Women from traditions as varied as Judaism, Catholicism, and the African Methodist Episcopal Church Zion have participated in religious societies that operated missionary and charitable organizations on six continents.  Most analyses of women’s activism in missions, with few exceptions, center on white Protestant Anglo women.  In reality, women’s religious organizations reflect a multiplicity of ethnic, religious and national identities.  Thus, women’s religious societies thus become one of the common experiences among women of the North Atlantic world (and beyond) and the comprehensive contribution of women to conceptions of national, ethnic, and religious identity emerge.  Particularly, these women’s religious societies made significant contributions to community formation and cultural development within the societies in which they were operating.  

Observing the plethora of women’s charitable and missionary organizations invites analysis of how fundamental ideas about race, class and gender shape the contributions women’s societies made to American, British and Canadian national identities.  While many of the women involved in these societies had little direct connection to shaping national political identities, they nonetheless played key roles in the development of communal identities in their racial and religious communities.  The key to women’s contributions to these identities seems to lie in the nature of the social space in which they were operating, the function these societies took on in their own local and national communities, and the methods they used to operate successfully.  The key lack in current historical scholarship is the application of the benevolent ideology across a variety of women’s organizations to gain an understanding of the larger significance of these activities.

