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Abstract

Missionaries were major providers of education to Indigenous peoples in the colonial world. They
hoped both to convert their pupils to Christianity as well as to ensure that their converts had a
Christian environment in which aspects of Western education were taught within the class room.
The relationship between missionaries, Governments and Indigenous peoples was, however, often
strained as has been demonstrated in Part I of this two-part article, which examined various
responses in different geopolitical and social settings to missionary education. Part II examines
some of the scholarly debates and research directions surrounding how missionaries, as some of
the first as well as the longest serving providers of education to Indigenous peoples, transmitted
and instilled Western notions of race, class and gender to those peoples amongst whom they
worked. Although the study of missions has received increased attention in the last few decades
within areas such as anthropology, gender studies, post-colonial studies and area studies, there are
still many aspects of missionary schooling that remain understudied. This research overview there-
fore also provides some future directions for the study of missionaries and their education of
Indigenous and non-European peoples in the long 19th century.

The schooling of the so-called ‘heathen’ was of paramount importance for all 19th cen-
tury missionary organizations. In some places missionaries established schools before
churches, indicating the central position that schooling had in the missionary endeavor.1

The provision of education to Indigenous and non-European peoples was a means to
encourage non-Europeans’ participation in the missionary endeavor, and to draw people
into the sphere of influence of the mission. It was also, like contemporaneous schooling
in Europe, a way to instill a ‘‘moral technology’’ upon the next generation.2 Missionaries
often saw themselves as a moral, stabilizing force for Indigenous peoples that had been
caught up amongst the disarray brought about by the great social transformations that
colonialism brought with it. Yet through schooling missionaries themselves hoped to
enact a transformative process from ‘heathen’ and ‘uncivilized’ native to ‘civilized’ and
Christian convert.
For evangelical Protestants the reading of the Bible was an essential skill needed to

open the Word of God to individuals, with schooling being the means to teach people
to read the Bible for themselves and to help form better Christians. Thus, at the begin-
ning of the 19th century missionaries believed that schooling non-Europeans in Western,
Christian knowledge would ‘raise’ the so-called ‘heathen’, and bring him or her into the
folds of ‘civilization’, yet by the end of the century, missionaries—under the influence of
increasingly proscriptive governmental education policies; the ambivalent or negative atti-
tudes of colonial society towards indigenous education; and the lack of outstanding suc-
cess in ‘raising’ their protégée to the standards deemed necessary to assimilate into
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European colonial society—had often replaced this aim for a more humble desire to pro-
vide vocational training to their pupils.
In Part I of this two-part article, I argued that the role of missionaries in Indigenous

education was ambiguous and often contradictory. The examination of Church-State
relations and Indigenous actions and reactions in that article demonstrated that although
the aim of missionary education remained constant—that is to bring people to Christian-
ity—missionaries needed to respond dynamically to specific geographical, political, and
social situations. Moreover, I argued that the recent focus upon Church-State relations
and Indigenous actions and reactions in terms of missionary education stemmed from an
increased historical awareness of the need both for a nuanced reading of the missionary
endeavor as well as to include Indigenous experiences in the historical narrative. As men-
tioned in Part I, methodological shifts have encouraged a broader academic focus upon
missionary work, which, in turn, has shifted missionary history beyond the narrow con-
fines of Church or religious history. The work stemming from gender, subaltern, and
postcolonial studies has also had a major impact on broadening our understanding of mis-
sionary work. This essay will explore the developments in and prospects for how themes
of race, class, and gender are examined in scholarship on missionary education.

Race and Class

The 17th-century natural philosopher John Locke’s idea that the mind was a blank sla-
te—a tabula rasa—was broadly circulated throughout the 19th century, and had currency
amongst those who thought about education. Philosophers in the 19th century were
ambivalent about the capacity of the minds of ‘primitive peoples’ for Western education,
yet positive missionary experiences had demonstrated that if ‘heathen’ children were
instructed in Western missionary education from a young age, they could be raised as
Christians and could proficiently learn Western forms of knowledge.3 James Campbell
has argued that: ‘‘For all its manifest limitations, 19th century missionary education rested
on assumptions of liberal universalism.’’4 Yet, missionaries were also affected by, and
effected, the hardening of racial determination at the end of the 19th century.5 A shift is
apparent in missionary writings from those in the 18th century that deemed the so-called
‘primitive peoples’ to be innocent and child-like, to writings in the 19th century that
placed many non-Europeans on the lowest points of the racial-cultural scale.6 Added to
this was the assumption that the broader ideas of welfare and of educating the poor in
Britain through charity and Sunday schools ought to be applied to missionary efforts to
educate non-European peoples.7 Moreover, there were analogies between the poor laws
of Britain, which also related to the treatment of peoples of lower-class in the colonies,
and the treatment of Indigenous peoples. Missionaries engaged in schooling Indigenous
peoples with the belief that education would help ‘raise’ them to the level of working-
class whites. For example, in Canada in the 19th century Protestant and Catholic mis-
sionaries undertook the bulk of the humanitarian work amongst First Nation peoples,
including education and medical treatment, but educated them generally only to the level
received by the poorest class of European-Canadians.8 This conflation of race and class
was also evident within colonial Australia.9

The position that an Indigenous or non-European person could hold in society was, in
part, contingent upon how much education the person received. In Australia, for exam-
ple, Aboriginal children were only taught rudimentary skills—mostly by missionar-
ies—that would not allow them to fully participate in the colonial society, even if they
had wanted to.10 Participation in society is also contingent upon the capacity to communicate
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in mutually intelligible languages, and, since culture is transmitted though language, the
language of instruction was an important consideration not only for missionaries, but also
for all colonial governments. Should missionaries teach in the vernacular, as the
Orientalists proposed for India? Or in English, as proposed by the ‘Anglicists’,11 even
though it was neither the native language of the Indigenous peoples, nor, in many cases,
the native language of the missionaries themselves? Most missionary groups, suggests Nor-
man Etherington, preferred to teach in local languages; a method which has helped to
codify, and in some cases preserve, Indigenous languages,12 but which was ultimately
encouraged by missionaries so that they could more quickly spread the Christian mes-
sage.13 Moreover, some missionaries in Africa were concerned that if they taught their
pupils too much English then they may alienate their African converts from broader
social networks, and thus reduce their accessibility to further potential converts.14 Yet, in
the context of India, T. B. Macaulay’s 1835 ‘‘Minute on Education’’ laid the path for Eng-
lish-language schools for a few elites, with the idea that there would be a filtration effect
by which other parts of society would benefit and learn from those elite who had
received English language training.15 The Scottish missionary Alexander Duff advocated
the use of English in Indian schools, for he believed that Sanskrit was an ‘evil’ language
filled with cultural falsehoods.16 The English-language education of an elite class in India,
however, provided fodder for anxieties in other colonies as English-language schooling
was perceived to have contributed to the Indian Mutiny of 1857, with colonial officers,
white settlers, and missionaries wishing to avoid similar experiences, especially in Africa.17

Writing on Kenya, Robert Strayer has suggested that an intellectual shift occurred in
British thought in the late 19th century, in which Africans were no longer seen as being
able to rise above their perceived state of cultural inferiority with the help of Western
education (the ‘‘conversionism’’ perspective), rather they were deemed biologically infe-
rior and thus unable to be improved through Western education (the ‘‘trusteeship’’ per-
spective).18 Strayer further argues that the consequences for missionary education were
such that it was deemed questionable whether there was any benefit in providing Africans
with an academic education in English. The introduction of English-language schooling
was thus contested in Africa, however, by the end of the century English dominated with
its use legislated through governmental acts and furthermore connected to governmental
funding for mission schools.19 Although missionaries were not always in unanimous
agreement with governmental English-language policies, one commonality that emerges
is that race, class, and the perceived capacity for English-language study were intertwined
concepts, all of which influenced whom missionaries saw as target audiences and what
was taught.

Gender

Despite the fact that the majority of British missionaries sent out in the 19th century
were women, and that Indigenous and non-European women made up a substantial pop-
ulation on mission stations, gender, as an analytical concept, has not been applied in the
history of missions until relatively recently.20 Mission schools were themselves gendered
sites. For example, female missionary teachers were seen as the most appropriate teachers
for female pupils and their presence was thus desired, as exemplified by female missionar-
ies for the exclusively female space of the Zenana in India.21 The increase in the number
of female teachers in Europe and the colonies reflected the changing British class struc-
ture, yet at the same time female missionary teachers in the colonies often emphasized
domesticity and enforced conservative gender norms.22 Yet, missionary education also
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functioned as tool of emancipation for women of all cultures, including the British. In
India for example, missionary education of females was deemed a way to extract them
from the perceived dangers of traditional practices such as sati and female infanticide.23

For British women also, positions as teachers, nurses and doctors in the mission field24

provided them with professional opportunities for emancipation from gender ideals in the
home country.25 However, whether missionary organizations themselves encouraged such
emancipation from normative gender roles through professional work such as teaching
has not been sufficiently studied. We do know that single women were actively recruited
to be teachers by Protestant missionary societies not least of all because they were gener-
ally in greater supply and cost less than their male counterparts,26 with Catholic nuns also
playing a significant role in teaching.27 Thus, missionary education provided an opportu-
nity not only for European but also for non-European women to escape strong cultural
norms.28

However, in some places, such as Southern Rhodesia, the education of women was
neglected by missionaries as well as European settlers and officials into the 20th century.29 This
omission of women from spheres of Western missionary education was to some degree
fed by anxiety over losing control over women and their sexuality. As Ann Stoler has
argued in the context of the Dutch West Indies, female native sexuality was a major
point of anxiety for white colonial officers in the 19th and twentieth centuries.30 Similar
concerns were expressed in the British Empire, with missionaries being very concerned
with creating and maintaining appropriate sexual behavior amongst their charges.31 When
women were educated, it was often with middle-class femininity in mind, which
demanded a cultural transformation of those non-European women to conform to Euro-
pean notions of femininity.32 Despite such cultural transformations, missionaries often col-
lapsed the categories of race and class and preferentially arranged marriages of their
protégée amongst people of similar racial background, irrespective of the proposed
spouses’ educational achievements.33 In places as far apart as Uganda and Hong Kong,
the teaching of female pupils within missionary schools was undertaken with similar ideals
of creating ideal female converts; ideals that often limited women in comparison to their
traditional roles, or did not take into account female aspirations.34 Fiona Leach has argued
that in Africa such missionary education for girls generally ‘‘privileged male interests and
perceived male needs.’’35 Gender-specific secular subjects such as needlework were often
taught in mission schools with the expectation that this would prepare native women to
be good Christian wives for their native Christian husbands. Moreover, needlework
enabled women to pragmatically provide clothes for mission residents, as well as to obtain
extra income through selling their products. Needlework samples were also used as mis-
sionary propaganda in the metropolis.36 Yet for all the research on how non-European
females were shaped through missionary encounters and education, there has been little
research undertaken on how masculinity—both for male missionaries as well as non-
Europeans men—was shaped through missionary encounters,37 or, especially pertinent for
this essay, through missionary education.

Conclusion and further areas of research

Both Part I and II of this article have highlighted some important themes currently influ-
encing the scholarship on missionary education, and provided some historiographical
insight as to the development of such avenues of research. As has been seen in Part I, the
examination of mission history outside of the realms of religious and Church history had
led to a broadening of perspectives as to the role of Church-State relations in missionary
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education as well as to the various ways in which Indigenous peoples have engaged in,
and disengaged from missionary education. The scholarship has moved from a position in
which Indigenous peoples were seen as purely reacting to missionary education, to being
aware of the complex negotiations, interactions, and encounters surrounding the provi-
sion of schooling on mission stations. Part II has demonstrated that the dynamic interac-
tions between various social expectations of British and non-British peoples over
missionary education had both the potential to solidify and to disturb the categories of
gender, class and race on the mission station as well as in broader colonial and British
social settings. Although numerous themes were examined separately in the two parts of
this essay, the examination of mission history from a wide variety of disciplines and
academic perspectives has demonstrated that categories are messy and often blurred. This
in itself is an indication of the continued need for detailed analysis. However, there still
remains a tension between examining missionary history through in-depth case studies, or
through large-scale comparative studies, for both offer advantages and both have their
limitations.
Moreover, research into missionary education remains geographically patchy. Despite

the abundance of research on the history of missionary education in India and British
Africa, there has been relatively little material published on missionary education in Ocea-
nia or South-East Asia. This lack of research may, in some places, be due to the per-
ceived insignificant effects of missionary education.38 The same cannot, however, be said
of the Pacific, where in places such as the Solomon Islands, missionaries were the only
providers of education until well into the 20th century.39 Furthermore, there has been
comparatively little written about the New England-type settler colonies,40 with more
being written about Canada than Australia or New Zealand. More comparative research
would be welcome, especially since comparisons between these three former colonies
would illuminate their assimilative and segregationalist policies.41

Although some work has been undertaken on the effects that missionary education had
on educational policy in India and also on how this was transferred to educational policy
in Africa,42 the transfer process of government policy to other parts of the empire and its
subsequent effects on missionary education remains less understood.43 Over thirty years
ago, Patricia Rooke noted that ‘‘evangelicalism has not generally been examined in terms
of pedagogical transfers or educational influences.’’44 Her statement still rings true for,
apart from the transfer of LMS educational techniques from the slums of London to the
South Pacific, and some recent work on India,45 most of the work that has been under-
taken on educational transfers refers more to moments in which missionaries were com-
pelled to fit within external frameworks, rather than illuminating any pedagogical
transfers that evangelicals initiated themselves.46 Examples such as the communication
of educational ideas between England and India,47 or the later work of the Phelps-
Stokes Commission on education in British Eastern and Western Africa in the 1920s,48

underscore this point. It is also somewhat surprising that, despite missionaries being mem-
bers of one of the most connected professions in the 19th century,49 there remains a pau-
city of studies pertaining to how individual missionaries, or missionary societies,
transferred and communicated information to each other about different pedagogical
methods. This is especially surprising since missionaries were well aware of each other’s
presence in the field, and missionary education was a topic of intense debate at missionary
conferences throughout the 19th century,50 culminating in a systematic consideration of
African education at the World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh in 1910.51

Whilst there is no doubt that Indigenous peoples actively partook in missionary educa-
tion, there has been relatively little recent research undertaken on pupil numbers and on
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how representative these numbers might be of entire populations.52 Research also
remains limited on the economics of missionary schools. We know that schools were
required to raise funds for both structural aspects as well as personnel. Knowledge of just
how this was achieved remains, however, sketchy. Educational sociology might be useful
in extending knowledge in these areas.53 More research also needs to be undertaken into
mission schools as sites of cross-cultural encounters, not just between Western missionar-
ies and non-European pupils, but also between white and non-European pupils and
between pupils of different cultural backgrounds. Although newer trends in 19th century
imperial history—which has moved from geographically specific studies to broader trans-
national, globally interlaced histories, with a strong focus upon cultural history54—have
emerged, the study of missionary schooling has not fully profited from these new direc-
tions. Much work has been undertaken on the cultural transformations that missionary
schooling could and did engender (through language and gender constructs), as well as
on the agency of non-Europeans in embracing or rejecting missionary schooling. Less has,
however, been written about hybridity,55 time or space,56 and how these aspects also
effected cultural transformations.
Thus, although the study of missionary education is increasing in volume and broaden-

ing in scholarly focus, there are still numerous aspects that remain understudied. The
work that has nevertheless been undertaken has profited from the insights of anthropol-
ogy, post-colonial theory, and the need to see the relationship between missionaries and
governments in a nuanced light. Such work has added to our understanding of how, in
the dynamic and constantly changing environments of colonial societies, missionaries
were the instigators of schooling, yet their work was contingent on both native as well as
governmental engagement. One constant in this dynamic was the belief of missionary
societies’ in their positions as the most appropriate organizations for providing indigenous
peoples with Western, and implicitly religious, schooling, in order to protect indigenous
peoples from the perceived negative effects and aspects of Western civilization. However,
during the course of the 19th century secular education was increasingly seen as a part of
the modern nation state, and thus, missionaries needed to legitimize their continued
involvement in indigenous education. Research on missionary involvement in indigenous
education has aided our knowledge of how religious and humanitarian ideas for indige-
nous education were enacted and maintained in increasingly structurally secular colonial
sites; sites that were themselves often on the cusp of becoming nation states. Further
research into all of these aspects would contribute to our understanding of the common-
alties and differences of colonial missionary education to vast numbers of the world’s pop-
ulation in the 19th century, and to the social, political, economic and religious changes
that these schools effected.
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suggests that only about 10.3% of the total population attended missionary schools in the British West Indies during
the Apprentice period. In Fiji, according to Carmen White, a third to a half of all Fijians obtaining, or having
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missionary schools in the British Empire. See: Bellenoit, Missionary Education, 4.
54 See for example: John Gascoigne, ‘The Expanding Historiography of British Imperialism’, The Historical Journal,
49 ⁄ 2 (2006): 577–92.
55 The concept of hybridity, a classic term in post-colonial discourse, has not made a great impact on the research
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example: Bain Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines, (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989); Jamie S. Scott, ‘Penitential
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