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FOREWORD

The purpose of the five volumes of the Oxford History of the British Empire
was to provide a comprehensive survey of the Empire from its beginning to
end, to explore the meaning of British imperialism for the ruled as well as the
rulers, and to study the significance of the British Empire as a theme in world
history. The volumes in the Companion Series carry forward this purpose.
They pursue themes that could not be covered adequately in the main series
while incorporating recent research and providing fresh interpretations of

significant topics.
Wm. Roger Louis
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PREFACE

The planning for this volume began in 2001 with the recruitment of a core of
contributors, some of whom attended a planning symposium by the beach in
Perth, Western Australia, in February 2002, with support from the Academy
of the Social Sciences in Australia and the Institute of Advanced Studies at
the University of Western Australia. By the end of that year a full complement
of authors had accepted the challenge of their commission, which required
each of them to write a chapter exploring a single theme connected to the
overarching subject of Christian missions and the British Empire. The
originality of the project lay principally in the thematic approach, which
required each of the authors to write beyond the area of their own regional
specialization. Some of the themes are hardy perennials, while others have
only recently attracted scholarly attention.

Initial findings were presented and compared at a second symposium held
at the Missions House of the Basel Missionary Society with generous spon-
sorship from the Centre for African Studies at the University of Basel and
Oxford University Press. The authors were given leeway to write up to 10,000
words in their first drafts, a limit that all exceeded by a considerable margin.
After a round of mutual criticism and encouragement, they were required to
condense their chapters to 8,000 words. From this process of cross-fertiliza-
tion and distillation emerged a book more than usually imbued with a shared
purpose. On the other hand, no attempt has been made to force a single
theoretical framework or vision on the contributors. The contributions
range from traditional empirical investigations to work on the pioneering
edge of post-colonial and transnational theory. The authors include com-
mitted Christians as well as agnostics and atheists. Their evaluations of the
results of three centuries of missionary enterprise range from the sanguine to
the sceptical. All share the convictions, however, that the British Empire
would have been very different in the absence of missions, that the agenda for
future research is lengthy, and that the religious convictions of peoples
around the world who accepted Christianity in all its myriad forms must
be taken as seriously as the faith of the European Middle Ages or the
American Puritans.



viii PREFACE

The editor wishes to thank all the contributors for putting up with my
demands, all the sponsors of the project, and the editorial staff of Oxford
University Press. Special thanks go to Professor W. Roger Louis, general
editor of the Oxford History of the British Empire, who first recognized the
need for this volume, to Emeritus Professor Terence Ranger of St Antony’s
College, Oxford, who made valuable suggestions in the early stages of the
project, and to Alaine Low, who commented extensively on the penultimate

draft.

Norman Etherington

Perth, Western Australia
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1

Introduction

NORMAN ETHERINGTON

The explosive expansion of Christianity in Africa and Asia during the last
two centuries constitutes one of the most remarkable cultural transform-
ations in the history of mankind. Because it coincided with the spread of
European economic and political hegemony, it tends to be taken for granted
as a reflex of imperialism. However, the precise connections between religion
and Empire have yet to be fully delineated by historians. This book aims to
make a contribution to the very small shelf of literature devoted to exploring
those connections in a vast library of scholarship on the history of the
Christian religion. Much work remains to be done.

Unfinished Business

Christian missions are also unfinished business for the Oxford History of the
British Empire. Christian missions and missionaries are remarkable for their
absence in the first five volumes. Only once do they occupy a whole chapter
(volume V, Historiography, chapter 19). For the rest, extended discussion of
the missionary role in Imperial history occurs only in Andrew Porter’s
chapters on religion and trusteeship in volume IIT and Nicholas Owen’s
chapter on critics of empire in volume IV. Missionaries briefly step onto
centre stage in chapters on West Africa, the Pacific Islands, and the West
Indies, but otherwise receive brief generic references (e.g. ‘British missionar-
ies as well as British businessmen required protection’ (IV, p. 42); ‘the most
visible group among the British in China was one that many Consuls tended
to regard as a nuisance: the missionaries’ (I, p. 158)). The marginal status of
missions in volumes I to V contrasts markedly with the iconic importance
accorded to the missionary in popular literature on Empire. J. A. Hobson
memorably summarized the supposed sequence of imperial progress: ‘first
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the missionary, then the Consul, and at last the invading army’’ The same
aphorism appears in many guises without attribution: ‘first the missionary,
then the trader, then the gunboat’; ‘first comes the Missionary, then comes the
Resident, lastly comes the Regiment’* A variation conveying much the same
assumption about the relationship between evangelization and imperial ex-
pansion has often been quoted by spokesmen for anti-colonial nationalisms:
‘First they had the Bible and we had the land; now we have the Bible and they
have the land. One reason that historians distrust such easy generalizations is
that rarely, if ever, do they accord with the record of British colonization.
Plantation owners in the West Indies and officials of the East India Company
put up stubborn resistance to missionaries seeking admission to lands already
under imperial control. Colonial administrators barred Christian missionaries
from parts of Nigeria and Sudan. Elsewhere missionaries worked for decades in
lands that never came under imperial control. They pointedly resisted colon-
ization schemes for New Zealand, South Africa, Malawi, and other regions.
The whole relationship between Christian missions and the Empire is
problematic. For historians of religion, missions in the era of European
imperialism constitute only a small chapter in a 2,000-year-old narrative of
the expansion of Christianity—a story that is much more than a British or
even a European enterprise. Christianity originated in Palestine and spread
through the Middle East and North Africa before it reached Scandinavia and
eastern Europe. The religion flourished in Tunisia, Ethiopia, Sudan, and
south India before there was a British Empire. And despite predictions that
‘the white man’s religion’ would decline when the hand of imperial protec-
tion was removed, evangelization prospered as never before. The number of
professing Christians in countries formerly under the British flag has multi-
plied many times since decolonization. Today significant numbers of Afri-
can, Fast Asian, and South Asian Christian missionaries are at work in
Europe and North America. Confounding the prediction that Islam would
outrun Christianity in twentieth-century Africa, the Christian population of
the continent grew from some 9 million in 1900 to 117 million in 1970 and 335
million in 2000—a transition that has been called ‘one of the most extraor-
dinary phenomena of human history’?> Andrew Walls points out that ‘in the

! Imperialism: A Study (London, 1938), p. 204.

* Frederick S. Downs, History of Christianity in India, V/5, Northeast India in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries (Bangalore, 1992), p. 30.

3 D. B. Barrett and T. M. Johnson, ‘Annual Statistical Table on Global Mission: 2000’
International Bulletin of Missionary Research, XXIV (2000), pp. 24-5.
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course of the twentieth century, Christianity has become a mainly non-
Western religion’*

Just as the history of the British Empire can be written without much
attention to missions, the history of missions can be written without much
attention to the Empire. The index of a book entitled Christian Mission in the
Twentieth Century contains five references to imperialism, two references to
Britain, and none to colonialism; in contrast, communism and communists
get eleven references, along with thirteen to the United States.” This under-
lines the important point that the story of missions in the Empire is not
simply the story of British missions. Many British missionaries worked
outside the Empire, and many of the missions that worked inside the Empire
were not British. Continental European and North American missionaries
predominated in parts of many British colonies. Nor were the British ever in
the vanguard of missionary work. Catholic missions accompanied the ex-
pansion of Spain and Portugal in the early modern period; in the eighteenth
century European Pietists launched missions to the most distant corners of
the globe long before missionary societies began sprouting in Britain in the
last decade of the eighteenth century and the first two decades of the
nineteenth century. And when British societies did appear, most of their
first agents were drawn from other countries. From its foundation to 1830
forty-nine of the Church Missionary Society’s agents came from continental
Europe.® In the twentieth century American missionaries far outdistanced
Protestant British counterparts, and Roman Catholic missions enjoyed a
resurgence that eventually eclipsed the celebrated achievements of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. All things considered, the trajectories of
missions and Empire hardly bear comparison. The expansion of Christianity
pre-dated the British Empire by a very long time and entered a period of
explosive growth after most of the imperial enterprise had been wound
up. By the same token, a map of worldwide missionary activity—even
British missionary activity—does not resemble the map of formal Empire
in any era.

These plain facts largely explain why missions so seldom figure in the
Oxford History of the British Empire. Why then call missions unfinished
business? One reason is that, although missions and the official Empire

4 B. Stanley, ed., Christian Missions and the Enlightenment (London, 2001), p. 22.
> Timothy Yates, Christian Mission in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1994).
¢ Stanley, ed., Christian Missions, p. 35.
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were quite different operations, they play related parts in a larger drama—
the spread of modernization, globalization, and Western cultural hegemony.

Another reason is that, when they are considered on a micro level, they
often appear to enact or mimic the operations of political and economic
imperialism at the macro level. Clifton Crais sees the mission station as ‘a
colonialist institution par excellence’ that ‘communicated many of the essen-
tial ingredients of British rule and the capitalist world economy’” Scholars
outside the world of religious and historical studies were recently introduced
to this view of missions by a massive and influential study of London
Missionary Society work among the Tswana people of southern Africa: Of
Revelation and Revolution by the anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff.®
While historians generally welcomed the Comaroffs’ work with lukewarm
enthusiasm, anthropologists, literary scholars, and post-colonial theorists
hailed the book as a revelation.” Leon de Kock probably correctly identified
the reason for these divergent responses by pointing to historians’ valoriza-
tion of archival texts over ritual and performance. The Comaroffs view the
London Missionary Society’s stations as ‘performing civilization, in the hope
of educating the Tswana to adopt Western cultural practices through the
power of display.’® In many cases a strong case can be made for the mission
station as a microcosm or trope of Empire. Like the explorer, the missionary
arrived in regions barely touched by Western influences, preaching the
superiority of Western religion, technology, and cultural practices. After a
period of resistance, people began to adopt the new ways. Perversely, mis-
sionaries resisted the attempts of their converts to assume an equal social and
clerical status in the Church until, in an act of spiritual decolonization,
mission churches broke free from foreign control. Without denying that

7 Clifton C. Crais, White Supremacy and Black Resistance in Pre-industrial South Africa: The
Making of the Colonial Order in the Eastern Cape, 1770-1865 (Cambridge, 1992), p. 104.

8 Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, 1, Christianity, Colonial-
ism and Consciousness in South Africa (Chicago, 1991); I, The Dialectics of Modernity on a South
African Frontier (Chicago, 1997). From the historian’s point of view, the Comaroffs’ work is in
some ways a throwback to an earlier era. Steven Kaplan in 1982 expressed relief that ‘the
opposing figures of the missionary—hero and the missionary—imperialist have begun to vanish
from the scholarly literature’; ‘Ezana’s Conversion Reconsidered’, Journal of Religion in Africa,
XIII (1982), p. 101. While the Comaroffs cannot be accused of resuscitating missionary heroes,
they have breathed new life into the almost lifeless corpse of the missionary-as-imperialist.

® The parameters of the debate are set out in Elizabeth Elbourne, ‘Word Made Flesh:
Christianity, Modernity and Cultural Colonialism in the Work of Jean and John Comaroff’,
American Historical Review, CVIII (2003), pp. 435-59.

* Elbourne, ‘Word Made Flesh), p. 453.
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just such a sequence of events occurred in many mission fields, one of the
aims of this volume is to show why a simple analogy with formal imperialism
is misleading and to demonstrate the complexity of the evolving relationship
between missions and the Empire.

Plan and Scope of This Volume

The failure of the geographical empire of faith to fit any map of British
colonies, mandates, and protectorates posed an obvious difficulty for me as
editor of this volume. Casting the geographical net too wide would locate the
book among histories of the expansion of Christianity and risk losing sight of
Empire altogether. Setting the bounds too narrowly, for example at the
boundaries of formal Empire, would omit important chapters in the story,
such as David Livingstone’s journeys of discovery and the struggle between
French Catholics and British Protestants for state support in Tahiti, Mada-
gascar, and New Caledonia. The ultimate decision was made to concentrate
attention on all regions that at one time or another belonged to, or might
well have become part of, the formal Empire. As a result Christian missions
to South Asia fall within the purview of the volume, while the greater part of
China—the great hope of European and North American evangelists from
1860 to 1950—is omitted. Within this broad rubric the margins have been
deliberately left fuzzy.

A related question was whether the volume itself should be organized by
geographical region, with one chapter on the South Pacific, another on India,
a third on North America, and so on. The benefits of a regional organization
were considerable. Most historians ground their expertise in a single country
or region, so it would be easier to attract collaborators. On the other hand, it
seemed equally apparent that a regional approach would involve a good deal
of duplication. The most important themes to have emerged from recent
work on the history of missions and Empire would have to be repeated for
each region—the role of indigenous evangelists, language, gender, the cre-
ation of ethnicity, and tensions between missions and government. Similar
problems would have arisen from a chronological framework. In the end a
desire to emphasize the emerging themes won out over geography and
chronology. This placed additional burdens on the individual authors.
While concentrating on what they know best, each of them had to stretch
to encompass a wider world. That said, regional and chronological biases
creep in as a matter of course. The book needed a starting point, which
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Chapter 2, by Eliga Gould, establishes in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. For most of this period the Asian and African territorial Empire
was very small; most religious work outside the British Isles took place in
North America and the West Indies so there is a definite tilt in the direction
of a particular time and place. Explaining how the work of mission changed
from supplying the religious needs of new colonies in the eighteenth century
to plans for ‘the conversion of the world in this generation’ in the early
twentieth century requires a close look at the emergence of evangelical
Christianity in the eighteenth century and the organization of mission
societies in the nineteenth century. With the United States lost to the Empire
in the American Revolution, this story centres on developments in the
British Isles and Europe, thus giving Andrew Porter’s delineation of trends
in British missions in Chapter 3 both a regional and a chronological focus.
It was commonplace for nineteenth-century missionaries to point to the
growth of the British Empire as specifically intended by Divine Providence as
an instrument for the conversion of the world to Christianity, just as
promoters of Empire spoke of missions as partners in the work of spreading
commerce and civilization. For all the talk of partnership the relationship
between missionaries and other agents of empire was never easy. Keith
Hancock’s great Survey of Commonwealth Affairs (1937—42) conceptualized
the expansion of Empire as a series of overlapping frontiers: the traders’
frontier, the settlers’ frontier, the missionaries’ frontier, and the officials’
frontier. Hancock could see better than most the way that missionaries were
practically forced to assume the role of moral guardians. They were seldom
popular with officials and traders and generally in conflict with white settlers.
In South Africa the missionary frontier collided spectacularly with the
settlers’ frontier: on one side ‘the ideals of humane individuals working for
the protection of the weak’ and, on the other, ‘the will of a racial group which
has found its unity in the determination to survive, to possess, and to

dominate’

Although the worlds of missionaries, officials, traders, and
settlers were not as separate as Hancock’s schema would seem to imply—
many former missionaries and children of missionaries became settlers and
occupied important positions in colonial bureaucracies—there were many
spectacular collisions between missionaries and government. Chapter 4,

by Alan Lester, examines the success of missions and mission-linked

" 'W. K. Hancock, Survey of Commonwealth Affairs, 11 2, Problems of Economic Policy 1918-1939
(Oxford, 1942), p. 10.
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philanthropic societies in imperial politics following the abolition of slavery
and the gradual decline from that high point of influence.

The most important late twentieth-century scholarly insight into the
growth of Christianity in the British Empire was that European missionaries
accomplished very little in the way of conversion.'” The greatest difficulty
faced by those who have tried to argue that Christian missions were a form of
cultural imperialism has been the overwhelming evidence that the agents of
conversion were local people, not foreign missionaries. None of them were
coerced into believing and very few were paid. For example, during the entire
nineteenth century in the Travancore state of southern India the London
Missionary Society employed a total of fifty European missionaries, com-
pared to many times that number of so-called ‘native agents’ In 1900 there
were 882 of these agents—pastors, readers, schoolmasters, etc.”” In addition
to these formal operatives, Christian beliefs were spread by ordinary people,
whose numbers grew as colonial development increased mobility. Unfortu-
nately their experience remains largely undocumented in the mountains of
paper generated by European and American missions. Indeed, the balance of
documentation is usually inversely proportionate to the actual numbers. A
very recent biographical dictionary of Christian missions lists 2,400 individ-
uals, only 258 of whom are ‘non-western persons’ from Asia, Africa, and the
Pacific Islands.'* Voices of white missionaries predominate in mission pub-
lications and archives for understandable, if regrettable, reasons. As volun-
tary societies, mission organizations faced constant pressures to raise money.
Individual missionaries had to justify their lonely underpaid existences by
writing regular reports. Pressures of fund-raising and accountability gener-
ated streams of written reports aimed at pricking the consciences of con-
tributors, celebrating conversions, and explaining failures. Missionary
martyrs and heroes like Bishop Patteson and David Livingstone provided
riveting reading for pious audiences at home. Descriptions of the ‘hard-
hearted, sinful, slothful heathen’ helped European missionaries account for
their slow progress in winning converts. As Natasha Erlank observes, histor-
ians who only study printed texts run the risks of underestimating the

'* Richard Gray, Black Christians and White Missionaries (New Haven, 1990), pp. 80—1.

Y Dick Kooiman, ‘Mass Movement, Famine and Epidemic: A Study in Interrelationship’,
Modern Asian Studies, XXV (1991), p. 286.

' Gerald H. Anderson, ed., Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions (Cambridge, 1999),
pp. vii, 808-10.
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complexity and particularity of the individual missionary experience and
missing the voice of the indigenous evangelist altogether.”

The phenomenon of local people carrying Christianity far ahead of
advancing imperial frontiers first appeared in the southern Pacific in the
nineteenth century, which explains the regional and chronological weighting
of Chapter 5, by John Barker. The areas that proved most resistant to
Christian evangelizing whether by European or by indigenous agents were
regions dominated by well-entrenched universalizing creeds and sacred
written texts. Outside the Empire this was best demonstrated in China and
Japan. Within the formal Empire, resistance was stiffest in South Asia, where
the appearance of missionaries produced a backlash of religious revitaliza-
tion among Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims. Where such competing reli-
gions were deeply rooted among large populations, as in Burma, Ceylon, and
the sub-Saharan Sudanic regions, imperial authority did little to advance the
cause of Christian missions. In fact, as Robert Frykenberg points out in
Chapter 6, the British Raj assumed the role of protector of Hindu religious
establishments. That did not mean, however, that Christianity made no
headway. As in other areas of the Empire, people marginalized by social
class and geography proved to be exceptionally susceptible to the power of
the new religion. Local lay evangelists opened the way for overseas mission-
aries to establish schools, printing presses, and hospitals.

One of the greatest drawbacks to the study of the people most responsible
for the spread of Christianity is the relative paucity of texts in their own
words that describe their motivations and attitudes to political and eco-
nomic change. Chapter 7, by Peggy Brock, tries to redress the balance by
closely examining some of the rare texts, published and unpublished, pro-
duced by ‘new Christians’ who engaged in formal and informal missionary
work. In Chapter 8 a literary scholar, Gareth Griffiths, tries to penetrate the
stylized formal recounting of conversion in published texts in an effort to
hear individual indigenous voices.

Many aspects of the imperial experience would have been very different in
the absence of the missionary movement. Outside the colonies of white
settlement European women played a minor role in the imperial enterprise.
Very few gained official posts, and almost none worked in the military
services, trade, or commerce. For a long time fears of disease deterred British

15 <

Civilizing the African”: The Scottish Mission to the Xhosa, 1821-64, in Stanley, ed.,
Christian Missions and the Enlightenment, p. 151.



INTRODUCTION 9

officials from taking their wives to the tropics. In contrast, women were
omnipresent in Christian missions. After some early experiments in sending
unmarried men resulted in sexual scandals, most Protestant missionary
societies insisted on employing only married men. This produced the extra-
ordinary spectacle of would-be missionaries on whirlwind speaking tours in
a frantic search for suitable partners before they were due to sail for their
foreign posting. Training institutions like Mount Holyoke College in Massa-
chusetts sprang up for the specific purpose of educating appropriate mis-
sionary wives.'® Once in the field, missionaries and their wives were expected
to act as exemplars of monogamous, pious, Christian family life. By the
middle of the nineteenth century single women began to find employment as
teachers in mission schools. Though the Catholic Church had no place for
married priests, female religious orders put women to work in schools and
orphanages throughout the Empire. While every chapter in this volume
touches on questions of gender in one way or another, Chapter 9, by Patricia
Grimshaw and Peter Sherlock, is entirely devoted to the subject of women as
agents and converts of missions.

A frequent complaint of white settlers and traders in many places was that
missionaries gave their converts too much book-learning, making them unfit
for menial labour. Most missions refused to give ground on the issue because,
especially for Protestants, the chief accomplishment of the Reformation had
been to put the Bible in the hands of ordinary people. Because the ability to
read and interpret Scripture was central to the faith, teaching converts to read
the Bible was a top priority. Several consequences flowed from this commit-
ment. The West African theologian Lamin Sanneh has emphasized the cen-
trality of translation to the Christian religion.”” Key concepts of the faith had to
be conveyed in many different languages to a multitude of cultures; otherwise
Christianity would never have spread beyond Palestine. Missionaries of all
denominations, Catholic as well as Protestant, expected their clergy to have a
working knowledge of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin when they set about trans-
lating the Bible into other languages. In Chapter 10, on missions and language,
Paul Landau explores some of the momentous consequences of the translation
exercise. While utilitarian theorists argued strenuously for English as the
language of education in British colonies, missionaries were unwilling to put

' Dana Robert, ‘Mount Holyoke Women and the Dutch Reformed Missionary Movement,
1874-1904, Missionalia, XXI (1993), p. 107.

Y Lamin O. Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll,
NY, 1990).



10 NORMAN ETHERINGTON

the educational cart before the evangelistic horse. It would be easier to get their
sacred texts into the hands of their converts by translating them into indigen-
ous languages. Once in possession of sound translations, local evangelists
could communicate ‘the good news’ in the familiar dialects of their fellow
countrymen. Making Bibles in new languages required the compilation of
vocabularies and translations on a truly heroic scale. Had there been no
missions in the Empire, who knows how many languages might have become
extinct? Martin Luther is generally credited with standardizing the German
language through his translation of the Bible. By the nineteenth century
language had become central to German concepts of national identity. Lan-
guage proved equally important to the emergence of new identities among
colonized peoples.

Shakespeare’s Caliban complained to Prospero that ‘You taught me lan-
guage; and my profit on’t is, [ know how to curse’. Missionaries could hardly
have anticipated all the ways that their translations would be employed,
especially in opposition to themselves and imperial rule. Literate converts
founded newspapers and used them to communicate commercial and polit-
ical information. Some were surprised to learn while reading the Old Testa-
ment in their own language that King Solomon the wise had numerous wives
and concubines, while missionaries insisted on monogamy. Applying their
own interpretative powers to the book of Revelation and prophetic books of
the Bible, some concluded that Christ would shortly return in Glory to strike
down wicked rulers. As Christianity took on a local character, new heresies
opposed mission orthodoxies, and indigenous prophets denounced the
oppression of settlers and imperial authorities. Chapter 11, by Robert
Edgar, demonstrates some of the many ways in which Christianity could be
turned against ecclesiastical and secular authority by independent-minded
preachers. While some missionaries denounced these innovations as heresies
or ‘areturn to paganism;, others attempted to understand the cultural lenses
through which non-European societies viewed the world. Translation neces-
sarily involved understanding other cultures. It is therefore not surprising, as
Patrick Harries demonstrates in Chapter 12, that missionaries were often in
the vanguard of what became known as the discipline of anthropology—
sometimes called the scholarly handmaiden of Empire. Missionaries in-
cluded voluminous ethnographic detail in their reports of Pacific Island
and African societies. Henry Callaway collected Zulu nursery tales and
legends, which were eagerly seized as precious raw material by armchair
anthropologists in late Victorian England. Susan Bayly recounts in volume IT1
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of the Oxford History of the British Empire how missionary attempts to refute
the errors of Hinduism through translations of Indian sacred texts had the
ironic consequence of making those very texts more available than ever
before to South Asian people.’® Those same translations made fundamental
contributions to European theories of language, race, and culture. When
Edwin Smith, the Methodist missionary and future President of the Royal
Anthropological Society, became a fellow of the Royal Anthropological
Institute in 1900, he was one of eleven clergy on the membership list.”
Only gradually did a rupture develop between missions and ‘professional’
anthropology.

The Empire may have been indifferent to the linguistic and anthropo-
logical work of the missions, but it could hardly have done without their
assistance in the fields of education and medicine, subjects taken up in
Chapter 13 by Norman Etherington. Lord Hailey’s African Survey of 1938
remarked that until very recently ‘nine-tenths of the education in Africa was
in the hands of missionary bodies’** The same was largely true for most
other parts of the tropical Empire and for indigenous people trapped within
white settler societies. The predominance of mission schools distinguished
the British on the one hand from the French Empire, where a strong
anticlerical tradition permeated the Third Republic, and the Portuguese
Empire on the other hand, where a Papal Concordat of 1940 gave Catholic
missions a virtual monopoly of education. Missions founded schools for
their evangelical purposes: to train local people as ministers and missionar-
ies; to spread literacy so the Bible could be read; and to form the minds of
children when adults proved indifferent or hostile to the Christian message.
As the example of missions to independent island societies of the South
Pacific and the ‘tribal’ regions of India demonstrate, missions would have
built schools without government assistance. However, when imperial grants
became available, cash-strapped missionaries grabbed them. Unlike the
United States, whose founding charter insisted on the separation of Church
and State, the British constitution enshrined their union. Public education in
the British Isles had developed in the first instance through the provision of
grants-in-aid to church schools, so it seemed natural to apply the same

® Andrew Porter, ed., OHBE I1I, The Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 1999), pp. 460—4.

¥ W. John Young, The Quiet Wise Spirit: Edwin W. Smith, 1876-1957 and Africa (Peterbor-
ough, 2002), p. 75.

*® Lord Hailey, An African Survey: A Study of Problems Arising in Africa South of the Sahara
(Oxford, 1938), pp. 1208—-9.
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system in the colonies. However welcome the funding, missions soon found
that assistance bred dependence and a large measure of government regula-
tion. Throughout the Empire, but especially in the colonies of white settle-
ment, there was relentless government hostility to ‘literary education’ and a
demand for ‘practical’ vocational training. Since race-conscious white set-
tlers had no desire to create competitors for skilled jobs, the cry for practical
education was in truth a demand that the missions train people for menial
jobs and domestic service. While the missions could not cave in to such
demands without betraying their converts, neither could they ignore the
threat that government funds might be suddenly withdrawn. The tension
remained constant, sometimes surviving decolonization. Some of the worst
abuses of mission education occurred in boarding schools. Begun as a means
for removing children from the ‘baneful influence of heathenism), they were
endorsed as ‘the most effective method of training’ by the Advisory Com-
mittee on Education in the Colonies in 1925.>' However, when linked to
government funding, they could be turned to less worthy uses, as in Austra-
lia, where racist policies aimed to remove children of mixed descent from
their Aboriginal mothers. The so-called ‘stolen children’ were picked up by
police and dropped at mission boarding schools; in most cases they never
saw their mothers again.

Government assistance to medical missions was less controversial. Unlike
schools, medical work was an optional extra for most mission societies, who
accepted sickness, death, and miraculous cures as part of the Providential
ordering of the cosmos. Medical missions were mainly supported as a holy
imitation of Christ the healer and as bait for their preaching. Before the
Second World War, British governments did not regard the provision of
medical services as a necessary service to their tropical subjects. Aside from
mission hospitals, medical services concentrated on maintaining the health
of white functionaries and certain classes of native employees, especially
mineworkers. When government and mission medical services did begin to
converge in the post-war period, decolonization was already under way, a
process that is the subject of Chapter 14, by David Maxwell. It first appeared
that missions might disappear along with imperial authority. Leaders of
independence movements who had been less than impressed with mission
support for their cause not only cut government funding but nationalized
mission schools and other facilities. After the period covered by this volume,

*' Lord Hailey, An African Survey, revised 1956 (Oxford, 1957), p. 1168.
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local clergy, who were by now mostly leaders of independent national
churches, called for a ‘Moratorium on Mission’ in the 1970s. It soon became
evident, however, that the end of Empire did not mean the end of Christian-
ity or even the foreign missionary presence. African clergy who broke their
links with mission societies during the colonial era made it plain that their
quarrel was not with Christianity but with patterns of authority that denied
them an equal place in mission councils. In the post-independence period,
congregations continued to swell, particularly among the Pentecostal
churches, which paid little attention to politics. American fundamentalist
Protestant missionaries arrived in large numbers, preaching uncomprom-
ising born-again Christianity—to the consternation of liberal churchmen
who had bent over backwards to avoid offending cultural sensitivities.
Eventually, sheer financial necessity caused many newly independent nations
to reconsider their early opposition to mission schools. Non-governmental
organizations, many of which had historic ties to Christianity, carried on
many of the welfare functions previously performed by missions—including
human rights advocacy that echoed the old humanitarian crusades of
Exeter Hall.

Placing Missions and Empire in a Global Historical Context

Theologians like to base missions on biblical texts, especially the so-called
‘Great Commission’ given by the risen Christ to his disciples (Mark 16: 5):
‘Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature’ That
command is given an eschatological dimension in Matthew 24: 14, when
Jesus on the Mount of Olives prophesies about the end of the world and the
Last Judgement: ‘this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world
for a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come’. It is also
commonplace to cite St Paul as the exemplar of evangelization, a man who
virtually invented the notion of conversion, and whose method was to
preach in one place until a new church was formed, leaving the recent
converts to govern and sustain themselves.** Scripture notwithstanding,
Christian missions have varied markedly from century to century. The
missions depicted in this volume differed in many respects from those
prominent in earlier times.

** Andrew Walls, ‘Converts or Proselytes? The Crisis over Conversion in the Early Church’,
International Bulletin of Missionary Research, XVIII (2004), pp. 2—6.
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The schism in Western Christianity provoked by the Protestant Reforma-
tion ensured that Britain played no part in the sixteenth-century efflores-
cence of Catholic missions. Although some features of the Spanish and
Portuguese missionary experience prefigured later Protestant missions—
the encounter with other cultures, the struggle to attract converts, and
tensions with state-sanctioned land seizures and forced labour—there were
also very significant differences. The Portuguese and Spanish Empires took
for granted that Christendom should be coterminous with the boundaries of
Christian kingdoms, so Christianity was a state-sponsored enterprise. When
the Pope made his celebrated division of the world between those powers in
1498, he also granted them the right of Padroado, which made religion a
Crown monopoly. Not only did this give monarchs the sole right to appoint
bishops and other ecclesiastical authorities, it also enabled them to employ
coercion in converting infidels and heathen to their religion at home and
abroad. Portuguese expansion brought the Inquisition to India in 1560.* No
mission ever enjoyed such advantages under the British Crown, even though
the monarch was the constitutional head of the Church of England. Al-
though long barred from holding public offices, Catholics and Dissenters
were free to practise their religion. Little or nothing of the special status
enjoyed at home by the established churches of England, Ireland, and
Scotland was extended to overseas colonies. Deliberate policy opposed the
multiplication of state-supported Anglican bishops in the colonies.**

The word ‘mission’ held different meanings for different churches at
different periods. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign
Parts and the Society for the Promoting of Christian Knowledge were
founded in the eighteenth century principally for the purpose of supplying
the needs of British Christians in North America—not for the conversion of
native peoples. The Roman Catholic Church long continued to regard the
clergy it sent to Protestant Britain and those sent from Ireland to serve the
needs of Irish in other parts of the Empire as missionaries. The Wesleyan
Methodist Missionary Society similarly referred to the evangelists it sent to
Ireland as missionaries. In the twentieth century Pentecostals, Adventists,
Mormons, and Jehovah’s Witnesses mounted missions aimed at converting
the already Christian populations of the settlement colonies to membership
of their sects. Attempts to recall the English urban working class to practising

* Kranti K. Farias, The Christian Impact in South Kanara (Mumbai, 1999), p. 31.
** A. Porter, ‘Religion, Missionary Enthusiasm, and Empire’, OHBE 111, pp. 223-31.



INTRODUCTION 15

Christianity were called Home Missions. However, when most British people
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries spoke of missions, they meant
enterprises devoted to conversion of people who were not Christian:
Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Confucians, Buddhists, and people of no recognized
faith—the heathen.

The launch of missions to Pacific Islands by the London Missionary
Society in the 1790s marked the first occasion in modern British history
when ministers of religion went to work in alien societies on terms set by
other people.” Far from enjoying royal patronage, missionaries had to
struggle for the right to preach in territories held by the East India Company
before an act of Parliament specifically sanctioned them in 1813. Missions’
primary reliance on private funding helps explain the often tense relations
between imperial officials and missionaries. Britain’s policy of religious
toleration and the voluntary character of missionary enterprise prevented
any single denomination from predominating in the Empire. In this volume
the most striking feature of missions is diversity. Not only did a variety of
approaches to missions coexist at any one point, the missionary enterprise as
awhole went through remarkable changes over time. Missions at the dawn of
the nineteenth century differed markedly from missions at the turn of the
twentieth century. When British societies sponsoring missions to non-Chris-
tian lands began to proliferate in the 1790s, they faced indifference if not
outright opposition from entrenched powers in Church and State. The vocal
championing of liberty of thought by dissenting denominations made them
suspect in a nation at war with the French Revolution. Apart from some
continental Europeans working for British missionary societies, most of the
home-grown agents were drawn from the lower ranks of society: stone-
masons, carpenters, and printers with little formal education. The English
class system put most European missionaries at the bottom of the totem pole
of prestige in British colonies. Until well into the nineteenth century the
Church of England had no procedures for appointing bishops outside British
territory and distrusted mission organizations without an ecclesiastical
hierarchy. The Calvinist theology of the established Church of Scotland
had difficulty coming to terms with projects for converting the heathen in
aworld where God had already predestined some for salvation and others for
damnation. The General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1796

* Andrew Walls, ‘The Eighteenth-Century Protestant Missionary Awakening), in Stanley, ed.,
Christian Missions and the Enlightenment, pp. 27-8.
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declared the preaching of the Gospel ‘among barbarians and heathen natives
to be highly preposterous in so far as it anticipates, nay even reverses, the
order of Nature’*® Many of the agents of the new missionary societies in
Europe and America held radical theological views based on their readings of
the book of Revelation. Unlike the philosophers of the Enlightenment, they
did not look forward to endless vistas of secular progress. The political
upheavals and wars raging around them seemed to presage the last days of
sinful humanity and the imminent return of Christ. Almost all early nine-
teenth-century missionaries condemned non-Christian societies as sinks of
iniquity. As Bishop Heber’s popular missionary hymn put it, European
evangelists were venturing into beautiful but godless lands, ‘where every
prospect pleases, and only man is vile’. This attitude gradually disappeared in
many denominations. Even before the Victorian age concluded, some mis-
sionaries were preaching that European Christianity could be enriched by
contact with other cultures. According to ‘fulfilment theology, God had
granted special insights to Hindus, Africans, and other peoples that would
give new dimensions to European worship, just as their acceptance of Christ
would fulfil their progress towards salvation.”

Many unsuccessful attempts have been made to specify a single factor that
can explain the explosion of Christian missions in the period 1780-1900. One
is the idea that millennial expectations excited the flurry of activity. Some
historians stress the effects of pre-millennialism and post-millennialism.*®
Pre-millennialists believed that the world was living through a dark thou-
sand-year reign of Satan, after which Christ would return to reign on earth
during a golden age lasting a further thousand years prior to the Last
Judgement. Post-millennialists believed that the golden age had already
dawned but that Christ would not be returning until it had run its course.
Particular missions can be cited as examples of each persuasion. The German
Pastor Louis Harms founded a mission in his little village of Hermannsburg,
near Hanover, that sent missionaries to the heart of Africa and Australia.
Believing that the reign of Satan had already begun, Harms was looking for
isolated refuges where pure Christianity might survive the darkness. Oper-
ations of the London Missionary Society, on the other hand, expressed an
optimistic faith in progress linked to post-millennial expectations that the

*$ Arthur Mayhew, Christianity and the Government of India (London, 1929), p. 28.

* Martin Maw, Visions of India: Fulfilment Theology, the Aryan Race Theory, and the Work of
British Protestant Missionaries in Victorian India (Frankfurt, 1990).

*8 Yates, Christian Mission, p. 9.



INTRODUCTION 17

golden age had arrived. Millenarians who ignored the thousand-year periods
mentioned in the book of Revelation sometimes argued that missions could
accelerate the Second Coming by simply fulfilling Christ’s prophecy that the
end would come when the gospel had been preached to all the world—
regardless of whether anyone believed it. The British philanthropist Robert
Arthington funded missions because he ‘believed it was only necessary for
the evangelist to pass through all these tracts of country (as yet untouched by
the Truth) distributing Gospels, and preaching the Word, in order that
Christ might come and restore all things’*® The trouble with millenarianism
of any variety as a catch-all explanation for modern missions is that some
mission theorists never mentioned the millennium and missions continued
to flourish even after millennialism was a spent force in Europe (though
it still flourishes in many parts of the Third World). (pp. 47—56) Post-
millennial beliefs so closely resemble secular doctrines of progress springing
from the European Enlightenment that the difference hardly seems to
matter. However, attempts to explain the new era of missions by reference
to Enlightenment alone run up against many examples of evangelical organ-
izations that deliberately set their face against the French Revolution and all
its works. Eugene de Mazenod founded the Oblates of Mary Immaculate in
Marseille to defend the restored Catholic monarchical order against the
forces of godless atheism. Catholic missions in general evidenced the
strength of Ultramontane forces in the Church. In place of the Padroado
arrangements, which put missionary orders in the hands of Spanish and
Portuguese monarchs, there was now direct control by the Pope through the
propaganda fide.°

Not only is it difficult to point to any one cause of missionary enthusiasm,
but different causes predominated at different times. Nationalism, barely
evident in the late eighteenth-century missionary movement, had become a
driving force one hundred years later. At the international missionary con-
ference of 1900 in New York’s Carnegie Hall, delegates spontaneously burst
into the American patriotic hymn ‘My Country ’tis of Thee’ following an

* Downs, History of Christianity in India, V/5, Northeast India, p. 83; Brian Stanley, History of
the Baptist Missionary Society, 1792-1992 (Edinburgh, 1992), p. 381. Seventh-Day Adventists only
became active in foreign missions when their prophet Ellen White ‘began to stress the idea that
believers could hasten Christ’s coming by mission activity’; Dennis Steely, ‘Unfinished: The
Seventh-Day Adventist Mission in the South Pacific, Excluding Papua New Guinea, 1886-1986),
Ph.D., thesis (Auckland, 1989), p. 53.

3 Edmund M. Hogan, The Irish Missionary Movement: A Historical Survey, 1830-1980
(Dublin, 1990), pp. 55-6.
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address by President McKinley.” Struggling Trappist missionaries in South
Africa were suddenly overwhelmed with offers of funding in the 1880s as
German nationalism invigorated Bavarian Catholics. The revival of Spanish
and Portuguese nationalism resulted in massive support for Catholic mis-
sions in African colonies that had previously been neglected backwaters.
However, every advance for nationalism was balanced by a step forward for
an international ecumenical movement. Today’s World Council of Churches
can trace its pedigree directly back to the World Missionary Conference at
Edinburgh in 1910. King George V congratulated the gathering for ‘its
bearing upon the cementing of international friendship, the cause of peace,
and the well-being of mankind’, while William Jennings Bryan, who had been
a candidate for the presidency of the United States in 1896, made several
addresses.”® By the end of the twentieth century such fervent messages of
support from monarchs and politicians were practically unknown in the
West, even as Pentecostal evangelists permeated the globe with messages
supremely indifferent to national borders. It seems likely that future scholars,
like the authors of this volume, will shy away from mono-causal explanations
of the modern missionary movement.

3 Yates, Christian Mission, p. 12.
3 World Missionary Conference, 1910: The History and Records of the Conference, together with
Addresses Delivered at the Evening Meetings (London, 1910), p. 141.
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Prelude: The Christianizing of British America

ELIGA H. GOULD

Although the history of Britain’s overseas missions properly begins in the
American colonies, one can read extensively in the history of early American
religion without encountering either missions or missionaries. While ac-
knowledging the pre-revolutionary dynamism of the Anglican Society for
the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) and the Anglican-
dominated Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK), early
American historians place far more emphasis on the efforts of revivalists
like Whitefield and his fellow evangelicals, depicting the Church of England’s
missions as of secondary importance. As we are often told, the growth of
Protestant Christianity in British America—especially those parts that
became the United States—was a voluntaristic, market-driven phenomenon,
a decentralized (and decentralizing) project fundamentally different from
the clerically dominated initiatives that we associate with missionary move-
ments in subsequent phases of Britain’s expansion.'

One consequence of this inattention to missions has been to encourage an
‘exceptionalist’ interpretation of early American Protestantism, and to dis-
sociate the Christianizing of British America from the spread of Christianity
in Britain and the other parts of the British Empire. In several respects, this
tendency is misleading. Not only was British America the crucible of what
Andrew Porter has called an ‘Atlantic system’ of international missionary
endeavour, both for the Church of England and for its dissenting competi-
tors,” but the Christianizing of British America was itself the product of an
evangelical culture far more similar to its missionary counterparts than is
sometimes realized. Indeed, if we accept the essential ‘ambiguity of the term

! See Boyd Stanley Schlenther, ‘Religious Faith and Commercial Empire’, in P. J. Marshall, ed.,
OHBE 11, The Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1998), pp. 128—50.

> Andrew Porter, ‘Church History, History of Christianity, Religious History: Some Reflec-
tions on British Missionary Enterprise since the Late Eighteenth Century’, Church History, LXXI
(2002), pp. 568-75.
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5

“mission”’ for the entire sweep of British imperial history—as Norman
Etherington has urged—it becomes evident that the religious history of
which Whitefield and his fellow evangelicals are a central part is but one

chapter in a larger story of British missions and missionary enterprise.’

American Indians

As in the nineteenth century, Protestant missions to indigenous peoples
featured prominently in the rhetoric of Britain’s early modern expansion.
In the well-known formulation of John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon on board
the Arbella, New England envisioned itself ‘as a Citty upon a hill, a biblical
commonwealth whose Christian example would reform the world.* Al-
though Winthrop was thinking chiefly of Archbishop Laud’s England,
many writers directed their proselytizing energy towards the Indians. “The
people of America crye out unto us...to come and helpe them, wrote the
younger Richard Hakluyt in 1584.° In his instructions to the Virginia Com-
pany, James VI and I enjoined settlers bound for the new colony to ‘well
entreate’ the Indians ‘whereby they may be the sooner drawne to the true
knowledge of God, and the Obedience of us’® A hundred years later the
SPG’s charter included native conversion among the society’s main object-
ives, and during the eighteenth century Protestants on both sides of the
Atlantic regarded ‘Christianizing the Indians’ both as a sacred duty and as a
necessary expedient for checking the power of Catholic France.”

If Britons everywhere affirmed the desirability of spreading the Christian
gospel in Indian country, the reality was often different. Outside southern
New England, where Puritans established a series of ‘praying Indian’ towns
during the seventeenth century, Anglo-American missionaries encountered
frequently insurmountable obstacles, including native resistance, Jesuit
competition, and the insistence of both Anglicans and Dissenters that

> Norman Etherington, ‘Missions and Empire’, in Robin W. Winks, ed., OHBE V, Historiog-
raphy (Oxford, 1999), p. 303.

* Winthrop, ‘A Modell of Christian Charity’ (1630), cited in Jerome Reich, Colonial America,
3rd edn. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1994), p. 78.
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Indians be ‘reduced’ to civilization before they could be converted to Chris-
tianity. During the 1740s David Brainerd achieved temporary success
through his Indian mission in New Jersey, but early death ensured that his
efforts did not outlive him. More typical was Moor’s Charity School for
Indians in Lebanon, Connecticut. Founded by Eleazar Wheelock in 1754, the
Congregational school counted among its graduates Sampson Occum and
Joseph Brandt. However, Wheelock regarded the venture as a failure; when
the school moved to New Hampshire as Dartmouth College in 1769, it largely
abandoned its original emphasis on Indian education. Even the Moravians
who followed Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf to eastern Pennsylvania
achieved only partial success. Despite winning several hundred converts
during the 1740s and 1750s, they found that most Indians rejected their
message. As Jeremy Belknap reported to the Scottish SPCK following his
1796 mission to the Oneidas, the Indian who adopted English ways and
creeds found himself (or herself) living in two incompatible worlds: ‘He is
neither white man nor an Indian; as he had no character with us, he has none
with them.®

Although Indian missions rarely conformed to their benefactors’ expect-
ations, Christianity still had far-reaching implications for native culture. In
the eighteenth-century European contests for influence on North America’s
‘middle ground), religious affiliation was often the basis for military and
diplomatic cooperation—a fact nicely illustrated by Joseph Brandt’s tripar-
tite character as Mohawk sachem, Anglican missionary, and British officer.’
Even when Indians resisted formal Christianization, they incorporated elem-
ents of Christian worship into their own practices and beliefs. As a group of
Moravians reported of a mission to the Indian village of Goschgoschuenk on
the Allegheny River, several prophets who preached against them ‘claimed to
have been to heaven, and one said he had seen the Christian God."
According to both Protestants and rival Catholic orders, the Indian penchant
for selective borrowing was a principal reason for the unusual success of the
Jesuits, who sought converts not through the outright suppression of Indian
culture but by accepting, at least provisionally, some analogies between
native beliefs and Christian doctrine. In Nova Scotia and New Brunswick
such efforts helped create an indigenous Mi’kmaq Catholicism that included

8 Axtell, Invasion Within, pp. 131-78, 204-17, 275.
° Richard White, The Middle Ground (Cambridge, 1991).
'° Eric Hinderaker, Elusive Empires (Cambridge, 1997), p. 65.
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catechisms written in native hieroglyphs, feasts of patron saints with sign-
ificance for local culture, and special formulas for baptizing infants, all of
which survived Britain’s annexation of the region in 1713 and are still
practised today."”

Despite the persistence of native religion (or perhaps because of it), the
resources that British and colonial missionaries devoted to indigenous
conversion were relatively meagre compared to what they expended along
the Atlantic seaboard. Although this was especially true of dissenting
churches and denominations, whose decentralized structure provided few
salaried positions other than service as a parish minister, even the Anglican
SPG, which sent more than 600 missionaries to America during the eight-
eenth century, showed a ‘limited return’ for its efforts in Indian country.” In
response to episcopal queries during the mid-1720s, southern Anglicans were
virtually unanimous that Indians rejected Christianity. At the Mohawk
Castle in central New York, one hapless priest wrote that Indians who
attended his chapel went away ‘laughing’; others tried to disrupt services
by beating drums; and those who did convert—mainly women—Ied lives
that were too debauched (in English eyes) to admit to communion.” If SPG
missionaries were the ‘good soldiers of Jesus Christ, as White Kennett told
the Society’s London sponsors in 1706, both they and their dissenting rivals
achieved their greatest triumphs east of the Appalachians."*

Settler Indifference

In the settled colonies Protestant missionaries and evangelical ministers
confronted a population that, though nominally Christian, seemed at
times to be no more thoroughly churched than the Indians to the west.
Colonial church adherence rates—defined somewhat loosely as a ‘regular or
steady attachment to institutional Christianity’—varied widely at mid-
century, from two-thirds of eligible adults (men and women) in rural
New England to less than 15 per cent in New York City. Despite pockets of
religiosity, the general pattern was indifference, with the overall figure for
the thirteen colonies that became the United States falling short of the 25 to

" Axtell, Invasion Within, p. 277.
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30 per cent that obtained on the eve of the Civil War, and well below ‘the 60
percent of adults who belonged to churches in America in the 1960s’." In the
West Indies planter absenteeism probably intensified such patterns, making
the settlers’ indifference still more pronounced. Even Patricia Bonomi, who
has argued for higher rates of adherence, accepts that figures at the end of the
eighteenth century were higher than those at its beginning and that the ‘era
presents itself as one of rising vitality in religious life, an era not of decline
but the reverse—of proliferation and growth’'

In part, low adherence rates reflected the relative scarcity of institutional
assets like church buildings, religious books, and qualified ministers. In
Virginia, where the Church of England was legally established, there were
fifty parishes in 1680, only thirty-five of which had churches or priests."”
Elsewhere, churches and clergy were in even shorter supply; only Congre-
gational New England and Anglican Barbados possessed the infrastructure
necessary to meet the spiritual needs of most Protestant inhabitants."® Many
localities experienced similar shortages of religious literature. Until the first
American edition appeared during the Revolution, even Bibles had to be
imported from Europe.” To rectify the situation, Thomas Bray, the Anglican
commissary for Maryland, helped found the SPCK (1698) to distribute Bibles
and religious tracts to British Atlantic territories. Bray also helped launch the
SPG (1701), complaining that ‘the English Colonies. .. [had] been in a manner
abandoned to Atheism; or, what is much at one, to Quakerism, for want of a
clergy settled among them’** According to Hugh Jones, Anglican ministers
in Virginia, most of whom were British or Irish natives, found their situation
‘very odd...being different to what they have been heretofore accustomed
to’* Dissenting clergy who had been educated in Britain or Europe invari-
ably agreed.

Some contrasts drawn between the colonies and Britain were more appar-
ent than real. In their institutional poverty, the American colonies resembled
other outlying regions of the British Atlantic, especially Britain’s Gaelic
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hinterland. Speaking of missions to Native Americans in the 1650s, Roger
Williams remarked, ‘we have Indians at home [England], Indians in Corne-
wall, Indians in Wales, Indians in Ireland’** According to an archdiocesan
report from 1743, nearly a third of Yorkshire’s Anglican parishes lacked
ministers.® Not surprisingly, decentralized religious movements that flour-
ished in America often experienced similar success in Britain and Ireland.
During the second half of the eighteenth century, Methodist cells meeting in
private homes, often under the leadership of devout women, took root
wherever established churches were absent or under-represented: northern
New England, Virginia’s Piedmont, the sugar plantations of the West Indies,
rural Wales, and Yorkshire’s manufacturing districts. Yet if the problems that
beset the colonies differed from those of the metropolis ‘in degree rather than
in kind’, the differences still mattered.** Even Anglicans in Britain could draw
on institutional resources unavailable to their colonial brethren: ancient
schools and universities, large ecclesiastical and charitable endowments,
and—in some colonies—legal establishment. (The Church was established
in two-thirds of the colonies.)

Compounding these institutional weaknesses was the indifference of
colonists who did belong to churches. In Congregational New England
such ‘horse-shed’ Christians accepted the teachings of the Church and
attended services with some regularity, but substantial numbers refrained
from taking communion, with men in particular postponing full member-
ship until they were in their thirties or forties. In response, many churches
adopted the compromise known as the Half-Way Covenant of 1662, which
permitted the children of church members who had not yet ‘owned the
covenant’ to become ‘half-way’ members.” One result was to diminish the
political and ecclesiastical influence of the seventeenth-century Puritan
‘saints, bringing New England’s religious culture more closely into line
with that of moderate Calvinists elsewhere in the British Atlantic.*® Another
was to feminize the region’s churches. Because women continued to become
full members just before or after marriage, nearly every Congregational
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church in New England had membership rolls with a female majority by the
early eighteenth century.”

Still another challenge to Christian authority was popular belief in the
occult. Although the massive literature on New England’s seventeenth-
century witch trials provides good reason to treat reports of popular occult-
ism with scepticism, the ubiquity of statutes against witchcraft and other
dark arts is a reminder that British Americans inhabited a world of imagined
wonders.*® Colonial records are full of people like the Pennsylvania German
Simon Graf, who ‘dealt in witchcraft and the exorcism of devils’; the Boston
publisher Nathaniel Ames, who used astrological predictions of the future to
boost sales of his almanac; and the Newport, Rhode Island, woman whom
Ezra Stiles claimed sold urine cakes for divining.* Although British colonists
believed themselves immune to Indian and African black magic, they were
also keenly aware of the ‘superstitions’ prevalent among non-Europeans
living in their midst.>®* The Indian raids that beset New England after 1676
probably heightened colonists’ fears of Satanism, contributing to the witch-
craft accusations that crested at Salem in 1692.%"

In addition to these internal challenges, Protestants throughout the Eng-
lish-speaking Atlantic feared Catholicism. Although Europe’s Catholic re-
vival did not directly affect British America, the colonies gave refuge to
thousands of European Protestants with first-hand experience of the French
Revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1685), Louis XIV’s wartime devastation of
the German Palatinate, and the German emperor Charles VI’s expulsion of
the Salzburgers and Moravians.** Such events suggested a life-and-death
struggle between ‘the pure Religion of Jesus—as the Presbyterian Samuel
Davies told the militia of Hanover County, Virginia, in 1755—and the forces
of ‘Ignorance, Superstition, Idolatry, Tyranny over conscience, Massacre,
Fire and Sword and all the Mischiefs beyond Expression, with which Popery
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is pregnant’® Although Davies was thinking in military terms, the struggle
with Catholicism was also a battle for souls, one in which Protestant missions
to the unchurched peoples of British America had a vital role to play.

Taken together, British America’s weak religious institutions, widespread
indifference, and popular belief in the occult meant that ministers who took
up residence as parish clergy found it necessary to adopt proselytizing roles
conventionally associated with missionary activity. Meanwhile, the vulner-
ability felt by Protestants everywhere made such challenges seem all the more
urgent. Speaking in the mid-1750s of Pennsylvania’s substantial German
population, William Smith of Philadelphia warned that the colony’s shortage
of Lutheran and Reformed ministers made would-be parishioners ‘liable to
be seduced by every enterprizing Jesuit, having almost no Protestant Clergy
among them to put them on their Guard, and warn them against Popery’.**
As an opponent of the colony’s Quaker oligarchy, the Anglican Smith had
partisan reasons for impugning the loyalty of immigrants who supported the
ruling party’s candidates at the polls. But many Germans shared his con-
cerns. The journals of the Lutheran pastor Henry Muhlenberg, who emi-
grated to Pennsylvania in 1742, contain numerous accounts of false prophets
and the congregations they duped into supporting them.” George White-
field warned a Philadelphia congregation in 1746, ‘the rod is yet hanging over
us’. Given the reality of irreligion at home and militant Catholicism abroad,
Britain’s only hope was ‘a national reformation’ that brought all its people,
‘with one heart, to observe Gop’s Statutes, and keep his Laws’3®

The Protestant Awakening

By the 1740s Protestants throughout the British Empire were experiencing a
reformation of sorts, a broad-based, multi-confessional revival driven in part
by the activities of mission societies and evangelical networks dedicated to
spreading the gospel both at home and in foreign parts. This awakening was
not confined to the colonies, nor was it the exclusive preserve of evangelicals
like Whitefield. In the Highlands, the Scottish SPCK—founded in 1709 as the
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Presbyterian Church of Scotland’s counterpart to the eponymous society in
England and the colonies—supported 176 schools by the 1750s, offering
instruction in Protestant Christianity and the English language to nearly
6,500 Gaelic-speaking pupils.” The English SPCK achieved similar results in
Wales, where it combined English-language instruction with the provision of
Bibles in the native tongue.>® Although the Great Awakening that swept the
American colonies during the 1740s and 1750s was probably the best-known
phase of this revival, its roots were both transatlantic and interdenomin-
ational, and they reached back into the closing decades of seventeenth
century. The Christianizing of British America also owed more than is
sometimes realized to Anglican organizations and activities.

The London-based SPG was the wealthiest and most powerful. Although
the Society’s founder, Thomas Bray, insisted that its purpose was not ‘to
intermeddle, where Christianity under any form has obtained Possession, its
Anglican missionaries clashed repeatedly with Dissenters, who were numer-
ically superior in every colony outside the Chesapeake.*® The most dramatic
conflicts occurred in New England, where the SPG built churches, forced
colonial legislatures to grant Anglicans toleration, and—during the famous
(or notorious) coup of 1722—induced Timothy Cutler, the Congregational
rector of Yale College, to conform to the Church of England, together with
two students and four nearby Congregational ministers.*® Despite its associ-
ations with polite society, Anglicanism proved especially successful in New
England’s outlying districts and among the poor, prompting New Hamp-
shire’s governor John Wentworth to claim that, ‘if the Church service was
performed without Expense or any zealous attempts to proselyte, the People
would naturally flock to it’* SPG missionaries were also active in the Middle
Colonies, the Lower South, and the West Indies, where they took an early
lead in evangelizing both white settlers and enslaved Africans. On eve of the
Revolution, Anglicans belonged to the fastest-growing colonial church, and
the only one that could claim a presence from Newfoundland to the Lesser
Antilles.
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Although the SPCK was a less sectarian body, its impact was equally
widespread. As an indication of its multi-confessional character, the Society
maintained close ties with its Scottish Presbyterian affiliate and helped
sustain a German-based network that included the pietist theologian August
Herrmann Francke of the University of Halle, the Lutheran mission at
Tranquebar in south India, and the Salzburgers and Moravians who sought
refuge in Georgia during the 1730s.** ‘Casting my eye on a mapp of the world,
remarked the New England-born secretary of the SPCK Henry Newman in
1719, ‘T [can] not help observing that Germany is near the centre of the
extreams of the known habitable parts of our globe, and consequently by her
situation the fittest country to invigorate the most distant nations with the
most important truths)* Anglicans were among the chief beneficiaries of
this network. As the Jacobite rumours that haunted its early years suggest,
the Society was a particular favourite of high-church Anglicans and Tories,
among them Samuel Wesley and his Methodist sons Charles and John.** In
1718 Yale’s acceptance of an unsolicited gift of books from the SPCK fore-
shadowed the apostasy of Timothy Cutler four years later. By the final decade
of the eighteenth century the Society had founded fifty lending libraries in
the colonies and sent an additional 34,000 volumes for distribution in North
America and Bermuda, many by English churchmen.*

None of British America’s dissenting churches and denominations
matched these Anglican efforts in geographical reach or institutional coher-
ence. During the SPG’s initial forays, Congregationalists in New England
sought closer ties with dissenting churches in London. As their numbers
grew, Scottish, Irish, and German immigrants made similar efforts to stay in
contact with synods, classes, and consistories in Europe. More often than
not, though, such collaboration produced disagreement and, occasionally,
schism. Although English Dissenters sympathized with their New England
brethren, they also lectured them on the need to respect the ‘Liberty of
Conscience’ of other Protestants, especially Quakers and Anglicans.* In a
similar fashion, Scots Irish settlers who began migrating to Pennsylvania
during the 1720s adhered to an Irish ‘Old Side’ Presbyterianism whose
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emphasis on ‘local autonomy’ and ‘tolerance of nonessential differences’
clashed with the more hierarchical, doctrinaire principles of the Church’s
increasingly evangelical Scottish and American clergy.* Between 1741 and
1758 the two factions split, with Gilbert Tennent and the evangelicals estab-
lishing their own synod at New York and college at Princeton. Even after the
schism was healed, New Side evangelicals sought to limit the influence of Old
Side faculty at the College of New Jersey, and in 1773 they persuaded the
Philadelphia Synod to pass a ‘non-importation act’, effectively barring Irish
clergy from Pennsylvania pulpits without the body’s approval. In western
Pennsylvania, where Scots Irish churches predominated, the controversy
ensured that for a time three counties had no settled ministers at all.**

If they lacked Anglicanism’s centralized, disciplined organization, Dis-
senters wielded two countervailing advantages during the revivals of the
1740s and 1750s. The first was a set of ecclesiastical structures that permitted
local self-government and the ordination of ministers in the colonies. Unlike
the Church of England, which had ‘commissaries” instead of bishops and
whose priests had to cross the Atlantic to be ordained by the Bishop of
London, dissenting churches in British America possessed full rights of
ordination and governance. As a result, Congregationalists, Presbyterians,
Lutherans, and (after 1771) Dutch Reformed churches were able to replicate
the essential features of their respective hierarchies in America, including
schools, academies, and—by the middle decades of the eighteenth century—
colleges. As the Presbyterian schism of 1741 showed, such ecclesiastical
powers were occasionally the source of discord, but by the time of the
American Revolution the largest colonial denominations were remarkably
self-sufficient, maintaining ties to co-religionists in Europe while supplying
their own clergy and settling their own rules and regulations. ‘We are a Rope
of Sand, complained the Anglican Henry Caner in 1763: ‘there is no union,
no authority among us; we cannot even summon a Convention for united
Counsell and advance, while the Dissenting ministers have their Monthly,
Quarterly, and Annual Associations, Conventions, &c., to advise, assist, and
support each other.*

The Dissenters’ other advantage was their receptivity to itinerant preach-
ing. As the prosecution of the Connecticut evangelical James Davenport for
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itinerancy showed, moderate Dissenters had little tolerance for revivalists
who ‘boast[ed] in another man’s line’ by preaching without licence.”® Yet
most evangelicals embraced itinerancy in one form or another. The most
famous example was the ‘Grand Itinerant’ George Whitefield, who, despite
his Anglican ordination and Oxford degree, opposed the Church of Eng-
land’s commissaries by preaching in colonial parishes without their permis-
sion, held open-air meetings that reportedly attracted as many as 30,000
people, and helped found the Methodist movement whose American branch
split off in 1784 as an independent denomination.”* Following the American
Revolution, Methodist and Baptist itinerants perfected Whitefield’s tech-
niques, making theirs the fastest-growing denominations in the English-
speaking Atlantic and displacing Anglicanism as the dominant church south
of Pennsylvania. Unlike the Church of England’s well-funded missionaries,
such men typically supported themselves, maintaining farms while preach-
ing to all that would listen.”® As the SPG missionary Charles Woodmason
complained of his frontier parish in South Carolina during the 1760s, the
entire backcountry seemed to be ‘eaten up by Itinerant Teachers, Preachers,
and Impostors from New England and Pennsylvania—Baptists, New Lights,
Presbyterians, Independents, and an hundred other Sects’.”?

Despite their many differences, participants in British America’s mid-
century revivals shared a number of characteristics. The first was a pervasive
willingness to be ‘peddlers of divinity, and to use the British Atlantic’s
expanding markets to spread the gospel.>* With their portable hierarchies
and embrace of itinerancy, Dissenters were especially well suited to commer-
cialized forms of evangelism. As Susan O’Brien has shown, the British and
American revivals of the mid-eighteenth century created a ‘transatlantic
community of saints’—an evangelical network bound together by letters,
published sermons, newspaper and magazine literature, and long-distance
travel. The United Concert of Prayer, which originated during the 1730s in
Scotland and England and which Jonathan Edwards helped turn into a day of
thanksgiving throughout Britain’s Atlantic empire, was probably the
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network’s best-known achievement. The interconnectedness of British evan-
gelicalism was also evident in the passages that Nicholas Gilman read to his
Durham, New Hampshire, parishioners from the Glasgow Weekly History;
the transatlantic donations raised during the 1740s and 1750s for Whitefield’s
Georgia Orphan House and Tennent’s College of New Jersey; and the
London Spa Fields Tabernacle hymn from 1742 that proclaimed ‘Great things
in England, Wales and Scotland wrought | And in America to pass are
brought.” Although Anglicanism’s legal establishment made it less depend-
ent on commercial networks, its ministers in New England and the middle
colonies freely participated in this marketplace of creeds, soliciting dona-
tions for schools and missions, distributing literature through the SPCK, and
competing for souls with the colonies’ other churches and denominations.
The second defining characteristic of British America’s Protestant mis-
sions and evangelical networks was a growing attachment to—and, often,
reverence for—ecclesiastical authority. In none of the colonial denomin-
ations that experienced awakenings during the eighteenth century did lay
revivalists and movements gain more than a temporary advantage. Except
for the Baptists, evangelical leaders were invariably ordained ministers,
whose jeremiads on the ‘danger(s] of an unconverted ministry’ (to quote
Tennent’s famous schism-producing sermon) did not mean they were in any
way anticlerical.”® Indeed, most revivals strengthened the position of their
denominations’ clergy and of the synods, conventions, and associations
charged with supervising them. When interlopers preached doctrines with
which they disagreed, evangelical clergy could be as disparaging of itinerancy
as their Anglican opponents. In 1779 the Presbytery of Hanover, Virginia,
founded twenty years earlier by the itinerant Samuel Davies, warned that its
parishioners were in danger of being ‘utterly lost by the prevalency...of
many ignorant and irreligious sectaries’”” Even Baptists, whom students of
American religion depict as typifying the eighteenth-century revivals’ demo-
cratic tendencies, tried to keep popular enthusiasm within the bounds of
denominational authority. Such constraints were also evident in the Society
of Friends’ Yearly Meetings, which, despite the Quakers’ well-known toler-
ation and anticlericalism, sought to establish mandatory positions for the
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society’s 300 meetings on the conduct proper for Christians in times of war,
the payment of taxes in support of military activities, and the abolition of
slavery.®®

Occasionally evangelical ministers even used the rituals of popular magic
to buttress their authority, adopting the personae of ‘holy men’ with charis-
matic, supernatural powers. In the case of Whitefield, whose corpse became
an object of veneration for Methodists who visited his tomb in Newbury-
port, Massachusetts, during the later eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, this quasi-apotheosis occurred without his endorsement. On the
other hand, Gilbert Tennent and his brothers freely claimed to have wit-
nessed miracles, entered into altered states, and come face to face with the
Devil. Although consistent with the prophetic traditions of the Old Testa-
ment and the early Church, such claims were also meant to appeal to would-
be converts who, to varying degrees, still believed in magic and the occult.
Satirizing this conjunction, Benjamin Franklin’s General Magazine likened
both Whitefield and the Tennents to ‘Holy Necromancers’; one of Gilbert
Tennent’s Old Side critics was sure he had ‘some cunning Art, beyond what is
common to Man’>

At the time of the American Revolution the effects of this Protestant
revival were evident in every part of British America except predominantly
Catholic Grenada and Quebec. With half a million members each, the
Anglican Church and the Congregational Standing Orders were the largest
mainland denominations, possessing 480 and 658 churches respectively. In
New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey the Presbyterian Church, whose
overall numbers had grown from a dozen congregations at the start of the
eighteenth century to 543 churches with 400,000 adherents, was the largest
denomination (and third largest in North America), while Baptists already
had 498 churches, chiefly in New England and the South.®® (In the colonies
that became the United States there were about 25,000 Catholics with fifty
churches in 1776, and perhaps 1,500 Jews.®') Only in the West Indies did
Anglicans hold undisputed sway, although Methodists, Moravians, and
Baptists were starting to gain converts.®> To varying degrees, each denomin-
ation in this expansion benefited from the revival that Whitefield helped
initiate, including the Church of England. American Protestants in 1776
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were more likely to be church members than their ancestors one hundred
years earlier; their affiliations bound them as never before into a transatlantic
community of missionaries and evangelicals, synods and bishops, colleges
and universities, associations and councils.

African Americans

In most of British America—especially the plantation colonies of the Che-
sapeake, the Lower South, and the West Indies—the Protestant revival
included Africans and creoles, most of whom were enslaved. The hundreds
of thousands of Africans transported to the colonies after the mid-seven-
teenth century came from societies with their own belief systems, some based
on Islam, others on religions indigenous to West Africa. Unlike Indians,
whose religions persisted and, in some cases, flourished after European
contact, Africans found the Middle Passage profoundly disruptive,
sundering families, destroying religious hierarchies, and mixing language
and ethnic groups. The details of this ‘spiritual holocaust’ varied consider-
ably from place to place. In parts of North America and the West Indies, the
existence of substantial populations of ‘Coromantees’ (the English name for
the Akan peoples of present-day Ghana) enabled slaves to re-create West
African obeah communities, replete with priests (‘obeahmen’), coronation
rituals (ikem), and military leaders, or ‘captains’®® As John Thornton has
shown, all three featured prominently in acts of slave resistance, including
slave conspiracies in New York (1712) and Antigua (1736), and Jamaica’s long-
running Maroon War (1665-1739).°* Yet, even among apparently stable
communities, slavery distorted African religion, and in Virginia and South
Carolina, where black majorities were smaller and the possibilities for au-
tonomy fewer, the transformation ‘forever destroyed traditional African
religious systems as systems.”

Despite the possibilities for evangelization, Protestant religious leaders
and slave owners responded ambivalently to this crisis. In part, this reluc-
tance to proselytize reflected the assumption that ‘slavery was unlawfull for
any Christian’—as the SPG’s Anthony Gavin wrote in 1738—and that slaves
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who converted automatically became free.®® Although colonial legislatures
passed laws barring faith-based manumissions from the mid-seventeenth
century onward, the association of salvation with freedom continued to
worry slaveholders, a group that included George Whitefield and the SPG.
Not surprisingly, there were few Christian slaves on the SPG’s own estate on
Barbados.”” The Scottish traveller Janet Schaw found a Christmas spent on
Antigua in 1774 unsettling for two reasons. The first was the ‘universal
Jubilee” occasioned by the popular belief that ‘the good Buccara God’ (i.e.
white man’s god) would hurt any master who used ‘the inhuman whip’
against the island’s slaves during the festivities; the second was the resulting
danger of insurrection. ‘It is necessary to keep a lookout during this season of
unbounded freedom; and every [white] man on the Island is in arms and
patrols go all round the different plantations as well as keep guard in the
town.®®

Although such tensions remained a conspicuous feature of the Caribbean
and North American landscape, two developments helped produce an up-
surge in slave Christianization, starting in Virginia during the 1740s and
proceeding several decades later in South Carolina and the West Indies. The
first was the SPG’s repudiation of Christian liberty for the doctrine that
slaves owed their masters ‘absolute obedience’. As Thomas Bacon observed
during the 1740s, slaves were obligated to do whatever their owners com-
manded as if they ‘did it for God himself’®® Although not all Anglicans
accepted this harsh principle, the SPG’s emphasis on slave obedience set the
dominant tone both for its own clergy and for the Baptists, Methodists, and
Presbyterians who inundated the region from the eighteenth century’s
middle decades. Despite their emphasis on the spiritual equality of all
humanity, even Moravians preached submission for the Christian slaves
who worked on their settlements in North Carolina.”” Consequently, slave
conversion came to seem much less threatening to colonial planters. Only in
the West Indies (and only at the century’s end) did evangelicals become an
abolitionist phalanx. Yet on the eve of slavery’s abolition, the humanitarian-
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ism of evangelicals like William Knibb of Jamaica and Antigua’s Anne and
Elizabeth Hart remained suspect in the eyes of many Protestants, including
evangelical missionary societies in Britain and the islands’ Anglican clergy.”

The second development was the growing receptivity to Protestant Chris-
tianity among British American blacks, especially second- and third-
generation creoles, who were more likely to speak English, live in families,
and have ties to local communities. Although their numbers defy precise
measurement, Philip Morgan has estimated that during the final quarter of
the eighteenth century blacks accounted for a third of Virginia’s Baptists and
a quarter of Nova Scotia’s Methodists; by the century’s end nearly a third of
the Leeward Islands’ slaves were Christian.”* Because African Americans
worshipped with whites into the early nineteenth century, the religion that
grew out of this expansion was less distinctive than would later be the case,
yet, even during these early years, blacks in both North America and the
Caribbean accepted Christianity selectively. Because of their roles as ‘reli-
gious specialists’ in African traditions, women often assumed important
leadership roles, ministering to the sick, maintaining church discipline,
and encouraging revivals.”? The distinctiveness of African American Protest-
antism was also evident in attitudes to death. Not only did slaves retain
African notions of the funeral as ‘the true climax of life’, celebrating burials
with dancing, singing, drumming, and feasting, but they adapted Christian
notions of the afterlife to their own. Some thought the dead returned to
Africa; others envisioned an ascent to heaven accompanied by African-style
spirit guides.”* According to Mechal Sobel, African death rituals and rever-
ence for ancestors even influenced white religion, encouraging Southern
Baptists and Methodists to reconceptualize heaven as a place of reunion
‘with those we love’ and to make deathbeds into scenes of ecstatic happiness
and joy.”

7' Catherine Hall, ‘William Knibb and the Constitution of the New Black Subject;, in Martin
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During the early nineteenth century black Christianity increasingly di-
verged from its white counterparts. In the United States the Baptist and
Methodist churches eventually split along racial lines, with African Ameri-
cans seceding from the latter denomination to form the African Methodist
Episcopal Church in Philadelphia in 1816. With the exception of Barbados,
where slaves and freedmen and women remained overwhelmingly loyal to
the Church of England, the British West Indies followed a similar trajec-
tory.”¢ Like their counterparts to the north, black evangelical congregations
in the West Indies achieved a measure of freedom from white control. In
Jamaica there were two Baptist Churches by the early nineteenth century, one
led by white ministers from England and affiliated with the Baptist Mission-
ary Society in Britain, the other a ‘native’ denomination inspired by African
American Baptists who came to Jamaica following the American Revolution.
The latter Church played a key role in the Jamaican slave revolt of 1831, which,
together with the rebellions on Barbados (1816) and Demerara (1823), helped
swing evangelicals in Britain solidly towards emancipation.”

The American Revolution

Although the Protestant awakening continued well into the nineteenth
century, spreading the gospel to settlers, slaves, and Indians throughout
the English-speaking Atlantic, the American Revolution had several far-
reaching effects on the revival’s shape and character. During the war the
Church of England was a favourite target of revolutionary mobs, who
denounced its loyalty, defaced its chapels, and lynched its priests. Between
1775 and 1783 nearly two-thirds of the Church’s ministers fled, including most
of those sponsored by the SPG, and every state that had possessed an
Anglican establishment before the Revolution ended the Church’s privileged
position.”® On the other hand, evangelicals prospered. Although some
groups baulked at severing ties with Britain—especially when, like New
England’s Baptists, they were a small minority—evangelicals of all stripes
eventually flourished amid the civil millennialism of the new republic.
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Notwithstanding these disruptions, the most striking effect of the Revolu-
tion was to consolidate and intensify patterns established during the colonial
era. In the United States the end of state-supported religion coincided with
further efforts to strengthen denominational institutions. In 1784 the Epis-
copal Church received its first American bishop, Samuel Seabury, conse-
crated at Aberdeen by the Episcopal Primus of Scotland. With Charles
Inglis’s appointment as Bishop of Nova Scotia in 1787, the Anglican Com-
munion in North America and the West Indies possessed the same ecclesi-
astical powers as its dissenting competitors.”” Meanwhile, American Baptists
and Methodists, blending Protestantism and republicanism, sought to curb
the autonomy of their congregations and cultivate a hierarchical, respectable
evangelicalism. As the history of the Baptist revivals in New England and the
Canadian Maritimes shows, such efforts opened fissures between evangelic-
als in the United States and British North America. Even in the backwoods of
Maine, Baptists suppressed their denomination’s antinomian, ‘primitive’
tendencies. In Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, on the other hand, primi-
tivism became the norm, giving rise to a far more ‘democratized Christianity
and. .. depoliticized religion’. ‘I find none), wrote Joseph Dimock of the
Baptists he met in New York and New England, ‘that seem to have the life
of God so pure in the soul as in Nova Scotia.

Another of the Revolution’s consequences was to facilitate transatlantic
collaboration through the creation of American missionary societies aligned
with like-minded societies in Britain. Although some of these American
ventures perpetuated the colonial tendency to replicate British originals,
Protestant denominations in the United States increasingly acted as their
own metropoles, working with British counterparts on terms of rough
equality. The Boston-based American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions (founded in 1810) and the London Missionary Society (1795)
cooperated extensively both in the western Pacific and in southern Africa.
The same collaborative spirit was evident a generation later in the Young
Men’s Christian Association, whose first American chapters followed closely
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on the organization’s founding in London (1844).*" Even when differences
interfered, as at the London conference of the Evangelical Alliance (1846)
over whether to exclude slaveholders from membership, the differences
arose, at least in part, from an awareness of the many commonalities shared
by Protestants on both sides of the Atlantic.*” ‘America is still a land of real
Protestants, wrote Thomas Haweis of the London Missionary Society in
1812. ‘[T]he American colonies [sic] appear, not only rising into a vast
consolidated empire, but...are, I hope, destined with us to spread the
everlasting gospel to the ends of the earth.®’

That Haweis could write these words on the eve of the Anglo-American
War of 181214 attests to the religious ties that continued to bind the two
English-speaking empires, even as his use of the word ‘colonies’ is a reminder
that both the United States and Britain’s American colonies remained, in the
suggestive words of Charles Cohen, a religious periphery ‘imperfectly
rendered according to European models’.** If the religious history of British
America was distinctive, however, its distinctiveness was most apparent in
comparisons with Protestantism’s European metropole. As George White-
field’s career in ‘three countries’ suggests, the itinerant evangelism that he
helped invent was ideally suited not only to America but also to the un-
churched peripheries of Scotland and England—and, eventually, to the
greater British frontiers of Africa, India, and Australasia.®® In religion, as in
so many other areas, the much-vaunted ‘exceptionalism’” of American history
turns out to have been anything but exceptional.*® Even as American de-
nominations established their own metropolitan centres, they remained, in
important respects, creatures of Britain’s religious periphery. In both capaci-
ties, their impact on the British Empire was considerable.
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3
An Overview, 1700—1914

ANDREW PORTER

From the beginning of the eighteenth century Christianity expanded as part
of British culture and activities overseas on an unprecedented scale. Emi-
grants and temporary expatriates carried their faith abroad. Anglicans,
Presbyterians, Roman Catholics, and members of other denominations re-
created their churches, adapting them to new environments. In a parallel
movement, driven by voluntary Protestant missionary societies, Christians
and the missionaries they supported—some 10,000 by 1900—set out to
evangelize or convert the extra-European world. Imperial control, colonial
societies, and the missionary movement intertwined in divergent and am-
biguous ways.

Home and colonial governments supported ecclesiastical and missionary
expansion wherever it was likely to buttress their authority and promote
social order. Nevertheless, religious dynamics proved unpredictable and
often counter to imperial needs. In the white settlement colonies a religious
establishment at first seemed desirable. However, more even than in Britain,
the growth of denominational conflict forced governments to conclude that
only a policy of religious neutrality would serve their purpose. Finding state
support inadequate and constricting, churchmen too distanced themselves
from political authorities. By the mid-nineteenth century formal separation
of Church and State was occurring, so that religious influences began to
shape imperial ties and colonial identities in less obvious ways. Although
most imperial authorities initially distrusted missionary enterprise and
missions rejected most if not all political involvement, both sides learned
gradually that cooperation had its uses. Missions won extensive popular
support at home and often acquired considerable influence with non-
European communities. They could therefore not be ignored, and might
be turned to imperial advantage. Missionaries came to regard secular
authorities in a similarly utilitarian way. British missionary enterprise thus
sometimes provided channels through which imperial controls followed; at
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other times it delayed annexation and colonization, or even subverted
imperial authority. In many places (sometimes purposely, often uninten-
tionally) Christian churches, British and indigenous, provided powerful
stimuli to communal unity and opposition to colonial rule.

I

Eighteenth-century precedents provide many pointers to later links between
missions and Empire. At various points, the settlement of North America’s
affairs required practical answers to serious constitutional and political
questions. This was as true at the end of the seventeenth century, when the
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (1698) and the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel (1701) were founded, as during America’s fight for
independence. Key questions centred on securing British sovereignty, respect
for continued British colonial rule, and loyal acceptance of political obliga-
tions, without exciting colonial discontents. British leaders treated political
radicalism as inseparable from religious dissent. Not surprisingly, solutions
to the problems at home and throughout the Empire aimed to reinforce ties
between religion, especially the established Church of England, and the State.
As the SPG’s charter explained,

in many of our Plantacons, Colonies, and Factories beyond the Seas.. . . the Provi-
sion for Ministers is very mean. And many others...are wholly destitute, and
unprovided of a Mainteynance for Ministers, and the Publick Worship of God;
and for Lack of . .. such, many. .. doe want the Administration of God’s Word and
Sacraments, and seem to be abandoned to Atheism and Infidelity and alsoe for
Want of Learned and Orthodox Ministers to instruct Our... Subjects in the
Principles of true Religion, divers Romish Preists and Jesuits are the more incour-
aged to pervert and draw over Our said Loving Subjects to Popish Superstition and
Idolatry."

Although the charter did not explicitly mention indigenous peoples—North
America’s Indians—or black slaves, the term ‘subjects’ meant for many in the
Society more than simply white emigrants and settlers. The Dean of Lincoln
explained in 1702,

The design is, in the first place, to settle the State of Religion as well as may be
among our own People there. .. and then to proceed. .. towards the Conversion of

' C. F. Pascoe, Two Hundred Years of the S.P.G., 2 vols. (London, 1901), I, p. 932.
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the Natives.... this is...the greatest Charity we can show...especially...to the
souls of many of those poor Natives who may by this be converted from that state of
Barbarism and Idolatry in which they now live.*

Equally direct concerns were expressed for the colonial slave population. The
early Instructions for the missionaries set out the desired approach via
‘natural religion’ to instructing ‘Heathens and Infidels. ‘Native’ was increas-
ingly and explicitly taken to include both the Indian peoples of North
America and the imported African slave population and its descendants
throughout the Caribbean and the Atlantic world.

William Knox, a member of the SPG and Under-Secretary of State for the
Colonies (1770-82), asserted in 1786 that ‘the Prevalence of the Church of
England in those Colonies is the best security that Great Britain can have for
their Fidelity and attachment to her Constitution and Interests’* Archbishop
Secker felt

we ought to have more [missionaries] upon the frontiers; at least when it shall
please God to bless us with a peace. For Missionaries there might counteract the
artifices of the French Papists; and do considerable services, religious and political
at once, amongst the neighbouring Indians; both which points the Society hath
been heavily charged, on occasion of the present war, with having neglected.*

Ministers and bishops increasingly regretted their earlier limited attention to
the religious life of the colonies. They moved after 1782 to provide ecclesi-
astical leadership for Anglicans remaining in the United States, while in
neighbouring Quebec and the Maritimes, which had received more than
30,000 loyalist refugees, entrenchment of an officially supported Anglican-
ism was also regarded as constitutionally essential and a wise response to
local needs.

However, it is easy to exaggerate the integration of Empire and Anglican
missions. Congregations and clergy suffered from inadequate organization,
lack of leadership, and limited resources. The Bishop of London’s Commis-
sary in Pennsylvania pointed out that

The members of our Church are not the Richest in the Place, the Riches generally
centering in the Quakers & High Dutch who are very numerous & carry all before

* C. E. Pascoe, Two Hundred Years of the S.P.G., 2 vols. (London, 1901), I, pp. 7-8.
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p- 93.
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them, and our Church labours under very great discouragement as we have no
legal Establishment (as they have at New York) not so much as a Charter of
Incorporation to enable us to manage our Business to the best advantage.”

Wariness, mingled with indifference to the SPG and its concerns, was the
predominant attitude among officials in London. In their eyes the over-
whelmingly Protestant character of British North America sufficiently guar-
anteed that colonial ambitions would restrict French territorial expansion.
To provoke colonial religious dissent or domestic political conflict by
favouring Anglicanism, even an Anglicanism stripped of its civil powers,
seemed both unnecessarily provocative and politically unwise. Capturing the
often easygoing expediency of the day, one governor observed of Pennsylva-
nia’s Germans, ‘They fled from oppression, and after having tasted the sweets
of a British Constitution, it does not seem probable to me that they will ever
look back to their old masters.®

Official imperial detachment from Anglican missionary ambition was
modified only temporarily in particular circumstances related to Indians
and colonial security. SPG efforts among the Mohawk were ignored until
threat of war made their alliance strategically valuable. Then Sir William
Johnson (British Commissioner for Indian Affairs, 1744—74) and the SPG
missionary John Ogilvie (1749-62) worked together on New England’s
frontier to secure their loyalty in the Seven Years War, believing that conver-
sion and support for the British went together, as on this occasion they did.
However, as Pontiac’s War of 1763—4 demonstrated, professed Protestantism
and missionary contacts failed to stop treaties being broken by both sides.
For some time after 1763 no more official imperial enthusiasm was shown for
either Indian missions or episcopacy.

Not until the 1780s, when the imperial government found itself strategic-
ally caught between Roman Catholic dissent in Nova Scotia, Quebec’s
staunchly Catholic French Canadians, and the newly independent United
States, did it again seek support through missionary expansion of the
established Church. With the white colonists and the need to counterbalance
Roman Catholicism uppermost in mind, it created bishoprics in Nova Scotia
(1787) and Quebec (1793). However, local pressure for another diocese in
Upper Canada was refused, and insufficient provision was made for the costs

> 'W. S. Perry, ed., Historical Collections Relating to the American Colonial Church, 5 vols. (New
York, 1870-8), II, p. 260.
¢ Ibid., p- 256.
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of religious establishment. The Canada Act 1791 provided only an initial
endowment on the assumption that self-sufficient religious hierarchies
would develop their own endowments and facilities for training local cler-
gymen with help from colonial assemblies and local congregations.

In principle, therefore, new or revived colonial churches, combining
parochial and missionary work, increasingly under the leadership of colonial
bishops, were acknowledged as useful adjuncts to the civil authorities, who
relied on them to underpin the imperial connection, to provide moral
leadership, social cohesion, and education on a scale suited to individual
colonies. This pattern of Church—State relations, framed for British North
America between 1784 and 1793, was adapted throughout the colonial Empire
up to the 1830s—in Calcutta (1814), and Jamaica and Barbados (1824).
Supervision of Dissenters was left to the colonial authorities. Nevertheless,
where populations were small, resources to support Anglican expansion
more limited, and governors’ powers far greater, as at the Cape and in New
South Wales, imperial governments remained content with even scantier
provision.

Applied unevenly, imperial principle also encountered resistance. The
endowment of Protestant clergy with reserved lands, and preference for the
Church of England, aimed to counterbalance the well-endowed Roman
Catholic hierarchy of Quebec and to stall the progress of dissent and irreli-
gion. Yet in every colony the mushrooming reality of denominational diver-
sity was inescapable. Many migrant loyalists were Presbyterians or
Dissenters, as were emigrants from Britain to the Canadian provinces; the
religious affiliations of convicts transported to the Australian colonies were
equally varied, including Roman Catholicism. Anglican self-assertion only
stimulated political conflict with the denominationalism it hoped to mar-
ginalize. An articulate colonial alternative to the Anglican linking of imperial
Church and State underpinned with missionary enterprise was thus elabor-
ated, first again in British North America, then elsewhere.

In colonial North America, Baptists, Congregationalists, and Presbyter-
ians were still less inclined than the SPG to push their missionary work
beyond the boundaries of the white communities. Focusing on the close
community of the religiously like-minded requiring a minister’s constant
attention, they were neither theologically nor institutionally committed to
evangelism. The potential for revival within existing nominally Protestant
communities took priority over incorporation of non-Christian peoples into
the Christian world. Limited resources compelled missions to select the most
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promising sites, as both the Moravians from the 1730s onwards and Method-
ist communities superintended by Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke after
1770 demonstrated. Many people felt that Methodist rules against slavery had
already demonstrated excessive partiality towards Africans, and the resent-
ment these bred only contributed to increase hostility and resentment on the
part of the colonists against Wesleyans themselves.” Asbury’s political sense
was sufficiently acute to appreciate that greater efforts to evangelize enslaved
Africans could endanger the entire Methodist enterprise.

By 1790 it was widely felt that the results of nearly a century of British
Protestant missionary activity had been disappointingly slight. Practical
experience with evangelistic work among the heathen had bred pessimism
everywhere. Nevertheless, from the confused patchwork of ecclesiastical
structures and personnel, and the varied stock of theologies and missionary
strategies, there were lessons to be learnt. Irrespective of denomination,
missionary interests had carried little weight in contests with other agents
of empire—settlers, merchants, local assemblies, colonial agents, imperial
politicians—to shape the character of Empire and management of colonial
society. The SPG struggled as the missionary wing of the established Church
in colonial contexts. Its experience demonstrated that attempts to tie mis-
sionary enterprise to the interests of the imperial government were likely to
falter. The imperial government’s commitment was fickle, too vulnerable to
shifting political assessments of domestic or colonial demands, and too
reluctant to increase ecclesiastical power and resources, even for a national
Church to rely on the secular power to sustain its missionary activities.
Dissenters had long known this, and found their influence over government
policies further declining after mid-century. Anglicans increasingly feared
the same, and therefore began to look for alternative models of Anglican
missionary enterprise.

Dissenters and Nonconformists, expecting less from colonial or imperial
authorities, often felt less constrained than the SPG clergy. However, their
missionary efforts suffered as much as the SPG’s from a lack of effective
‘denominational’ or overall control. Methodists hoped to balance religious
freedom and ecclesiastical order in a system of itinerant preachers, circuit
organization, and annual conferences. However, where the source of mis-
sionary initiative and regulation of missionary activity should lie in such a
system remained obscure. Thomas Coke found that denominational

7 The Journal and Letters of Francis Asbury, 3 vols. (London, 1958), I, pp. 488, 498.
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prejudice or inertia could easily scupper individual initiative, even though he
remained a thorn in the denominational flesh. Moravians insisted on firm,
even dictatorial, control of their missionaries, but undermined their policy
through their requirement that every mission station be self-sufficient.

Thus eighteenth-century missionary endeavour was overwhelmingly
influenced by the vagaries of individual inclination, subject only to the
limited power of such central organization and authority as existed. All
evangelical communities struggled to recruit missionary volunteers and
prepare them for the field (if special preparation was thought necessary,
which commonly it was not). Nowhere could there be found a coherent
theology or practical strategy for promoting Christian missions.

I

After 1780 enthusiasts sought more purposefully to solve these intellectual
and practical problems. Many Anglicans had concluded that their Church
lacked both the efficiency and sympathy required for missionary enterprise.
The SPCK and SPG had financed plenty of colonial clergy, garrison chap-
lains, and schoolmasters for Britons overseas, but missionary work with
indigenous peoples remained primarily the incidental product of personal
initiatives by ‘pious chaplains’ such as David Brown in India. Such efforts
never matched those of the Moravians or the Methodists, and were rapidly
overshadowed by the voluntary lay missionary societies that sprang up in the
1790s: the Baptist Missionary Society (1792); the London Missionary Society
(LMS; 1795, originally non-denominational but eventually Congregational);
and the Anglican Church Missionary Society (CMS; 1799). Methodists
extended their operations, and the Glasgow and Edinburgh societies were
both formed in 1796. Everywhere lay and Nonconformist activity was re-
markable. The evangelical businessman Henry Thornton observed of the
LMS in 1795,

what a striking thing it is that a Bishop of London [Beilby Porteous] is hardly
able...to scrape a few hundred Pounds together for the missionary Plans in his
hands among all the people of the Church Establishment & that £10,000 should be
raised in such a few days by the Irregulars who are also so much poorer a Class of
People than the others.®

8 John Walsh, Colin Haydon, and Stephen Taylor, eds., The Church of England ¢.1689—c.1833
(Oxford, 1993), p. 247.
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The institutional Anglican Church was slow to act: lay missionaries smacked
of ‘Methodism’ or the embarrassing and dangerous excesses of religious
‘enthusiasm’, and were disliked for their low educational and social standing.
Moreover, objections were raised against missions to non-Europeans on
practical and theological grounds, including supposed threats to imperial
security from colonial subjects provoked by proselytization.

Nonetheless, by 1840 missions not only had impressively extended Brit-
ain’s global presence, but had won widespread public acceptance and even
official support. The CMS’s early reliance on German Lutherans had given
way to steady recruiting of men less likely to attract scorn. Its income
averaged £58,655 per annum, derived from a wide social and geographical
area. Overseas the LMS was well established in the western Pacific and South
Africa, the CMS in Sierra Leone and India, the Baptists in Bengal and the
West Indian colonies. Methodist and Presbyterian missions were also simi-
larly scattered and poised for a new phase of expansion.

There is no simple causal connection in this period between religious
expansion and Britain’s imperial outreach. It is difficult not to be struck by
the insignificance of Empire in many evangelical minds, whose thinking was
dominated by the concept of an all-embracing, superintending Providence
unfolding a Divine plan for the world. Although there was a certain mystery
about the operations of Providence, the French and American revolutions,
European wars and economic disruption provided abundant scope for
millenarian speculations, based on their supposed congruence with eschato-
logical signs in the Bible’s prophetic books. In 1793 the newly founded
Evangelical Review was in bullish mood:

That there is a time of peace, prosperity, and purity awaiting all the nations of the
earth, appears evident from the prophecies and promises in the sacred Scriptures
...from a serious attention to the signs of the times, we may indulge the hope that
this grand jubilee is at hand. The present period is a crisis replete with great
events. ... It seems evident that the time will come, when there will not be one
nation remaining in the world, which shall not embrace the Christian religion.’

The new missionary societies set out to engage with Catholics in Ireland and
continental Europe. The LMS and the CMS played crucial parts from 1801 in
the formation of the London Society for Promoting Christianity amongst
the Jews (1809). ‘All three conversions, of heathens, Jews and Catholics were

® Evangelical Magazine, I (Oct. 1793), pp. 1578, 162.
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held together in a web of prophetic interpretation. All three, in some manner,
would accompany the Second Coming and the millennium.*® Although
Baptists and Methodists displayed less specifically prophetical enthusiasm
than members of other denominations, all shared the view that in this
divinely driven world it was for ‘the modern missionary’ to discern the
means available for spreading true religion. In such a world national devel-
opments might have their place, Empire might provide an arena for provi-
dential fireworks, but no necessary priority was to be attached to either.
Empire in the form of British rule was never more than one among many
such means to be employed or ignored as Providence thought fit. Thus
evangelicals also identified exploration, commerce, science, individual
Christians, as well as the new missionary societies, among the necessary
and efficacious means now available. Empire held limited potential when set
within the global perspective of evangelical Christianity. Christ’s death was
for all mankind, as were the promises of grace and salvation. The interpret-
ation of prophecy, the dynamic consequences of the millennium and Second
Coming, the demonstration of the historical case for and against particular
mission strategies, all hinged on the use of examples or evidence gathered
worldwide, and on a universal outcome.

In 1812 Thomas Haweis of the LMS emphasized that missionary enterprise
was no crudely national or British monopoly.” As CMS ties with Berlin and
Basel illustrated, it was increasingly an international or ecumenical under-
taking. Haweis recalled how the early LMS circular letters to foreign Protest-
ant churches had produced enthusiastic responses. Not only had most newly
formed missionary associations in Scotland become auxiliaries of the LMS,
but also ‘on the Continent, from places as far apart as Rotterdam and Basle,
Frankfurt and Norkopping, letters of sympathy and liberal contributions
came promptly to this appeal’. Contacts were made in Holland and Switzer-
land; an agent for the Society was established in Paris to push on the
Continental work; and students trained in Berlin and Rotterdam for the
Netherlands Missionary Society were taken on by the LMS for work in Java.
Haweis also linked British missionary fortunes with America—"still a land of
real Protestants. .. destined with us to spread the everlasting gospel to the

> 'W. H. Oliver, Prophets and Millennialists: The Uses of Biblical Prophecy in England from the
1790s to the 1840s (Auckland, 1978), pp. 84, 90.

" Thomas Haweis, A View of the Present State of Evangelical Religion throughout the World;
with a View to Promote Missionary Exertions (London, 1812).
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ends of the earth’—where the American Board of Commissioners for For-
eign Missions (founded 1810) was already in contact with British societies."”

Providence notwithstanding, the new missionary societies recognized the
necessity to establish the basic terms of their cooperation with government
and adjust to local circumstances the religion they wished to impart. They
began by explicitly distancing themselves from expanding colonial rule, wary
of its chauvinism, secular persuasion, and commercial ambitions. Through-
out the century, however, such detachment was easier for theorists or home
organizers to assert than for missionaries to apply. Involvement with imper-
ial government was difficult to avoid as missionaries soon found in India,
Sierra Leone, South Africa, and the Caribbean.

In 1814 a British East India Company (EIC) chaplain, Thomas Thomason,
complained, ‘we have annihilated the political importance of the natives,
stripped them of their power, and laid them prostrate, without giving them
anything in return’. His proposed remedies were support for missionaries
and an Anglican ecclesiastical establishment. His fellow chaplain, Claudius
Buchanan, recommended such a religious establishment as a means of
attaching colonial subjects to their government." Despite the initial misgiv-
ings of officials and exclusion from certain areas—Surat and Mysore—
missionaries’ position slowly improved. Local resistance to their work taught
them the value of staying on good terms with officials. While some adminis-
trators like Thomas Munro continued hostile, official fears of missions
declined as a common interest in the transformation of colonial society
became evident. William Bentinck (Governor-General of India, 1828-35)
disliked the intolerance of extreme missionary lobbyists, but shared the
moderate evangelicals’ real commitment to missionary enterprise. As he
reminded Charles Grant in 1833, ‘it is Christianity, the whole Christian
Church, whose cause in this heathen country we are to cherish’'* Missionar-
ies impressed observers by their perseverance, good intentions, translation
and educational work, and their scholarship. Episcopal support for mission-
ary work steadily grew, and in Daniel Wilson (Bishop of Calcutta, 1832—58)
the CMS had an ardent backer. Support in Britain grew still faster. Mission-
ary publications, the British and Foreign Bible Society, and local missionary

'* Richard Lovett, History of the London Missionary Society 1795-1895, 2 vols. (London, 1895),
L, pp. 44, 75—7, 945, 105; Haweis, Present State, pp. 53—4.

3 ]. Sargent, The Life of the Reverend Thomas Thomason (London, 1833), p. 234; Claudius
Buchanan, Colonial Ecclesiastical Establishment, 2nd edn. (London, 1813), pp. 37-9, 103—9.

* John Rosselli, Lord William Bentinck (London, 1974), p. 213.
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associations, all improved missions’ image, and contributed to the govern-
ment’s endorsement of their work in the 1813 and 1833 revisions of the EIC’s
charter.

Elsewhere, at Freetown, Sierra Leone—a community largely composed of
liberated slaves from many different parts of West Africa—the CMS and
Wesleyans became indispensable through the education, religion, and
common language they provided. Their political authority as magistrates
or village superintendents helped to make the colony governable. The ob-
struction missionaries met from local whites in the Caribbean and the Cape,
and their persecution by planters during the Demerara and Jamaica rebel-
lions of 1823 and 1831, aligned missions with the burgeoning anti-slavery and
humanitarian movements, commensurately increasing metropolitan respect
and sympathy.

This convergence of missionary thinking with official and public opinion
generated an increasingly explicit association of evangelical Christianity with
commerce and civilization. While missionary boards saw in wealth, stability,
and expansion a divinely ordained, providential role for Britain, commercial
money flowed through subscriptions to missionary societies. The private
fortunes of the Clapham Sect and the establishment of the Sierra Leone
Company for trading purposes rescued the evangelicals’ West African settle-
ment, the ‘Province of Freedom), in 1790—2. Pacific missionaries commonly
felt their survival depended on trade, and Samuel Marsden struggled vainly
to persuade CMS employees in New Zealand to take subsistence agriculture
seriously.” In the Cape Colony the LMS Superintendent John Philip felt
pushed into trade by cuts in the LMS’s budget and still more by the need to
preserve his converts’ independence from the ‘system of oppression...on
which the whole principle of the colonial government was conducted’.'®
Missionary coupling of commerce and Christianity meshed neatly with the
growing confidence of Britain’s governing classes in Britain’s worldwide
commercial pre-eminence and the expansion of British India. By the 1830s
missions both claimed and were accorded a place in a refurbished British
national identity.

> The Letters and Journals of Samuel Marsden 1765-1838, ed. J. R. Elder (Dunedin, 1932),
Pp. 232—6, 410-12.

'S Philip to Rufus Anderson, 13 Dec. 1833, Harvard University, Houghton Library, Archives of
the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, 14/1/69.
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Missions’ accommodation with the real worlds of political authority and
economic activity was seen neither as inescapable surrender nor as a source
of perpetual dependence. Early nineteenth-century evangelical views of
imperial and indigenous authority were distinguished by their sense of self-
sufficiency under Divine superintendence. Recognition by evangelicals of
limiting conditions, however imposed, must always be distinguished from
reliance on or subservience to them. Only through an understanding of
missionaries’ faith and their trust in Providence and the Bible can historians
hope to explain the incurable optimism, and missions’ persistence in the face
of death, hardship, deprivation, and the tiny numbers of converts.

For missionaries, faith placed the Empire in perspective. ‘Empire’, like
‘civilization, was at best something to be turned to advantage, a means to an
end but equally something to be ignored or rejected if it failed to serve their
purpose.

It is very well in its place [wrote Philip] to urge the civilizing influence of a
missionary society. But this is not the main object of such an institution. It is
not the end; it is only the accompaniment. It is a never-failing collateral, and may
be used as a lawful instrument in fighting the battles of the missionary cause.

If people would but realize it, far from missions depending on Empire, the
reverse was the case.

While our missionaries, beyond the borders of the colony of the Cape of Good
Hope, are everywhere scattering the seeds of civilization, social order, and happi-
ness, they are, by the most unexceptionable means, extending British interests,
British influence, and the British empire...every genuine convert among them
made to the Christian religion becomes the ally and friend of the colonial
government.”

It may seem perverse for one so insecurely placed as Philip to invert the
balance of power between missions and government. He did so understand-
ing that it was the task of imperial rulers to look after Empire and, if they
were wise, to facilitate missionary enterprise. Missions could generally count
on the protection of Providence; the survival and success of Empire, how-
ever, were essentially uncertain.

7 John Philip, Researches in South Africa, 2 vols. (London, 1828), II, p. 360, I, pp. ix—x.
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Since the 1790s, missions had been hampered by the need for self-defence
and self-justification. Having secured their initial positions, in the 1830s and
1840s they went onto the offensive. This can be seen in the performance of
leading missionaries and the principal society secretaries before the parlia-
mentary Select Committee on Aborigines in 1835—7. In the 1820s missionary
defensiveness was evident in John Philip’s frustrated insistence on the over-
whelming need for secure, independent settlements for missionaries and
their converts: ‘permanent societies of Christians can never be maintained
among an uncivilized people without imparting to them the arts and habits
of a civilized life’. At the same time he argued, ‘Agriculture and commerce can
never flourish, unless private property is respected, and the laws which guard
the possessions of individuals are the first principles of industry.*® Ten years
on, this had become William Shaw’s calmly stated commonsense, even
conventional, wisdom. Asked if he knew ‘any class of missionaries who, in
their attempts to instruct the natives in Christianity, combine the principles
of Christianity and civilization, Shaw responded that this ‘was precisely the
plan on which the missionaries of the Wesleyan society endeavoured to act’.
Called to the witness stand a year later, the LMS South Seas missionary John
Williams agreed." The Select Committee’s Report fully endorsed the role of
missions as principal agents in a process of defending indigenous people
against the uncontrolled rapacity of white settlers and traders.*® The eager-
ness of missions to expand beyond imperial boundaries demonstrated their
wish to play a similar role on a world stage, as, for example, through the
societies’ backing for the African Civilization Society and the Niger Exped-
ition of 1841—2, which aimed to introduce ‘legitimate’ commerce to the
African interior in the hope that it would displace the illegitimate trade in
slaves.

Even the SPG’s high-churchmen now began to jump aboard the band-
wagon, establishing the Colonial Bishoprics Fund (1841) in order to extend
episcopal authority and superintendence overseas. George Augustus Selwyn,
consecrated Bishop of New Zealand in 1841, was the first of fifteen bishops
made in the 1840s. Selwyn did not distinguish between his imperial, colonial,
and missionary roles. He was a ‘missionary bishop’, consecrated to the task of
building up the Church from its very beginning, consulting the opinions of

¥ John Philip, Researches in South Africa, 2 vols. (London, 1828), II, p. 360, I, pp. 219, 382.
¥ PP (1836) VII (538), QQ. 1116-17 (Shaw, 21 Aug. 1835), Q. 5635 (Williams, 29 July 1836).
*® Report from the Select Committee on Aborigines (British Settlements), PP (1837) VII (425).
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his fellow clergy but acting essentially on his own authority inside or outside
colonial territory. Highlighting the universal, global outlook of the mission-
ary movement, the geographical limits of his diocese stretched far beyond
any formal British control. Just as other missions focused on missionary
stations and schools, so Selwyn elevated the cathedral and the community
built around it. He shared with other denominations a sense of providential
guidance and inspiration. Arriving in New Zealand in May 1842, he spoke in
apocalyptic terms: ‘if we know that the fulfilment of prophecy, and the
completion of promises, and the growth of Christ’s kingdom, all portend
the coming of the end. .. what need we any further argument, [or] stronger
motive. .. to devote ourselves. .. to this great and hopeful work?”*" He thus
launched his own Melanesian Mission in 1847.

The heady atmosphere of the decade was heightened further by other
missionary initiatives, to China after the Treaty of Nanking (1842) and to
southern and eastern Africa. Roman Catholic revival spawned new missions
to Tahiti and New Zealand backed by French official support, adding a bitter
competitive edge in the Pacific. Although the failure of the Niger Expedition
was a serious setback, the missions did not allow themselves to be dragged
down by it. With the aid of growing numbers of indigenous agents, Baptists,
Scottish Presbyterians, the CMS, and the Methodists went ahead with new
West African ventures at Badagry, Abeokuta, Fernando Po, and Calabar.

v

The powerful conventional picture of nineteenth-century missionary enter-
prise as a two-pronged secular and religious civilizing mission crystallized in
the years 1840—65. As conceived by the influential theorists Henry Venn in
Britain and Rufus Anderson in America, the Bible, plough, and local eco-
nomic growth would fuel the development of self-supporting, self-
governing, and ultimately self-extending churches. The career of the mis-
sionary explorer David Livingstone and the consecration in 1864 of the
liberated slave Samuel Ajayi Crowther as Bishop of the Countries of Western
Africa beyond the Queen’s Dominions signalled its success.

Alongside chronicled achievements, however, there was a different story to
be told of frustration and lost momentum. In India, where the first systematic

* G. A. Selwyn, How Shall we Sing the Lord’s Song in a Strange Land? A Sermon Preached in
the Cathedral Church of St. Peter, Exeter (1842); id., Thanksgiving Sermon: Preached...on his
Arrival in his Diocese (Paihia, 1842), p. 12.
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statistical charting of missionary progress was established in the 1850s, the
upheavals of 1857 brought home the limits of evangelical endeavours. In the
West Indies enthusiasm for local ecclesiastical independence was swamped by
poverty and violent rebellion in 1865. In Central and southern Africa even
Livingstone’s efforts ended in his abandonment of attempts to link Christian-
ity and civilization. The movement’s own historians agreed that its impetus
was failing. Eugene Stock amply illustrated the declining fortunes of the
missionary societies and linked them to the undermining of biblical authority
by rationalism, ritualism, and Rome. ‘Such a time}, he wrote, ‘is never a time of
missionary advance. In 1872, ‘for the first time in many years. .. not one single
University man had offered for missionary service, and the number of mis-
sionaries maintained in India by the five largest societies fell by 12 per cent.**
Slogans and rhetoric could neither hide the diminishing returns associated
with the framework of ‘Commerce, Civilization, and Christianity’}, nor fend off
mounting criticism of missions’ unjustifiable extravagance.

As in the 1790s, critics urgently demanded new ways forward. Simplicity
was the keyword. The term ‘missionary society’ should be abandoned in
favour of ‘mission’ and much of the societies’ home organization should be
dismantled. Divine provision made orchestrated fund-raising unnecessary
and undesirable; subscribers should not expect dramatic visible results in
return for their giving. Missions required only a small committee of referees
to vet missionaries sent out, to receive donations as they were freely given,
and to dispatch them to a designated head in the field with power to make
decisions based on local knowledge. Links with commerce should be aban-
doned in favour of direct evangelization by lay preachers and teachers, both
native and European. Any association of Western culture with Christianity
should be minimized. Freed from the trammels of direction by home
committees, and wholly non-denominational in approach, missionaries
should assimilate themselves as far as possible to native ways of living.
Only then would a serious impact be made on the heathen world.

This shift in strategy was not simply a response to circumstances in the
mission field. It reflected developments in long-running metropolitan de-
bates about effective evangelization, as well as a resurgence of millennial
thinking. Enthusiasts began calling for a reversion to apostolic models of
evangelization and enunciating pre-millennial eschatology. The dominant
pattern of Protestant millennial thought before 1860 had been rooted in

** E. Stock, History of the Church Missionary Society, 3 vols. (London, 1899), II, pp. 336, 338.
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Enlightenment ideas of progress. In missionary terms, it expected conver-
sion of the world to usher in the millennium of peace, happiness, and
plenty, at the end of which Christ would return to earth. The programme
of ‘Christianity and Commerce’ was clearly aligned with this outlook.
In contrast to these optimistic post-millennialist expectations, pre-
millennialists matched the apocalyptic chronologies of Daniel, Isaiah, and
Revelation with troubling events on earth, and concluded that very soon the
world would end and Christ would deliver the Last Judgement. Only then
would the millennium dawn. Pre-millennialist missionaries advocated push-
ing ahead with evangelism on the widest possible front, so that as many
sinners as possible might have the opportunity to repent before the Second
Coming. These ideas eventually found systematic expression in the China
Inland Mission (CIM) established by J. Hudson Taylor in 1865, which rapidly
became the second largest British missionary venture and prompted adapta-
tions in the practice of the long-established societies.

The new ‘faith missions’ deliberately sought isolated and unfamiliar
territory, far from European colonialism and other missions. Like inland
China, many parts of Africa represented a major challenge. Despite Living-
stone’s expressed enthusiasm for civilization and commerce, his own
example of evangelical nomadism provided ammunition for the reformers.
He saw the Tswana, for example, as ‘retailers of news perpetually on the move
from one spot to another... This nomadic life is very favourable to the
spread of the Gospel, although it is opposed to the spread of civilization’.*

In this spirit, Mr and Mrs H. G. Guinness launched the Livingstone Inland
Mission in 1878. Other African faith missions followed in the 1880s and 1890s:
the Sudan Interior Mission, the North Africa Mission, and the Congo Balolo
Mission. Older societies, too, began trying the new methods. G. W. Brooke
led a special Sudan Mission party supported by the CMS, modelled on the
CIM and propelled by an apocalyptic pre-millennial vision.

I see no hope [he said] given in the Bible that wickedness in this world will
be subdued by civilization or preaching of the gospel—until the Messiah
the prince come. And to hasten that time is...the function of foreign
missions.. . I therefore should be inclined to frame any missionary plans with a
view to giving the simple gospel message to the greatest number possible of
ignorant heathen in the shortest possible time.**

* David Chamberlin, ed., Some Letters from Livingstone 1840-1872 (London, 1940), pp. 26—7.
** The Mildmay Conference 1887 (London, 1887), pp. 141-8.
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And it was not just ‘ignorant heathen’ that caught the eye of pre-millennial
evangelists; Muslims and Jews again became targets.

Visible changes in the Muslim world encouraged eschatological specula-
tion about ‘the signs of the times’ and stimulated study of the Bible’s
prophetic books. Mounting fear of Islam’s alternative civilizing mission
spurred on volunteers for Christian missionary work. Like the ‘faith’ move-
ment, rivalry with Islam assisted the revival of missionary enthusiasm after
the 1870s as the Ottoman Empire struggled for survival. A major conference
on ‘missions to Mohammedans’ was convened at CMS House in Salisbury
Square in October 1875 to plan a general forward strategy. Delaying ‘new
aggressive measures’ in Turkey itself until the immediate crisis was over, the
conference planned initiatives in Sierra Leone, Lagos, and among the Hausa.
Noting the recent conference of Indian missionaries in Allahabad in 1873, the
gathering asked the Missionary Conferences in Bengal and the North West
Provinces to make further plans.”

Although ‘out of our province to discuss prophetical questions’, wrote the
editor of the Church Missionary Intelligencer, ‘we cannot refrain from a
passing notice of the wonderful manner in which the whole question of
Mohammedanism is now absorbing public attention” Regular meetings of
the Mission Secretaries Association reviewed Islam’s expansion and how to
combat it. More unusual were the two opportunities its members gave the
Revd W. J. Adams of the London Jews Society to speak on prophetic studies
and their fulfilment.?® Finally, Gordon’s death at Khartoum in 1885 brought
Christian—Muslim confrontation to the forefront of imperial politics.

The faith missions had been the most striking response to the mid-century
decline in missionary support and enthusiasm. For other evangelicals the
future lay less in rejecting the past or mounting new kinds of missions than in
reviving and adapting existing traditions. Nevertheless, the influence of the
faith missions can be seen at almost every turn—in the authoritarianism and
concern to protect indigenous society present in the Universities’ Mission to
Central Africa (UMCA); in the devastating Niger Crisis of 1888—92 and the
subsequent revival of the CMS in the 1890s; in the internal conflicts of the
Wesleyans over the cost of their Indian operations; and in the Scottish
Presbyterians’ review of educational strategies in north India.

* CMI (Mar. 1876), pp. 177-8.

26 ‘On Missions to Mohammedans, CMI (Jan. 1876), pp- 6-7; London Secretaries Associ-
ation, minutes, vol. 5, 8 Mar. 1876 and 14 Nov. 1877, Cambridge University Library, Archives of
the British and Foreign Bible Society.
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Apart from the faith missions a new impetus in missionary strategy emerged
from high-church Anglicans. The UMCA, launched with Bishop Charles
Mackenzie’s consecration at Cape Town in 1861, moved significantly beyond
the earlier model of the SPG and the Colonial Bishoprics Fund. The UMCA
prided itself on re-creating a model of the apostolic church held together by
episcopal authority and ecclesiastical discipline. It was also committed to
preserving traditional communities and local custom threatened by Islam
and the ‘debased civilization’ of East Africa’s coastal towns. In the practice of
the UMCA, the importance attached to the possibilities of blending Anglo-
Catholic Christianity with African ways intensified their theologically
informed emphasis on community, authority, obedience, and discipline.
Other adaptations of Britain’s high-church traditions were the Oxford
Mission to Calcutta (1881) and the Cambridge Mission to Delhi (1877). The
Cambridge missionaries constituted themselves the Brotherhood of the
Ascended Christ and led a communal life revolving around pastoral work,
evangelical preaching, and St Stephen’s College. A larger number of unmar-
ried women were drawn together into their own St Stephen’s Community,
initially engaged in zenana missions among secluded Indian women and
later in social and medical work. The Oxford Mission, styled the Brother-
hood of the Epiphany, considered there to be a surfeit of ‘bazaar’ preaching
in Calcutta and therefore concentrated on their own schools and hostels.
Increasingly they worked directly as a mission to the rapidly growing
numbers of Calcutta University students. It was difficult for either mission
to attain the comparative detachment from state and colonial authority
achieved by the UMCA in Africa. From their beginnings they were closely
connected to the SPG, which continued to play a major role in appointing
and funding India’s Anglican episcopate. In 1891 Henry Whitehead, already
Principal of the SPG-run Bishop’s College in Calcutta, was also appointed
superior of the Oxford Mission, while in Delhi the Cambridge Mission took
over the SPG’s missionary work. Both communities began to furnish bishops
for India’s dioceses. Following T. V. French’s appointment to Lahore in 1877,
bishops and brotherhoods developed intimate ties. The Oxford Mission’s
policy under Bishop Johnson (1876—98) was defined by its historian as ‘Do
nothing without the Bishop’*” The missions’ acquisition of city-centre sites

¥ George Longridge, A History of the Oxford Mission to Calcutta (London, 1900), p. 194; cf.
pp. 66-80.
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confirmed their social position and role as frequent visiting places for
representatives of the Raj. They showed no sign of UMCA misgivings
about the onrush of ‘civilization. Absence of obvious hostility to their
activities disinclined them to question the fact of their influence. Lefroy
thus commented, ‘we are here to upset by God’s grace their old faiths and
customs, and to recreate the country in Christ Jesus; and it is only logical to
suppose that we should be very much hated and objected to; only logical, but
somehow hopelessly the reverse of fact.*® The universality of the faith was
matched by belief in the utility of Oxbridge teaching transplanted to Bengal
and Punjab.

This assessment was not as far removed from the UMCA’s belief in
missionary identification with local peoples as it might at first seem.
Anglo-Catholics brought ideas of ‘sympathy’ and practical ‘consideration’
to both South Asia and Central Africa—linked to the possibility of insights
the West might derive from close encounters of the religious kind. These
were present in the Cambridge Mission from its foundation as a result of the
influential teaching of Professor Westcott. That they lent themselves to
expressions of paternalistic self-congratulation should not disguise either
their novelty in the missionary world as a whole or their capacity to subvert
the language of dominance and imperial control in India. In the world of
Hindus and still more of Muslims, the willingness of Anglo-Catholic mis-
sions to treat the beliefs of others with some seriousness was rare. It was an
assessment at the same time widely separated from the world of the UMCA.
Colonial rule in India at the point of the high-church missions’ arrival in the
1870s imposed far greater constraints on missionary ambitions than did
those prevailing in Central Africa at the same time. The authoritarianism
at the heart of the Anglo-Catholic tradition, buttressed by its social connec-
tions, could assert itself more readily under the Raj than in circumstances
where colonial rule had yet to be established.

VI

Other long-established missions recovered missionary fervour through as-
sociation with religious revivals at home and abroad. Methodists at work
along the West African coast in 1876—8 and again in 1885 were excited by
waves of religious revivalism sweeping through their congregations and

% H. H. Montgomery, Life and Letters of George Alfred Lefroy (London, 1920), p. 105.
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attracting new members.*® Whatever differences of understanding may have
existed between cultures, missionaries found in such revivals periodic
reconfirmation of the universality of both their message and their audience.
Bryan Roe returned from the Lagos revival in 1885 not praising Empire but
with renewed ‘faith in [Africa’s] ultimate, social, moral and spiritual regener-
ation’*® Fresh waves of American revivalism swept Britain in the mid-1870s,
generating new currents of enthusiasm associated above all with the annual
Keswick conferences after 1875 (non-denominational, but predominantly
Anglican, gatherings more akin to American camp meetings than conven-
tional conferences) and ongoing revival in the universities after 1880. Central
to the Keswick experience was the prospect of a ‘higher life, a state of
practical holiness and sanctification. Attainable in this world through an
act of faith, and signified by a second conversion, it freed Christians from all
consciousness or traces of sin, effectively setting them apart from most of
their fellows and opening the way to closer Christian community. Here were
fresh criteria against which the reality of converts’ and churchgoers’ religion
might be assessed.

Revivalism came as a mixed blessing to the long-standing societies. Unless
they adapted their image and appeal, they appeared likely to lose many of the
new volunteers to faith missions like the CIM, heterodox organizations such as
the Salvation Army, or even operators on the fringes of the missionary world
like the Methodist Thomas Champness’s Joyful News Evangelists. The CMS
found itself inundated with enquiries from volunteers, often too young or
otherwise as yet unsuitable but whom it judged wise to encourage; compli-
cated arrangements were discussed to maintain volunteers’ links between
CMS and other sources of recruits such as the Mildmay Institution. The new
spirit of Keswick and revival had to be captured, perhaps tamed, but certainly
incorporated into the everyday workings of the mainstream missionary move-
ment. Simultaneously, Keswick itself had to be brought to take more notice of
those societies.” The CMS’s cautious acceptance of this analysis had disastrous
consequences for the Niger Mission, centrepiece of the older Venn strategy.
Brooke and the members of his party were deeply immersed in the revivalist
stream; they brought Keswick standards to bear on Bishop Crowther and his

% Revd George Dyer to General Secretary, 21 Apr. 1876; Revds Bryan Roe and J. T. F. Halligey,
letters to M. Osborn (WMMS Secretary), 8 Dec. 1885, Lagos, MMS, files 1876/10, 1885/35, 36.

3% Revd Bryan Roe, Lagos, to Revd M. C. Osborn, [Dec. 1885], MMS, file 1885/41.

3 Eugene Stock, ‘The Missionary Element’, in Charles F. Harford, ed., The Keswick Conven-
tion: Its Message, its Method and its Men (London, 1907).
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helpers, and found them seriously wanting. Most of the African clergy and
agents were alienated, many were dismissed, and the Bishop was forced into
retirement. Confrontation on the Niger was generated not by a new imperial-
ism or youthful racism, but above all by theological differences. The Niger
Crisis was settled in the revivalist marketplace for missionary recruits, and the
experiment with an African bishop was suspended.

Although imbibing the potentially explosive cocktail of Keswick theology,
pre-millennialism, and institutional innovation, did not generally have such
dramatic and destructive impact, the CMS was not alone in its difficulties. In
West Africa schism rent one mission after another: Presbyterians at Calabar
in 1882, Methodists and Baptists at Lagos between 1884 and 1888. Keswick
enthusiasms spawned independent missions to Lagos and Freetown in 1886,
1888, and 1889. Many Lagos Christians became the target of criticisms similar
to those levied at the Niger, and were no less resentful; but others displayed
evidence of conversion meetings, the personal experience of salvation, and a
missionary commitment of their own, which the Keswick missioners ad-
mired. Elsewhere, in Japan, East Africa, and north India, similar disputes
between missionary generations and local Christians were managed with
varying degrees of success.

VII

It is impossible in the space remaining to do justice to the continuing
complexity of relations between missions and Empire through to 1914. It is
nevertheless the variety of those relationships that must be emphasized.
Notwithstanding that this was the classical period of ‘high imperialism’, the
international networks of the missionary movement continued to expand,
detaching themselves from ‘Empire’ as they did so. At the heart of expansion-
ist forces stood the student missionary movement, rooted in late nineteenth-
century revivalism and born of the American Student Volunteer Movement
in the late 1880s. It grew rapidly to embrace the British Student Volunteer
Missionary Union, the Young Men’s (Women’s) Christian Association, and
the World Student Christian Federation. Inspired by the faith missions,
Keswick’s influence, and its arresting ‘watchword’—‘the evangelization of
the world in this generation’—its most striking pre-war achievement was the
great World Missionary Conference held at Edinburgh in 1910.

Just as the international, global nature of the missionary movement
increasingly set it apart from national governments, so its independence
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gave missionary leaders greater confidence in dealing with secular author-
ities, including humanitarian movements. Increasingly missionaries called
the humanitarian tune, with humanitarians and bodies such as the Anti-
Slavery Society and the Aborigines Protection Society dependent on fluctu-
ating missionary concern. From James Long’s campaign on behalf of Bengali
indigo workers in the 1850s to defence of African land rights against white
and chartered company rule, and the Congo Reform Association after 1904,
it was missions’ capacity to arouse public feeling that gave the humanitarians
political weight and compelled the imperial government to take action.
Involvement in this high-level political campaigning was, as always, under-
pinned by the more general growth of a commitment by individual mission-
aries and ultimately most of their societies to the welfare of indigenous
peoples. In the late nineteenth century this still embodied something of the
earlier anti-slavery cause. However, it was now more often expressed in
support for public works, famine relief, and medical missions, a trend that
often reflected the increasing part played by women in the movement as a
whole.

The willingness and capacity of the missionary movement to remind
imperial authorities of their obligations was not confined to issues of indi-
genous rights. Missions were also seen agitating for imperial intervention to
protect their own rights and freedoms. The partition of Africa gave rise to
several such incidents. Demands that the British imperial government pre-
serve missionary interests against untoward threats from the Portuguese,
expanding Islam in Nyasaland, and the consequences of a British withdrawal
from Uganda, were plentiful and effective. Elsewhere—for example in China
and the Middle East—missions were less successful. However, the variability
of their record itself demonstrates missionaries’ distance from the Empire.
William McCullough wrote feelingly of his experience in India:

It goes against the grain of an orthodox Imperialist like me to do anything in the
way of complaining to Parliament about the Indian Government. I think our
rulers here are often much injured and hampered by that sort of thing. This feeling
on my part does not spring from personal bias. For from European officials in
India 1 have never received anything better than bare civility and very often
worse. .. 'm a missionary first and an Imperialist afterwards and I did not come
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out here to watch my work being stopped by ‘judicial calmness’.

3 To Dr George Smith, 29 Nov. 1893, National Library of Scotland, MS 7839, fo. 108.
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If in many places the missionary at first needed security and protection, in
the aftermath of the European annexations the gradual establishment of
administrative controls often caused missionaries once again to distance
themselves from Empire and its overlords.
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Humanitarians and White Settlers in the
Nineteenth Century

ALAN LESTER

Missionaries often saw themselves as an anomalous element in the Empire:
striving to acquire authority over indigenous people on the one hand, while
resisting aggressive colonial forces on the other. Apart from the anti-slavery
movement, the most celebrated struggles between missions and secular
forces were fought from the late 1820s to the mid-1840s, when missionaries
and their allies posed their model of Christian, humanitarian imperialism as
an alternative to the practices prevailing in the settler colonies. Three par-
ticularly fraught zones of conflict were the Cape Colony, New South Wales,
and New Zealand. Although each of these distant, staggered episodes of
conflict had its own local dynamics and outcomes, they were connected in
debates staged by missionaries, humanitarians, and settlers. Each event was a
battle in a broader ‘propaganda war, fought out across trans-imperial
networks of communication, incorporating such far-flung territories as the
West Indies and India. At stake was the definition and determination of
‘proper’ relations between British colonists and their others.

While many missions blamed settlers for killing and dispossessing indi-
genous peoples, and also for impeding slave emancipation, evangelism, and
‘civilization) settler communities sought material security and accumulation
through a more forceful regulation of enslaved and indigenous peoples.
Parliament’s Select Committee on Aborigines (British Settlements) of
1836—7, initiated by Thomas Fowell Buxton, marshalled the testimony of
missionaries spread through the colonies of settlement, and played a crucial
role in situating Britain’s diverse overseas colonies within a common hu-
manitarian narrative. This narrative challenged settlers by constructing their
behaviour as immoral and threatening their access to government and public
opinion in Britain. However, the ambitious ‘experiment’ in humanitarian
colonial relations that the Aborigines Committee, with its missionary
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informants, helped to conduct, turned out to be brief. By the mid-nineteenth
century many of its own proponents were disillusioned, while its antagonists
had mobilized their own network of influence to win metropolitan support.
Although the humanitarian rhetoric of the missionaries retained its potency
in the later nineteenth century, and certain humanitarian institutions con-
tinued to cast a critical eye over colonial behaviour, they never again
mounted a comparable trans-imperial political challenge to British settler
practices.

Anti-slavery, Thomas Fowell Buxton, and Imperial Humanitarian
Networks

Networks of communication were critical to the construction of the Chris-
tian humanitarian world-view that many missionaries shared. They under-
pinned the anti-slavery movement which linked the West Indies with the
United States and Britain. Key agents in the West Indies had been Noncon-
formist missionaries—mostly Baptists and Wesleyans—for whom slavery
represented the denial of full Christian personhood. The Baptist William
Knibb described Jamaica in the 1820s as a place ‘where Satan reigns with
awful power’” while the enslaved ‘sons of Africa’ formed ‘a pleasing contrast
to the debauched white population’!

West Indian planters reciprocated in kind, charging that missionaries
preaching to enslaved people provided them with ‘new claims for freedom’
that could be appropriated and turned against the ‘master subject’. Mission
churches also ‘provided lines of communication which were crucial to the
organization of resistance’, as manifested in the revolt in Jamaica in 1831. The
capacity of enslaved people to revolt of their own initiative was often denied
by planters, so they directed their rage at the missionaries for preaching
insurrection.” Missionaries constituted an even larger real political threat to
planter interests through their broader trans atlantic networks. Many acted
as informants for the evangelical anti-slavery campaigners associated with
William Wilberforce and the Clapham Sect of activist evangelicals, including
Granville Sharpe, Thomas Clarkson, James Stephen, and Zachary Macaulay.
After helping to bring about the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, the Sect
developed an even more extensive web of evangelical connections. Concern

! Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination,
1830-1867 (Cambridge, 2002), p. 98.
* Ibid., p. 105.
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over the progress of Christianization in the East Indies was galvanized by
John Shore and Charles Grant, both East India Company officials. By the
1820s intermarriage among the Sect’s founding families and new recruits had
produced a ‘second generation’ led by Thomas Fowell Buxton.

A director of the London Missionary Society (LMS), Buxton supported
the Bible and Missionary societies and the prison reform advocated by his
sister-in-law, the Quaker reformer Elizabeth Fry. In 1823 he succeeded
Wilberforce as head of the campaign to abolish slavery in the British col-
onies. As Member of Parliament for Weymouth, he articulated a wide-
ranging programme of reform: ‘How can I promote the welfare of others?
In private, by...sparing on my own pleasure and expending on God’s
service. In public, by attending to the Slave Trade, Slavery, Indian widows
burning themselves, the completion of those objects which have made some
advance, viz. Criminal Law, Prisons, and Police.?

In June 1825 the planters of Barbados lambasted the Methodist missionary
William Shrewsbury for siding with insurrectionary slaves and because ‘he
had actually corresponded with Mr. Buxton!* With prompting and help
from his sister Sarah Maria, his daughter Priscilla and his wife’s cousin Anna
Gurney, Buxton corresponded with such far-flung missionaries as the Angli-
can minister Samuel Marsden in New South Wales, the Quaker missionary
James Backhouse, who moved between various parts of Australia and the
Pacific, and John Philip, Superintendent of the LMS at the Cape. In his own
mind Buxton saw clear connections between the enslavement of African
labour and indigenous peoples threatened by expanding British settlements
in these places.

Great Britain has, in former times, countenanced evils of great magnitude,—
slavery and the Slave Trade; but for these she has made some atonement...An
evil remains very similar in character, and not altogether unfit to be compared
with them in the amount of misery it produces. The oppression of the natives of
barbarous countries is a practice which pleads no claim to indulgence.’

With missionary assistance Buxton aimed to mobilize the heart of Empire
against both forms of oppression.

3 Memoirs of Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, ed. C. Buxton (London, 1848), p. 125.

4 Buxton denied the correspondence; ibid., p. 155.

> Report from the Select Committee on Aborigines (British Settlements) (henceforth Report), PP
(1836—7) VII, p. 75.
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Dr John Philip and the Cape

Buxton’s most prolific colonial correspondent during the 1830s was Philip in
the Cape Colony. With his son-in-law John Fairbairn, editor of the Cape
Town-based South African Commercial Advertiser, Philip denounced the
policies, including pass controls and compulsory apprenticeship, which
bolstered colonial masters’ control over their Khoisan labour force. In 1822
he met Buxton and Wilberforce in London, and with their assistance brought
his campaign to a head in 1828, the same year he published his Researches in
South Africa, which caused a furore in the Cape and Britain.® During the
controversy Buxton raised the issue of the Khoisan in Parliament. Two days
later the Acting Governor of the Cape, Sir Richard Bourke, passed Ordinance
50 abolishing the pass laws, releasing the Khoisan from apprenticeship
requirements, and acknowledging their right to own land.

British settlers established on the eastern frontier in 1820 regarded Ordin-
ance 50 as a disaster. Thomas Stubbs, for example, denounced ‘that abomin-
able false philanthropy which made [the Khoisan] free and ruined
them...They were a people that required to be under control, both for
their own benefit and the public; the same as the slaves in this country.’ J. C.
Chase blamed ‘the pious but gulled John Bull’ for letting himself be duped by
Philip and his allies.” Seemingly oblivious, Buxton moved on, backing an
LMS scheme for promoting Christianization and civilization through the
Kat River settlement for freed Khoisan labourers. After reading one of John
Philip’s letters about progress at Kat River, Buxton was seen by his daughter
walking ‘up and down the room, almost shedding tears of joy to hear of the
prosperity and well-being of these dear people’® Buxton later used the
improving tale of the settlement in parliamentary debates as evidence of
what might be achieved by ending ex-slaves’ apprenticeships in the West
Indies. White colonists, in contrast, set energetically about proving that Kat
River had failed. T. J. Biddulph described it as ‘the most transparent piece of
humbug ever practised upon the public to serve the purposes of unscrupu-
lous, intriguing people’, and the Cape’s new governor from 184y, Sir Henry
Pottinger, characterized the settlement as ‘a concourse of rebellious, idle

¢ Andrew Bank, ‘The Great Debate and the Origins of South African Historiography’, Journal
of African History, XXXVIII (1997), p. 263.

7 M. J. McGinn, J. C. Chase—1820 Settler and Servant of the Colony, MA thesis (Rhodes
University, 1975), p. 8.

® Elizabeth Elbourne, Blood Ground: Colonialism, Missions, and the Contest for Christianity in
the Cape Colony and Britain, 1799-1853 (Montreal, 2002), pp. 271, 272.
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paupers’’ It is not surprising that many of the settlement’s inhabitants
rebelled during the 1850—2 frontier war between colonial and Xhosa forces
and that the settlement was eventually broken up by the local government. It
was a story to be repeated in other settlement colonies where white farmers
determined that no agricultural schemes for indigenous people should be
allowed to succeed. (See pp. 270—71.)

Philip’s next crusade, to prevent the extension of white settlement into
Xhosa territory, also came to grief, though not without a mighty struggle. In
the early 1830s British settlers were allocated land taken from the Ndlambe
Xhosa chiefdom in the hope that they might act as a buffer against Xhosa
raids into the Cape Colony. Having been subjected to a number of such raids
by the early 1830s, prominent settlers, and notably Robert Godlonton, editor
of the Graham’s Town Journal, were beginning to orchestrate a representation
of the ‘typical’ Xhosa as a rapacious cattle thief. Such a representation helped
to legitimize calls for the Xhosa’s further punitive dispossession in order to
allow for the expansion of newly profitable settler sheep farms.

Philip and Fairbairn visited the frontier in 1830 and spoke with Xhosa
chiefs, as well as missionaries of the LMS and Glasgow Missionary Society.
Most of these missionaries would become vital channels for relaying Xhosa
grievances through Philip to Buxton. By the early 1830s Fairbairn’s South
African Commercial Advertiser was increasingly coming into conflict with
Godlonton’s Graham’s Town Journal as a result of their different visions of
‘progress’ along the frontier. The Advertiser saw Godlonton’s programme of
land appropriation and Xhosa punishment as a betrayal of Britain’s civilizing
and Christianizing mission. The contest between humanitarian and settler
agendas in the Cape was brought to a head in the years 1834—6, when all-out
war raged along on the eastern frontier. As Philip was keen to point out, the
Xhosa attack that initiated the war had been provoked by a series of colonial
aggressions, which the Xhosa associated with the British settler presence.
Twenty-four of the settlers were killed in the first onslaught. This ‘Sixth’
Frontier War soon had its counterpart in a discursive war between the settlers
and their evangelical critics. It became a test of strength for the post-
emancipation humanitarian nexus as a whole, as prominent settlers declared
that ‘many of the missionaries have been labouring under the greatest
delusion and although living for years amongst the Kafirs, they have not

® Pottinger to Grey, 16 May 1847, Grey Papers, Durham University; Biddulph’s comments
cited in T. Kirk, ‘Self-Government and Self-Defence in South Africa’, D.Phil. thesis (Oxford,

1975), p- 180.
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been able to form anything like a correct estimate of the character of the
people around them’."

Not all missionaries in the Cape united in opposition to settler projects or
participated in Buxton’s humanitarian network, particularly the frustrated
Wesleyan missionaries, some of whom had themselves been settlers. Bitter at
widespread resistance to his evangelical efforts, the Revd Shrewsbury—the
same man who had been ejected from Barbados by planters for his alleged
correspondence with Buxton—declared even before the war, ‘were it not that
I desire to promote the salvation of their souls, I would not dwell amongst
such a wretched people another hour’. Much to the embarrassment of the
WMMS Directors in London, whose meetings were chaired by Buxton,
Shrewsbury advocated execution of any Xhosa who had taken colonial
lives and the tagging of others so that they could be monitored during
‘merciful” hard labour on colonial roads." The Cape Governor, General Sir
Benjamin D’Urban, who had pronounced the Xhosa ‘irreclaimable savages),
annexed 7,000 square miles of Xhosa land before the end of hostilities and
declared it open to white settlement as Queen Adelaide Province in 1835.

The Aborigines Committee

In his campaign on behalf of the dispossessed Xhosa, Buxton, prompted by
Anna Gurney, took pains to ensure that what was debated was the morality of
British colonization per se. He did so, first, because he had the support of the
Colonial Secretary, Lord Glenelg (son of the Clapham Sect luminary Charles
Grant), and secondly because he made the war in the Cape the occasion for a
parliamentary inquiry into British settlement throughout the Empire. James
Stephen, Under-Secretary at the Colonial Office from 1836, also had Clap-
ham connections; his father-in-law, John Venn, was Rector of Clapham.
Unsurprisingly, Buxton considered Glenelg and Stephen as allies. On hearing
of the Cape frontier war, Buxton wrote to Philip, ‘It will be of great import-
ance to get the ear of the Ministers before they shall have time to form an

' Graham’s Town Journal, 23 Jan. 1835. The word ‘Kafir’, sometimes rendered in other forms,
such as ‘Kaffir, was widely used in 19th-century southern Africa, first as a term for Xhosa-
speaking Africans and later as a term for all African speakers of languages in the Bantu group. By
the 20th century it had become a racial slur akin to ‘nigger’ and so ceased to be used in scholarly
writing.

" Alan Lester, Imperial Networks: Creating Identities in Nineteenth Century South Africa and
Britain (London, 2001), pp. 100-1, 134—6.
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opinion on the Governor’s Despatches on this subject, and one word from
you in the present state of England will be enough to prevent them taking the
wrong course. Anna Gurney compiled a digest of Philip’s letters for the
Colonial Secretary, which Buxton anticipated would be used ‘to save a nation
0f 100,000 beings and several flourishing missions from destruction’. Buxton
also introduced Glenelg to the LMS Secretary, William Ellis, who was
receiving his own independent stream of letters from Philip and the other
South African missionaries.

Buxton had first agitated for a Select Committee to inquire into the
humanitarian allegations about Cape frontier policy in 1834, before the
outbreak of the war, asking Philip to ‘furnish [him] with facts’'* As Chair-
man of the Aborigines Committee, established in 1835, Buxton had authority
to investigate colonial policy throughout the overseas Empire as well as in
New Zealand and the South Sea Islands, where many Britons resided. Buxton
set the tone of the inquiry: “‘What have we Christians done for [the indigen-
ous peoples]? We have usurped their lands, kidnapped, enslaved and
murdered themselves. The greatest of their crimes is that they sometimes
trespass into the lands of their forefathers; and the very greatest of their
misfortunes is that they have ever become acquainted with Christians.
Shame on such Christianity!® After hearing testimony from colonists,
officials, and above all missionaries from the widely scattered territories,
Buxton invited Philip, Anna Gurney, and Priscilla Buxton to help him
write the Committee’s Report."* It supplied the definitive humanitarian,
missionary-informed, analysis of the evils of settler-led colonialism. The
Report concluded that all over the globe ‘the intercourse of Europeans in
general, without any exception in favour of the subjects of Great Britain, has
been, unless when attended by missionary exertions, a source of many
calamities to uncivilized nations’.”

To get the Report accepted by the end of the 1837 parliamentary session,
Buxton had to tone down his scathing criticisms of the Cape’s colonial
authorities and the British settlers. Nevertheless, the hearings had already

'* Buxton, Memoirs, p. 361; J. G. Pretorius, The British Huma