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There is a wonderfully awful little novel, deservedly forgotten, called The Green Gods.  In it, a single young American woman, robustly religious, is faced with a life choice.  In order to avoid restrictive choices which seem to be forced upon her at home, she heads off on a foreign mission, to Indochina, in the 1920s.  She is sent by a denomination, but goes alone, and initially lives in a relatively large city, surrounded by other missionaries.  She is a single woman, however;  romantic problems and domestic expectations follow her.  Again, she seeks escape in a religiously approved way.  She wants to go to the remotest village, and help those in most need.  She gets her wish, and is sent to Cambodia.  After many plot twists and adventures, some of which naturally almost kill her, the young man who loves her, but was not worthy, arrives to brave the wilds of Cambodia alongside her, in an effort to prove his love and devotion.  In her presence, he is converted to the Christian life he is supposed to lead, and she naturally chooses this manly Christian, who settles down for a life of hardship and adventure with her.


The formula of a romance novel is clear.  An intelligent, sensitive, religious and not incidentally beautiful woman is courted by a man who thinks he loves her but is initially too crude for her.  Her womanly power, in this novel assisted by the power of the Christian God, transforms the crude man into someone worthy of the woman, who loves him for it, and they live, we are led to believe, happily ever after.  He learns to love her properly by learning to love God.  But this novel has some notable differences from even the religiously-informed romance novel.  The woman is no shrinking violet, in need of saving from the perils of the world by this man.  She instead seeks out those perils, protected by her intelligence, her God, and in some ways, her status as a Western woman.  Indeed, for part of the novel it appears that she has rejected the traditional expectations, both romantic and domestic, for American and European women in the early 20th century.  By the end of the novel, we see instead that she is fulfilling those expectations not merely with the possibility of creating her own Christian, nuclear family but she has in some way also become “mother” to a whole village of “backward” Southeast Asians, in need of tutelage, rearing, and converting.  Her task is almost impossibly huge, but she is capable of it, as an American Christian woman.


The novel intrigued me from the moment I first read it, more than fifteen years ago now.  It was published by the press of the Christian Missionary Alliance, a small denomination founded in the late 19th century for the purpose of evangelizing.  The early founders were Canadian and American, although missionaries came (and come) from throughout the world. The theology of this group is evangelistic, but tends toward fundamental in important ways too.  Yet this novel, definitely meant to attract young, adventurous women to mission work, promoted some notions, especially about the proper role of women, that seemed at odds with assumptions we often have about women, conservative and evangelical religion, and mission.  My own work is not in the field of women’s history or the history of missions per se.  I come at questions of women’s roles in mission-building and empire-building from the fields of the history of empire and the history of foreign relations.  In my work, I have explored the image of America that Americans wanted to promote and did promote in colonial Southeast Asia. I have attempted then to address some of the thorny, very difficult to answer questions about how Southeast Asians perceived and received that message, and also what both the promotion of and reception of that message (really, those messages) meant for the conduct and efficacy of U.S. foreign relations in the region.  In the course of this research, missionaries have emerged as an important group, spreading a particular notion of America along with their notion of Christianity (the two very often intertwined in the minds and approaches of late 19th and early 20th century U.S. missionaries), and reaching groups often not otherwise hearing and seeing the messages brought by American products and people.  The questions that I have rise then not from an initial interest in, or search for, the specific role of women, of gender, or of mission in the history of this time and place, but rather from my incidental discovery of women missionaries in a broader exploration of cultural and diplomatic foreign relations.

Neglect of Women Missionaries in Colonial Southeast Asia

Before I begin to list some questions that I will explore a bit more in this essay, I should note that this essay will primarily set out the questions I have begun to ask, and some of the reasons I am asking them.  It represents the beginning of my thoughts on these issues, and I hope that some of my questions and initial thoughts on them will resonate with others at the conference so I can learn from the dialogue.


A first question, for me, is why the whole topic of women missionaries, especially American women missionaries, in colonial Southeast Asia has received so little attention.  Indeed, I could actually expand that question to ask why missionaries in Southeast Asia, other than Catholics and those generally before 1900, have received so little serious study.  Just as a crude measure, I accessed Historical Abstracts, and typed in “women” as a keyword and “missions and missionaries” as a subject, and there were literally approximately 200 entries.  In America: History and Life, the same search resulted in more than 350 entries.  Using the same subject, paired with the subject “Asia, Southeast” or any of the constituent colonies resulted in only a handful of entries altogether, and if I used a keyword “women” to limit, I ended up with less than five.  Missionaries were a major presence in colonial Southeast Asia; American missionaries an always important and sometimes predominant presence.  In the Philippines, after 1898, Americans flooded in and quickly overwhelmed Catholic missionaries, although of course most Filipinos were themselves Catholic so the number of Catholic missionaries was small.  In Burma, the American mission presence pre-dated British rule.  The famous Judsons, who arrived early in the 19th century have received notable attention, but the whole American Baptist mission in Burma, which was enormous, very successful in converting members of some ethnic minorities, and equally successful in educating, through the university level, many Christian and non-Christian Burmese, has not attracted much attention by secular scholars.


The lack of attention to women missionaries is particularly puzzling, because these women shared many of the characteristics scholars have found fascinating in their explorations of women, gender, and mission for other parts of the world, notably China and Africa.
  The circumstances of Southeast Asia also provided these women missionaries with extreme hardship and almost unbounded opportunity.  Scholars of gender who have interest in missionaries or imperialism should be rushing to study the American women missionaries of Southeast Asia.  Throughout the time period addressed at this conference, Southeast Asia was a medically risky place.  Most mission fields were, of course, but Southeast Asia offered the chance to contract dysentery and malaria (these were almost expected), had many poisonous snakes, as well as tigers, and few doctors.  Southeast Asians alleviated symptoms of many endemic diseases by taking opium, a “treatment” most missionaries, by the late 19th century, would have considered sinful.
  For those missionary women who accompanied or married missionary husbands, bearing a child only increased the medical risk.   As noted, most mission fields carried a certain degree of medical risk and Africa probably rivaled Southeast Asia.  But some American missionaries faced the greatest possible risk in Southeast Asia, because of how colonial governments controlled and regulated missions.  The most dramatic case is the Netherlands Indies, now Indonesia.  The Dutch government had a policy of not allowing Christian missionaries to compete with one another in a territory.  If a denomination already had missionaries in place in, for example, a province of Java, then no other Christian missionary groups could enter that territory.  The Dutch did not want Indonesians to see Christians quarreling among themselves, both because the Dutch believed this diminished the prestige of both Europeans and Christianity, but also because they believed the Indonesians would find it confusing to observe these contentious relations among followers of one God.  The importance of this policy for Americans is that American mission groups were relatively late to enter the field, and had to take whatever territories had not yet been claimed.  These were often the dangerous ones, naturally.  Seventh Day Adventists were particularly intrepid.  Their territory in the Netherlands Indies was in New Guinea, now Irian Jaya, in a region which had head hunters, as well as tropical diseases deadly to Americans who had no built up immunities.  With an somewhat disturbing regularity, applications for new Adventist missionaries to go to this territory appear in the archives of the Dutch Colonial Ministry, with these new missionaries appealing for a chance to replace their colleagues who had died.  Women were part of these missions, too, despite the danger.  This case is perhaps the most dramatic, but for all American women missionaries in colonial Southeast Asia, especially those outside the major cities, the region was a risky place to live.


Merely to note the physical hardships, and to ponder how notions of femininity in the late 19th and early 20th century fit with sending women to such areas, or with women actively seeking to go to such areas, is potentially interesting enough.  The study of women missionaries in colonial Southeast Asia is fascinating for other reasons, too, though.  One characteristic of Southeast Asia is that women in the region traditionally had relatively high status.  The island of Sumatra, part of the Netherlands Indies, famously has a matrilineal Muslim society, the Minangkabau.   These women were essentially in charge of social and economic relations.  Throughout the region, however, the role and status of women was high, certainly within the Asian context and often by world standards.  Women enjoyed high literacy rates, faced fewer restrictions on gainful and meaningful employment outside the home, and the interpretation of the religions practiced in the region, whether Islam, Buddhism, or Christianity, did not restrict their activities and roles as much as in other places.
  Since American women missionaries to places like China, India, the Middle East, and Africa often described as part of their purpose to help the oppressed women of these regions, it is of importance that this case was not able to be made in quite the same way as in other parts of the world.
  I generalize too much for the sake of brevity, but Southeast Asian women had different options than other Asian women:  Southeast Asian girls had opportunity to go school, often.  Only in some limited areas did they marry at very young ages; dowries played a different role, and women often could survive well enough, economically, if their husband happened to die or even divorce them.  Without this social component to their “mission,” American women missionaries in Southeast Asia had to believe more fully that the religious message alone that they offered was itself sufficient.  By the early 20th century, missionaries from the mainline denominations were increasingly emphasizing the social benefits they offered, such as medical care and education, more strongly than the conversion.  In Southeast Asia, the social benefit for indigenous women was not as obvious, so American women missionaries had to construct their mission on a slightly different basis.  Too few scholars have carefully studied how these women, especially in comparison to missionaries to other parts of the world, justified themselves and their mission.


Perhaps in part, but only in part, because of the relatively high status of women in Southeast Asia, American women missionaries in colonial Southeast Asia, especially by the early 20th century, were increasingly likely to serve in mission posts on their own, not accompanied by men.  In 1928, for instance, the Woman’s American Baptist Foreign Mission Society reported that six of their members were the lone missionaries at their posts in Burma, and that for five of the six were the only people of European descent in that village.

One hundred years earlier, the debate had been about whether women should accompany their husbands; by World War I, women were  integral to the institutional presence of mission, especially in schools and hospitals.  We have excellent studies of how the gendered ways of being a missionary, and how notions of femininity influenced and were influenced by American missions, but these works focus on China, India and Japan, where American women could easily imagine their vision of femininity to be the modern and progressive one.
  In Southeast Asia, that easy vision of superiority was less simple.  It seemed also to have meant that women served in leadership roles in those institutions where Southeast Asians most interacted with missionaries.
  The schools and hospitals were attractive to a much larger percentage of the population in Southeast Asia than were the churches.  Other than some biographical studies of individual missionaries, these women missionaries, whether serving alone or as leading representatives of mission organizations of their denomination, have received relatively little attention.  What did it mean for these women, to live in these challenging environments, playing leading roles in institutions serving both men and women (or boys and girls)?  How did their denominations and missionary organizations justify placing women in such prominent roles?  How did Southeast Asians perceive these women, their religious organizations, and gender roles and relations in American society?

American Missionaries and Empire

A second question I have is what was the relationship of these American women missionaries to the perpetuation of empire.  My first question may have seemed too elementary for this conference, but I think it is important to explore, however briefly, some of the commonalities and differences of women in this mission field with those in others before beginning to think more seriously about empire.  This issue of empire cuts in at least two different ways, for American women missionaries in colonial Southeast Asia.  First, this is the region which is site of the most important colony of the U.S. empire, and many American women missionaries served in the Philippines.  I should note that the idea of Southeast Asia as a region was not well developed at this time, so an American woman missionary in, say, Burma did not probably imagine herself as having a lot in common with an American woman missionary serving in the Philippines.  And missionaries often did specialize for their whole lives, living 30 or more years in one place, so few of them would have moved around the region, creating networks of relations and contacts.  As we explore further the ways in which these women imagined their multiple roles, however, the fact of the American empire was of importance.  For all the women in the region, however, empire often was a somewhat complicated issue for them.  American women in the Philippines naturally had to live in knowledge that U.S. colonial rule was what allowed their mission, but for Americans in European-ruled colonies, the day-to-day issues of living in empire could be even more problematic.  To some degree, the level of complication depended more on the attitude of the colonial government than on attitudes the American women brought with them.  In Burma, the American Baptists and British government often worked well together.  The American Baptists had arrived there before the beginning of British rule, so many British viewed their presence as simply part of the landscape.  The Americans, for their part, conformed the curriculum in their schools sufficiently to the British standards to allow their students to pass British exams and move smoothly between Baptist and government schools, or, more importantly, from Baptist schools into government jobs.
  At the other end of the spectrum, the French in Indochina had been highly reluctant to allow American missionaries into the country.  French officials were suspicious of both the “Americanism” of these missionaries, and of their Protestantism, especially the non-denominational and evangelistic brand of Protestantism practiced by the persistent Christian Missionary Alliance (CMA), which ultimately was successful in gaining permission to establish missions in Indochina.


Americans themselves often felt both affinity for and revulsion at the colonial governments with which they had to deal.  The CMA missionaries believed the Catholic French officials needed to be “saved” as much as did the Vietnamese, and indeed thought the French would be more difficult to convert.  Their rhetoric and publications elide the issue of colonialism, speaking only and directly to the issue of salvation.  There is an irony in this, because in attempting to set themselves apart from the French, and simply because they could not escape their status as Americans, the missionaries were viewed by the Vietnamese as representatives of America, and of what the Vietnamese imagined the American political vision to be, more than missionaries in other places seem to have been.  The CMA magazine for supporters in the United States, The Call of French Indochina reported the difficulties they had because of Vietnamese belief that CMA missionaries preached “the American doctrine.”  Rumors also spread that the CMA missionaries were paying to send Vietnamese to America; those rumors attracted many interested young people.
  The CMA missionaries disavowed the political, anti-colonial images others had of their purpose, but their approach in subtle ways reinforced it.  They were among the most aggressive of all American missionaries in training indigenous people to run their own churches, and the CMA established only the most basic of infrastructure in country.


Missionaries from the more mainline churches, such as the American Baptist and Methodist Episcopal (the two most important in the region), were often more liberal in their politics, and more aware of the interplay of politics and mission.  They talked about the inevitability of Southeast Asians running their own religious institutions, school, hospitals, and governments.  They viewed that development as natural, often.  They also viewed it, as did many colonial officials, as something that could come only after many years of tutelage.  So while their ideology might at first glance appear to have been opposed to the imperial system in which they lived, they often had a remarkable similarity of views with imperialists about what the present should look like: Europeans and Americans should set the social, educational, religious, economic, and political standards.  When Southeast Asians attained those, in the eyes of the Europeans and Americans, then those Southeast Asians naturally could rule themselves.  American missionaries may have believed the process would conclude more quickly and easily, and may have believed conversion was more of a demonstration of worthiness than Europeans often did, but the underlying assumptions of each were remarkably similar.


These are merely observations, but suggest more questions to be explored rather than simple explanations of the relationship of American mission and missionaries to empire.  The complex interaction of paternalistic attitudes, racism, a belief in the fundamental equality of Christians, tensions in relations with colonial governments, denominational politics, and simple desire to be effective shaped how each missionary, each mission, and each denomination related to the government and people of each colony.  Not only do we desperately need people to explore fully what happened in each time and place, but then we need also to begin to distinguish patterns and trends among groups, as well as distinguishing features for each one.  If the attitude and actions of American Baptist missionaries in Burma were different from Methodist Episcopal missionaries in Singapore or especially in the Philippines, what accounted for the differences?  We simply don’t know, and so can only begin to think about the issue more deeply.

Gender, American Missionaries, and the Issue of Empire

This issue of how gender figured into the imaging for American missionaries of their relationship to empire is fascinating to me, but I confess that I have more curiosity than answers at this point.  The range of women’s voices from the American missions of colonial Southeast Asia is wide, and it is difficult to generalize about even those that I have so far read.  Natalie Means, who wrote a celebratory book about the experience of American Methodists in mission to Sumatra and British Malaya, expressed surprise whenever a mission station survived intact during the absence of its male American leader for even just a few weeks.  Even though she was herself writing the book, and clearly an important component of the American mission in Singapore, she could not imagine that women could, or did, play an important role in leading and maintaining the mission.  Her book also is determinedly apolitical in one sense, in that she mentions the British and Dutch governments under which the American missions worked as merely bureaucratic entities, which did or did encourage the particular mission of American Methodists.  She seems to suggest that both American Methodists, and she herself, had no serious quarrels with imperialism.  On the other hand, Means celebrates the most “American” features of the mission: she emphasizes the “melting pot” characteristics of the schools run by American missionaries; she evokes constantly the full range of ethnic groups that the American mission reaches.  She also praises the churches of Sumatra and British Malaya for their ability to be fully or nearly self-supporting, as well as for the small number of missionaries required to maintain each church.  These qualities are all those of self-sufficient, dare we say independent, groups.  Means does not seem to have seen any contradiction in her easy acceptance of European rule and her enthusiastic promotion of religious self-reliance.
  Means appears to accept with little question the predominant image of women, mission and empire, which is that women should follow their husbands, serve the special needs of women in each place, not concern themselves overly much with political matters, and not have any expectations about playing a leadership role.  But the very existence of her book, authored by her, suggests that perhaps something different happened in real life.


Women involved with the American Baptist mission in Burma shared many of the same characteristics.   The minutes from a meeting about how to implement a new British government regulation are quite revealing.  The regulation stipulated that the parents of all children enrolled in mission schools had the right to decide to withdraw their child from religious instruction.  This issue was a thorny one for the American missionaries, since in the Burma field they had little success in converting Burmese (their converts came mostly from the Karen ethnic group) and one of the very few methods of success that they had was with to teach impressionable children, sent their for the good and inexpensive education, about Christianity.  The thorny part was not whether to implement the regulation but rather where to merely implement the letter of the law (allowing any parents who complained to withdraw their children) or to follow the spirit of the regulation and inform parents of this right.


This discussion was lively, with good participation by both Americans and Burmese (of all ethnicities) as well as by the one woman whose presence was recorded.    The decision making process itself was an exercise in compromise, debate, and, ultimately, democracy.  The vote was for providing all parents with a form on which it stated that each mission school operated under the Conscience Clause, effectively allowing them to opt out.  Again, as with Means’ approach, there appears to be an easy, not-gender specific, acceptance of the conditions of empire which structure their work.  And again, there appears also to be de facto promotion of some degree of gender and ethnic equality.


American women missionaries in colonial Southeast Asia seem often to have been living at the edges of what was considered acceptable for their gender, and to have done so without much reflecting on that status.  They merely were following their call to mission work, which they might have said was more important than restrictions or duties that femininity traditionally imposed.  But I think that this assumption holds merely because we have not looked closely at the lives of most of these women.  What did they actually want to do?  What did they then get to do?  What were their interactions with men of importance and power, both in their denomination and in the countries where they lived?  And perhaps even more importantly, what were their interactions with men who did not have positions of power?  And we need much more attention to the writings that these women left, to see how they imagined their mission, and its relation to issues of power generally, whether social or political.  Here I have done nothing but raise these questions, and have made a mere beginning at that.  I hope that if we meet again in five years, that we will have answers to at least some of them.  I believe that if we do so, the lives of these American women missionaries will change our understanding of how Americans conceived of and implemented both Christian mission and American empire.
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