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ABSTRACT

From its inception in 1881 until its activities were
subsumed under the missionary mandate of the United Church of
Canada in 1925, the Woman's Missionary Society of the
Methodist Church of Canada energetically promoted the
Church's gospel of social reform and individual salvation in
its far-flung mission fields in West China, in Japan, in
Canada's western frontier settlements and its inner-city
immigrant ghettos. The Society's agents were 300 single
women caretully chosen on the basis of age, educational
background, related work experience and spiritual commitment.

The thesis argues that these women missionaries,
broadly representative of small-town, middle-class, Protest-
ant Canada in the Victorian and Edwardian eras, found in the
W. M. S. an appealing alternative to both domesticity and the
limited cppeortunities for women in secular careers. Nurtured
by the structural and political autonomy of the W. M. S
within the Methodist Thurch of Canada, by an aggressive Beoard
of Managers, by the developing sense of sisterhood among the
Society's recruits, and by the frzedom to act independently
according to the circumstances of remote missicn fields,
missionaries became more than mere proselytizers, social
workers and teachers. They became professional career woman
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with vested interests in the management, funding, success and
rewards of their activities who were ultimately judged as
much on the basis of their professional development as on the
evidence of their spiritual commitment or their record of
conversions.

Within this context, career commitment on the part of
individual missignaries was dependent on several factors,
including educational background, administrative skill and,
not least of all, field location. Japan in the throes of
industrialization and modernization was the Society's
showcase. Its most skilled recruits were sent there; and it
is not surprising that the Japanese mission field produced
the largest number of life-long employees. The Home mission
field, in contrast, enjoyed the lowest priority for funding
and personnel, most of whom were drawn from a group of less
skilled recruits for whom mission work was an interlude
between school-leaving and marriage. West China, with its
litany of political, social and physical hardships, arguably
demanded, and produced, a degree of dedication and resolute-
ness unmatched in the recruits who served elsewhere.

At a time when Canadian society was widely debating
the related questions of women's proper sphere and the social
role of organized Christianityﬁighe W. M. S. created for its
women‘missionaries a separate sphére in which, freed from the

sexual politics of both the home and the workplace, they
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could pursue Christian activism as a fulfilling and rewarding

caree;\
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CHAPTER I
"No Baptism of blood ... but simply the call of duty"
I
In the last half of the nineteenth century and in the

early years of the twentieth century, missionary work offered
a unique opportunity for ambitious single women to attain
respect and authority in the workplace, along with public
recognition and even adulation for their accomplishments. 1In
spite of the upsurge of interest in women's histeory and its
parent, social history, historians have been slow to examine
the experience of women in the past who sought careers and
professional status. Instead, insofar as historians have
been concerned with Victorian women at work, historical
interest has tended to focus on those women at the bottom of
the class structure -- millworkers, prostitutes and domestic
servants -- who represented the vast majority of working
women. For the most part, women who chose a career, with the
exception of physicians where the clearly defined sexual
conflict could be used to bolster the feminist complaints of
the 1970s, have not been objects of historical interest.
Perhaps more to the point, Canadian social historians'
precccupation, on the one hand, with the cult of maternal

feminism, the seed-bed of social referm as societal house



keeping, and on the other with the much lamented failure of
radical feminism to advance the cause of suffragism, has
overbalanced women's historiography on the side of middle-
class wives and mothers for whom social activism was an
avocation rather than a way of life or a livelihood.

This thesis is an attempt to place a particular group
of Canadian women who chose missionary work as a career, if
not in the vanguard, certainly in the front ranks of that
minority of Canadian women who worked outside the home at a
time when the domestic imperative was not easily challenged.
Specifically, the study will focus on the women employed as
missionaries by the Woman's Missionary Society of the
Methodist Church of Canada (henceforward W. M. S.) from its
inception in 1881 until 1925 when church union effectively
ended the separate existence of the former Methodist Society.
During these forty-five years, the W. M. S. hired more than
three hundred women to staff its missions in Japan, West
China and across Canada.

Among the many things about these women which might
interest the historian, their social, economic, educational
and occupational backgrounds provide evidence abkout the char-
acteristics common to a group of women who sought profess-
ional careers, and eschewed marriage and domesticity for the
sake of a career, at a time when female employment outside
the home was largely the province of single working-class

women, and marriage was the preoccupation of all but a



minority of women of all classes. Similarly, a study of
these women can reveal much about the relationship between
their apparent qualifications and the work-related opport-
unities available to them to define and control the quality
of their professional experience, especially the degree of
independence they sought, and partially realized, in a world
and more particularly in an institution dominated by men.
None of this implies, however, that the majcrity of
these women were not at the same time both idealistic and
altruistic promoters of the Methodist Church's evangelical
designs. This collective biography of the 300 or so women
(it has been possible to identify 304) employed by the
Society between 1881 and 1925 also adds a wvital chapter to
the history of the Methodist Church of Canada and its
missionary activities. Like most components of histery,
until very recently Church history has been written without
particular reference to the role of women. This omission is
all the more glaring with regard to the Methodist Church
wvhose founder, John Wesley, advocated the participation of
women within the church, based on the premise that "if both
sexes can receive an 'apprehensicn of divine grace', both can
be capable of instructing."! In some "extraordinary" cases,
Wesley gave considerable encouragement to women who showed
potential as preachers.2 This study will add to the growing
body of material abouvt Canadian Methodism and help to create

a more integrated picture of the role that Canadian women
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played in organized religion in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. More generally, an examination of these
women and their work is a contribution to the still slim
corpus of material relating to Protestantism in Canada and
its role as an agent of social reform.

The thesis argues that the formal recruitment
policies defined by the W. M. S. Board of Managers, them-
selves a group of extraordinarily able and independent women
determined to establish and maintain their autonomy from the
male dominated General Board of Missions, appealed part-
icularly to educated young women from the small towns of
Ontario and the Maritimes. Daughters of the parsonage and of
the mercantile and professional classes, many of them with
previous work experience as teachers, and at an age beyond
which marriage was a statistically receding expectation, were
especially attracted by the overtures of the W. M. S. The
existence, however, of social and educational differentials
among these recruits contributed, partly by design and partly
through circumstances, to the emergence of a hisrarchical
division of labour within W. M. S. missionary work. This
division of labour consigned the least qualified recruits to
work among Canada's native peoples and recent immigrants, and
the most accomplished, socially as well as intellectually, to
the politically more visible mission fields of the Orient.
These disparities help to explain why some of the women

became career professionals, wcrking for the Society until
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their death or retirement, while for others, their years with
the W. M. S. merely bridged the gap between dependence upon
parents and the establishment of their own households.
Moreover, their social and educational backgrounds appear to
have influenced not only where and for how long women served
the Society, but also the quality of their individual exper-
ience as missionaries in the field, especially in regard to
the degree of independence they were able to establish,
either singly or collectively as the situation might dictate,
and their ability to determine the quality of their social
and physical existence in the mission field. In a word,
distance from the centre encouraged administrative ability
and fostered independence.

The evidence suggests that, as women and as employess
of the W. M. S., the missionaries were able to distinguish
between the aims of the institution and their own needs and
aspirations as working women, goals which the Society by 1its
own compatikle nature was able to acéommodate. For W. M. 5.
missiocnaries, thers appears to have been little contradiction
between serving God and the W. M. S. and pursuing their own
ambitions to be seif-supporting and independent women. On
the other hand, these women were not self-professed or
strident feminists. Present-day observers might, at times,
find their interests appalilingly narrow and restrictive. For
example, many Canadian, American and British historians have

argued for a causal connection between late-Victorian women's
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participation in philanthropic and religious enterprises and
their awakening interest in suffragism and other aspects of
the women's rights movement. Some of the women whose vol-
untarist interests culminated in the creation of the
W. M. S., Sarah Rowell Wright, for example, were impassioned
advocates of universal suffrage.3 The employees of the
Society, however, were not prototypes of the more radical
elements within the Canadian feminist movement. Nor, on the
other hand, do these missionaries always conform to the
models of Victorian or Edwardian womanhood idealized in the
now lengthy historiography of maternal feminism which inter-
prets the woman's movement in Canada as a public manifest-
ation of woman's private virtues.4 Neither rampant feminists
nor passive apologists for woman's "proper sphere", these
women missionaries, in spite of the limited parameters of
their work and the prevailing attitudes towards working
middle-class women, have a place among that substantial body
of late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century women
who, to cite Martha Vicinus

... prided themselves on their independence

both from the narrow community of dcmest-

icated women and from the new vocal femin-

ists. They had made their way in the world

by hard work, perseverance, and determin-

ation, and they were convinced that others

could do as well, if only they would try.?>

The W. M. €. missionaries did not, however, lead

charmed lives, despite the popular missionary literature of

the day which tended to sanctify them and their work,



portraying them as martyrs patiently accepting whatever God
might send their way. Sometimes the accounts published by
the W. M. S. did 1little to discourage this kind of interpret-
ation. In fact, compromises and lowered expectatighs in the
face of the harsh reality of their situations limited the
missionaries' success in evangelizing and conversion and
improving the social condition of their constituents. Some
women quickly became disillusioned by the actuality of a
missionary career which did not conform to their expectations
and they left the Society as soon as their initial commitment
was fulfilled, not a few even before. Nonetheless, most of
those who remained with the Society were satisfied, often
enthusiastic and elated, with the freedom and new opportun-
ities which their work afforded and were proud of their own
ability to adapt to the most unusual of circumstances.

In sum, this analysis of the backgrounds and careers
of the W. M. S. missionaries intends to demythologize the
experience of women missionaries and reveal them as a part of
a larger group of multi-dimensional, ambitious and energetic
career women whose historical experience has too infrequently
been the subject of critical analysis by Canadian historians
who, similarly, have paid scant attention to religion as an

aspect of women's private and public lives.
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Canadian historians have neglected these issues at
the risk of a serious misinterpretation of the culture of
nineteenth-century Protestant Canada. In recent years,
American historians have begun to examine the special
relationship between women and reiigiocus activities and how,
in the nineteenth century, religion became the particular
preserve of women. One of the first books to apprcach the

topic was R. P. Beaver's All Loves Excelling, a comprehensive

chronological survey of American women's participaticn in the
missionary movement, both as missionaries in the field and as
members of the many women's missionary organizations in the
United States. While Beaver tends to focus on the religious
aspects of this work and the environmental problems which the
women missionaries had to overcome, he recognizes the special
difficulties which single women had to overcome in pursuit of
their careers. The most formidable obstacle was public
resistance tc sending single women to foreign missicn fields.
It was this opposition, Beaver suggests, which prompted the
organization of separate women's boards by many American
cﬁurches.6

Page sSmith, writing in 1970, was among the first to
identify, if not elaborate on, the zhurch as the centre cof
the social and emoticnal l1ife of nineteenth-century women.
By mid-century, argues Smith, Protestant churches had, in

fact, become "feminized" and the majority of the active
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members of the Protestant churches were women.’ According to
Smith, "redeeming the heathen" had a particular appeal for
American women who were convinced that non-Christian women
"lived lives of hopeless degradation."8 Women became highly
visible participants in the Protestant mission movement where
they acquired training in public speaking and in raising and
spending money. Many of the women who belconged to missionary
societies also became champions of women's rights. Smith, in
short, places both women missionaries and the members of
women's missionary societies within the mainstream of
American feminism. Moreover, he credits women missionaries
with a major role in "the social transformation of non-
Western societies, conspicuously the change in the status of
women."9 Smith argues for a more extensive analysis of the
place of women missionaries in American society, concluding
that "... as far as academic history is concerned it is as if
all of this never happened."!0

Whether her work was stimulated by Smith's dismay or
nect, Barkara Welter shortly afterwards published two seminal
articles which elucidate the interaction of women and
religion in nineteenth-century America. "The Feminization of
American Religion, 130C0-1860" examines women's participation
in organized religious activities. Welter suggests that, at
the very least, wcmen's religious groups helped to bring
about the essential preconditions for a later woman's move-

ment, that is, a strong sense of sisterhocd, which spilled



10
over into secular reform movements. Religion was, further-
more, the single area of social or political affairs where
women participated more or less equally with men, albeit in
different spheres of religious undertakings. "[T]he equality
of religious experience," Welter argues, "was something
[women] could personally experience, and no man could deny it
to them.n 11

In "She Hath Done What She Could," Welter moves
bevyond this generalized examination of women's fascination
with religion and the function of religion as a training
ground for the more visible and radical woman's movement to
explore the changing role of American women in Protestant
missionary work. The article broke new ground and Welter
examines the motivation and experiences of both the single
women who ccnsciously and deliberately made missionary work a
career and those women who were married to missicnaries. She
concludes, perhaps too optimistically in view of her limited
evidence, that "[flor the nineteenth-century American woman,
on the foreign mission fielid, her life had meaning and joy
and was infused by a sense of privilege at being the special
recipient of God's grace. As they said on their gravestones,
'She hath done what she couid.'"'2 Serenity, satisfaction
and success were only one part of female missionarv exper-
ience. Nonetheless, Welter's is a pioneering study which
offers many tempting suggestions about the motivation and the

nature of women missionaries.
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Most recently, Jane Hunter, in The Gospel of

Gentility, has examined one specific group of American women
missionaries, namely those who went to China at the turn of
the nineteenth century under the auspices of the Congre-
gational and Methodist Episcopal mission boards. The book
is, among other things, a stimulating study of thas culture of
women missionaries, both single and married, in China. These
transplanted women, Hunter argues, discovered "... unexpected
authority in their status as Westerners in colonial

China."!'3 Hunter has been able, using diaries and letters
sent from China, to recreate the domestic circumstances of
these women for whom it became essential to "... reestablish
familiar rituals in a familiar setting."14 Although many of
Hunter's observations seem applicable to the Canadian
Methodist women missionaries who were stationed in West
China, the geographical loccation of the Canadian mission
stations, Chinese regional politics and the nature of the
Canadian women themselves, especially their upbringing and
education, appear to have produced variations on the American
experience. For example, Hunter cr=dits these women with an
acute political awareness and a strong sense of their own
national identity, characteristics which are hardly as
obvicus among the Canadian contingent. On the other hand, it
seems likely that Canadian women missionaries found, as their
American counterparts had, that 1life and work outside the

geographic boundaries of their own country them gave a unique
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opportunity to "...share with men an appreciation for
personal freedom and vocational competence and also an
enthusiasm for the possibilities of power"15 which would have
been denied them in Canada.

Inexplicably, there is no comparable body of British
historiography about women missionaries to draw on, except
for the contemporary hagiographical accounts of the trials
and tragedies of missionary life in the nineteenth century.
Although women were active and vital participants in, for
example, the work of the China Inland Mission, their esxper-
iences have not been singled out for scholarly examination.
In its stead, there is a wider body of historical writing
which addresses the more generalized question of working
women and women and philanthropy in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, and which is relevant to this
thesis. Most noteworthy is the work of Martha Vicinus, whese

recent book, Independent Women. Work and Community for Single

Women 1850-1920, examines the emergence of a relatively small

group of unmarried middle-class English women who "could
afford to live, however poorly, on their own earnings outside
heterosexual domesticity or church governance."16 These
women, suggests Vicinus, not conly wanted to werk but, because
the so-called middle-class household was not one which could
support many unmarried daughters, worked as a matter of
necessity. Their presence had become "simply redundant in

middle-class homes,"'7 and they sought a culture of their
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own, "apart from the domestic world of their married sisters
and from the male world in which they often moved."18
Vicinus argues that in England the rapid growth of business
and government, the extension of educational facilities and
the improvement in health care in the latter part of the
nineteenth century together provoked the need for cheap

skilled labour which could be provided by single women.'9

But, at the same time, any radical change in the divisions of
labour along the well-established gender lines was not
acceptable to the middle class. Consequently, spinsters had
to move cautiously into the work force and without disrupting
the existing social order. "The answer," Vicinus suggests,
lay in carrying the domestic world into
the public or, in the words of an early
feminist, Anna Jameson, 'that the maternal as
well as the paternal element should be made
available, on the principal [sic] which I
believe is now generally acknowledged, that
the more you can carry out the family law,
 the 'communion of labour', into all social
institutions, the more harmonicus and the
more perfect they will be.'20
English feminists of the day seeking a solution to the
dilemma of spinsterhood suggested that women could make a
special contribution to public life. Philanthropic work was
especially suitable for single women as an area where they
could further the "maternal influence" within their local
community.21 At the same time, their religious faith gave
women the courage "to move beyond conformity to social

norms."22 Much of the responsibility for publiz philanthropy

was appropriated by single women who elected to join Anglican
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sisterhoods which offered them "... a refuge, a foothold from
which to launch into the wider world, but most of all ... a
home."23 According teo Vicinus, Anglican sisterhoods were
among "the most important women's communities in the nine-
teenth century."24 They attracted women from rural parishes
or marketing towns, the daughters cf high-church clergy and
of the leisure class.25 However, Vicinus argues that because
women's communities were viewed by the public as a "second
choice," in lieu of marriage, many women did not remain for
more than "a pleasant interlude."26

In the long run, "women'’s public and political
presence was undermined in a variety of ways difficult to
fight."27 The public perception of a place within women's
communities as second best did not readily invite long term
commitments.28 Women's communities themselves failed to
adjust to the changing demands of society during the inter-
war years and women in teaching, nursing and related profess-
ions lost their "... richly nurturing women's subculture of
the past without gaining access to an aggressively married
and heterosexual world."29 Imperialism, the eugenics
movement and medical and scisntific thought combined to drive
women back to the domestic scene and their traditional roles.
The power of single women, Vicinus concludes, had been
strongest when it was "directly concerned with mitigating the
impact of male-dominated industrial society upon the weak and

friendless, or where it met an immediate need of middle-class
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women themselves."30 Nonetheless, as Vicinus has argued
elsewhere, the end of the nineteenth century had seen the
emergence, in Britain, of a group of "exceptional Victorian
women," who "... gave each other strength to create myriad
institutions; to attack male domination in every area of
society; and to fight for legal, educational, political and
social reforms with an effectiverness that we have yet tc
match."31

Jane Lewis, tco, in Women in England, 1870-1950.

Social Divisions and Social Change addresses the problem of

single working women. Lewis argues that by the end cf the
nineteenth century middle-class women had the option of a
career or marriage and motherhood. The chcice was agonizing
and society continued to castigate women who remained
unmarried as failures or sexual deviants.32 Even though a
"conscious decision to remain unmarried signified a revolt
against the prescribed feminine role,"33 Lewis contends that
the choice was only infrequently a "consciously feminist”
revolt.34 Like Vicinus, Lewis suggests that most women who
espcocused philanthropy were not committed to the radical
feminist cause and that philanthropic activities were
socially acceptable diversions which could take a woman
beyond her own domestic situation without threatening her
traditional place in society.3° Moreover, middle-class women
hesitated to challenge the views of eminent professionals

whose scientific findings confirmed the differences between
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the sexes which perpetuated the concept of separate
spheres.36 When the challenge to sexual roles came, it took
two forms, an equal rights branch which defended women's
participation in the public domain on an eqgual basis with
men, and a second which claimed that women had special
qualities which should be put to use improving society.37 In
spite of the increasingly vocal arguments favouring woman's
entrance into the public sphere, at the turn of the century,
Lewis suggests, it continued to be an unconventional and bold
undertaking for a woman to embark on a career in a society
"where the boundaries of change were in large measure set by
men."38

The strong affinity for philanthropic enterprises
which Vicinus and Lewis find so characteristic of Victorian
women has also been examined by F. K. Prochaska in Women and

Philanthropy in the Nineteenth Century. Prochaska agrees

that for single middle-class women the transition from home
tc public involvement was far from easy and frequently the
move beyond the family and its domestic arrangements could be
accomplished only after the death of both parents. Moreover,
women quickly discovered that although Christianity might
accommodate them and their work, men continued to dominate
even in the field of philanthropy.39 For women who were also
evangelicals, Prochaska contends that the opportunity tco
apply the principle of brotherly love was the ultimate

fulfillment of their Christian duty.40 At the same time,
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Prochaska questions the motivation of many women volunteers.
Their concern for the less fortunate was "often a product of
that anxiety of soul which asks, am I saved?"4! and not, as
might be supposed, a consequence of class guilt. Like other
Victorians, these women simply accepted class differences as
God's will.42 They did not understand that the Victorian
social structure, not individual weakness, was responsible
for the all too visible human misery they were attempting to
eliminate. Women's philanthropic work, Prochaska argues,
simply reflected "the pragmatic, unanalytic mentality enccur-
aged in the other spheres of their lives."43 Nevertheless,
women engaged in philanthropy were able to capitalize on
their supposed moral superiority to gain access to a profess-
ion previously dominated by males and generally "... to
increase their power in a society dominated by men."44 1t
was in "such small areas," concludes Prochaska, that the
"battle of the sexes was played out."4>

As tempting and as relevant as the work of Britash
and American scholars might be, this analysis of women
missionaries of the Methodist Church of Canada must ult-
imately be legitimized by some affiliation with appropriate
Canadian historiography. It is not an easy task. While
women's history has, in Canada as elsewhere, become a fertile
area for investigation, no ccherent syntheses have resulted.
Moreover, many aspects of women's lives in the past have

received little attention while historians have concentrated
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on, for example, the very few radical feminists who are
hardly representative of Canadian women generally. The
public experience of middle-class Victorian women has largely
remained undocumented with the exception of their part-
icipation in some of the social reform movements of the day.
Professional women, doctors, lawyers and especially teachers,
have been subjects for study only insofar as they were the
victims of a male-dominated social structure. Women who
chose religious work as a career have been even more neglect-
ed, except in Québec where several studies of the experience
of women in Roman Catholic institutions have appeared.46

There are, nonetheless, a number of articles and
books which if pieced together form an adequate, if somewhat
fragmented, backdrop for this thesis. 1In particular, several

of the essays in A Not Unreasonable Claim. Women and Reform

in Canada 1880s ~ 1920s examine the emergence of Canadian

women as proponents and activists on behalf of social reform
in Canada. Wayne Roberts in "The New Woman and Maternal
Feminism, Toronto, 1877-1914" argues that women who aspired
to a profession were caught in a dilemma whereby a society
which defined woman's public role in terms of maternal
feminism prescribed the course such a career would and could
take. Consequently, professicnal women were "... shunted
into specialized ghettoes which reaffirmed their subordin-
ation rather than autonomy in the world of work. Dependent

professionalism produced a distorted culture which was z
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stunted version of feminism."47 Women were never able to
break free of the constraints which society had imposed upon
them and, according to Roberts, their complicity explains the
limited political gains made by a group of potentially
progressive women.

In the same volume, Veronica Strong—Béag, in an
article entitled "Canada's Women Doctors: Feminism Con-
strained," examines the problems facing Canada's women
doctors at the end of the nineteenth century. Strong-Boag
has identified twenty-five (15%) of the graduates of the
Ontario Medical College for Women who became missionary
doctors for Canadian Protestant Churches. Outside of Canada,
she argues, these women doctors "were afforded a level of
power and authority they never could have had at home. "48
She fails, however, to recognize the problems that many
Protestant Churches had recruiting and retaining women
doctors, especially for China. Moreover, her assertion that
these women missionary doctors were "influential agents of
British cultural and political imperialism"49 is not con-
sistent with the behaviour and attitudes of the W. M. S.
missionaries in Japan and China who equated improving the
social conditions of eastern women with, more generally,
western cultural superiority and thg mandate of their own
missionary society. While western imperialist ambitions were
certainly inherent in missionary work, the W. M. S. mission-

aries in the Orient do not appear to have been vigorous
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exponents of the political goals of Britain or the western
powers in China or Japan. In conclusion, Strong-Boag, like
Roberts, blames the cult of domesticity and maternal feminism
for the failure of Canadian women doctors, at home and
abroad, to fulfill their promise and for their compliance
with the conservative male medical profession which fought
radical social changes which might threaten their dominance
and control of the medical profession.

On the other hand, Wendy Mitchinson's "The W C T U:
For God, Home and Native Land: A Study in Nineteenth-Century
Feminism," is an examination of an essentially conservative
women's organization whose members were able to capitalize on
"the ideals of domesticity to justify their actions," and to
. use "what some historians have seen as restrictive concepts
to extend and exert their power over society."50 The
W. M. S. and its missionaries operated under this same code.
Mitchinson has also surveyed the role of the women's
missionary societies within the larger Canadian woman's
movement in "Canadian Women and Church Missionary Societies
in The Nineteenth Century: A Step Towards Independence."
She argues that Protestant woman's missionary societies,
among them the Methodist W. M. S., gave "tens of thousands of
Canadian women an outlet for their abilities and energies."3!
Their conservative nature notwithstanding, missionary
societies provided women "fortunate enough to have the

leisure time to participate in them with the opportunity to
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develop their abilities in leadership and administration."32
Moreover, the international aspects of missionary work
expanded the outlook of the membership.53 Methodist women,
in particular, recognized the need to expand home mission
work to meet the needs of an industrializing society and many
Methodist women strongly endorsed women's suffrage as the
logical vehicle for women's continued involvement in the
movement toward social transformation. Consequently, Mitch-
inson contends

it is not surprising that the work of the

Methodist women's society appeared more

innovative and energetic than that of other

existing women's societies. Methodist women

had the most freedom to determine what they

wanted to do; in turn, they used that freedom

to expand their involvement in both religious

and secular areas.>4
But, while affirming the social conscience of these women,
Mitchinson denies church missionary societies a place as
"vehicles for social reform, "S53 per se, partly because
their members were collectively satisfied with their place
within Canadian society.

There is, in addition, a small body of recent histor-
iography related to Methodism in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries and to Caradian participation in
the missionary movement. In "The Methodist Church and the
National Gospel, 1884-1914," Wililiam Magney has analysed the
changes within the Methodist Church in the thirty years after

union in 1884 which led to the Methodist commitment to a

social reform programme. Magney argues that during these
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years Methodist Church members accepted the Church's part-
icipation "in a broad rang% of secular issues.">® Missionar-
ies in Canada‘fin spite ijthe evangelical thrust of their
mandate, became "deeply involved in efforts to supply the
basic sanitation, health and educational information” which
newly arrived immigrants needed.3’7 "and," suggests Magney,

because social activity was so basic an

aspect of the religious character of Canadian

Methodism these workers for Christ undoubt-

edly did much to make the lives of both

native and immigrant more socially attract-

ive, as well as physically bearable.>8
Moreover, Magney argues that "[a]s they became more inter-
ested in the expansion of missions, Methodists not only
became agents of good works, but agents of national sentiment
as well."39 Magney's arguments are, however, limited to
missionary activity within Canada, particularly in the West
where the Methodist Church "conceive[d] that its mission
was not simply to save souls for Christ but also to insure
the continental destiny of a nation, a nation of unquestioned
Protestant loyalties."60 Because the W. M. S. memberchip and
missionaries were among those involved with Methodism
"literally from the cradle to the grave,"61 they would have
been inevitably immersed in this tradition.

Most recently, Alvyn Austin has undertaken a history
of both Roman Catholic and Protestant Canadian missionaries
in China during the past one hundred years. While Austin has

presented an interesting and comprehensive commentary on the

exploits of these Canadians, he does not examine in any
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detail the particular role of women missionaries in China
although, by Austin's own estimates, "from the 1880s on -
right up to the present - roughly two-thirds of missionaries
in the field were women, half of them unmarried."®2 Nor has
he attempted any more than a cursory survey of the social and
educational backgrounds of the missionaries. On the other
hand, Austin revels in documenting the "success stories" of
the McClures, Kilborns, Endicotts and Whites, which are, no
doubt, a part of this tableau of Canadian missionaries in
China, but cannot be considered representative of the
hundreds of others whose experiences were neither as satisfy-
ing nor as visible. Austin's book may go some distance
towards filling a void in Canadians' awareness of this part-
icular group, but there is still ample scope for scholarly
studies of the missionary forces of the individual Canadian
churches represented in China and elsewhere, and more import-
antly, for an analysis of the specific role of women mission-
aries and their influence on Chinese society.

That missionary work had become a viable career
choice for Canadian women in the last years of the nineteenth
century was precipitated by two interrelated circumstances:
the drive by Canadian women to form their own missionary
societies and the impetus within Canadian evangelical
churches to follow the example of American and British
churches to expand their missionary work into foreign fields.

The earliest woman's church society in Canada appears to have
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been the Halifax Weslevan Female Benevolent Society founded
in 1816,63 but it was not until the last decades of the
nineteenth century that Canadian women initiated a broad
range of religious and secular voluntary ;rganizations, one
of which was the Woman's Missionary Society of the Methodist
Church of Canada.

In Canada, any large scale natigE?l voluntary
organization could hardly have come about before Confeder-
ation. Until about 1870, the predominantly rural and
pioneering nature of Ontario and the West and the lack of
transportation had restricted women's organized and public
activities to the local community or congregation. Nor were
there before the last quarter of the nineteenth century
significant numbers of educated women capable of directing
the complex affairs of a large association.®4 By the last
decades of the century, however, urban population growth had
increased the potential participants in women's organizations
and created the very visible problems which many of the
women's organizations were designed to relieve. Moreover,
the growth of industrial capitalism had, in Canada as in
Britain and the United States, fostered the development of
"homemaking as a woman's vocation."65 Middle-class Canadian
homemakers, in particular, were able to embrace the "cult of

domesticity as more than a domestic presence - as the

development of a distinct and important social vocation."66
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To do so, they moved out of the home, "out of the private
sphere to reform the world."67

Much of this social housekeeping had its roots in

religious belief. Jane Rendall, for one, has suggested that
"evangelical religion offered [women] not only a clear
definition of their expected sphere but also a very positive,
even exalted, role within it."68 Raren Blair, too, at-
tributes the common urge of American women to organize in
groups and their sense of solidarity and sisterhood to their
earlier participation in church-centered activities.69 Wendy
Mitchinson argues that, in Canada, church work "had always
been acceptable for women and so the church became the most
logical institution for women to turn to as many for the
first time entered the public realm."’0  The Church simply
"lent respectability to their efforts and shielded them from
public scrutiny."71 The link between evangelical revivals
and the formation and growth of voluntary associations which
awaits further examination in the United States has hardly
been noticed as far as Canadian women are concerned. It is
probably no coincidence that women's missionary societies and
the Woman's Christian Temperance YJnion originated in the last
guarter of the nineteenth century, 2 period which was marked
by strong waves of revivalism. Timothy Smith has suggested
that in the United States the revivalism of the latter part
of the nineteenth century "set the stage for a tremendcus

advance in interdenominational social and religious work,
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quickening the pace by which the churches Christianized the
land. 01ld benevolent societies took on new functions, new
ones like the Y. M. C. A. ... appeared."’2 1In an exploratory
paper tracing the roots of American women's voluntary
associations, Caroline Gifford has proposed that "it is time
to stop viewing these groups from the perspective of feminist
scholarship exclusively and treat them also as what they
were: expressions of strong religious belief and commit-
ment."’3 Certainly, it is time to cease looking at the
ccmponents of post-Confederation Canadian women's history
exclusively in terms of the failure of suffragism and the
triumph of 'maternal feminism.'

The singular obsession with maternal feminism as an
explanation for the behaviour of Canadian women from 1880 to
1920 has recently come under sharp scrutiny. Joy Parr, for
example, argues that the tendency to designate "those decades
as an era of 'maternal feminism', to see the public actions
of women definitionally as an extension of the private" has
resulted in the exclusion of the activities of women whose
"characterizations of self were not 'maternal.'"’4 Moreover,
Parr criticizes the assumptions of Marxist historians who
ascribe women's unskilled, low-paying position in the work
force to the consequences and demands of industrial capital-
ism which, arguably, at the same time, to quote Julie
Matthaie, spawned the cult of domesticity as a "perfect

complement to capitalism's masculinity" and as a way to
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"mother the losers."’3 Parr anticipates a new configuration
of Canadian historiography reflecting contemporary opinion
wvhich "did not see industrialization as inevitably casting
women as domestic beings and men as public creatures. Their
perceptions were of two interconnected systems in transform-
ation."’6 No doubt Canadian women seeking to move into the
public sphere, either as professionals or volunteers,
capitalized on their supposedly superior feminine attributes
to advance their personal and collective goals. But, at the
same time, as Margaret Conrad suggests, "[t]hose busy and
often much discriminated against professional women who
dominated the ranks of the suffrage societies must have had
more than maternal feminism in mind when they fought for
political rights."77 Similarly, while the W. M. S. appears
at times to have exploited the domestic imperative to re-
concile public opinion to its ambitions, its administrators
and missionaries alike preferred to rely on their own
credentials and professional qualifications to legitimize

their work in the field.

IIT
Although they were unable to comment critically on
all the reasons why, Canadian Methodist women believed that
they had been "very conservative and slow" to follow the
example set by their sister Methodist Episcopal Church in the

United States whose Woman's Foreign Missionary Society had
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been organized in 1869 and whose constitution became the
model for the Canadian society.78 The W. M. S. boasted that
"no ... baptism of blood" like the American Civil War had
"prepared the women of Canadian Methodism for their work, but
simply the call of duty, or ... the call of the Master saying
to us, 'Go, work to-day in my vineyard.'"79 Within Canada,
the Baptists in the Maritimes had been the first to organize
a separate woman's missionary organization. Prompted by
Hannah Norris who was sponsored as a missionary to Burma, a
small missionary society formed in Canso, Nova Scotia, in
1870, grew within a few months to become the United Baptist
Woman's Missionary Union. In 1876, the Woman's Baptist
Foreign Missionary Society of Eastern Ontario and Québec was
organized, followed, in 1896, by the Woman's Baptist Home
Missionary Society of Eastern Ontario and Quebec. Separate
societies were also formed in Manitoba and British Columbia.
But because of the higher proportion of Baptists in the Mari-
times, most of the Baptist foreign missionary work, in
particular the extensive operations in India, was admin-
istered by the Maritime organization.80 The Maritimes also
spawned the first missionary activity among Presbyterian
women. In 1876, a year after Presbyterian union, the Woman's
Foreign Missionary Society of the Presbyterian Church in
Canada (Eastern Division) was constituted in Halifax and a

Western division was formed in Toronto. Shortly after,
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Presbyterian women began to sponsor women missionaries in
central India.8!

The Methodist Episcopal Church in Canada was the
first of the Canadian Methodist churches to organize a
separate woman's missionary society. Because there are no
accounts of any discussions which might have surrounded the
establishment of the organization, it is not possible to
speculate whether its formation at this particular juncture
was prompted by the action taken by the rival Baptist and
Presbyterian churches. In the summer of 1876, the Woman's
Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church in
Canada was constituted, under the guidance of Mrs. Albert
Carman and Mrs. Levi Massey. Its purpose was

... to work in harmony with and under the

supervision of the authorities of the

Missionary Society of the- Methodist Episcopal

Church and be subject to their approval in

the employment and remuneration of missionar-

ies, the designation of their fields of

labor, and in the general plans and designs

of the work.82
The Society does not appear to have had the same autonomy as
its counterpart in the United States which only formally
applied to the General Board for approval of its mission-
aries.83 Future Methodist Episcopal missionaries had to

be approved by the constituted missionary

authorities of the Methodist Episcopal

Church, and shall labor under the direction

of the authorities of the Methodist Episcopal

Church, and of the particular mission of that

Society in which they may be severally

employed; and they shall be subject to the
same rules and regulations that govern the
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other missionaries in those particular
missions.84

The question of the women's ability to reach independent
decisions about the nature of their work and the direction of
their missionaries, however, never became a matter of great
debate because the Society did not realize its goal of
sending women missionaries abroad. In 1881, its receipts of
$399.00 allowed only a contribution of $300.00 to the church
in the Northwest,85 and from June 1882 to June 1883, the last
year of its separate existence, the Society raised only
$123.20.86 wWhen the Methodist Episcopal Church was in-
corporated into the larger Methecdist Church of Canada in
1884, the Society merged with the W. M. S. of the Canadian
Methodist Church without having sent a missionary into the
field.

By comparison, the Canadian Methodist W. M. S. was a
more immediate success, perhaps because of a widespread, if
not universal, recognition of the need for its existence.
Ironically, in view of the women's subsequent fiercely
independent stance, the first official proposal for a
Canadian Methodist Woman's Missionary Society came at the
General Conference in 1878, from the members of the male
General Board of Missions who requested the assistance of
women missionaries with their work in Japan where social
custom prevented men from reaching the female population and,

just as importantly, because of financial difficulties.87
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A motion was presented which recommended
.. that a Ladies' Missionary Society

devoting itself exclusively to the work of

Christian education on [sic] our Indians,

French and-=Foreign Missions, would be a

valuable auxiliary to our present missionary

organization; but inasmuch as our society is

now burdened with debt we do not consider it

expedient at the present time to initiate a

movement that might possibly involve re-

sponsibilities which we would be unable to

meet .88
This suggestion did not generate an enthusiastic reaction at
the General Conference; many delegates feared that if the
Methodist Church ever became unable to support the work of
two societies, the older General Board of Missions might be
the first to suffer. Rivalry and lobbying for financial
support became a matter of jealousy and even hostility
throughout the subsequent history of the two mission
societies. Nevertheless, several representatives at the
Conference seemed enthusiastic about the idea of a separate
woman's society. The Rev. L. N. Beaudry, for one, pointed
out to the delegates that in the United States, women's
missionary societies had been a stimulus, not an obstacle, to
missionary fund raising. One prominent clergyman, the Rev.
John Williams, who became General Superintendent of the
Methodist Church of Canada in 1883,89 and whose daughter,
Elizabeth Williams Ross, was President of the W. M. S. from
1896 until 1920, could see no reason why a woman's society

would interfere with the operations of the General Board of

Missions, especially when the General Board's programme to
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convert French Canadians to Methodism was hampered by a
shortage of workers and money.20 When no satisfactory
decision about an immediate plan for a woman's society was
reached, the question was referred to a central board, with
the mandate to organize a woman's society within the next
four years "if, in their judgment, the financial condition of
the General Society should warrant it.n"2]

Proposals for a woman's missionary society did not
surface again until June 1880, during the Annual Conference
in Hamilton, when Dr. Alexander Sutherland, Secretary of
Missions for the Methodist Church, met with a group of
Hamilton women, the middle-class wives, daughters and widows
of ministers, doctors, lawyers and merchants, in Centenary
Methodist Church parlour to discuss the best way to proceed
with a plan for a woman's society. Sutherland himself was
receptive to the idea and remained supportive of the Society
throughout his long tenure as Missionary Superintendent. A
committee of ten women was appointed to study the operations
of American woman's missionary societies and to draft a
constitution and by-laws. All interested women from Hamilton
Methodist churches were invited to a meeting on June 23 where
the first auxiliary was formed.?2 Over the next months, many
more meetings, which took the form of one hour of prayers for
missions, followed by a business session and tea, were held
in private homes, the Wesleyan Ladies' College and city

churches in Hamilton.93 During the first year, the women
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raised $200.00 through voluntary donations, not public fund
raising, which was sent to Dr. Thomas Crosby in northern
British Columbia.%4

When the first issue of the Missionary Outlook

appeared in January 1881, Alexander Sutherland took the
opportunity to suggest that although it would be "premature"
to try to form "a General Connexional Society" at that time,
the success of the Hamilton experiment indicated that more
branch societies could be organized immediately.?5 There
were, Sutherland suggested, specific areas of missionary work
- teaching in mission schools and working in the Crosby Home
in northern British Columbia and the McDougall Orphanages in
southern Alberta - which were especially suitable for women.
If women undertook the responsibility for these teaching and
custodial jobs, the General Missionary Society would be
relieved "of part of its burdens, leaving it free to employv
all its energies and resources in fully evangelistic work."96
Because of the persistent fear that another missionary
society would syphon off funds normally donated to the
General Board, the women's auxiliaries were advised not to
initiate any new missionary ventures. Any money which they
might raise should be contributed to the support of existing
institutions operating under the auspices of the General
Board.?7 Sutherland's caveat did not escape the notice of

the members of Hamilton's Centenary Church auxiliary.
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From the outset, the W. M. S. was sensitive to the
possibility that, as women, their Society might be assigned a
secondary role in the missionary work of the Methodist
Church. 1In fact, at the first annual meeting, the President,
Sarah Burns, wife of the principal of Hamilton Ladies'
College, and one of the founding mémbers of the Society,
urged the women not be restrained,

... because of the conservatism of some

touching woman's sphere. As she was the

first at the sepulchre to announce the risen

Lord, so may she be first to announce to many

a heart in our day 'he receiveth sinners

still.'98
Although the W. M. S. later acknowledged the support of Dr.
Sutherland, without whose "help and encouragement, in the
beginning, the Woman's Missionary Society would have found it
difficult to overcome the prejudice and indifference of the
times, if, indeed, it could have lived at all,"99 his
proposals about the particular sphere which should be
assigned to women in the missionary movement and the dis-
bursement of their own funds provoked the women of Centenary
Church to re-examine their plans for a W. M. S.

Shortly after Sutherland's statement had been
published, the Centenary auxiliary met to discuss the "most
viﬁal" question of the allocation of the money which they
raised. They acknowledged the wisdom of the more experienced
General Council in missionary affairs, but, clearly, they

would not surrender their fiscal autonomy. Was it not

better, they asked themselves, to
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strike out on an entirely new line? Assume
all the responsibilities oursglves, and take
the burden upoﬁ"BUr own hearts and heads,
which will force us to our knees, to seek the
wisdom from above which is profitable to
direct, and the-geal which will surely
accompany knowledgeand love?!100

As far as these women were concerned, fiscal control and
accountability were the keys to their independence as an
organization. Their tenacity in this regard suggests,
perhapg, a parallel with the domestic sphere and a similar
connection between money and pcwer in their own homes.

When the constitutior for a nationwide W. M. 5. was
delivered in April 1881, the relationship between the new
organization and the existing Missionary Society was clearly
delineated.'0!' The object of the W. M. S. was, by defin-
ition,

to engage the effort of Christian women in

the evangelization of heathen women and

children;to aid in sustaining female

Missionaries and Teachers or other special

laborers, in foreign or home fields, and to

raise funds for this work.'02
There was, however, no specific reference to surrendering the
financial business of the W. M. S. to the General Missionary
Society. Rather, the women chose, as had the Met