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Joanna Moore abandoned her dream of becoming a foreign missionary in 1855.
  Just three years earlier, Moore, a twenty-year old, unmarried schoolteacher, had experienced a conversion to Christianity and joined a local Baptist church.  Inspired by a returned missionary’s stirring sermon, Moore soon set her sights on overseas evangelical work, but responsibilities for an ailing mother dashed her hopes of ministering to the “heathen” in India.
  Moore found her missionary zeal rekindled in 1863 as she listened to testimony by a man who had recently visited an encampment of former slaves on Island No. 10 on the Mississippi River.
  Moved by the plight of these Civil War refugees, Moore dedicated herself to domestic missionary labors among African Americans, thus embarking on a career that would last some fifty years.  Although this work would become a life-long vocation, Moore, in her memoir, acknowledged a connection between her early desires and her eventual life’s work.  “I gave up preparation for the Foreign Field in 1855, because my parents very much needed me,” she observed.  “And yet in one sense I have been a foreign missionary ever since.”


Once engaged in the field, Moore quickly came to see a connection between her efforts in the American South and Christian missions in Africa.  Moore’s memoir lists numerous instances of raising money for African missions, linking the fate of Christian freedpeople in the U.S. to the conversion of Africans.
  She undoubtedly also found the war-torn South and its African American inhabitants to be unfamiliar, even alien.  She had been inspired by exotic images of former slaves that must have mapped easily onto common understandings of Asian “heathen”:  “[T]here passed before my imagination a panorama of bondmen, tied down with cords of ignorance, superstition, and oppression.”
  Her odyssey first to Island No. 10 and then throughout Arkansas, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Tennessee confirmed this sense of foreign-ness.


Almost twenty-five years later another female missionary began her labors in another domestic field.  On May 15, 1888, Sarah (“Sallie”) Elizabeth Stein became a teacher at the Baptist Chinese Mission School in Fresno, California.
  In many respects, Stein’s formative years resembled Joanna Moore’s.  Like Moore, Stein joined a Baptist church as a young woman.
  Like Moore, Stein became a schoolteacher, felt the call of foreign missions, and attended college to prepare for her calling.
  And, like Moore, Stein understood her efforts in the U.S. to be closely connected to foreign evangelical labors.  She viewed her posting in California as a continuation of the religious work that had taken her to Canton (Guangzhou), China, for eight years before her arrival in Fresno, and her observations about her domestic mission inevitably drew upon comparisons with her endeavors abroad.
  Stein, for example, glumly observed that crossing the Pacific and entering the U.S. did not cause Chinese residents of Fresno to disavow their “hearts … of superstition and idolatry.”
  In fact, she was, in part, acknowledging that she ministered to a population that seemed to be somehow alien and that endowed her domestic evangelical work in Fresno with a sense of the foreign.


The missionary lives of Joanna Moore and Sallie Stein illustrate two critical aspects of late-nineteenth century domestic evangelizing and suggest a third.  First – and perhaps most richly – they illuminate the connections between home and foreign missions.  These connections underscore the comprehensive ambitions and far-reaching practices of American evangelicals.  They also provided the foundation for a process of defining racial difference that depended on the identification of peoples and territories that lay outside the literal and metaphorical boundaries of the nation.  Second, the increased attention of home missions to blacks and Chinese coincided with the expansion of formal women’s evangelical labors and the growing rhetorical importance of gender in home missions.  The confluence of these trends helped to racially mark blacks and Chinese through gendered discourses of domestic respectability and belonging.  Finally, Stein’s frustration hints at a broader characteristic of home missions – their negotiated nature.  African American and Chinese clients contested evangelicals’ notions of difference by advancing alternative models, ideas, and institutions.


By examining these connections, confluences, and contests, this essay argues that female evangelicals played a critical role in Baptist home missions well beyond their stated aim of affecting the spiritual conversion of African Americans and Chinese immigrants.  Home mission women participated in a project that sought to create a Christian nation.  Even as they worked to transform the spiritual lives of blacks and Chinese and, thus render them acceptable for national inclusion, their rhetoric and methods reinforced cultural distinctions between themselves and the objects of their proselytizing.


Peggy Pascoe has argued that this emphasis on culture not only distinguished home mission women from the growing number of intellectuals who attributed racial and ethnic difference to biology, but also provided a basis upon which “to challenge biological determinism as it applied to ethnic minority women.”  In Pascoe’s assessment these female evangelicals were, therefore, “antiracists who anticipated the distinction between biologically determined race and socially constructed culture.”
  To be sure, missionary assessments difference often stood in stark contrast to the ascendant scientific racism of the late-nineteenth century.  

Nevertheless, as they used their evaluations of religious and cultural disparities to determine who might be included or excluded from membership in the nation, home mission women contributed to and deployed a cultural racial discourse.  They helped to create a powerful tool for identifying aliens within the borders of the nation and reinforced domestic boundaries by marking internal others.
  An examination of home missions to blacks and Chinese thus exposes a form of racial marking that seems decidedly at odds with traditional histories of late-nineteenth century racialism.  Yet the cultural racism of these home missionaries – mistakenly deemed a “new” phenomenon of the late twentieth century by Paul Gilroy – illuminates the power of a racial discourse linked not to biology but to culture, gender, and nation.

Connections

Joanna Moore and Sallie Stein represented a fundamental element of home missions that connected their endeavors in the U.S. to the work of American evangelicals abroad.  In the rhetoric of advocates, in missionary practice, and in the depiction of the objects of proselytizing as cultural and racial others, home missionaries saw their national project as part of a broader, worldwide mission.  This multilayered linking of the domestic and foreign components of American evangelicalism mirrored the dialectical relationship between U.S. nationalism and imperial ambition during the last third of the nineteenth century.
  More importantly, the process by which missionaries identified the objects of their domestic project with “foreign” populations marked Chinese immigrants and African Americans as aliens even within the territorial boundaries of the U.S.  In short, home missionaries played a key role in representing Chinese and blacks as racial and national others.
Baptist home mission ideology was well-suited to the broader social, political, and economic developments of the late-nineteenth century.  The antebellum home mission movement had grown out of overlapping sacred and civic concerns, borne of spiritual fervor and social and political uncertainty.
  At the heart of this movement lay an ideology of evangelical nationalism – the religious and secular faith in a nation spiritually and materially transformed by evangelical Christianity and fueled by a desire for territorial and demographic expansion.
  As Americans faced the challenges of North-South reunion, African American emancipation, the closing of the frontier West, and increased immigration, home missionaries would deploy this rhetoric of national mission and Christian empire with renewed vigor.

The belief in the connection between America’s spiritual and civic fates was not unique to Baptists.  The home mission movement was remarkably ecumenical, and evangelical ideology among Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists remained strikingly similar.
  However, Baptists represent a particularly illuminating case.  The vigor with which denominational organizations, such as the American Baptist Home Mission Society (ABHMS), pursued institution-building among freedpeople in the American South was rivaled only by the Congregationalists’ American Missionary Association, and the Baptist commitment to missions to Chinese on the Pacific Coast (as well as in China) had few equals in scope and scale.  More compellingly, Baptists, more than any other evangelical denomination, emphasized local autonomy and congregational authority and eschewed ecclesiastical hierarchy.  Basic to Baptists’ view of their denomination as the most fundamentally democratic, this core belief accentuated the tensions at the heart of home mission ideology and practice.  At the forefront of dilemmas facing missionaries was the question of when proselyte communities would be deemed self-sufficient enough (spiritually, as well as financially) to be independent of missionary supervision and guidance.  This question underscored the uneven power relations between missionaries and proselytes and confounded straightforward notions of congregational authority and democratic practice.
Home mission advocates aggressively made connections between domestic and foreign ambitions.  In its 1878 Annual Report, for example, the Executive Board of the ABHMS proclaimed, “Whenever Home Missions Succeed, there manifests itself not the spirit of Home Missions only, but Foreign likewise … [H]e who wishes well the world’s evangelization, will take care that the spirit of Home Missions is nourished, and that the basis of all evangelical influence is broadened by their successes.”
  The previous year, the Women’s Baptist Home Mission Society (WBHMS) had made its domestic mandate clear:  it was “to carry forward the work of Christian women for the evangelization of the heathen and semi-heathen people and homes in our country.”
  However, the group’s male-run counterpart, the ABHMS, reminded supporters that home and foreign missions were equal parts of a comprehensive project.  The WBHMS would play a crucial role in attempts by American evangelicals to bring Christianity to “the uttermost parts of the earth.”
  Significantly, home missionaries would “begin at Jerusalem,” a direct allusion to the central position of America as the wellspring of the worldwide Christian empire envisioned by the nation’s evangelicals.

Yet, the links between overseas evangelical expansion and domestic missions were more than merely rhetorical.  Dozens of Baptist missionaries joined Sallie Stein’s trans-Pacific movement.  In fact, during Stein’s posting in Canton, she worked with at least two other missionaries who had already ministered to Chinese in the U.S.  And these individuals were merely following a pattern established by the first Baptist missionary among Chinese in California, J. L. Shuck, who had been one of the earliest American missionaries to China before returning to the U.S. to establish the first Chinese Baptist church in America.
 

Perhaps no single family better exemplified this trend than the Hartwells of San Francisco, Tengchow (Penglai), and Canton (Guangzhou).  Jesse, the family’s patriarch, crisscrossed the Pacific Ocean during a missionary career that spanned more than half a century.  He traveled to China for the first time shortly after receiving a commission from the Southern Baptist Convention’s Foreign Mission Board (SBC FMB) in 1858.  Hartwell returned to the U.S. in 1878 after the death of his second wife, and he persuaded the SBC’s Home Mission Board (HMB) to allow him to try to revive its Chinese mission in San Francisco.
  By 1884, the HMB could no longer afford to support Hartwell and the mission, and the ABHMS took over sponsorship of Baptist labors in the city.
 He later would be named the Superintendent of Chinese Missions on the Pacific Coast.

In California, Jesse worked alongside his two surviving daughters, Nellie and Anna.  Born in China to Hartwell’s first wife, Nellie and Anna both held positions as teachers in the San Francisco Chinese Mission School.  By the spring of 1888, when twenty-five year old Nellie set sail for southern China under an SBC FMB commission, she had spent enough time at the school to form close relationships with Chinese who attended classes.
  Younger sister Anna would soon follow Nellie overseas after graduating from the Baptist Missionary Training School in Chicago in 1891 and spending a year as her father’s assistant in San Francisco.

While the Hartwells, Stein, and others moved back and forth across the Pacific, Baptist missionaries at work in the post-Emancipation South rarely traversed the Atlantic, despite Joanna Moore’s musings about Africa and African Americans.  Nevertheless, as Moore’s fundraising efforts indicate, Baptist home missionaries understood their work among blacks in the South to be intimately connected to the efforts to evangelize Africa.  In 1882, mission official H.L. Morehouse insisted upon this close relationship between African Americans and the conversion of Africa.  Morehouse argued that missionary and educational endeavors in the South were particularly important because it was within these institutions that “the missionary spirit for the evangelization of Africa is fostered … and the sympathies, the prayers and the contributions of the freedmen are being evoked for their pagan kin across the sea.”

Morehouse reproduced a common assumption.  In general, ABHMS officials and missionaries asserted rather than demonstrated the link between black Southerners and Africa.  In fact, Morehouse’s use of “pagan kin” as the operative connection is an informative juxtaposition.  It suggests both a cultural evaluation of the religious state of Africans and a link based on lineage or blood.  The affinity between black Americans and Africans, in this sense, was based not just on common non-Christian cultural origins but also on biological racial affinity.  Direct comparisons between the spiritual and social condition of African Americans and Africans reinforced these assessments, as when one female mission official asserted that black women “realize, all too bitterly, from the depths of their own sad experiences that Africa lies all bout them, and that the ignorance and superstitions of their own homes must be done away with first of all.”
  When Joanna Moore claimed to be a kind of foreign missionary, she was thus contributing to a discourse that moved blacks beyond the spatial boundaries of the nation and marked them as aliens.

This process was perhaps even more straightforward in Chinese home missions, where the idea of “foreigner” was explicitly linked to a discourse of exclusion.  As in the case of African Americans and Africa, white evangelicals believed that Chinese who resided in the U.S. would play a special role in the conversion of China.  In part, this belief had its foundation in the observation that many Chinese in the U.S. eventually returned to China.
  This fact gained salience among home missionaries as they found their efforts stymied by the anti-Chinese movement of the 1870s and 1880s – a movement that made proselytizing and institution-building difficult and seemed to encourage return migration.
  In 1875, for example, a committee of Baptist mission officials noted, “The great majority of Chinese emigrants have a fixed purpose of returning to their native land … A convert won to Christ, from among the Chinese in America, is a native helper won for China.”
  Chinese return migration made domestic missions even more important; they were crucial to the evangelization of China – in many ways the primus inter pares of nations for American missionaries.

Yet a closer examination reveals that the idea of sojourning Chinese in America, if not the result of a racial discourse, certainly became a pivotal representation in one.  To be sure, rates of return migration reflected the desire of Chinese themselves.  However, Europeans who journeyed to the U.S. often experienced comparable or even greater rates of return, but contemporary and subsequent scholarly accounts generally distinguished between European immigrants and Chinese sojourners.
  Chinese were marked as outsiders, interested only in exploiting the economic opportunities of the U.S. before returning home to enjoy their riches; they were, therefore, undeserving of legal equality.
  It also linked them to images of contract – and less-than-free – labor that stood in striking contrast to the ideals of post-Civil War free labor rhetoric.
  The sojourner representation was thus instrumental in paving the way for legal immigration restriction, and formal exclusion strengthened cultural notions that racially marked Chinese as aliens.

Home missions became a central site for the formulation and elaboration of these mutually reinforcing ideas, and they reveal at least some of the implications of such a discourse.  In the late 1870s, Baptist officials maintained that Chinese “are here but for temporary purposes” and thus settled on a strategy of not building “permanent institutions” like churches because there was no need “to mould [Chinese] society and civilization in the U.S.
  In making this determination, these evangelicals, to be sure, were contributing to the cultural construction of a racist type.  But they were also demonstrating how such ideas could translate into material consequences, in this case the evaporation of support for the development of institutional structures in America. 

In the process of linking their domestic project to evangelical labors overseas, home missionaries created a powerful discourse that identified the objects of their missions as “foreigners” even within the borders of the nation.  That mission discourse culturally marked blacks and Chinese, in particular, as aliens was no coincidence.  African American emancipation and Chinese immigration directly challenged traditional notions of national identity, and late-nineteenth century Americans agonized over the “Negro Question” and the “Chinese Problem.”  But home missions were not solely about demarcating racial others.  Ideally, they would serve as a conduit for creating Christian citizens of a Christian nation, and there lay within home mission ideology a radical possibility of inclusion.  As Susan Yohn has observed of Presbyterian labors in the Southwest, evangelicals believed home missions “to be fundamental to the making of good American citizens.”
  During the late-nineteenth century, as more women entered mission work, the tensions between national inclusion and racial exclusion pivoted increasingly on ideas of gender.

Confluence

In fact, even as African American and Chinese populations attracted more attention from home missionaries, female evangelicals took on greater importance both practically and rhetorically.  Baptist women established two national organizations in 1877, the WBHMS (based in Chicago) and the Woman’s American Baptist Home Mission Society (WABHMS) in Boston, and the WBHMS created the Baptist Missionary Training School for female evangelicals in 1881.  Joanna Moore had anticipated the movement of women into formal domestic evangelizing when she entered the field in November 1863, and she received the first commission granted by the WBHMS soon after its founding.  By 1880, Moore would be one of thirty-two female missionaries, assistants, and teachers working in the South.
  Neither was Sallie Stein alone when she arrived in Fresno in May 1888 under a WABHMS commission to replace Frances Potter.  She met her co-worker, Mrs. Alanson D. Smith, at the mission school and joined at least seven other female Baptist missionaries ministering to Chinese in Northern California.


The institutionalization of female Baptist mission work was part of a larger movement that saw native-born, white, middle-class evangelical women extending the reach of their activities beyond the traditional notions of the home.  Like other Protestant women, Baptists relied on their standing as the moral centers of the home and the home’s standing as the moral center of society to advance an expanded concept of the domestic realm, and, for female missionaries, the home was a unique site of access.
  Thus, the Chicago-based women’s society endeavored “to promote the Christianization of homes,” and its sister organization in Boston asserted that “the elevation of … women, and … the creation of truly Christian homes, where virtue and piety shall flourish, is emphatically the work of Christian women, and only theirs.”


Yet, because home missions were considered to be essential paths not just for religious conversion but also for national inclusion, female evangelicals could play an expanded role in secular matters.
  As domesticity occupied a more central position in this process, female missionaries became primary agents in defining who might be considered worthy of belonging to the nation.  This was what Joanna Moore had in mind when, in the midst of her explanation of the proper role of mission women, she declared, “The prosperity of our Nation depends upon our homes and home is what mother makes it to a large extent.”
  


The emphasis on domesticity meant also that mission efforts focused increasingly on female clients.  Joanna Moore began ministering to women and children almost right away, visiting homes and creating Sunday and Bible schools.
  By the late 1870s, she was exploring the possibility of establishing “a training school for colored women,” and, in 1885, Moore launched her “first real boarding school for women” in a “rented house.”
  In this school and others “for wives and mothers,” the course of study focused on the home and family, training female students in the domestic virtues of proper “housekeeping,” “laws of  health,” and “social purity and temperance.”
  And to keep the goals of women’s mission work explicit, Moore held regular “Mothers’ and children’s meetings, where all questions pertaining to the duties of wife and mother and child will be discussed and carried to God in prayer.”


Moore’s work supplemented the larger labors of the northern Baptist-sponsored colleges and seminaries.  In fact, by the time she established her first school, Baptist-affiliated institutions, like the Wayland Seminary in Washington, D.C., and Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, were already admitting women, and Sophia B. Packard and Harriet E. Giles had established the Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary.  With the obvious exception of the Atlanta school, these colleges and seminaries had originally been concerned with creating a class of male leaders, especially ministers.  Women’s classes were added because male leaders could only inhabit good Christian homes if they had good Christian spouses.  

At Baptist seminaries and colleges the emphasis was never entirely on domestic or industrial education.  According to Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “Industrial training was viewed as enhancing, not diminishing, the school’s overall academic direction.”
  It is significant, however, that, as the Jim Crow regime forced its way into power, more and more philanthropic foundations that funded black educational institutions began to propound theories of black suitability for industrial rather than classical education, and this shaped the types of classes and programs these schools offered.  The Baptist-sponsored Shaw University in North Carolina, for instance, maintained its liberal arts and theological programs, but its administrators recognized that a major benefactor, the John F. Slater Fund, preferred funding technical programs, and this part of the school’s curriculum began to expand as early as the 1880s.

On the Pacific Coast, “rescue missions” aimed at prostitutes in San Francisco appear to have been the most common – or at least the most publicized – form of engagement between white female missionaries and Chinese women.  Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Methodists created mission homes for women who sought refuge from prostitution.
  In these missions to “fallen” women, the interlinked ideals of domesticity, moral purity, and respectability took center stage.


Baptists did not engage in formal rescue missions.  The demographic particularities of the Chinese population in America complicated the ideal of women’s work for women, for cultural practices and systematic exclusion created a severe sex-ratio imbalance.
  Nevertheless, Baptist women did make an effort to reach Chinese homes, and, especially as a small American-born generation of Chinese women developed, they even began to organize classes exclusively for young women and girls.
  In 1885, for example, a fellow missionary in San Francisco reported that Janie Sanford was making regular visits “among women and children.”
  But evangelicals hoped also to organize schools, and Baptist devotion to domestic training can be seen in female missionaries’ tenacious desire to create programs for Chinese women.

There is little extant evidence of what exactly occurred in these classes.  However, using the rhetoric of women’s missions, the programs of Baptist missions in the South, and Peggy Pascoe’s study of the Presbyterian rescue mission in San Francisco, it is likely that the educational program consisted of training in the proper elements of middle-class womanhood.  The curriculum most probably included prayer and Bible study for piety, supervision to ensure purity, and lessons in cooking, housework and childcare to instill domesticity.


It is significant, though, that a good part of women’s missions on the Pacific Coast entailed working with male clients.  But even in these female missions to men, respectability and gender remained at the center of training programs.  American evangelicals painted Chinese with the broad brush of “heathen” and all that designation’s accompanying ills.  This ostensibly religious designation, however, had social manifestations, including the allegedly tyrannical treatment of women by Chinese men – a characteristic few missionaries failed to note.  Many complained, for instance, that Chinese social relations made domestic education of women – in fact, any education of women – nearly impossible and thus prevented the creation of Christian families and homes.  Such was the case in Portland, Oregon, in 1875, when exasperated Baptists explained that it was “not safe to undertake” a female training class, “owing to the prejudice of the Chinese to teaching women.”


In addition to catechism, then, missions to Chinese men would begin with instilling proper respect for women and would result in the “manly” acceptance of women’s domestic education.  As one missionary observed, after lamenting that Chinese women were prevented from such training, only “the teaching of Christian truth” could lead to “a noble and outspoken manhood in behalf of every good word and work.”
  If, as Peggy Pascoe has argued, female rescue missions were to allow “degraded” women to regain their moral purity, then missions to Chinese men were to instill reverence for Christian womanhood, perhaps even to create marriageable men for rescued women.


Female missions in both fields created unprecedented opportunities for clients.  In the South, missionary investment in educational institutions would have a lasting effect, and mission officials understood this as a primary goal of their project.  Black clients and white missionaries alike knew that teachers were community leaders, and Baptist-trained women emerged in leadership roles.
  As Henry Morehouse remarked, “A well-qualified Christian teacher … is … a great power for good in the community, -- second only to the educated preacher of the Gospel.”
  As Jim Crow and Judge Lynch strengthened their grip on the South, African Americans found refuge in missionary schools and churches.  The message of hope that had pervaded these institutions in the heady days of Reconstruction shifted to a more cautious strategy of community-building and sustenance, but black schools, especially, would, as Raymond Gavins has argued, foster “an attitude of protest against Jim Crow” and would later serve as the staging ground for a more concerted assault on the system.
  Chinese rescue missions most obviously provided women the chance to better their social condition by escaping exploitative sex work.
  And missions to Chinese men held the possibility of educational attainment and access to white sponsorship and resources.


Moreover, beyond even the social possibilities they opened to clients and potential clients, Baptist home missions could foster sustained interracial, intercultural contact.  Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham asserts that female-centered evangelical work could result in an “unlikely sisterhood” between white and black women.  She argues that missions “created structured avenues along which black and white women traveled together, heard each other’s voices, and learned of each other’s struggles and values.”
  Similarly, Peggy Pascoe has written convincingly of the emotional bonds that Chinese women and white female missionaries developed.
  The links between mission men and women and clients also served a more practical purpose, particularly as the veil of oppression and restriction descended on the Jim Crow South and Exclusion Era Chinese America, for the friendships, acquaintances, and other relationships forged in mission communities could provide blacks and Chinese access to limited resources and might offer a modicum of protection from the worst abuses of white supremacy.

Yet, these avenues that held such promise for mobility and interracial “dialogue” and “communication” traversed a white supremacist social landscape, and the power of missionaries as producers of cultural and racial knowledge should not be underestimated.  In fact, female home missions simultaneously produced a discourse of difference that marked blacks and Chinese as outsiders – a discourse that complemented the elision of foreign and domestic fields.  Neither the desire to convert nor the process itself provided a neutral conduit for inclusion.  Conversion hinged on the delineation of essential differences between mission women and clients, and the evangelical goal of “elevating” target populations to respectability assumed their lesser condition.

Evangelicals typically engaged in this process of defining difference through the depiction of client communities in letters to family and supporting organizations and in articles written for the religious press.  They carefully catalogued religious practices, social relations, familial customs, material conditions, and behavior, reducing Chinese and African-American religious life and social relations to a set of descriptions expressed in an evangelical nationalist vocabulary of progress and uplift.
  These writings constituted what Joan Jacobs Brumberg has referred to as “missionary ethnology.”

No other set of ideas and practices illustrates the limits of home mission contact better than the emphasis of missionaries on gendered notions of respectability.  On the Pacific Coast, where missionary ethnologies by evangelicals laboring in China buttressed ideas about heathen immigrants, the supposed paths for inclusion were articulated in a vocabulary that made it clear that clients would find it difficult to truly break the bonds of their cultural tendencies.  Even rescue missions – perhaps the starkest example of evangelical labors as a conduit for social (as well as spiritual) uplift – contributed to this discourse of difference.  As Nayan Shah notes, as early as the mid-nineteenth century, “white politicians, missionaries, and physicians castigated Chinese female prostitution as a leading threat to the moral and social order.”
  Missionaries’ focus on this dimension of sexuality and gender played a key role in the racialization of Chinese women.  In fact, historian George Anthony Pfeffer has argued that the press’s “presumption that every Chinese woman is a prostitute” – an image developed in large part through missionary ethnologies – was a key factor in the racial logic of immigration exclusion even prior to the 1882 Exclusion Act.


Missionary discourse also produced images of Chinese men in the U.S. that foreclosed any possibility of attaining the characteristics of American manhood.
  The initial assessment of Chinese as patriarchal in the extreme gave rise to a secondary discourse of manhood that emphasized the subordinated position of Chinese men to white women.  In practice, it seemed, requiring Chinese men to submit to female missionaries as their social and moral betters was the most common method of instilling proper respect for female domestic purity and piety.  This gender disciplining appears vividly in a widely distributed WABHMS pamphlet.  In this leaflet, a fictional home mission woman relates her triumph of converting Lee Jip and the tragedy of Lee Jip’s accidental death by trampling.
  The relationship between Helen Dickinson, the missionary, and Lee Jip (whom she calls Gypsy) is emotionally close, but it seems even closer than the intimacy required of evangelical conversion.  In his “bright, winning face and soft, gentle eyes,” Lee Jip is “more childlike than an American boy of half his age.”
  Dickinson’s language suggests that the relationship is one of mother to son, even more than missionary to proselyte.  She models a maternal relationship which reinforces a hierarchy that maintains white female moral authority and the subordinate position of Chinese men.


The parable also points to two ideas that place this depiction of Chinese men within a broader context of fixed national and cultural difference.  Helen’s nickname for Lee Jip – “Gypsy” – is not pure whimsy; it is a direct allusion to the “sojourner” representation of Chinese – they were unsettled, never intending to stay or become citizens.  And that Lee Jip perishes, even after accepting Christ, suggests that while evangelicals could be spiritually successful, the next step in home mission ideology – inclusion in the Christian nation – remained futile.  Chinese men were simultaneously too autocratic, patriarchal, and heathen and not manly enough to be included in the nation.

 
Female missionaries in the South also participated in this double-edged process.  Even as their work opened institutional support and possibilities for working alongside black women, it simultaneously produced a vocabulary of difference pivoting on domestic respectability.  “Cleanliness and purity” were at the center of Joanna Moore’s catechism, and she went to great pains to educate black women about the “laws of health, including proper food, clothing, exercise, cleanliness, and care of the sick.”
  

Moore was not alone in her preoccupation.  A flurry of reports from mission women in 1879 and 1880 only underscores the central position of domestic cleanliness and its necessary corollary, filth-laden black clients, in evangelical literature.  In these accounts, even households led by Christian mothers needed “enlightening as to the efficacy of soap-suds.”
  The description of a former slave woman provided by a missionary who worked in Tennessee illustrated what female evangelicals were up against:  “I think I never saw a person so wretchedly dirty as one of these women was.  Her filthy garments hung in tatters; her face was bedaubed with grease and coal-dust, her hands indescribable.”
  The repetition and dissemination of these images went hand-in-glove with a developing discourse that intertwined moral, cultural, hygienic, and physical difference as central to definitions of the black race.

The emphasis of female missionaries on the fundamental and gendered differences of Chinese and black clients complemented the discourse that linked domestic and foreign evangelical efforts.  Taken together, these aspects of Baptist women’s home mission work illustrate what Amy Kaplan has referred to as two different but subtly linked notions of the term “domestic.”
  On the one hand, female home missionaries represented the growing number of trained women entering evangelical work, signaled the expansion of the domestic sphere, and exemplified domesticity and respectability as key signifiers for conversion.  On the other hand, as evangelicals ministering to blacks and Chinese, they played a central role in setting the standard of respectability which divided civilized from savage and defined the “domestic” against the “foreign.”
  They related Chinese immigrants and African Americans to populations beyond the territorial borders of the nation and marked those who resided in the U.S. as alien others.  Although mission women tended to emphasize culture rather than biology, this demarcation of cultural difference, pivoting on who might be included in the nation, resulted in a culturally constructed racial discourse.

Contests


But if home missions were sites where missionaries’ ideas about race were created and deployed, they were also sites where African Americans and Chinese immigrants experienced, contested, and rearticulated race.
  Mission records often can be frustratingly silent when it comes to the thoughts, desires, and beliefs of clients.  They can also be distorted by the missionaries’ self-interested and culturally narrow perspectives.  As Vicki L. Ruiz has observed, institutional missionary sources generally reveal more about their authors than about those to whom evangelicals minister.

However, Ruiz also notes that such documents might well serve as “points of departure” for understanding the lives of clients.
  A close reading of Baptist home mission records and an acknowledgement that client activities neither began nor ended in formal mission institutions provides a foundation from which to reflect on how blacks and Chinese received the evangelical overture – and how they countered the cultural racist discourses deployed by home missionaries.  In particular, African Americans and Chinese immigrants understood their relationships to Africa and China, respectively, in drastically different terms than did white evangelicals, and this difference hints at a rearticulation of missionary ideas about culture, kinship, and belonging.  Moreover, seen in light of mounting racist pressure represented by movements to institutionalize segregation, restriction, and exclusion, the aspirations and accomplishments of black and Chinese clients take on a more significant meaning.  Rather than merely echoing evangelical norms of domesticity, these achievements often modeled behavior that subverted racist representations of the capacity of non-whites.  Perhaps more interestingly, client behavior and social relations that seemed to fly in the face of mission teachings about domesticity might be interpreted as a reliance on traditional forms rather than deviant or dangerous conduct.
Even as missionaries emphasized the foreign-ness of domestic client populations, black and Chinese clients rearticulated this racialized discourse.  African American Baptists, too, saw a direct link to Africa.  Baptist minister and antislavery activist Leonard A. Grimes was one of the few African-American officials of the ABHMS, and, as early as 1866, he informed the Society that “[t]he colored men have Africa on their minds.  They wish to evangelize the land, and we must get 400 missionaries out of the blacks in this country for Africa.”
  At least two impulses – often contradictory – drove this identification.  To be sure, as Donald Roth and others have observed, black evangelicals had imbibed racist depictions of Africa as a “Dark Continent,” and they endeavored to bring American Christian civilization to their ancestral homeland.
  Nevertheless, this condescending aspect of missionary uplift was tempered by what Sylvia Jacobs has identified as “a very genuine and fairly widespread sense of obligation for Africa.”

William W. Colley took up this obligation in 1875.  A graduate of the Baptist-run Richmond Institute, Colley traveled to Liberia and Nigeria as an assistant to a white Southerner named W. J. David.  Colley soon became one of the most ardent voices calling for the increased involvement of black Baptists in Africa, especially through the creation of an African American foreign mission organization.
  His pleas began as early as 1876 when he urged, “I hope the colored brethren will begin their work in Africa this year, either by sending a man or supporting one.  This is their field of labor.”
  

In large part, Colley’s support for black evangelicals in Africa stemmed from his understanding that “race” linked African Americans and Africans.  Yet his notion of race differed fundamentally from the biological foundations asserted by white missionaries.  Rather, his experience working with the white Mississippian David, who had no qualms expounding on the superior qualities of whites, in addition to his experiences in Richmond during the 1870s, undoubtedly shaped his belief that race was rooted in social conditions.  In fact, Sandy Martin has argued that black Baptists’ interest in Africa in part stemmed from “the realization that blacks the world over faced similar oppressions and threats and that their separate paths all led to one destiny.  In their encounters with Europeans, they observed that all peoples of African descent were placed at the periphery of significance in social and religious intercourse and at the very bottom of the economic and political pyramid ….”
  This realization, according to Martin, constituted “a sense of racial identity with all peoples of African descent – a proto-pan-Africanism ….”
  Although they brought assumptions of a civilizationist discourse to their support of evangelical work, black advocates of African missions understood their “racial” obligation in social, historical, and political terms.  It was an identity forged of common experience more than biology.
Chinese converts, too, actively crossed national borders to propagate Christianity, creating a transnational Baptist network that rearticulated the discourse of the sojourner.  No other individual exemplified this border-crossing better than Dong Gong.  We know almost nothing of Dong’s origins or personal life, but his missionary career can be traced through ABHMS documents.  Sometime before the end of 1872, he converted to Christianity at the Baptist mission in San Francisco, and, by January 1873, he had returned to Canton where he attended a school run by R.H. Graves, a Baptist missionary.
  By November 1874, Dong and E.Z. Simmons were on their way to Portland, Oregon, where they had been invited by the city’s First Baptist Church to help establish a Chinese mission school.
  Dong remained in Portland to run the school until late 1880 or early1881 when he returned to his wife and family in China.
  In Society documents, Dong’s arrival in Canton was signaled by his plea to his Chinese Christian brethren in Portland to contribute “several hundred dollars” for his mission project and chapel in China.
  Even after making his final return journey home, Dong’s network extended back across the Pacific to the community of Chinese Christians in Oregon.

Dong Gong was neither the first nor the only convert to preach the Gospel on both sides of the Pacific.  Numerous others followed this trans-Pacific path, and the vestiges of their movements could be found in more material form than ABHMS records, for, as they traveled, they organized Bible studies, Sunday schools, religious meetings, mission schools, and churches.
  They worked regionally throughout California and the Pacific Northwest in locations as far south as Los Angeles and in towns and hamlets like Astoria, Oregon.  In China, they staffed American-run missions as “native helpers” and became pastors of their own congregations.  The institutions they established ran the gamut from irregular religious meetings to full-fledged churches, and, even if it was never articulated, these autonomous and semi-autonomous formations provide evidence of a network created by and for Chinese Christians on both sides of the Pacific.  Seen in light of the dominant sojourner discourse, this network suggests that Chinese converts rearticulated a notion of belonging within a framework of American home and foreign missionary efforts.  It was both as simple and as complex as making a virtue of a vice.  Given the barriers to American national belonging thrust in front of them by the anti-Chinese movement and reinforced by missionary discourse, men such as Dong Gong advanced another idea of belonging that transcended the nation as the primary form of social and political organization and made faith the sole marker of belonging.

Black and Chinese clients also rearticulated missionary ideas about domestic respectability.  In fact, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham has found that black women “asserted their agency in the construction and representation of themselves as new subjectivities” through a “politics of respectability.”
  Through this oppositional politics, African American Baptist women attempted to combat racist structures and images by claiming the markers of respectability – education, manners, piety, purity – usually reserved for whites.  In her subtle study, Higginbotham is unsparing in her discussion of the class and status prejudices engendered by this black appropriation of missionary discourse.
  Nevertheless, she argues that “African Americans’ claims to respectability invariably held subversive implications,” especially in the shadow the Jim Crow South.
  Higginbotham concludes, “[T]he concept of respectability signified self-esteem, racial pride, and something more.  It also signified the search for common ground … to be both black and American ….”

This meant, for example, that women educated in mission schools could take Baptist rhetoric about the importance of Christian wives and mothers and push the limits of national belonging through politics.  When a Baptist mission official claimed that “if we educate young men for the ministry, and leave them to make marriages with heathen women, we practically nullify all our efforts to elevate the race, by leaving young minds to be molded by ignorant, superstitious women,” he most probably hoped to underscore the bounded domestic space over which Christian women were to preside.
  The educational opportunities available to African American women through Baptist institutions may have been intended originally to reinforce domestic roles, but black women reinterpreted the meaning of Christian marriage to move beyond these circumscribed positions.  As Glenda Gilmore has observed, educated black women, such as those who attended Baptist schools, tended to see marriage as a “civil enterprise” in which “the ideal … was an ‘industrious partnership.’”
  This partnership in the realm of formal politics took shape through a delegate-husband model in which “male voters often saw themselves as representing their wives … as family delegates to the electoral sphere.”
  When black men were stripped of the franchise, black women assumed greater political roles, relying on their connections to and experiences of interacting with white women to enhance their position as clients within Progressive Era states.

On the Pacific Coast, client appropriation of missionary rhetoric of respectability also could be subversive.  Women who entered rescue missions used the institutional support of evangelicals to insist upon less exploitative gender relations, including marriage, with Chinese men.
  Moreover, much like black clients in the South, Chinese women who were “rescued” offered a compelling example of purity, piety, and self-respect that countered racist images.  Chinese men, too, could offer models of educated and respectable manhood that provided counter-examples to the proliferation of anti-Chinese representations.  Song Sam Bo, for example, could demonstrate individual ambition, Christian morality, and evangelical zealousness that won him the financial support of many of Portland, Oregon’s leading white residents and, thus, enabled him to pursue his education beyond the city’s Baptist mission school.

Yet, perhaps more commonly and more interestingly, the mostly-male world of Chinese in the U.S. – a world inhabited by Baptist home mission clients – provided a daily alternative to missionary discourses of domestic respectability.  Although judged uncivilized, illicit, and immoral by nineteenth century home missionaries and subsequently deemed deviant by social scientists, homosocial domestic arrangements – boarding houses, mining camps, and the like – were the everyday reality for Chinese men in the U.S.  Nayan Shah has quite perceptively examined how missionaries and government officials viewed this “queer domesticity” as a danger to respectable Christian morality and public health.

Nevertheless, Chinese men themselves might have understood their domestic lives as something other than perverse or deviant.  Madeline Hsu’s study of migration from South China indicates that split-household families in which male migrants journeyed abroad for economic reasons were not unusual.
  And, in a subsequent article, Hsu has made a persuasive argument for understanding the homosocial world of Chinese men in America as a phenomenon that mirrored similar dynamics in cities in China and that was bound together by a variety of secret societies and brotherhoods with long histories of their own.
  The experience of Chinese men in the U.S. might be seen not as abnormal but rather as merely an extension of traditional practices, and Chinese men’s participation in mission networks suggests an adaptation of these practices to new forms.

African American and Chinese mission clients contested the racialized ideas engendered by the home mission project.  Significantly, blacks and Chinese countered these racist ideas through social and discursive practices that displaced the American nation as the primary engine of and model for evangelical belonging and subverted home missionaries’ notions of domestic respectability.  Because evangelicals’ racialized notions of difference were deployed through nationalism and normative gender roles, African Americans and Chinese in the U.S. challenged those ideas on the very same terrain.  In this sense, then, the anti-racism of mission clients hinged not on a narrow sense of racial rearticulation but also quite necessarily upon the rearticulation of national and gender discourses and subjectivities as well.

Conclusion

When Joanna Moore and Sallie Stein entered their respective home mission fields, they both were immediately struck by a sense that they had embarked upon foreign missions even within the geographic space of the United States.  For Moore in the post-Civil War South and for Stein in Northern California, it was the people to whom they ministered that made these places most strange.  “Some time in November, 1863, I landed on the desolate shore of Island No. 10,” recalled Moore.  “I cannot make you understand how it all seemed to me.  I had scarcely ever seen a colored person, and had never spoken to but one till then.”
  Similarly, Stein’s previous experience in Canton led her to conclude that the alien traits of the Chinese in Fresno were most reminiscent of those characteristics that had made her foreign labors so difficult.  “Ancestral worship” continued to be the most significant barrier to conversion in California, and the observance of the Lunar New Year festival forced her to cancel mission school classes for a week.

Joanna Moore and Sallie Stein stood at the center of the complex processes that marked blacks and Chinese, respectively, as alien others and underscored the centrality of gender and domestic respectability in defining the contours of the nation.
  Their labors occurred within the borders of the U.S.; yet, their rhetoric and programs linked these groups to populations beyond the spatial boundaries of the nation.  At the same time, both women engaged in mission projects that upheld respectable domesticity as the standard for inclusion.  That Moore, Stein, and other Baptist home mission women articulated notions of racial difference through a language that, on one level, equated “domestic” with “female” and “home” and, on another level, understood “domestic” to be intimately related to “foreign” was no coincidence.  They labored during a period when America was realizing the full scope of its continental empire, linking West to East and reuniting North and South, and when new groups sought inclusion into the nation’s polity.


Yet, this considerable power did not go unchallenged.  Black and Chinese mission clients, often ignored or subsumed in mission records, contested the contours and standards defined by white evangelicals.  Their lives attest to attempts to imagine alternative visions of a Christian empire less concerned with narrow definitions of domestic respectability and racial difference and more capable of embracing a cosmopolitan conception of belonging based on shared social and historical experiences.  For African Americans and Chinese immigrants marked as alien others by home mission projects, this creative feat of rearticulation held the possibility not only to resist and redefine race but also the very idea of proper gender roles and the nation itself.
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