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If quantity is the measure, the most significant women’s movement in American history is the women’s religious society movement.  In 1915, three million American women were members of a women’s religious (usually missionary) society in their community or in their church—more than any other women’s movement.  Thousands more participated in Canada, Scotland, Ireland, and England as well as countries spanning the entire globe.  While scholars such as R. Pierce Beaver and Dana Robert have ably explored the varieties of women’s involvement in religious (missionary) societies and the significance of that role, they have largely focused on white Protestant efforts.
  However, women from traditions as varied as Judaism, Catholicism, and the African Methodist Episcopal Church Zion also participated in these societies and through their organizations influenced six continents.  Most analyses of women’s activism in missions, with few exceptions, center on white Protestant Anglo women.  Much has already been written documenting the importance of women’s activism in this arena.  However, if one begins with the observation that women’s religious organizations reflect a multiplicity of ethnic, religious and national identities, then 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.  


The public, voluntary organizations founded by transatlantic women, particularly in the United States, have generally been separated into three different categories: benevolent, reform and feminist organizations.  This system of categorization, however, obscures the existence of what I would call “religious” societies.  Religious societies were mainly missionary in focus but adopted a variety of approaches and methods.  Frequently, historians have incorporated these kinds of societies into their analysis of benevolent women’s groups.
  I would argue, however, that these women’s religious societies made significant contributions to community formation and cultural development within the societies in which they were operating.  They can also be labeled as “missionary societies” but the use of the word “religious” allows the inclusion of Catholic and Jewish groups which were similar in motivation but less evangelistic than the term missionary might imply.  

As Susan Thorne observed, in the early eighteenth century, the “religious goals” of benevolence organizations in England had more to do with their own salvation than that of their beneficiaries.
  But by the early nineteenth century, benevolent societies now existed alongside religious societies which differed in important ways.  First, each group most often chose names that identified their main purpose.  Religious organizations like female cent societies, female missionary societies, and the Ladies Hibernian Female School Society reflect the interest in religious conversion and the needs of the political kingdom (the nation or empire) to convert heterodox groups within their own geographical boundaries.  Benevolent organizations generally used titles such as the Ladies Charitable Society, Boston Orphan Asylum and the Female Society for the Employment of the Poor reflecting their more ameliorative orientation.  Second, benevolent societies are generally distinguished by their connection to ideas of class orientation, viewing the poor in their local community as in need of charitable assistance and instruction.  While religious societies reflect some elements of this orientation in their popularity among middle and upper class women, they also exhibit a sensibility outside of the local (and even national) concerns of poverty and the city and into the existence of women living in non-Christian cultures throughout the world.  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.


The current literature on these women’s religious societies places them in an almost purely missiological and Protestant context and places more emphasis on the missionaries in the field rather than those who funded and trained them.  While the new missiological methods developed by women are significant, these societies contributed to larger cultural concerns like the Christianization of America and the education of “heathen” women in Asia.  The significant numbers of women who participated indicate this was a broadly based social phenomenon that deserves its own central place in the history of women’s social and religious activism.

While in many ways, the boundaries of the women’s religious societies remain difficult to fix, three criteria link these organizations together and provide a foundation for assessing the earliest women’s religious societies.  First, each exhibits a sense of community that is particularly female and a leadership that is entirely or predominantly made up of women.  Second, they possess some form of formal structure or organization, generally including a constitution, officers, and a defined mission statement.  Third, their purpose in organization reflects a faith-centered intent to advance the interests of their own religious tradition and/or attract more adherents to that tradition.  

In addition to benevolent organizations, early missionary societies represented several overlapping categories of female endeavor.  Contemporary observers identified at least four different types of organizations (benevolent/charitable groups, cent/mite societies, education societies that raised funds for educating young men pursuing ministry, and Bible/tract societies focused on disseminating Scripture), but there were many more kinds of organizations including Dorcas Societies which employed the sewing talents of women to create clothing for the poor or for seminary students who would presumably pursue ministry in the developing west or among the “heathen.”   As their involvement in these organizations expanded, women found many avenues of service in the cause of expanding the Christian religion that though different in name shared similar purposes and import.

A vigorous debate has arisen over the connection between women in mission and Anglo-American imperialism.  Protestant women’s religious societies grew from the desire to advance particular religious and cultural practices and preserve their spiritual kingdom (Zion) and their political kingdom from perceived threats.  Incorrect doctrines and cultural practices represented by heterodox groups such as African Americans, Catholics, Jews and unchurched urbanites were some of these “threats.”  But the experience of early women’s religious societies suggests that women’s experience in mission though connected to imperialism cannot be completely explained by it.  This is certainly suggested by the existence of black, Jewish and Catholic women’s organizations to counteract Protestant efforts.  It is also suggested by the tremendous fervor with which women became involved in church organizations.  Though female piety had some culturally imperialist implications, it must also be acknowledged as a key but separate component of women’s activism in missions.  

Women’s missions activities occurred in a social space that has already been ably described by several historians but only in the context of White Anglo-American Protestants.  Lori Ginzberg, among others, has identified a trait shared by these women that provides the foundation for their involvement in missions.  In Women and the Work of Benevolence, she describes a “conflation of women and benevolence” that originated in the view of women as the naturally more moral and pious of the genders.  A consequence of this conclusion was the perception that women possessed a moral authority that guided their participation in meeting the needs of the poor and suffering in their communities and the spread of the message of Christianity.  Ironically, some women of the period recognized that their benevolence could be out of “habit” rather than “instinct.” However, they concluded, regardless of its origin, it was “in fact a property of our nature which God appointed.”
  While Ginzberg’s research mainly focused on Northern White Protestant American Women, her analysis can be applied to Black, Catholic, Jewish, British, Canadian, and Irish women as well.

It is worth noting that within this social space, women found the opportunity to evince a genius for fundraising and organization that separates them from similar male organizations.  In the Canadian newspaper the Christian Guardian, Dr. Adam Clarke is quoted as observing how “one woman was worth seven men and a half” on the basis of “the example of a town in which during one year the collectors for the Missionary Society were males—the next year females—and the females collected seven and a half times as large a sum as their predecessors.”
  The thousands of dollars collected annually by the women’s organizations testify to their success.  The genius of women’s fundraising efforts was noted by men in several instances.  Women achieved such feats despite the fact that they had little control over church institutions.  Their accomplishments were generally recognized as stemming from their ability to combine many small contributions into one large donation as in the case of the cent societies which required their members to contribute a penny a week.  

The chief function of women’s religious societies was the formation of a community in the interests of the participants in each individual society.  This sense of community existed on several levels.  For some women, the societies they joined linked them with others in their local town or village in concern for the poor or in efforts to Christianize those they associated with in their daily lives.  Other societies linked themselves with groups similar in purpose in their state or even a larger region like New England or Upper Canada to pool resources for greater impact.  There was also, however, a transatlantic sense of community that emerged from these societies that linked women from the English speaking portion of the transatlantic world into a common purpose and ideology. Through these organizations women participated in remaking their community and even their nation in their own image.  For white Protestant Americans and Canadians, this frequently took the form of evangelizing Indians, those moving west, and the poor in established communities.  British women (as well as the Scottish and Irish) focused frequently on women in communities where British settlements had been established (mainly in Asia).  For African American women, religious societies united their efforts in racial uplift through religious organization.  Jewish and Catholic women found in religious societies the means to preserve their communities from Protestant evangelization and express their own piety.  The significance of this function is that the last three groups appropriated the white Protestant model promulgated by groups hostile to their development and used it to preserve their respective communities.

The community formation element of women’s religious societies reveals competing images of women activism in missions.  Ultimately, however, these societies were more similar than they were different.  While Quaker and other Protestant women in England, Canada and the United States shared the development of the religious society model, African American, Jewish, and Catholic women would adapt the model and even make their own contributions.

Hannah More and the Origins of Transatlantic Women’s Religious Societies


Though she probably did not invent them, English philanthropist Hannah More certainly popularized notions of female abilities in the field of religion that resonated with women throughout this transnational context.
  Very few female authors saw their writings circulate as widely as did those of More.  Abigail Adams read some of More’s writings in the 1790s and praised them to her friends.  Diarist Deborah Porter recorded her opinion in 1839 that “few in the Christian world…would not like to be Hannah More.”
  Most Christian publications of the time concluded that More embodied intellectually and morally what Christian women should endeavor to accomplish.  Her image linked the activities of women in North America and in Europe in important ways.


One of her recent biographers, Anne Stott, assigns the title of “the first Victorian” to More.
  Though Stott does not define clearly what elements of Victorian culture More would come to represent, she does indicate that much of More’s influence came from the popularity of her works about the proper role of women which conformed to the needs of British conservatism and the developing evangelical constituency.  She also locates More in a transatlantic context with admirers all over Britain and the United States in the early nineteenth century.  By 1791, the Monthly Review of London observed that it was fashionable to read More.
  As a conservative pamphleteer, she was often seen as the counterpoint to Thomas Paine and his Rights of Man.
   The themes of More’s writing, according to Stott, were “an assault on luxury, a critique of polite society, and a call to self-denying Christianity.”  While More has often been criticized for her anti-feminist bent and her lack of support for political rights for women, she nonetheless helped articulate a very political identity for women in advancing the cause of the nation through religion.

Religious women on both sides of the Atlantic found inspiration in More’s writings.  They absorbed More’s definition of “true Christianity” as “a disposition, a habit, a temper…a turning of the whole mind to God; a concentration of all the powers and affections of the soul into one steady point, an uniform desire to please Him.”
  She championed the role of women as mothers but more importantly as purveyors of religion to children and to others through missionary activities.  Women often recommended the writings of More to each other as guidance on appropriate female accomplishments.  She was the “female genius” and “the blessing of her age.”
  When women gathered for their weekly or monthly religious society meetings they often spent their time discussing More’s writings as examples of proper pious female behavior.


For religious women, More’s example glorified women’s insignificant activities as pivotal for the cause of religion.  More had experienced a conversion to evangelicalism in her early adulthood, and much of the rest of her life was shaped by a commitment to piety and philanthropy.  She donated significant amounts of money to charitable causes.  More importantly, in her writing she exalted the activities of women in the advancement of religious causes.  The conventional American author Lydia Sigourney praised More as one “whose example imparts dignity, and even sacredness to common things.”  Sigourney especially noted More’s habit of knitting items for her friends, family and charitable causes.  Those she donated to charity were often sold to raise money and this kind of women’s activity came to characterize many of the women’s religious societies.


Hannah More was actively involved with several missionary societies and promoted their formation throughout her life.  She championed the cause of religious societies even though they were largely opposed by the established Church of England to which she remained loyal.  In 1817, the Panoplist, a missionary periodical in the United States, published a letter received by a member of the Female Bible Society of Boston expressing More’s delight “to hear of the pious zeal of your ladies.  They offer indeed quite a pattern to ours, who yet are not slack in their exertions.”
  A year later an American visitor to England in 1818 described a dinner party for over one hundred people hosted at More’s home in honor of the anniversary of the Auxiliary Bible Society.  A tea party hosted immediately after drew over three hundred attendees who spilled out of More’s cottage and onto the lawn.
  The name of Hannah More was frequently evoked as the epitome of piety and philanthropy, particularly in the context of the expansion of Christianity.


Like other nineteenth-century women involved in benevolence and missions work, Rebecca Gratz read and was inspired by the writing of British philanthropist and evangelist Hannah More.  She demonstrates that More’s ideology was flexible enough to be adapted by non-Protestant religionists such as her American Jewish community.  Gratz explained to her sister-in-law that she admired More for “her piety and her benevolent activity in improving the moral & religious character of her neighborhood.”
  It is More’s writings that later inspire Gratz to found the Hebrew Sunday School Society to educate Jewish children in their own faith.  Gratz’s appropriation of the More’s ideology is an early indicator of its multifaceted appeal.


Part of More’s popularity no doubt came from the approach she took to promoting the activities of women in religion.  One of her first essays, “An Estimate of the Religion of the Fashionable World,” written in 1791, criticized the fashionable for their lack of piety and commitment to religious activity.  Some have even credited More for the stimuation of upper class interest in benevolence and missions in England in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centures.  More’s disparagement of the upper class’ lack of benevolent sensibility no doubt appealed to the largely middle class and very benevolence-conscious membership of women’s religious societies.  Her next project, the Cheap Repository, was a collection of tracts for distribution to the poor.  They championed the importance of religious belief and moral behavior and like many of More’s compositions, they were largely inspired by the British fear of an uprising much like that experienced by the French during their revolution.  More’s tracts and their considerable popularity probably inspired the tract societies in which many transatlantic religious women would participate in the early ninenteenth century.

Print Culture, Female Migration, and Women’s Religious Societies

More’s impact on women’s religious societies would not have been possible without the international print culture that supported it.  Publications traveled back and forth across the Atlantic in support of women’s religious societies.  The first missionary publications appeared soon after the organization of male missionary societies such as the Baptist Missionary Society (1793) in England and the Massachusetts Missionary Society (1799).  By 1796, Members of the Church of Scotland had begun publishing the Missionary Magazine with news of the “progress of the Gospel throughout the world.”  By 1803, the Massachusetts society printed its own newspaper, the Massachusetts Missionary Magazine.  Other publications such as the Christian Guardian informed Canadian readers of missionary efforts in their country and the Christian Observer reflected ideas of mission from the (established) Church of England.  At first there was little differentiation between items of interest to women and those of interest to all readers throughout these publications.  They often published accounts of missionaries’ endeavors in mission fields both foreign and domestic.  These publications proved to be the linchpin of the missionary movement as they introduced readers to the importance of the endeavor and encouraged them to view non-Christians (especially women) as heathen in need of the civilizing power of Christianity.  


Women were especially influenced by these publications.  In the pages of these publications (and others) they learned of women’s organizations being founded that espoused the missions cause.  Editors of missionary publications provided important support to women’s missionary interests by popularizing and recommending the organization of women’s societies in the cause of missions.  Female readers of the Christian Guardian, a (Canadian) Methodist publication, were reminded of their “obligation” to support missions “because they owe their elevation in society, and their present comforts, to Christianity.”


American and British women in particular often read Hannah More’s prescriptions for women’s behavior in these publications.  Women also read of missionary wives and their sacrifices for the missionary cause.  The effect of reading these publications is illustrated in a letter written by Susan Huntington, a member of the Female Education Society of Boston,:

Do you see the Christian Observer? There has been in some of the last numbers, a sketch of a most interesting debate in the British Parliament respecting the propagation of Christianity in India. The missionary cause appears to be rapidly advancing; the angel, having the everlasting Gospel to preach to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and people, seems to have commenced his flight. How reviving to know that this cause, of all causes the best, is flourishing, especially in that part of the world which has hitherto been enveloped in the thick darkness of ignorance and sin. Yes, Jesus shall reign over all. May the blessed day be hastened!

Women like Huntington interpreted what they read in missionary publications as evidence of the inevitable march of Christianity and the role of Christians in promoting it.  Such interpretations also crossed national barriers.  Huntington, though in Boston, was reading about the missionary cause in Britain and yet she sees it as her own cause as well.

This is suggestive of the transatlantic nature of women’s interest in missions causes.  In this respect, loyalty to the missions cause of the spiritual kingdom could supercede loyalty to a particular political kingdom.


These new publications relied upon an educated population able to read them and a population with enough disposable income to support the organizations and causes they represented.  Here women benefited from the education More had suggested as the natural component of women’s excellence.  They pursued education as a feminine accomplishment that would enhance their religious sensibility and at the same time would expand their mind.

 
Adding to the flurry of published literature crossing the Atlantic, a coterie of women frequently traveled between these countries carrying with them ideas about organization and fundraising.  Susan Warrick notes this phenomenon in the career of Mary Mason, founder of the New York Female Missionary Society (Methodist) in 1819.  As was common for the founders of women’s religious societies, Mason’s husband Thomas served as an officer in the “parent” organization, the Methodist Missionary Society.  Warrick found that as Thomas Mason’s career led him to other congregations throughout the Hudson River Valley, the organization of a women’s association for missions always accompanied his arrival and his wife’s name usually appeared in the list of officers.
  This pattern of expansion for women’s religious societies was not unusual.


Other women played a more direct role.  Scottish women pioneered women’s activism in missions, founding some of the earliest Sunday Schools which functioned as centers of instruction for the poor and irreligious.  They were often a means of integrating the different classes into a benign social order that More would have championed as the height of a benevolent nation.  Two Scottish women who immigrated to the United States, Isabella Graham and her daughter, the future Joanna Bethune, pioneered the establishment of Sunday Schools and other missions organizations in New York.  According to Bethune’s son, they deliberately sought to transplant the interest in the missionary cause from Scotland to New York.


There were also some instances where international cooperation was evident between women’s religious societies.  Though these were often temporary, perhaps because of the difficulty of communication over long distances, they are nonetheless significant.  One of the most prominent examples of this kind of cooperation was the London Society for Promoting Christianity Among the Jews.  In 1817, Hannah Adams of Boston founded an organization with the unwieldy title of “The Female Society of Boston and Vicinity, for the Promotion of Christianity Among the Jews” which apparently functioned as a auxiliary of the London society for the first few years of its existence (until an American counterpart formed).  In their first year of operation, the society forward ₤100 to the treasury of the parent society.  In all the society raised nearly $700 in its first year of existence, but its stands out mostly for its contribution to the existence of transatlantic religious societies.
  While the parent society was led by a set of male officials, female auxiliaries throughout the United States, England, Scotland and Ireland raised nearly half of its funds in 1817.  In fact no male auxiliaries in the United States were listed in its report.


The transatlantic network offered fewer advantages to Jewish and Catholic women in North America probably because they had few allies across the ocean.  One of the first convents in the United States had appeared in Port Tobacco, Maryland in the late eighteenth century under the leadership of a group of Carmelites.  The first American Catholic bishop, John Carroll, welcomed the traditionally cloistered order but expressed his desire that they expand their mission to include educating young women.  They resisted unsuccessfully and their story indicates the direction the experience of nuns in the United States would take.  In this case the transatlantic network for Catholic women had contradictory meanings.  The cloistered model failed, but other interactions would later be more successful.  

Canadian women and missions


Like their British and American counterparts, Canadian women made significant contributions to church work within their nation.  As early as the 1810s women’s organizations sprouted up among many religious traditions in Canada including the Bible Christian Church and the Wesleyan Methodist Church.  The Halifax Wesleyan Female Benevolent Society, for instance, formed in 1816 to meet the needs of those suffering during the Napoleonic and Americans wars.
  According to records collected by Shirley Davy as a part of the “Women, Work and Worship in the United Church of Canada” project in 1983, members of the society “distributed clothing they had made themselves, blankets and food parcels to households in which breadwinners were either unemployed or absent…In the first year of its existence, the Society had collected over one thousand dollars and relieved nearly three hundred distress cases.”
  In Ontario, Female Mite Societies organized as early as 1819 to support work among native peoples.

From their earliest origins, Canadian women’s religious societies would remain closely tied to the interests of Canadians in general.  According to Wendy Mitchinson, the first Canadian women’s religious society was the Female Society for Propagating the Gospel and Other Religious Purposes on Prince Edward Island in 1825.  Like other contemporary organizations such as the Daughters of the Conference of the AME church, they focused on funding clergy and church construction in rural communities in their province.  By the late 1820s, a group of Methodist women formed the York Female Missionary Society which became one of many throughout the province, according to the Methodist publication the Christian Guardian.
  


Documentation of early women’s religious societies in Canada remains scarce.  A huge portion of the records still in existence appear in the pages of the Christian Guardian.  On at least twelve occasions the Cramahe Female Missionary Society publicized its work in the newspaper between 1831 and 1843.
  Marilyn Färdig Whiteley notes that like many similar organizations, the Cramahe Society focused on missions to native peoples.  When interest in this work diminished by the mid-century, so did the missionary society.


Report of the formation of a unique society appears in the December 12, 1829 edition of the Christian Guardian.  A form of cultural imperialism seems evident in the activities of this society in Canada.  The group involved are initially identified as “Indian females” at a mission on the Credit River who meet to form a Dorcas Society.  The author of the report identifies the organization as one engaging in sewing projects at regular meetings and then selling the goods produced.  How the funds would be distributed was not indicated.  The most curious feature of this article was the list of directors and managers who all had Anglo sounding names indicating one of two things: either all the leaders were white or all the Indians had been given Christian names.  The former seems the more likely but it is difficult to determine.  Regardless the organization of Indian women into white-managed organizations seems a clear example of the cultural imperialism inherent in women’s missionary activism.

Writing at the turn of the century, Elizabeth Frances Murray makes comprehensive comments on Canadian women’s religious activities throughout the nineteenth century.  By the mid-nineteenth century, she notes the growing complexity of women’s organizations in general after its emergence from the home:  “The village ‘Sewing Circle’ which had for its object the raising of money for Church purposes is divided into several societies, each with its special Missionary or Church work.”
  Each of these new societies developed advanced structures incorporating a bureaucratic chain of command and venues for reporting to the community on the success of the work through reports of the proceedings of annual meetings.  The most important contributions of Canadian women to religious work, notes Frances, are the construction of churches, the development of Sunday Schools, and benevolent work among the poor.  These functions seem common to most religious societies in England and the United States as well.

Catholic Women in Mission

The founder of the first native order of religious women in the United States initially served as an officer in a charity headed by Protestant women.  The career of Elizabeth Bayley Seton is suggestive of the cross-pollenization that occurred between Protestant and Catholic female missionary endeavors.  As the religious tradition with the longest standing opportunities for women in mission, the Catholic Church naturally must be included in any discussion of women’s religious activities.  Assessing the origin of women’s interest in missions within the Catholic tradition presents unique challenges.  With such a long heritage of women participation in religious service, Catholic women are unique contributors to the rise of women’s involvement in missions, and in fact may represent the tradition from which the idea of women and benevolence originally sprung.  The central challenge to comparing women and mission in the Catholic Church to the experience of women in other traditions is the existence of entire religious orders of women dedicated to benevolence and missions operating for centuries before the involvement of Protestant women in similar activities.  Despite some obvious differences, the experience of Catholic women religious parallels that of other early nineteenth century women in important ways, and the career of Elizabeth Bayley Seton suggests that there were important connections between Protestant and Catholic missionary endeavors.
  


Catholics in the United States faced a challenge of operating in a nation that denied them many elements of citizenship and labeled their faith as incompatible with national development.  While not specifically pursuing inclusion in the same sense as did the Black Protestant women, many Catholic women pursued missions activities as a means of preserving and sustaining their community and its existence in the nation.  


Though part of a long tradition of women religious serving the church, the American Catholics also existed in a Protestant environment by which their actions were often shaped.  Some functioned as nuns in the longstanding European tradition of cloistering but most adopted similar methods to Protestant organizations such as fundraising techniques and participating in evangelization on behalf of the Church.  Their actions often reflect deliberate accommodations to their new national environment.


The first order of nuns founded in the United States reflects many of the themes of this study including the role of women’s religious societies in preserving a community identity.  Within the United States, the real escalation of Catholic women’s involvement in missions came with the conversion of Episcopalian benevolent activist Elizabeth Seton.  She inaugurated an era of growing missions activism among Catholic women.  Perhaps because of her prior experience in Protestant women’s organizations and her status as a widow, Seton went immediately into religious service.  In 1809, she founded the first American-born religious order, the Sisters of Charity of Emmitsburg (Maryland), and by 1851 fifty-seven communities thrived in thirteen states, eventually uniting with the Daughters of Charity of France.
  Their commitment to educating young women corresponded to the efforts of Protestant female-led organizations in Philadelphia and Boston that also established schools as a means of evangelization.  Furthermore, their efforts founded the system of parochial education still in existence today and often attributed to Mother Seton.  Historians such as James Kenneally have pointed out that the sisterhood that developed among women religious in orders like the Sisters of Charity of Emmitsburg sprouted into activism among women seeking a greater role in church activities.
  This is an experience Catholic women shared with their Protestant sisters.  


Like their Protestant sisters, white Catholic women religious pioneered new fundraising techniques to fund their evangelistic endeavors.  Probably relying on her previous experience in benevolence fundraising, Seton wrote to Filippo Filicchi, a wealthy Italian who had encouraged her conversion to the Catholic faith, about her attempts to raise money for her new community.  In the letter she reminds Filicchi of the needs of her new community and asked if he would be willing to provide the funds for a new school to be built on a lot that had recently been donated for the purpose and also to endow it for the support of orphans in need of education.
  Her successful use of networking to raise funds reflected the success enjoyed by other women’s organizations in fulfilling the needs of their religious communities for financial support and organization.


The interests of Catholic women in pursuing education and advancement for women often clashed with the male-dominated hierarchy of the Catholic Church.  Frequently requests for the establishment of confraternities were denied on the grounds that they, in the words of the first American Bishop, John Carroll, “produce an intercourse with seculars, occasioning thereby dissipation, and relaxation of religious discipline.”
  This left laywomen with few outlets for participation in nineteenth century missions efforts.  Their relatively small numbers in the early part of the century also disadvantaged them.  Several orders of women religious experienced more success in rejecting such male restrictions including Mother Seton’s Sisters of Charity who united with the Daughters of Charity in France despite the opposition of Bishop Kenrick of St. Louis.  Several other orders also maintained significant independence in the face of significant opposition of male clergy and thus preserved a role for American women in the maintenance of the Catholic faith in the United States.


Examples of Catholic women outside of the United States are also important.  For instance, Irish Catholic women struggled to counteract the same forces that threatened Catholics in the United States.  They recognized the threat posed by Protestant organizations like the Ladies Hibernian Female School Society to their community but they faced the barriers of poverty, religious persecution and lack of access to political systems particularly in the early nineteenth century.
  The main line of defense, as in the United States, were nuns who organized schools and welfare programs to preserve the Catholic Church in Ireland.

Black women and missions


What is fascinating about women’s religious societies, particularly in the United States, is how they transcended so many boundaries of class and race and approximate a nearly universal experience in fascinating ways involving black and white, rich and poor women, and northern and southern women.  In the broader context of the history of women throughout the world, historians have often searched for a common experience shared by all women throughout time and geographical space.  Some possible universal experiences already posited include motherhood, marriage, or oppression.  But there were always sizable exceptions to each of these experiences as universal.  Not all women marry or bear children.  And not all women experienced oppression in the same way.  Probably there will never be a universal experience for women as there are too many female experiences to explore but few places suggest the potential discovery of this universality in more intriguing ways than in the case of black women’s associations in the nineteenth century.


The first institution formed by a black woman for a missions-related purpose appears to be the Sabbath school opened by Katherine Ferguson in New York City in 1793 in her own home.
  For several years Ferguson educated poor children both black and white in her small school.  In the same year, the Female Benevolent Society of St. Thomas was established in Philadelphia as a mutual aid society.  Other organizations quickly followed.  Indeed as Anne Firor Scott noted, “the history of black women’s voluntary associations is as long as that of white women’s.”
  By 1809, women in Newport, Rhode Island formed their own organization because the men’s society, the African Benevolent Society, would not allow the women to work with them.  Despite forming their own organization, one of the first actions of this society was to send a significant contribution to the treasury of the men’s society.  


The founders of the Colored Female Religious and Moral Society of Salem, Massachusetts in 1818 emphasized helping the sick and needy among them but also the importance of moral behavior and holding each other accountable for infractions of Christian morality probably because of their belief that the behavior of one reflects on the character of all.  Scott notes this concern would constitute a major theme in the development of black women’s associations.
  The Daughters of Africa Beneficial Society of Philadelphia evinces the same tendencies.
  Dorothy Sterling observes that the Salem group contributed significantly to the development of black women’s organizations by adopting a constitution particular to their own needs and concerns instead of following the model of white organizations as their predecessors had.
   Scott notes two particularly “revealing” articles in the constitution:

“Art. IV – We promise not to ridicule or divulge the supposed or apparent infirmities of any fellow member; but to keep secret all things relating to the society, the discovery of which might tend to do hurt to the Society or any individual.

Art. V – We resolve to be charitably watchful over each other; to advise, caution and admonish where we may judge there is occasion, and that it may be useful; and we promise not to resent, but kindly and thankfully receive such friendly advice or reproof from any one of our members.”

Both Scott and Sterling find in these articles the earliest expressions of “consciousness raising” and concerns about elevating their race in the eyes of white society.
  These, of course, are dimensions largely absent from the experience of white women’s associations but reflective of black women’s appropriation of the religious society for their own purposes.


One of the most interesting organizations of black women remains the Daughters of Africa.  In We Are Your Sisters: Black Women of the Nineteenth Century, Dorothy Sterling tells their story utilizing their own documents.  As Sterling explains, “the Daughters of Africa were nearly 200 working-class women who banded together to help themselves.”
  They provided an unofficial unemployment pension by pooling their resources to help any of their number in need.  While the organization mainly responded to temporal needs, it demonstrates much about the interests and concerns of working-class black women in self-help and association.  These interests would later lead to larger organizations with a more religious focus.

With the formation of black churches, women activities took on greater significance.  The year 1796 saw the formation of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, one of the first black denominations.  By 1821, the women of that body had formed the Daughters of the Conference to raise money to send ministers and construct new churches.  The particular need for this service was described by Aurora Evans in her essay on “Origin and Work of the Daughters of Conference and Kindred Societies,” which appeared in the Centennial Jubilee edition of the AME Zion Quarterly Review in 1900.  “Zion Church and its missionary operation were in their infancy and the cry came from New England and all over New York and New Jersey: ‘Send us the Gospel, send a minister; we need a church’ and the great need was money to aid the ministers in going to their mission fields and to assist in erecting church.”
  Mary Roberts founded the organization and served as its president for over forty years.  Under her leadership aid and support for missions, education and many other needs of the church flowed in.  It was also under her direction that the Zion Church pioneered the idea of organization the young women of the church who formed the Young Daughters of the Conference.
  By the post Civil War era, most churches, black or white, would also organize their young women in the cause of missions.


Within the AME Church founded by Richard Allen, the first women’s missionary society apparently appeared in 1824.  Organized by Allen himself and named the Dorcas Society, the women members most likely participated in such activities as sewing clothing for preachers and providing for the needs of the poorer members of the church.   By 1827, Sarah Allen, following in the footsteps of the AME Zion women, formed a Daughters of the Conference Society which assumed the lead in organizing benevolent and missions-oriented activities of women within the AME Church before the Civil War.  Sarah Allen is most remembered for her concern over the “ventilators” in the pants of the preachers organizing new AME churches throughout the country.  She launched this women’s organization to sew new clothing for the preachers and remove the holes she had originally observed.  At first glance, this may seem a trivial role assigned to women to reinforce their subservient role, but Julyane Dodson argues that appropriate clothing represented a key component of racial uplift for it allowed the black clergy to appear as capable as the white clergy.
 


Black women’s efforts to expand the influence of their churches went beyond providing clothing for ministers and money for new churches.  Black women also organized themselves to directly promote Christianity within their own community.  By 1818, women in Philadelphia had organized an “African Female Society,” an auxiliary to the Bible Society of Philadelphia.  Few records survive of this organization, but the women who organized it, according to male officials of the parent society, exhibited “a zeal highly commendable.”
  It is unclear whether the Bibles purchased by the funds of this organization remained in the black community or were shared with whites, but its title suggest that they did originate in the black community.  The African Female Tract Association, formed in 1826, provides more information about the relationship of black female organizations to white ones and the role of inclusive nationalism.  The leadership of the organization was black except for the “Directress,” suggesting the influence of white women’s organizations on this group.  However, one of the most important offices, treasurer, remained in the hands of a black woman, Mrs. Margaret Brown indicating a desire to maintain black control over the aims of the organization.


While most blacks were Protestants, Catholic African Americans formed substantial populations in some parts of the country and contributed to Catholic women’s activism in inclusive nationalism through mission.  Two communities of Black Catholic women emerged in the centers of Catholic faith in the United States: New Orleans and Baltimore.  In Maryland, 20% of Catholics were black at the beginning of the nineteenth century in 1829.  A French priest, and four black refugees from Haiti founded the Oblate Sisters of Providence, in Baltimore. One of the Haitian founders, Elizabeth Lange, became their first superior.  In serving their community they faced a number of obstacles including one bishop who thought they should disband and get jobs as domestics because there was no need for them; despite this, they founded a school for black girls and served as nurses during a cholera epidemic in 1832.  Though they focused mainly on education, they also ran orphanages for black children..
  Based on her work in their archives, Sister M. Reginald Gerdes labels their efforts as evangelism and their goals as “meeting the total needs of the Black Catholic community.”
  The Rule of the Oblate Sisters reflected their belief that their role in uplifting and evangelizing blacks was achieved through educating young girls in the Catholic faith who would become wives and mothers in households around the country.  “the religious and moral principles, which they will have acquired when in this school,” the Oblates professed, “will be carefully transmitted to their children and become hereditary in their families.”


The work of Henriette Delille, a black Catholic in New Orleans, further illustrates the importance of Catholic women’s efforts to preserve Catholicism in the United States.  She is also a representative of the linkages between Catholic and Protestant women at least in terms of operating procedures.  In 1836 she found Les Demoiselles de la Providence, a religious society for Black Catholic women that would eventually become an order of black nuns known as the Sisters of the Holy Family.  The organization functioned according to a constitution which allowed for the election of officers and established procedures for admitting new members.  Its purpose was listed in the Catholic Directory of 1850 as “an association of colored persons, for the nursing of the sick and destitute.”
  Cyprian Davis’ research in the order’s records has led her to conclude that one of Delille’s most important contributions was instructing black women in the Catholic faith in preparation for their baptism and pioneering unique methods of fundraising among Catholic women.  In April of 1848, Delille organized a lottery for an unspecified prize which sold a thousand tickets at fifty cents a piece.  The funds raised went toward the construction of a hospice.  Ultimately, the Les Demoiselles de la Providence and the Sisters of the Holy Family opened significant avenues for black women’s contribution to American Catholicism.


Assessing the larger significance of black women’s organizations presents significant challenges.  First, there are scant records on which to base any conclusions especially compared to those documenting white women’s organizations.  Second, black women tended to express their goals and intentions in muted language so as not to draw unwanted attention from powerful whites who might feel threatened by their activities.  Thirdly, Anne Firor Scott referenced in her presidential address to the Southern Historical Association in 1990 the invisibility of black women’s organizations in American History. Her introductory comments dramatize the prevalence of this observation for historians:

In 1984, on an occasion such as this, I went before the annual meeting of the Organization of American Historians to talk about women’s voluntary associations.  The title of the talk suggested its focus: ‘On Seeing and Not Seeing: a Case of Historical Invisibility.’  Raising the question of why some parts of the past go unnoticed while others are closely examined, I offered, as a case in point, the history of such associations, which had been, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, a major force helping to shape American community life, but until the advent of women’s history in the 1970s had almost totally escaped historians’ notice.

The paper represented several years of research and nine months of painstaking composition, and I was reasonably well satisfied with it.  At the end, various colleagues came up with ritual congratulations; among them was my friend Tom Holt, who said, ‘Nice job.’  Then he paused a moment, looked quizzical, and added, ‘But are not black women invisible to you?’

What could I say?  In the process of lecturing everyone else about the dangers of not seeing what was before one’s eyes, I had exemplified the error, for though there were dutifully collected references to black women’s organizations in footnotes, nowhere had I recognized the central role of these organizations in the creation of the black community.

 Despite these omissions and challenges, however, it seems clear that black women’s activities represent a significant part of their contributions to church life and the preservation of their community.  Similarly, their participation in church and community organizations represents a significant step in black women’s formation of their own culture and contributions to American culture that remain on par with white women’s in every respect.  This is particularly remarkable when one considers the economic, social and psychological barriers to black women’s participation in the broader American culture.

Jewish women and missions


The career of Rebecca Gratz reveals Jewish efforts to appropriate model of missionary societies often used to convert her religious compatriots and use it instead to guard against such a loss of community.  Gratz, a wealthy member of Philadelphia society, interacted frequently with Christians and was influenced by their practices in the organization of her charitable and religious work.  The early involvement of Jewish women in organization follows her efforts as the founder of the Philadelphia Orphan Society (1815), the Female Hebrew Benevolent Society (1820), and the Hebrew Sunday School Society (1838).  She began her public career in women’s organizations with her election, in 1801 at the age of twenty-one, to the office of secretary to the Female Association for the Relief of Women and Children in Reduced Circumstances.  Similar to the Female Society of Philadelphia for the Relief and Employment of the Poor (FSPREP) and the Ladies’ Society for the Relief of Poor Widows with Small Children in New York, this interfaith association focused on meeting the needs of the most vulnerable.  More importantly for Gratz, it inculcated in her the skills of organization and leadership which she would later use on behalf of her own religious community.


Like other women involved in benevolence and missions work, Gratz read and was inspired by the writing of British philanthropist and evangelist Hannah More.  She admired More for “her piety and her benevolent activity in improving the moral & religious character of her neighborhood.”
  Gratz’ concern for these matters is evident in her desire to establish the Hebrew Sunday School Society which she saw as her attempt “to improve the degenerate portion of a once great people…and induce wiser and better Jew to take the work in hand.”
  Established in 1838, the Sunday School provided an education consistent with the Jewish faith and a means of preserving Jewish doctrine in the religious beliefs of both the children and the parents.  Modeled after similar Protestant institutions, the Sunday School established by Gratz emphasized Biblical and general instruction for poor students.  While counting a number of Christians among her close personal friends, Gratz nonetheless remained deeply committed to the preservation of her own religious heritage.  She frequently taught in the school which apparently began in her own home.  In 1838, she instructed the students on the life of Samuel from the Scriptures.  She was particularly struck by the actions of his mother Hannah and her “earnest desire & prayer for a child – and her self sacrifice in devoting him.”
  Thus, she transmitted to the next generation respect for the heroes of the Jewish faith and the ideals of feminine behavior, namely the sacred duty of motherhood and the natural benevolence of women.  Gratz’ activities demonstrate the flexibility of the ideology of women’s activism in missions and benevolence which allowed it to penetrate disparate groups and yet with similar outcomes.
Women’s Involvement in Missions

With the formation of so many women’s societies in the early part of the nineteenth century throughout the North Atlantic world, the question naturally arises: why were women so drawn to missions activity?  Multiple factors account for this phenomenon.  First, missions activity motivated significant activism among most Protestant denominations in the early national era.  The Methodists, Congregationalists and Baptists in the United States and Canada led the way in establishing institutions to fund and organize foreign and domestic missions.  Some historians have seen in the general growth of voluntary associations during this era a significant awareness of the broader world.  This awareness seems the result of the formation of the United States and the growing familiarity of many nations with national and sometimes even global events.  


Gradually, involvement in charitable and missions organization would provide women an outlet in public culture for personal expression.  Under the rubric of missions activity, women could organize themselves into separate bodies either within or outside of the local church.  They could own property through accessing state incorporation provisions for public organizations and coordinate their own strategies for fundraising, providing charitable services, and contributing to the organizational vitality of their religious traditions.  Few other arenas in the early nineteenth century North Atlantic world allowed such representation for women.

Given women’s numerical dominance in the most actively evangelistic traditions and their cultural identification with piety, their interest in missions is less surprising.  But other cultural expectations still limited the expression of their independence even within their own organizations.  While the Quaker women seemed to have run their own organizations independently, the Boston Female Society for Missionary Purposes (BFSMP) meetings were exclusively chaired by men.  The records of other societies indicate their structure was similar and a few even turned the funds raised over to a male Treasurer.  The BFSMP resisted this arrangement and Mary Webb, its founder, served as the Treasurer for the first few decades of its existence.  Still, the mostly local and regional societies that emerged in the early nineteenth century generally relied upon a clergyman or male layperson to chair meetings, announce society activities to the public, and even help determine how funds should be spent.  These groups of women also tended to fund the ministry of male missionaries or support male organizations like the Massachusetts Baptist Missionary Society or the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions.


Male attitudes toward women’s organizations are sometimes difficult to determine.  Did they resist separate missionary societies?  If not, how deep did their support go?  Articles in male missionary publications do offer a few clues.  They most often indicate that a substantial number of men welcomed the formation of women’s societies as natural expressions of female piety.  The editor of the Massachusetts Baptist Missionary Magazine frequently published articles in support of women’s missionary activities.    Over a dozen appear in the first couple years alone.  The New York Missionary Magazine and Panoplist show similar tendencies.  Among black churches, women did face opposition to their public participation in church leadership, but there remained significant space for female activism in missions and church advancement.

While some objected to the expansion of women activities into public associations, most clergy welcomed them as the source of additional allies in the battle to spread Christianity and ward off the evils of industrialization and urbanization.  Most societies were formed with the support of the church pastor who might preach a sermon in support of missions activity and then from the pulpit invite women to meet together for the purpose of forming a society.  Perhaps the clerical support for female missions is best explained by the success of women in fundraising.  More funds in the church naturally resulted in more expansion of church ministries.

It seems likely that the clergy either did not consider or dismissed the possibility that these organizations could take on a life of their own.  But once the genie of women’s involvement in public affairs was out of the bottle, it was not going back in.  Women parlayed their authority in domestic matters and piety into significant authority in the emerging public sphere of the North Atlantic world, a process many have labeled domestic feminism.  Some historians in fact have traced a line from these benevolent and missions organizations to the organizations of women’s rights groups as well as reform groups like the temperance movement and others.
  


Despite the early success of women’s missionary and related societies, the best years were yet to come.  As technology drew the world ever closer together, women’s awareness of other lands and the living conditions of their far away sisters prompted the formation of national and international organizations with budgets that entered the millions.  Many of these later institutions appropriated the legacy of the “Mother Society” for themselves regardless of the lack of any direct tie to the movement.  Mary Webb’s contributions were voiced by fans a century after she founded the first missionary society.  The precedents set by the pioneering societies kept the flame of women in missions burning until more fuel created a greater conflagration than anyone every expected.  Unfortunately, the fire of women’s activism in missions in the nineteenth century soon waned in the face of unanticipated dangers and would not survive the twentieth century intact.
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