military. This action seemed to conflict with the civilising mission proclaimed by American policy makers. The Union Signal of 12 December 1901 has a very contemporary ring to it. Despite all the talk about trade possibilities and the white man’s burden, the exports of American culture as of the end of 1901 had mainly been soldiers and the imports from the Philippines mainly the dead and their coffins. These “insular possessions” as the American government euphemistically called them had proven already to be very “troublesome”; the big question for the Union Signal was “how to … turn war into peace, barbarism into civilization, loss into profit, and to do them good morally and religiously by self-sacrificing teachers and missionaries, instead of harm by the importation of whiskey”.

By 1900 it was clear that the United States had indeed shouldered the white man’s burden. A central cause of concern for the WCTU’s version of this imperial civilising program was the canteen system. In 1890 Congress had tried to ban intoxicating beverages at military canteen posts located in prohibition states or territories. Yet the Army still allowed beer and wine sales at the discretion of post commanders. There the position stood until 1898. The WCTU lobbied for a law to make the canteens dry immediately after the Spanish-American War began. They were quickly successful in 1899, but the law was poorly written and the McKinley administration declared on the War Department’s advice that prohibition was not enforceable under that law. This position outraged the WCTU. The United States Army provided in the opinion of temperance groups a poor example for the Filipinos. 

Two issues got mixed up here, quite deliberately. One was the actual canteens, and the other was the larger question of the licensing of saloons by the new American administration in the Philippines. While the prohibition of all saloons in Manilla was the hope, the WCTU and its allies argued that the canteens gave a bad example both to soldiers and locals. The National WCTU sought to discover what reformers could do “toward righting the atrocious conditions in the Philippines” where “under supervision and sanction of American authorities” liquor interests “flourish.”
 The same pattern was emphasised at the State level. Bessie Scovell’s report for 1900 as President of the Minnesota WCTU emphasised that “Again and again has my blood boiled at the reports from missionaries and others of the hundreds of American saloons being established throughout our new possessions.”
 The WCTU publicised throughout the United States information gathered on the ground by its own visiting campaigners and by the missionaries of the church societies whose members were affiliated with the WCTU.
 A letter from an American missionary and WCTU member Mrs Cornelia Moots, a white ribboner and the sister of Carrie C. Faxon, a WCTU campaigner sent to investigate the saloon problem in the American possessions, was quoted thus: “liquor sold in the canteens has the same effect as liquor sold from the regular saloon”; the practice increased the number of saloons rather than decreased them.
 The effects on the young soldiers concerned temperance women as much as did the effects on the Filipinos. The WCTU’s national convention reported in 1900 that a quarter of the cases of soldiers confined in Philippine hospitals were drink-related.
 
The canteen issue had repercussions back home in changing the strategies of temperance reformers towards prohibition. The WCTU had by this time, like most other American temperance organizations, begun to rally around the issue of national prohibition. This was not an inevitable result, despite the view expressed by historians that the temperance movement had fixed upon this goal by the 1880s.
 In fact the WCTU had debated and contested the issue in the 1890s, and considered both high license and disinterested management solutions to the alcohol problem. The campaign against the military canteen in the Philippines became a covert way to experiment with particular incremental forms of prohibition legislatively. Increasingly this is what the Anti-Saloon League of America and its allied did, as Richard Hamm has argued, but the WCTU had already shown the way. In “all great battles,” explained the key WCTU legislative tactician, Margaret Dye Ellis, there existed a “central point of attack”.
 For prohibition, it was, according to Ellis, the campaign against the liquor canteen in the Philippines. It was extremely significant that this turn towards prohibition accompanied American imperial expansion. Anxieties about the latter process stimulated the shift to national prohibition. This shift was not the product purely of changing tactics and strategies within the American temperance movement domestically. 

The canteen touched upon another related matter spurring prohibitionist action—protecting the nation’s borders from the side-effects of imperialism. How could the United States avoid for the American people the possible contagion that exposure to the ideas and the practices of foreign nations might bring? Since one-half of the American army regiments were stationed in colonial outposts at any one time as late as 1907, this impact on practice at home was obvious.
 Imperialism’s repercussions on the homeland were important in this sense. To achieve a liquor free environment for the nation’s youth, the canteens in the Philippines had to be made dry, and to achieve this the entire American army had to be protected, at home and abroad. The domestic and foreign imperatives were inseparable.

The struggle over the canteen showed the central role of the WCTU in political lobbying. The Anti-Saloon League was quickly becoming more powerful after 1900, but it lacked any international presence, credibility, or independence sources of information. Its role in the canteen issue should not, therefore, be exaggerated. There was no ASL equivalent to the World’s WCTU until the formation of the World League Against Alcoholism in 1919.
 Despite the emergence of the Anti-Saloon League, lobbying of Congress was exceptionally heavy by the WCTU at the turn of the century in the aftermath of the war in the Philippines.
 White ribbon (WCTU) missionaries such as Katharine L. Stevenson and Margaret W. Leitch testified before the Senate Committee on Military Affairs and other bodies. Though the Military Affairs committee recommended against total prohibition, the senate voted in favour of abolishing the supply of liquor at the military canteens, and the new, enforceable law was enacted on February 2, 1901. Some opposing congressmen credited the WCTU with the victory, claiming (in the language of Shakespeare) that these women “doth make cowards of us all.”
 

Missionaries (and the WCTU) also wanted the Philippine government to abolish American-style saloons freely operating in Manila and vicinity, though in this latter demand they had only partial success. They succeeded in getting a massive reduction in the number of saloons that American entrepreneurs had introduced after 1898, but the (appointed) Philippine government (the Philippine Commission) had its own powers on this issue delegated by Congress, and it was not as susceptible under the control of its unelected proto-imperialist officials in the Bureau of Insular Affairs to threats of electoral reprisals. The Philippine Commission pursued a policy of “high license” to limit “native” access to European-style alcohol, and restricted the places and times at which European liquors could be sold.
 Missionary lobbying was more effective when channelled through transnational organizations at the imperial centre, and where the Congress could directly pass acts to change the regulation of morality. The WCTU was an ideal vehicle for that approach.

Abolition of army involvement in the sale of alcohol  helped to discharge evangelical reform concerns about the imperial adventure—to cleanse it and give it a good moral purpose. The WCTU thus helped, inadvertently,  to make empire legitimate. The controversy contained all of the overtones of the correct example to be set internationally, and the need to develop a morally superior position to other empires in order to provide world leadership. The WCTU developed thereby a (partly unconscious) alliance with the military occupiers. Though reluctant to endorse imperialism openly because the temperance ranks contained a good many opposed to imperialism and war, the Union Signal now effectively endorsed the administration,
 but only insofar as it could turn “barbarism into civilization”.
 The paper also praised the work of the American Commanding General, Nelson A. Miles, who visited the Philippines in 1902 and who endorsed the new canteen legislation.

However the WCTU still remained uncertain about the morality of empire, and enough in tune with the marginalised anti-imperialists of the United States to rule out any wholehearted endorsement of American policy. Lillian Stevens, the Union’s national president of the time, remained uneasy about the spread of American empire, urging the United States to avoid a permanent occupation of Cuba, and charging that special economic interests were likely to subvert humanitarian endeavours there and in the Philippines.
 “To resist all these temptations will require the most sterling honesty,” proclaimed the Union Signal. In fact, the WCTU’s sympathies with Nelson Miles were equally indicative of their “in-between” political position—somewhere uneasily between support of formal empire and opposition to it. The WCTU had not backed a winner in supporting him. Miles had fallen foul of the American administration in the Philippines and the military establishment in the United States, and was relieved of his position as commander of the Army at the earliest possible moment, partly because of his stance on the liquor question. As the example of Miles indicates, the WCTU’s allies were not necessarily the dominant political groups in the United States government, and faced hostility from wide sections of the army. Moreover, though the WCTU got the canteen law through, the army still interpreted it to allow certain types of (low) alcohol drinks to be served in some cases.
 

The new sense of moral obligation gained from the acquisition of colonies not only extended inward, towards defence of the United States through the canteen law as a trial run for national prohibition; it also extended outward to affect the nation’s participation in the transnational discourse of imperialism over alcohol and drugs.  The WCTU took advice from missionaries, including non-American ones outside the American colonies, who agitated for protecting the peoples of the underdeveloped world from the deleterious impacts of European expansion. These effects included economic dislocation, but the missionaries generally distinguished between good and bad European commerce. The latter was “not only not a profit but a hindrance to normal trade” and included the provision of alcohol and drugs to colonial peoples and other indigenous groups.
  This European discourse was a highly paternalistic one, in which the “darkness of heathenism” did not know what was best for  itself. The WCTU joined this lobbying  for an international regime hostile to the export of alcohol to the colonial world. Ellis spoke to Secretary of State John Hay “for the women of the world” and on behalf of Scottish missionary John G. Paton. She coordinated the missionary petitions condemning the supply of alcohol by American traders to the South Pacific Islands.
 WCTU lobbying helped gain passage in 1902 of the Gillett-Lodge Bill banning American trade in alcohol with the New Hebrides, as Paton had implored. 

Later, the WCTU served as a key lobby group urging the United States to support stronger international conventions on the prohibition of the export of certain types of alcohol to Africa. The diplomatic record shows that the WCTU was effective in getting a positive response from the American Secretary of State and his officials. The American Government argued for a more “moral” policy at the international treaty negotiations at the Hague in 1906, though treaty policy on the question never fully satisfied the WCTU, and contained many loopholes that kept the organizations involved in a constant state of agitation over the issue.
 Coordinated by Wilbur F. Crafts, the secretary of the International Reform Bureau and his wife, WCTU Sunday School Superintendent Sara Timanus Crafts, the campaigns of the WCTU and other missionary and evangelical groups intensified, and focused not only on alcohol but also on the prohibition of opium and other drugs to colonial and undeveloped peoples through the pre-World War I years.
 This work was a precursor for the later work in the 1920s by the World League against Alcoholism and by retired naval hero and prohibitionist, Richmond Hobson and his World Narcotic Defense Association (founded 1927).

The WCTU also took a central part in the purity crusade against the official inspection of prostitutes undertaken in the Philippines by military doctors for the health and safety of the American Army in the field. The issue here had already been confronted by the World’s WCTU in a controversial way in the case of the British Army in India. The WCTU was concerned that the United States’s version of empire should not be morally stained as was the British Raj, which had sanctioned licensed prostitution. The WCTU stressed the need to remove the stain from the American flag—to make it, as Katherine Stevenson later observed, “stand in the Far East as the symbol of righteousness.”
 As in the canteen issue, the WCTU campaign was led by the organization’s Washington lobbyist Margaret Ellis. She obtained in 1902 an official army book of medical inspection and used it to great effect in embarrassing the US military. Secretary of War Elihu Root and his underlings were inundated with hostile petitions, letters, and personal callers. He reversed US policy and banned inspections. Yet here too, as in the issue of the canteen, the success was only partial. The inspection of prostitutes was stopped, but informally doctors were allowed to report to the military on the condition of suspect women. The WCTU were victorious in preventing the stain of legalised prostitution upon American flag, but not in abolishing the gender inequalities that they sought to expunge from military practice entirely.
 

The WCTU and other reform organizations that joined in the informal Christian coalition in Washington could not dominate the strategies and practices of American empire. Diplomatic, politicians, opinion makers in the media, and foreign governments stood in the way. Compromises were always achieved, as in the canteen and prostitution issues. But the point remains that the style and the agenda of American policy was influenced by the activities of these American women. They were active agents, though not autonomous and far from all-powerful ones. 

The WCTU’s Ellis  was, said the Union Signal, deliberately based in Washington in order to carry on these struggles.
 But most American women could not vote. Ellis had to remind those she lobbied that seven-eighths of the members of the WCTU outside the south had husbands or sons in the Republican party.
 This indirect influence to some extent compensated for the frustration and powerlessness these American women felt at their exclusion from the franchise.  Nevertheless, the point highlighted the necessity to work within the coalition of Christian reform groups, whose objectives were in turn profoundly shaped by the views of women and their missionary advisers. 

To the extent that it was influential, the effective lobbying of the WCTU came from its networks—which meant not only drawing upon the missionaries but also knowing how to deploy missionary letters and petitions in the nation’s capital. Gaines Foster has given a thorough account of this early Christian coalition in its domestic political setting, but he does not deal with the United States’s imperial adventure, nor the impact that the imperial experience had in turning the tide in favour of the coalition and shaping its goals and tactics.
 The lobbying over the canteen saw the WCTU cooperating with a host of organizations. On one occasion in December 1901, Ellis appeared at a Washington meeting for the WCTU alongside Charles Lyman, president of the International Reform Bureau to support the prohibition of alcohol traffic and other drugs with the so-called native races in the Pacific. The ASL’s Dr Howard Russell spoke “briefly” and Rev. Stephen Livingstone Baldwin, Secretary of the Foreign Methodist Episcopal Missionary Society, expanded on the role of opium in China. Wilbur Crafts emphasised at the same meeting the need to “protect the child races,” and Christian Endeavor chief Francis Clark dealt upon the “effects of strong drink” observed on his travels around the world, “especially among those in the dark corners of the earth”.
 The WCTU needed the support of these organizations and influential reformers. It was part of a coalition, aimed ultimately at transforming the United States and instituting what reformers regarded as a moral government, but also aimed at using foreign policy as a vehicle for the evangelical regeneration of the world. 

Here it is necessary to bring in a factor left on the periphery by the formal paper structure of this conference: The importance of male/female cooperation. The pattern of inter-organizational cooperation rested on this fact. This was a theme I dealt with at length in Woman’s World/ Woman’s Empire, but it was not commented upon much in the reception of the book. Women’s influence was not always or even principally exerted through women alone. The WCTU had male support and males as affiliate members. The WCTU was not just a sisterhood though that term was widely used. It was also very much concerned with brotherly relations and companionate marriage. Frances Willard always praised the role of the Christian brother as well as sister – she called the ideal men her “knights of the new chivalry.”
 Men and women were in fact intimately connected in the shaping of this American ‘empire.’ There were plenty of examples of husband and wife teams working for American cultural expansion—none more prominent than Wilbur Crafts and his wife Sara.
 They toured the Far East in 1907 “to arouse interest” in promoting “the great treaty which will unite sixteen civilized nations in a plan to suppress intoxicants and opium in all uncivilized countries.”
 
Because of the need to utilise male power structures, the women of the WCTU were not uniquely influential in the building of either the American version of informal empire abroad or in the lobbying to implement concomitant moral reform changes at home. Moreover, their organisational links were mainly to the Methodist, Baptist and other evangelical churches, whereas there is some evidence that it would have helped to have had, in addition, stronger links with the Protestant Episcopal church. Theodore Roosevelt was closer to the thinking of that church, and worked with Bishop Charles Brent of the Philippines on the issue of anti-opium diplomacy, though Roosevelt was actually a member of the Dutch Reformed Church; Roosevelt’s successor, Taft was a Unitarian but one who recognised from his time as Governor-General in the Philippines the importance of missionaries as de facto agents of the state. Evangelicals had better access to the Methodist McKinley. In fact he met the WCTU leadership after their annual convention in 1900.
 His death was much lamented by the WCTU’s leadership, and with good reason. The point remains that the WCTU’s political clout was as part of a much wider network of church and missionary groups. This is why there is a need for a broader investigation of transnational voluntaristic societies in comparative perspective, and of the men’s as well as mixed sex societies. This is also why the study of key evangelical and other church figures such as John Mott of the YMCA (a confidante of Woodrow Wilson) and Brent is important. These were also conduits for the missionaries to effect their policies on drugs, along with a host of other lesser-known figures such as Crafts.

The WCTU and similar organizations such as Christian Endeavor highlight another neglected theme in American empire. That empire took shape within the confines of pax Britannica. The WCTU and Christian Endeavor both looked principally toward the Australian, New Zealand, South African and Canadian connections as vital to the global extension of their work. It is no accident that W.T. Stead, friend of the WCTU, in his Americanisation of the World (1902) pointed to this phenomenon of boring within the British “white” empire as the essence of the American imperial challenge to British dominance, and as the source of its competitive advantage. Stead used the WCTU as a key example of the coming American style of moral hegemony.
 More generally, Britain’s empire served for American reformers not only as a comforting source of racial identity as Anglo-Saxons, but also as the facilitator of the sinews of power and knowledge on which Americans relied to convey their rather different and sometimes subversively anti-colonial messages. WCTU missionaries took advantage of the British empire linguistically by focusing much of their travel in places where English was the dominant European language spoken; they also availed themselves of the communications networks of British cable lines and steamship services, and of the physical protection that Britain’s gunboat diplomacy could provide in places beyond European colonial authority. 

Architects of American reform internationalism would by the 1920s self-consciously posit the moral superiority of the American people and the export of American moral values through prohibition and other moral and religious policies as a key to the United States’s new cultural hegemony in that decade.
 This sentiment was seen in the activities of the World League against Alcoholism. Yet this policy had its roots in the mission experience of the 1890s and the reaction to the American acquisition of formal empire. 

The role of the British empire as an arena for American cultural expansion leads to the question of cross-national influences in colonialism’s histories. The global agenda and practice of American moral reform organizations went beyond a metropole/colony dialectic. Rather than colony and metropole, there were also the ties between different metropoles and their different colonial systems. This is a potential problem with Catherine Hall’s imposing work, Civilising Subjects. Because her book has been widely hailed as path-breaking, it might be taken as a model for the study of American women, empire and missions. She sees the relationship of colony and metropole as part of the same field. Hall’s impressively detailed, archivally-rich work deals with the shaping of a national English and racial identity around civilising the natives in far off places. Using the case studies of Jamaica and the Baptist missionaries of Birmingham, she deftly charts how ideas of the brotherhood of man were replaced by those of manly English citizens “with their dependents in place” both “at home” and “in the empire in their various stages of being ‘civilised.’”
 She shows that empire is a reciprocal process, and that approach ought to be heeded now, if it has not been before. But she has been criticised for ignoring the US influence on Jamaica, and neglecting cross-national reform and missionary networks.
 

Whatever the merits of such a case study and its thesis concerning the essence of imperialism and national identity, the American case cannot be essentialised in relations between, say, the US and the Philippines alone. The US empire, was—and is—everywhere. The model of transnational organizations is a far better one—as in the case of the World’s WCTU, wherein missionaries circled the global, connecting with and translating a variety of experiences across a range of European empires and colonies. In studying missions and American empire, a critical problem in the American case is that WCTU work was not simply directed to the “dark peoples” of the earth, but to Europeans as well. Thus, for example, the role of the British white settlement colonies has to be taken into account. The export of American moral reform abroad was not a simple matter of white imperialists versus colonial peoples of other faiths and races, but of the imposition of American standards on other Anglo-Saxons and other Europeans as well. These included Greek Orthodox, Catholics, Coptics and Armenians not to mention Islamic and other non-Christian people.

These are just some of the myriad of questions raised by the study of the WCTU as a transnational missionary organization. Only when we grasp the originality of the WCTU project will we see the lineaments of the American approach to empire, whose origins lie not in twentieth-century power politics and ideological struggle, nor in late nineteenth-century economic motives and the desire for the open door alone, but in the cluster of Christian and moral values, the culturally expansionist ethic behind these, and the distinctive twist upon gender relations and the role of women that are displayed in nineteenth-century American reform movements abroad. 
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