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In the early decades of the nineteenth century, British missionaries disrupted the 

century-old tea-trade triangle by their insistence on penetrating the closed Chinese empire. 

Their cultural knowledge made these missionaries attractive potential allies for merchants 

while also giving accounts of their mission a literary appeal. Although missionary writing 

was intended for specifically Evangelical audiences, the influence of these works extended to 

popular culture and into the crafting of foreign policy for the Opium War as the political 

situation in China intensified due to opium trafficking.   

 The first chapter traces the scholarly traditions on mission and imperialism, and the 

missionary movement in China. It also shows that two differing perspectives on mission and 

empire derive from competing subcultures in early-nineteenth-century Britain: middle-class 

popular culture and the growing Evangelical subculture. The second chapter adapts the 

notions of ñimagined communitiesò and an ñimperial archiveò for considering ways in which 

Evangelicals created literatureðan ñEvangelical Archiveòðthat formulated and maintained 

their conceptual unity both at home and with their missionaries and converts abroad. Aimed 
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at recruiting missionaries, encouraging believers, providing ethnology, and garnering 

support, mission narratives first emerged from the difficult mission context of China. The 

third chapter contrasts Evangelical representations of China with those by Thomas 

DeQuincey, Jesuit missionaries, and travel writers. Encoding spiritual terms for both spiritual 

and material subjects of attention, mission narratives assisted in coloring China as dark and 

depraved in opposition to Christianityôs enlightening brightness. The fourth chapter examines 

the work of Charles Gutzlaff, Journal of Three Voyages, and demonstrates a shift in the 

Evangelical approach to both British culture and foreign peoples, and thus a refiguring of the 

relationship between mission and empire. The chapter also shows how the distribution of the 

Gospel in China and the circulation of Gutzlaffôs writing in Britain provided justifications for 

the Opium War, while at the same time they revealed a growing division of opinion among 

Evangelicals regarding cooperation with commerce and government.  

The dissertation argues that the mission in China represents a shift in British thinking 

about mission and empire, which reflects the achievement of Evangelical hegemony in 

British culture.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: IMPERIALISM, CHINA, AND EVANGELICALISM 

 

 

ñGo, ye, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 

of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that 

I have commanded you.ò  

  ðMatthew 28.19 

 

éan evangelical is one who preaches and lives, personally and in his ministry, in 

the light of the [gospel] message. 

ðCharles Simeon, sermon on ñEvangelical Religionò  

 

There is a destiny now possible to usðthe highest ever set before a nation to be 

accepted or refused. We are still undegenerate in race; a race mingled of the best 

northern blood. éWe have been taught a religion of pure mercy, which we must 

either now betray, or learn to defend by fulfilling. And we are rich in an 

inheritance of honour, bequeathed to us through a thousand years of noble history, 

which it should be our daily thirst to increase with splendid avarice, so that 

Englishmen, if it be a sin to covet honour, should be the most offending souls 

aliveé. 

  ðJohn Ruskin, Lectures on Art 

 

 

Following from the commingling of the three ideas represented above, nineteenth-

century Christian mission to foreign peoples has drawn to itself the near unanimous 

condemnation of recent scholarship for serving as the handmaiden of British imperialism, 

an image that Brian Stanley in The Bible and the Flag has called ñone of the 

unquestioned orthodoxies of general historical knowledgeò (12).  The Evangelical 

commitment to follow faithfully the perceived prescriptions of the Bible, with special 

attention to spreading the gospel, coalesced with a broad moment in the history of 
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worldwide cultural collision to produce a century of religious activity unprecedented in 

the West.  The scope of this activityðthe extent of the going, the making of multi-

national disciples, the preaching and the living on the other side of the world, the 

cherished destiny, the honor of the task and finally its offending defenseðwould have 

been impossible to conceive without the birth, growth, and eventual strength of empire.  

As the Rev. William Ellis suggests in his introduction to one missionaryôs work, the 

power of technology, of arms and organization, of material and intellectual production, 

seemed to open ñbefore them a wide door, and effectualò for bringing into the domain of 

Christendom all those nations to which Christ had commanded his disciples to go (xc). 

 Exposing the recklessness of British power and coercive cultural influence 

exercised to the disadvantage of non-European populations in the nineteenth-century has 

been the honorable task of postcolonial criticsðboth political and literaryðparticularly 

over the last quarter of the twentieth century.  More often than not, these critics of 

oppressive cultural interaction consider the role of Christian missionaries as complicit in 

the imperial project that took its characteristic ñcivilizingò approach.  Despite general 

agreement concerning a mutually constituted relationship between the missionary 

movement and the spread of empire, there is, however, significant variety in the degree to 

which critics have assigned agency, intent, and effect to mission activity. Studies of 

empire that include in their purview the place of Christian missions have tended to divide 

into two groups depending upon their view of whether the adoption of Christianity has 

been ultimately either negative or positive for the colonized people.  There are long 

traditions of both interpretations, each originating in the nineteenth century itself. 
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 A journalistic debate in the first decade of the nineteenth century usefully 

illustrates the diverging directions of the two traditions of criticism concerning 

missionary activity.  Responding to the public discussion on the mutiny of sepoys at 

Vellore in 1806, Sidney Smithôs article in the Edinburgh Review for April, 1808, ñIndian 

Missions,ò takes a pointedly negative view of Evangelical missions and missionaries, 

arguing that not only are their efforts resulting in violent reaction from otherwise 

peaceful natives, but that these Indians are better off without the version of Christianity 

brought by the ignorant Baptists (who he anachronistically names Anabaptists).  

Dismissively, he writes, ñBut if a tinker is a devout man, he infallibly sets off for the 

East. Let any man read the Anabaptist missions; ð can he do so, without deeming such 

men pernicious and extravagant in their own country; and without feeling that they are 

benefiting us much more by their absence, than the Hindoos by their advice?ò (180). 

Representing the view of religious rationalism within the Church of England, Smithôs 

understands nonconformist missions and missionaries as ultimately a plague on everyone, 

both British and native.   

Replying to Smithôs censure of mission, Robert Southeyôs article in the Quarterly 

Review for February, 1809, ñAccount of the Baptist Missionary Society,ò takes a more 

sympathetic position toward missionary activity in India. Whereas Smith explores the 

belief that devout Hindus may be better off without Christianity, Southey assumes their 

need for conversion and consequently sympathizes with the aims of the Evangelical 

mission.  In arguing that although not ñthe best that could be imaginedðthey are the best 

that can be foundò (222), Southey contends, ñThe efforts which they are making to 

disseminate the Gospel are undoubtedly praise-worthy, and though not always wisely 
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directed, not more erroneously than was to be expected from their inexperience in the 

arduous task which they have undertaken, and from the radical errors of their system of 

beliefò (195).  Although not an Evangelical himself, Southey takes the role of advocate 

for mission because he considers the overall effects of their efforts as a positive and 

praise-worthy alteration for converting Indians.   

 While both Smith and Southey assume empire and discuss mission without any 

critical awareness of the intrinsically exploitative posture of the British power position, 

their arguments on this political crisis foreshadow the opposing viewpoints on mission 

that developed through the colonial period and became sharpened in postcolonial debate.  

These viewpoints are recognizable as the roles of prosecutor and advocate, each with 

characteristic accents of abuse and apology respectively.            

 

I.  The Missiological Perspective  

 

Following from Southeyôs position, the more widely accepted tradition until the 

1960s was that of the advocate, what I call the missiological perspective.
1
 This scholarly 

approach to the study of Western mission, following Southeyôs defense, assumes 

thoughtful agency and benign intent on the part of missionaries, looks for and affirms 

positive outcomes from cross-cultural interaction, and is concerned to identify where the 

mission has been accomplished in the sense of a permanent indigenous Christian 

population. Despite their positive sympathy with missionary goals and results, the 

                                                 
1
  My term missiological perspective should be distinguished from missiology, ñthe study of the 

salvation activities of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit throughout the world geared toward bringing the 

kingdom of God into existenceò (Verkuyl 5). The missiological perspective is a historiographical grouping 

of studies interested in Christian missions as historical events, and who interpret those events as positive. 

Although their worldviews may be informed by missiology, their writing is not primarily concerned with 

the spiritual realm. For a discussion of distinctions between missiology and secular scholarship, see Stanley 

Skreslet, ñThinking Missiologically about the History of Missions.ò   
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missiological perspective is not necessarily uncritical of mission methodology. On the 

contrary, one aim of such work is to show how missionary activity has produced anger 

and backlash in native populations and to determine the errors in mission methodology 

that resulted in such responses.   

 The missiological perspective owed its enduring strength to the long 

establishment of British missions through the nineteenth century and to the entrenchment 

of Evangelical hegemony in Britain and the United States which I will discuss later.  

During the century, the vigorous activity of British missionaries abroad merged into the 

stream of unquestioned cultural assumptions that Stuart Hall has described as ñRuling or 

dominant conceptions of the worldéthat accumulate the symbolic power to map or 

classify the world for othersé [and] acquire not only the constraining power of 

dominance over other modes of thought but also the inertial authority of habit and 

instinct. It becomes the horizon of the taken-for-granted: what the world is and how it 

works, for all practical purposesò (44).  The running of the mission machineðraising 

support, sending out missionaries, receiving reports, and sending supportðhelped form 

the horizon of where Britain extended.  As an accepted conception, the cooperation of 

mission with empire was not a matter for critical examination, except for those in the 

missionary societies considering how to improve mission methods for new populations 

(and for colonial populations groaning under the yoke of Western exploitation).     

 Perhaps the first British writer to step from strict missiology to the more critical 

missiological perspective was the English missionary Roland Allen.  His first book, 

Missionary Methods: St. Paulôs or Ours? (1912), was the product of his experience 

during the Boxer Rebellion in China, a political crisis that challenged his thinking on how 
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missionary methods appeared to the natives.  Pointing to the Boxerôs perception of 

missionaries as agents of British imperial advance, he argues that the Western approach 

of establishing mission stations and adhering to a policy of paternalism in church 

structure is a form of ecclesiastical imperialism.  Following the arguments of Henry Venn 

early in the nineteenth century, who urged a policy of native church-planting that would 

be self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating, Allenôs work radically 

conflicted with his contemporariesô practice of maintaining white leadership in 

indigenous churches.  Nevertheless, Allenôs work firmly established a missiological 

perspective that was at once critical of obvious missionary collusion with empire and at 

the same time assumed the larger good of mission. 

 Allenôs work precipitated discussions within the Western Christian community 

regarding the sustainability and practicality of mission in the modern world.  Even as 

Western empires began to show weariness, liberal theologians, particularly in America, 

began to question whether Christianity were not but one of many ways to salvation. The 

prevailing view at the World Missionary Conference in Jerusalem of 1928 was later 

expressed in notable report, Rethinking Missions (1932), whose principle author was the 

philosopher William Ernest Hocking.  The report argues that the missionary task changes 

over time.  With self-reflective honesty, the report foregrounds the history of Protestant 

mission in both its positives and negatives, including the ñfact . . . that their work has 

tended to create a receptivity to the products and ideas of the country of their origin 

é[and] the preaching of Christ has at times been the prelude or the pretext for 

exploitation by other handsò (11).  The new task of mission is not to convert, but to aid 

the maturation of various religions and bring each into a worldwide fellowship with its 
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own unique place.  Although this argument was virulently opposed by continental 

theologians influenced by Karl Barthôs systematic theology, both the liberal authors 

agitating for change and their orthodox opponents were agreed in their hostility to 

secularism.  In this agreement against secular infringement, despite their contrasting 

views of the aim of mission, the liberal and orthodox students of mission and empire 

maintained a missiological perspective that interpreted positive results from missionary 

activity and took for granted that mission would and ought to continue in some form.
2
 

  In the 1950s and 1960s, as colonies began to assert their independence, the 

debate over mission and empire realized new levels of complexity.  At the same time that 

leaders of the Asian and African socialist movements vocalized long-standing resentment 

against colonial administration and cultural rapacity, there were other voices both native 

and British interested in the honor of the early missionaries.  In the face of the political 

and cultural backlash, adherents to the missiological perspective were anxious to preserve 

the dignity of their own religious heritage.  Their difficult task was the separation of good 

motives with bad results, and poor methods with perceived providential outcomes.  

 Many in the earliest generation of nationalist leaders who had received their 

education from British institutions tended to retain this sympathy towards the history of 

Christian mission despite calling for an end to foreign leadership in that area (Thorne 11).  

Perhaps the most notable expression of this critical sympathy was delivered by Kwame 

                                                 
2
  Despite the influence of this theological debate on mission societies, the most well-known and still 

the most comprehensive scholarly treatment of the history of missions and empire, Kenneth Scott 

Latouretteôs seven-volume History of the Expansion of Christianity (1938), dominated the subject in the 

first half of the twentieth century.  Although firmly within the missiological perspective, Latouretteôs 

history takes a step beyond the hagiographic affirmations of previous writers attempting such a sweeping 

project.  This work takes into account the criticisms raised by Allen a generation earlier and continually 

queries imperial mission methodology by presenting negative consequences to culture and politics along 

with results that missionaries considered positive.  
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Nkrumah, leader of the Convention Peopleôs Party in the Gold Coast (later Ghana).  In 

1957, Nkrumah gave public honor at the Ghana assembly of the International Missionary 

Council to ñthe great work of missionaries in West Africa,ò particularly those who had 

died ñfor the enlightenment and welfare of this landò (qtd. in Stanley 16).  At the same 

time, Nkrumah and other nationalist political leaders were vocally critical of missionary 

paternalism reflected in the continued presence of white Christian authority where 

national churches were already established.
3
         

The missiological perspective was not without its native defenders in the 

academic realm as well.  Among the most noted African academics writing historical 

apology for mission, the Nigerian J.F.A. Ajayi argues in Christian Missions in Nigeria, 

1841-1891ðThe Making of a New Elite (1965) that Church Missionary Society mission 

work in his country was primarily responsible for positive development in native 

education and the growth of an African governmental impulse, particularly through the 

indigenization policies of the CMS director Henry Venn.  In an even earlier unpublished 

essay, ñHenry Venn and the Policy of Development,ò Ajayi makes what has become a 

standard critical move among those holding the missiological perspective by dividing 

missionaries into good and bad.  In his own terms,  

Missionaries who set out to change a peopleôs religion and beliefs are, by 

definition, reformers and must be regarded as Developers. On the other hand, 

there were many missionaries who denied that they had any business promoting 

civilization in other countries. The idea of the Developers was in fact not so much 

missionary as mid-Victorian, arising out of the influence the Abolitionists exerted 

upon peopleôs thinking towards Africans, as well as the confidence of the 

                                                 
3
  Other examples of national leaders expressing debt to mission schools were ten of the seventeen 

cabinet members in Kenyaôs Jomo Kenyattaôs first government who were educated at Alliance High School 

in Kikuyuland; the political elite in Nyasaland educated at the Livingstonia Mission; and in the South 

African National Congress, the Zulu Christian Albert Luthuli held fast to his religious upbringing. Further 

discussion of this subject is explored by Adrian Hastings in A History of African Christianity 1950-1975 

(1979), esp. 95-97, 150-151.  
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Victorians in their progress and the assurance that others would approximate to 

their civilization in so far as those others progressed. (qtd. in Warren, To Apply 

16) 

 

In agreement with African socialists, he affirms that there were missionaries who 

manipulated and committed cultural homicide, yet in an effort to distinguish his own 

Christian heritage, Ajayi presents a tradition of missionary dissentðfaithful missionaries 

as opposed to the civilizing mission of ñDevelopers.ò
4
  

With such assistance coming from native adherents to the missiological 

perspective, Western scholars in this tradition developed a much more nuanced reading 

of mission history during the 1960s that could include a large degree of moral 

condemnation within arguments that, taken as a whole, constitute support for mission.
5
  

Chief among these are Canon Max Warren and Bishop Stephen Neill.  Speaking from 

within the Christian mission tradition, their works engage criticisms from secular writers 

from the emerging postcolonial world by agreeing with points of censure while also 

pressing for inclusion of the positive perspective.  

 As contemporaries in the Anglican church and educated as theologians, Warren 

and Neill wrote as academic historians following several decades of experience as 

missionaries.  The son of an Irish missionary to Northern India, Warren inherited the 

                                                 
4
  Similar to Ajayiôs critical sympathies, another Nigerian, Emmanuel Ayankanmi Ayandele, writes 

more explicitly in The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria 1842-1914 (1966) about the social and 

political benefits of mission activity in Nigeria that were not eclipsed by overweening British policies. For 

more recent sympathetic postcolonial readings of Christian mission, also with biographical connections to 

the missions, see especially Mrinalini Sebastian, ñReading Archives from a Postcolonial Feminist 

Perspectiveò (2006); and R.S. Sugirtharajah, The Bible and the Third World: Precolonial, Colonial, and 

Postcolonial Encounters (2001) 

 
5
  Despite this evidence for occasional agreement between writers from postcolonial sites and 

Western critics, Susan Thorne asserts that historical debate over colonial-era Christian expansion has been 

split between metropolitan scholars and ñHistorians of colonized or formerly colonized societies [who] 

have typically viewed foreign missions as an expression of the exigencies of colonial rule, a theologically 

and politically undifferentiated agency of the British colonial stateò (25). The effort of several nationalist 

leaders and scholars, however, was precisely to differentiate between theology and politics. 

  



 

10 

mission life and went to Nigeria with the Church Missionary Society as an adult before 

tuberculosis forced his retirement home. As Secretary of the CMS and then Canon of 

Westminster, Warren produced a prodigious amount of missiological work, but his two 

most notable studies, The Missionary Movement from Britain in Modern History (1965) 

and Social History and Christian Mission (1967) adopt the more removed and critical 

missiological perspective.  In agreement with his African contemporaries Ajayi and 

Arandele, and perhaps drawing from his own experiences in India and Nigeria, Warren 

provides a practical manifesto for writing within a missiological perspective:  

this book [is] designed to form a unity showing in the modern missionary 

movement the interaction of political, social, and economic and religious factors. 

éIn thus setting the story of Missions in their historical context, it is hoped that 

some of the false romanticism surrounding the missionary enterprise will be 

dissipated. A frank admission of the ambivalence of the missionary contribution 

in modern history will not detract from, but rather enhance, the record of its 

genuine achievement. (Social History 11-12) 

 

This confidence in the positive results, both spiritually and temporally speaking, while at 

the same time acknowledging the dark and sometimes wicked activities of British 

missions, characterizes Warrenôs historical accounts as well as typifying the 

missiological perspective as a whole.  With similar balance, Warren may also be credited 

with firmly establishing as part of the missiological perspective the idea that the Church 

is engaged in a mutually constitutive relationship with society wherever the Church is 

active, or in his own words, ñThe Church in history has often succeeded in modifying her 

environment: she has always been modified by itò (Missionary Movement 9).  

 Complementing Max Warrenôs investigation in Social History and Christian 

Mission of mission society expenditures and metropolitan social pressure, Stephen Neillôs 

Creative Tension (1959), Christian Faith and Other Faiths (1961), History of Christian 
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Missions (1965), and Colonialism and Christian Missions (1966) consider how missional 

approaches have had to vary ñfrom area to area, from period to period, and to some extent 

as a function of the type of missionary body engaged in the workò (8).  Perhaps owing to 

personal experience of mission at multiple sites throughout India, Neill presents mission 

as a variable product dependant on the contingencies of site and personality.  With 

special attention to the relationship between missionaries and those he terms 

ñcolonialists,ò he assumes a distinction between the two and frequently posits an 

oppositional negotiation.  Accordingly, missionaries who cooperated with or encouraged 

colonial authority and imperial policy are considered aberrations to a faithful standard.  

One remarkable feature of his work which has yet to be effectively challenged is his 

broad presentation of mission as a feature of colonialism wherever and whenever such 

political aggression has occurred.  Because Colonialism and Christian Missions includes 

discussions of Greek, Roman, Chinese, Dutch, and Japanese colonialism as well as the 

Western varieties, the book suggests a connection between the two that amounts to a 

theory of mission wherein missionaries are not the vanguard of imperialism, but its 

discordant companions.          

 Following Neillôs productive writing career as the apologist critic of Christianity 

and empire, the missiological perspective was stifled by the tide of criticism from a 

prosecuting approach from the late 1960s to the 1990s.  To be sure, denominational 

histories and popular evangelical writing continued to maintain an advocating argument 

on the history of mission and empire, such as that produced by missiologists, but 

professional historians and literary critics almost ubiquitously abandoned the 

missiological perspective.   
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The first to re-engage directly with secular scholarship, and still the most recent 

advocate of mission in studies of imperialism, is Brian Stanleyôs The Bible and the Flag 

(1990).  Writing against the assumed ñbelief that óthe Bible and the flagô went hand in 

hand in the history of Western imperial expansionò (12), Stanley urges a reassessment of 

the general condemnation of missionaries as ideological tools of empire.  Influenced by 

British social historians, Stanley turns attention from political history and the ñgivenò 

role of missionaries in exploitation, to the responses of particular missions when 

confronted with the reality of imperial abuse.  In a fresh application of the Robinson and 

Gallagher thesis that the empire became entrenched through the contingent and 

reactionary use of force, Stanley shows that British Evangelicals operated their missions 

and interaction with empire primarily as responders and adapters to changing political 

circumstances.  Bringing Evangelical providential theology to the fore, he suggests that 

this overarching view of Godôs control in human affairs allowed them to persistently 

oppose many British policies on the growth and operation of empire while also 

maintaining a sincere belief that the empire had a God-given destiny (69).  Not only does 

his reading return critical agency to missionaries, it also raises for consideration the idea 

that missionaries could consciously take advantage of policies they opposed due to their 

unique worldview. 

Moreover, Brian Stanleyôs argument here, as well as in his noted engagement 

with Andrew Porter in The Historical Journal concerning the relationship between 

ñChristianity and Commerce,ò
6
 extends again the typical argument of the missiological 

                                                 
6
  Porterôs article ñóCommerce and Christianityô: the Rise and Fall of a Nineteenth-Century 

Missionary Sloganò (1985), responds to Stanleyôs earlier piece in the Historical Journal, ñóCommerce and 

Christianityô: Providence Theory, the Missionary Movement, and the Imperialism of Free Trade, 1842-

1860ò (1983).  
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perspective, namely, that despite obvious abuses and cooperation with imperial ventures, 

missionary efforts to reshape foreign cultures according to Christian values ultimately did 

more to help those societies against economic exploitation than to harm them. Likewise, 

the tools the missionaries provided through education and organization in the long term 

enabled indigenous peoples to rid themselves of the empire. In forwarding this argument 

in a new form, Stanley recuperates the advocacy of missions that Robert Southey had 

formulated in his early nineteenth-century defense of Baptist mission in India.  

 

II. ñWorldlyò Criticism 

 

The second strain of criticism concerning Christian mission and empire has followed the 

spirit of the argument presented by Sidney Smith in his critique of mission in India. This 

prosecuting approach to the question, ñWhat has been the effect of Christian mission?ò 

can generally be classed under the heading of ñworldlyò criticism, following Edward 

Saidôs use of this term in The World, the Text, and the Critic (1983). Concerned with the 

interaction of historically contextualized social forces, worldly criticism sets aside 

consideration of the spiritual as operating independently of the human world.
7
 Texts, 

then, must be events, or creations tied to their contexts regardless of any claims they may 

make to participation in a grand narrative.  They are, as Said writes, ñpart of the social 

world, human life, and of course the historical moments in which they are located and 

interpretedò (4).  In consequence of its secularism, worldly criticism cannot evaluate the 

activity and results of Christian mission according to its spiritual claims to operate under 

divine authority and to produce changes in individual lives that the people regard as 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
7
  Said situates this historicist critical approach in the vein of Vico, Swift, and Auerbach. See 

especially, The World, the Text, and the Critic (1-53). 
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positive regardless of temporal circumstance. Worldly criticism concerns the situations in 

which people find themselves, the texts that influence their actions, and the texts they 

create both to explain themselves and to shape their world. For this study of mission and 

empire, the most notable critical theory from the worldly perspective has been 

postcolonial criticism.   

Due to the long cultural dominance of religious sensibilities, a purely secular 

criticism of Christian mission and empire remained a prophetic intellectual endeavor until 

the national movements in the colonial world began to raise protest against the paternal 

role missionaries had often played under Western rule.
8
 Tied to independence movements 

in areas where European missionary work had made a cultural mark, postcolonial 

criticism represented an alternative critique to the positive perspective of leaders like 

Nkrumah and Lithuli and scholars like Ajayi and Arandele. As with those who kept a 

sympathetic spot for missionaries, this turn to a worldly critique of mission frequently 

involved some personal relationship with it. The life of Eduardo Mondlane of 

Mozambique illustrates well the emergence of postcolonial critique from the crucible of 

mission and colonialism. Brought up attending a Swiss Reformed missionary school, 

Mondlane had early ties to the Swiss Reformed mission from America that were only 

strengthened when he met his future American wife at a Christian youth camp in 

Wisconsin in 1951. Becoming the first president of the FRELIMO liberation movement 

in 1962, he turned increasingly to Marxist solutions for the establishment of a 

postcolonial Mozambique.  In the tide of African socialism, he saw no role for Christian 

                                                 
8
  Hannah Arendtôs bold study of The Origins of Totalitarianism, esp. part two, Imperialism (1951), 

still ranks amongst the most perspicacious arguments about the development of imperial ideology. 

Although she does not extensively address the problem of faith and imperialism, she does present a brief 

discussion of mission as both a tool for the colonial power and a traitor to its ideology (75). 
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theology in a political liberation that required decisive breaks from a Western presence 

(Mondlane x-xxix). As with Mondlane, the political nature of postcolonial critique 

necessarily engages those Western institutions, like mission schools, that produced mixed 

results as both culturally domineering but paradoxically empowering. The critical 

literature of postcolonial areas is likewise inherently connected to mission influence, 

however distant.  As Said expresses in the very concept of ñworldlyò criticism, texts are 

involved in the world as events and cannot escape their connection to political moments 

(The World 4).     

Keyed by Frantz Fanonôs The Wretched of the Earth (1961), postcolonial writers 

have consistently faced the fragmented self of the postcolonial person, perhaps a 

Christian convert, perhaps educated in mission schools, who cannot find a home either in 

the West or native land.
9
  In both The Wretched of the Earth and the earlier, though less 

comprehensive Black Skin, White Masks (1952), Fanon points out the experience of 

identity fragmentation, which he calls ñself-divisionò and explains as a mental disorder, 

and argues explicitly that such confusion results directly from ñcolonialist subjugationò 

(Black Skin 17). These ñpsycho-affective injuriesò to former colonial subjects have been 

traced to numerous imperial acts on the part of British colonists, not least the erasure of 

national consciousness and the robbery of dignity associated with culture (Wretched 218). 

It is not surprising that postcolonial writers following Fanon have frequently associated 

African self-division with the mission enterprise, which consciously attempted a 

                                                 
9
  It should be noted that Fanon himself was significantly influenced by other African socialist 

leaders such as the Senegalese writer Leopold Senghor (and through him Aime Césaire of Martinique), 

Kenyan Jomo Kenyatta, and the poet Keita Fodeba of Guinea, yet Fanon has been the writer to whom most 

subsequent postcolonial theorists have traced their conceptual framework. 
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refashioning of individual identity.
10

 The effort of Christians to ñbe not conformed to this 

worldò but instead to be ñtransformed by the renewal of your mindò (Romans 12.2) 

implies an intentional subversion of culture and division of the self. 

  Literary critics in the wake of postcolonial reaction have had regular recourse to 

the argument that missionaries were in collusion with other Western agents for the 

destabilization and exploitation of the larger part of the world. Perhaps because they were 

ñhunting for bigger game,ò postcolonial criticism took missionary activity as a granted 

part of the larger object of their criticism, i.e. Western powers. The more politically 

conscious the writer, the less was the missionary movement examined with focus.    

For critics of empire in literary studies, Edward Saidôs foundational work 

Orientalism (1978)ðcertainly with interest well beyond the religiousðmakes use of 

Christian mission as a touch-stone reference for larger political forces with which they 

were embroiled. Reading mission as foremost a part of empire, Said considers the 

formation of mission societies as part of ña complex apparatus for tending [the] interestsò 

after which ñthe expansion of Europeò could follow (100).  But Orientalism is concerned 

with larger categories of discourse than the writing of a subset within the empire, and the 

written works of missionaries do not enter into his discussion. With a slightly different 

turn in Culture and Imperialism (1993), missionary work and resulting Christian 

community crop up at three points as illustrations of failed potential for ñmutuality,ò or 

                                                 
10

  Fanonôs psychological assessment of damages as including mission activity for arraignment and 

condemnation also found ripples beyond the strictly political sphere.  Joining the political movements of 

liberation and affirming the condemnation of mission history in non-European lands, ñliberation theologyò 

aimed to bring consciousness of and repentance from the churchôs history of oppression and complicity 

with colonial power.  Formulated by the Peruvian Catholic Gustavo Gutiérrez in A Theology of Liberation 

(1973), liberation theology called for a practical application of the Gospel to ñthe experiences of men and 

women committed to the process of liberationò (ix). 
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the recognition that benefit had gone both ways between colonizer and colonized.
11

 The 

inclusion of missionaries in both these works is incidental, however, to their central 

arguments, and despite their powerful impact on the study of empire at large, they have 

had only indirect influence on the study of Christianity and empire.  

Saidôs work is nonetheless important for the study of religion and imperialism 

because of the extent to which his work has set terms for worldly criticism of empire 

within literary studies.  His argument in Culture and Imperialism for (re)reading novels 

with an eye towards the shape given them by the real world influence of colonization, 

peripheral resistance, and national movements, which he calls reading ñcontrapuntally,ò 

has made a permanent mark on literary criticism of empire (51). This basic shift of 

bringing both metropole and colony into the same analytical frame has been among the 

key theoretical moves for postcolonial critics of the 1990s and has profoundly altered the 

way scholars consider mission and imperialism. 

Parallel to Saidôs work and in many ways following the line of thought in 

Orientalism, a number of literary critics began to consider the material productions of 

empireðincluding literature but not limited to itðin their complicity with an imperial 

project. Yet in the same way that missionaries and missionary writing function as an 

assumed item for Said, his contemporaries also employ a missionary trope, perhaps 

accurate at times, but nevertheless without nuance.   

For the most part, references to mission work are in passing, as in the work of 

John Curtis Perry, Peter W. Stanley, and James C. Thomsonôs popular press book 

Sentimental Imperialists (1981), which suggests that ñthe search for profits and the search 

                                                 
11

  The work of C.L.R. James in The Black Jacobins most effectively articulates the shared benefit 

and, as a simple matter of fact, the now mingled intellectual heritage of colonizer and colonized.  
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for soulsò has generally occurred ñin close tandemò (44). Similarly, given John 

MacKenzieôs definition of propaganda in Propaganda and Empire (1984) as ñthe 

transmission of ideas and values from one person, or groups of persons, to another, with 

the specific intention of influencing the recipientsô attitudes in such a way that the 

interests of its authors will be enhanced,ò an entire chapter on missionary writing would 

have been instructive. Instead, he is content to put missionaries and their writing in the 

background of living illustrations of ñómoralô imperialism,ò among those called upon and 

pointed out by their contemporaries whenever moral authority was required.  Most 

significant for his use of missionaries as a trope, however, has been Homi Bhabha in The 

Location of Culture (1994), who has come in for pointed criticism on this issue by recent 

critics.  Anna Johnston has been particularly sharp in her criticism of Bhabha. In ñThe 

Bookeaters: Textuality, Modernity, and the London Missionary Society,ò she argues that 

despite his notable turn to precise ñmomentsò as points of departure, Bhabha remains 

imprecise in his asides about missionary activity historically and in fiction, to the point 

that they remain theoretical constructs rather than real agents writing active texts.
12

 Most 

recently, Bernard Porterôs attempt to recuperate a more benign picture of empire in The 

Absent-Minded Imperialists (2004) paints missionaries, again broadly speaking and 

without specificity, as among those producing unintentional results: ñwhat if there was no 

conscious intention by the provider to ódominate,ô either with the connivance of the 

recipients or not?ò (10).    

                                                 
12

  In her Missionary Writing and Empire 1800-1860 (2003), Johnston points out the figure that in 

The Location of Culture, Bhabha makes ñno less than seventeen references to missionariesébe they 

fictional, historical, or theoreticalò (30).  
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Among literary critics less associated with theorizing empire and more concerned 

with textual activity in the formation of thought and attitude, several others have focused 

on singular figures as representative of missionary thought and writing. David 

Livingstoneôs Missionary Travels and Researches (1857) has come under the greatest 

scrutiny. In his foundational work on the role of popular literature in establishing an 

ñimperial ideology,ò Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914 

(1988), Patrick Brantlinger reads Livingstoneôs work as a non-fiction quest romance that 

helped formulate the myth of the ñdark continent.ò  For Christians supporting missions at 

home, the myth was necessary to maintain the image of desperate need for mission work, 

the bringing of light to the darkness. He likewise argues that Livingstoneôs work 

performed the task of satisfying a thirst for real-life heroes in an easily accessible and 

pleasurable narrative form, at the same time offering a ñstriking example of how 

humanitarian aims could contribute to imperialist encroachmentò (181). Brantlingerôs 

book, however, is concerned with literary tropes rather than comprehensive presentation 

of ambiguities and ambivalence within missionary texts, with the result that the 

adventurer-explorer-missionary Livingstone comes in as the archetype missionary and his 

Missionary Travels as the arch-typical missionary text.  Following Brantlingerôs 

treatment in a now standard work on travel writing, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 

Transculturation (1992), Mary Louise Pratt considers Livingstone among the ñprincipal 

producers of Africa for European imaginationséthat is, of ideology in connection with 

the European expansionist project thereò (141). As the most notable missionary figure of 

the period, Livingstone stands in for the mass of missionaries and hundreds of texts they 

produced from vastly different regions during the nineteenth century. 
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Such hasty generalizations of mission and empire based on singular examples or 

accepted dismissals have come under criticism primarily from historians and 

anthropologists in a recent reemphasis on the role of Western religion overseas. Perhaps 

the most startling study for its interdisciplinary impact has been the work of John and 

Jean Comaroff in their monumental study of missionaries among the Tswana in South 

Africa, Of Revelation and Revolution (1994).
13

   Employing a theory of mutual 

constitution in an anthropological sense, the Comaroffôs study is ñconcerned at once with 

the colonizer and the colonized, with structure and agencyò (11). They explore ways in 

which the ñmissionary imperialistò thesis has distortingly oversimplified the cultural 

dialectic between the Tswana and the missionaries, a relationship actually characterized 

by mutual aid and dependence (8). While acknowledging imperial thinking and activity 

on the part of missionaries, they give renewed attention to the testimony of both 

missionaries and natives in the expression of real religious motives on both sides. 

Furthermore, within a confined geographical site they are able to show how the 

relationship between missionaries and locals, as well as between missionaries and 

imperial authorities, shifted over time.   

Responding to the Comaroffôs call for better scholarly treatment of the missions 

as a variegated phenomenon rather than assume the missionary-imperialist thesis, several 

British and Australian historians have reopened the broader question, from a secular 

critical perspective, about the relationship of empire and mission. Catherine Hallôs 

Civilising Subjects: Colony and Metropole in the English Imagination, 1830-1867 

(2002), owing significantly to earlier theorists in bringing colony and metropole into the 

                                                 
13

  The Tswana were the very group among whom Livingstone lived during his first decade in South 

Africa. 
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same analytical frame, considers missionary activity in Jamaica and their written 

representations of the colony to the metropole. In mobilizing support for mission to 

Jamaica, Methodist and Baptist missionaries appealed to their denominationôs belief in a 

universal need for Christ, but at the same time they inscribed racial hierarchies.  Perhaps 

harkening back to the divided self of the colonized suggested by Fanon, Hall also shows 

that missionaries managed to maintain a sense of superiority to the African slaves while 

also defending them against their white oppressors.   

Historian Susan Thorne takes a more unidirectional approach to the study of 

mission and empire in Congregational Missions and the Making of an Imperial Culture 

in 19
th
-Century England (1999). As a social historian in the tradition of Cultural Studies, 

she reads the letters and publications of the London Missionary Society as among the 

primary shapers of an imperial mindset ñfrom the bottom upò (5), in which ñthe 

imaginative relationship to the empire encouraged by missions contributedéto some of 

the central developments of British social history in this period,ò including developments 

in class consciousness, gender relations, and race thinking (7).       

Following Susan Thorneôs study and complementing her focus on metropolitan 

culture, Anna Johnston has produced a number of studies concerned with various sites of 

the London Missionary Society mission.
14

 Her most comprehensive work, Missionary 

Writing and Empire 1800-1860 (2005), concerns patterns of missionary attitudes in 

Polynesia, Australia, and India, and argues that the careers of missionaries show a class-

conscious group of laborers who found in mission work a way to gain standing and moral 

                                                 
14

  In several iterations of her basic argument in Missionary Writing and Empire, Johnstonôs recent 

work includes ñA Blister on the Imperial Antipodes: Lancelot Edward Threlkeld in Polynesia and 

Australiaò; ñThe Bookeaters: Textuality, Modernity, and the London Missionary Societyò; ñThe Strange 

Career of William Ellisò; and ñBritish Missionary Publishing, Missionary Celebrity, and Empire.ò 
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authority in British society, even at the cost of living in isolated regions of British 

settlement. In addition to observations on missionary interaction with colonial officials, 

Johnston has gone further than any other critic in exploring ways that British missionary 

publishing played a role in imperial policy. As a literary critic, her examinations of 

particular missionaries, such as William Ellis and Lancelot Threlkeld, provide important 

insights into missionariesô shifting rhetoric depending upon contingencies of the colonial 

situation. This dissertation extends and complicates Johnstonôs approach in Missionary 

Writing and Empire and ñBritish Missionary Publishingò by adding considerations of 

Evangelical theological reflection and motivation which are generally absent from 

Johnston work.  

In my attempt in this dissertation to reclaim the role of theology and practical 

religion for the study of imperialism, I aim to bring together the two traditions of 

criticism on mission and empire: the missiological perspective and worldly criticism. By 

confining my study to the material culture of the missionary movement, including 

pamphlets, published sermons, hymns, missionary poems, review journals, and longer 

missionary writings, I am indebted to the tradition of worldly criticism, particularly the 

work of those in cultural studies. But with an interdisciplinary attention to practical 

theology and personally articulated religiosity, my work adopts elements of the 

missiological perspective.  

The tone of this dissertation most closely resembles that of historian Andrew 

Porter. Taking a broad approach to mission and empire, Porterôs Religion versus 

Empire?: British Protestant Missionaries and Overseas Expansion, 1700-1914 (2004) 

makes a chronological assessment of the changes in the relationship between mission and 



 

23 

empire.  Engaging other secular historians of missions including Catherine Hall, Kathleen 

Wilson, and Susan Thorne for their lack of attention to the stated motivations of the 

missionaries, he asserts the importance of understanding their theologyðwithout, of 

course, defending it.  By heeding ñviews about the millennium, biblical interpretation, the 

course of Roman Catholic and Islamic expansion, the criteria for or evidences of 

conversion,ò historians can better understand the shifting ñrelations not only with their 

home constituency but with both government and local peoples overseas, whether 

Christians or notò (13).  His assumption is that whether or not anyone else was moved by 

their belief, and whether or not we give credence to such belief today, their biblical faith 

was the most significant motivator for missionary decisions and actions.     

Along with Porterôs work, my discussion of mission and empire complements 

another scholarly effort arguing for an end to the simplistic aphorism, ñfirst the 

missionary, then the Consul, and at last the invading army,ò first formulated by J.A. 

Hobson in his early critique of imperialism. A collection of scholars under the editorship 

of Norman Etherington most recently produced a volume on Missions and Empire (2005) 

as a companion to the five-volume Oxford History of the British Empire.
15

 This collection 

aims to fill in the notable absence in the OHBE of mission as an important part of that 

history.  At the same time, the contributors take pains to suggest the tenuous and variable 

relationship between mission and empire as each writer brings out the shifting and never 

secure place of missionaries at differing imperial sites.  Etherington states the problem 

thus: ñalthough mission and the official Empire were quite different operations, they play 

                                                 
15

  The account of imperialism by the British journalist J.A. Hobson in Imperialism: a Study (1902) 

was the first thorough study of the subject as an object for critical reflection. His argument that imperialism 

is intrinsically tied to capitalist expansion has remained cogent since its publication.  
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related parts in a larger dramaðthe spread of modernization, globalization, and Western 

cultural hegemonyò (4). In their attempt to be comprehensive, part of the problem they 

encounter is that mission and empire were never coterminous.  Missions were always 

active beyond the official boundaries of empire, while within imperial bounds 

missionaries were often not welcome. The editors ultimately determined ñto 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 Chinaéis omittedò (5). This 

decision, and the general tendency in studies of British imperialism suggested by itð

specifically, the absence of systematic treatment of British imperialism in Chinað

represents one of the major interventions of my dissertation. 

 

III. The Place of China in Studies of Imperialism 

 

This brief historiographical overview of studies on religion and imperialism 

reveals a number of consistent approaches to the issue that are problematic. As the 

introductory essay in Missions and Empire suggests, defining what historical situations 

belong in the discourse on imperialism is a matter for theoretical formulation. On the one 

hand, critical theorists must attempt as broad a range of imperial situations as possible in 

order to identify consistencies and patterns among them.  On the other hand, awareness 

and countenance of regional variation and chronological change in policy demands close 

attention to local specificity. And no writer can accurately cover the full range of imperial 

activity. As Etherington formulates the difficulty, ñCasting 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 
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boundaries of formal Empire, would omit important chapters in the storyò (5). Critics 

must either privilege their definition of imperialism, or allow their site choice to 

circumscribe a definition for them based on the exigencies of the site. What my review of 

the literature shows is that theoretical formulations have generally determined which sites 

of British activity will be included in or excluded from the discussion.   

 Drawing on early definitions of imperialism formulated by Hobson and later by 

Lenin in Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1916) and Joseph Schumpeter in 

The Sociology of Imperialism (1918), postcolonial and cultural critics have varied in the 

stress given to different expressions of imperialism but have generally agreed on the 

principle that imperialism implies dominance of a stronger nation over a weaker one. As 

in Schumpeterôs explanation, in which imperialism figures as the ñobject-less disposition 

of a state to expansion by force without assigned limits,ò the use of forceðconceived 

either militarily, economically, or culturallyðimplies a power dynamic weighed heavily 

in favor of the imperialist. In Rule of Darkness (1988) and Culture and Imperialism 

(1993), Patrick Brantlinger and Edward Said, respectively, provide complementary 

statements of imperial thinking that cover the range of postcolonial paradigms for 

imperialism. Brantlinger extends the exploration of power imbalance with his concept of 

imperial ideology, which need not actually concern the taking of land or the conquering 

of people, but can remain largely in the imaginary. Imperial ideology is a theory of self in 

relation to oneôs nation and other nations; it includes a commitment to the established 

order, a theory of racial superiority, and a desire, variously interpreted, to spread the light 

of oneôs civilization.  Said in Culture and Imperialism stresses the material side: ñAt 

some very basic level, imperialism means thinking about, settling on, controlling land 
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that you do not possess, that is distant, that is lived on and owned by others. For all kinds 

of reasons it attracts some people and often involves untold misery for othersò (7). Taken 

together, these articulations of imperial practice and discourse cover the underlying 

understanding that imperialism implies unequal power distribution and an assumption of 

supremacy.
16

   

 A quick scan of several basic events of British interaction with China during the 

nineteenth century suggests that at least some familiar traits of imperialism were certainly 

at work in this tumultuous relationship. In 1807, a group of British sailors incited a 

drunken brawl that resulted in a large mob of local Chinese forcing them to retreat into 

the British factory.  They eventually sallied out against the mob and killed one Chinese 

man. The incidence was eventually dropped by the Chinese after a two-month stoppage 

of the trade. In 1808, fears of a French invasion of Macao prompted the British Admiral 

Drury to bring three ships of the line past the outer defenses of the bay and take control of 

Macao. Again in 1810 another shore brawl resulted in the death of a Chinese and the 

suspension of the trade. A formal embassy under Lord Amherst in 1816 was summarily 

dismissed without even an audience with the Emperor. One far-fetched hope of this 

embassy, to secure further sites of trade along the China coast, was illegally pursued by 

private traders in opium, a practice that increased dramatically in the 1820s.   

Political incitement grew more marked after the end to the East India Company 

monopoly on the China Trade brought the appointment of a British consul in Cantonð

                                                 
16

  It may also be noted that in nineteenth-century studies, the discourse on imperialism and 

colonialism excludes conflict between Western nations. For example, although the balance of military 

power during the War of 1812 was decidedly on the side of the British, the United States is rarely 

considered a subject of British imperialism in the nineteenth century. 
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without the approval of the Chinese.
17

 The sudden and belligerent appearance of Lord 

Napier at Canton in 1834 resulted in his immediate ignominious ejection and, through a 

consequent illness, his death.  In 1838, the contingent of British traders and government 

officials under the supervision of Captain Elliot were forcibly detained in the British 

factory until they surrendered all the opium aboard British ships. In 1839, the Indian 

army was dispatched to China in order to claim indemnity for the costly loss of thousands 

of pounds of opium obtained and destroyed in the previous incident.  This first Opium 

War lasted three years, and the Treaty of Nanking (1842) gave Britain access to five 

treaty ports along the coast.  The Second Opium War, or Arrow War, 1856-1860, was 

precipitated by the Chinese boarding of the Arrow, a trading vessel manned by Indian 

Lascars but flying a British flag.  The treaty in 1860 gave the British access to the interior 

of China, ten more treaty ports, the right to establish embassies, and the required payment 

of indemnities for the cost of both wars.  From 1860 to 1900, at least eight further 

incidences were settled through gunboat diplomacy.  Finally, Chinese anti-foreignism 

erupted in 1900 with the Boxer Uprising.  This violence and the British backlash served 

as justification for a more significant British military presence in imperial China until its 

collapse in 1911.       

Despite this signally troubled history, Britainôs relationship with the empire of 

China in the nineteenth century remains virtually unexplored in the literary analysis of 

imperial discourse I described above.  There are several possible reasons for this neglect 

of China in the literature of imperialism.  Addressing this vacancy in the critical literature 

                                                 
17

  For the sake of consistent recognition, throughout this dissertation I will use the spellings of 

Chinese words that were common in the 1830s rather than their current spellings in pinyin, i.e. Peking 

instead of Beijing, Canton instead of Guangzhou.  
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through his recent work, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-

Century China (2003), James L. Hevia provides one explanation for why the discussion 

of outright Western imperialism has been avoided in East Asian studies.  He contends 

that the pioneers of East Asian studies, foremost among them John K. Fairbank at 

Harvard, ñsought to steer a course between the óextremesô of Chinese nationalism and 

European reactionò (9).  The net result of their argument, very like the arguments from 

the missiological perspective in Africa, was to show that Western influence in China 

produced positive results in Asia by helping stagnant Chinese society towards innovation 

and modernization.  Missionaries figure prominently in Fairbankôs The United States and 

China (1958) and The Great Chinese Revolution 1800-1985 (1987) as the unselfish side 

of Western influence bringing positive stimuli to Chinese inclusion in the emerging 

globalization.
18

  Because conflict was elided, his argument effectively erased China from 

the map of Western imperialism in East Asia.   

 Scholarly revisions of these early characterizations in East Asian studies have, 

according to Hevia, swung to the other extreme of what Paul Cohen has called ñChina-

centeredò history.  Students of Chinese history focusing especially on the period 1842-

1945 have produced remarkable histories of individual actors and group movements 

based entirely on a Chinese archive.  While efforts of both Western and Chinese scholars 

have discovered a rich history of competing elements within Chinese society during this 

period, Hevia argues that they have presented ñmore or less the same West with which 

Fairbank and his students dealtò (11).  He explains this idea more fully:  

                                                 
18

  For an earlier explanation of this erasure of Western imperialism from China, but along the same 

lines as Heviaôs, see Tani Barlowôs article ñColonialismôs Career in Postwar China Studies,ò in the 

inaugural edition of positions (1993). 

   




