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Abstract 

 

Women on a Mission: African American Missionary Women, Gender and Race 

Relations, 1880–1940. 

 

In this thesis, I critically analyse how African American missionary women negotiated 

race and gender in South African missionary societies. The empirical material of this 

thesis is drawn from case studies of missionary women who were part of the African 

American denomination, the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME), and its 

South African missionary societies. 

 

In recent decades, scholarship on mission women has burgeoned. Historians, 

missionary, and feminist scholars alike have applied varied methodologies to a wide 

range of contexts to study mission women’s experiences. Scholarship has also recently 

started to expand to the study of mission and convert women’s interactions. I draw on 

the emerging scholarship using an interdisciplinary approach to explore how AME 

women, especially, experienced mission work – whether born in the United States (US) 

or converted in the field. 

 

The timeframe is from 1900 to 1940, when the majority of US AME missionaries went 

to Africa. Relations between African Americans and white Americans in the US 

deteriorated at the end of the nineteenth century but this decline coincided with the 

expansion of AME missionary work. This missionary work provided US AME women 

with increased agency, which was denied to them at home. This thesis explores the 

power and agency that AME women had within both the US and South Africa, and 

asks how African American AME missionary women negotiated gender ideologies and 

practices in South Africa, how they interacted with African women, and how they 

negotiated the regulation of their sexuality and sexual behaviour in South Africa. 

 
These questions are explored through the overarching themes of power and agency in 

colonial hierarchies. I begin by outlining the opportunities women could access in the 

mission field before a more nuanced discussion on the power relations cultivated 

between US and convert AME women. The ideas of US AME women providing 

maternal guidance to ‘forlorn’ convert women dominate surviving accounts. One US 
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AME mission woman went a step further and attempted to introduce ideas of Western 

femininity to female African students at a South African mission school.  

 

In the middle chapters I explore women who worked without their husbands and, in 

doing so, garnered power denied in the US to AME women, although in one instance 

there was a strong backlash. In Chapter Five how convert women not only assumed 

power that superseded that of mission women, but also managed to avoid any form of 

criticism is explored. Tentative conclusions suggest that holding positions of power 

was not always without question or hindrance and depended on personal agendas and 

existing kinship networks. All of these factors appear to have impacted the women 

studied in nuanced ways. 

 

The final chapter of the thesis captures the gendered and racial divides AME women 

negotiated through discussion of the regulation of sexuality and sexual behaviour. 

Although US AME women were preoccupied with the discontinuation of African 

coming-of-age rituals and polygamous marriage practices, silence surrounds the sexual 

scandal of a male AME Bishop that challenged the very core of the AME doctrine. This 

distinction between permissible AME male sexual behaviour and the close regulation 

of female sexual behaviour perhaps best epitomises the gendered access to power and 

agency discussed throughout the thesis. The mission field presented unprecedented 

opportunities for both African and US AME women, not without encountering racial 

and gendered double standards. 
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Introduction 

 

Returning Home? AME Missionary Work in South Africa, 1880–1940 

 

In 1936, a large crowd gathered at one of the piers in New York City to farewell two 

African American missionaries bound for Cape Town, South Africa. The couple, 

Richard and Charlotte Wright, were farewelled with elaborate presents, which included 

orchids sent by President Franklin Roosevelt.1 The expensive farewell at the New York 

docks was incongruent with the economic realities of the Great Depression sweeping 

across the United States of America (US) at this time, but it encapsulated the doctrine 

of the religious denomination the two missionaries represented. Even impoverished 

areas of the city, such as Harlem, featured African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 

churches, with their plush red velvet-lined pews and gold-decorated furnishings. This 

was the opening act for AME missionaries. The departure of missionaries was not itself 

remarkable, as the denomination had farewelled couples every four years who were 

bound for its various mission fields.2 What was exceptional about the Wrights is that 

this couple would be single-handedly responsible for implementing some of the most 

drastic changes that the AME mission field in South Africa had ever seen. Furthermore, 

they would write prolifically about their time in South Africa and the series of events 

that occurred while they were there, leaving us with a wealth of information to explore.  

 

The second act, their arrival in Cape Town, was radically different to the scenes 

witnessed in New York: many of the missionaries were detained on board of their 

ships, as South Africa’s colonial government feared that the agenda of the AME would 

incite an indigenous uprising. It is this hostile greeting by local authorities that prefaces 

the third act of AME missionaries’ foray into the mission field, and it is also where my 

                                                
1 Charlotte Crogman Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross: The Story of an American 
Bishop’s Wife in South Africa  (New York: Exposition Press, 1955), 13. 
2 The AME normally only sent one US couple to the South African mission field at any 
given time. A notable exception to this occurred in 1937 when Bishop Amos White and 
his wife Luella White were invited by the Presiding Bishop to run a mission school. 
South African converts typically filled the other positions, such as Reverend, and 
taught at the mission schools, with the bulk of the work undertaken in the Transvaal 
and Cape Town. Occasionally, US AME ministers visited the mission field to offer 
support to the Presiding Bishop for brief periods. The most comprehensive surviving 
primary source material pertains to the Presiding Bishops. For a complete list, see ibid., 
60. 
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study of how mission women specifically negotiated the mission fields of South Africa 

begins. 

 

Origins and Structure of the African Methodist Episcopal Church 

 

The AME is a religious affiliation that was founded by free African Americans in 

Philadelphia in the 1790s. Over the course of the nineteenth century, James Campbell 

observes, “the church became more structured and hierarchical, as leaders struggled to 

accommodate tens of thousands of new members” in the US.3 The church faced 

outright racism and hostility from white Americans, particularly during the 1790s, and 

“to circumvent such hostility, many ministers became adept at cultivating the ‘better 

class’ of whites”, a technique that would continue in one form or another until the 

present day.4 In other words, gaining official recognition from white Americans and 

white support for new branches, in order to prevent arrest and “almost certain 

reenslavement” was paramount.5 

 

The AME would ultimately follow the tradition of other Methodist denominations and 

adopt a hierarchical structure presided over by Bishops.6 The title of Bishop was the 

highest an ordained member of the church could achieve and since only men could be 

ordained during this period, it was also one that systematically denied women formal 

positions of influence. Bishops were typically married.7 Beneath the Bishops, in 

descending order, were Reverends, stewards, and class leaders.8 Below these male 

positions were the female-only positions of deaconesses and stewardesses, which 

afforded women little formal power within the hierarchical structure. 

 

                                                
3 James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the 
United States and South Africa  (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
32. 
4 Ibid., 34. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Jualynne Dodson, Engendering Church: Women, Power, and the A.M.E. Church  
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002), 17-19. 
7 Rev. S.J. Channell, "A Symposium: "More Bishops"," The Christian Recorder LXII, 
no. 20 (1914): 1. 
8 The AME sent only one US couple at a time, typically sending bishops or reverends 
rather than lower ranked officials, such as stewards and class leaders. 
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From the outset of the AME church, women “were the history and heritage of the 

denomination” through the informal power they wielded in small-group activities.9 

Methodism already had a tradition of “small-group activities that nurtured collective 

identity and community solidarity”, specialising in singing and praying, as well as 

sponsoring social activities.10 US AME women were no exception and “gladly 

embraced this community-building aspect of Methodist tradition and then used it to 

bolster their own struggle for gender equity in the denomination”.11 In the nineteenth 

century, for example, female relatives of AME ministers would be instrumental in 

garnering white support. As Jualynne Dodson notes, female relatives were responsible 

for mending the travel-worn clothes of ministers so they would look presentable, and 

thus conform to the politics of respectability.12 These women formed the “Daughters of 

Conference” in 1816 and had available to them the three positions of stewardess, 

female evangelist, and deaconess.13  

 

The Daughters of Conference would become the “model for future gender-specific, 

social arenas wherein women acquired skills in organizational management. Nothing 

else in the new denomination accommodated women’s groups or their skills”.14 In 

1868, the countrywide AME conference (consisting of ordained male ministers) would 

vote to create the new position of stewardess for all lay female members (rather than 

limited just to the Daughters of Conference) and women would slowly gravitate to the 

position in the twentieth century.15 As the twentieth century approached, US AME 

women would be largely preoccupied with the administrative arena of missionary 

work, which was the strongest source of informal power for US AME women during 

the period under consideration in this thesis.16 The Woman’s Parent Mite Missionary 

Society (the WPMMS, also known as the Woman’s Mite Missionary Society, WMMS) 

was organised in 1874.17 The Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society 

                                                
9 Dodson, Engendering Church, 13. 
10 Ibid., 12. 
11 Ibid., 13. 
12 Ibid., 41. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 45. 
15 Ibid., 58-59. 
16 Ibid., 59. 
17 Octavia W. Dandridge, A History of the Women's Missionary Society of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1874-1987  (n.p.), 157-58. 
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(WHFMS) was first organised in South Bend, Indiana in 1893 and approved by the 

General Conference in 1896. 

 

The day-to-day operations of these societies throughout the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries consisted primarily of small group meetings which were dedicated 

to fundraising for the church’s mission efforts. These societies were gendered, since 

membership was restricted to women (despite being ultimately under the jurisdiction of 

ordained, and therefore male, AME members). Dodson has argued that these societies 

“functioned as sheltered arenas wherein women could consolidate their strength, 

competence, and confidence into a concrete capability to implement their will”.18 

Membership of these organisations allowed US AME women to participate in 

international conferences: Fanny Jackson Coppin, for instance, attended the Centenary 

of Missions held in London in 1888.19 At that conference, Coppin argued that African 

American women needed to be treated as equal to white women, so they too could 

“exercise the noble characteristics of womanhood”.20 She refused, however, to publicly 

criticise a Presbyterian minister at the conference who “told the women repeatedly that 

they must not assume any ecclesiastical function”, reflecting in her autobiography 

several years later that “the Lord God alone gives the limit to the functions of woman’s 

religious work”, and she “never had any desire to assume ecclesiastical functions”.21 

The formal position of women in the AME church between 1900 and 1940 reflected 

Coppin’s speech and remained static. Despite the lack of change, the AME women’s 

missionary societies would continue to provide much needed support. The women’s 

missionary societies, for example, also provided social and economic support to South 

African students who studied under the auspices of the AME in the US. 

 

The African Methodist Episcopal in South Africa 

 

The AME arrived in South Africa in 1896 in response to an invitation from Mangena 

Mokone, an ordained Methodist member, who had formerly been part of the Wesleyan 

Methodist Missionary Society.22 Mokone led a group of Black African Christians in the 

                                                
18 Dodson, Engendering Church, 99. 
19 Fanny Jackson Coppin, Reminiscences of School Life, and Hints on Teaching  
(Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book Concern, 1913), 115. 
20 The Christian Recorder XXVI, no. 23 (1888): 4. 
21 Coppin, Reminiscences, 118. 
22 Campbell, Songs of Zion, vii. 
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split from the Wesleyan Methodists in protest against what they saw as unchristian 

racial discrimination. The group was known as the Ethiopian Church until they were 

incorporated into the AME Church.  

 

A US AME Bishop was sent to supervise the South African branch of the AME. Every 

four years at the US general conference, members were invited to elect a Bishop who 

would travel to South Africa and supervise the mission outreach. Importantly, only 

ordained members were allowed to vote and during this time period only men could be 

ordained.23 This voting system meant that both AME members in South Africa and 

female AME members in the US had no formal say in who would serve in the foreign 

fields. It is also important to note that the AME never actively recruited single women 

to participate in its mission outreach programme. The AME unequivocally preferred to 

send married couples to the field. Also, it was expected that the Bishop’s wife would 

accompany him to the field. Once in the mission field, it was expected that wives 

would accompany their husbands as they travelled around South Africa; and the 

Presiding Bishop was expected to visit all of the mission stations located in South 

Africa. 

 

This system meant that the majority of missionaries were not moral crusaders, and nor 

were they lifelong missionaries. Their missionary efforts were fuelled by a desire to 

communicate knowledge that would be beneficial for the agenda of the AME Church 

although many South African members were unable (or chose not) to conform to the 

conservative church doctrine. 

 

Despite the conservative doctrine, the church attracted virulent opposition from white 

missionaries (and white officials) who believed the church would enable Black 

Africans to operate outside of white authority and control. This opposition, however, 

did little to stifle the rapid expansion of the AME throughout South Africa. 

 

The South African branch of the AME drew members from existing congregations; just 

over a decade after its arrival, close to forty thousand Africans had joined the church.24 

                                                
23 This conforms to the trend identified by Isabel Apawo Phiri, "The Church and 
Women in Africa," in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to African Religions, ed. Elias 
Kifon Bongmba (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 257. 
24 Campbell, Songs of Zion, viii. 
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This rapid growth suggests that the AME was different to traditional missions, whose 

outreach typically was only slowly able to gather converts. Campbell explains that “in 

the vice-ridden [South African] slums … African Methodism offered direction and 

discipline, much as it had in antebellum American cities”.25 For many Black South 

Africans, “who spent their weeks isolated behind shop counters or in white kitchens, 

the church provided a sense of belonging, a point of structure and community around 

which one could begin to construct an urban identity” during rapid social and economic 

change.26  

 

Extraordinary upheaval was occurring throughout South Africa when the AME arrived. 

For instance, the gold-mining industry was rapidly expanding in Johannesburg, 

encouraging Black African men away from domestic service jobs and into the mines. 

While the Anglo-Boer War started on October 11, 1899 and conflict ended on May 31, 

1902 resulting in thousands of African deaths and causalities. In the wake of the war, 

the AME would extend its reach further into urban Black communities.27 The South 

African Natives Land Act of 1913 also attracted more members to the AME. The bill 

meant many sharecropping families were forced off white farms or subject to 

increasingly destitute conditions if they remained, which Campbell suggests “increased 

their alienation from white authority, and perhaps enhanced the appeal of a separatist 

church”.28 In South Africa by the mid-1890s, dissatisfaction with racism in white 

missionary societies had led to growing unrest, and the AME – an African American 

religious denomination committed to racial equality – was particularly appealing to 

dissatisfied, Black South African Christians. 

 

The appeal of racial equality would remain unchanged although the church did gain 

greater formal recognition from white authorities over time. By the 1920s the AME had 

become highly respectable within South Africa having transformed from the initial 

“dynamic popular movement into a more or less conventional mission church”.29 The 

church was, for instance, by the 1920s able to officiate marriages. It is during this 

period of greater respectability that the majority of US AME women travelled to South 

                                                
25 Ibid., 148. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 177. 
29 Ibid., 248. 
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Africa as missionaries. There they would continue to promote and enhance the image 

of the church through their mission work. 

 

Women on a Mission 

 

Traditional mission histories often omitted women’s experiences because of the 

assumption that their voices could not be located in the archives. However, feminist 

studies of missionary women have begun to examine white missionary women’s 

experiences and their interactions with indigenous women in the field, although 

discussion of white missionary women’s sexuality (specifically, the regulation and 

control of sexual identity and behaviour) has been minimal. The studies of missionary 

women have been generated largely by the reading of the ‘silences’ of women in 

missionary archives because missionary women were rarely (unless they were single) 

obliged to submit missionary reports.30 Historian Ulrike Sill has noted that this 

invisibility of female missionary authored work can be overcome as “their voices are 

recorded in the reports of others”.31 ‘Silences’, then, can be interpreted and explained 

by using other archival materials. The experiences of AME mission woman, Grace 

Wares, for example, can be traced through Charlotte Wright’s memior about her 

experiences in South Africa.  

 

The experiences of mission women being the centre of scholarly attention continues to 

be an important development in the scholarship, with the exploration of mission 

women’s interactions with local women at the forefront. I build on these recent 

developments by not only focusing on AME missionary women, but also how they 

interacted with local South African women. The interactions are intriguing because 

from the late nineteenth century several Black South African women were educated in 

the US. These converts quite literally stumbled into the arms of the AME after a 

touring African choir was abandoned in Cleveland, Ohio. When the converts returned 

                                                
30 The silence of women in missionary archives is an acknowledged methodological 
problem in feminist literature. See, for instance, Ulrike Sill, Encounters in Quest of 
Christian Womanhood: The Basel Mission in Pre- and Early Colonial Ghana  (Boston: 
Brill, 2010); Elizabeth Elbourne, "Mother's Milk: Gender, Power and Anxiety on a 
South African Mission Station, 1839-1840," in Missionaries, Indigenous Peoples and 
Cultural Exchange, ed. Patricia Grimshaw and Andrew May (Eastbourne, Portland: 
Sussex Academic Press, 2010); Anna Johnston, Missionary Writing and Empire, 1800-
1860  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 43. 
31 Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood, 26. 
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home, they established the first AME mission schools in South Africa, championed the 

AME agenda throughout the country, and became instrumental in the mission’s success 

during its formative years. 

 

Terminology 

 

AME women in the period 1900 to 1940 did not refer to themselves as African 

American. However, I use the term ‘African American’ throughout my thesis to denote 

AME missionaries from the US so as to distinguish them clearly from local African 

women. 

 

AME mission women tended use the term ‘Bantu’ to refer to Black South African 

women, but it is a problematic category that artificially generalises the ethnic groups 

they visited and among whom they worked and also reflects mid-nineteenth-century, 

white missionary attempts to develop a linguistic category into which all the tribes of 

South Africa could be classified.32 The term also perpetuates an unequal power 

dynamic between the missionaries and converts and African communities, as ‘Bantu’ 

was used as a racist scientific category to describe Africans in the same manner as 

plants and animals.33 This linguistic category could also be used to extend the social 

distance between AME members and Africans, with AME members portraying 

Africans as “colonized people, as tribesmen living at an early stage of evolution or as 

dying out or inferior races in need of Christian care and colonial tuition”.34 AME 

members did not reflect upon the way African women or men might have identified 

themselves or write of instances where they themselves were mistaken as Black South 

Africans. These race assumptions fed into the overarching aim of their publications: to 

ensure continued domestic (US) support for the ailing mission efforts. Furthermore, the 

sweeping, outdated categorisation of indigenous South Africans as ‘Bantu’ makes it 

difficult to precisely chart the exact time, place, and ethnic identities of African 

communities with whom the missionaries interacted, in their writings, although it is 

                                                
32 Norman Etherington, Patick Harries, and Bernard K. Mbenga, "From Colonial 
Hegemonies to Imperial Conquest, 1840 – 1880," in The Cambridge History of South 
Africa: Volume 1, from Early Times to 1885, ed. Carolyn Hamilton, Bernard K. 
Mbenga, and Robert Ross (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 328-29. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 329. 
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likely they worked among Xhosa and Zulu speakers in the rural town of Evaton, which 

is situated in the Transvaal.35  

 

From New York to Cape Town 

 

In this thesis, I critically analyse how African American missionary women negotiated 

race and gender in South African missionary societies through a series of case studies. 

The empirical material for my study is drawn from women who were part of, or 

affiliated with, the predominately African American church, the AME, and its mission 

societies stretching from Cape Town to the kingdom of Barotse, north of the 

Zambesi.36 The timeframe is from 1900, when the majority of AME missionaries went 

to Africa, and concludes in 1940, with the outbreak of World War Two.37 Relations 

between African Americans and white Americans in the US deteriorated at the end of 

the nineteenth century. This decline coincided with the expansion of AME missionary 

                                                
35 Norman Etherington has observed that “often the historian’s only clue to the 
ethnicity of people mentioned in the tables of ecclesiastical employees is the low 
annual wage recorded in the salary column”; however, I have not able to locate such 
records for the AME. Urban Transvaal also attracted a number of Africans from across 
South Africa and Campbell argues it is difficult to determine who joined the AME. See 
Norman Etherington, "The Missionary Writing Machine in Nineteenth-Century 
Kwazulu-Natal," in Mixed Messages: Materiality, Textuality, Missions, ed. Jamie S. 
Scott and Gareth Griffiths (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 46; Campbell, 
Songs of Zion, 146. 
36 The AME boasted two women’s missionary societies by the dawn of the twentieth 
century and to date no AME missionary society has received major critical attention. 
The Women’s Parent Mite Missionary Society was founded in 1874 and largely 
consisted of Northern AME women who were married to AME Bishops. The Women’s 
Home and Foreign Missionary Society was founded in 1896 and tended to attract 
Southern AME women. These societies merged in 1936 and became the Women’s 
Missionary Society. The AME also had foreign missionary societies in Haiti and 
Liberia during this period. See Kenneth C. Barnes, ""On the Shore Beyond the Sea": 
Black Missionaries from Arkansas in Africa During the 1890s," The Arkansas 
Historical Quarterly 61, no. 4 (2002): 330-31.  
37 Although AME missionary work continues today, the decolonisation that followed 
the Second World War shifted the direction of missionary work in South Africa. See 
Sylvia M. Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa: Black Women Missionaries in Southern 
Africa," in Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance, ed. Nupur 
Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), 207, 
22; Walter L. Williams, Black Americans and the Evangelization of Africa, 1877-1900  
(Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1982), 54; Patricia Grimshaw, "Faith, 
Missionary Life, and the Family," in Gender and Empire, ed. Philippa Levine (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 279. 
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work.38 The South African AME missionary societies are unusual, as the missionary 

work provided AME women with a degree of  agency which was denied to them in the 

US owing to the racial segregation that had been legalised by the Jim Crow laws.39 

Nevertheless, AME women still had to negotiate racial discrimination and stifling 

gender relations in South Africa. I explore these complexities of race and gender by 

looking at the power and agency that AME women had in both the US and as 

missionaries in South Africa. I ask how African American AME missionary women 

negotiated gender ideologies and practices in the South African mission fields; how 

these women negotiated race relations with indigenous South African women; and how 

AME missionary women negotiated the regulation of their sexuality and sexual 

behaviour in the missionary fields. 

 

I address the first key question by exploring how the positions of power (both formal 

and informal) were shaped by gendered ideologies. These ideologies are evident in the 

conceptual gendered hierarchy which existed in the US, which barred women from 

high-ranking positions such as Reverend and Bishop, and the gendered assumptions 

about missionary work in Africa that AME women internalised as providing assistance 

to local women male members simply could not. I then consider how this power 

manifested itself in the South African missionary societies in terms of AME women’s 

negotiation of marriage and motherhood. This analysis serves as a catalyst for 

exploring how AME missionary women dealt with the discrepancies between gender 

ideologies and actual practices in the South African missionary societies. 

 

Secondly, I investigate how AME missionary women negotiated race relations. More 

specifically, I question how they negotiated race relations with indigenous South 

African women. I also explore how AME missionary women perceived South Africa 

(which builds on the way gender influenced how missionary work was perceived as 
                                                
38 Rayford W. Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877-1901  
(New York: The Dial Press, Inc., 1954), 52. The timeframe excludes the Zulu War of 
1879 that affected every indigenous Christian community in Natal and, after 1880, the 
Lutherans, Anglicans, and Methodists made sweeping changes to the operations of 
their missions. Norman Etherington, Preachers Peasants and Politics in Southeast 
Africa, 1935-1880: African Christian Communities in Natal, Pondoland and Zululand  
(London: Royal Historical Society, 1978), 4. 
39 Racial segregation was legally enforced in Southern US states through the Jim Crow 
laws from 1877 to the mid-1960s and informally throughout Northern US states 
(despite more liberal states passing legislation in 1883 that officially prohibited 
segregation). 
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highlighted in my first key question) and analyse the power relations between AME 

missionary women and Black South African women. This analysis seeks to expose the 

systems of power at work in this context and the manner in which race along with 

gender influenced AME missionary work, in order to address the third key question on 

the sexuality of mission women. 

 

So far, the sexuality, sexual identity, and sexual behaviour of missionary women have 

not been rigorously studied. I address this gap in the literature here by investigating 

how the sexuality and sexual behaviour of AME mission women was regulated in the 

South African missionary societies. By examining this aspect of missionary societies, I 

consider the agency which AME missionary women exercised abroad and aim to 

expose the contradictions between gender ideologies and practices evident in the 

situation where AME missionary women were afforded a greater degree of agency 

abroad but considered inappropriate models of sexual behaviour.40 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

My thesis fits into the clearly established scholarly field of historical missionary studies 

and builds on emerging feminist historical scholarship on missionary women.41 This 

project subsequently uses a feminist historical approach. Using a feminist, post-colonial 

framework this project is influenced by recent feminist studies of white missionary 

societies including work by Elizabeth Elbourne, Ulrike Sill, and Margaret Allen.42 

                                                
40 Amanda Denise Kemp, ""Up from Slavery" and Other Narratives: Black South 
African Performances of the American Negro (1920-1943)" (PhD, Northwestern 
University, 1997), 162. 
41 For the most recent studies, see Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood; 
Elbourne, "Mother's Milk." For existing studies on AME women and power, see 
Jualynne Dodson, "Power and Surrogate Leadership: Black Women and Organized 
Religion," Sage 5, no. 2 (1988); "Nineteenth-Century A.M.E. Preaching Women," in 
Women in New Worlds: Historical Perspectives on the Wesleyan Tradition, ed. 
Rosemary Skinner Keller; Hilah F. Thomas; Louise L. Queen (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1981); Engendering Church; Jualynne Elizabeth Dodson, "Women's Collective Power 
in the A.M.E. Church" (Ph.D., University of California, 1984). 
42 These recent studies have used archival material, such as letters, reports, family 
papers, diaries, and newspapers, to form a comprehensive understanding of white 
female missionaries and their contributions to missionary outreach. See Margaret 
Allen, "Through Colonial Spectacles," in Journeying and Journalling: Creative and 
Critical Meditation on Travel Writing, ed. Giselle Bastin, et al. (Kent Town: Wakefield 
Press, 2010), 133; Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood, 26-30; Elbourne, 
"Mother's Milk," 10. 
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Undoubtedly, the study of gender in missionary history is a significant field of 

scholarship.43 This body of literature emphasises the importance of missionary 

women’s attempts to model domesticity and appropriate gender relations, a topic which 

I address in Chapters Three and Five. Elbourne suggests that such micro studies of 

missionary women “focuses attention on the mission station as an institution in itself in 

relation to a much larger picture”.44 This project similarly employs case studies of 

AME missionary women in order to throw light on on the gendered power structures 

and agency afforded to the women within the mission station and beyond. Using 

published and unpublished material, the thesis follows the tenets Elbourne proposes: 

that “if one digs beneath the surface of the archival record, its anxieties, tensions and 

dense social relationships reveal much about wider relationships of power on many 

levels”.45 

 

The study of missionary women was brought to the forefront of mission scholarship 

more generally by feminist revisionist historians.46 Feminist historical studies of 

missionary women provide a useful framework for studying gender, race, and women’s 

sexuality in a mission context. Studies of missionary women have recently begun to 

determine the degree of agency which missionary women could exercise abroad in 

comparison to domestic settings.47 Initially, such studies have, for instance, focused on 

how missionary women negotiated marriage. They have now extended to examining 

                                                
43 Elbourne, "Mother's Milk," 20. 
44 Ibid., 22. Ruth Compton Brouwer, for instance, also uses case studies in Ruth 
Compton Brouwer, Modern Women Modernizing Men: The Changing Missions of 
Three Professional Women in Asia and Africa, 1902-69  (Vancouver, Toronto: 
UBCPress, 2002). 
45 Elbourne, "Mother's Milk," 22. 
46 Grimshaw, "Faith, Missionary Life, and the Family," 262. 
47 Gareth Griffiths, "'Trained to Tell the Truth': Missionaries, Converts, and Narration," 
in Missions and Empire, ed. Norman Etherington (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 159; Adrian Hastings, "Were Women a Special Case?," in Women and 
Missions: Past and Present, ed. Fiona Bowie, Deborah Kirkwood, and Shirley Ardener 
(Providence, Oxford: Berg, 1993), 110; Patricia R. Hill, Their World Their Household: 
The American Woman's Foreign Mission Movement and Cultural Transformation, 
1870-1920  (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1986), 94; Andrew Brown-
May, "Sex and Salvation: Modelling Gender on an Indian Mission Station," in 
Evangelists of Empire? Missionaries in Colonial History, ed. Amanda Barry, et al. 
(Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2008), 35. 
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the negotiation of independence and African American missionary women.48 The issue 

of particular interest to have emerged out of this feminist scholarship and the 

subsequent academic debates surrounding it is the question of whether female 

missionaries propagated a model of femininity which ultimately subordinated 

indigenous women.49 This work has been led by Deborah Gaitskell, who has written 

extensively on South African Christian missionary women and domesticity.50 

 

African American AME women have been extensively studied, from a sociological 

perspective, through ideas of collective power in the US and the main contributor to 

this scholarship has been African American sociologist, Jualynne Dodson.51 Dodson 

has addressed domestic gender power relations by analysing AME women’s collective 

power within the church at all levels. She has concluded that AME women’s 

participation in small group arrangements, such as the Women’s Mite Missionary 

Society, enabled them to “exercise power in the denomination without being in control 

                                                
48 Patricia Grimshaw, Paths of Duty: American Missionary Wives in Nineteenth-
Century Hawaii  (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989); Margaret Jolly, 
"Introduction: Colonial and Postcolonial Plots in Histories of Maternities and 
Modernities," in Maternities and Modernities: Colonial and Postcolonial Experiences 
in Asia and the Pacific, ed. Kalpana Ram and Margaret Jolly (Cambridge, New York, 
Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Sylvia M. Jacobs, "Afro-American 
Women Missionaries Confront the African Way of Life," in Black Women in American 
History: The Twentieth Century, ed. Darlene Clark Hine (Brooklyn: Carlson, 1990); 
"Give a Thought to Africa." 
49 Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood, 11; Elizabeth Elbourne, Blood 
Ground: Colonialism, Missions, and the Contest for Christianity in the Cape Colony 
and Britain, 1799-1853  (Montreal, Kingston, London, Ithaca: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2002), 13, 22; Jane Hunter, The Gospel of Gentility: American 
Women Missionaries in Turn-of-the-Century China  (New Haven, London: Yale 
University Press, 1984), 174-228. 
50 In particular, Deborah Gaitskell, "Women and Education in South Africa: How 
Helpful Are the Mission Archives?," in Missionary Encounters: Sources and Issues, 
ed. Robert A. Bickers and Rosemary Seton (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1996); 
"'Christian Compounds for Girls': Church Hostels for African Women in Johannesburg, 
1907-1970," Journal of Southern African Studies 6, no. 1 (1979); "Female Faith and the 
Politics of the Personal: Five Mission Encounters in Twentieth-Century South Africa," 
Feminist Review, no. 65 (2000); "Housewives, Maids or Mothers: Some Contradictions 
of Domesticity for Christian Women in Johannesburg, 1903-39," The Journal of 
African History 24, no. 2 (1983); "Devout Domesticity? A Century of African 
Women's Christianity in South Africa," in Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 
1945, ed. Cherryl Walker (Cape Town, London: David Philip, James Currey, 1990). 
51 Dodson, "Nineteenth-Century A.M.E. Preaching Women; Dodson, "Women's 
Collective Power; Dodson, "Power and Surrogate Leadership; Engendering Church. 
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of positions of formal authority”.52 The AME may have formally implemented 

hegemonic forms of gendered power relations during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, but the organisation of small groups within the church enabled 

women to informally negotiate the terms of these relations.53 The creation of women’s 

missionary societies granted women a new space for power. Although this power was 

of an informal nature, these societies provided essential labour and financial 

contributions to the AME missionary societies in South Africa and throughout the 

world.54 The financial contributions that were raised in the US allowed AME women to 

implicitly exercise power through, for instance, their appointment of a male minister to 

a foreign mission.55 In Chapter One, I will explore how AME women negotiated 

gendered ideologies of missionary work in order to establish the conditions AME 

women faced before heading abroad.56 Dodson’s sociological studies, however, provide 

little insight into how AME missionaries negotiated race, gender, and sexuality in 

foreign mission societies.  

 

AME female missionaries occupied an unusual space in South African missionary 

societies because they were not white and exercised a problematic form of agency, as 

they moved beyond the confines of the domestic sphere. For instance, AME missionary 

women travelled extensively within and outside of the US, and the fact that these 

missionary women addressed both white and African audiences transgressed the norms 

of both gender and race relations of the time period. Such transgression could occur 

because of the high degree of agency afforded to the AME missionary women who 

worked within South Africa. AME missionary women had exceptional opportunities to 

preach and function as public leaders of the AME in South Africa. Such opportunities 

were denied the women who remained in the US, who only exercised informal control 

of the financial resources through their significant fundraising activities.57 The 

                                                
52 The conclusion is similar to Patricia Hill’s investigation of white American 
missionary women. See Hill, The World Their Household, 117; Dodson, "Women's 
Collective Power," 172. 
53 Dodson, Engendering Church, 42. 
54 Elbourne, Blood Ground, 14; Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 172. 
55 Dodson, Engendering Church, 103. 
56 I argue that this feminisation of Africa was developed from official AME rhetoric as 
the women’s missionary societies were not formed until after an open AME letter 
accused AME women of not supporting the failing missionary efforts. Campbell, Songs 
of Zion, 94; Williams, Black Americans and the Evangelization of Africa, 98, 108; 
Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 172. 
57 Kemp, "Up from Slavery," 148-49. 
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opportunities given to AME women in South Africa thus eclipsed the informal, behind 

the scenes work in which AME women in the US participated. 

 

Existing Studies of AME Missionary Outreach in South Africa 

 

The main contributors to studies of AME missionary work so far have been members 

of the AME itself.58 While they are undoubtedly important to any study of AME 

activities, such studies must be viewed with caution. Historians who were active 

members of the denomination are likely to have “created an image of the mission 

which served the institutions’ self-assertion”, focusing on encouraging their domestic 

audience to provide financial support to the church’s efforts, rather than critically 

engaging with the mission work conducted.59  

 

The only secular study to date which exclusively focuses on the AME in South Africa 

is James Campbell’s Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the 

United States and South Africa.60 Nevertheless, the overarching aim of Songs of Zion is 

to provide a comparative social historical study of the AME in the US and South 

Africa. Campbell does not discuss female missionaries, focusing instead on the racial 

relations between male AME missionaries and Africans.61 

                                                
58 For instance, Lewellyn Longfellow Berry, A Century of Missions of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1840-1940  (New York: Gutenberg Printing, 1942); Rev. 
H.B. Parks, Africa: The Problem of the New Century-the Part the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church Is to Have in Its Solution  (New York: The Board of Home and 
Foreign Missionary Department of the A.M.E. Church, 1899). 
59 Mary Taylor Huber and Nancy C. Lutkehaus, "Introduction: Gendered Missions at 
Home and Abroad," in Gendered Missions: Women and Men in Missionary Discourse 
and Practice, ed. Mary Taylor Huber and Nancy C. Lutkehaus (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 2002), 6; Kirsten Rüther, The Power Beyond: Mission 
Strategies, African Conversion and the Development of a Christian Culture in the 
Transvaal  (New Brunswick, London: Transaction Publishers, 2001), 7. 
60 Songs of Zion was based on Campbell’s doctoral thesis: James Tierney Campbell, 
"Our Fathers, Our Children: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United 
States and South Africa" (PhD, Stanford University, 1989). It is also important to note 
that Songs of Zion has been criticised for lacking comparative detail between the US 
and South Africa, with critics arguing that Campbell relied too heavily on US history 
and government archives in South Africa, rather than, for instance, South African 
missionary archives. This criticism is crucial in outlining Campbell’s key questions as 
his study provides a basis for how to construct a study of the AME in both the US and 
South Africa. See Norman Etherington, "The A.M.E. In America and South Africa," 
The Journal of African History 39, no. 1 (1998): 165. 
61 Campbell, Songs of Zion, x. 
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Where AME missionary women have been studied it is conjunction with other 

denominations. Sylvia Jacobs, for instance, has primarily explored how African 

American missionary women from a number of denominations responded to European 

imperialism while working in Africa. Jacobs has argued that African American 

missionary women sought to reorganise Black African society to counter notions of 

African American inferiority.62 She also observes that “often we are left with only the 

writings of black male missionaries. Thus to understand the views of some of these 

women, we need to look at other things” and with this in mind, I now critically evaluate 

the AME primary source material.63 

 

Critical Evaluation of the Primary Sources 

 

In order to critically discuss the gender and race relations of AME missionary women, I 

have consulted a wide range of published and unpublished primary sources. The source 

material can be considered in five broad categories: archival holdings of personal 

papers; published AME material, such as periodicals; secular US and South African 

newspapers; books produced by AME members (but published secularly); and printed 

public speeches. These sources were particularly useful for detailing local-school 

teaching within South Africa and leadership roles undertaken by women. 

 

 Archival material 

 

Archives in both the US and South Africa that house information relating to the AME 

and its missionary efforts in South Africa were consulted. Of particular use were the 

papers of Bishops William Vernon and Josephus Coan. While their papers contained 

rare printed material, unfortunately, there is no unpublished correspondence or other 

records of their time in South Africa that historians would typically expect to find.  

 

Overall, there is no central AME mission archive and the material that does survive is 

not as extensive as those of other mission societies and there is, for instance, a distinct 

lack of information about convert marriages, runaway brides fleeing from unwanted 

arranged marriages, royal visits to the mission stations, stories of conversion, statistics 
                                                
62 Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa," 211. 
63 Ibid., 208. 
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on conversion rates, or information about numbers of students and staff at the schools. 

While there is evidence of AME presses in South Africa, with the publication of the 

South African Christian Recorder, which I consider in the next section, there is no 

surviving evidence that the church published translations of the gospel, hymnbooks, 

catechisms, tracts, psalms, or the gospel, as did European Anglicans, Methodists, and 

Lutheran missions in South Africa from the mid-nineteenth century.64 The most useful 

source material is located in published materials: books, such as Beneath the Southern 

Cross: The Story of an American Bishop’s Wife in South Africa and Dawn in 

Bantuland: An African Experiment or an Account of Missionary Experiences and 

Observations in South Africa; periodicals, such as Voice of Missions and the Women’s 

Missionary Recorder; and secular newspapers from South Africa and the US that I will 

discuss in the next section. 

 

Published AME Material 

 

For this thesis, I consulted several different text genres, including conference 

proceedings from missionary meetings and AME periodicals (all of which were printed 

in the US and in English) in order to construct the experiences of the AME women who 

worked in South Africa as missionaries. These texts were usually printed by the AME 

and consequently had a limited audience. Additionally, most of the conference 

proceedings I cite were of conferences held by AME women’s missionary societies, 

including the Women’s Mite Missionary Society (WMMS) and the Women’s Home 

and Foreign Missionary Society (WHFMS), who were based in the US. These societies 

frequently comprised of women who had not worked in foreign missions. Nevertheless, 

I examined these sources for evidence of gendered perceptions of Africa with an 

emphasis on South Africa, in particular. 

 

It is likely that the Presiding Bishop of the South African AME district would have 

submitted regular reports on the church’s missionary efforts to appear in, for instance, 

the annual budgets of the AME that were compiled every year, and the annual reports 

of the AME Home and Foreign Mission Society that provided statistical information on 

                                                
64 Etherington, "The Missionary Writing Machine in Nineteenth-Century Kwazulu-
Natal," 41. 
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the district. However, the surviving annual missionary reports from the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries are inconsistent in this matter.65 

 

AME periodicals are important sources of information, as there is little evidence of 

unpublished correspondence from AME women when in the missionary field. 

Fortunately, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the AME had 

three periodicals, including the Voice of Missions and Women’s Missionary Recorder, 

devoted exclusively to AME foreign missionary work. Periodicals like the Women’s 

Missionary Recorder were organised and printed entirely by the AME, making them a 

particularly valuable source. Entirely African American-run journals devoted 

exclusively to women’s writings were very rare between 1880 and 1940.66 The 

numerous publications provide evidence of gendered perceptions, rhetoric, and imagery 

of Africa as the ‘motherland’, making them a valuable source of information for this 

study. 

 

Letters by AME women are another published source, on which I have drawn for this 

thesis. These letters were often published in the AME conference minutes and books, 

such as the History of the Woman’s Parent Mite Missionary Society of the African 

Methodist Church, that documented the history of AME missionary efforts for the 

                                                
65 My searches for surviving sources took me to public libraries, private and state 
universities, individual churches, and private collections. I also surveyed the monthly 
and then quarterly South African based AME journal The South African Christian 
Recorder during my visit to the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in 
June 2012. At that time, the Schomburg Center held, on microfilm, issues published 
between April and September 1937 and March to April 1946. Copies of the Annual 
Report of the AME Home and Foreign Missionary Society from 1914–1915, 1918–
1919, 1921–1923, and 1926 can be accessed at the Burke Theological Library at the 
Union Theological Seminary, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
66 The wide range of written material is also important because the use of oral histories 
is impractical given the historical timeframe of this project. Ann Allen Shockley, Afro-
American Women Writers, 1746-1933: An Anthology and Critical Guide  (Boston: 
G.K. Hall & Co., 1988), 113; Barbara Christian, Black Women Novelists: The 
Development of a Tradition, 1892-1976  (Westport, London: Greenwood Press, 1980), 
34; Stephen W. Angell and Anthony B. Pinn, Social Protest Thought: In the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1862-1939  (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee 
Press, 2000), xviii; Bert James Loewenberg and Ruth Bogin, eds., Black Women in 
Nineteenth-Century American Life: Their Words, Their Thoughts, Their Feelings 
(University Park, London: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976), 313; Berenice 
A. Carroll, "Peace Research: The Cult of Power," The Journal of Conflict Resolution 
16, no. 4 (1972).  
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church in relation to women and were most likely printed in the US.67 Such published 

letters, addressed to members of the AME who resided in the US, aimed to generate 

interest in supporting the missionary endeavours of the church.68 No unpublished letters 

by AME women, detailing their experiences or thoughts on mission work in South 

Africa, have been located. 

 

Newspapers 

 

A wide range of newspapers were consulted from both the US and South Africa. 

Secular newspapers are a useful source of information as they frequently detailed 

information about AME mission work in South Africa and even reported on a scandal 

the AME sought to suppress which I discuss at length in Chapter Six.  

 

The South African newspapers, Bantu World and Umteteli Wa Bantu, were consulted 

on microfilm. Both newspapers were based in Johannesburg and documented AME 

mission work and reported on prominent missionaries. Importantly, the agenda of both 

newspapers was similar to that of the AME. Lynn Thomas has argued that “Bantu 

World embodied the concerns of mission-educated African Christians who worked as 

clerks, teachers, domestic servants, nurses and clergy, and who struggled, under 

increasingly difficult circumstances, to achieve middle-class status”; the very status 

AME missionaries sought to achieve and propagate to local African members.69 

 

I searched through secular African newspapers during a visit to Harvard Divinity 

School in late October 2013, where I accessed the PROQUEST African Newspapers, 

1800–1922 collection. The African American secular newspapers I consulted were: 

Atlanta Daily World; The Baltimore Afro-American; Cleveland Call & Post; Chicago 

Defender; Los Angeles Sentimental; New York Amsterdam News; The Norfolk Journal 

                                                
67 Clara E. Harris, History of the Woman's Parent Mite Missionary Society of the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church  (n.p., 1935). 
68 To date, no letters have been located to suggest that Maxeke wrote to, or received 
letters from, other indigenous South African AME converts. See also Maxeke’s letters 
to AME mission women in Miss Charlotte Manye, "A Letter from Miss Charlotte 
Manye to the Corresponding Secretary," in Seventh Annual Convention of the Woman's 
Missionary Society, the Ohio Branch, ed. Mrs. Annie J. Rankin and Mrs. I. N. Ross 
(Cincinnati: African Methodist Episcopal, 1903), 46-37. 
69 Lynn M. Thomas, "The Modern Girl and Racial Respectability in 1930s South 
Africa," Journal of African History 47(2006): 466. 
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and Guide; The Philadelphia Tribune; and Pittsburgh Courier. All the newspapers 

were accessed through the PROQUEST African Newspapers collection, which I was 

able to access at Columbia University in June 2012 and again at Emory University in 

July 2012, to search for additional terms unearthed during my archival research.  

 

Silences in the Primary Source Material 

 

The bulk of the primary source material I have drawn on was written by US African 

American AME mission women. The existence of this material is unusual because such 

sources conventionally written by white women which has been overwhelmingly 

dominated by the women describing their interactions with indigenous populations and 

the voices of Black South African women remain largely absent.70 African women’s 

thoughts on AME missionary work are largely unknown, with the notable exception of 

Maxeke. There are no accounts, for instance, of missionaries complaining about having 

difficulties converting older African women. This is a trope commonly found in the 

records of other mission societies; missionaries often reported that older women proved 

to be a hindrance to converting young girls, perhaps reasoning that if they could 

convince women with the greatest social influence to join the church, then the younger 

                                                
70 In correspondence dated 28 September 2012, U. R. Meder, Archivist and Records 
Manager at the University of the Western Cape, suggested that South African AME 
materials, such as personal and government correspondence and Annual Meeting 
Minutes, were unavailable. Special thanks to Gareth Griffiths for providing funding for 
the archival search conducted on my behalf at the University of the Western Cape. See 
Iris Berger, "An African American 'Mother of the Nation': Madie Hall Xuma in South 
Africa, 1940-1963," Journal of Southern African Studies 27, no. 3 (2001): 549, 55; 
Dorothy Louise Hodgson, The Church of Women: Gendered Encounters between 
Maasi and Missionaries  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005); Kemp, "Up 
from Slavery," 150; Grimshaw, "Faith, Missionary Life, and the Family," 265; "New 
England Missionary Wives, Hawaiian Women and 'the Cult of True Womanhood'," in 
Family and Gender in the Pacific: Domestic Contradictions and the Colonial Impact, 
ed. Margaret Jolly and Martha Macintyre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 22, 32; Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa," 208; Huber and Lutkehaus, 
"Introduction," 9; Patricia Grimshaw, ed. Collisions of Cultures and Identities: Settlers 
and Indigenous Peoples (Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2006); Catherine Hall, 
Civilising Subjects: Colony and Metropole in the English Imagination, 1830-1867  
(Chicago, London: The University of Chicago Press, 2002); Patricia Grimshaw and 
Peter Sherlock, "Women and Cultural Exchanges," in Missions and Empire, ed. 
Norman Etherington (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Hill, The World Their 
Household, 1-7. 
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women would follow.71 The AME, on the other hand, attracted a large member of 

members who were already Christians and consequently did not need to convert 

members in the traditional sense.  

 

Chapter Outline 

 

In Chapter One, I discuss the gendered power structure of the AME in the US and how 

AME women informally negotiated it. This discussion is based on Dodson’s studies of 

nineteenth-century AME women and draws on her concept of informal power.72 

Dodson has argued that, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, AME women 

could formally wield some power through the positions of deaconess and stewardess 

but these female-only positions were entirely subject to the oversight of male bishops.73 

The creation of women’s missionary societies granted women a new space for power. 

Missionary women did not, however, transfer these positions to South Africa. The 

missionary field instead opened alternative spaces to access power through, for 

instance, local-schools. Although the power was of an informal nature, these societies 

provided essential labour and financial contributions to the AME missionary societies 

in South Africa and throughout the world.74 My aim with this chapter is to establish the 

power AME women could access with the US and South Africa. In addition, I consider 

how contextual factors such as class and education may have influenced women’s 

access to power, particularly in the missionary field. 

 

Chapter Two presents a study of AME women and their gendered perceptions of South 

Africa through ideas of motherhood. Published sources by AME women indicate that 

they viewed Africa as a ‘motherland’ in “desperate need of a feminine touch to heal 

it”.75 The women’s missionary societies in the US formed after an open AME letter 

accused AME women of not supporting the church’s missionary efforts, which were at 

                                                
71 Bronwen Douglas, "Encounters with the Enemy? Academic Readings of Missionary 
Narratives on Melanesians," Comparative Studies in Society and History 43, no. 1 
(2001): 51. 
72 Dodson, "Nineteenth-Century A.M.E. Preaching Women; Engendering Church; 
"Power and Surrogate Leadership; Dodson, "Women's Collective Power." 
73 Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 150-157. 
74 Elbourne, Blood Ground, 14; Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 172. 
75 Catch phrases from the nineteenth century reflect this desire to help the ‘motherland’. 
The phrases included ‘race pride’ and ‘duty to one’s race’. See Campbell, Songs of 
Zion, 94; Williams, Black Americans and the Evangelization of Africa, 98, 108. 
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that time failing.76 The material published by AME US women suggests they “typically 

portrayed the continent as a ‘motherland,’ …. In need of women’s healing touch”.77 

The feminisation of Africa was not limited to the AME women who remained in the 

US, but was also employed by the male and female missionaries operating in South 

Africa. In this chapter, then, I interrogate the gendered ideology of AME missionary 

work and assess whether it was the gender ideologies of the AME or the nature of 

missionary work itself that specifically encouraged women’s participation in the 

missionary societies.  

 

In Chapter Three, I critically discuss the power dynamics involved in AME mission 

women propagating Western ideologies of domesticity and the performance of 

femininity to African women. I consider how these ideals translated to South African 

missionary societies in order to highlight the difference between the gender ideologies 

and gender practices at work within the South African AME mission societies and 

those in the US. While Feminist historians have long argued that it was difficult for 

African women to negotiate Western ideologies of domesticity, I discuss in this chapter 

how AME mission societies forced women to contradict Western ideals of domesticity 

by assuming positions of power usually denied to women.78 I further analyse how the 

performance of Western femininity reflected AME attempts to achieve race equality in 

the US through the emulation of the gender practices of the white upper classes. 

 

Chapter Three takes Luella White as the subject of a case study to explore how 

domestic science classes granted greater access to power within the mission field. 

White spent three years in South Africa with her husband during the late 1930s. She 

also headed the domestic science department of an AME missionary school and 
                                                
76 Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 158. 
77 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 93. 
78 The functions of missionary wives were similar to those of eighteenth-century 
Quaker ministry women who acted as wisdom figures and monitored the consciences 
of their husbands. See Phyllis Mack, "Religion, Feminism, and the Problem of Agency: 
Reflections on Eighteenth-Century Quakerism," Signs 29, no. 1 (2003): 163. See also, 
for example, Berger, "An African American 'Mother of the Nation'," 549, 55; Kemp, 
"Up from Slavery," 150; Grimshaw, "Faith, Missionary Life, and the Family," 265; 
"New England Missionary Wives," 22, 32; Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa," 208; 
Huber and Lutkehaus, "Introduction," 9. The ideals upheld by AME missionary wives 
were similar to the ideals upheld by African American women who remained in the 
USA. See Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics 
of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920  (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1996), xv. 
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instructed young Black African women on how to become more ‘African American’, 

teaching the girls how to straighten their typically short and curly hair, cook American 

foods, and make dresses using American patterns.79 White’s experiences conform to 

the findings of previous studies which have suggested that married missionary women 

were afforded greater authority and a “broader scope for the exercise of their talents 

than was usual at home”.80 The greater authority and scope for exercising their talents 

undoubtedly transgressed the gendered ideologies AME missionary women normally 

encountered both domestically and abroad as Chapter One’s discussion of AME 

women’s limited access to forms of power demonstrates. This chapter makes an 

original contribution to the existing scholarship by questioning how AME missionary 

women negotiated the discrepancy between gendered ideologies and the reality of 

missionary life. The discrepancy between the wife who remained within the home 

tending to her family, and the reality of daily life in the mission field, in which women 

were often able to assume powerful leadership positions denied to them at home, was 

faced by many mission women, irrespective of their denomination. In regards to AME 

missionary women, then, I consider in this chapter the extent to which they still needed 

to negotiate gendered practices of domesticity in South African missionary societies. 

 

After a discussion of the importance of marriage, case studies of AME missionary 

women who did not live up to the ideals and were unmarried or travelled without their 

husbands are discussed in Chapter Four. I use Lucy Hughes here as an example of how 

the missionary work of independent AME missionary women was controlled and to 

what degree the women were able to assume authority and exercise their talents. AME 

                                                
79 The white Western influence on these activities suggests that AME missionary 
women assimilated to the prevalent Western attitudes of the era. Luella White’s efforts 
may have also been influenced by the racial ‘uplift’ movement occurring in the US 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Kemp, "Up from Slavery," 
152; Williams, Black Americans and the Evangelization of Africa, xiv. See also Logan, 
The Negro in American Life and Thought, 52; Margaret Allen, ""That's the Modern 
Girl": Missionary Women and Modernity in Kolkata, C. 1907 - C. 1940," Itinerario 
XXXIV, no. 3 (2010): 85, 90; Gilbert Anthony Williams, The Christian Recorder, 
Newspaper of the African Methodist Episcopal Church: History of a Forum for Ideas, 
1854-1902  (Jefferson, North Carolina, and London: McFarland & Company, 1996), 
74; Shockley, Afro-American Women Writers, 1746-1933, 277; Chilla Bulbeck, Re-
Orienting Western Feminisms: Women's Diversity in a Postcolonial World  
(Cambridge, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 3. 
80 Elizabeth Prevost, "Assessing Women, Gender, and Empire in Britain's Nineteenth-
Century Protestant Missionary Movement," History Compass 7, no. 3 (2009): 767; 
Griffiths, "Trained to Tell the Truth," 159. 
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women who acted independently in the US or abroad were unusual, as the case of 

Hughes shows. Hughes was able to preach and travel around South African AME 

missionary societies despite ordination being a fundamental prerequisite for sanctioned 

AME preaching, and the fact that only men could be ordained. The AME also tended to 

sponsor the wives of AME Bishops to foreign missions in preference to single women 

or women who wished to travel without their husbands.81 

 

In Chapter Five, I consider how converted women negotiated their religious beliefs 

within the context of South Africa, especially in the 1920s and 1930s, and suggest that 

their lives often directly contradicted the very values they espoused. This analysis is 

important because it is a new and emerging field in feminist studies.82 Three case 

studies form the basis for this chapter, the subjects of which are: Charlotte Manye 

Maxeke, Adelaide Tantsi, and Eva Morake. All three women were highly educated, 

married, and assumed positions of power within the AME by establishing schools for 

African children. In this chapter, I also explore how crucially socio-economic class, 

religion, and education were factored into female converts’ access to and acquisition of 

power. 

 

In Chapter Six, I study the ways in which sexuality and sexual behaviour was 

controlled in the mission field. I do this through an examination of AME missionary 

writings on female initiation rites, dowries, and polygamy. In doing so, I seek to 

highlight how the regulation of sexual identity and sexual behaviour was gendered. 

Female African women were subject to critical attention from missionary women while 

the African men were less likely to be scrutinised. The sexual behaviour of AME 

missionaries is also considered through the case of Bishop Sims and his first marriage. 

In particular, I analyse the Bishop faced no formal enquiry despite allegations of 

domestic abuse. 

 

In my conclusion, I draw attention to the unique situation of AME mission women by 

critically analysing a range of sources, including published and unpublished material, 

using conceptions of power and agency as the overarching themes. Conceptions of 

gender, race, and sexuality were all deeply implicated in ideas of power and agency. 

                                                
81 See, for example, Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa; "Afro-American Women 
Missionaries Confront the African Way of Life." 
82 Grimshaw and Sherlock, "Women and Cultural Exchanges," 192. 
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With this thesis then, I hope to illuminate the ways in which power and agency shaped 

the mission and the women converted by it in South Africa. 
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Chapter One 
 

Tipping the Scales of Power: AME Missionary Women and Positions of Power in 
the Missionary Field of South Africa  

 

Introduction 

 

In this chapter I set out to analyse the ways in which African Methodist Episcopal 

(AME) mission women were able to exercise power in foreign mission service. My 

focus is on the division of formal (official) and informal (unsanctioned church work) 

positions of power along gender lines within this denomination. Access to power is also 

considered in relation to other categories of identity, including nationality and class. In 

doing so, I will argue the ways in which AME women were able to exercise power 

while living in South Africa between 1900 and 1940.83 

 

In this chapter, I explore how the women’s missionary societies operated in South 

Africa by analysing the opportunities to exercise power mission women had within 

these societies in the missionary field, to determine if these women had greater 

opportunities in Africa. In order to do this, an overview of how the missionary societies 

functioned within the AME hierarchy and an analysis of how these missionary societies 

functioned in South Africa is firstly needed. 

                                                
83 Significantly, South Africa was the largest AME missionary field of the early 
twentieth century and a number of US AME mission women worked there. For the 
reported number of AME converts, members and elders in South Africa from the late 
nineteenth century to 1940, please see "First Conference Held in Africa by Bishop 
Wright," Cleveland Call and Post, January 28 1937, 1,7; Manual of the Woman’s 
Parent Mite Missionary Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Church and 
Suggestive Monthly Program Outlines for the Conference Branch Auxiliaries,   
(Executive Board of the Woman's Parent Mite Missionary Society, 1927), 17; "African 
Methodist Episcopal Church Grows," The A.M.E. Church Review LII, no. 4 (1916): 
122; "Bishop L.J. Coppin's Interview Upon South Africa," Voice of Missions XII, no. 3 
(1903): 4; "American Friends to Help Bishop Wrights' Work in Africa: Needs to Be 
Met by Donations," Cleveland Call and Post, May 5 1938, 8; Eighth Quadrennial 
Convention of the Women's Parent Mite Missionary Society of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church,   (Cleveland: Wilfred-Gardner, 1923), 91; I. Z. Tantsi, "Letter from 
South Africa to Mrs. Turner," Voice of Missions V, no. 3 (1897): 1; Rev. J.A. Gregg, 
"Schools and Churches: African Systems Differ from American Idea," The Christian 
Recorder LXIV, no. 16 (1916): 1; "Bishop Gregg through N.Y. On Way South," The 
New York Amsterdam News, February 22 1928; Rev. H.B. Parks, Africa: The Problem 
of the New Century-the Part the African Methodist Episcopal Church Is to Have in Its 
Solution  (New York: The Board of Home and Foreign Missionary Department of the 
A.M.E. Church, 1899), 37.  



 

  28 

 

Existing studies have suggested that missionary wives generally held positions of 

greater power within the mission societies in South Africa than they did within their 

home country.84 Such opportunities were usually afforded due to the women’s marital 

status within the mission station and the geographical isolation of the mission fields, 

which meant that they were removed from the direct supervision of headquarters.85 

Missionary women were usually able to justify their positions of power within the field 

by incorporating the rhetoric of domesticity into their work.86 Missionary wives in 

particular were often also expected to assist their husbands in the field by actively 

engaging in work to further the missionary outreach programs outside of the home.87  

 

Previous studies of white missionary women, such as Patricia Grimshaw’s ground-

breaking Paths of Duty: American Missionary Wives in Nineteenth-Century Hawaii, 

have emphasised that there were multiple levels of power relations within the mission 

stations, some of which were tied to gender.88 Grimshaw has suggested: 

that while almost all the mission women were married, their presence in foreign 

mission service was part of a separate female ambition for an important and 

independent career, the entry for which was marriage to a departing male 

missionary.89  

This was not the case for AME missionary women who did not enter the mission field 

to fulfil career aspirations. The AME mission outreach further differs from other 

missionary societies in that the AME did not actively recruit single women to serve in 

foreign missions or encourage women to pursue careers as missionaries. Therefore the 

                                                
84 See, for instance, Patricia Grimshaw, Paths of Duty: American Missionary Wives in 
Nineteenth-Century Hawaii  (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1989); Patricia R. 
Hill, Their World Their Household: The American Woman's Foreign Mission 
Movement and Cultural Transformation, 1870-1920  (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 1986); Gareth Griffiths, "'Trained to Tell the Truth': Missionaries, 
Converts, and Narration," in Missions and Empire, ed. Norman Etherington (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005). 
85 Griffiths, "Trained to Tell the Truth," 159. 
86 James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the 
United States and South Africa  (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
93. 
87 See, for example, Andrew Brown-May, "Sex and Salvation: Modelling Gender on an 
Indian Mission Station," in Evangelists of Empire? Missionaries in Colonial History, 
ed. Amanda Barry, et al. (Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2008), 35. 
88 Grimshaw, Paths of Duty. 
89 Ibid., xxi. 
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discussion in this chapter will be limited to the situations of married mission women.90 

I consider how gender, along with other significant identity markers, such as race, 

class, marital status, and nationality, may have influenced women’s access to power 

because in the context of AME mission women these factors may have played an 

important role in determining not only who journeyed to the mission field, but accessed 

positions of power while there.  

 

In order to explore the unique situation of AME missionary women, three aspects of 

the church’s missionary outreach are studied in this chapter. Firstly, I examine the 

domestic experience of the AME’s US missionary work by describing the women’s 

missionary societies and the formal and informal positions of power they offered to 

AME women in the US. Secondly, I explore the positions of power women could 

access in the US and how these compared to the positions available to them in the 

missionary fields of South Africa. Since the AME established schools in South Africa 

where both mission and converted women worked (such as the Wilberforce and Bethel 

Institutes), it is important to consider how such sites served to contest and complicate 

both formal and informal experiences of ‘power’.91 Thirdly, I analyse how contextual 

factors such as social status, class, and education may have influenced women’s access 

to power in the missionary field: many of the women were highly educated, held 

prominent positions within the AME, and were part of (or on the cusp of) the elite 

African American upper class. My key questions in this chapter are: what was the 

gendered power structure of the AME in the US and South Africa?; what factors 

determined women’s access to power in the mission?; and did women have increased 

opportunities to exercise greater power in the missionary field and, if so, under what 

conditions? 

 

                                                
90 See, for example, Norman Etherington, "Christian Missions in Africa," in The Wiley-
Blackwell Companion to African Religions, ed. Elias Kifon Bongmba (Chichester: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 202; Tanya Fitzgerald, "'To Unite Their Strength with Ours': 
Women and Missionary Work in Aotearoa/New Zealand 1827-45," The Journal of 
Pacific History 39, no. 2 (2004): 150. 
91 Another example of contested sites of power between women of different social 
classes is particularly evident in Margaret Strobel, Muslim Women in Mombasa: 1890-
1975  (New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1979), 11. Schools founded and 
maintained by the AME also included the Emily Vernon Institute in Basutoland, 
although there is little, if any, surviving material on this school. See, for instance, "Mrs. 
Lucy Hughes, Missionary Head, Back from Africa," Atlanta Daily World, February 25 
1939, 1. 
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Existing Studies of Missionary Women and Forms of Power in the Missionary 

Field 

 

While earlier studies of white mission women have considered the experiences of 

missionary wives, particularly in relation to domesticity, there is a growing body of 

literature on mission women’s involvement in missionary schools. For mission women, 

working in schools could serve as unpaid source of work. They often implemented 

curriculum that reflected certain gender values: boys were steered towards trades and 

girls were encouraged to become ‘respectable’, stay-at-home, Christian wives.92 I 

discuss the gendered division of staff labour at the schools in order to understand how 

mission women were able to access formal positions of power within such institutions. 

 

Since the mid-1980s, missionary women’s power in the field has received critical 

examination from feminists, but so far little attention has been paid to either the power 

wielded by African American missionary women or to of the distinction between 

formal and informal power in the missionary field.93 Where African American 

missionary women in the African field have been studied, the focus has been on these 

women’s responses to European imperialism. One of the leading scholars in this area is 

Sylvia Jacobs, who concluded that “black American missionaries in Africa were given 

some freedom and latitude in their work in Africa”.94 While my discussion of formal 

and informal positions of power is based on Jualynne Dodson’s ground-breaking 

sociological studies of nineteenth-century US AME women. Dodson has emphasised 

that the creation of women’s missionary societies was instrumental in the creation of 

new spaces of power for women within the US. In this chapter, I investigate how the 

                                                
92 Ulrike Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood: The Basel Mission in Pre- 
and Early Colonial Ghana  (Boston: Brill, 2010), 153; Deborah Gaitskell, "Power in 
Prayer and Service: Women's Christian Organizations," in Christianity in South Africa: 
A Political, Social and Cultural History, ed. Richard Elphick and Rodney Davenport 
(Oxford, Cape Town: James Curry, David Philip, 1997), 255; Margaret Allen, ""That's 
the Modern Girl": Missionary Women and Modernity in Kolkata, c. 1907 - c. 1940," 
Itinerario XXXIV, no. 3 (2010): 85. 
93 Griffiths, "Trained to Tell the Truth," 159; Adrian Hastings, "Were Women a Special 
Case?," in Women and Missions: Past and Present, ed. Fiona Bowie, Deborah 
Kirkwood, and Shirley Ardener (Providence, Oxford: Berg, 1993), 110; Hill, The 
World Their Household, 94; Brown-May, "Sex and Salvation," 35. 
94 Sylvia M. Jacobs, "Their "Special Mission": Afro-American Women as Missionaries 
to the Congo, 1894-1937," in Black Americans and the Missionary Movement in Africa, 
ed. Sylvia M. Jacobs (Westport, London: Greenwood Press, 1982), 172. 
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formation of AME women’s missionary societies within South Africa also created new 

spaces of power for US women. 

 

Gendered Power and Marital Status  

 

In this section, I explore the link between AME women’s access to power and their 

marital status. Like many mission societies, the AME did not actively recruit or send 

large numbers of single or widowed women into the field, indicating that the 

organisation regarded marriage was an essential criterion of a woman’s suitability for a 

South African sojourn.95 African American missionary women who were unmarried or 

travelled to the field without their husbands were rare and they held different positions 

of power in comparison to the wives of Bishops. Nurse Grace Wares, for instance, was 

supported by an AME congregation in New York to travel to South Africa and 

supervise the medical clinic at Wilberforce Institute in 1939.96 Lucy M. Hughes, 

President of the Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society (WHFMS), travelled 

without her husband when she went to South Africa for a 110-day visit in 1938. The 

experiences of both women receive greater attention in Chapter Four.97 

 

Significantly, the majority of AME missionary women who worked in South Africa 

were married to Bishops, a status that held general esteem in the church.98 As wives 

they often accompanied their husbands into the missionary field for the entire four-year 
                                                
95 This differs from other missionary societies in South Africa as discussed in 
Etherington, "Christian Missions in Africa," 202. The Church Missionary Society, for 
example, actively recruited single women according to Fitzgerald, "To Unite Their 
Strength with Ours," 150. Officially, AME women could become missionaries in their 
own right, according to William K. Hopes and William Alfred Fountain, The Doctrine 
and Discipline of the African Methodist Episcopal Church  (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book 
Concern, 1940), 145. 
96 Nurse Wares also assisted with AME missionary woman Luella White’s domestic 
science classes at Wilberforce Institute by assisting her to teach “mothercraft, house 
wifery, laundry, and plain sewing” (spelling as per the original). Amos Jerome White 
and Luella Graham White, Dawn in Bantuland: An African Experiment or an Account 
of Missionary Experiences and Observations in South Africa  (Boston: The Christopher 
Publishing House, 1953), 69; Charlotte Crogman Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross: 
The Story of an American Bishop’s Wife in South Africa  (New York: Exposition Press, 
1955), 171-72. For more information on, for example, Bishop Wright’s efforts to 
establish the clinic see "American Friends to Help Bishop Wrights' Work in Africa,"  8. 
97 When the missionary efforts were struggling, there was a call for bishops to spend up 
to twelve years residing in the missionary field. See "Money Needed for This Work," 
Afro-American, February 20 1909, 4. 
98 Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 60. 
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term.99 Married missionary women were paid US$300 per annum during their time in 

the field, which was $100 more than the yearly salary single women in the missionary 

field received.100 In comparison, AME mission men could expect to receive US$200–

$800 per annum for their work in South Africa. The wives of Bishops were also highly 

educated, all having attended university prior to entering the missionary field, with 

most having formal qualifications as teachers, but only Luella White worked as a 

teacher during her time in South Africa. 

 

Once in South Africa, however, these highly educated women were primarily expected 

to maintain the private household. It was not a formal requirement or expectation for 

US AME mission women to teach or instruct mission children. Significantly, the 

children of US AME missionaries rarely travelled with their parents to South Africa.101 

This is perhaps owing to the fact that the Church tended to appoint more senior 

members, whose children (if they had any) were adults by the time their parents went to 

South Africa. There are only two instances of US AME missionary women giving birth 

while working in South Africa: Mayme Anna Holden Sims (who is discussed further in 

Chapter Six) and Louise B. Gow.102 Gow was in the unusual position of being married 

                                                
99 The General Conference elected the Presiding Bishop of the South African Episcopal 
District. Officially, though, missionaries were appointed by Parent Home and Foreign 
Missionary Society (PHFMS) of the AME. Rev. G. E. Curry, The Doctrine and 
Discipline of the A.M.E. Church  (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book Concern, 1936), 328-38. 
100 Although the AME never actively recruited single US women to work as 
missionaries in South Africa, there were formal provisions for single women 
missionaries. It is unclear if nurse Grace Wares would have received this salary. See 
Missionary Guide: Containing Rules and Regulations for Missionaries of the Home 
and Foreign Missionary Department of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,   
(New York: Missionary Department of the African Methodist Episcopal Church), 10-
15. 
101 There are three instances where the children visited their parents in the field. Rev. 
Francis H. Gow, "South African Reflections," Voice of Missions XXXXI, no. 1 (1936): 
8; Bishop R. R. Wright, "South Africa," Voice of Missions XXXXI, no. 2: 5; Lewellyn 
Longfellow Berry, A Century of Missions of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 
1840-1940  (New York: Gutenberg Printing, 1942), 167. See also the official AME 
stipulation that wives were fit for household duties in Missionary Guide, 9. We 
currently do not have any reference to boarding schools for AME missionary children 
in the US. 
102 The birth of Careve Dazanna Sims was heralded as “the first child born of a Bishop 
and his wife while serving in any of its mission fields”. "Bishop D. H. Sims' 
Contribution to Foreign Missions," Voice of Missions XXXXI, no. 40 (1939): 6. Also 
Rev. Francis H. Gow, "South African Reflections," Voice of Missions XXXXI, no. 1 
(1936): 8; "Returns to South Africa with Family," Voice of Missions LVII, no. 9 
(1956): 7. 
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to an AME convert, Francis H. Gow, who would become the first South African 

member to be elected Bishop.103 After the birth, Louise Gow continued to work at 

Wilberforce Institute where “she did fine work and was greatly loved by the people”; 

“missionary work was an obsession” for her and she only returned to the US for brief 

visits.104 Her obsession with mission work suggests that Gow had a strong desire to 

remain active in the mission outreach programme. As it was largely customary in many 

missionary societies, she sent her daughter, Tsepho, to the US to complete her 

education at Wilberforce University in Ohio.105 The completion of Tsepho Gow’s 

education in the US conforms to examples of white missionaries of many 

denominations across the globe, who consistently sent their children ‘home’ to be 

educated.106 For the most part, though, AME missionary women were married to US 

members and travelled without their children when accompanying their husbands in the 

field. 

 

Being married also automatically barred missionary women from accessing the formal 

positions of power available to women within the AME, in part explaining why the 

gendered power structure of the AME in South Africa differed from that in the US. In 

the US, AME women could formally wield some power through the positions of 

deaconess and stewardess, but these female-only positions were overseen entirely by 

male Bishops.107 The fact that the deaconess and stewardess positions excluded married 

women may account for why the positions do not appear to have been established in 

                                                
103 For photos of Tsepho, see Souvenir Programme of the Forty First Annual 
Conference and Missionary Convention of the African Methodist Episcopal Church 
Held in Bethel Memorial A.M.E. Church, Cape Town, South Africa, 13–17th 
December, 1939, Josephus Roosevelt Coan papers, Manuscript, Archives, and Rare 
Book Library, Emory University. 
104 Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 173. 
105 According to Wright, Tsepho means hope: ibid., 173-74. 
106 Elizabeth Buettner, Empire Families: Britons and Late Imperial India  (Oxford, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 6-7. 
107 Jualynne Elizabeth Dodson, "Women's Collective Power in the A.M.E. Church" 
(Ph.D., University of California, 1984), 172. 
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South Africa.108 Marriage was not, however, a barrier for South African women’s 

access to power within the AME.109 

 

South African women who converted to the AME and were formally educated in the 

US held formal positions of power within and outside of the AME regardless of their 

marital status. Perhaps because their families tended to be Christians, these women held 

positions of exceptional power and these positions eclipsed those possessed by US 

AME missionary women. Eva Muhuma Morake, for instance, simultaneously served as 

Principal and Superintendent of Wilberforce Institute in the 1930s when the school was 

struggling financially.110 Similarly, Charlotte Manye Maxeke served as President of the 

Women’s Missionary Society in South Africa and undertook formal positions of power 

outside of the AME, serving as, among other things, the first President of the Bantu 

Women’s Association.  

 

Very importantly, the wives of converted AME men also held formal positions of 

power within the AME, such as Ntombi Tantsi, who served as President of the 

Transvaal Conference Branch of the Woman’s Missionary Society.111 The women who 

married AME converts and remained in South Africa, though, rarely held formal 

positions of power within the AME. When they did so, the positions were for instance, 

connected to the WHFMS’ fundraising for Wilberforce Institute rather than the more 

prestigious, important task of establishing the societies (which was undertaken by US 

AME mission women).112 Converted wives also taught at AME missionary schools; 

however, evidence of their activities is scarce. In contrast to the writings of AME 

missionary women travelling to South Africa, or converted indigenous women 

educated in the US under the sponsorship of the AME, the voices of converted wives 
                                                
108 For information on these positions, see Abraham Grant, Deaconess Manual of the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church  (n.p., 1902), 23, 26; C.M. Tanner, A Manual of 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Being a Course of Twelve Lectures for 
Probationers and Members  (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Publishing House, 1900), 120. 
109 It has been suggested elsewhere that marriage was not a fundamental prerequisite 
for determining whether or not female converts pursued a career in the mission. Claire 
Cooke, "Married to Freedom? The Importance of Marriage for African Methodist 
Episcopal Missionary Women in South Africa, 1900-1940," The Australasian Review 
of African Studies 36, no. 1 (2015): 85. 
110 Dr. Jacob M. Nhlapo, "Wilberforce Institute," (n.p.), 12. 
111 It is likely Ntombi Tantsi was married to James Tantsi. He was the son of an 
important AME member and educated at Wilberforce University along with Charlotte 
and Marshall Maxeke. Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 119. 
112 Odah, "Wilberforce Notes," Umteteli Wa Bantu, September 9 1933, 5. 



 

  35 

rarely appear in the church publications or in AME missionary women’s 

correspondence.113 Consequently, examples provided in this chapter focus chiefly on 

the experiences of married AME missionary women, who came primarily from the US. 

 

The Position of the Women’s Missionary Societies within the AME 

 

The AME was officially organised hierarchically, in a structure that was presided over 

by Bishops. Bishop was the highest position an ordained member could achieve, but its 

restriction to men meant that women were systematically denied formal positions of 

influence. Bishops were married with devout families.114 Beneath Bishop, in 

descending order, were the positions of Reverend, steward, and class leader.115 Below 

these official titles were the female-only positions of deaconess and stewardess, which 

afforded women little formal power within the hierarchical structure. The AME men 

who held official positions of power ultimately oversaw the women’s missionary 

societies. These societies, however, were nevertheless important for affording women a 

culturally legitimised space, within an institutional structure that otherwise officially 

rendered them powerless, to meet and collectively organise.116 

 

The women’s missionary societies were also organised according to a strict hierarchy. 

Women held almost all of the official positions of power that were available in the 

women’s missionary societies of the AME, whether they were in the US or South 

                                                
113 Nhlapo, "Wilberforce Institute," 6. My readings of South African newspapers Bantu 
World and Umteteli Wa Bantu also conform to this pattern of silencing the voices of 
converted wives, which is important to note because both newspapers regularly 
documented the activities of the AME in South Africa and its prominent members. 
During my research trip to the US in 2012, I read the personal papers of Charlotte 
Crogman Wright, Celia Gregg, and Emily Vernon. These papers rarely, if ever, referred 
to their time in South Africa. There is little evidence to suggest that these missionary 
women corresponded with the wives of converted AME members. 
114 Rev. S.J. Channell, "A Symposium: "More Bishops"," The Christian Recorder 
LXII, no. 20 (1914): 1. 
115 The AME only sent one US couple at a time, typically sending bishops or reverends 
rather than lower ranked officials such as stewards and class leaders. 
116 Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 162-163. Also see Jacquelyn Grant, "Black 
Women and the Church," in All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, but 
Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women's Studies, ed. Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, 
and Barbara Smith (Old Westbury, New York: The Feminist Press, 1982), 141; "The 
Sin of Servanthood and the Deliverance of Discipleship," in A Troubling in My Soul: 
Womanist Perspectives on Evil and Suffering, ed. Emilie M. Townes (Maryknoll, New 
York: Orbis Books, 1993), 214. 
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Africa. These positions granted women within the US access to formal power, as 

Dodson’s research has demonstrated.117 Dodson argues that the women’s missionary 

societies were “perhaps the strongest example of AME women achieving their own 

goals”.118 Each society had at least a President, Vice President, Recording Secretary, 

Assistant, Corresponding Secretary, and Assistant Corresponding Secretary.119 Within 

the US, there were two key AME women’s missionary societies, the Women’s Parent 

Mite Missionary Society (WPMMS) and the WHFMS (which was responsible for 

raising funds for the South African mission outreach). 

 

The WPMMS was founded in 1874 and largely consisted of northern US AME women 

who were married to AME Bishops.120 It was founded after an open letter was 

published by Bishop Benjamin Tucker Tanner, urging the wives of Bishops to 

undertake work for AME missionary efforts both abroad and domestically that were 

failing at that time.121 The WHFMS was organised almost two decades later in 1893 

and approved by the AME General Conference in 1896.122 This Society, in contrast to 

the WPMMS, had a membership base of women residing in the South of the US. The 

aim of the WHFMS was:  

to aid and accelerate the mission work of the A.M.E. Church by raising funds to 

support our missionaries, missionary schools, mission churches, etc., and 

otherwise. It shall operate in connection with and be subordinate to the 

connectional Missionary Department.123 

The WPMMS and WHFMS began to work towards merging in 1936 to become the 

Women’s Missionary Society after “it seemed non-productive to have two women’s 

                                                
117 Dodson, "Women's Collective Power," 172; Jualynne Dodson, "Power and 
Surrogate Leadership: Black Women and Organized Religion," Sage 5, no. 2 (1988): 
40. 
118 Dodson, "Power and Surrogate Leadership," 40. 
119 Emma J Roberts, "President of Conference Branch Women's Mite Missionary 
Societies," The Christian Recorder LXII, no. 19 (1914): 3. The same positions were 
used in South Africa. See, for instance, Journal of Proceedings of the Women's 
Missionary Congress of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in South Africa,   
(Bloemfontein: Citadel Press, 1921). 
120 For the duties of the officers, see Constitution of the Woman’s Parent Mite 
Missionary Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,   (Cleveland: Executive 
Board of the Woman's Parent Mite Missionary Society, 1928), 53. 
121 For the entire letter, see Isabelle Tanner-Temple, Missionary Index and Hand Book  
(Pittsburgh: Missionary Trumpeter Print, 1913), 8-9. 
122 Souvenir Programme, 87.  
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organizations of similar purpose and interest” and the General Conference approved the 

merger in 1944.124  

 

The women’s missionary societies of South Africa operated at the lowest level of the 

formal AME hierarchy. The top tier was the General Conference, followed in 

descending order by the Annual Conferences, General Board, Commissions, and 

Departments.125 All of the women’s missionary society organisations were supervised 

by the Missionary Department, which was based in the US.126 This hierarchy 

conformed to the wider denial of formal power women experienced during this period 

and had the effect of relegating women, and their work, to the bottom of the system. 

 

Within South Africa, the women’s missionary societies operated in a hierarchical 

fashion that mirrored their US counterparts. The wives of Bishops monopolised the 

formal positions available within the WHFMSs, which were established in both the 

Transvaal and Zambesi regions.127 It has been suggested that the South African 

WHFMSs did not represent the same degree of wealth and power as those based in the 

US and thus could not exercise the same degree of informal power as the US-based 

WHFMSs.128 This lack of power continued throughout the first half of the twentieth 

                                                
124 Octavia W. Dandridge, A History of the Women's Missionary Society of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1874-1987  (n.p.), 9-10. 
125 The organisation of the AME is, perhaps, best captured in diagram form by Shannon 
A. Butler-Mokoro, "Racial Uplift and Self-Determination: The African Methodist 
Episcopal Church and Its Pursuit of Higher Education" (PhD, Georgia State University, 
2010), 115. Also see Souvenir Programme, 81–89; Women's Parent Mite Missionary 
Society, Manual of the Woman’s Parent Mite Missionary Society of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church and Suggestive Program Outlines for the Conference 
Branch Auxiliaries  (Executive Board of the Woman's Parent Mite Missionary Society, 
1927), 17; Curry, Doctrine and Discipline, 181-225. For information on the district and 
annual conferences, see Doctrine and Discipline: their proceedings were regularly 
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of them can be read at the Robert W. Woodruff Library at Emory University, Atlanta, 
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Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society. Souvenir Programme, 81.  
127 See the photograph of the Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society A.M.E. 
Church Transvaal and Zambesi Convention held in the Josephus Roosevelt Coan 
papers, Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University, 87. 
128 Amanda Denise Kemp, ""Up from Slavery" and Other Narratives: Black South 
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century, despite the support of missionary women, like Charlotte Crogman Wright, 

who reported that, although they often had to travel a considerable distance, by foot, 

and with their young children in order to make the meetings, the local African female 

evangelists carried out their missionary programmes “very much as we do in 

America”.129 The South African WHFMSs were often founded and supervised by US 

AME women: Fannie Jackson Coppin, for example, a renowned educator who served 

as principal of Philadelphia’s Institute for Colored Youth before journeying to South 

Africa to join her husband, had formed four societies in South Africa.130 This founding 

of women’s mission societies was perhaps to be expected, since the wives of Bishops 

also tended to hold positions within the US which garnered greater power, such as the 

Presidency of the WPMMS.131 Coppin herself was one of the first women to be elected 

President of the AME Women’s Home and Foreign Mission Society in 1888.132  

 

AME missionary women were not criticised for establishing or supervising women’s 

missionary societies in South Africa since they were replicating the segregated, 

women-only pattern typical of and acceptable to many missionary societies during the 

early twentieth century. Indeed, there is little evidence to suggest that any of the 

women were systematically criticised or rebuked in any way for assuming positions of 

formal authority within the societies while in South Africa. Their authority may have 

been accepted because the women rarely held these formal positions of power for any 

extended period of time. For example, Wright’s supervision of the missionary field was 

born from two factors. Firstly, the AME did not pay for her return journey to the US 

(possibly because by the late 1930s, the Church was struggling financially in South 

Africa), thereby saving church funds, and secondly, her position was only temporary, 

                                                
129 Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 117-18. 
130 Original spelling. Clara E. Harris, History of the Woman's Parent Mite Missionary 
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Coppin, Observations of Persons and Things in South Africa, 1900-1904  
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Union, 1963), 201; Mrs. Fannie Jackson Coppin, "Good News from Cape Town, S. 
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of Our Membership There-Help Needed for Our A.M.E. Hospital in Cape Town," 
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131 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 94. 
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lasting a mere three months.133 When women did hold formal positions of power for 

extended periods of time, such as Grace Wares in the Wilberforce clinic who was the 

head nurse, they are rarely mentioned in official AME periodicals. When AME women 

in the missionary field were criticised, it was through personal correspondence or 

secular newspapers rather than in published mission texts, which sought to emphasise 

the success of the church’s outreach. I will explore this further in chapters Four and 

Five. 

 

A notable exception to this rule was Lucy Hughes, President of the WHFMS in the US, 

who was criticised by both AME men and women, though only upon her return to the 

US, for undermining other missionaries. There are two key sources in which Hughes 

was criticised. The first is Charlotte Wright’s memoir about South Africa, published 

several years after the death of Hughes, entitled Beneath the Southern Cross, which 

relayed how Hughes had delivered a political speech. The alleged event occurred at a 

luncheon held by Luella White at Wilberforce Institute, at which white missionaries 

were present. An unnamed white mission woman reportedly remarked to Wright that 

“she did not know that our [AME] church was doing so much for missions”. Wright 

was hastily interrupted by Hughes who claimed to have more knowledge of South 

Africa.134 Hughes apparently “started to deliver the sort of political speech she would 

have made in America, criticizing the Mites [and] exposing an unfortunate occurrence 

in the New Jersey Conference Branch”.135 The speech reportedly left everyone in the 

vicinity “embarrassed, particularly the Africans who had come for information and 

instruction”.136 Wright does not offer a detailed account of the event, despite her 

evident annoyance of being upstaged by Hughes who visited South Africa for a 

comparatively short period in comparison to Wright’s four-year stay. Ultimately, 

though, Wright’s recollection of this event suggests that there was a cultural 

misunderstanding on Hughes’ part.  

 

Another criticism emerged when it was rumoured that Hughes was seeking the position 

of Secretary of Missions. Her ambitions, however, were met with hostility and 

resistance by male members of the AME. The article was published in a daily 

                                                
133 Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 167-72. 
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135 Ibid., 127-28. 
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newspaper in 1939, a few years after Hughes’ whirlwind tour of South Africa in 1936. 

The newspaper reported: 

Rev. Mr. Berry, secretary of Missions of the African Methodist Episcopal 

church, was quoted this week as saying his executive position is a man’s job. 

Rev. Mr. Berry took this stand when questioned concerning Mrs. L. M. 

Hughes’s chances of being elected to the official post.137  

Hughes’ own thoughts on the rumours that she sought the Secretary position are not 

acknowledged, and in defence of Berry’s sexist position, the African American owned 

and operated newspaper Atlanta Daily World reported that: 

… missionary heads of all Protestant groups in America for the past 100 years 

have been men. There are many legal transactions which require the mind of a 

man according to Dr. Berry. There are other Protestant alliances which the head 

of the Missionary Department must necessarily be a part of. The heads are all 

men and ordained ministers. One is led to believe that Dr. Berry feels the 

precedent should not be broken.138 

AME missionary women clearly faced opposition in their real or rumoured attempts to 

gain greater formal power within the church. However, it seems that within the 

missionary field they do not encounter such blatant opposition. The ways in which 

women could exercise both formal and informal power within the missionary field are 

considered in the next section to determine if, and to what extent, the conditions in the 

missionary field were a factor in women’s ability to access power. 

 

Financial Power: Women’s Fundraising Activities in the Missionary Field 

 

Historically, African American women in predominately African American churches, 

such as the AME, have exercised informal power through the management of financial 

funds.139 Typically, women formed the primary fundraising bodies within these 
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churches, despite having limited access to formal positions of power, especially in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The AME women’s missionary societies 

are no exception to this gendered norm: within the US, they were able to make 

substantial and much needed financial contributions to the AME’s home and foreign 

missionary efforts, despite their low positions within the power structure. In this 

section, I discuss women’s financial power within the missionary field of South Africa 

and attempt to ascertain whether they too made substantial financial contributions, 

which then allowed them to exercise informal power. 

 

The mission field of South Africa was not self-sustaining in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. In 1929, for example, The Southern Christian Recorder 

published a lengthy article by convert Reverend Herman Gow who hastened to clarify 

that the missionary efforts of the church in South Africa were simply not self-

supporting and that the mission was in financial straits.140 As with AME women in the 

US who were the main fundraisers for the church’s activities, AME missionary women 

were also instrumental in raising much-needed funds for the church.141 Their 

fundraising activities served as the common feature between the formal positions of 

power they could hold within the AME in the US and in South Africa.142 The crucial 

difference in South Africa was that women could hold additional positions of power, 
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John A. Gregg, "A Word from Bishop Gregg," The Christian Recorder LXXII, no. 35 
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especially within the AME mission schools.143 The women’s missionary societies 

within South Africa provided essential financial contributions to the missionary field 

often under the supervision of the Presiding Bishop’s wife. 

 

In South Africa, it seems that women were credited less for their fundraising compared 

to the US. For example, the Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal District was regularly 

given the credit for building the church infrastructure even though the funds for the 

building were derived directly from the women’s fundraising activities in South Africa. 

One example can be seen in the report of Rev. Gow to the Annual Session at 

Kimberley in 1918. While serving as Superintendent of the District, Gow wrote that: 

one of the joys of this unique conference was the noble offering made by the 

sisters of the Mite Missionary Society of the Transvaal churches. They put into 

the hands of the president the sum of one hundred fifty pounds (about seven 

hundred fifty dollars) and the sisters of the Cape Colony also presented their 

first offering of eleven pounds (about fifty-five dollars) to be used only for 

missionary purposes. As can be expected, the men were enthusiastic in their 

gratitude to these devoted sisters for their unexpected gifts.144 

The women are “devoted” and “noble”, but their fundraising efforts are ultimately 

offered to the male members of the AME. The power relations in this example 

construct the Mite Missionary Society (MMS), probably a part of the WPMMS, as 

having a membership base consisting entirely of women able to raise a large sum of 

money specifically for missionary purposes. Ultimately, the women had to present the 

money to male AME members in formal positions of leadership. These men would then 

officially determine how the money was spent.  

 

The link between the women’s informal financial power and the gendered power 

structure is also evident in the way women’s financial contributions were 

acknowledged. Consider, for example, Bishop Johnson in 1923 receiving credit for:  

building a memorial institute and teachers’ home, named for Mrs. Fanny J. 

Coppin, at the cost of $10,000, paid for by the natives. The native women, after 

                                                
143 Many of the US AME mission women were formally trained as teachers, but 
worked in secular (or non-AME affiliated) schools in the US and rarely worked after 
marriage. 
144 J. W. Rankin, Annual Report of the Home and Foreign Missionary Department of 
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a whole night in earnest prayer and much devotion, announced next morning to 

Bishop Johnson they would furnish the building at the cost of $1,500.145 

There is little evidence to suggest that male members of the AME in South Africa ever 

undertook regular fundraising for the church. In this instance, then, the efforts and 

involvement of the women’s missionary organisations were acknowledged, but the 

sources of the additional funds required remain unclear.146  

 

It was rare for male members of the AME to participate in fundraising activities, 

irrespective of their positions within the denomination. When Bishop Wright did appeal 

for funds in 1938, he employed ideological rhetoric specifically aimed at garnering the 

support of women, the church’s primary fundraisers. Bishop Wright, for example, 

appealed for funds to establish the Wilberforce Clinic in South Africa, which, he 

reported, would “concentrate on pre-natal care of mothers and try to cut down the death 

rate of infants” (despite many white missionary societies focusing on domestic service 

and the creation of hostels to regulate Black African women’s sexual and moral 

behaviour).147 The focus on maternity and infant mortality was perhaps an overt 

attempt to appeal directly to AME women. Furthermore, in the same plea for additional 

funding, the Bishop reported that donations were needed to sponsor students at 

Wilberforce Institute and that “if any one gives a scholarship, we will send the name 

and photograph of the student, so that you can come into personal touch with an 

ambitious African student, and know what your money is doing for the uplift of 

Africa”.148 This reference to the notion of “uplift of Africa” feeds into AME women’s 

wider feminisation of missionary work within Africa, which deliberately and 

systematically encouraged women to improve the situation of Black Africans, in order 

to challenge the negative stereotyping of African Americans within the US. Other 

aspects of missionary outreach, such as the division of labour in missionary schools, 

were also feminised – women taught sewing and men taught gardening – 

complementing the existing gendered power structure of the AME. 

 
                                                
145 Eighth Quadrennial Convention, 91. 
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Negotiating the Gendered Power Structure in Missionary Schools 

 

These opportunities are perhaps most obvious in AME missionary schools, which aside 

from the women’s missionary societies, offered the only other opportunity for AME 

missionary women from the US to be active in the missionary field. 

The AME founded several missionary schools in South Africa during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which was not uncommon, as mission 

societies across many denominations also established schools.149 In this section, 

however, the increased opportunities AME women had in South Africa that were 

otherwise denied them in the US are explored. The question arises, under what 

circumstances women were, if at all, able to take advantage of these increased 

leadership opportunities in the missionary field? 

 

In the case of the AME, there is evidence to suggest that schools were established 

throughout South Africa in Basutoland, Beaconsfield, Kimberley, Warrenton, and 

Vryburg.150 James Campbell notes that “by 1904 the church was operating thirty-eight 

schools in the Transvaal, including at least half a dozen on the Rand”, but unfortunately 

does not provide a reference or list the names of specific locations.151 Secretary of the 

Missions, Dr L. L. Berry, though, observed that “not all of these are independent 

A.M.E. Schools but some are united or Amalgamated schools in which the A.M.E. 

Church takes an active part”. Berry also noted that most were situated in the Orange 
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245. 
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Free State, paid for by the South African government and supervised by whites.152 

Berry’s account suggests that the AME had limited involvement in the financial 

support or overall supervision of the mission schools. The lack of information and poor 

survival of documentary evidence can perhaps be explained by the fact that many of the 

schools founded by members of the AME were “tiny, impoverished affairs, which were 

organized locally and closed after a few years”.153  

 

There are, however, two AME institutes that defied this trend. The Wilberforce and 

Bethel Institutes not only remained open for several years, they can also be considered 

as sites of contested formal and informal power within the gendered power structure of 

the AME.154 The two schools were an important part of the church’s missionary 

outreach programme, as they not only provided leadership opportunities, but served to 

train future ministers of the church in the hope that programme would become self-

sustaining.155 The schools also served as a way of imparting the church’s beliefs and 

values onto the African populations (a topic I will address in greater detail in Chapter 

Three).156 However, little is known about the Bethel Institute, other than it was based in 

Cape Town and was located next to the residence of the Presiding Bishop. Fortunately, 

considerably more information on the Wilberforce Institute, situated in Evaton, 

Transvaal, has survived.  

 

The founding of the Wilberforce Institute is perhaps the best instance of how an AME 

school served as a site of contested power from its inception. The site for the 

Wilberforce Institute was purchased in 1905, at time when the AME was growing 

rapidly, and US-educated converts, Charlotte and Marshall Maxeke, founded the school 

several years later, although the exact date remains unknown. Maxeke had been a 

teacher in Kimberley before being trained as a missionary at Wilberforce University in 

Ohio, along with her future husband, Marshall. Her return to teaching, once in South 
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missionary work in South Africa. For a comprehensive list of AME universities and 
their histories, see Butler-Mokoro, "Racial Uplift and Self-Determination," 92-95, 171-
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Africa, conforms to a wider trend noted by Campbell in his comparative study of the 

AME in the US and South Africa. Campbell argues that: 

it would be singularly misleading to imply that all the returning students entered 

the ministry and teaching out of expediency or because more attractive 

professional outlets were blocked. Among the Wilberforce contingent at least, 

what is striking is not how many students were frustrated in their ambitions to 

become doctors and lawyers but rather how few evinced those ambitions.157 

His argument suggests that the Maxeke’s focus on establishing schools was inevitable.  

 

Wilberforce Institute evolved throughout the twentieth century and ultimately offered a 

Tuskegee model of education. The Tuskegee model was based on that espoused by 

Booker T. Washington, who advocated for African American students learning a trade, 

rather than studying a classical form of education that required knowledge of, for 

example, Latin and Greek. The Institute also underwent several name changes during 

its formative years, although for most of the early twentieth century the school was 

officially known as the Wilberforce Institute. The name was a tribute to Wilberforce 

University in the US. Similarly to its US counterpart, the institute offered courses in 

theology to its male students. Upon the appointment as District Superintendent of Rev. 

Gow, however, who had recently returned from the US having himself graduated from 

Wilberforce University and subsequently taught at Tuskegee’s Phelps Hall Bible 

Training School, the Tuskegee model of education was introduced to the Institute in 

1925.158 This meant that in addition to the existing theoretical classes, carpentry, 

printing, music, and commercial courses were also established.159 By the early 1930s, 

the school still faced financial problems, as the South African government refused to 

sanction the school, and thus, provide financial subsidies. Nevertheless, AME 

missionary woman Luella White aided the recovery of the school finances by 

establishing the domestic science department at Wilberforce Institute in the late 

1930s.160  
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Wilberforce Institute was also one of the few spaces where the power relations between 

missionaries and converts were reversed to a degree. The Institute operated with a 

gendered hierarchy – men typically assumed the paid positions that held the greatest 

amount of formal power – but on several occasions, it was overthrown. When the 

gendered hierarchy was briefly challenged, it was by a female convert, Eva Mahume 

Morake, who in the early 1930s simultaneously served as the seventh Principal and the 

Superintendent of the Institute and was reportedly the first South African woman to be 

“entrusted with the burden of such responsibility”, according to convert Dr Jacob 

Nhlapo.161 Nhlapo’s comments imply that it was rare for a female convert to hold two 

formal positions of power within the AME. The school was in financial turmoil by the 

time Morake undertook the roles, and she faced the distinct possibility of foreclosure 

owing to the lack of financial support from the government.162Although the risk of 

school closure was not unusual within the AME, other missionary societies rarely, if 

ever, afforded converts, of any gender, equal status with that of the missionaries.163  

 

Morake’s time as Principal also meant that the Institute was a site of female patronage; 

the school was founded by Maxeke, and almost every AME woman who travelled to 

South Africa worked within the institute while there. There is no evidence to suggest 

that female converts enjoyed such support at other AME schools, although this may be 

due to the temporary nature of most of them. At Wilberforce Institute, however, 

converted women assumed equal, if not greater, status to missionary women, and in the 

case of Morake, held formal positions of power over male staff. The unusual situation 

perhaps derived from necessity, since Morake worked without pay, and male converts 

(especially those with families to support) may have been reluctant to work in such 

conditions. AME female converts occupied a unique position in the missionary field 

which raises the question of whether the school curriculum actively encouraged its 

pupils to aspire to formal positions of power.  
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The curriculum was gendered: young women were taught the skills necessary for being 

housewives and working within domestic service. This gendered curriculum was a 

typical among other missionaries who: 

saw African girls primarily as future wives of Christian men, mothers of 

Christian children, makers of Christian homes. In their ideal of a transformed 

sexual division of labour, men would perform the heavy farming with ploughs, 

and women would sew the clothes that signified conversion.164 

The sexual division of labour reflects the AME’s overarching aim of creating a 

Tuskegee type of facility that could also provide training for ministers in South Africa, 

rather than the AME sponsoring their education in the US.165 Although theology was 

taught at the Institute, it was only to boys, since only men could be ordained.166 What is 

particularly significant about AME mission schools in South Africa is that African staff 

members were employed as prinicpals there.167  

 

The employment of African staff members, particularly at Wilberforce, with its 

formally organised hierarchy, raises the question of how power was distributed there.168 

African women working within the schools were likely to be converts but, held no 

formal positions of power within its strictly hierarchical system. In 1933, for instance, 
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University of Kansas Libraries; Rankin, Annual Report, 10; Odah, "Wilberforce 
Notes," 6. 
168 I believe that the school was founded by AME converts Charlotte and Marshall 
Maxeke, although the precise origins of the school remain unclear. Significantly, the 
school was situated in one of the few places Africans were permitted to own property 
and it underwent several name changes during the early twentieth century: see Rankin, 
Annual Report, 9; Eighth Quadrennial Convention, 109; Campbell, Songs of Zion, 178. 
For the number of students at the Institute, see ‘Annual Report of the Evaton Institute’, 
p. 33 in Bishop William Tecumseh Vernon Collection, Kansas Collection, RH MS 529, 
Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas Libraries. To gauge the 
number of students attending AME missionary schools during the twentieth century, 
particularly at the Bethel Institute, see Wright, "Education in South Africa," 6; "Bishop 
L.J. Coppin's Interview Upon South Africa," Voice of Missions XII, no. 3 (1903): 4. 
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the South African newspaper, Umetetli Wa Bantu, reported that “the mid-term holidays 

are over. Miss Elsie Madiba and Miss Winne Make have resumed duty. Mrs. D. S. 

Montsioa, of Randfontein, wife of the Johannesburg Solicitor, has joined the staff of 

Wilberforce Institute as Matron”.169 The position of Matron was often filled by 

Africans as “Mrs. Lellie Mokgothu acted as an excellent matron” in the early days at 

the Institute.170 While under the fifth Principal of the school, Rev. E. Tolityi Magaya, 

Miss Gabashaune was reported to be “doing wonders with the needle”, presumably 

teaching young African women needlework.171 The nationality of these women is 

unclear, although since women were rarely mentioned in AME missionary archives or 

sponsored by the church to study abroad, they were likely to have been South African 

women who converted to the AME.172  

 

The day-to-day operations of Wilberforce and Bethel schools are particularly revealing 

in terms of how the gendered power structure was negotiated by the wives of Bishops, 

as there is substantial evidence to suggest that missionary wives were regularly 

teaching, a duty not prescribed to them in the official missionary guide.173 It is likely 

that the women’s experiences of working in the women’s missionary societies within 

the US provided a background in small group organisation that would have assisted in 

their teaching duties in the missionary field. Most of the women were also highly 

educated, having completed high school and at least a bachelor’s degree at university, 

and subsequently became invaluable assets in the missionary schools.174 For instance, 

                                                
169 Odah, "Wilberforce Notes," 6. 
170 Nhlapo, "Wilberforce Institute," 6; "An S.O.S. Call from the Mission Field in South 
Africa," Southern Christian Recorder XLVII, no. 11 (1931): 2. Charlotte Manye 
Maxeke also served as Matron at Wilberforce Institute during the Depression, 
according to Campbell, Songs of Zion, 292. 
171 I have not found any further reference to Miss Gabashaune in the mission papers. 
Nhlapo, "Wilberforce Institute," 5. 
172 Such speculation is reinforced by AME missionaries, Luella and Amos White, who 
stated that there were “Colored teachers at Wilberforce Institute”, in White and White, 
Dawn in Bantuland, 128. 
173 Another obvious anomaly in the daily operation of these institutions, that 
contradicted the very guidelines the AME stipulated, was that missionaries were 
required to have knowledge of the indigenous languages before assuming teaching 
responsibilities in the field; none of the AME missionaries, male or female, from the 
US did. If the missionaries had in fact followed the stipulation then the only staff who 
would have been able to remain at the school would have been converts. See 
Missionary Guide, 7. 
174 This level of education was rare during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Often the African American women able to obtain such qualifications came 



 

  50 

Bishop John Gregg’s wife, Celia, was described as “particularly helpful in educational 

work and was like a mother to the boys and girls in the institutions”, while 

accompanying her husband in the field.175 Meanwhile, Mrs. Fanny Jackson Coppin, a 

renowned educator from the US, worked at the Bethel Institute during the year she 

spent in South Africa with her husband, Bishop Coppin.176 Significantly, neither 

Coppin nor Gregg undertook such teaching responsibilities for the AME in the US: 

their involvement was limited to supervising women’s missionary societies and, in the 

case of Gregg, assisting with Sunday School activities.177 Both women, however, 

taught at non-AME schools within the US, as Gregg taught at public high schools in 

Lawrence, Kansas, and Coppin was Principal of the Institute for Colored Youth in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.178 

 

US AME mission woman, Luella White, wife of Bishop White, laboured as the unpaid 

secretary for Wilberforce Institute during her time in South Africa from 1937 to 1940. 

When White and her husband arrived in South Africa, she was “busy registering 

students, for although school had opened prior to our arrival, we soon found that 

students were still returning to school”.179 She worked as secretary at Wilberforce for 

four years, “at no expense to the church”, while her husband taught the academic 

classes such as English and Latin.180 Despite the lack of remuneration she received for 

her labours at Wilberforce, White did exercise greater power in the missionary field 

than within the US, through her establishment of the domestic science classes at the 

Institute. These classes were later recognised by the South African government and 

were instrumental in ensuring the Institute remained open.181 

 

                                                                                                                                         
from the AME, resided in the US North, and were daughters of free-born Northern 
parents. These missionary women from the US were consequently part of an elite 
African American upper class. The situation of African American women in the South, 
however, differed greatly as women there were steered towards domestic service. Linda 
M. Perkins, "The African American Female Elite: The Early History of African 
American Women in the Seven Sister Colleges, 1880-1960," Harvard Educational 
Review 67, no. 4 (1997): 721.  
175 Wright, The Bishops of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 201. 
176 "Millions Who Sit in Darkness: A Call to the A.M.E. Church and Its People, to 
Christ's Work in Foreign Lands," Voice of Missions XII, no. 2 (1904): 16. 
177 Wright, The Bishops of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 29. 
178 Ibid. 
179 White and White, Dawn in Bantuland, 67. 
180 Ibid., 66-67, 69. 
181 Ibid., 69; Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 178-179. 
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Perhaps the most telling case of any AME woman accessing to formal power occurred 

at Wilberforce Institute when missionary woman Charlotte Crogman Wright was able 

to temporarily assume administrative authority for the entire Episcopal District of 

South Africa, when her husband was forced to return to the US for three months.182 Her 

ability to assume the position perhaps owing to the fact there were no ordained South 

African ministers at the time. Wright, when describing her experience, wrote “though I 

already had a general knowledge of the responsibilities of a bishop, now, by having to 

open all the mail and answer a large part of it, I gained a far more definite idea of the 

responsibilities of such a position”.183 This temporary position granted her a formal 

position of power that was firmly denied to women by the AME in the US. 

 

It is crucial to note that the women who held positions of formal power in the 

missionary field overwhelmingly did so on a temporary basis; most of the women were 

first and foremost the wives of Bishops and therefore stayed in South Africa for only 

four-year periods. The role of Presiding Bishop was time-consuming and travel 

intensive. Wives often accompanied their husbands on their official duties, meaning 

that they were able to assume positions of formal power, such as teaching at 

Wilberforce, only temporarily. The duties of the Presiding Bishop included the sole 

responsibility for purchasing land for the church, organising the building of church 

infrastructure, supervising members, distributing funds raised by the women’s 

missionary societies, travelling back to the US for every General Conference, presiding 

over services, and preaching to potential converts throughout the entire District. The 

Episcopal District stretched a considerable distance from Cape Town to the kingdom of 

Barotse, north of the Zambesi, which comprised of the Cape Colony, Transvaal, 

Orange Free State, and Natal Conferences.184 Bishop Wright, for example, was 

reported to have:  

touched much of this territory, having traveled over eleven thousand miles in 

automobile, horseback and on foot. Crossing swollen creeks, waiting hours for 

                                                
182 Beneath the Southern Cross, 165-169. 
183 Ibid., 167. 
184 Kenneth C. Barnes, ""On the Shore Beyond the Sea": Black Missionaries from 
Arkansas in Africa During the 1890s," The Arkansas Historical Quarterly 61, no. 4 
(2002): 330-32; "Bishops Howard & Wright Make Good in Africa,"  3. 
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high waters in rivers to fall so they could cross, as well as to climb mountains. 

Mrs. Wright accompanied her husband in these travels.185  

The wives of Bishops were highly mobile in the missionary field, as they accompanied 

their husbands on their travels throughout the district. As a result, they were rarely in a 

single location for a lengthy period of time, and this was likely to have had an impact 

on their ability to hold formal positions of power within the schools, for instance, for 

the entire time they were abroad. 

 

There is one instance where an AME missionary woman actually preached. Lucy 

Hughes, travelling without her husband throughout South Africa during her term as 

President of the WHFMS, is reported to have preached to Black African and white 

audiences. Hughes was reported to have proclaimed “I came, I saw, I know” to the 

bemused audience, “for some of them had been in South Africa for over thirty years 

and felt that they did not know all about the African field”.186 While this extraordinary 

event is further analysed in Chapter Four, it is crucial to note here that Hughes was 

unusually in South Africa for only a short period of time (far less than the typical four-

year stint of other AME missionary wives). Furthermore, Hughes was travelling 

without her husband and preached only when the Bishop was unable to do so due to 

illness.187 Hughes, therefore, almost certainly assumed greater power in the missionary 

field available to, and exercised responsibilities firmly denied to, women within the 

US, but did so under circumstances unusual even for women in the missionary field. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have suggested that women’s access to formal power in the 

missionary field was conditional on marital status. Married AME missionary women 

did have greater opportunities in the missionary field to negotiate the gendered power 

structure of the AME. In addition to this, the missionary field of South Africa, 

physically distanced from the gendered power structure of the AME in the US, 

provided women greater opportunities to exercise their talents: in the missionary field 

they could work within AME schools, an option not as readily available within the US. 

                                                
185 “"Bishops Howard & Wright Make Good in Africa,"  3. Original grammar and 
punctuation used. 
186 Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross, 127. 
187 Ibid. 
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However, their work within these schools continued to be gendered as, for instance, the 

women undertook administration work and taught subjects such as domestic science, 

rather than subjects that have historically been associated with men, such as Latin.  

 

US AME Women’s access to power in the missionary field was linked to their marital 

status, as the situation of female converts and Bishops’ wives attests. Within the field, 

the wives of Bishops also continued to conform to the gendered power structure of the 

AME by establishing and supervising women’s missionary societies. Even though 

these societies provided funds, the acknowledgement of the significance of this work 

from the AME itself was rare. Furthermore, when these wives did exercise greater 

power and agency within the field, it was temporary and only due to the absence of the 

Presiding Bishop. Therefore, US missionary women’s access to power in the field was 

tied to their marital status, most likely owing to the fact that the AME simply did not 

recruit large numbers of single women to work in the missionary field. Married female 

converts who were also educated in the US, however, held formal positions of power 

within the AME missionary field which eclipsed those held by Bishops’ wives. These 

women regularly held positions of power within Wilberforce Institute, for instance, and 

supervised women’s missionary societies. This access to greater formal power, though, 

was likely due to pre-existing family networks and the fact that they remained in South 

Africa for longer than four years (unlike the wives of Bishops) and greater attention is 

given to this situation in Chapter Five.  

 

After studying the gendered power structure of the AME, particularly at Wilberforce 

Institute, in this chapter, I hope to have demonstrated that AME missionary women 

were afforded exceptional opportunities that were consistently denied to women in the 

US (both informally and formally) and were not criticised in South Africa for these 

transgressions of the gendered power structure. In Chapter Two, I will discuss how race 

tensions in the US influenced this apparently flexible gendered power structure in 

South Africa. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Helping the ‘Motherland’: AME Women and Gendered Perceptions of South 

Africa 

 

Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter, I argued that AME women exercised greater authority and 

power in the mission field than they were able to within the US. In this chapter, I will 

discuss how race tensions in the US influenced this flexible gendered power structure, 

which women encountered in South Africa. I suggest that AME women negotiated race 

tensions through conceptions of maternity and motherhood. James Campbell has 

argued that the AME women’s missionary societies “developed a distinctly feminine 

interpretation of African redemption”: these women “typically portrayed the continent 

as a ‘motherland’, impoverished and defiled, in need of women’s healing touch”.188 

Campbell’s analysis indicates that AME missionaries did not perceive Africa as the 

‘mother’ of African Americans, rather the rhetoric positioned South Africa as a country 

in need of ‘mothering’. The use of the term ‘motherland’ subsequently becomes 

charged with maternal imagery and conjures an image of African Americans 

journeying to South Africa to ‘civilise’ it, in order to achieve racial equality. I build on 

Campbell’s argument by exploring how ‘motherhood’ extended beyond the US 

women’s missionary societies into the mission field and how this maternal imagery 

created gendered perceptions of Africa.  

 

AME ideas of ‘motherhood’ can be considered in three variant usages of the concept. 

Firstly, AME missionary women from the US working in Africa employed the 

ideology of motherhood. Secondly, female South African converts who studied in the 

US responded to, and utilised, ‘reversed’ concepts of ‘motherhood’. Thirdly, AME 

women who did not serve in foreign missions also employed ideologies of 

‘motherhood’. The widespread usage of motherhood ideologies, in turn, indicates the 

pervasiveness of the motherland idea contemporary sources spanning over forty years. 

 

                                                
188 James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the 
United States and South Africa  (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
93. 
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Existing studies of missionary writings have frequently pointed to unequal power 

dynamics between missionaries and converts based on race.189 Female converts, it has 

been observed, were often portrayed by white women as subordinate to missionaries 

even though missionary societies often “believed that the key to Christianizing other 

cultures lay in converting women”.190 Female missionaries and female converts thus 

occupied a precarious position in many white missionary societies. Throughout the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, degrading racial stereotypes about African 

Americans and the presumption of African inferiority to whites abounded. Within the 

AME itself, stereotypes of Africa manifested themselves in ideas of the ‘Dark 

Continent’. This leads me to consider how  what I will call ‘maternalism’ influenced 

AME women’s understanding of Africa, and the extent to which AME missionary 

women themselves perpetuated the stereotypes of Africa as the ‘Dark Continent’ 

through their writings about the ‘motherland’. Existing studies of AME missionary 

work in South Africa during the nineteenth century have highlighted how the church 

linked missionary work to ‘race pride’ and fulfilling a ‘duty to one’s race’, emphasising 

the importance of considering the conceptual racial hierarchy that the missionaries 

worked within, but they have overlooked the role of maternalism.191 

 

AME women became involved in the church’s missionary efforts in the late nineteenth 

century, after an open letter was penned by Bishop Benjamin Tanner accusing AME 

women of failing to support them. Women’s missionary societies formed in 

                                                
189 See, for example, Patricia R. Hill, Their World Their Household: The American 
Woman's Foreign Mission Movement and Cultural Transformation, 1870-1920  (Ann 
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1986), 41; Elizabeth Prevost, "Contested 
Conversions: Missionary Women's Religious Encounters in Early Colonial Uganda," in 
Missionaries, Indigenous Peoples and Cultural Exchange, ed. Patricia Grimshaw and 
Andrew May (Eastbourne, Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2010); Dorothy Louise 
Hodgson, The Church of Women: Gendered Encounters between Maasi and 
Missionaries  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005); Margaret Jolly, Women 
of the Place: Kastom, Colonialism and Gender in Vanuatu  (Chur: Harwood Academic 
Publishers, 1994); "'To Save the Girls for Brighter and Better Lives': Presbyterian 
Missions and Women in the South of Vanuatu: 1848-1870," The Journal of Pacific 
History 26, no. 1 (1991). 
190 Hill, The World Their Household, 41. 
191 Male AME members tended to conceive of Africa as the ‘fatherland’ conjuring 
ideas of paternalism. Campbell, Songs of Zion, 93-94; Walter L. Williams, Black 
Americans and the Evangelization of Africa, 1877-1900  (Madison: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1982), 98, 108. 
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response.192 I outline how the official AME rhetoric ultimately resulted in women 

viewing Africa as the motherland in “desperate need of a feminine touch to heal it”, 

and further consider the extent to which US AME women perceived that they provided 

an essential, gendered and thus unique contribution to missionary work, which male 

AME missionaries, owing to the dichotomised gender roles at this time, simply could 

not provide.193 I also explore in this chapter how AME missionary work was gendered 

and whether gender ideologies of the AME or the nature of missionary work itself 

specifically encouraged women’s participation in the outreach. The key questions for 

this chapter are thus: how did AME women perceive mission work in South Africa?; to 

what extent were their perceptions influenced by official AME rhetoric?; did this 

perception extend to AME work outside of South Africa?; and did these gendered 

perceptions of South Africa generate ideas of the inferiority of Black life?  

 

I address these questions by focusing on how metaphorical ideologies of motherhood 

form the overarching theme of AME women’s gendered perceptions of South Africa in 

their writings. AME women represented African women in a very nuanced way during 

the early twentieth century, because they viewed Africa as the ‘motherland’ in need of 

‘civilising’; their work consequently derived from a desire to negate the conceptual 

racial hierarchy that viewed both African Americans and Africans as inferior citizens. 

In order to explore this overarching metaphor of ‘motherhood’ and position my 

research within the current and ongoing conversation, I first review the existing studies 

of missionary women’s writings. 

 

Missionary Women’s Writings 

 

Scholars have observed that missionary women’s writings frequently degraded local 

women. Anna Johnston, for instance, argues that “missionary accounts tend to assume 

female degradation in many different colonial locations”, to the degree that “details of 

local practice frequently appeared to bear little weight in missionary evaluations and 

representations”.194 The representation of indigenous women, she notes, was “so 

                                                
192 Jualynne Elizabeth Dodson, "Women's Collective Power in the A.M.E. Church" 
(Ph.D., University of California, 1984), 158. 
193 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 94; Williams, Black Americans and the Evangelization of 
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generic that the country of origin, the actual site of this destruction of ‘natural 

womanhood’, is virtually irrelevant”; local women were always represented as 

subordinate to their male relatives and in need of rescue.195 Indigenous Men, in turn, 

were represented as “lazy, aggressive, and abusive”.196 Regardless of their 

denomination, missionary women consistently represented indigenous women as 

subordinates. Johnston, however, has focused exclusively on the writings of white 

missionary women. She has concluded that missionaries generally aspired to impose 

European notions of domesticity on indigenous women, irrespective of their 

denomination or ethnic identity. 

 

Recent studies of African American missionary women’s writings on Africa have been 

led by Sylvia Jacobs. Jacobs has considered the experiences of African American 

missionary women from several denominations, including the AME, and how they 

negotiated European imperialism in the missionary fields of Africa during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Her studies suggest that African American 

missionary women, regardless of their religious affiliation, accepted their African 

heritage but “felt an ambiguous alliance” with the continent, leading them subsequently 

to endorse the “Western image of Africa as the ‘Dark Continent’”.197 In this chapter, I 

expand on Jacobs’ work to specifically explore the extent to which AME missionary 

women felt ambivalent about Africa and the ways in which they negotiated the tension 

between their personal connections to Africa and Western images of Africa. Jacobs has 

also studied the initial motivations for African Americans to establish missions in 

Africa, arguing that they sought to evangelise the “civilized” and “debauched” 

Africans.198 Jacobs contends that missionaries sought to evangelise Africa and counter 

the derogatory stereotypes of African inferiority conjured by the image of the ‘Dark 

Continent’. As she explains:  

                                                
195 Ibid., 56. 
196 Ibid. 
197 Sylvia M. Jacobs, "The Historical Role of Afro-Americans in American Missionary 
Efforts in Africa," in Black Americans and the Missionary Movement in Africa, ed. 
Sylvia M. Jacobs (Westport, London: Greenwood Press, 1982), 17. 
198 Jacobs, "The Impact of Black American Missionaries in Africa," in Black 
Americans and the Missionary Movement in Africa, ed. Sylvia M. Jacobs (Westport, 
London: Greenwood Press, 1982), 219. 
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Africa, as homeland and mission field, became a source of identity for Afro-

Americans, and they were able to distinguish a mission ideology that 

emphasized African capabilities and accomplishments.199  

Clearly, the overarching motivation of African American mission women who worked 

in South Africa was to endorse and counter the Western image of Africa as the ‘Dark 

Continent’, which needed a feminine “healing touch”. Africa, however, represents a 

broad, sweeping category and it is therefore important to specifically consider the 

situation of South Africa, where numerous Christian denomination missions 

operated.200 Missionaries found themselves forced to negotiate with both a conceptual 

racial hierarchy and other denominations in order to carry out their work.   

 

From the outset, African American missionaries were keen to remould the ‘motherland’ 

in a bid to dispel the racist stereotypes that abounded. Jacobs writes that “early AME 

missionaries went to South Africa solely to uplift the people and combat the notion of 

African inferiority”.201 Jacobs’ observation indicates that AME missionaries, at least in 

the late nineteenth century when the mission was established, generally conformed to 

the overarching perceptions of missionary work in Africa as striving to counter 

derogatory racial stereotypes. In this chapter, I expand on Jacobs’ observation by 

studying AME missionaries’ writings in the early twentieth century. 

 

Primary Sources 

 

In this chapter, I use several different text genres to study concepts of maternalism, 

including conference proceedings and AME periodicals, all of which were printed in 

the US and in English. The texts were usually printed by the AME and for AME 

members. Most of the conference proceedings cited in this thesis derive from 

conferences held by AME women’s missionary societies, including the Women’s Mite 

Missionary Society (WMMS) and the Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society 

(WHFMS) which were based in the US. Importantly, these two societies represented 
                                                
199 Ibid., 220-221. 
200 Norman Etherington, "Social Theory and the Study of Christian Missions in Africa: 
A South African Case Study," Journal of International African Institute 47, no. 1 
(1977): 32; Sylvia M. Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa: Black Women Missionaries 
in Southern Africa," in Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance, 
ed. Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1992), 223. 
201 Jacobs, "The Impact of Black American Missionaries in Africa," 224.  
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very different socio-economic and geographical groups within the AME. The WMMS 

had a membership base of northern US, African American women, usually descendants 

of freeborn African Americans and part of the elite upper class. WHFMS members, on 

the other hand, tended to be southern US, African American women on the cusp of 

entering a Black elite upper class. Both of these societies frequently comprised women 

who had not worked in foreign missions. The sources examined in this chapter are 

studied for gendered perceptions of Africa with an emphasis on South Africa in 

particular. The perception of Africa as the ‘motherland’ and African converts as 

‘daughters’ of the Church was commonly used by the WHFMS and WMMS.202  

 

AME periodicals are an important source of information, as none of the unpublished 

correspondence of AME women while they worked the mission has survived in the 

archives I consulted. This is the case perhaps because the AME has no central archive. 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the AME published three 

periodicals in the US, which were devoted exclusively to AME foreign missionary 

work. These were the Voice of Missions, Women’s Light and Love for Heathen Africa, 

and Women’s Missionary Recorder.203  

 

Gendered Ideologies in the AME: The Use of Official Rhetoric by the AME to 

Feminise Africa  

 

This section explores how the gender ideologies of the AME specifically encouraged 

women’s participation in the mission field of South Africa and what the possible 

motivations for women were to do so. I examine examples of AME men employing 

ideological rhetoric to argue that the church targeted women and encouraged their 

active participation in the missionary fields of Africa. Despite this official 

encouragement of women, very few AME women did enter the missionary field and 

the majority who did were accompanying their husbands. This contradiction between 

ideological rhetoric and reality suggests that AME missionary women had an unusual 

relationship to missionary work in South Africa. Given this contradiction, I posit that 

                                                
202 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 93. 
203 Only one issue of the second periodical, Women’s Light and Love for Heathen 
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the WHFMS financial contributions to the field were a significant factor in encouraging 

AME women to link ideas of ‘motherhood’ with mission work.204  

 

There are two striking examples of AME men fostering the link between maternalism 

and mission work. The first is from Secretary of the Missions, J. W. Rankin, in his 

1918 annual report on the AME missions. In his report, he argued that: 

the women of our church are as noble and loyal in their missionary efforts as 

any class of women upon the face of the globe. And, if permitted to carry on the 

work committed to their care, undisturbed, the missionary propaganda of the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church would be double in its service both to our 

home and foreign fields.205 

Clearly, AME women’s foreign and domestic missionary efforts were highly regarded 

by Rankin. This is in contrast to the second example of ideological rhetoric by Bishop 

T. M. D. Ward, who wrote that “it is not bishops that are needed there [Africa] so 

much, but active, earnest, consecrated missionaries, who with their wives shall kindle 

the light which will blaze when the sun shall pale and stars grow dim”.206 Both 

examples were published after Bishop Tanner’s open letter to AME women and after 

the church had established missionary stations in South Africa. Importantly, Bishop 

Ward refers to missionary wives and reinforces the AME’s consistent preference of 

sending married women to the missionary field to assist their husbands (as discussed in 

Chapter One).  

 

The second instance of a male AME missionary linking maternalism and mission work 

is by Horatio L. Scott from 1899. He employed the rhetoric early in the church’s 

missionary efforts in South Africa in his article printed in the AME periodical, Voice of 

Missions. Here, he urged women to enter the missionary field to aid their African 

counterparts, although he was careful to accentuate US AME women’s superior 

position. Although there is no evidence to determine Scott’s marital status, we can 

                                                
204 The missionary field of South Africa was supported by the WHFMS. The 
membership base of the WHFMS was primarily drawn from women from the South yet 
paradoxically the women who travelled to South Africa were primarily from the North. 
205 J. W. Rankin, Annual Report of the Home and Foreign Missionary Department of 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church for the Year Ending March 31, 1918  (New 
York: Bible House, 1918), 14. 
206 Sentence cited as printed in Bishop T. M. D. Ward, "Quadrennial Address of the 
Board of Bishops of the A.M.E. Church," The A.M.E. Church Review V, no. 1 (1888): 
52. 
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assume he was married since it has been suggested by historians that single male 

missionaries were not usually allowed to have female servants.  Scott was stationed at 

Port Elizabeth, South Africa, and reported that: 

I was assigned to a neat native hut. Everything was scrupulously clean and kept 

in ample order by a young native girl. Every morning at an early hour coffee 

was served me by this young lady. This young native girl said that she often 

wished that some of her sisters from over the sea would come here and teach 

them; and I assure you, my dear sisters, that those of you that would come here 

amongst these young native girls would never regret it. These native girls would 

love them and do all in their power to make it pleasant for them. We are all in 

hopes that they will soon come here.207 

It would, however, take three more years after the publication of the article for an AME 

missionary woman to travel to South Africa. Scott emphasised that the desire for AME 

women to enter the missionary field was generated from the young native girl rather 

than, for instance, his desire for African American AME women to enter the 

missionary field.  

 

British female missionaries working in Africa at this time faced a similar rhetoric. 

Elizabeth Prevost has argued that British female missionaries were caught in a paradox 

because  

the same gendered attributes that had long justified British women’s 

confinement to a separate, ‘private’ sphere of the home and family also 

equipped them with the necessary skills to liberate other women from non-

Western forms of domestic confinement.208  

Tending to the sick, teaching, childcare, and providing social support were all skills 

perceived as necessary for mission women to ‘liberate’ the heathen women, as they 

granted them access into indigenous communities and homes.  

 

The thrust of Scott’s article is that AME missionary women would not serve 

exclusively as ‘faithful helpmates’ to their husbands, a common trope in missionary 

rhetoric, but would also work as teachers for African women and girls. By situating 
                                                
207 Horatio Scott, "A Californian Writes from South Africa," Voice of Missions VII, no. 
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Professionalization in Britian and Colonial Africa, 1865-1914," Journal of British 
Studies 47, no. 4 (2008): 804. 
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native women as the cause, Scott also conforms to the trend that “both mission 

societies and individual evangelists relied heavily on the figure of ‘the native woman’ 

as a means of justifying their colonial projects”.209 Scott’s suggestion implies that AME 

women would be able to enter into paid employment and possibly pursue a teaching 

career in South Africa while working as missionaries. However, as I show below, AME 

women did not, at any point between 1880 and 1940, view themselves as ‘sisters’ to the 

converts. Sisterhood was invariably eclipsed by maternity, making it clear that converts 

were in need of help and certainly could not be considered the peers of AME mission 

women. Rather than sisters, converts were consistently positioned as ‘orphans’ adopted 

by AME women, who served as social mothers. One of the most prominent converts to 

the AME, Charlotte Maxeke, was described as “with no mother nor father”, an 

“adopted daughter” of the AME.210 AME women, as we shall see, established 

themselves as ‘mothers’ and refused any notion of sisterhood. 

 

The writing of Bishop Levi Jenkins Coppin, who served as Presiding Bishop of the 

South African missionary field from 1900 to 1904, during the formative years of the 

AME mission outreach, reinforces the conditioning of AME women to enter the 

missionary field to aid African women. He wrote that he was “glad to be able to report 

to the faithful women … in America that their sisters in Africa are nothing wanting in 

zeal and faith and devotion to the cause of Christ”.211 The Bishop’s reference to 

“sisters” implies that the convert and mission women shared a mutual bond 

(admittedly, both groups had to negotiate racial segregation) and, with interracial 

mission work, could overcome the inequalities faced.212 As I explore in the next 

section, AME women actually considered themselves to be in a ‘class of their own’; 

they preferred to establish themselves in positions of power over converts, and 

considered them as daughters rather than sisters. Irrespective of whether they worked in 

                                                
209 Johnston, Missionary Writing, 55. 
210 Minutes of the Fifth Annual Convention of the Woman's Mite Missionary Society: 
Pittsburg Conference Branch of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Held at St. 
Paul's A.M.E. Church, Washington, P.A., July 11 to 14 Inclusive,   (Wilkes-Barre: 
Harrold & Fernsler, 1901), 21. 
211 Bishop L. J. Coppin, Letters from South Africa  (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book 
Concern, 1901), 33-34. 
212 The use of familial terminology in relation to mission work was common at this 
time although there is no surviving material to suggest AME mission women engaged 
with the idea or phrase of being ‘sisters’ with convert women. Penny Tinkler, 
"Introduction to Special Issue: Women, Imperialism and Identity," Women's Studies 
International Forum 21, no. 3 (1998): 217-23. 
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the mission field or remained in the US, AME women never referred to African women 

as sisters, implying that African women were children within the patriarchal mission 

family.213 Bishop Coppin’s report implies that African women were willing to take up 

the workload in the missionary field, undoubtedly a welcome relief to the Bishop since 

his wife, Fanny Jackson Coppin, was in South Africa with him for only a year owing to 

ill-health and prior teaching commitments in the US. Furthermore, the Bishop was 

confident that his report “should be especially encouraging to our women at home, for 

our mission work never attained a high degree of success until they took the work in 

hand”.214 His remark reflects how vital AME women were to the mission outreach 

programme as ‘mothers’ to the South African members. 

  

Bishop Coppin further reported that African women had begun undertaking work for 

the AME, yet also wrote that “it would be very agreeably to us in South Africa should 

it please the Department of Missions to designate some definite work here and 

authorize the women to take it up”, implying that AME missionary women were not 

authorised to undertake work for the Church in the field prior to 1901.215 The women 

the Bishop refers to in this example are implicitly African American as the letters were 

originally published in US-based AME periodicals. This perceived need for AME 

missionary women in the field reinforces Scott’s earlier plea. 

 

The AME missionary, Horatio L. Scott, added a level of seriousness absent from 

Bishop Coppin’s report, as he portrayed AME missionary women as the guardians of 

African women’s moral and social reputation. Scott emphasises: 

one thing is very much needed and that is for some of our able women to come 

to Africa and protect the native women from drink and the insults of the lower 

class of European men. Drink is ruining a great many of the native women. 

There is nothing to better the social condition of the native women. As 

everybody knows that money is the white man’s god on earth, and so thousands 

have come here and opened saloons, or better known as native canteens, where 

the very vilest of liquors are sold both to men and women. I have seen hundreds 

of native men and women standing drunk at these canteens, and still sadder, 

                                                
213 See, for example, Minutes of the Fifth Annual Convention of the Woman's Mite 
Missionary Society, 7-9. 
214 Coppin, Coppin, Letters from South Africa, 34. 
215 Ibid. 
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some of these native women would have young babies on their backs and worse 

still, were being served with drinks by the white sisters.216 

Scott makes a direct reference to ‘bad’ African mothering, expressing sadness that 

childcare is being neglected. The canteens are no place for “young babies” in Scott’s 

opinion. Despite the church’s advocating of temperance, the preoccupation with 

alcohol and women was not common in AME missionary writings on South Africa. 

AME convert, Charlotte Manye Maxeke, several decades later, publicly argued that the 

illegal brewing of beer by African women in Johannesburg contributed to the 

deterioration of the ideal family as the increasingly stifling racism made it difficult for 

African families to eke out a sustainable (and legal) lifestyle in the urban slums.217 

 

Scott implies that African women’s alcohol consumption ultimately led to their neglect 

of their childrearing duties. He also highlights how ‘white sisters’ were serving African 

women alcohol; surely a problematic reference, since such alliances were unlikely 

given the racial segregation throughout South Africa. Although African American 

women in the Baptist Church, for instance, formed an “unlikely sisterhood” with white 

Baptist women it does not appear to have been the case here.218 Scott constructs 

African women as the helpless victims of alcohol and the white-operated saloons that 

encouraged them to neglect their children by drinking irresponsibly. However, saving 

women from the perils of the saloons was not a key preoccupation of the US AME 

missionary women or men who journeyed to South Africa between 1902 and 1940.  

 

By identifying white colonial forces as the source of African women’s degradation, 

Scott contradicts the findings of existing studies of white missionary writings that have 

highlighted that “throughout the mission field, the alleged degradation of local women 

by traditional custom was graphically depicted and deplored”.219 How then did US 

AME women characterise missionary work? 

                                                
216 Scott, "A Californian Writes from South Africa." 
217 I explore Maxeke’s public speeches on beer-brewing and the ideal Christian family 
in greater detail in Claire Cooke, "Engendering Encounters: Charlotte Maxeke and the 
Ideal Mother," in Race, Gender, Culture: Creating Identities within Cross-Cultural, 
Historical Contexts, ed. Michel Doortmont and Marja van Tilburg (Hawai’i University 
Press, forthcoming).  
218 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women's Movement in 
the Black Baptist Church 1880-1920  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1993), 89. 
219 Johnston, Missionary Writing, 55. 



 

  65 

 

Maternalism within the US 

 

The characterisation of Africa as ‘needing a feminine touch’ was internalised by AME 

women in the US. Bearing in mind that the Bishop Turner’s open letter to AME women 

to assist in the church’s missionary efforts was published in the late nineteenth century, 

it becomes apparent that the feminisation of missionary work endured well into the 

twentieth century. AME women were convinced that they provided an essential, 

gendered, and thus unique contribution to missionary work. The internalisation of this 

rhetoric extended to an unlikely audience within the AME, namely to AME women 

who did not work in foreign missionary societies.  

 

For AME women who did not undertake foreign mission work, the rhetoric validated 

their work within the mission societies. As late as 1936, Mary I. Richard wrote to the 

Women’s Missionary Recorder explaining that: 

woman was made for a purpose. She is the Glory of Man. Her station in life has 

been fixed in creation. She is the help-mate of man, and occupies an equal share 

of the works of mankind. It is her pleasant duty to work in every phase of life 

and consider herself an important factor in the complete task that is to be 

done.220 

Richard’s language is infused with the ideas that both Scott and Coppin had advocated 

several decades earlier. The role of the woman in mission outreach is made clear by 

Richard: AME mission women were expected to enter mission work to support their 

husbands (rather than to pursue a career) and this work was her sole purpose in life. 

Richard further notes how the: 

opportunity to shed a bit of happiness and love to our existence cannot be left 

entirely to man. He must have the women to help him direct and sharpen the 

lives of our humanity … She must teach right and righteousness. She must 

stamp the story of the risen Saviour on the hearts of men. Soul getting and soul 

conservation must be the important task. And no one is better fit to influence 

and keep man than woman … Woman’s place in saving souls is an individual 

                                                
220 Mrs. Mary I. Richard, "Woman's Place in the Fields of Missions," Women's 
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matter based upon a consecrated life … Her place will be wherever there is a 

soul to save, guide, protect, and nourish.221 

Richard’s words also exemplify her internalisation of the belief that AME missionary 

women provided a special assistance to the ‘motherland’ and, importantly, she makes 

no reference to any kind of sisterhood. Richard portrays women as serving as faithful 

helpmates to their husbands (a recurring theme we have seen in Chapter One), and 

again links women to teaching. In this instance, she cites women as being responsible 

for teaching. This was despite the fact that AME women could not be ordained within 

the AME, in the early twentieth century, and so were unable to provide any form of 

formal theological guidance to potential converts at mission schools, such as 

Wilberforce Institute. Obviously, here Richard was referring to domestic (US) teaching 

and wider ‘moral’ teaching, rather the formalised theological classes. The implication 

of providing ‘moral’ teaching revealed a maternal element: mothers were deemed 

responsible for providing moral guidance to their children. 

 

The degree to which the rhetoric was internalised by women who remained in the US 

varied according to individual circumstances. The Women’s Missionary Recorder 

features an intense internalisation of the official rhetoric. Mary Miles, a member of the 

AME Young Women’s Auxiliary, who was probably an adolescent at the time, wrote 

with vigour in 1935 that:  

I am not a Missionary unless I am doing my utmost to give the Gospel to the 

whole creation. Missions need me; need my money, my prayers, my influence, 

my talent and my utmost in service. I need Missions to enrich my life, to 

enlarge my soul, to exercise my talent and to satisfy my heart.222 

Missionary work is represented as the focus of Mary’s identity, requiring dedication 

from every aspect of her life. As this example from an adolescent suggests, the rhetoric 

affected women across the spectrum of ages, irrespective of whether they had worked 

in foreign missionary societies or not. 

 

Half a century earlier, US AME women had also appropriated the ideological rhetoric 

of social motherhood, which served as a rallying cry for their fundraising efforts. 

Attitudes, such as Miles’ discussed above, had not changed over the decades. During 
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the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, AME women formed the core 

fundraising body of the AME Church, so it is perhaps unsurprising that the women 

employed this rhetoric for such a purpose. Consider the words of Corresponding 

Secretary, Miss Esther Armstrong, penned in 1886 in an attempt to unite AME women 

because: 

the cry for help is being heard from foreign fields … their funds must be 

increased, and nothing but active work on the part of the women of the Church 

will do it. Let each church (that has not done so heretofore) organize a branch 

society, and commence work in earnest.223 

Here, Armstrong specifically targets the female members of the AME to aid the 

Church’s missionary efforts. Yet, the formation of women’s missionary societies in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries ultimately benefited the official, male-

dominated hierarchy of the AME who had formal control of the women’s fundraising 

efforts. This arrangement in turn meant that the gendered ideological rhetoric of the 

AME generated substantial benefits for the AME, especially for men in formal 

positions of power. 

 

Mission women were expected to be charismatic and persistent workers. Mrs. N. R. 

Walker, serving as the State President for the AME women in Texas, half a century of 

Armstrong remarked that:  

the missionary work should be led by a conscientious consecrated woman who is 

such a live wire that she radiates light to those with whom she works. A magnet to 

draw those with whom she comes in contact while she informs and inspires them. A 

far-sighted counsellor filled with the love of God and willing to suffer for others. 

Missionary work is not measured by how long it has been carried on but what has 

been accomplished, what has been done in kingdom building. Not those who say 

Lord, but those who do the will of the Father in Heaven.224  

Conversion rarely features in AME mission women’s writings, despite Walker’s 

impassioned remarks because many Africans were already Christians before joining the 

AME Church.225 Women’s contributions to the missionary efforts, ideally led by a 

woman dedicated to the church, continued to be prized as informative and inspirational 
                                                
223 Miss. Esther Armstrong, "A Call to the Women of the A.M.E. Church," The 
Christian Recorder XXIV, no. 26 (1886): 1. 
224 Mrs. N.R. Walker, "Constructive Methods to Improve Conference Branch 
Meetings," Women's Missionary Recorder XXVIII, no. 7 (1935): 6. 
225 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 130. 
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for potential converts. Walker also implies that actions (such as fundraising) are 

preferred over words, reinforcing the importance of women participating in AME 

fundraising efforts, no matter how small their contribution might be. Even in Texas, 

physically removed from the foreign missionary fields of the AME, the ideal mission 

woman was meant to inspire others. 

 

Importantly, AME women did not internalise the rhetoric of conversion through ideas 

of sisterhood. Rather, they constructed themselves as missionaries in their own right, 

with a duty to assist African women. In the next section I analyse how AME mission in 

South Africa utilised the rhetoric of motherhood. 

 

Faithful Helpmates? AME Missionary Women Aid the ‘Motherland’ 

 

In this section, I study reports by women returning from South Africa, focusing on their 

ideas about how mission work could be further improved. AME mission women who 

worked in South Africa delivered numerous reports upon their return to the US.226 

AME woman, Lizzie Hightower, for example, wrote during her time in Africa that: 

if ever the servants of God were a flame of fire, this is a time to exhibit 

themselves as such, in the Missionary cause, for we stand under an opening of 

heaven, and we have the privilege of hearing the gospel, at all times, then we 

should try to aid in sending the gospel to the dark continent of Africa, where her 

inhabitants are groping in darkness and ignorance, so let us act well our part in 

the Missionary work.227 

                                                
226 Detailed accounts of AME missionary women’s experiences are scarce. I was able 
to locate the following accounts of AME women who travelled to Africa: Amanda 
Smith, An Autobiography: The Story of the Lord’s Dealings with Mrs. Amanda Smith 
the Colored Evangelist  (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988); Amos 
Jerome White and Luella Graham White, Dawn in Bantuland: An African Experiment 
or an Account of Missionary Experiences and Observations in South Africa  (Boston: 
The Christopher Publishing House, 1953); Luella G. White, "Missions - the Hope of 
South Africa," Voice of Missions XXXXII, no. 1 (1940); Charlotte Crogman Wright, 
Beneath the Southern Cross: The Story of an American Bishop’s Wife in South Africa  
(New York: Exposition Press, 1955); Artishia Wilkerson Jordan, The History of the 
A.M.E. Church in South Africa  (n.p.). 
227 Lizzie Hightower, "Miss Hightower on Africa: Wise Words from a Woman," Voice 
of Missions VI, no. 11 (1898). This is also evident in the writings of women who did 
not travel to South Africa, such as Mrs. Minnie S. Pearson, "Missionary Address 
Delivered by Mrs. Minnie S. Pearson," The A.M.E. Church Review L, no. 2 (1934): 75; 
Mrs. S. M. Johnson, "The Part Our Women Have Taken in Planting the A.M.E. Church 
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Here, AME missionary women are portrayed as the bearers of wisdom to the 

missionary field because they have had the privilege of being exposed to the gospel. 

The African population in the mission field, then, was regarded US AME women as 

subordinate, with its “inhabitants … groping in darkness and ignorance” and in need of 

enlightenment. This imagery conversely propagated a misguided and generalised 

concept of African life, suggesting that AME missionary women entered the field with 

little practical knowledge and not much more than a desire to teach the words of the 

gospel. 

 

Two AME missionary women, Celia Gregg and Emily Vernon, who worked in 

missionary stations within South Africa, wrote specifically about their perceptions of 

South Africa. Vernon journeyed to South Africa in 1920 and remained until 1924 while 

Gregg worked there between 1924 and 1928. Analysis of their writing foregrounds my 

later discussion on how the feminisation of Africa indicated a clear power dynamic 

between the AME missionary women and the concept of Black South African life.  

 

Celia Gregg was so moved by her experiences in South Africa as a missionary, she 

resolved to work as a missionary for life, according to an article published in the 

Women’s Missionary Recorder in 1938. She wrote that: 

if I have one passion in the work of the Church, it is the missionary work. In my 

early married life, I went with my husband to South Africa, where we both 

served as mission teachers at the Chatsworth M. & I. Institute, forty-four miles 

out from Cape Town. Through the students who came to us from every part of 

South Africa we learned much of the needs of the people away out in the 

strictly native territories, and, in spite of all that had been done, how very much 

more was needed to be done. One would have to have a heart of stone to turn 

deaf ear to those beseeching eyes, and outstretched hands. So insistent was the 

appeal and so compelling the call, that I always found myself ready to 

accompany the bishop on his many treks into native territory on his many 

missions of mercy. And we found those dear people so very appreciative of the 
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meager help we were able to give, that then and there I resolved to make the 

work of missions my one motivating principal [sic] [for] the rest of my life.228 

The notion Gregg expresses that the work of missions would be her one motivating 

principle for life is extreme. Admittedly, working within the women’s missionary 

societies in the US would have provided Gregg the greatest opportunity (within the 

AME) to exercise informal power. She employs this rhetoric to convey the importance 

of sustaining the missionary work in South Africa so as to ensure that the needs of the 

African population were met. The fundraising efforts of AME women were invaluable 

for supporting the missionary efforts in the field. My reading is reinforced by Gregg’s 

representation of herself in the article as both passive – she was accompanying her 

husband to the missionary field – and active by responding to the need for missionary 

work, rather than simply identifying it; she thus creates a tension in her account of 

AME mission work that remains unresolved. 

 

The dichotomous tension is evident in Gregg’s declaration. She wrote in 1938 that she 

would devote herself entirely to the: 

missionary endeavour and join heartily with the conference branches and my 

own local society. It gives me the greatest joy in the world to see funds raised 

for missions and to know that some of it will go to those in need ‘over the ocean 

wave’, whose voices I can still hear, and whose outstretched hands I still can 

see.229 

This example suggests that the ideological rhetoric of the church had become deeply 

engrained in Gregg’s identity.  

 

Emily Vernon, wife of Presiding Bishop William T. Vernon, also presented missionary 

work as urgently required and essential for challenging the racial assumptions about 

Africans that abounded in the US during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. However, her desire to do mission work was not as fervent as Gregg’s, as her 

address to a women’s missionary society convention in 1927 demonstrates. At the 

convention, Vernon delivered a powerful critique of the conditions she endured during 

her time in South Africa, emphasising racial tensions. Introduced merely as “wife of 
                                                
228 Original spelling used. Chatsworth M. & I. Institute stands for Chatsworth Normal, 
Mechanical, and Industrial Institute. Mrs. Celia A. Gregg, "A Word from the 
Supervisor," Women's Missionary Recorder XXX, no. 11 (1938): 1. For additional 
information on Chatsworth M. & I. Institute, see Campbell, Songs of Zion, 236-37. 
229 Gregg, "A Word from the Supervisor," 1. 
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Bishop Vernon and daughter of the late Bishop Embry”, Vernon was not acknowledged 

as a missionary in her own right, yet she delivered a plea to support the missionary 

efforts on the basis that: 

there are millions of oppressed people. I remember a member of one of our 

congregations, a woman, was shambocked in a brutal manner. There was no 

redress. Everybody has wine in great quantities. Johannesburg is beautiful, but 

first of all you go by segregated train. The whites go alone and Malays, 

Chinese, and all that to themselves. On the benches on the platform you read, 

‘For Europeans only’. Get off at Johannesburg. Outside on the platform you see 

rickshaw men with horns on their heads and grotesque trapping. They take you 

three cents a mile. I could not, although the white women did so, ride in a cart 

pulled by a man like a horse. In Orange Free State there are no schools save 

those of missionaries. The beautiful cities mean nothing to us.230 

Vernon draws attention to the racial segregation occurring in South Africa (similar to 

that in the US at the time). This is highly unusual, as typically AME missionary 

women’s writings imply segregation only indirectly, rarely acknowledging the 

discrimination directly.231 South Africa’s racial discrimination paralleled experiences in 

the South where Jim Crow laws, legalising racial segregation, were in full effect at this 

time. Racial segregation was legally enforced in Southern US states through the Jim 

Crow laws from 1877 to the mid-1960s and informally throughout Northern US states. 

Overall, Vernon’s writings mirror the overarching theme of Gregg’s. Whether this 

overarching theme extended to male AME missionaries is explored in the next section. 

 

Male Missionaries’ Interpretation of Missionary Work in South Africa 

 

The writings of AME male missionaries in South Africa are considerably more 

numerous than those of AME women, as AME men tended to publish more widely and 

write more detailed accounts of their experiences in the missionary field. My close 

analysis of the writings of two male AME missionaries aims to determine why AME 

                                                
230 “Shambrocked” referred to seeing Africans attacked with sjamboks, short leather whips carried by 
South African police. This attack was common during the early 1920s, a period of intense political 
ferment (and intense state repression) focussed in Johannesburg. Neither Vernon nor her husband ever 
publicly commented on the police attacks. The Ninth Quadrennial Convention of the Women’s Parent 
Mite Missionary Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,   (n.p., 1927), 43-44. 
231 See, for instance, White and White, Dawn in Bantuland, 147, 263-64. 
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men would urge AME women to undertake mission work.232 Generally, male 

missionaries were considered ideal role models for African men and boys. Stephan 

Miescher has suggested that male missionaries especially prided themselves on 

teaching competition, academic subjects, gardening, and sports.233 This list of tasks 

conjures up images of robust, athletic men ready to serve the mission outreach 

programme, far removed from any notion of femininity or ‘savagery’. Myra Rutherdale 

explains that male missionaries “often reinforced the conflation between hardy 

masculinity and mission” to reinforce their identities, especially as mission work 

became increasingly feminised.234 

 

Male members of the AME also used the rhetoric of South Africa as ‘Dark’ and its 

inhabitants being in need of religious guidance, themes familiar from the writings of 

AME women. Crucially, according to Campbell, Bishop Coppin was the only male 

minister to refer to South Africa as the ‘motherland’, the clergyman’s decision to 

feminise Africa serving as “a not too subtle reminder of centuries of involuntary 

miscegenation”.235 When Bishop Coppin wrote in detail about South Africa he did so 

using a male pronoun (in keeping with the gendered literary practices of the time) and 

emphasised the establishment of new concepts of African masculinity, despite his 

earlier plea for AME missionary women to enter South Africa. In a series of letters 

periodically published by the AME, he wrote in: 

the coming of the A.M.E. Church to South Africa to lend a hand in lifting up 

the native people is regarded by some as an innovation. This opinion, however, 

is held by those who have for years had a monopoly of the work, and who 

cannot boast marvellous success. The natives themselves hail our coming as the 

dawning of a brighter day. To them it is the promise of a more thorough work 

                                                
232 For the writings of other AME Bishops, see, for instance, Bishop Charles Spencer 
Smith’s Glimpses of Africa, in Campbell, Songs of Zion, 85-86.  
233 Stephan F. Miescher, "The Making of Presbyterian Teachers: Masculinities and 
Programs of Education in Colonial Ghana," in Men and Masculinities in Modern 
Africa, ed. Lisa A. Lindsay and Stephan F. Miescher (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2003), 
94. 
234 Myra Rutherdale, ""It Is No Soft Job to Be Performed": Missionaries and Imperial 
Manhood in Canada, 1880-1902," in Missionaries, Indigenous Peoples and Cultural 
Exchange, ed. Patricia Grimshaw and Andrew May (Eastbourne, Portland: Sussex 
Academic Press, 2010), 55. 
235 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 228. 
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and of broader opportunities. They see in us a likeness to themselves which 

must mean a closer union between the teacher and the taught.236  

There is no mention of needing women in the missionary field to provide an essential, 

gendered and thus unique contribution to establishing the church in South Africa. 

Rather, Bishop Coppin links the improvement of African and European race relations 

in the missionary field to Africans readily adopting the “life, language and habits of the 

European when brought into contact with him”.237 He praises cultural assimilation to 

colonialism as a way of improving race relations, but the involvement of AME women 

is again unaddressed. He places the responsibility of ‘civilisation’ on Black African 

men, arguing that: 

the colored man, whether in South Africa or elsewhere, has a duty to perform. 

He must learn to appropriate the light that comes to him. He must show himself 

worthy of his place among civilized nations. He must profit by the terrible 

lessons that others have been taught before his face. He must in every sense be a 

man.238 

The language is infused with paternalism as Bishop Coppin instilled a sense of self-

sufficiency into African men. This discussion of masculinity is noticeably absent in the 

writings of AME missionary women on South Africa. Such an omission indicates that 

the internalisation of official rhetoric by missionaries within South Africa varied 

according to gender, as we would expect. 

 

Other Bishops who presided in South Africa after Bishop Coppin reiterated the notion 

that adopting ideas of European masculinity would foster positive race relations 

between the two communities. At an annual AME convention in South Africa in 1934, 

for instance, Presiding Bishop D. H. Sims addressed a mixed audience and a local 

South African newspaper quoted him as stating that: 

There are six million coloured people today in South Africa, and they are 

people without hope. There was a need for Europeans to realise, he said, that 

the coloured races did not understand European ideals. The creed of colour was 
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dying out. A crusade was beginning in the Universities, where people were 

trying to understand those with whom they came daily into contact.239 

Bishop Sims, like Bishop Coppin, emphasised the importance for Africans of 

emulating European ideals in order to survive.240 It is a theme reflected in Bishop 

Vernon’s sermon and lecture in South Africa where: 

he appealed to the [African] people to avoid jealousy, emphasising that it was 

an impediment to their race progress and that unless some effort was made to 

overcome it the true leaders of the people would be long in coming. He pointed 

out how necessary it was that their race-spirit should compromise with the 

white man in order to assist self-development and to encourage industry, in 

conjunction with the service of God. He appealed to his congregation to ban 

politics as far as was possible, and nurse race-consciousness: trusting in God for 

the removal of all difficulties.241 

Bishop Vernon, optimistically perhaps, advocated for the African population to 

distance themselves from political discourses and trust in God for the improvement of 

race relations within the country. Race relations between white and Black South 

Africans continued to deteriorate during Vernon’s visit from 1920 to 1924. In 1920, for 

example, the Black (Native) Affairs Act was passed and in 1923, the Natives (Urban 

Areas) Act further restricted where Black South Africans were permitted to reside. In 

both examples, the role of AME women is not discussed. The silence surrounding the 

role of AME missionary women in the field, seen in the writings of these Presiding 

Bishops, suggests that the feminisation of South Africa and the resulting power 

dynamic between AME missionaries and the concept of African life were gendered. 

 

The idea was to create a self-sufficient mission outreach programme in South Africa. 

AME male missionaries acknowledged the growing racial tensions in South Africa and 

encouraged both male and female Africans to seek higher education as a way of 

overcoming the discrimination. This ideal embodied the very essence of the AME: the 

striving for racial equality through the emulation of white US middle and upper classes. 

The ideal neglected the daily realities of racial discrimination, the impact of gender, 

                                                
239 "Town and Country News: Bishop D.H. Sims on the White Man's Duty," Umteteli 
Wa Bantu, December 1 1934, 5. 
240 Bishop Johnson also advocated this emulation according to US-based newspaper, 
the Afro-American. See "With Bishop Johnson in South Africa: The "Abanto Batho" 
Puts Quietus to Disconcerting Rumours," Afro-American, July 12 1913, 6. 
241 "Bishop Vernon," Umteteli Wa Bantu, June 18 1921, 8. 
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and influence of socio-economic status as obtaining a university degree was not 

possible for the majority of Black Africans at this time.  

 

Mothering the Female Converts: The Power Dynamics between AME Women and 

African Women in the US 

 

To date, very few studies have been devoted to South African AME female converts 

during their time in the US; rather, the focus of research has often been on the careers 

of the converts upon their return to South Africa. An exception is Campbell, in his 

comparative study of the AME in the US and South Africa, who devotes a chapter to 

examining the experiences and careers of South Africans who studied in the US under 

the auspices of the AME between 1894 and 1914. He argues that South African 

students in the US “did little to challenge … the image of a slumbering continent, just 

stirring to life”, as the image “accorded quite well with their own preconceptions, with 

the proviso, of course, that they counted themselves among the awakened”.242  

 

In this section I discuss how US AME women described the South African female 

converts who were able to attend university in the US as orphans in need of adoption 

and themselves as mothers to these converts. More specifically, the voyage from South 

Africa to the US was represented as a rite of passage by converts as ‘children’: female 

converts were farewelled by their parents and arrived in the US where US AME 

women would provide all social and economic support. Female converts’ writings will 

also be analysed to investigate if they too reinforced the maternal power dynamics.243 

 

Ideas of maternalism between female AME members is evident in the US AME 

women’s descriptions of three female South African converts who studied in the US, 

namely, Charlotte Manye Maxeke (née Moyna), Pearl Ntisko, and Eva Muhuma 
                                                
242 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 266. 
243 Converts continued to refer to US AME women as mothers even after their return to 
South Africa. See, for example, the letter from convert Charlotte Manye Maxeke to 
Ella White in Bishop William Tecumseh Vernon Collection, Kansas Collection, RH 
MS 529, Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas Libraries; and Miss 
Charlotte Manye, "A Letter from Miss Charlotte Manye to the Corresponding 
Secretary," in Seventh Annual Convention of the Woman's Missionary Society, the Ohio 
Branch, ed. Mrs. Annie J. Rankin and Mrs. I. N. Ross (Cincinnati: African Methodist 
Episcopal, 1903), 46-47; Clara E. Harris, History of the Woman's Parent Mite 
Missionary Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Church  (n.p., 1935), 141, 50-
51. 
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Morake. The lives of these women are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five, 

where I study their careers upon returning to South Africa, but in this chapter, the focus 

is on how these women were described and represented by US AME women during 

their time in the US between 1901 and 1938. All three women completed university 

degrees under the auspices of the AME at Wilberforce University between 1901 and 

1938. I examine several examples of the women being described at various AME 

conventions in order to explore how the metaphor of motherhood was used, and how 

the resulting power relations were generated between them and the AME women. 

 

At the Fifth Annual Convention of the WMMS in 1901, it was reported that: 

our adopted daughter, Miss Charlotte Monya … made a pathetic farewell 

address in regards to her stay with us, but bright in the anticipation of fulfilling 

our Heavenly Father’s command. She expressed her sincere thanks to the 

members of the W.M.M. Convention of the Pittsburgh Conference Branch for 

their kindness rendered in educating, instructing and guiding her the past eight 

years … After which Miss Charlotte Monya sang very sweetly a hymn in her 

native tongue.244 

The description of Maxeke, unmarried at this time and therefore referred to by her 

maiden name of Monya (usually spelled Manye) in this example, exemplifies the AME 

rhetoric about female converts. The reference to Maxeke as an “adopted daughter” of 

the mission women suggests that the AME women perceived themselves as maternal 

figures. 

 

Maxeke was constantly referred to as an ‘adopted daughter’ of AME women in their 

writings. In the Third Annual Report of the Church, one AME woman reported: 

several years ago there was a young girl in a far off distant land. She had to 

plow the great angry of the ocean; climb the high mountains, and cross the great 

deserts before our country could be reached. When she left there was a mother 

to wish her loved one a safe voyage. She set sail and found her herself in a 

strange land, with no mother nor father; but she did find loving friends … That 

same young girl is with us to-day. She is with us … to say goodbye. She goes 

back, dear sisters; not the same girl that left the shores of that far off country, 

South Africa … but she goes taking with her that [which] God has made it 
                                                
244 Minutes of the Fifth Annual Convention of the Woman's Mite Missionary Society, 
21. 
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possible for her to accomplish; the knowledge, which she was so desirous of 

knowing. She carries back those two words, Bachelor of Science. Well, now, 

should we not as Christian women, feel proud to think this has all come about 

through the women of the Third Episcopal District [a branch of a women’s 

missionary society]. I answer, yes, and feel like singing, ‘Praise God from 

Whom all Blessing Flow’. To think of her leaving us, that same sweet amiable, 

loving Charlotte. Not with her head turned by the frivolities of this world, but 

with the burning desire to get back, to do something for that loving Saviour that 

has done so much for her.245 

Maxeke is described as an orphan in need of adoption and was subsequently sponsored 

by a branch of the WMMS during her time in the US. The WMMS described 

themselves as ‘sisters’, collectively caring for their ‘daughter’ as they provided 

financial support to her during her time in the US, explaining:  

but, loved ones, there will not be the same face to greet her. There will be 

something missing. We say, ‘What is it?’ A mother. She has gone. She will not 

be there to greet and welcome her back again. Let us keep her close to our 

hearts and ever make her a subject of prayer, for we should ever keep before us, 

that she is our daughter. One that we all should feel proud of. Our young girls 

would do well to make her an example, as they are in an enlightened and 

Christian land. We say, farewell, dear Charlotte, and if we never meet again in 

this world, we shall meet in that world that has been prepared for those who are 

faithful.246 

The US is presented as “enlightened and Christian”, a direct contrast to the descriptions 

of South Africa as a dark, heathen land. This contrast is misleading, though, since, 

according to her sister, Maxeke was raised as a Christian.247 Furthermore, the reality of 

Maxeke’s arrival in the US suggests otherwise than this maternal dynamic, as she 

journeyed to the US with several other South Africans. The circumstances of her arrival 

in the US are contested, but clearly indicate that Maxeke was not an abandoned orphan 

in the States.248 

                                                
245 Ibid. 
246 Ibid., 7-9. 
247 Margaret McCord, The Calling of Katie Makanya: A Memoir of South Africa  (New 
York, Chichester, Weinheim, Brisbane, Singapore, Toronto: John Wiley & Sons, 
1995), 10. 
248 The AME claims that Maxeke was part of choir abandoned in Cleveland and 
‘rescued’ by an AME Bishop, whereas Maxeke’s sister claims that Maxeke deliberately 
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AME women described other female South African converts who studied in the US in a 

similar way. Morake, for instance, was constructed as a lonely young woman seeking 

to achieve her dream of being educated in the US. As Dovie King Clark explained: 

six years ago last December, a young woman made her way from far South 

Africa to Wilberforce University. She had fought down all her fears; her 

lifelong fear of the sea did not deter her, and what was much more formidable 

was facing a strange land with empty purse, but even that did not restrain her. 

With no friend save a young husband that had preceded her by two years and 

who was as destitute of funds as herself, with strong faith in one who neither 

slumbers nor sleeps, young Mrs. Morake determined to add to her education 

already begun at her home.249 

Morake, married prior to her arrival in the US, is thus also constructed as isolated 

within the US, knowing only her husband, and similarly to Maxeke she is represented 

as bravely overcoming the physical obstacles to travel to the US. Maternal language is 

absent in this example, maybe due to her marital status, which in the early twentieth 

century which meant that responsibility for her welfare in the US was delegated to her 

husband. The overarching theme of the passage, though, reinforces the images conjured 

up in the description of Maxeke, of South Africa as a distant land and the women from 

there in dire need of support once they reached the US. 

 

There is also evidence to suggest that AME women regarded the converts studying in 

the US as an investment of the Church. Ntsiko, also a South African convert, was 

sponsored by the WHFMS to study in the US during the late 1920s to mid-1930s. The 

quarterly stipend of $1250 was described as an investment in the “development work in 

the interior of our foreign field, South Africa, and in a small way helps the missionary 

men in our own home fields”.250 In addition, she lived with Mrs. Lucy Hughes, 

president of the WHFMS, “who has given her every advantage that is possible and who 

                                                                                                                                         
travelled to the US to receive a university education. See Campbell, Songs of Zion, 
133-34; McCord, The Calling of Katie Makanya, 53,68. 
249 Dovie King Clark, "Missionary Echoes," Voice of Missions XXVII, no. 7 (1931): 9. 
250 Mrs. Isabelle Tanner Temple et al., Missionary Activities among the Women of the 
Pittsburg Conference Branch, 17. 
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is her American mother”.251 The maternal language is again evident in this description, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, since Ntsiko did not marry during her time in the US. Ntsiko, 

as with Morake and Maxeke, was also represented as an adopted daughter of US AME 

women and this representation of converted women raises the question of how the 

converted women themselves viewed South Africa. 

 

The use of gendered ideas of ‘motherhood’ to advance the need for missionary work in 

South Africa was often employed by Maxeke, particularly when she was advocating for 

the ‘civilisation’ of the entire African continent. Maxeke’s use of ‘civilisation’ is not 

unlike the Victorian era women who dubbed themselves the “saviour of the race”.252 

Maxeke claimed Christianity was needed to ‘save’ Africa. She wrote that in South 

Africa “uncivilized natives, who live in round huts with one door, no chimney and no 

window” could be found.253 Moreover, she portrayed herself as an orphan to the 

church, forsaking her African parents, explaining: 

I have no mother now, no home, and I know nothing about my father, sisters or 

brothers, whether they be dead or alive. But, I must go to minister in whatever 

way I can to the great needs of my people. Religion is an anchor and will hold 

us to duty and from fear.254 

Maxeke employed the dominant imagery of South Africa as the ‘motherland’ conjured 

by AME women for her own aims. Maxeke’s claim illustrates Campbell’s argument 

that converts were willing to employ the rhetoric but, crucially, represented themselves 

as ‘awakened’ and thus enlightened. By representing herself as a forlorn orphan, 

Maxeke also reiterated the need for financial support, such as monthly stipends, while 

studying in the US. 

 

Maxeke inverts the pervasive idea of South Africa as the ‘motherland’, because US 

AME women became the metaphorical mothers. Within the US, ‘motherhood’ implied 

that the converts had been adopted by the patriarchal church (an ideological family) 

                                                
251 I discuss Hughes in detail in Chapter Four. Mrs. E. W. O'Neal, "Report of the 
Secretary Treasurer of the Young People's Missionary Department of the A.M.E. 
Church," Women's Missionary Recorder XXII, no. 17 (1929): 3. 
252 Antoinette M. Burton, "The White Woman's Burden: British Feminists and the 
Indian Woman, 1865-1915," Women's Studies International Forum 13, no. 4 (1990): 
296. 
253 Minutes of the Fifth Annual Convention of the Ohio Conference Branch Woman's 
Mite Missionary Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,   (n.p., 1901), 35. 
254 Ibid., 36. 
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and cared for as daughters despite being highly educated adults, who in some instances, 

were already married. The converts employed this inversion of the dominant 

‘motherhood’ metaphor; perhaps because it resulted in much needed financial support. 

On a much deeper level, the inversion of the metaphor rejected her African culture and 

heritage. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The metaphor of ‘motherhood’ pervades both AME and converted women’s writings. 

This finding is similar to those of current studies of white missionary women which 

indicate that displaced power relations between mission and convert women were 

widespread. White missionary women typically represented indigenous women as 

subordinate to male family members and AME women went one step further, 

representing the women as also subordinate to the Church, as metaphorical children in 

need of maternal guidance.  

 

The US AME Church incorporated the metaphor of motherhood into all aspects of its 

work. As my reading of the sources suggest, AME women internalised this gendered, 

ideological rhetoric beyond the realm of foreign missionary work by, for instance, 

applying the concepts in the US, and to female converts studying in the country. The 

notion of ‘sisterhood’ was firmly rejected, while the metaphor of motherhood 

established clear power relations between US AME women and the female converts.  

 

AME women cast female converts as orphans in need of maternal guidance. The texts 

portrayed female converts as surviving physical hardships, trekking across the globe to 

reach the US, and arriving as naïve young women. Female converts studying in the US 

became ‘orphans’ in need of adoption; but this adoption signalled the rejection of their 

African heritage, culture, and parents. These converts then constructed themselves as 

daughters of the Church and South Africa as the ‘Dark Continent’, in accordance with 

the rhetoric of the Church. This practice undoubtedly ensured that during their time in 

the US they would continue to receive much needed financial support from the 

women’s missionary societies. US AME women provided all social and economic 

support to their ‘adopted daughters’, and in doing so, became metaphorical mothers to 

the converts. Therefore, within the US at least, AME women internalised the rhetoric of 

the women having a special role in the missionary work of the church and frequently 
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employed it for their own purposes. How they employed such gendered ideological 

rhetoric within the missionary field forms the basis for Chapter Three. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Teaching Power? Luella White and Domesticity at Wilberforce Institute 
 

Introduction 

 

The concept of domesticity – typically associated with women and ideas of 

housekeeping such as cooking, clothing, and cleaning for the family – is useful for 

analysing gendered power relations. The aim of this chapter is to critically analyse the 

domestic science classes introduced to Wilberforce Institute through a case study of 

AME mission woman, Luella White, in 1937. I will also examine the greater power 

these classes resulted in for her, which allowed her to supervise female students and 

institutionalise domestic science classes that would later receive much needed 

government endorsement.  

 

Luella White, I will suggest, ‘reformed’ African women’s identities through the 

discourses that constructed ideal white femininity. This chapter builds on the findings I 

presented in Chapter One by exploring how the classes granted White greater formal 

power, and on those presented in Chapter Two by expanding on ideas of maternalism 

through a consideration of how mission wives promoted the ideal Christian home in 

terms of cooking, cleaning, and dress making. 

 

The arrival of colonisation to South Africa, brought with it colonial settlers who 

demanded servants to satisfy their thirst for upward class mobility. This demand was 

fulfilled by Black African men – rather than women – who moved into the settlers’ 

homes to care for young white children and to aid white wives. By the end of the 

1880s, settlers in South Africa feared for their European masculinity, perceiving 

African men were: 

dangerous because they were independent of settler control, performed 

‘women’s work’ and hence rejected settler notions of masculinity, and laboured 

in private spaces that normally only husbands and sons had access to. 



 

  83 

Moreover, it was asserted that female settlers interacted with … [them] … in a 

careless manner.255 

This inversion of the gender relations disrupted both settler and African 

communities.256 The response was a public outcry from white settlers which, among 

other things, resulted in African women being urged to enter into domestic service. 

African women were perceived to be less sexually threatening to white male settlers. 

The shift towards employing female domestic servants also coincided with the shift of 

African men into the mines to perform hard labour undesirable to whites. This change 

in gender relations, however, necessitated the training of African women in the art of 

domestic science. Funnelling African women into service was a way of supervising, 

containing, and disciplining them into white, Western ideas of domesticity. 

Missionaries were eager to fulfil this growing social need. 

 

Missionary women have been (and continue to be) associated with training indigenous 

women in domestic service. Ulrike Sill has observed that in Basel missions in colonial 

Ghana, female students were also expected to help missionaries with domestic chores, 

with mission women using their influence and power over the girls in their care.257 In 

using their influence in this way, mission women developed networks for the further 

training of domestic servants throughout African communities. AME mission women 

embodied and prioritised these expectations: White even removed the girls from class 

to perform domestic chores and be trained to style their hair like hers. 

 

Domestic servants in the households of African American women were the exception 

in the US at this time. By the 1930s, AME missionary wives had access to consistently 

stable, secure housing for the duration of their husbands’ time in South Africa.258 The 

                                                
255 Jeremy C. Martens, "Settler Homes, Manhood and 'Houseboys': An Analysis of 
Natal's Rape Scare of 1886," Journal of Southern African Studies 28, no. 2 (2002): 381. 
256 Similar concerns were being raised, for instance, in the northern frontier of Australia 
where Aboriginal men outnumbered women and thus tended to undertake domestic 
service. Julia Martínez and Claire Lowrie, "Colonial Constructions of Masculinity: 
Transforming Aboriginal Australian Men into 'Houseboys'," Gender & History 21, no. 
2 (2009): 306-07. 
257 Ulrike Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood: The Basel Mission in 
Pre- and Early Colonial Ghana  (Boston: Brill, 2010), 128, 43. 
258 The living arrangements of single AME missionary women in South Africa remain 
unknown. It is likely that unmarried AME missionary nurse, Grace Wares, resided at 
Wilberforce Institute, as it was attached to the Wilberforce clinic she supervised. For an 
insightful discussion on the issue of housing in regards to communal living 
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AME provided a house, usually connected to a missionary school, and the wife would 

supervise the household, which included pupils (who doubled as domestic servants) 

and full-time domestic servants. This was a rare situation for any African American 

woman during the early twentieth century, since few could afford domestic servants in 

the US.259 Willard B. Gatewood, Jr has suggested that, in the US between 1880 and 

1940, only African American independent business owners, often operating small 

businesses, were able to hire domestic servants and, Bishop Amos White, a life-long 

teacher, was unlikely to have been part of this elite, upper class.260 Luella White was 

therefore in an exceptional position for the duration of her time in South Africa 

between 1937 and 1940. 

 

The domestic science classes, which originated in the Whites’ missionary home, 

allowed White to assume a temporary position of authority within her society yet 

remain within the confines of the home. This arrangement complemented the lingering 

ideals of Victorian womanhood which dictated that women remain within the home and 

restrict their interactions primarily to other women and to the supervision of 

servants.261 The colonial government acknowledged White’s classes in the late 1930s, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, since African women were increasingly steered towards 

domestic service by colonial authorities at this time and many mission societies had 

                                                                                                                                         
arrangements in a white missionary society, see Elizabeth Prevost, "Married to the 
Mission Field: Gender, Christianity, and Professionalization in Britian and Colonial 
Africa, 1865-1914," Journal of British Studies 47, no. 4 (2008): 815. Also, see Dana 
Robert’s argument that a great part of the fatigue and discouragement white missionary 
women suffered from in the field was a result of “the fact that indigenous Hawaiians 
were interested in every aspect of the missionaries’ lives. Instead of having to beg for 
access to the indigenous people, the missionary women found themselves surrounded at 
all hours of the day by friendly and curious Hawaiians”, in Dana Robert, "Evangelist or 
Homemaker? Mission Strategies of Early Nineteenth-Century Missionary Wives in 
Burma and Hawaii," International Bulletin of Missionary Research 17, no. 1 (1993): 6. 
259 AME missionary Bishop Sims had a chef and chauffeur in the US. They were later 
used as witnesses in the allegations against the Bishop, which I discuss in Chapter Six. 
W.G. Hamilton, "Bishop Sims’ Wife Tells All: Wife Describes Bishop Sims as a 
‘Master Lover’," The Pittsburgh Courier, February 23 1935, 1,3. 
260 Willard B. Gatewood Jr., "Aristocrats of Color: South and North the Black Elite, 
1880-1920," The Journal of Southern History 54, no. 1 (1988): 11,15. 
261 Jane Haggis, "Ironies of Emancipation: Changing Configurations of 'Women's 
Work' in the 'Mission of Sisterhood' to Indian Women," Feminist Review, no. 65 
(2000): 120; Angela Middleton, "Missionization and the Cult of Domesticity, 1769-
1850: Local Investigation of a Global Process," in Historical and Archaeological 
Perspectives on Gender Transformations: From Private to Public, ed. Suzanne M. 
Spencer-Wood (New York: Springer Verlag, 2012), 163. 
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established such classes.262 The AME contribution was, however, severely limited as 

the classes were only established at one mission school, Wilberforce Institute, situated 

in Evaton, Transvaal. What interests me in the following section is what forms of 

domesticity did White introduce at the mission school? How was this version of 

femininity shaped by discourses in the US and why did the South African government 

endorse the classes? 

 

The Ideal Role Model? 

 

Luella White was born in Franklin, Ohio and educated in public high schools before 

obtaining a Bachelor of Arts from Columbia University in New York City. Her 

activities before heading to the missionary field of South Africa remain uncertain, 

however, it is known she married Bishop White on 27 December 1923 and they had 

one son, Jerome Fletcher White, who did not travel to the missionary field with the 

couple. Prior to her departure to the mission field, White served as Secretary for an 

AME women’s missionary society and was extensively involved with her wider local 

community, beyond the AME, including holding membership with the Ohio 

Republican Women’s Club and the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs 

where she edited the Queen’s Gardens, the official publication of the Ohio State 

Association of Colored Women’s Clubs.263 White was also a member of the National 

Conference of Foreign Missions, part of the committee for African Affairs, and later a 

member of the European and Non-European Council of Women of South Africa. Upon 

returning to the US, White served as a delegate at the AME General Conferences from 

1940 to 1944 and also published articles in AME periodicals. White was a prolific 

writer, greatly invested in campaigning for the rights of African American women 

beyond the AME.  

 

For the discussion of domesticity taught at Wilberforce I will draw here primarily on 

the book she co-authored with her husband, Bishop Amos White, Dawn in Bantuland: 

An African Experiment or an Account of Missionary Experiences and Observations in 

                                                
262 Deborah Gaitskell, "'Christian Compounds for Girls': Church Hostels for African 
Women in Johannesburg, 1907-1970," Journal of Southern African Studies 6, no. 1 
(1979): 67. 
263 Robert Wright Jr., Centennial Encyclopaedia of the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church  (n.p.), 293-94. 
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South Africa.264 This was their only full-length publication about their time in South 

Africa and it includes several letters Luella sent from South Africa. Importantly, it 

contains copious references to, and discussions of, White’s domestic science classes. 

 

Dawn in Bantuland was published by the secular Christopher Publishing House in 

1953, rather than by the AME publishing houses AME Book Concern or the AME 

Sunday School Union. The use of secular publishers suggests that the book’s intended 

audience extended beyond the AME. The book is similar to works penned by other 

AME mission women, such as Charlotte Wright and Artishia Jordon.265 The book also 

fits within a wider genre of AME mission women’s writings concerned with education 

and race. The book also fits within a literary tradition of missionaries who produced 

lengthy, detailed volumes of writings about their experiences in the mission field in an 

attempt to attract volunteers.266 The book defies conventions in one major respect, 

though, as there is no explicit criticism of African women for their mothering practices, 

challenging the norm of white mission women’s writings. There are no instances in 

White’s writings, or those of any other AME mission woman, of AME women teaching 

African women how to feed an infant, for example, even though the domestic classes 

taught girls Western cooking skills and hair care. White focused upon training female 

students how to sew American styled dresses and cook, the work beyond the school 

syllabus.267 According to White, these tasks were “worthwhile work” that would help 

students generate an income to assist their families.268 

 

Luella and Amos White do, however, overlook important South African political 

discourses. They did not, for example, discuss Pass Laws or Apartheid. In contrast, 

white South African writers, such as Alan Paton and Nadine Gordimer during the late 
                                                
264 Amos Jerome White and Luella Graham White, Dawn in Bantuland: An African 
Experiment or an Account of Missionary Experiences and Observations in South Africa  
(Boston: The Christopher Publishing House, 1953). 
265 Artishia Wilkerson Jordan, The History of the A.M.E. Church in South Africa  (n.p.); 
Charlotte Crogman Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross: The Story of an American 
Bishop’s Wife in South Africa  (New York: Exposition Press, 1955). 
266 Mary Taylor Huber and Nancy C. Lutkehaus, "Introduction: Gendered Missions at 
Home and Abroad," in Gendered Missions: Women and Men in Missionary Discourse 
and Practice, ed. Mary Taylor Huber and Nancy C. Lutkehaus (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 2002), 6; Kirsten Rüther, The Power Beyond: Mission 
Strategies, African Conversion and the Development of a Christian Culture in the 
Transvaal  (New Brunswick, London: Transaction Publishers, 2001), 7. 
267 White and White, Dawn in Bantuland, 68. 
268 Ibid. 
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1940s and early 1950s, discussed how racial segregation politics contributed to the 

destruction of Black African social and economic systems in their accounts.269 The 

Whites’ silence perhaps reflects their desire to use their experiences in South Africa to 

garner waning interest in the mission outreach programme. 

 

The implicit regulation of the sexual behaviour of African women working in domestic 

service during the 1930s is also not discussed in White’s writings, even though these 

women faced invasive medical examinations, including testing for sexually transmitted 

diseases, every time they changed employers. Such examinations have been interpreted 

by historians as a government attempt to appease the concerns of colonial whites in 

South Africa, a display of “patriarchal power in its crudest guise … [that] … reinforced 

the sanction of state over subject” which deliberately aimed to regulate not only 

women’s access to employment, but also their sexual behaviour.270 White does not 

address the implied sexual behaviour, since the testing of young, unmarried women for 

sexually transmitted diseases was based on the assumption that they were already 

sexually active before entering service or would engage in sexual activity while at 

work. White, as I will explore in Chapter Six, advocated for young girls to aspire to 

Christian marriages, yet never linked domestic service with concerns about sexual 

purity or the lived reality of invasive examinations. 

 

It is also difficult to ascertain if the number of girls enrolled at Wilberforce Institute 

changed over time, and whether such fluctuations could be attributed to changes in the 

social environment.271 Perhaps the classes reached only a limited audience, since 

“census reports make it all too clear that African women did not move out of 

agriculture, whatever missions and the state thought desirable in terms of educational 

                                                
269 Alan Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country  (New York: Scribner Paperback Fiction, 
1948); Nadine Gordimer, The Lying Days  (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1953). 
270 K.A. Eales, "Gender, Politics and the Adminstration of African Women in 
Johannesburg, 1903-1939" (MA, University of the Witwatersrand, 1991), 48. 
271 The number of students at Wilberforce Institute can be gauged from the Annual Home and Foreign 
Missionary Department reports, although there is currently no independent way of verifying these 
figures. See, for example, J. W. Rankin, Annual Report of the Home and Foreign Missionary 
Department of the African Methodist Episcopal Church for the Year Ending March 31, 1918  (New 
York: Bible House, 1918); Annual Report of the Home and Foreign Missionary Department of the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church  (New York: Bible House, 1915). The infrastructure of the school 
reportedly had facilities for 100 male and 80 female boarding students, but such figures offer little 
insight into the number of students who actually attended the school. Wilberforce: Bulletin of 
Information, Josephus Roosevelt Coan papers, Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory 
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provision” during the 1930s.272 Despite this, there is no evidence to suggest that there 

was any form of resistance from the converts, students, or their families to the domestic 

science classes.273 Students were even described by AME missionary women as eager 

“enough to gladden the heart of anyone”.274 This is a common trope in mission sources 

of other denominations: indigenous women are conventionally constructed as both 

welcoming of and complicit in missionaries’ attempts to transform them.275 It is 

unlikely that local women were in reality as totally complicit as missionaries liked to 

portray them, and Tanya Fitzgerald has argued that local women actually did resist, 

challenge, and commandeer mission outreach programmes to complement their own 

agendas.276 

 

Missionary Schools and the Introduction of Domestic Science Classes 

 

In 2008, Fiona Leach observed that white, European, missionary women’s relationships 

with African women and girls through education, and the subsequent impact of this 

relationship on African society has been “almost totally neglected” by colonial and 

mission studies.277 Leach contends that the schools were “a key site for the 

performance of the mutually reinforcing relationships of race, gender and class”.278 The 

introduction of domestic science classes steered girls away from academic studies and 
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created the false impression that they were less intellectually able than their male 

counterparts. This impression, Leach concludes, would have long-lasting implications 

for women’s educational opportunities and would undermine the girls’ access to 

economic and social status, since the classes had little relevance for their daily lives.279 

If early white missionary women were “complicit in reproducing in Africa the same 

gender subordination and domestic ideology that they themselves had been exposed 

to”, did AME missionary women also reproduce similar ideologies in their interactions 

with converts in the field?280 

 

Transvaal, where Wilberforce Institute was located, was renowned for its gold- and 

coal-mining towns, where African women were rarely employed as domestic servants. 

Instead, it was the African men who tended to be employed as domestic servants 

throughout South Africa, meaning that the AME domestic science classes thus had 

little value in the women’s daily lives.281 Women in the region tended to earn their 

livings through illegal beer-brewing and farming, rather than, for example, through 

service. However, by the 1930s, mass migrations of women to Johannesburg had 

begun, and in the rapidly growing city, women were increasingly employed as 

domestic servants. 

 

Teaching Domesticity in South African Mission Schools 

 

With the gendered shift in the colonial labour force, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

many mission societies in South Africa established domestic science classes. Deborah 

Gaitskell notes that Anglican missionaries also ran weekly cooking classes in the 1930s 

for African women.282 In doing so, she contends they “were obviously helping to oil the 

domestic wheels of white society” by educating Black African women on how to be 

servants for white households.283 An agenda that was endorsed by the government, as 

we shall see later. 
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African American missionary women established domestic science classes throughout 

Africa (although Wilberforce Institute was the most significant AME mission school to 

implement such classes). Sylvia Jacobs, in her cross-denominational study of African 

American missionary women, suggests that in general the women “hoped to transfer 

Western gender-linked roles and functions to African women”, and were frequently 

perplexed when African women rejected their attempts in favour of maintaining a 

traditional way of life.284 Jacobs’ study of African American, Southern Presbyterian 

women suggests they also focused on training African girls, removing them from the 

community to raise them, teaching them domestic science so they could become ideal 

Christian wives and mothers.285 One of the women Jacobs studied, Maria Fearing, 

raised orphaned infant girls to “care for themselves” through domestic science classes 

and religious services at a white Congo mission station.286 Her missionary work was 

perhaps made easier by the girls’ lack of kin networks or ties to any villages, but this 

left them extremely vulnerable to her attempts to train them in Western ideas of 

domesticity. Fearing assumed the role of mother, and “instructed them on how to 

conduct themselves and, as much as possible, since she had never married, about 

courtship and marriage”, with the majority of girls later marrying and becoming 

mothers.287 In the next section, I explore how White delivered the same instruction at 

Wilberforce. 

 

White was instrumental in the establishment of AME domestic science classes in South 

Africa in the late 1930s. Typically, only one US AME Bishop was sent to the mission 

field at any one time to serve as Presiding Bishop. In the late 1930s, however, the 

Presiding Bishop of the district, Bishop R. R. Wright, Jr. invited Bishop White (and by 
                                                
284 Jacobs’ findings reflect trends also identified in white women’s missionary writings, 
particularly by Gareth Griffiths. Sylvia M. Jacobs, "Give a Thought to Africa: Black 
Women Missionaries in Southern Africa," in Western Women and Imperialism: 
Complicity and Resistance, ed. Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1992), 221; Gareth Griffiths, "'Trained to Tell the Truth': 
Missionaries, Converts, and Narration," in Missions and Empire, ed. Norman 
Etherington (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 154, 56. 
285 The women were sent under the auspices of the predominately white Southern 
Presbyterian Church. Sylvia M. Jacobs, "Their "Special Mission": Afro-American 
Women as Missionaries to the Congo, 1894-1937," in Black Americans and the 
Missionary Movement in Africa, ed. Sylvia M. Jacobs (Westport, London: Greenwood 
Press, 1982), 157-58. 
286 Ibid. 
287 Ibid., 158. 



 

  91 

extension his wife, Luella) to the field to serve as Principal of Wilberforce Institute. 

Thus, for perhaps the first time in the history of the AME in South Africa, two US 

Bishops were present in the field with their wives. This caused the task allocations of 

the mission wives to shift, but created a support network for them that had otherwise 

been absent, and increased the presence of US missionary women in the field (Nurse 

Grace Wares arrived in 1939, to take over the onsite medical clinic).288 The new 

arrangement fostered a collective sense of female identity that was not previously 

possible.  

 

The number of mission women present was an important factor in the successful 

introduction of domestic science classes. Dana Robert has drawn similar conclusions 

about the significance of a critical mass of mission women with regards to missionary 

wives in Hawaii, noting that “the relatively large number of missionary wives also 

meant that a critical mass of women could develop a uniquely female mission 

identity”.289 The shift in the gendering of domestic service as women’s work, the larger 

number of US AME missionary women in the field, and White’s desire to introduce 

domestic science classes, together proved to be the right conditions for a mutually 

satisfying arrangement for the mission and the colonial government. 

 

The colonial government of South Africa endorsed the domestic science classes at 

Wilberforce Institute. Formal recognition of domestic science classes in missionary 

schools was common, as the classes: 

ensured that girls had less access to academic study than boys, and that their 

needs were subordinate to those of boys and men. This was to create the 

impression that they were less intellectually able than boys and to have a 

profound impact on their educational opportunities and outcomes as girls were 

steered towards occupations such as domestic servants.290  

The introduction of the classes was, therefore, part of a complex intersection of 

complementing ideologies. The classes supported the AME mission outreach agenda, 

and by enabling the gendered transition of micro-labour, also supported the racist 

agenda of the colonial government. 
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Origins of the Domestic Science Classes 

 

In South Africa, missionary societies had long attempted to funnel Black African 

women into domestic service. Indeed, all provinces in South Africa (barring the Orange 

Free State) offered some form of domestic servant training for Black African women, 

including cooking.291 By the 1930s, this training was carried out in single-sex schools 

that attempted to force African women to remain within the confines of the mission 

station supervision outside of work hours.292 Overall, missionary organisations attempts 

to train African women for domestic service success were limited as “census reports 

make it all too clear that African women did not move out of agriculture, whatever 

missions and the state thought desirable in terms of educational provision” during the 

1930s.293 Irrespective of the success rate, the classes at Wilberforce Institute enabled 

White to assume a position of authority over the students and ‘shape’ their identities by 

acting as the example of idealised white femininity. 

 

White was training a maid to “assist with the work of keeping the house in order and 

preparing meals”, when she recognised:  

the need of an extension of this instruction to other girls … [as] … there were 

no industries taught for girls, except the simplest kind of sewing, which for the 

most part was given over to the preparation of samples as required by the 

syllabus, but when this specimen sewing was completed, the girls were still 

unable to transfer it to the home. Here was the need.294 

Importantly, the label of girl does not mean that the servants were young; Deborah 

Gaitskell has argued that the label was pervasively used to confer “notions of docility, 

virginity and immaturity” and applied to adult women.295 The ‘need’ here refers to the 

strong desire felt by missionaries to assimilate African women into the hegemonic, 

white, Western ideals of gender and racialised social roles, which would be achieved 

by training them to be domestic servants.296 White argued that “if these girls could be 
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taught to make dresses” and to cook, then “they would be performing a worthwhile 

work”, because they would be able to earn money and contribute to the economic 

stability of their family.297 The classes began in White’s house; the girls and women 

were trained in her own kitchen.298 The origins of the classes also reveal that White was 

comfortable acting as an upper class woman.299 

 

White initially explained that the idea for the classes originated from her supervision of 

domestic servants: she recognised a “need” to formally train the women in the practical 

skills required because the servants were unable to maintain the house to her 

standards.300 This explanation is incongruent with her later explanation that the classes 

were introduced:  

after studying the history of the African woman, the burden bearer; seeing her 

with her baby on her back, and her tired, wrinkled and drawn face, at such an 

early age, I immediately took unto my heart the beautiful young girls whose 

future was yet to be made, hoping to impart something to them which would 

help to lighten their burdens.301 

The “burden of native women” – a very different discourse to the training of female 

students as maids – is nevertheless a common trope in missionary literature. White 

linked the two discourses. This indicates that domestic science classes were supposed 

to prepare African women not only for careers as maids or cooks, but also as Christian 

stay-at-home wives.302 

 

Similar movements towards domestic service teaching had already occurred in the US 

with the establishment of the National Training School for Women and Girls by the 

African American Baptist Church in 1909. The School was established and funded by 

African Americans in an attempt “to instill in domestic servants both self-esteem and a 

standard of excellence on the job [and] resisted the tendency to accept and internalize 
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externally imposed definitions of oneself as inferior”.303 The AME consistently sought 

to counter degrading racist stereotypes of African inferiority. For Luella White, the 

classes enabled her to impart a “standard of excellence” and establish her power and 

status over converts. The difference between the US movements and the mission 

movements towards such schooling for girls is perhaps owing to the fact that the South 

African government eventually funded Wilberforce Institute to teach the classes, 

whereas the US School was funded by the community. As a result, the Evaton 

community was not investing money to support the AME’s endeavours to teach 

domesticity.  

 

White used her position as head of the domestic science classes to gain control over her 

domestic servants. Charlotte Wright explains the difficulties White encountered when 

she first arrived in South Africa: 

the first woman employed as help by Mother White would often have four or 

five of her companions sitting around on the floor watching her and conversing 

with her as she worked. This woman had five or six children to whom she 

carried a very considerable portion from the principal’s larder. Sometimes she 

would have one or two of the children with her … Indulgently, and with 

supreme intelligence, Mrs. White handled this problem to the great benefit of all 

concerned. Regular community meetings were held, and efforts made to give 

women larger interests and activities.304  

African women had worked as domestic servants in European colonial households 

since the seventeenth century, yet, as previously mentioned, this was not the case in 

Transvaal region and African women were not employed as domestic servants until a 

gendered shift in colonial labour requirements made such work available to women. 

 

White’s introduction of the domestic science classes was based on her interactions with 

servants. There interactions she found to be unsatisfying since her African servants 

appeared to be unfamiliar with, or not trained according to, the practices of domesticity 

with which she was familiar. Although their laxity may have also been a form of 

passive resistance against White. The classes made arbitrary demands on the women’s 
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time, remembering, of course, that female students at Wilberforce  worked at the 

Whites’ residence for free, which decreased the amount of time they could potentially 

spend on other activities, such as Latin.305 Using female students as unpaid servants 

was common in missionary stations throughout Africa (and elsewhere), and female 

students were often expected to help missionary wives with domestic chores, and even 

removed from class to do so.306  

 

White and the staff at the Institute apparently saw no contradiction between their 

training of African women and the race power relations they perpetuated through the 

standard of work and social discipline the classes enforced.307 The staff encouraged the 

adoption of Western domesticity practices without critically reflecting upon the 

implications. The absence from contemporary sources of any discussion of this 

contradiction reflects the overarching values of the AME: to aspire to, and then 

maintain, middle- or even elite upper-class status. 

 

In addition to establishing the classes, White continued to work, unpaid, as the 

Secretary at Wilberforce Institute, where she was assisted by three other female 

Wilberforce staff members.308 While she established the domestic science department, 

White provided her labour for free, which eliminated one of the school’s financial 

burdens for several years. Missionary wives across numerous denominations actively 

ran schools and Bible classes, and provided basic medical care within the missionary 

station, indicating that White’s tasks were not altogether unusual.309 As Angela 

Middleton observes, “missionary women took on the public role of attempting to teach 

indigenous women that their place was in the home”, despite the dissonance and the 

contradiction caused to mission women often confined to the domestic sphere.310 White 
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was no exception, and while the classes meant her own life contradicted the gendered 

ideal of the missionary wife who remained within the home, she was nevertheless 

praised for introducing the classes. The unpaid nature of her work also allowed her to 

maintain middle- or even elite upper-class status. In the next section, the factors that 

influenced White to teach these women how to perform white, Western forms of 

femininity are discussed. 

 

Performing the Ideal Version of Femininity in the Mission Field 

 

The domestic science programme taught by White schooled African girls and women 

in the principles and behaviours of AME-sanctioned social discipline. Indeed these 

classes, like those held by other mission societies, “became a type of moral therapy, 

designed to inculcate a minimum standard of work and social discipline: in short, how 

to cope with oneself and stay out of trouble, how to make the best woman possible out 

of bad material”.311 The message the classes were designed to impart to Africans were 

that unless African women aspired, and actively sought, to reconstruct themselves 

according to the white, Western standard of femininity, and adhere to the Western 

conceptualisation of time and self-discipline, they could never be ‘good women’ and 

would remain “bad material”. Transformation into a ‘good woman’, it was implied, 

was possible through close attention to appearance: the missions in general promoted 

the idea that transformation of the body would result in transformation of the mind. 

 

White perceived African women as ‘burden bearers’, and feared, like other AME 

mission women, that the girls would eventually have to perform the many activities that 

traditionally took place in African households, including:  

basketry, mats, pottery, beadwork, crocheting and knitting. The cooking is done 

outside and the washing is done in the near-by streams. They also brew the 

kaffir beer … They carry their babies on their backs, heavy burdens on their 

heads, and often have both hands laden.312  

This description cast African women as ‘burdened’, especially since they were 

expected to perform the numerous tasks without any assistance from their husbands and 
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often earned illegal incomes from the brewing of beer. The performance of femininity 

advocated by White was incongruent with the so-called ‘traditional’ environment of the 

women. Furthermore, the tasks White advocated (cooking, sewing, Western hair care) 

were also labour intensive and performed without male assistance, effectively adding to 

the workload of the female students. Her motivations were not unlike those of British 

missionary wives in India, who established boarding schools so as to remove girls from 

“what was perceived as a damaging heathen Indian environment”.313 White was 

actively transferring a gendered ideology of femininity, which was closely aligned with 

that of missionary wives irrespective of their race. 

 

In many ways, African American AME missionary women propagated a white, 

Western performance of femininity. They were deeply invested in emulating white, 

Western women in terms of both appearance and behaviours. Unlike white missionary 

women who “had no alternative model of femininity to draw on”, AME missionary 

women deliberately attempted to fulfil white, Western models of femininity in a bid to 

achieve racial equality with white, middle- and upper-class communities.314 The 

straightening of the girls’ hair, for instance, can be read metaphorically as the civilising 

of Africa through the internalisation of white, Western beauty standards, the same 

standards African American missionary wives also aspired to. bell hooks explains that 

the regular gendered ritual of straightening curly, unruly hair is often introduced during 

adolescence and African American women who were “lucky to have hair that is almost 

straight” were envied because they were and continue to be subject to less extensive 

and dangerous forms of hair straightening; the practice was, and continues to be, seen 

as fundamental to the appropriate performance of African American femininity.315 Both 

the female students, and White herself, were negotiating gendered practices of white 

domesticity. 
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White encouraged African women to aspire to white, Western notions of beauty, and 

the control of sexuality, by expected them to cover their bodies and tame their hair. In 

her writings, White constructs the women as eager to emulate her appearance, and in 

the text she co-authored with her husband, they write that the hair-styling rituals arose 

out of the girls “wondering if they too could so cultivate their hair” like White’s.316 

There is a long history of women on mission stations focusing on maintaining the 

standards from they brought with them from home; archaeological finds have 

confirmed that even in the most isolated mission stations, white missionary women 

were also very concerned about maintaining their standards of appearance.317 For the 

young female students at Wilberforce, internalisation of this performance of femininity 

meant a drastic change in their appearance:  

generally, they cut their hair very short like the boys. They were taught how to 

shampoo, press, marcel, and curl their hair … This made such a remarkable 

change that Wilberforce girls were known wherever they went by their tidiness 

and attractive hair dress and general appearance … They took greater pride in 

themselves.318  

African women adopted labour-intensive gendered hair care practices, in order to 

mimic White’s appearance.  

 

Within South Africa during the 1930s, Black African newspapers, such as Bantu 

World, encouraged women to pay attention to their appearance by implementing facial 

beauty regimes which included hair care. Lynn Thomas has studied how Bantu World 

(based in Johannesburg) held a beauty contest during the 1930s which encouraged 

women to use beauty products to “respect themselves” and “win the respect of their 

menfolk”.319 Despite many Africans living close to poverty at this time and being 

forced to turn to illegal occupations to support themselves.  

 

In the early twentieth century, numerous missionary schools in South Africa introduced 

domestic science classes to prepare local women for domestic work.320 The AME’s 

introduction of such classes in the mission field was thus not exceptional within the 
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wider context of missionary activities and South Africa in particular. Significantly, 

White – who had to negotiate a different racial hierarchy to white missionary women – 

introduced female students to what she deemed the appropriate form of femininity, in a 

bid to ‘civilise’ them.  

 

Teaching Power? 

 

The domestic science classes for girls were recognised by the government and heralded 

as a success in AME publications and Black South African newspapers. The classes 

may have been limited to one AME mission school, but the results were widely 

publicised.  

 

Government acknowledgement of the classes gave White official responsibility for the 

curriculum. According to White: 

the Government further stated that, because of the importance of the home and 

the fine work being done with the girls, the Domestic Science Department was 

also accredited and your humble servant immediately employed by the 

Department of Education to be responsible for the teaching of plain sewing and 

dressmaking, plain and fancy cooking, laundry work, housewifery, mothercraft 

and gardening, to girls registered in the Teacher Training, Junior Certificate and 

Industrial Divisions.321 

White was formally appointed head of the domestic science department and her efforts 

acknowledged by the Chief Inspector of Native Education.322 This acknowledgement 

was significant: one AME Bishop argued the recognition signalled an advance for the 

African American race which was denied to them in the US.323  

 

Black South African newspapers and AME periodicals all published details of White 

and the ‘success’ of her domestic science classes in the field.324 White was publicly 

recognised as “the wife of the principal of Wilberforce Institute, who has made a 
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wonderful impression by the great work that she is doing with the girls”.325 The 

implicit cultural imperialism within the classes remains unaddressed, as White’s 

‘success’ really meant that girls were being simultaneously prepared for a life of 

domestic service and indoctrinated into white, American standards that, to some 

degree, challenged the degrading racist stereotypes that abounded. In the account of 

events in South Africa White wrote with her husband, they openly acknowledge that 

the girls were trained to make and serve American dishes.326 Indeed, the work was so 

pervasive that “almost every girl, woman and child can crochet and do many kinds of 

hand work”.327  

 

The government also acknowledged that boys were being trained in trades, such as 

carpentry and Western agricultural practices, indicating that boys enrolled at 

Wilberforce Institute also did not escape this racially charged and gendered curriculum. 

They too were trained in masculine-gendered tasks such as gardening and appropriate 

personal hygiene. By 1938, the Whites wrote that: 

the Chief Inspector of Education is deeply impressed with the type of work 

being done with our students. The carpentry and woodwork department is 

progressing. Principal White is kept busy with his supervision of the vegetable 

seeds provided by the Government. They are being planted in the school 

gardens, at the principal’s home and on the small farm. We are endeavouring to 

teach our boys the importance of agriculture and its development.328 

The male students might have escaped cooking and sewing classes, but were steered 

into agricultural studies, which others have suggested were a way of quelling possible 

resistance, because it was believed “if the men worked harder, they would have less 

time to organize subversion”.329 Despite White’s claim that the classes originated from 

the need to train women in the art of domestic science, their implications were far-

reaching and extended beyond Wilberforce Institute, where White was based. They 

also had the benefit of supporting mission efforts to introduce the ideal Christian family 

and minimising potential subversion in the wake of rapid social and economic change. 

 

Uniform Production 
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American styled clothes became the informal uniform for female students at 

Wilberforce Institute after the introduction of the domestic science classes. The dresses 

made and worn by the girls became a signifier of their inclusion in and subordination to 

the patriarchal mission family. While there is no formal acknowledgement that the 

clothes were introduced as a uniform for the female students, existing studies of other 

mission societies acknowledge that: 

clothing was the nearest missionaries could get in assessing the condition of 

African bodies, and the missionary considered the adjustment of her body as an 

integral part of the conversion ritual which was to follow in the church.330 

In the densely populated mission fields of South Africa, the dresses served as a sign 

and instrument of women’s conversion.331 Contemporary sources abound with 

references to Wilberforce Institute girls wearing American-style dresses, reinforcing 

the link between clothing, civilisation and, most importantly, the disciplining and 

regulation of the female body. The dresses, which were likely to have required 

restrictive undergarments, disciplined girls physically and morally by covering:  

as much skin as possible, shaping posture and limiting movement to some degree. 

In this sense, the clothing of this period can be conceived of as a form of body 

modification that inculcated certain Christian ideals of bodily concealment and 

psychological and sexual inhibition, in line with understandings of moral 

righteousness and purity.332 

Clothing the female body was a way of disciplining girls’ behaviour.333 No evidence 

has been found to suggest that boys had a uniform and their general attire for school is 

unknown. The long cotton dresses and petticoats worn by the female students, 

combined with the hair treatments encouraged by the missionaries, are symbolic of 

wider missionary efforts to try and make African bodies “more like their own bodies” 

                                                
330 Rüther, The Power Beyond, 205. 
331 John L. and Jean Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution: The Dialectics of 
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and offer the illusion of “modesty and protection from the European male gaze”.334 

Jean and John Comaroff suggest this effort was not one-sided. By the 1900s, they 

argue, Africans willingly adopted Western clothing to remove their bodies from the 

erotic gaze.335 The overarching aim of this disciplining reinforces the importance of 

clothing as a marker of inclusion in, and subordination to, the patriarchal mission 

outreach family, with the uniforms removing the female body from the colonial gaze of 

European men. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the domestic science classes developed from wider political and social 

agendas as missionaries strived to restructure and reorganise local communities in 

accordance with their own Westernised understandings and middle-, or even upper-

class, gender values. White may have appeared to introduce the classes in 1937 to 

ensure her maid was trained appropriately, but such classes were widespread in South 

Africa during the early twentieth century. The enforcement of this idealised Western 

femininity operated on a number of levels: preparing girls for Christian marriage; 

training them as role models for other African women; and reaffirming the status of 

mission women themselves. 

 

Overall, White as the primary instigator of the classes and her attempts to mirror other 

mission societies in South Africa, which had introduced domestic science classes by 

the 1930s. White’s efforts were limited to Evaton where Wilberforce Institute was 

located and do not appear to have been extended to other AME mission stations. The 

classes did grant her power to supervise female students within the school, as she had 

originally worked at the school as an unpaid secretary. The classes therefore ultimately 

provided White with the opportunity to access more power and her efforts were 

rewarded by the South African government. This was a rare feat since the AME were 

usually impeded by legalised racial segregation.  
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These classes complemented the colonial agenda of moving women into service and 

men into hard labour, a shift that attempted to prevent any insubordination. They also 

implemented the systematic production of uniforms based on US dress patterns, and 

hair care. Female students who participated in this performance were coded as 

‘modern’, contrasting ideas of traditional African femininity coded in unruly hair and 

immodest clothing. This missionary idealised performance of femininity – whether the 

straightening of curly hair or serving the Principal’s home for free – were labour-

intensive tasks that ultimately undermined African women’s access to education and 

reveal the thrust of the mission agenda: to establish and maintain the ideal Christian 

home and family. In the next chapter, I explore missionary women’s own challenge to 

this ideological ideal: working in South Africa without their husbands. 
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Chapter Four 

 

Out of Sight and Out of Control? AME Missionary Women and Gendered 

Authority in South Africa 

 

Introduction 

 

Both single and married AME mission women temporarily acted with authority in the 

mission field of South Africa and in doing so transgressed the gendered power structure 

of the church and here I shall concentrate on AME women who worked autonomously 

in the mission field during the late 1930s. AME mission women assumed the greatest 

degree of authority when removed from the supervision of the Presiding Bishop and/or 

their husbands. The greater the degree of power they held, however, the greater the 

criticism they were likely to endure, the best example of which are the rumours, 

circulated by secular African American newspapers in 1939, about one woman, Lucy 

M. Hughes, wanting to become the next Secretary of the AME Missions (a position 

previously only held by men). Importantly, female AME converts were never subjected 

to this degree of published criticism despite also assuming very powerful positions in 

the mission field. For the purposes of this chapter, gendered authority refers to the 

transgression of gendered, hegemonic power relations (as I discussed in Chapter One) 

within the AME and the assumption of power that was otherwise denied. Typical 

transgressions were preaching, delivering sermons, and formally supervising the 

mission outreach in the absence of the Presiding Bishop. In Chapter One, I suggested 

that married missionary women could only assume temporary positions of formal 

power when in the field. The situation was different for single women and women who 

were in the mission field without their husbands and so I discuss these women in this 

chapter. These women assumed greater degrees of formal power through running 

medical clinics or temporarily fulfilling the duties of an AME Bishop by, for instance, 

preaching and managing the mission finances.  

 

In this chapter, my focus is on the 1930s, where there is a concentration of 

contemporary source material related to AME women who worked without their 

husbands. In the late 1930s, three AME mission women, Charlotte Crogman Wright, 

Lucy Hughes, and Grace Wares, had temporary access to greater power in the mission 

field that was unequivocally linked to gender and marital status. These three women 
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exercised power that was firmly denied in the US: two did so while their husbands 

were not in the mission field, and the third was unmarried. All of the women were 

publicly linked to ideas of metaphorical motherhood, and, in the case of Hughes, 

encouraged conversion in the mission field. This linkage to conversion is a key aspect 

of this chapter, as the role of US AME women in African conversion has not previously 

been subject to any rigorous inquiry. 

 

I begin this chapter by studying the primary source material, followed by the existing 

studies of the mission travel-writing genre. Travel was an important part of the 

women’s access to formal power. The genre of travel-writing has historically been 

male-dominated and is saturated with representations of male missionaries as lone 

heroes bravely exploring foreign lands.336 The representation of indigenous people as a 

commodity is also common in this genre. Mission men claimed ownership of the 

heathens, ‘saving’ them through their propagation of conceptions of Western 

civilisation. AME mission women’s travel-writing is situated within this genre. It 

presents a romanticised image of the mission field where women were able to negotiate 

racial segregation and able to assume unprecedented authority. 

 

The subjects of my three case studies had uniquely interwoven experiences in the 

mission field because their journeys to the mission field all involved Bishop Wright. 

The Bishop served as the head of the patriarchal mission family from 1936 to 1940. 

Bishop Wright allowed his wife Charlotte to assume authority over the South African 

mission field on his behalf when he was forced to temporarily return to the US, he 

arranged for Lucy Hughes to travel to the South African mission fields without her 

husband, and accompanied unmarried AME mission woman, Grace Wares, to the 

mission field where she ran the AME medical clinic. Importantly, Bishop Wright’s 

three-month absence was the only time AME mission women outnumbered men in the 

field.337 My argument in this chapter is driven by the following key questions: what 

could these women do in the mission field when unsupervised by Bishop Wright?; 

                                                
336 Gareth Griffiths, "Popular Imperial Adventure Fiction and the Discourse of 
Missionary Texts," in Mixed Messages: Materiality, Textuality, and Missions, ed. 
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Blackwell, 2012), 202. 
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what aspects of gendered authority could they assume?; what criticism did these 

women encounter from other missionaries and the wider African American community 

in the US?; and did this criticism affect the way AME women were linked to the 

rhetoric of social motherhood and what was the function of this rhetoric?  

 

All three women delivered public speeches, and Hughes and Wright also travelled 

throughout the mission field without their husbands’ supervision. In addition to this, 

Hughes opened new AME Churches, preached to both Black African and white 

audiences and delivered numerous public speeches, comparatively outstripping the 

number preached by other AME mission women during her 110-day tour of South 

Africa. In fact, Hughes assumed such a degree of gendered authority in the mission 

field that AME missionary women and men criticised her and actively sought to re-

establish the gendered power hierarchy, which she had destabilised through 

autonomously assuming more responsibilities in the mission field.338 

 

Missionary work also offered single women the opportunity to pursue a career and live 

abroad. Ruth Brouwer argues that missionary work offered Canadian women socially 

acceptable opportunities.339 Mission work facilitated extra-domestic activity and 

leadership opportunities for married women. For unmarried women, it offered even 

more: the chance to pursue a respectable and challenging career in a foreign land, far 

away from the stigma of spinsterhood in their home communities.340 The validation of 

single missionary women in the field by the mission society was thus instrumental in 

allowing women to assume authority they were otherwise denied at home. 

 

The greater the authority mission women autonomously assumed and exercised, the 

greater the criticism they suffered. AME women tended to present themselves as 

bravely tackling obstacles in the unfamiliar terrain of the mission field. Yet, the more 

                                                
338 Evidence of the criticism Hughes faced has been located in two primary sources 
nevertheless discussion of the few surviving criticisms is an important aspect of 
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AME mission women presented themselves as lone travellers bravely exploring the 

unknown, the more criticism they endured. This is significantly different from the 

experience of converted AME women who were never subjected to public, published 

criticism about their actions in the mission, field despite assuming greater 

responsibility. 

 

Primary Sources 

 

My focus here is on texts composed by AME mission women, because their writings 

offer the greatest insight into their experience of gendered authority in the field. Bishop 

Wright, for instance, did not write any accounts of his wife’s supervision of the mission 

field, or of Hughes’ delivering a sermon on his behalf. Charlotte Wright, however, 

produced a lengthy, detailed volume about her experiences in South Africa entitled 

Beneath the Southern Cross: The Story of an American Bishop’s Wife in South Africa. 

Her book allows us to understand how Wright viewed her temporary promotion, which 

she described as an opportunity to gain “a far more definite idea of the responsibilities 

of such a position”. The position she assumed was particularly challenging because she 

was responsible for ensuring the financial security of the Church, which was precarious 

at this time and relied on support from external sources.341 

 

Beneath the Southern Cross is Wright’s only book-length publication, and was 

published by the secular Exposition Press in New York in 1955 rather than by the AME 

publishing houses AME Book Concern or the AME Sunday School Union. The non-

fiction book can be read as a travelogue since it chronologically details her experiences 

in South Africa in vignettes, a strong feature of travelogues. Her missionary work in 

South Africa began in 1936, when her husband was assigned the position of Presiding 

Bishop of the Fifteenth Episcopal District, which meant supervising all of the church’s 

missionary stations in South Africa. In accordance with the gendered hegemonic 

practices of the church and time period, Wright accompanied her husband and 

remained in the field until the conclusion of his term in 1940. In the missionary field, 

Wright’s main tasks were to support her husband’s missionary efforts and accompany 

him on his travels within the mission field, but for three months, during his return to the 

US, she also had to singlehandedly supervise the entire South African mission 
                                                
341 Charlotte Crogman Wright, Beneath the Southern Cross: The Story of an American 
Bishop’s Wife in South Africa  (New York: Exposition Press, 1955), 167. 
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outreach.342 Wright offers only five pages detailing her time in this important position. 

Her personal papers, held at Temple University in Philadelphia, include no diary 

entries, no letters home, or formal correspondence about this three-month period, or, 

indeed her time in the mission field. Consequently, the details of her contact with, for 

instance, government officials about the AME mission schools beyond the reference to 

them in Beneath the Southern Cross remain unknown.343 

 

Primary source material detailing Nurse Grace Wares and Lucy Hughes’ sojourns in 

South Africa is scarce. The AME periodical, Voice of Missions, features the only text to 

be published by Hughes I have been able to locate, in which she details her trip to 

South Africa.344 The silence is perhaps unsurprising since neither Wares, as a single 

woman, nor Hughes, travelling within South Africa for only a short period, were 

expected to submit regular reports to the AME mission headquarters.345 As a result, my 

chapter focuses on Beneath the Southern Cross and how it fits within the missionary 

travel genre. 

 

Missionaries and the Travel Genre 

 

Historians have for long focused on missionary men and their writings.346 Producing 

writings for publication was demanded from male missionaries, whereas this was not 

the case for their female counterparts. In their writings, missionary men tended to 

construct themselves as the lone heroic traveller bravely venturing into the unknown 

depths of the mysterious mission field.347 Their texts gave the domestic audience “a 

sense of ownership, entitlement and familiarity with respect to the distant parts of the 
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344 Mrs. L. M. Hughes, "My Visit to South Africa," Voice of Missions XXXXI, no. 39 
(1939): 22-26. 
345 Wares spent several years in the field, yet letters to and from her family have not 
been located. As a single woman, it is likely that she maintained correspondence with 
her family and her ties to home. Single American missionary women in China, for 
example, were obliged to return home and fulfil their “natural responsibilities” as 
spinster daughters in the event of family illness or death Jane Hunter, The Gospel of 
Gentility: American Women Missionaries in Turn-of-the-Century China  (New Haven, 
London: Yale University Press, 1984), 60. 
346 Griffiths, "Popular Imperial Adventure Fiction," 54. 
347 Anna Johnston, Missionary Writing and Empire, 1800-1860  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 43. 
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world that were being explored, invaded, invested in, and colonized”, through the gaze 

of white, male missionaries.348  

 

In this chapter, I suggest that the writings of AME mission women challenged the lone 

hero traveller image, reworking it to instead show female missionaries bravely 

journeying throughout the mission field. This reworking was not unusual: white 

London Missionary Society (LMS) women “became strong, well-respected figures and 

public advocates for missionary work … Female writers dominated certain genres or 

subjects – particularly narratives about children, family life, or women – in the late 

nineteenth century”.349 Accounts by missionary women served to reinforce their 

femininity and counter claims that “a woman’s isolation threatened to unsex her”.350 

The growing presence of female travel-writers coincided with the emergence of so-

called ‘modern women’, who had almost unprecedented independence and travelled 

extensively as single women. These women were well-educated, independent, career 

driven, and travelled the globe networking with other like-minded women.351 Despite 

this autonomy and the burgeoning genre of women’s travel-writing, ‘modern women’ 

continued to be held responsible for espousing Western concepts of civilisation. This 

responsibility rested heavily on mission women, in particular: they were expected to 

supervise indigenous moral and social reform, rather than act as a lone heroic 

warrior.352 The writings of ‘modern women’ resembled male missionary writings that 

sought to ‘civilise’ the indigenous population, although women did not portray 

themselves as lone heroines.  

 

My attention now turns to how Charlotte Wright wrote about her travels in the mission 

field in the late 1930s, since no detailed accounts by or about Hughes or Wares in the 

field have been located. Wright, the most prolific AME missionary woman writer 

studied in this chapter, presents a world where she was able to meet with royalty, 

temporarily assume the duties and responsibilities of a Bishop during her husband’s 
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brief absence from the field.353 Her romanticised view of the missionary field 

resembles that observed by Patricia Hill of mission women’s fiction by American 

Protestant female writers. Hill argues that the “vignettes drawn by novelists illustrate 

more geographically than do official records the movement’s history and the nature of 

the romance between American women and foreign missions”.354 Hill further argues 

that “as women writing for a largely female audience they present a perspective on 

missions that is sex-specific … Foreign missions were the focus of ambition and the 

stuff of dreams for young women”.355 Wright’s travelogue glosses over the racism 

encountered in South Africa, instead emphasising the opportunities open to African 

American women that were otherwise denied in the US. 

 

While none of the AME missionary women who worked in South Africa produced 

fictional novels about their experiences, we have vignette accounts of their experiences 

in the field in which they construct themselves as lone heroines, bravely travelling 

throughout South Africa.356 These accounts portray AME mission women as role 

models to the African communities and indicate that married women were able to 

assume authority. The situation of single mission women, however, remains unknown 

due to the silences in the primary source material. 

 

Criticism of Women Assuming Gendered Authority in the Mission Field 

 

Missionary women were frequently subject to criticism for assuming influence in the 

field. Historian Jane Hunter rightly argues that “major source of inequities in the field 

lay within the structure of the home church”, and the patriarchal domestic church 

consequently policed mission women.357 As I discussed in Chapter One, the gendered 

power structure of the AME did limit women in the US, but in the mission field women 

had access to temporary forms of formal power. 
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Brouwer’s study of Canadian Presbyterian mission women demonstrates that women’s 

access to greater influence was proportional to time spent in the field. She observes that 

“after they had spent some time on the mission field, many developed a desire for 

power and authority not only in their dealings with converts and mission employers but 

also in their relationships with their male co-workers”.358 This suggests that the 

conditions in the field fostered women’s confidence and opportunities to exercise 

authority. The longer women spent exposed to these circumstances, the greater the 

chance they would challenge the mission hierarchy in order to assume more 

responsibilities. Brouwer cautions that the gendered conditioning to which they had 

already been subjected and objections from male colleagues often inhibited women’s 

mission work, but there were opportunities for greater autonomy and a formal say in 

mission politics.359 The conditions, however conducive, were rarely sufficient for 

mission women to overcome years of operating within a male-dominated church 

hierarchy. Only when women worked collectively and spoke as a group (as the 

formation of women’s missionary societies examined in Chapter One showed) were 

female missionaries able to achieve a measure of success.360  

 

This was also the case for female LMS workers who “often clashed with male authority 

in both cultures”, yet learnt “a great deal about institutional power, political influence, 

and the strategic use of the media and textuality” by working within women’s 

missionary societies that segregated and subordinated women within the LMS.361 These 

societies provided invaluable skills for mission women attempting to negotiate male 

dominated hierarchies. Mission women “initially opposed to the separate spheres 

arrangement … later accepted … [the arrangement] … as a relief from the conflict and 

factionalism that had marked the mission’s history and as an opportunity to manage 

their own affairs without male tutelage”.362 Female autonomy in the mission field 

granted women the opportunity to exercise authority over their own lives that they were 

denied at home, but it was still limited within the overall gendered power structure of 

the church. 
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Women who dared to overstep the boundaries of the gendered power structure and 

assume even greater power in the field were likely to be scrutinised by their missionary 

colleagues and the African communities among which they worked. For example, 

female Roman Catholic missionaries in the late nineteenth century who overstepped the 

limits of their position within the indigenous community, by interfering “too much in 

internal matters”, faced rejection by their mission society.363 

 

Maintaining positive relations with African communities was essential for the survival 

of mission outreach programmes across the spectrum of denominations and fields and it 

was an ongoing concern. Any perceived risk, however minute, of offending the local 

community within which the mission operated was generally discouraged. This helps 

explain why Hughes was criticised for assuming gendered authority and using it to the 

detriment of the mission. The criticism may have been because she acted independently 

and beyond the collective desires of AME mission women and the gendered power 

structure of the AME itself. Furthermore, the inclusion in Wright’s work of second-

hand criticism from a South African convert woman confirms the impression that 

Hughes’ authority threatened the ties held by the church in the mission field.  

 

Case Studies 

 

In this section, I outline the backgrounds of US AME mission women Charlotte 

Wright, Lucy Hughes, and Grace Wares, highlighting the social backgrounds that I 

read as instrumental, though in very different ways, in the ways they later assumed 

power in the mission field. Their profiles are arranged chronologically, according to the 

date of their arrival in the mission field. 

 

Charlotte Crogman Wright 

 

Charlotte Wright (1879–1959) was born in Atlanta, Georgia. She was the daughter of 

Dr William H. Crogman (her mother’s name is unknown), and highly educated, having 
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graduated with a Master’s Degree from Clark University.364 Charlotte’s university 

degree and her father’s status in the AME Church meant she was part of the elite 

African American upper-class, which according to Linda Perkins, consisted of 

community leaders who typically attended Episcopal or Presbyterian churches, were 

highly educated, and were descendants of freeborn northern US African Americans.365 

Southern US African American women were rarely part of this elite upper-class, and 

when they did attend university, they were often channelled into teaching or domestic 

service.366 It is perhaps unsurprising then, that despite her elite social position, 

Southern-born Wright became a teacher after she graduated, working at Haines 

Institute and then Clark University until 1909.367 In 1909, she married Bishop Richard 

Robert Wright, Jr, and the marriage signalled the end of her teaching career. She 

continued to be extremely active in the AME Church, and served, for instance, as the 

assistant editor of the AME periodical Christian Recorder.368 She also contributed to 

the AME periodicals Voice of Missions, Women’s Missionary Recorder, and The South 

African Christian Recorder, as well as the Encyclopedia of African Methodism.369 In 

addition to her contributions to these periodicals, Wright also was a member of the 

Administrative Committee of the Young Women’s Christian Association, the Women’s 

Christian Alliance, and the Women’s Voters League.370 Wright was therefore both a 

prolific writer and an active member of the AME community. 

 

Lucy M. Hughes 

 

Lucy Hughes (1891–1945) was from Cameron, Texas.371 The biographical sketch of 

her published in the Women’s Missionary Recorder claimed that Hughes did “not boast 
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a long line of talented nor wealthy ancestors”; rather, her “Christian mother … inspired 

her to trust God and study, and taught her how to work”.372 Hughes was described as a 

“conducting a successful business”, suggesting she may have been an entrepreneur 

although no further details have been located. In addition, she worked as a teacher for 

several years, and was the “wife of a gospel minister, Rev. J. H. Hughes”.373 Her choice 

of husband is consistent with that of the other AME mission women I study in this 

thesis and the AME’s preference for sending married women to the mission field. 

 

Hughes did not attend university; a rarity among AME mission women who travelled 

to the mission field. Shortly before her trip in 1936, the AME owned and operated 

Wilberforce University conferred upon her the degree of honorary Master of Arts.374 

The conferral of an honorary degree reflects the AME’s enduring preoccupation with 

class status and higher levels of education as fundamental prerequisites for advancing 

in the ranks of the church. Hughes had not been groomed from childhood to be the 

ideal AME minister’s wife, which distinguished her from other AME mission women 

who often came from upper-class families and whose fathers held highly esteemed 

positions within the church, such as Bishop.375 

 

Hughes was, however, used to holding important leadership positions within the AME. 

She held several important positions in the Church, serving as “State Missionary 

President of Texas, Recording Secretary of the Connectional W.H. & F. M. Society” 

(WHFMS) and, for three terms, as Connectional President of the same society: 

with distinction and credit to the church and herself. Through her untiring 

efforts missionary information and inspiration have been carried to the remotest 

corners of the territory, and a mighty awakening for good has obtained among 

the women. She has clearly demonstrated her ability to organize and administer 
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affairs and the women of the Missionary Society delight to honor her because 

they esteem her fit and worthy.376 

The positions required regular public speaking and leadership skills that Hughes would 

also employ in her missionary work. She travelled to the mission fields of South Africa 

while serving as the President of the WHFMS.377  

 

Grace Wares 

 

Grace Wares (birth and death dates unknown) was originally from Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania and studied nursing at Lincoln School of Nursing, New York City.378 The 

congregation of Macedonia AME Church in Flushing, New York purchased a ticket for 

Wares to travel to South Africa.379 She had ten years of nursing experience prior to 

travelling to the mission field to take up the position of head of the Wilberforce 

Institute Community Clinic from 1939 to 1946.380 Wares travelled to South Africa with 

Bishop Wright and his adult son, Richard R. Wright III, in July 1939.381 This is the 

only instance of the AME sponsoring an unmarried US woman [to travel to?] the 

mission field of South Africa before 1940, and thus it is perhaps to be expected that 

two male AME missionaries accompanied her. Patriarchal sponsorship was a recurring 

theme for Wares, since the AME served as a patriarchal figure overseeing everything 

from funding for the trip, her voyage to the field, and her work within the Clinic.382 

Josephus Coan’s Annual Report of Wilberforce Institute in 1940 stated that “the 

physician in charge is Dr. A. B. Xuma, who makes one visit per week”, suggesting that 
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Wares was ultimately supervised by a male doctor.383 Xuma was also much more than 

a supervisor at the clinic. In addition to these responsibilities, Xuma was also 

politically active during the 1930s and in 1940 was elected president of the African 

National Congress. There is no evidence that Wares was affronted by his supervision or 

influenced by his political affiliations. 

 

Wares, Hughes, and Wright were all unusual cases within the AME mission outreach 

programme. Wares, a single woman, was sponsored to travel to the mission field and 

run the AME medical clinic. Hughes was able to travel alone to South Africa, albeit for 

a very short period of time, while Wright was left to fulfil the duties of Presiding 

Bishop, an unprecedented opportunity to exercise formal power otherwise denied in the 

US at this time. All three women travelled to the mission field under different 

circumstances, but nevertheless had unprecedented authority during their sojourns in 

terms of access to power beyond the women’s missionary societies. 

 

The Conditions that Fostered the Transgression of the Gendered Power Hierarchy 

by AME Mission Women 

 

Wares might not have been able to escape weekly visits from the supervising male 

physician, but Hughes and Wright were able to work unsupervised. In particular, 

Hughes’ status as President of the WHFMS extended to the foreign mission field, and 

while abroad she opened the Wilberforce Clinic. That she was allowed to undertake 

these tasks was not surprising: after all Hughes regularly assumed powerful positions in 

the church, such as serving as head of the WHFMS and she was also a successful 

businesswoman. She preached and delivered public speeches and in this way 

transgressed the hegemonic gender order of the AME which normally allowed only 

men to preach.  

 

Hughes regularly assumed important public responsibilities in the mission field, such as 

the public opening of AME buildings funded by the WHFMS. In 1939 she: 
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broke ground for the new Health clinic and for the new normal school buildings 

at Wilberforce Institute, laid the corner stone of Parks Memorial church, named 

in honor of the late senior bishop of the A.M.E. church, Henry Blanton Parks.384 

Another example of the WHFMS fundraising was the Bethel AME Church in Cape 

Town and the society also contributed £400 to the building of a church in Sophiatown. 

Bishop Wright “hoped that when they attended the next quadrennial conference in the 

States in 1940, Mrs. Hughes would use her influence to elect a missionary secretary 

who would be sympathetic to the work out here”.385 In the mission field of South 

Africa, Hughes “represented wealth and power in a women’s organization that had no 

peer in South Africa”.386 Hughes herself claimed to have visited “119 Churches and 

congregations and in many of these places I spoke as much as three times a day”.387 

According to the African American owned and operated newspaper, Atlanta Daily 

World, she:  

traversed over 2,500 miles by rail. 10,250 miles in Bishop Wright’s auto. She 

visited 100 different towns and communities in Transvaal, Orange Free State, 

Natal, Cape of Good Hope, Basutoland, Swaziland, Northern and Southern 

Rhodesia and the Congo.388  

The scope of her travels throughout South Africa was thus on par with other AME 

mission women who also travelled throughout the mission field extensively, but usually 

did so with their husbands. 

 

Significantly, African women’s mobility was severely curtailed during the 1930s with 

colonial threats to introduce Pass Laws.389 These laws came in many different forms 

and were applied in different contexts across the early twentieth century throughout 

South Africa. They made it difficult for anyone perceived as African to move about the 
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country. However, Hughes relays no instance of having any difficulty travelling about 

South Africa. 

 

It was uncommon for AME women to undertake such tasks, although during Hughes’ 

visit there was no other male Bishop who could do these tasks. Hughes’ ability to do so 

also derived from the fact that she was only temporarily in the mission field, a period of 

110-days, and she was often physically removed from the supervision of Bishop 

Wright, as her visit coincided with his ill health. Already in a position of formal 

authority within the AME as President of the WHFMS (which specifically supported 

the church’s efforts in South Africa, which were in financial turmoil at this time), 

Hughes was instrumental in ensuring that the mission outreach continued. She 

“promised to make possible the installation of proper lighting and water systems for 

Wilberforce Institute”, invaluable resources for the continued success of the mission.390  

 

Hughes also transgressed AME gender norms by officially opening an AME church. 

While the location is unspecified, Luella White explained that “Mother Hughes 

dedicated the little church, built by these people who have stood by the doctrines of the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church”.391 The reference to “little church” indicates a 

slightly patronising tone on White’s part because she minimises the significance of the 

African population building their AME church and the significance of Hughes 

dedicating the Church for them. Her dedication, though, was not the same as receiving 

a blessing from the Presiding Bishop, undermining somewhat the extent of her 

authority and power within the AME.  

 

Hughes’ willingness to assume responsibilities usually denied to AME women in the 

mission field was aided by the ill health of Bishop Wright. Opening churches and 

laying cornerstones, however, were insignificant compared to the instances when 

Hughes preached and delivered a sermon on the Bishop’s behalf. Hughes may have 

destabilised the Church by assuming authority usually granted exclusively to AME 

men. 

 

AME Mission Women Preaching and Delivering Public Speeches to Multi-

denominational Audiences 
                                                
390 "Negro Woman Missionary Worker,"  4. 
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AME mission women delivered public addresses to multi-denominational, racially 

diverse audiences in the mission field and they also, occasionally, preached in public. 

These three women exercised the greatest degree of autonomy when they were 

removed from the direct supervision of the Bishop. A good example of this was when 

Hughes preached on behalf of Bishop Wright.392 

 

The opportunity for Hughes to preach arose when Bishop Wright unexpectedly 

becoming ill in 1939 and was prevented from accompanying Hughes, Charlotte Wright 

and Luella White on their journey throughout South Africa. White explains that they 

were forced to travel without the Wright couple.393 As a result, the party of AME 

women, presumably with a male driver, travelled from Cape Town to Durban, Natal, 

and Zululand. Hughes preached in Natal, a province “controlled by the English 

Government”, which was critical of AME mission outreach efforts, fearing they might 

cause the local population to stage a rebellion. White writes that “at 11:00 a.m. on the 

Sunday we arrived in Durban, Mother Hughes preached a spiritual sermon. I was glad 

to be with the people of our church and the Methodist”.394 White approved of the 

sermon, expressing pride in being part of the AME, despite the unusual circumstances. 

 

The fact that Hughes travelled and spoke in public, in the presence of other mission 

women, shows that she had the support of the other female missionaries. Indeed, they 

actively encouraged her to make speeches in order to expand the AME mission 

outreach and foster Hughes’ own interest in the mission efforts which were 

fundamental to the programme’s survival. White explains that “since the arrival of Mrs. 

Hughes we have been constantly on the go helping her to see and to know South 

Africa, that she may lend an even more sympathetic ear to the crying need of these – 

our people”.395 Her presence in the field symbolised the wealth and power the AME 

represented, along with the possibility of a brighter future for South Africans seeking to 

emulate the success of AME members. Hughes herself fostered this image by 

representing herself as an authoritative figure while in the field by delivering public 

speeches and sermons. 
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On her travels, Hughes spoke independently and addressed racially diverse audiences, 

one instance was in Bulawayo: 

where the colored citizens along with the white citizens, had arranged a public 

reception for me. The white ministers, with their Missionary workers and 

congregations, were there in large numbers. The Mayor of the city was Master 

of Ceremonies and his wife extended greetings. This was a heartening affair, the 

hall beautifully decorated and well packed. When I had finished my talk to 

them, they requested that I should send them pictures of Richard Allen, Booker 

T. Washington, Mary McCloud Bethune, and Abraham Lincoln.396  

While the denomination of the white ministers is unspecified, the implication is clear: 

Hughes was able to draw people together from across the spectrum of the racial 

hierarchy and advance the agenda of the AME by emphasising famous African 

Americans such as Booker T. Washington who had clearly countered the stereotype of 

African American inferiority. The second instance was in Salisbury, where Hughes 

“spoke in Sims Chapel, a beautiful stone building which was packed with natives and 

Europeans”, and again bridging the boundaries of racial segregation, although the topic 

of her speech is unknown.397 

 

Delivering public speeches was uncommon for AME mission women. Amanda Kemp 

notes: 

these American Negro women missionaries were self-conscious of their highly 

public roles, for which their positions in the US had well prepared them. 

However, in South Africa not only were they the partners of leading men, but 

they were also American Negro women.398 

Kemp further contends that “these women exercised an authority borne of both factors” 

in the mission field.399 There are many examples of Hughes travelling with other AME 

mission women to deliver speeches. One AME mission woman wrote that Hughes, 

while in Port Elizabeth city, “delivered a stirring address and brought joy to the hearts 

of the people by encouraging them in their hope for a new church”.400 At a 1939 

WHFMS conference in Bloemfontein, Wright is recorded in the conference minutes as 
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having made remarks on the opening day.401 Wright and Hughes made public addresses 

at the Juvenile Day (a day dedicated to young African women fundraising for the 

AME) at Allen Temple AME Church in Sophiatown. Umteteli Wa Bantu, an African 

owned and operated newspaper printed in Johannesburg, commended Hughes for 

making “an inspiring address”, reporting that “she was much impressed by the self-

sacrifice, the love and kindness of the African people among whom she had been 

travelling since her arrival here”.402 Later on the same day as this speech, Hughes 

addressed a Wesleyan Methodist Church congregation and “spoke brilliantly on the 

‘History of the A.M.E. Church’. In the evening we [Hughes and White] were both 

asked to address the audience at the Congregation Church”.403 Here, both Hughes and 

White delivered public addresses, suggesting that Hughes’ actions were not altogether 

unusual. 

 

Importantly, Wares also delivered a public speech at the opening of the Crogman 

Health Clinic on 30 July 1939. She: 

was enthusiastically received by the Africans and Europeans. The 13,000 

African inhabitants in a village which has neither medical doctor, dentist nor a 

drugstore, are deeply appreciative of this essential and most urgent need. Miss 

Wares responded in her rich American voice, bringing new hope and 

encouragement to the people.404 

However, Wares is removed from the patriarchal mission family trope in this instance, 

as she is referred to as ‘Miss Wares’ rather than, for instance, Mother Wares, even 

though she is credited with assuming an important role that was evidently vital for the 

Evaton mission community. This disconnect between the reality and the discourse of 

gendered authority is also evident in Wright’s writings about assuming authority for the 

entire South African mission outreach during the absence of her husband, which I 

discuss in the next section. 

 

Charlotte Crogman Wright Supervises the Mission 
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Wright served as temporary Presiding Bishop of the AME mission outreach in South 

Africa for three months (April–July) in 1939 when her husband was required to return 

to the US without her.405 Wright complained that she was left alone for the first time 

since marrying. Despite her reluctance to assume the responsibilities of the Presiding 

Bishop, she “already had a general knowledge of the responsibilities of a Bishop, now, 

by having to open all the mail and answer a large part of it, I gained a far more definite 

idea of the responsibilities of such a position”.406 While no other sources confirm or 

deny Wright acting as Presiding Bishop, it is significant that Wright was confident in 

her ability to supervise the mission outreach in her husband’s absence, particularly 

since no South African AME member was qualified to do so. 

 

It was highly unusual for a woman to fulfil the position of Presiding Bishop, during the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Wright’s three-month stint as acting 

Presiding Bishop was not only unorthodox, but also unprecedented in the AME mission 

field of South Africa. The role meant that Wright was responsible for the mission 

finances: she decided to what extent she could relieve the “suffering ministers” and 

negotiated with lawyers who threatened foreclosure.407 Kemp notes that: 

Wright occupied a position of power, determining resource allocation to men at 

a time when the men dominated the Church. The importance of allocating 

Church aid should not be underestimated because of the dire poverty in which 

many of the Church’s ministry, and most of the African population, found 

itself.408 

The position carried exceptional responsibilities; far beyond Wright’s experiences in 

AME mission women’s societies in the US and far beyond those of any other AME 

mission wife who travelled to the field between 1880 and 1940. Her unexpected rise to 

power coincided with financial turmoil for the Church, leaving Wright with the 

challenging task of managing the Church finances. The mission efforts by the 1930s 

were largely being funded by Dr Alfred Xuma, an African born in the Eastern Cape 

who had trained abroad as a medical doctor and was affiliated with, but, not part of, the 
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AME. He “almost singlehandedly kept the institute and clinic afloat, paying teachers 

and creditors out of his own pocket to spare the church embarrassment”.409 

 

It is probable that Wright was not paid for her work as acting Presiding Bishop because 

of the financial situation of the Church. The AME reported in 1922, for instance, that 

$750 had been paid in staff salaries, yet by the 1930s the church could no longer afford 

to maintain Wilberforce Institute or Wilberforce Clinic, and it can be guessed that 

paying married AME missionary women was not a priority.410 Married mission 

women, the AME probably reasoned, could rely on the salaries of their husbands for 

financial support.  

 

Threatening Authority: AME Mission Women and the Backlash against 

Assuming Gendered Authority in the Field 

 

Financial woes may have also contributed to Wright’s criticism of Hughes’ visit to the 

mission field in 1937. Charlotte Wright was critical of the formal power Hughes 

assumed and critical of her public speeches.411 Wright argued that during Hughes’ visit, 

“there were those who would have been pleased to ‘wine and dine’ … [Hughes] … 

indefinitely, but her purpose in coming was to see South Africa and our work”.412 

Hughes had considerable financial power while serving as temporary Bishop that was 

unavailable to Wright. Furthermore, the resources spent on Hughes’ visit to the field 

could have been allocated to the African members who were struggling to survive as 

the Church weathered its financial crisis. These financial concerns, coupled with 

Hughes’ visit to the mission field, and willingness to extend her role beyond that of 

President of the WHFMS, unquestionably resulted in her delivering public addresses 

and sermons, detracting from time that could have been spent observing AME mission 

work in the field and adding strain to already tense relations in the mission field.  
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Upon returning to the US, Charlotte Wright published Beneath the Southern Cross, in 

which she heavily criticised Hughes for seeking the positions of power fearlessly. 

Hughes never publicly commented on the rumours she sought to become Secretary of 

Missions, but African American newspapers splashed reports of them across the US, 

citing blatantly sexist comments from the then Secretary of Missions, Dr L. L. Berry, 

who asserted that the job was, and should continue to be, held by a man.413 Such public 

and published criticism of an AME mission woman was unprecedented. Even convert 

Maxeke was never criticised in secular newspapers, despite assuming gendered 

positions of power that rivalled even Hughes’ actions in the field. 

 

First, Wright accused Hughes of delivering a political speech in South Africa. The 

speech reportedly left everyone who heard it “embarrassed, particularly the Africans 

who had come for information and instruction”.414 Wright does not offer a detailed 

account of the event. Her pithy recollection of this ‘embarrassing’ event suggests that 

Hughes misunderstood the nature of the information and instruction that AME women 

normally provided, although Wright was unduly critical of Hughes’ entire visit.  

 

Second, Wright accused Hughes of being unaware of the social conventions and, in 

failing to observe them, undermined her own position as President of the WHFMS. 

Wright claims that Hughes’ “magnificent physique and attractive face, went over in a 

big way, though she did not fully impress the people as the head of a great missionary 

organization”.415 The vague statement that Hughes “did not fully impress” suggests that 

Wright was unimpressed with Hughes’ behaviour in the mission field and felt that she 

had failed to present the AME in a way Wright approved of. Kemp, conversely, has 

argued that “the fact that Hughes represented wealth and power in a women’s 

organization that had no peer in South Africa, probably contributed to the warm 

welcome that was accorded her”, a reading that challenges Wright’s criticism.416 

Wright, however, wrote that Hughes “could not quite grasp the significance of things” 

in the mission field, and quoted the words of Maxeke, an AME convert, who deplored 
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Hughes for failing to make a “single missionary speech since she has been in South 

Africa. Her speeches are all political”.417 By employing the words of Maxeke, Wright 

implicitly criticises Hughes, implying that she failed to inspire confidence and advance 

AME mission work. For Hughes’s part, she claimed to have inspired conversions while 

in the field, as I will explore later.  

 

Hughes does acknowledge cultural misunderstandings. During one of her public 

speeches, she wrote how: 

on this occasion while I was speaking, the Queen and two other blessed old 

souls began crawling toward me. Of course I was frightened. Mrs. Makone 

rushed to me and said, “They mean you no harm. They will kiss your feet if you 

stand still”.418  

Fortunately, convert Makone was able to negotiate the cultural misunderstanding and 

quickly put Hughes at ease. Hughes’ account scarcely warrants the scathing review 

penned by Wright or the criticism that she was unaware of the significance of AME 

mission work. Indeed, Hughes claimed to have “delivered a stirring address which 

brought joy to the hearts of the people by encouraging them in their hope for a new 

church”.419 Offering hope to the congregation suggests that Hughes was aware of her 

position in the mission (to ensure the WHFMS would continue to support the mission 

outreach) and aware of the significance of encouraging continued interest from the 

African communities. 

 

Wright also insinuated that Hughes was not taking her responsibility as President of the 

WHFMS seriously. Wright suggested that at one conference she attended: 

the [African] missionary women [were] better informed and more enthusiastic 

than many missionary women in the [US] South. They raised on average twice 

as much money at their meetings, due perhaps to the fact that responsibility for 

their schools and churches is closer to them.420 

The WHFMS was the primary AME fundraising body for the mission efforts in South 

Africa, so Wright’s statement that converts were providing greater financial support for 

the mission efforts than their US counterparts is a not-so-subtle criticism. This 
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arrangement would have challenged the US AME’s position as benevolent benefactor 

to the converts. Also, converts providing greater funds for the mission implies that the 

mission outreach had possibly outlived its purpose in the field, as the locals had 

become self-sufficient. This alarming possibility may have been the fuel for Wright’s 

unrelenting criticism of Hughes, especially as Wright herself faced financial woes 

during the visit. Wright, as previously mentioned, was acting as Presiding Bishop 

during Hughes’ visit, while at the same time the AME was relying on AME affiliate, 

Alfred Xuma, to cover the Church’s expenses, an undoubtedly stressful and 

embarrassing arrangement for Wright.421 

 

Finally, Wright criticised Hughes for assuming positions of influence in the field that 

extended beyond her role as President of the WHFMS. This criticism was a response to 

the sweeping generalisations Hughes made in her speeches, which offended Wright. 

Hughes claimed to have seen, and thus knew, everything about South Africa during her 

four-month visit, when Wright had been in the field for over two years.422 Importantly, 

Wright described other mission women favourably: Grace Wares, for instance, was as 

“a competent, consecrated young nurse”.423  

 

Criticism of Hughes also derived from rumours circulated in secular African American-

owned and operated newspapers, The Pittsburgh Courier and Atlanta Daily World, that 

Hughes was seeking the position of Secretary of Missions. Male members of the AME 

were openly hostile and resistant to these rumours. Generally for mission societies, 

rumours enabled informal policing of behaviour through public debate and, in the case 

of sexual relationships, often prefaced court cases, which questioned legitimacy and 

inheritance.424 The function of the rumour about Hughes differs substantially, since it 

did not serve to informally regulate her sexual behaviour, but another kind of 

transgression. The rumour circulating about Hughes drew attention to the position of 

women in the AME and the unequal distribution of power. The scandal was published 
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in secular sources such as the African American run newspaper, Atlanta Daily World, 

which reported that: 

Rev. Mr. Berry, secretary of Missions of the African Methodist Episcopal 

church, was quoted this week as saying his executive position is a man’s job. 

Rev. Mr. Berry took this stand when questioned concerning Mrs. L. M. 

Hughes’s chances of being elected to the official post.425  

The article is critical for indicating the importance of Hughes’ short sojourn to South 

Africa. The trip, as previously mentioned, was itself anomalous, as: 

at no time in the history of the church have leaders in the missionary field 

visited the foreign fields until this year when Mrs. Lucy M. Hughes of the 

Woman’s Home and Foreign and Mrs. Christian Smith of the Mite Missionary 

both visited Africa, the former South Africa and the latter, West Africa.426  

Hughes’ opinion of the rumours that she sought the position remain unknown, but 

defending Berry’s sexist position, the Atlanta Daily World reported that: 

missionary heads of all protestant groups in America for the past 100 years have 

been men. There are many legal transactions which require the mind of a man 

according to Dr. Berry. There are other Protestant alliances which the head of 

the Missionary Department must necessarily be a part of. The heads are all men 

and ordained ministers. One is led to believe that Dr. Berry feels the precedent 

should not be broken.427 

Berry clearly felt the precedent of officials being male could not be challenged. As a 

result, AME missionary women faced opposition in their rumoured attempts to gain 

greater authority outside of the mission field. However, within the missionary field they 

did not encounter such blatantly sexist opposition, which cast them as greedy, power-

hungry women.  

 

The criticism of Hughes also differs to the criticism convert Charlotte Maxeke received 

for her extensive work in South Africa, where she readily assumed power and authority 

in the mission field. Criticism of Maxeke’s work was never publicly published. Alan 

Gregor Cobley asserts that when Bishop Sims criticised Maxeke he:  

could only complain privately that Mrs. Maxeke was ‘nursing grievances’ and 

challenging his authority by the ‘usurpation of the Conference Branch functions 
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[writing] I think if Mrs. Maxeke would do more for the missionary cause and 

think less of position, she would make a larger contribution to the success of 

our work.428  

Arguably, Maxeke faced opposition in the mission field, but the AME only published 

favourable accounts of her work. Perhaps this discrepancy in the source material is due 

to Maxeke assuming greater authority and power, although she did not preach. Maxeke, 

as a convert, was also less likely to be criticised for cultural misunderstandings. Despite 

the one instance of criticism from Bishop Sims, Maxeke was portrayed as a daughter of 

the mission, and thus subordinate within the patriarchal mission family. 

 

Converts and Gendered Authority: Social Motherhood in the Mission Field  

 

Even though Charlotte Wright, Lucy Hughes, and Grace Wares did not entirely fulfil 

the ideals of marriage propagated by the AME, all three women were still linked to the 

notion of social motherhood. Hughes’ travelling about the mission field, Wares’ 

providing of much needed medical care, and Wright’s temporary assumption of a 

formal position of power usually off limits to women, did not remove them from ties to 

social motherhood. The tie to social motherhood perhaps served to diminish their 

positions of power within the field by evoking images of maternal women subordinate 

within the patriarchal mission family, and thus nullifying the threat they posed to the 

wider organisation of the AME in the US. I focus here on how Hughes was tied to 

concepts of social motherhood. Hughes was associated with concepts of social 

motherhood, particularly through tales of conversion. Narratives of conversion are a 

very rare trope in AME mission sources (unlike other mission societies such as the 

LMS). Significantly, no male AME missionary was associated with as many instances 

of conversion in the field as Hughes at this time perhaps because conversion tended to 

be informal, since the AME lacked government support.  

 

The South African newspaper, Umteteli Wa Bantu, contributed to the image of Hughes 

as a social mother, reporting that Hughes “was the head of 25,000 missionary workers, 

[in the US] and when the 10,000 missionary women of South Africa were added, she 
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was ‘mother’ of 35,000 women”.429 This image is also evident in Hughes’ own writing: 

the natives with whom I delighted to spend most of my time, believe in American 

leadership. They can never do enough for you. They would give you their hearts 

if it was possible.430  

Hughes portrays the African communities as eager to be part of AME mission outreach 

and supportive of the AME leaders in the US. Representations of Hughes as a social 

mother within the mission field modified her image as a power-hungry mission woman 

who seized any opportunity to assume gendered authority in the field.  

 

The 10,000 missionary women of South Africa in the 1930s over whom Hughes 

presided were very likely to have been part of small AME women’s groups. There is 

evidence that an AME South African Women’s Missionary Mite Society (WMMS) had 

gathered a decade previously. The WMMS conference proceedings yield no 

information beyond the standard roll call of attendees – US AME mission woman 

Emily Vernon was present – and the group’s fundraising efforts.431 These small groups 

and regular conferences would have been rich spaces for local South African women to 

actively participate in the church; however, surviving source materials other than the 

1921 proceedings have not been located. 

 

Hughes was even represented as a social mother to prominent convert Charlotte 

Maxeke. Again, Umteteli Wa Bantu reported that: 

Mrs. C. M. Maxeke was deeply grateful for all that had been done for them by 

the A.M.E. Church. While they were there, rendering whatever services they 

could, they owed it all to the church. They were all children of the church, and 

everything had been done for the church, so that they might help the children 

and young people of their Race – all of which was made possible by Mrs. 

Hughes.432 

Converts are here constructed as the children of a benevolent patriarchal mission family 

who idealised Hughes. Hughes, in turn, fulfilled the maternal role by making appeals 

for support for the continuation of the AME mission outreach. Hughes also supported 

                                                
429 "Negro Woman Missionary Worker,"  4. 
430 Hughes, "My Visit to South Africa," 23. 
431 Journal of Proceedings of the Women's Missionary Congress of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church in South Africa,   (Bloemfontein: Citadel Press, 1921). 
432 "Negro Woman Missionary Worker,"  4. 
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the mission outreach in another way: she encouraged spontaneous conversion to the 

Church. 

 

Stories of conversion are uncommon in AME mission materials. Few AME missionary 

sources that I have located mentions conversion in the mission field, and this differs 

significantly from the source material of other mission societies. This anomaly has 

been pointed out by Campbell, who argues that most of the South Africans who joined 

the AME were already Christians and thus accessions, rather than converts to the 

church.433 When conversion did occur it was typically informal because “would-be 

converts were rarely if ever subjected to formal examinations” or baptisms.434 The 

informal approach, Campbell observes, was due to the AME often having difficulty 

obtaining permits for church and residence sites, forcing ministers to live and preach in 

private huts. They were also obliged to accommodate the customs of chiefs or headmen 

to ensure access to potential converts and lodgings.435 Also, church finances were 

frequently in dire straits, indicating that the church was unlikely to be able to fund 

formal indoctrination to the denomination. In short, this informal conversion reflected 

wider conflicts between the AME and the colonial empire of South Africa, and the 

AME’s subsequent reliance on informal conversions in light of lacking the necessary 

infrastructure and funding.   

 

The exception to this silence about conversion is the short article about her trip to the 

South African mission field, published by Hughes in the AME periodical, Voice of 

Missions, in 1939. In this article, Hughes relays two instances of conversion which 

occurred during her visit to Undola. The first instance occurred “after a feeble effort by 

the way of a ‘Lay Sermon’ Sunday afternoon, two men and three women gave their 

hands to Rev. Makone and became members of the church”.436 The second instance 

occurred when Hughes was on a train ready to depart, when “a young man, a minister 

in the Presbyterian Church, with whom I talked on Sunday, came to the train, called for 

me and joined the church”.437 In both instances, Hughes represents herself as a 

spiritually inspiring figure, prefacing these exceptional stories of conversion by 

explaining that she “was the first American Citizen of Color, to set foot” on Undola 
                                                
433 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 130. 
434 Ibid., 186. 
435 Ibid. 
436 Hughes, "My Visit to South Africa," 23. 
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soil, where previously only African AME converts had been working.438 Hughes’ 

recollections portray her as a mother figure inspiring conversion after delivering a 

sermon, a rare occurrence within the AME mission outreach in South Africa.  

 

Hughes’ predisposition towards encouraging spontaneous conversion perhaps stemmed 

from her position as President of the WHFMS, but it also indicated her spiritual 

authority.439 Her article reinforces her position of power and influence within the 

church, especially because she is the only AME mission woman who wrote about her 

role in converting members. Despite being in a position of power and authority, 

Hughes was still subject to disapproval for assuming tasks traditionally undertaken by 

ordained, male members of the AME in the field. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Both single and married women were able to transgress the gendered hierarchy of the 

AME by undertaking tasks such as preaching, but could only do so when removed from 

the supervision of the Presiding Bishop. The overarching significance of the case 

studies, Charlotte Wright, Lucy Hughes, and Grace Wares, is that AME mission 

women actively challenged the male dominated travel-writing conventions by writing 

(however briefly) about their experiences of authority in the mission field. In some 

cases, their actions were met with fierce resistance from AME men and women. 

Rumours of individual AME women’s desire for power were circulated and such 

ambitions were quickly quashed by the male-dominated hierarchy of the AME with 

sexist remarks that sought to actively reinstate the threatened division of power. 

 

Importantly, only Lucy Hughes was subjected to public and published criticism. As I 

have shown, Wright and Maxeke both assumed far more power, and spent longer 

periods of time in the field, than Hughes, yet, they were not publicly criticised for their 

actions. The presence of more AME mission women than men was also a factor for 

women in assuming greater influence in the field. AME women achieved the greatest 

authority when they were physically away from the supervision of the Presiding 

Bishop. This fact supports studies of other denominations which suggest that 

remoteness was a key factor in mission women’s achievement of formal power. In the 
                                                
438 Ibid. 
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next chapter, I examine the situation of female AME converts in greater detail and 

suggest why they may have been subjected to less public, published criticism of their 

actions in the mission field. 
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Chapter Five 

 

In a Class of Their Own: Female AME Converts and the Importance of Education 

 

Introduction 

 

In this chapter I explore how three South African female converts to the AME Church, 

Charlotte Maxeke, Adelaide Tantsi, and Eva Morake, held important and powerful 

teaching positions. All three were trained in the US at Wilberforce University in 

Dayton, Ohio in the early twentieth century and married to prominent AME male 

converts. Their transnational education was truly exceptional, and they continued to 

transgress gendered and racial divides throughout their professional and private lives 

upon their return to South Africa. In this chapter, I seek to determine if this was also 

the case for African-born female converts. As we have seen in Chapter One, these 

converts held important positions for lengthy periods of time and they also spent time 

in the US. Here I consider: What agency did female converts have upon returning to 

South Africa from the US?; how were their careers influenced by socio-economic class, 

access to higher education, and marriage status?; how did converted women negotiate 

their professional lives with gendered practices such as motherhood? 

 

I address these questions by charting how Maxeke, Tantsi, and Morake trained as 

missionaries in the US, their professional lives within South Africa (where all three 

held teaching positions), and their personal lives, as all three were married. I will 

suggest that two prevailing themes of power and agency emerge from this exploration: 

highly educated female converts were able to establish mission schools and even serve 

as Principal, but only in rural areas of South Africa. Significantly, these women helped 

create and run boarding schools that removed students from the influence of their 

parents, kinship networks, and wider community, and I subsequently explore the 

relationship between female converts and education throughout this chapter. 

 

Primary Sources 

 

All sources by the female converts studied in this chapter are published. The AME 

periodicals, Voice of Missions and Women’s Missionary Recorder, provide articles by 

and about the women, detailing their experiences primarily for a US AME audience. 
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The Johannesburg based Bantu World and Umteteli Wa Bantu newspapers provide 

insight into converts’ movements upon their return to South Africa, perhaps influenced 

by Maxeke’s husband, Marshall Maxeke, who served as editor of Umteteli Wa 

Bantu.440 As I indicated in Chapter Four, the AME rarely criticised women in its own 

publications, and public scandals were usually reported only in secular presses, making 

Bantu World in particular an important source of information.441 

 

Another source of information is a short biographical sketch on Maxeke by A.B. Xuma 

and with a foreword by African American, W.E.B. Du Bois. In 1930, Xuma, an 

acquaintance of Maxeke, and prominent political leader, used Maxeke “as an argument 

for higher education of our African women”.442 It is an important source for 

highlighting how remarkable Maxeke’s achievements were within South Africa and 

how religion continued to be a significant part of all aspects of her life. 

 

Overall, the AME archival holdings have been particularly restricted with regards to 

information by and about converts. Locating descendants, family records or letters 

home, for example, has not been possible. The documents detailing the boarding 

schools established by the female converts, for instance, have not been located.443 

 

Mission Boarding Schools 

 

This section explores the significance of mission boarding schools, since all three 

women established or worked in AME boarding schools upon their return to South 

Africa. Existing studies suggest that “an integral aspect of the civilising and 

Christianising policy of missionaries was the removal of indigenous children from the 

influence of their family to the mission station”.444 In New Zealand, for instance, in the 

                                                
440 James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the 
United States and South Africa  (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
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441 Searches of secular African American newspapers in June and July 2012 as well as 
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442 Alfred Xuma, Charlotte Manye (Mrs. Maxeke): "What an Educated African Girl 
Can Do"  (n.p., 1930), preface. 
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early nineteenth century, white missionaries established boarding schools that 

emphasised Western domesticity, instructing girls on how to behave as pious Christian 

women.445 This removed young girls from their traditional cultural practices during the 

transitional, coming-of-age phase. 

 

The success of mission schools, however, ultimately depended greatly on location. In 

Mombasa in the 1920s, for example, Muslim parents were reluctant to expose their 

daughters to boarding schools that promised anything more than religious education. 

Margaret Strobel observes that their ambivalence stemmed from social changes 

occurring at the time: 

when devout Muslims saw familial order crumbling, drunkenness and 

disobedience rampant, and aliens invading a city once dominated by Muslims, 

they feared that secular education would further the disintegration of the family 

and the community.446 

Educating women threatened patriarchal control during a period of rapid social change 

and uncertainty. Secular education meant the loss of collective power and privilege 

within the Muslim community. It was feared that “just as going away to boarding 

school would encourage girls to travel about in motor cars, learning to write would 

only tempt them to evil deeds” and families subsequently sought to hire mission 

women to individually tutor their daughters in order to circumvent these fears.447 

 

In 1930s South Africa, all provinces (apart from the Orange Free State) offered 

secondary school for African girls. The thrust of the curriculum was scholastic 

instruction and domesticity, with the intention of preparing girls for a lifetime of 

domestic service.448 Boarding schools in particular sought to regulate the sexual 

behaviour of female students, mimicking larger scale efforts directed towards female 

servants and other working girls in England at this time.449 These boarding schools 

                                                
445 Ibid., 182. 
446 Margaret Strobel, Muslim Women in Mombasa: 1890-1975  (New Haven, London: 
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allowed female missionaries to track the movements and behaviour of female students. 

The students were funnelled into missionary approved vocations, typically domestic 

service, and subjected to attempts to regulate their sexual behaviour. The sexual 

behaviour of African youth was a chief concern for many in South Africa during the 

1920s and 1930s.450 AME female converts, however, did not explicitly address these 

concerns.  

 

Nevertheless, women were an essential part of the success of introducing and 

maintaining education programmes within the mission outreach. Birgitta Larsson has 

suggested that female teachers in North-Western Tanzania were integral to the success 

of girls’ schools. Haya women, for instance, were more likely to join, attend, and 

graduate from school if at least one female teacher was employed.451 Women, it was 

perceived, provided pastoral care, which increased female student attendance.452 

 

Case Studies 

 

Given the opposition to female education, especially boarding schools which removed 

girls from the close paternal supervision of their own communities, it is remarkable that 

three Black African women were able to receive tertiary education in the US. Charlotte 

Maxeke, Adelaide Tantsi, and Eva Morake were born in South Africa and, 

significantly, studied in the US under the auspices of the AME church. The exceptional 

opportunity to study in the US arose from Maxeke’s and Tantsi’s involvement in a 

South African choir that travelled to the US at the end of the nineteenth century (details 

of Morake’s arrival in the US are unclear). Whether the choir was ‘abandoned’ or 

strategically placed so as to undertake university studies at the most notable AME 
                                                
450 Natasha Erlank, "'Plain Clean Facts' and Initiation Schools: Christianity, Africans 
and 'Sex Education' in South Africa, C. 1910-1940," Agenda: Empowering Women for 
Gender Equity 18, no. 62 (2005): 76. 
451 Birgitta Larsson, Conversion to Greater Freedom?: Women, Church and Social 
Change in North-Western Tanzania under Colonial Rule  (Uppsala: Almqvist & 
Wiksell International, 1991), 181. 
452 Male missionaries tended to be associated with discipline and routine. In Ghana, 
male Presbyterian teachers implemented a rigid schedule that “introduced pupils to a 
modern concept of time. They were taught to compete against classmates in academic 
subjects, sports, and garden work” and the “proper behaviour and expectations about 
being a man”. Stephan F. Miescher, "The Making of Presbyterian Teachers: 
Masculinities and Programs of Education in Colonial Ghana," in Men and 
Masculinities in Modern Africa, ed. Lisa A. Lindsay and Stephan F. Miescher 
(Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2003), 94, 102-103. 
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university is unknown. Sources concerning Maxeke, the most prominent convert, 

suggest that the students in the choir had an ulterior motive, namely, to be educated in 

the US, and the choir was simply a means of achieving this costly dream.453 Whether 

the events were staged or not, my research suggests that all three women enjoyed the 

sponsorship of the AME for the duration of their studies.  

 

Charlotte Manye Maxeke 

 

Charlotte Maxeke was instrumental in the introduction of the denomination to South 

Africa, and worked extensively in the public sphere. She was born on 7 April 1871 near 

Fort Beaufort in the Eastern Cape, South Africa, into the Sotho tribe, to aspiring 

middle-class Christian parents.454 Maxeke worked as a teacher at the Wesleyan School 

in Kimberley, remaining steadfastly single, and travelled internationally with a South 

African choir.455 Through her involvement with this choir, Maxeke learnt of the AME 

and, most significantly, of Wilberforce University, which not only admitted African 

students but offered students the opportunity to become trained missionaries. This was 

an unprecedented combination of possibilities for a young woman in South Africa, who 

despite her formal education at a South African missionary school, was officially 

barred from any further forms of education owing to the race and gender politics of the 
                                                
453 Margaret McCord, The Calling of Katie Makanya: A Memoir of South Africa  (New 
York, Chichester, Weinheim, Brisbane, Singapore, Toronto: John Wiley & Sons, 
1995), 68. 
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late nineteenth century. Maxeke would become the first South African woman to 

graduate from university. After completing her university studies at the AME owned 

and operated Wilberforce University in Ohio, US, where she was actively involved in 

student life, she returned to South Africa.456 Upon returning to South Africa in 1903, 

she married fellow South African, Marshall Maxeke, founded AME mission schools, 

and then spent the remainder of her life making her perceptions of African women 

readily known to both African and missionary audiences through her public speeches.  

 

Adelaide Tyandyatwa Tantsi 

 

Adelaide Tyandyatwa Tantsi was born at Engcobo, in the Eastern Cape, South Africa 

(birth date unknown) and died on 11 August 1933. She was the daughter of Presiding 

Elder Tantsi who supervised the AME district of King Williamstown and later founded 

the Ethiopian church in South Africa. He arranged for Adelaide’s education at Inanda 

Seminary, South Africa, and then at Wilberforce University in the United States. This 

educational pathway was not unusual, for two reasons. Firstly, as AME missionary 

Bishop Coppin asserted: 

many of the chiefs are able and willing to send their children abroad and meet 

all expense; in other cases bright students who show a peculiar fitness for 

higher studies may be selected by the Church and given a collegiate course in 

some of our American institutions.457  

Secondly, Presiding Elder Tantsi would not “meet all expense” for his daughter’s 

education abroad as this educational opportunity arose after she travelled 

internationally with the same Black South African choir of which Maxeke was part. 

She graduated in 1905 with a Batchelor of Science degree.458 Adelaide Tantsi married 

                                                
456 Wilberforce University was located in one of the most affluent and educated African 
American communities in the US during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Noah W. Williams, Tenth Quadrennial Convention: Women's Parent Mite 
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Christian Association, according to "Negro Woman Missionary Worker: Mrs. Lucy M. 
Hughes," Umteteli Wa Bantu, November 5 1938, 4. 
457 Bishop L. J. Coppin, Letters from South Africa  (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book 
Concern, 1901), 183; Campbell, Songs of Zion, 255, 265; , Voice of Missions VI, no. 7 
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(Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book Concern, 1902), 325.  
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Charles Dube when she returned to South Africa (the precise date is unknown), and 

together the couple had one son. She continued to actively work for the AME, helping 

to establish mission schools throughout South Africa.459 

 

Eva Mahume Morake 

 

Very little information about Morake survives today. We do know that Morake was 

from Lovedale, South Africa, and that the AME also sponsored her studies in the US, 

two decades after Maxeke and Tantsi.460 Lovedale was a missionary station founded by 

the Glasgow Missionary Society and located in the Victoria East division of the Cape 

Province (now the Eastern Cape Province), South Africa, indicating that Morake had a 

similar background to both Maxeke and Tantsi. Morake identified as a Bechuana (part 

of Tswana) and was part of a highly educated family, with her younger sister also 

serving as a schoolmistress.461 Importantly, Morake was the only female convert who 

had married prior to her arrival in the US, although Alan Cobley suggests that Morake 

and her husband separated while in the US, with her former husband remaining in the 

US as a teacher.462 Yet this separation did not impact on her exceptional career 

trajectory, as we shall see. 

 

Female Converts Establish Schools 

 

Regardless of gender, South African AME converts overwhelmingly went into 

teaching. The case studies of this chapter were the earliest American trained converts 

and it is perhaps unsurprising that they returned home and established mission schools. 

Their collective success was in part due to age and prior learning. The younger students 

were when they arrived in the US, the quicker they completed their bachelor degrees.463 

Irrespective of gender, South African converts were funnelled into teaching and 

ministry courses. The AME also made industrial training compulsory for African 

                                                
459 Ibid., 272, 281. 
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462 Dovie King Clark, "Missionary Echoes," Voice of Missions XXVII, no. 7 (1931): 9; 
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students in 1900, although it has been argued that the converts “saw industrial training 

not as the essence of their educations but as an adjunct to it, to help prepare them for 

the responsibilities they would shortly assume back in South Africa”.464 These 

requirements do appear to have influenced the converts studied in this chapter.  

 

All three women established schools, undertook leadership positions, and modelled the 

commitment to industry training along with the class values instilled at the University. 

Teaching was a core aspect of the AME mission outreach and female converts who 

studied in the US certainly sought to expand the mission’s work through education 

upon their return. The prospect of pursuing careers in law or medicine, for instance, 

was never vocalised. The women’s career choice perhaps reflected the rapid social and 

economic changes occurring throughout South Africa during the early twentieth 

century, with converted women emulating the AME’s attempts for racial equality in the 

US through education that was perceived as vital for achieving equality. The women 

wholeheartedly committed themselves to the education of Africans, at least in the first 

few years after their return to South Africa, and consistently distanced themselves from 

the degrading racist stereotypes that abounded. 

 

Maxeke wrote to US AME women in 1903 imploring them to support her efforts to 

sustain a mission school. The letter, dated during her second year of AME missionary 

fieldwork, casts herself as a lone mission woman (there is no mention of her husband 

and the letter is signed ‘Miss Charlotte Manye’, her maiden name) bravely venturing 

into the rural communities to teach 105 students. She writes that “traveling was 

difficult on account of martial law”.465 The school was situated in Ramokhopa’s 

Location, Dwaars River, Pietersburg, in the Transvaal where government sanctions 

prohibited the AME until 1909.466 Maxeke also operated without direct supervision 

from US AME missionaries, indicating perhaps that her kinship networks and previous 

affiliation to other white mission societies made it possible for her to circumvent these 
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sanctions.467 The majority of Maxeke’s time was taken up by her attempts to clothe the 

children and negotiate conflicts with the Ramokhopa community about girls’ right to 

access education.468 

 

Clothing extended beyond preserving perceived modesty, serving also as a symbol of 

conversion to Christianity. Elizabeth Cory-Pearce has observed that:  

generally speaking, missionaries encouraged the uptake of European clothing 

such as long trousers and skirts, high neck blouses and restrictive 

undergarments that covered up as much skin as possible, shaping posture and 

limiting movement to some degree. In this sense, the clothing … can be 

conceived of as a form of body modification that inculcated certain Christian 

ideals of bodily concealment and psychological and sexual inhibition, in line 

with understandings of moral righteousness and purity.469 

The restrictive clothing restricted physical movement and required rigid posture.  An 

implicit aim of the AME was to associate African American women, and by extension 

African women, with notions of moral righteousness and purity, after stereotypes of 

sexual promiscuity and sexually transmitted diseases were linked to them in smear 

campaigns by the American Public Health Authority.470 When Tantsi, for example, 

established and ran mission schools, she does not seem to have been preoccupied with 

clothing in the same way as Maxeke, although surviving sources concerning her are 

scarce. 

 

Upon graduating, Tantsi returned home and founded a controversial missionary school; 

the controversy arose from the fact the school did not receive government funding and 

therefore could not be subjected to government inspections or approved curriculum. 
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  142 

According to James Campbell, “Tantsi taught at the controversial ‘Ethiopian’ school at 

Klipspruit (later part of Soweto) before moving to Natal to join her betrothed, Charles 

Dube, who served until his death as headmaster of his brother John’s Ohlange 

Institute”.471 Yet, he also claims that Tantsi opened and directed a school herself: 

by early 1904 … a school was opened in the church under the direction of J. Z. 

Tantsi’s daughter Adelaide … within weeks, the school was oversubscribed, not 

only by African Methodists, but by the children of mission adherents and non-

Christians, all of whom were welcome. 472  

The overwhelming success of student enrolment suggests that Africans were not 

deterred by Tantsi’s leadership and were keen to access education. The school was 

established in Klipspruit, a rural, impoverished area of South Africa, and many Black 

Africans were unable to afford tuition fees, making the school run by an African 

American denomination especially appealing. By 1906, the area suffered economic 

depression and the local economy struggled.473 Since the government and white 

missions did not open any churches within the area, freeing African residents from 

direct contact with white authorities, conditions were temporarily fertile for the AME. 

 

It also helped that Tantsi enjoyed the support of her family. Tantsi’s father supported 

the school, leading a delegation to the Department of Native Affairs in order to secure 

much-needed government financial aid.474 Perhaps his support, combined with the 

location, outweighed local opposition to a woman directing the school, although 

accounts vary as to how involved Tantsi was in the day-to-day running of the school. 

 

Campbell’s account of Tantsi’s movements places her working as a teacher upon her 

return to South Africa, although the degree of formal power she held within the schools 

varied.475 According to Campbell, by 1904, Tantsi had opened and was directing her 

own school yet, perhaps later, was only a teacher at the controversial ‘Ethiopian’ 

school at Klipspruit before serving under her husband at the Ohlange Institute.476 The 
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latter positions represented a significant loss of formal power for Tantsi, as she had 

singlehandedly founded and directed a school herself prior to undertaking these 

positions. 

 

Irrespective of the position Tantsi held, she was never publicly criticised for holding 

positions of power. The school itself was controversial not for its female headmistress, 

but because white missionaries and government officials fretted about the curriculum. 

The school, like the other thirty-eight AME schools operating in the Transvaal region 

by 1904, did not receive government funding and was consequently not subject to state 

inspections.477 The lack of inspections, white communities feared, meant the school 

was serving as a source of propaganda against them. Similarly, Campbell reports that 

the first school the Maxekes founded failed to receive much-needed funding owing to 

unfounded rumours circulating about Marshall Maxeke that he was involved in buying 

and selling unwrought gold, and the school was subsequently abandoned.478 

 

AME Mission Schools in the 1930s 

 

Several decades after Maxeke’s and Tantsi’s return, the AME mission outreach had 

grown considerably. Wilberforce Institute had been formally established, one of the 

few schools that survives today, and was often staffed by converts and locals from the 

Evaton area, as I discussed in Chapter One. By the early 1930s, however, the school 

faced financial crisis and Morake, fresh from her sojourn to the US, was ideally placed 

to guide the school through the turbulent times. 

 

The secretary of the AME missions, Dr L. L. Berry, provides a description of Morake’s 

career in his account of the AME’s work in South Africa, explaining that she:  

taught in South Africa before coming to the United States to attend Wilberforce 

University in Ohio where she received a Bachelor’s degree in Home economics, 

June 1930. The following year she was awarded her Master of Arts degree from 

Teachers College, Columbia University. Miss Morake returned to South Africa 

                                                                                                                                         
African American students to learn a trade rather than studying a classical form of 
education requiring knowledge of, for example, Latin and Greek. Ibid., 272. 
477 Ibid., 154. 
478 Ibid., 158. 
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in 1932 and served as principal of Wilberforce Institute for a few years. She is 

now teaching there.479 

The summary is revealing in several respects. It indicates a theme emerging in the 

studies undertaken by the African converts in the US: both Pearl Ntisko and Morake 

did courses that were specifically aimed at women.480 The Morake’s personal 

circumstances before she travelled internationally are similar to those of Maxeke, who 

also taught in South Africa before heading to the US. 

 

Morake received multiple job offers upon her return to South Africa. Bishop Sims 

explained that Morake “repeatedly turned down offers from the Union Government in 

order to serve Wilberforce Institute”, where “she has made efficient sacrifice for the 

Cause and has been of great aid to the Bishop of this District”.481 Her status as a 

divorced woman was apparently not a hindrance to her search for work, as other AME 

members claimed the “principalship of Wilberforce Institute as perhaps the best 

possible channel, in contrast to other more inviting offers, through which she could 

make her contribution toward the educational advancement of her people in South 

Africa”.482 Morake remained loyal to the denomination which had financed her 

education in the US upon her return to South Africa, despite receiving offers from 

outside of the AME. Her loyalty and unwavering commitment were, as we shall see, 

vital for keeping Wilberforce Institute running. 

 

It was highly unusual for a woman – especially an African woman – to be Principal of 

a well-established mission school (unlike those founded by Tantsi, which tended to be 

                                                
479 Lewellyn Longfellow Berry, A Century of Missions of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, 1840-1940  (New York: Gutenberg Printing, 1942), 189. 
Johannesburg newspaper Umteteli Wa Bantu also cited Morake in a similar fashion, 
referring to her as “superintendent, Wilberforce Institution, Evaton, one of the training 
institutions of the A.M.E. Church”. "Mrs. E.B. Mahuma Morake," Umteteli Wa Bantu, 
June 2 1934, 2. 
480 Although men at the Tuskegee Institute were trained to cook in order to become 
self-sufficient in the early twentieth century. Under the direction of Reverend Gow, 
Wilberforce Institute adopted this model by expanding the industrial departments of the 
institute, according to Cobley, Class and Consciousness, 122. 
481 Bishop D. H. Sims, "Bishop D.H. Sims' Report," Women's Missionary Recorder 
XXIX, no. 4 (1936): 3. 
482 E.D. Nymbold, "A Woman's Good Work: An Interview with Mrs. Eva Morake of 
the Wilberforce Institute," Women's Missionary Recorder XXIX, no. 1: 1. 
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short-lived ventures).483 Previously, the AME had had considerable trouble gaining 

approval for an African male to serve as Principal at the Institute.484 The unprecedented 

move of appointing a woman to the post was perhaps possible because the Institute had 

not yet been recognised by the government. The AME, however, as a male-dominated, 

patriarchal denomination, rarely afforded women positions of formal power. Morake, 

recently returned from the US and highly educated, was ideally suited to the position, 

especially in the wake of the Institute’s financial struggles and her willingness to work 

without pay.485 These unfavourable conditions perhaps deterred male African converts 

from assuming the teaching position. 

 

Morake was also able to utilise her US networks to aid Wilberforce Institute. In 1935, 

for instance, Morake wrote to one US AME woman “asking that the ladies of … [the 

denomination] … send her the following articles to help carry on the work at the 

school. Pencils, tablets, material for sewing, toys, and Xmas tree decoration”, because 

“Wilberforce Institute is the only native school of its kind and the competition is 

strong”.486 A year later she appealed again, praying “that each and all of them will 

make it possible that her appeals for Wilberforce Institute shall not have been in 

vain”.487 Her appeals to surrogate family members, the women who had sponsored her 

stay in the US and whom she considered pseudo-mothers, as I discussed in Chapter 

Two, were strategic, since women were (and continue to be) the primary fundraisers in 

the AME. 

 

South African members of the congregation also acknowledged Morake’s efforts. 

Convert Eli Nymbold wrote to the AME’s Women’s Missionary Recorder, praising the 

work of Morake. His praise is especially noteworthy given that Morake was divorced 

and her marital status incongruent with the denomination’s policy, as I explore in 

greater depth in Chapter Six. Nymbold wrote that during Morake’s administration: 

the Inspector and the Board of Education of the Transvaal District have been so 

favorably impressed with her work as to approve and commend her 
                                                
483 Wilberforce Institute was established in the early twentieth century. Dr. Jacob M. 
Nhlapo, "Wilberforce Institute," (n.p.), 6. 
484 Ibid., 14. 
485 Ibid., 12. 
486 M.B. Davis, "Attention Missionary Workers," Women's Missionary Recorder 
XXVIII, no. 8 (1935): 2. 
487 E.D. Nymbold, "A Woman's Good Work: An Interview with Mrs. Eva Morake of 
the Wilberforce Institute," Women's Missionary Recorder XXIX, no. 1 (1936): 7. 
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administrative policies. Her record further reveals that during her 

administration, Mrs. Morake has paid up all outstanding debts made previous to 

her incumbency. Enrollment in the Primary, Elementary, Normal, High School 

and Junior Departments has increased to more than five hundred students, far 

out of proportion to the paid staff of eleven teachers.488 

Commendation from white authorities was exceptionally rare in relation to any aspect 

of the AME mission outreach programme in South Africa. Praise of Morake’s work 

and policies by a fellow African convert suggested she complemented the white agenda 

of Transvaal District. Morake also paid off all debts made by her male predecessor and 

launched a successful recruitment campaign, exponentially increasing the number of 

student enrolments.489 Unfortunately, the paid teaching staff struggled to cater to the 

rapid increase. Perhaps some teachers worked without pay, though, since: 

According to Mrs. Morake, Wilberforce Institute is the pride of the members 

and friends of the A.M.E. Church as well as the race in South Africa and that 

the people there have been and continue to be loyal and sacrificial in meeting 

the several needs of the institution.490 

The last line, “loyal and sacrificial” indicates that some teachers laboured voluntarily 

and without a salary to ensure the school remained open and successful. 

 

Morake is also credited with establishing an AME mission school in 1932 and running 

Wilberforce in the same year. Perhaps the school was a short-lived venture like so 

many other AME schools in South Africa.491 Nevertheless, it is intriguing that Chief 

Benjamin Nxumalo of Swaziland reportedly wrote to Morake that “it is surprising and 

very fortunate for us that your choice should be Swaziland for your future educational 

operations. I can only interpret this, as an inspiration from above”.492 Significantly, the 

                                                
488 Ibid., 1. 
489 Ibid., 1,7. 
490 Ibid., 7. 
491 James Tierney Campbell, "Our Fathers, Our Children: The African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in the United States and South Africa" (PhD, Stanford University, 
1989), 319. 
492 For a copy of the letter from Benjamin Nxumalo to Eve Morake, see Benjamin 
Nxumalo, "A True Macedonian Cry," Voice of Missions XXXVIII, no. 2 (1932): 12. 
"Eva Morake's Future Work," Voice of Missions XXXVIII, no. 2 (1932): 3. 
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AME did not have a main missionary station at the location.493 The tone of Nxumalo’s 

article shifts at this point to explain how Morake’s future work was the result of: 

the Church, and particularly the Missionary Societies … [who] … have 

contributed largely to the education and training of this South African woman. 

She has been assiduous in her studies and has prepared herself thoroughly to 

take a position of leadership and helpfulness among her people at home. Her 

courses of study have carried her up thoroughly to take a position of leadership 

and helpfulness among her people at home … Her fitness for service is, 

therefore, well rounded. Her sphere of activity is outlined. It is now for the 

Church to rise to the occasion, use the product of its care and prayers and put 

Mrs. Morake to work. Will the Church let Chief Nxumalo’s cry go 

unheeded?494 

The change in the tone of the article generates the impression that Morake was not 

operating independently in the missionary field, and that the Chief was appealing to the 

entire AME Church. This contradicts the opening of the article where the extract of the 

letter suggested that Morake chose to work in Swaziland. Morake becomes part of the 

AME missionary work rather than a subject, able to actively engage with her chosen 

site for missionary work. 

 

The day-to-day tasks of female convert teachers remain unclear. While I outlined the 

subjects taught at Wilberforce Institute in Chapter One, we do not know which classes, 

for instance, Maxeke taught or whether Morake perhaps taught in addition to her 

leadership duties. In the small, impoverished schools established in the formative years 

of the mission it is possible that tasks were simply divided up evenly among the staff 

members, since the schools were unlikely to have had a large staff, despite the wide 

and varied programme. Certainly, domestic science classes were not introduced until 

the late 1930s – well after Maxeke and Tantsi had established schools and retired from 

AME mission work – this meant that they could not have primarily taught domestic 

science. Maxeke, Morake, and Tantsi must have devoted their time and attention to 

other aspects of the education programme. This leads me to the question of the AME 

agenda of these mission schools: did the AME publicly encourage converts to establish 

schools and serve as headmistress? 

                                                
493 Josephus Coan, "The Expansion of Missions of the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church in South Africa 1896-1908" (PhD, Hartford Seminary Foundation, 1961), 224. 
494 "Eva Morake's Future Work,"  3,5. 
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The AME Agenda 

 

The AME publicly encouraged female converts to undertake teaching duties. 

Some AME sources indicate that the church always planned for female converts to 

teach in mission schools, albeit in less formal positions of power. No sources suggest 

that Morake intended to be the Principal of Wilberforce Institute upon her return to 

South Africa, nor are there any to suggest that Tantsi and her husband would establish 

mission schools. In this section, I explore how these women’s work in South Africa 

furthered the AME agenda and what other factors might have influenced their career 

trajectories, proposing that class and pre-existing social networks may have been 

determining factors in their exceptional access to power within the AME. 

 

Converted women challenged the agenda of the AME Church by undertaking far more 

influential positions than domestic science teachers.In regards to the church’s plans for 

the women, Bishop Wright, Jr. had, for instance, proposed to put Morake: 

on the field as a worker with women – showing them how to keep house, how 

to cook and prepare meals, how to sew, simple methods of care of children, etc. 

She will have a territory with six million people in it. She will establish centers 

for home improvement.495 

Given that Morake returned to South Africa and became Principal of Wilberforce 

Institute, the Bishop’s plans obviously went awry. The centres for home improvement 

never became a reality. The domestic science classes were established by AME mission 

woman Luella White and localised to Evaton, Transvaal. The AME never implemented 

nationwide classes teaching African women the ideals of Western domesticity. How 

did Morake circumvent the desires of Presiding Bishop Wright? Were all female 

converts able to exercise such agency over their destiny? 

 

The answer possibly lies in Morake’s family networks and socio-economic class. 

Morake was already a mission-educated Christian before her sojourn to the US, where 

she was ‘adopted’ by the AME. It is highly probable that she had extensive family and 

Christian social networks in South Africa and was part of an elite, Black South African 

                                                
495 Bishop Wright refers to “Mrs. Moraka”, presumably a spelling variation of Morake. 
Bishop R. R. Wright, Jr., "Needs of South Africa," Women's Missionary Recorder 
XXIX, no. 5 (1937): 6. 
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upper-class that could afford to educate female children. Fate may have also played a 

part in her access to power – as previously discussed, the conditions of Morake’s term 

as Principal were less than ideal – yet Morake’s willingness to work without pay would 

be crucial to the school’s survival. 

 

Similarly, Tantsi was the daughter of an AME member and had married prominent 

AME convert, Charles Dube. Her husband came from a Christian family: his father was 

an ordained Christian minister and his younger brother a missionary in Natal. 

According to Campbell, both brothers were highly educated, having studied at the 

Congregational mission at Amanzimtoti before heading to the US.496 Tantsi’s siblings 

were also educated in the US, had married AME converts, and part of an elite, Black 

South African upper-class. Tantsi enjoyed the support of her family in her quest for 

higher education and upon returning to South Africa followed the same trajectory as 

Maxeke.497 

 

Maxeke was also raised in a Christian household. Her mother was a Christian 

schoolteacher and her father went to night school to learn about the Bible, eventually 

rising “to be foreman on the road gangs in Port Elizabeth and a lay preacher for the 

Presbyterians on Sunday”.498 An improving socio-economic status, religion, and 

education would continue to be features of Maxeke’s life, as I explore later. 

Significantly, Maxeke’s parents encouraged her to pursue higher education, and she 

met her future husband, a fellow Black South African, at AME Wilberforce 

University.499 There, Maxeke, and her husband along with the other members of the 

abandoned choir, were taught by W. E. B. Du Bois, a reluctant staff member that 

summer, who did not flaunt his faith at every opportunity like so many of the other 

faculty members (and students) did.500 Du Bois later wrote that he regarded Maxeke “as 

a pioneer in one of the greatest human causes, working under extra-ordinarily difficult 

circumstances to lead a people, in the face of prejudice, not only against her race, but 

against her sex”.501 At any rate, the University in the late 1890s was not “the last 

                                                
496 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 254. 
497 Ibid., 155. 
498 McCord, The Calling of Katie Makanya, 11. 
499 Ibid. 
500 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 134; David Levering Lewis, W.E.B. Du Bois: A Biography  
(New York: Henry Holt, 2009), 113. 
501 Foreword by W. E. B. Du Bois in Xuma, Charlotte Manye, 8. 
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bastion of black higher education” and its status as university was “always something 

of a pretension”.502 Maxeke (and Tantsi) may have been tutored by some of the 

influential figures of the African American leadership, but like the bulk of the students 

admitted “gravitated towards teaching”.503 

 

The women’s career trajectories were unusual for converted women. Although women 

in other Methodist denominations also established schools, they were usually 

missionaries rather than converts. In the mid-nineteenth century, Catherine Mulgrave, a 

Basel missionary in Ghana, started a school for girls.504 Ulrike Sill explains: “how 

exactly Catherine Mulgrave set about starting the Basel Mission’s girls’ school in 

Christiansborg, why she did it and what the school looked like, is – owing to the 

scarcity of sources – hard to say”, however, her efforts would be acknowledged by the 

Basel mission in 1847.505 Having started the school in 1844, the three-year delay in 

formal acknowledgement from Mulgrave’s missionary society suggests a rocky start 

for her school and a slow, but modest growth in the student body. The AME mission 

schools did not suffer from delayed AME acknowledgement, since female converts 

often wrote to US AME women (who in turn published in the letters in AME 

conference proceedings) for financial aid and moral support.506 

 

In 1857, two unmarried female teachers were appointed to the Christiansborg Basel 

mission to establish a boarding school for girls.507 This appointment suggests that 

Maxeke, Morake, and Tantsi, a quarter of a century later, were not following an 

exceptional pathway within the Methodist mission outreach, although further research 

is needed to determine if other African American missionary societies allowed female 

converts to assume such power. Of greater significance is the fact that other Methodist 

denominations allowed unmarried women to run their schools, and in the next section, I 

explore how AME convert women negotiated teaching duties and marriage. 

 

Personal Life 
                                                
502 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 264. 
503 Ibid. 
504 Ulrike Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood: The Basel Mission in 
Pre- and Early Colonial Ghana  (Boston: Brill, 2010), 116. 
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Corresponding Secretary; Morake, "Address of Eva Mahuma Morake," 9. 
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Full-time work and marriage were not mutually exclusive for these three African 

converts. Unlike other mission stations where marriage signalled the end of a woman’s 

career – irrespective of her status as a missionary or convert – this was not the case for 

South African AME convert women. Marriage or even divorce, in fact, signalled 

greater power and authority for such women, sometimes surpassing that of their 

husbands and other male converts. This combination was not, however, lifelong: 

female converts (along with their male counterparts) were politically marginalised as 

the twentieth century wore on and many died in poverty.508  

 

Maxeke was frequently the sole income provider for her family and therefore did not 

remain at home, where she would have assumed the bulk of the childcare 

responsibilities, while relying on her husband to provide for the family. When her 

lifestyle is considered in conjunction with the voices and lives of other female converts, 

it becomes apparent that they too were a contradiction of the very values being 

propagated by the AME. This observation leads to an important and significant 

conclusion: female converts exercised complex degrees of power and agency in the 

missionary field that were otherwise denied to women both within other missionary 

societies and the South African government during the early twentieth century.  

 

Maxeke herself worked her entire life and was a public figure. She focused on 

imparting white, Western cultural views, especially in terms of domesticity rather than 

providing, for instance, a Christian-based, academic education for converts.509 Her 

efforts were praised by other AME missionary women, who described her as “always 

modest, and always dignified”.510 Bishop Coppin claimed that Maxeke’s place upon 

                                                
508 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 293. 
509 South African AME missionary woman Charlotte Crogman Wright claimed that 
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returning to South Africa after her studies at Wilberforce would be in the missionary 

school room because “her piety and ability to express herself readily and forcefully in 

both Native and English will make her a tower of strength in the church and among 

young women”.511 Dorothy Peck, in the 1983 AME publication Women on the Way, 

honours Maxeke as a “pioneer who caused the AME church to be planted in South 

Africa”.512 Such praise was unprecedented, especially, when we recall that AME 

missionary woman Lucy Hughes was heavily criticised by female and male members 

of the AME for her public addresses and alleged attempts to gain formal recognition for 

her work. 

 

Maxeke held numerous positions within the public sphere throughout her life while 

raising a son and supporting her husband, who was frequently unwell and consequently 

unable to serve as the primary income provider.513 As Campbell points out, Marshall 

Maxeke persistently suffered ill health from as early as 1923 and spent the last decade 

of his life confined to the house.514 Since he died in 1928, this would mean that from 

1918 onwards, the household relied solely on Maxeke’s income and also endured three 

years without any reliable source of income. Maxeke’s husband did not receive a 
                                                                                                                                         
published after her death, see Charlotte C. Wright, "Mother Maxeke - an Appreciation 
" Voice of Missions XXXXII, no. 45 (1940): 7-8; Amos Jerome White and Luella 
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pension from the AME because he did not undertake pastoral work despite his training; 

this compounded the family’s lack of income.515 Maxeke herself also suffered from 

poor health, it seems, which was undoubtedly exacerbated by her tireless community 

work, care commitments to her ailing husband, and impoverished living conditions.516 

Maybe Maxeke was able to negotiate her family responsibilities through the assistance 

of her mother-in-law, who lived with the Maxeke family.517 Such an arrangement, 

however, was not only incongruent with the values she expressed in her public 

speeches but also those of the AME itself, which certainly did not encourage wives to 

live with their mother-in-laws.518  

 

Maxeke also received the majority of praise for the missionary work undertaken by 

herself and her husband. Although Maxeke publicly acknowledged herself to be a 

“lowly woman”, other contemporary sources suggest that a very different power 

dynamic existed between the couple.519 When, for instance, Maxeke’s work in South 

Africa was described by non-AME woman G. A. Gollock in Daughters of Africa, 

Maxeke’s husband becomes a background figure. In 1932, Gollock compiled a series of 

stories written especially for young Africans who had just finished school or college 

and were “stepping out into life”.520 In a short passage on Maxeke, Gollock mentions 

her interactions with the Tembu tribe.521 She writes: 

in one school after another husband and wife did good work for their Church. 

Then a call came which was a direct preparation for Charlotte Maxeke’s future 
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work. The Paramount Chief of the Tembu tribe opened a private school. He 

invited the Maxekes to come and take charge of it. But their work was far wider 

than the classrooms. Mrs. Maxeke was drawn into the life of the tribe. She took a 

full place in their councils. She often spoke in the court of the chief.522 

It was common for missionaries in the field to rely on African women such as Maxeke 

to navigate vital networks, especially since none of the AME missionaries from the US 

spoke Xhosa.523  

 

This information is revealing about the gender and race negotiations Maxeke faced 

upon her return to South Africa. The shift in the language used to describe the 

Maxekes’ efforts suggests the possible internal power dynamics of the couple’s 

relationship. Initially it is “husband and wife … [who] … did good work”, but, after 

outlining the offer they received and subsequently refused, it is “Mrs. Maxeke” who is 

drawn into the Tembu tribe.524 It is Charlotte Maxeke who holds a full place on the 

councils and speaks in the court of the chief and not her husband. The language shifts 

from including both husband and wife, to just Charlotte Maxeke and it is her social 

standing that is mentioned, although both husband and wife are credited with 

successfully working within presumably missionary run schools. This situation is 

reflected in the lives of other exceptional female AME converts. 

 

Proverbial Exceptions? 

 

The AME did not support the women for their entire lives. Converted women grappled 

with many complications: being Black in an increasingly racially segregated South 

Africa; being women in a male-dominated institution; and being highly educated. Their 

experiences were therefore at odds with the daily reality many African women faced; 

indeed “census reports make it all too clear that African women did not move out of 

agriculture, whatever missions and the state thought desirable in terms of educational 
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provision”.525 Access to higher education determined the proverbial exceptions, since 

few African women were so highly educated. Even within the AME, only a handful of 

African women were trained in the US as missionaries. This leads me to investigate 

how Maxeke, Tantsi, and Morake negotiated these factors. 

 

Among the earliest converts to the AME, the women fit into a trend identified by Julia 

Wells. In her study of early female converts in the Cape of Good Hope, Wells notes 

that missionaries often relied on women for vital information of, for instance, existing 

kinship networks and food sources in order to survive in the formative years of the 

outreach programme, but once the assistance of the local population was no longer 

needed, the converts were abandoned and often died in poverty.526 

 

It is likely that being an African woman in racially segregated South Africa was more 

of a pressing issue to the converts than being a woman in the male-dominated AME, 

given the racial discrimination they faced daily.527 Raised as Christians, their 

conversion to the AME can be read as strategic, as it facilitated the opportunity to 

receive a university degree from the US. Undoubtedly, the AME, as a predominantly 

African American denomination, would have been particularly appealing to an African 

Christian woman keen to secure higher education. Perhaps, more importantly, the AME 

offered the tantalising promise of racial equality, boasting success in the US that the 

converts hoped would be emulated in South Africa. After all, the AME strove for racial 

equality in the segregated US, where Jim Crow laws legally enforced discrimination 

against African Americans. In South Africa, though, as Natasha Erlank observes, where 

Africans were rarely afforded equal status, “ambivalence surrounded black South 

African attempts to find themselves acknowledged as equals within local religious 

spheres”.528 The AME must have been a promising denomination. 
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Maxeke, Tantsi, and Morake were Christian women at odds with the majority of 

African society and culture, as they lived a lifestyle that was virtually impossible for 

African women to emulate. Maxeke, for instance, used her considerable power and 

influence to challenge the introduction of oppressive laws and provide an alternative 

model of femininity to African women. Maxeke, Campbell observes, in interactions 

with white South Africans, “was ever at pains to present herself as ‘sound’, ‘moderate’, 

‘balanced’ – ‘in no sense an agitator’,” and she “never failed to assert her loyalty to the 

[British] Crown, trading on her connection with Queen Victoria, for whom she had 

performed a quarter century before”, while touring as part of a Black South African 

choir that journeyed to England.529 Keen to cultivate and maintain her respectable, 

elite, upper-class status within African communities, Maxeke easily complemented the 

agenda of the AME church. For Maxeke, the modern woman was not entirely 

compatible with the ideal Christian convert, and she chafed against the limitations this 

incongruity imposed. She was forced to carve out an identity that straddled modern and 

traditional ideas of womanhood and relied on kin networks to provide childcare in 

order to lead a very public life.  

 

Little evidence of Tantsi’s or Morake’s thoughts on being proverbial exceptions 

survives, making it difficult to ascertain how they negotiated being part of a Black 

South African elite that offered them some shelter from the daily reality many African 

women faced. Urban African women, for example, were often forced to turn to 

domestic service or illicit occupations such as beer brewing or prostitution in order to 

feed and provide shelter for their families.530 

 

A poem penned by Tantsi does, however, survive. The poem was first printed on 31 

October 1913 in Ilanga Lase Natal, almost a decade after her departure from the US 

and the same year as the passing of the Native Land Act, which forced many thousands 
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of Black Africans into reserves.531 The short poem marvels at the beauty of South 

Africa – “how beautiful are thy hills and thy dales!” … “no other country in the whole 

world could with thee compare” – much like Alan Paton’s famous Cry, the Beloved 

Country would do three decades later.532 Importantly, the poem has been described as 

“a crucial source for the refusal of some black South African women to identify with a 

European feminist tradition”. The lines “our noble ancestors … efforts, were all in vain 

… no land to call their own – but outcasts in their own country” are thought to imply 

that Tantsi valued her ethnic identity and championed the continued struggle against 

the British Empire.533 

 

Despite the similarities between the three women discussed here, a collective identity 

of conversion and teaching was not formed. All worked closely with local Black 

African communities, but never with each other and no correspondence between them 

survives. This prevented the formation of a collective identity. In other mission 

societies, women in substantial numbers “made possible the creation of an exclusive 

group, socially distanced from indigenous peoples and containing its own hierarchy”, 

providing a collective identity.534 The absence of a collective identity for Maxeke, 

Tantsi, and Morake points to the continued role of kinship networks – Maxeke relied 

on her mother-in-law to care for her child, Tantsi founded schools with her husband, 

and Morake maintained close contact with her parents and sister – and more pressingly, 

the role the AME played in providing space for the women to hold positions of power 

irrespective of their marital status, even if this support did not prove to be lifelong.  

 

Furthermore, there is no evidence to suggest that Maxeke, Tantsi, or Morake publicly 

or formally challenged the male-dominated hierarchy of the AME church, perhaps 

because they were able to exercise considerable agency that allowed them to informally 

negotiate for power. Perhaps the women also felt a sense of loyalty to the 

denomination. The AME, after all, had sponsored part, if not all, of their university 
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University of New York, 2003), 161-162. 
532 Alan Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country  (New York: Scribner Paperback Fiction, 
1948). 
533 Dube, "Africa," 161-162. 
534 Margaret Strobel, European Women and the Second British Empire  (Bloomington, 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1991), 1-2. 
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educations and continued to provide financial support for their endeavours upon their 

return to South Africa. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Only a few female converts were able to exercise any degree of power and agency 

upon their return to South Africa. Social status, family support, and access to higher 

education were all pivotal factors in determining access to power, although marriage 

was not a fundamental prerequisite for it, as the case of Morake suggests. Marriage, 

however, did not signal the conclusion of teaching careers for Tantsi and Maxeke.  

 

The AME facilitated the establishment of mission schools and the promise of racial 

equality in an increasingly racially segregated South Africa. With the denomination’s 

commitment to achieving racial equality through the emulation of the white US upper-

class, it is perhaps not surprising that the most illustrious female converts (and their 

husbands) were part of a Black African elite. All of them had been previously educated 

in Christian missions prior to studying at AME Wilberforce University in the US. 

 

In the cases of Maxeke and Tantsi, access to formal power through establishing and/or 

supervising AME mission schools was accessible because they worked during the 

formative years of the mission – when the AME relied on converts to establish schools 

and foster community support – and founded schools with their husbands (even if they 

did not acknowledge their help, as was the case with Maxeke). Their access to power 

therefore exceeded that of US AME mission women, making them not only exceptional 

within the AME, but also among other Methodist mission societies that rarely placed 

converted women in positions of power.535 

 

The examples I have discussed in this chapter suggest the three women maximised 

their positions as proverbial exceptions within the AME and within South Africa. They 

zealously recruited students (presumably would-be converts) to their mission schools 

and strove to present themselves as modest, respectable women. Yet, a collective 

identity was never formed: there is no evidence to suggest they worked closely with 

each other in South Africa.  

                                                
535 Sill, Encounters in Quest of Christian Womanhood, 128. 



 

  159 

 

All three women also aided the AME agenda; they laboured under difficult conditions, 

often without the financial support of provinces and amid scandalous rumours 

(although directed towards Marshall Maxeke rather than Charlotte Maxeke). For 

Morake, in particular, she was able to eschew establishing domestic science centres 

throughout South Africa and assume a much higher position of power – Principal of 

Wilberforce Institute, a rare opportunity for an African woman – but at the expense of 

not receiving a salary from the impoverished Institute. Domestic service was often the 

reality for many African women, along with beer-brewing and prostitution. The case 

studies in this chapter, however, were able to negotiate a very different reality, utilising 

their family and religious connections to carve out public careers. What remains to be 

addressed are their thoughts on, for instance, sexual behaviour, which was a growing 

concern for Africans and missionaries during the twentieth century. In the next (and 

final) chapter, I grapple with the ways in which the AME addressed sexuality and 

sexual behaviour in the mission field of South Africa. 
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Chapter Six 

 

Engendering Doctrine? The Gendered Control of Sexuality and Sexual Behaviour 

in the Mission Field  

 

Introduction 

 

In 1935, an African American owned and operated newspaper, The Pittsburgh Courier, 

reported the scandalous case of Bishop David H. Sims.536 The Bishop was allegedly 

married to two different women – one in the US and one in South Africa – at the same 

time. His first wife, Annie Mae Williams, claimed he had not obtained a formal divorce 

and further, accused Sims of violent and abusive behaviour; behaviour, she alleged, 

that was derived from the influence of his second wife, Mayme Anna Holden, with 

whom he had fled to South Africa. The Bishop was unperturbed by the allegations 

made by his estranged wife, and stated in writing that he was confident the charges 

were false. Despite his confidence, he evaded the formal enquiry that was eventually 

held by the AME, opting instead to remain in South Africa for four years with his 

second wife. The length of his stay was unprecedented action, as Presiding Bishops 

were usually required to return to the US every two years. The failed marriage and the 

Bishop was not penalised for his misconduct by the AME Church. Furthermore, the 

Bishop and his second wife were ultimately praised for their contribution to the mission 

field.  

 

These events concerning Sims tie back to themes that have been central to this thesis, 

namely motherhood and marriage. The Sims case is an isolated incident that hints at 

discrepancy between how AME missionaries imagined ideal sexual behaviour and the 

lived reality. Missionaries wrote extensively about African marriage practices and 

mission women in particular were keen to act as social mothers – or role models – for 

young women, reporting that African women wanted Christian marriages, which would 

free them from initiation rites and dowries. 

 

If African women ever wrote on these issues, their writings have not survived. It is this 

silence surrounding both African women’s perspectives and the behaviour of Bishop 
                                                
536 W.G. Hamilton, "Bishop Sims’ Wife Tells All: Wife Describes Bishop Sims as a 
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Sims in relation to marriage and sexuality that raises the important question of how the 

AME negotiated instances of sexual transgressions, especially in the mission field, as 

the scandal discredited the church’s reputation in South Africa. Additionally, the fact 

that the allegations ultimately rested on the influence of the David Sims’ second wife 

suggests that exploration of the church’s wider attempts to control and regulate the 

sexuality of mission and converted women is needed. This exploration is one of my key 

concerns for this chapter, as I seek to ascertain how attempts to control and regulate 

sexual behaviour might have been constrained by, or even transcended the conceptual 

gender and racial hierarchies in the South African mission outreach programme. Both 

gender and racial identity were crucial factors implicated in the church’s attitudes 

towards female sexuality, and there is an established field of feminist studies on both 

African and African American women’s sexuality and sexual behaviour. My 

exploration is thus guided by the following key questions: in what ways did the church 

attempt to control and regulate the sexuality and sexual behaviour of both missionaries 

and converts in South Africa?; was this control and regulation gender specific?; and, if 

so, what does this reveal about the agency of AME missionaries in negotiating the 

inherent power relations stemming from the regulation of sexuality and sexual 

behaviour? 

 

I begin this chapter by analysing how AME missionaries viewed African marriage 

practices and perceived sexual transgressions, such as the failed marriage of Bishop 

Sims and polygamy. By studying AME women’s writings, we can also see how they 

tried to serve as role models to South African women despite the church’s reputation 

being tarnished by the scandal.  

 

Generally, white missionaries, irrespective of their denomination, were preoccupied 

with the regulation and control of sexuality and sexual behaviour.537 The AME 

attempted to control and regulate the sexuality and sexual behaviour of converts 

through critiques of female initiation rites and dowry payments in books and AME 

periodicals. Importantly, the criticism would have influenced young women to adopt 

Christian practices and thus abandon their cultural traditions and also reject the 
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authority of their parents, particularly in economic terms, as a Christian marriage 

signified a financial loss for the bride’s parents. The AME’s control and regulation only 

applied to women which implied they would otherwise be sexually promiscuous. Male 

AME members were not subject to such rigorous monitoring and had greater agency to 

engage in sexual relations.  

 

Missionaries and African Marriage Practices 

 

Missionaries often scrutinised African marriage practices, particularly during the 

formative years of the mission outreach programme. The scrutiny derived from the 

illusion that installing “replicas of the patriarch or nuclear family in colonised 

communities” would ensure that conversion would be achieved.538 The ideal posited 

the family model of the “male breadwinner, dependent housekeeping wife and mother, 

dependent school-going children” as desirable to African women in Johannesburg 

during the 1930s, yet, this was unrealistic and unachievable because it was financially 

impossible.539 Kathryn Rountree observes that white missionary women believed that 

“if conversion were to be effected, indigenous women had to be brought under control, 

to show decency and restraint, to become obedient, modest, faithful and pious wives 

according to the model provided by the missionary”.540 Missionaries often viewed 

indigenous marriage practices not only as uncivilised, but as degrading for indigenous 

women. The eradication of polygamy was thus high on the agenda of many missionary 

societies.541 
 

Conversely, missionaries were perturbed when female sexual behaviour and identity 

were not heavily policed. Their discomfort was, perhaps, most evident in discussions of 

female initiation rites. British missionaries were, for instance, “intensely disconcerted 

by Polynesian acceptance of female sexual curiosity and desire”.542 Missionaries 

attempted to regulate African women’s sexuality in a number of ways. Missionary 
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women opened their homes, erected schools, and travelled throughout the field in an 

attempt to provide African women with the guidance they so desperately hoped would 

be emulated. It is evident these attempts were generally futile and the missionary 

women’s influence on African women was not uniform. For example, Anglican 

missionaries in South Africa by the 1930s were “resigned to the fact that they had not 

succeeded in sheltering young Africans from premarital sex and illegitimate babies”.543 

Missionaries’ attempts to change African marriage practices, it seems were often met 

with widespread indifference. Their attempts were, however, deeply interwoven into 

wider discourses related to premarital sexual relations and childrearing practices. 

 

Regulating Sexuality and Sexual Behaviour in the Mission Field 

 

Significantly, male missionaries often kept detailed and extensive notes about the 

sexual activity of the indigenous populations among whom they worked. Often, though, 

wider social customs tended to prevent missionaries writing explicitly about sexuality 

and sexual behaviour.544 When there were multiple missionaries from the same society 

stationed together, stricter sexual morals tended to be implemented.545 In South Africa, 

the LMS perceived the instance of a male missionary “having fathered a child by a 

black woman” as both adulterous and an offence against the “caste-like structures of 

South African society”.546 Mission wives were expected to serve as moral police, 

curtailing their husbands’ sexual appetites while in the field and enforcing the 

conceptual racial hierarchy. Deviations from this model of heterosexual and 

monogamous marriage were often ignored by mission societies. Norwegian 

missionaries in Madagascar, for instance, covered up two instances of marital 
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infidelity.547 In direct contrast, converts of this same Norwegian mission society were 

expected to publicly confess their wrongdoings, especially in cases of sexual infidelity, 

and express remorse for their actions in order to remain within the congregation. 

 
In fact, mission societies often sent women to the field in a deliberate attempt to 

discipline male missionaries’ perceived sexual desires, but such attempts met with little 

success. As Roland Coloma observes, missionary women working in the Philippines 

did not manage to circumscribe the sexual appetites of their male colleagues.548 Rather, 

mission women tended to have greater success asserting moral superiority over the 

body and behaviour of indigenous women, especially policing their sexual behaviour 

and sexual desires within what they deemed proper Victorian femininity.549  

 

The regulation of missionary women’s sexuality, meanwhile, was tied to modernist 

movements. During the 1920s and 1930s, white Western women asserted their sexual 

natures and exhibited an unprecedented degree of physical and social mobility for the 

first time.550 Stationed in remote mission societies, often a considerable distance away 

from home, these ‘modern’ women relied took advantage of on this physical distance to 

exercise a sexual autonomy that had previously been denied to them or stifled. Angela 

Woollacott observes that in order to “avoid possible social condemnation, colonial 

women in the metropole relied on the distance from home”.551 She carefully qualifies 

this that “for some modern women who embraced sexuality, negotiating respectability 

was still important. Being modern was a gendered condition, in which women 

continued to face the sexual double standard”.552 AME missionary women also faced a 

double standard, although they did not fulfil the definition of a modern woman since 

they typically did not remain single or pursue careers that provided financial autonomy, 

whereas modern women defined themselves as sexual subjects, and also had the ability 
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and resources to sustain financial and social autonomy.553 In other words, they were 

independent and self-sufficient. AME mission women, on the other hand, as I argued in 

Chapter One, nearly always travelled with their husbands and were not financially or 

socially autonomous. It was this lack of financial and social autonomy that made them 

less than ideal role models of sexual identity and sexual behaviour. 

 

African American Mission Women as Role Models 

 

To date, there has been little scholarly research into the control of AME missionary 

women’s sexuality and sexual behaviour. Amanda Kemp argues that female African 

American missionaries “did not inspire confidence” in South Africa during the mid-

1930s and were unlikely to be considered as role models of appropriate sexual 

behaviour.554 She claims: 

that despite the preponderance of Negro women as missionaries, the sexuality 

of American Negro women did not inspire confidence or meet the requirements 

of demureness. This, combined with the unrestrained or ‘unprotected’ young 

African woman in urban areas, made for an ambivalence toward African 

women identified with the American Negro that rarely emerged in response to 

their male counterparts’ association with the American Negro. 555 

This statement is incongruent with the realities AME missionary women in South 

African mission societies faced. Almost all of the US women in AME South African 

missionary societies were married and had been for years, if not decades. There were 

no instances of hastily arranged marriages shortly before their departures for the 

mission field, unlike in other mission societies.556 During the late nineteenth and early 
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twentieth centuries, male guardians or spouses were typically responsible for regulating 

women’s sexuality and sexual behaviour. Travelling to South Africa was a privilege 

afforded to only experienced clergy, requiring at least several years’ experience within 

the denomination and by extension, their wives too had to have devoted themselves to 

domestic mission efforts. Close examination of contemporary sources suggests that 

there were no incidents of inappropriate sexual behaviour among female missionaries 

recorded, and only one missionary, Bishop Sims, faced a formal inquiry by the church 

into his alleged bigamy.  

 

Primary Sources 

 

The chapter is largely based on the writings of one male and three female AME 

missionaries who worked within South Africa. The first is Charlotte Crogman Wright, 

who produced a lengthy, detailed volume about her experiences in South Africa 

entitled Beneath the Southern Cross: The Story of an American Bishop’s Wife in South 

Africa.557 Beneath the Southern Cross details Wright’s thoughts on African female 

initiation rites and does not discuss the scandal surrounding Bishop Sims. She does not 

seem either to have been concerned with the polygamy that was a common practice 

within the communities with which she worked.558 Secondly, there are the writings of 

Luella White, which were far more critical of African marriage practices. She portrayed 

African women as in need of ‘rescuing’ from the heavy burdens forced upon them 

through marriage. Thirdly, the only writings by an AME woman I have located that 

detail any outright criticism of polygamy, are those of Charlotte Manye Maxeke. 

 

For the discussion in this chapter, the writings of male AME missionary, Bishop 

Coppin, offer the greatest insight into AME male perspectives on initiation and 

marriage practices in African communities: Coppin’s observations were published in a 

series of letters that he sent from the mission field. Importantly, the Bishop was one of 
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the earliest AME missionaries to travel to South Africa and he actually criticises US 

marriage practices in favour of African practices. 

 

Overall, textual sources produced by the AME do not discuss instances of sexual 

transgressions. There is no mention, for example, of court cases pertaining to the AME 

dissolving marriages or instances of runaway brides going to AME mission societies to 

seek refuge from unwanted arranged marriages. There are also no documented cases of 

AME missionaries abandoning their posts to enter into illicit relationships with lay 

congregation members or converted South African women.559 The textual sources also 

rarely offer criticism of polygamy, and polyandry is not discussed at all. AME 

missionaries also make no reference to the ‘Black Peril’ which stereotyped Black South 

African men as a sexual threat to white women during the early twentieth century, 

which depicted African men as a sexual threat to white women. This absence of 

criticism and engagement with contemporary discourses on sexuality differs 

substantially from other mission societies, which often vociferously opposed the 

practice of polygamy and were openly critical of converts who failed to adhere to the 

ideal Christian marriage.  

 

The silence surrounding the importance of heterosexual, monogamous marriages 

extends to discussions about male or female homosexuality in the mission field. No 

sources have been located to suggest that AME missionaries even wrote about 

homosexuality – in any form – while in the mission field or at home. This differs 

substantially from male missionaries in India, who demonstrated: 

their uneasiness by representing Asian men as being both effeminate and a 

sexual threat to British women. Similarly, Polynesian men are condemned for 

their acceptance of male homosexuality and for their heterosexual 

‘licentiousness’.560 

In contrast, there is no surviving evidence to suggest that AME missionaries ever felt 

sexually threatened or insecure while in the field. 
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AME missionaries also did not write about the presence of sexually transmitted 

diseases or any instances of marriage between missionaries and converts. This differs 

considerably from LMS missionaries in the Cape Colony in the early nineteenth 

century who wrote extensively about controversial marriages and instances of sexually 

transmitted diseases.561 

 

Secular African American newspapers do, however, offer invaluable insight into the 

alleged estrangement between Bishop Sims and his first wife. These newspapers are the 

only surviving primary source material that voices the allegations from the perspective 

of Annie Sims. These secular sources are studied in conjunction with church 

publications to produce a nuanced view. The voices of male converts also feature in 

this chapter because there is one pivotal instance where they discuss working with 

polygamous converts. I begin by studying marriage and divorce practices within the 

AME in the US before moving on to AME missionary or attitudes towards African 

marriage practices. 

 

Marriage, Divorce, and the AME in the US 

 

Marriage was the bedrock upon which AME mission outreach efforts rested. 

Unsurprisingly, the Church decreed that divorce was immoral and marriage implicitly 

between a man and woman. This heteronormative, monogamous trope was also 

projected onto Black Africans, some of whom were polygamists, as explored in the 

next section. 

 

Divorce was often discussed at AME General Conferences, long before the scandal of 

Bishop Sims and his two wives erupted. At the twenty-sixth general AME conference 

in 1920, the Church determined that: 

no minister should be allowed to officiate in the pulpits of the African 

Methodist Episcopal Church who has two living wives. The doors should be 

barred so closely that such cannot enter, and opened wide enough to thrust into 
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outer darkness the one who would dare to blacken the robe of the ministry with 

such a crime against God and human society.562 

The rhetoric on matrimony was thus clear: marriage was only to occur between a man 

and one woman, with no exceptions permitted. Polygamy was certainly not endorsed 

by the Church and, prior to the scandal of Bishop Sims, no Presiding Bishop of South 

Africa had officiated in the pulpits of the Church while married to more than one 

woman. Given this chasm between the doctrine and practice of marriage in the field, 

my attention now turns to the portrayal of marriage in the mission field. 

 

The Control of Female Sexuality through Initiation Rites and Dowries 

 

AME mission men and women projected onto Black African communities the 

overarching ideal of the family as a heterosexual couple invested in the raising of 

children. Conspicuously absent in the writings of AME missionaries is any discussion 

of premarital sexual behaviour; missionaries limited themselves to discussing female 

initiation rites and dowries. This discussion suggests missionaries viewed the 

regulation of African women’s sexuality and sexual behaviour as their primary 

concern. 

 

No convert was as vocal as Maxeke in insisting that African women, and by extension 

men, aspire to emulate the ideal Christian family propagated by both herself and the 

wider AME mission outreach programme. Generally, mission women criticised African 

marriage practices by linking African brides to conceptions of ‘burden bearers’. More 

specifically, AME mission women were critical of coming-of-age rituals, which were 

intimately tied to marriage practices. AME missionary Charlotte Wright, for example, 

linked marriage to coming-of-age rituals. Wright notes that girls in general were 

initiated at puberty, writing: 

in South Africa the first great event in a girl’s life is her emergence from 

girlhood into womanhood. It may be surprising to so-called civilized people to 

hear that the girls of the ‘heathen’ kraals do not always grope through this 

change blindly. There are generally older women who instruct them, impressing 
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Church and Social Change in North-Western Tanzania under Colonial Rule  (Uppsala: 
Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1991), 67. 
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upon them the meaning of it all, and how to care properly for themselves so that 

they may have … a successful marriage. The occasion is one of rejoicing and 

celebration and feasting. There are coming-of-age parties which are given for 

one or all the young girls in the neighboring kraals.563 

These coming-of-age parties suggest that girls had some degree of agency in the rituals; 

they were taught the skills necessary for “a successful marriage” (the meaning of which 

remains unspecified) and given instruction, in what exactly remains unspecified, from 

older women in the tribe. Ultimately, Wright’s explanation reveals more about attempts 

to negotiate a conceptual racial hierarchy, considering her jaded remark of “so-called 

civilized people” was aimed more at the domestic US audience than providing 

commentary on initiation rites. 

 

Location was an important factor in determining whether the marriage was arranged 

or/and if a dowry would be exchanged. AME mission woman, Luella White, for 

instance, observed that: 

back in the kraals away from the urban area … Africans continue to marry 

according to the native system or custom. In some cases, they choose the girl, 

pay the parents the lobola (eight or ten cows), and the service is over. There 

have been cases where the prospective bride knew nothing of this arrangement 

between her parents and prospective husband until the wedding day.564  

The account portrays rural marriage practices as robbing young girls of the chance to 

select their own husband and participate in a formal wedding ceremony. 

 

White also argued that such arrangements were incongruent with girls’ desires, as she 

claimed that girls – their ethnicity remains unspecified since she refers to them only as 

‘native’ – wanted a traditional Christian marriage and were unprepared to negotiate on 

this.565 White wrote that “marriage by native custom seems to be giving way to 
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  171 

Christian rites, if we are to judge by the weddings which it was our privilege to 

attend”.566 It is unlikely that Wright was ever invited to attend African wedding 

ceremonies, and the use of the word “native” undermines the diverse, complex range of 

African marriage practices. Furthermore, such a term exacerbated the cognitive 

distance between the local community and Wilberforce students. According to White, 

students at the AME mission school, Wilberforce Institute, where she resided “said 

they did not want to be married in such a way. They wanted a Christian ceremony, and 

they hoped for a home of their own”.567 She constructs the shift in marriage practices as 

facilitating greater agency for the girls as “now, some of the young ladies demand that 

the husband-to-be must pay five pounds for the white satin wedding dress before they 

will consent to marry him”.568 The demand that prospective husbands finance the 

wedding signalled a dramatic shift away from many African cultural practices.  

 

White was critical of African marriage practices, portraying African women as unjustly 

having to undertake the bulk of the domestic labour. Marriage, she writes, meant 

women living with the groom and his parents, where the bride: 

must serve his parents, clean the house, do the washing, cook the food, plant 

and work the garden; in fact, she must perform all labor in the home. During 

this period, her life is really a drudgery from which the younger people are 

trying to escape.569  

White hints that age played an important role in the continuation of this labour intense 

tradition, suggesting that “younger people” were more likely to be open to change in a 

bid to escape the arrangement. She continues her criticism of marriage practices, 

remarking that “it is pathetic to see these comparatively young women, bent and weary, 

and looking many years older than they really are”.570 In light of White’s enduring 

preoccupation with transforming the physical appearance of the girls (as was discussed 

in Chapter Three), it is perhaps unsurprising that she would make such an observation.  
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The motifs of African women as ‘bearing burdens’ and in need of rescue appeared 

commonly in mission sources. John and Jean Comaroff observed that LMS 

missionaries in the nineteenth century viewed the gender division of labour in Africa as 

creating impossible conditions for fostering a “decent family life”. The AME would 

echo these same concerns decades later, despite dramatic shifts in the socio-economic 

and political climate of South Africa.571 The American Zulu Mission in Natal expressed 

similar concerns in the late nineteenth century, viewing “polygyny as male decadence 

and female degradation in context where women performed the bulk of agriculture 

labor”. 572 They perceived this gendered division of labour as challenging Victorian 

gender roles. Johnston has noted that feeding into the common stereotypes was an 

intricate part of the mission outreach programme. She explains that the motif served as 

“an emotive discourse” that emphasised “the role and importance of women as 

guardians of cultural integrity”.573 White’s criticism consequently feeds in a broader, 

somewhat outdated literary tradition, engaging with Victorian values despite working 

in the 1930s and publishing her book in the 1950s. The effect was to emphasis how US 

AME women were an essential part of the mission, possibly at the direct expense of 

subordinating and generalising the experiences of African women. 

 

Other AME missionary women were more sensitive to the varied and nuanced tribal 

practices of marriage. According to Wright, marriage customs varied considerably 

among South African tribes: 

in some instances it is the parents who bring about a betrothal after spying 

around and negotiating on both sides, when they have a feeling that the 

marriage will be a desirable one. Often one of the initial agencies which brings 

it about is a cow or sheep presented by the prospective bridegroom to the girl’s 

parents. This is said to ‘open their mouths’ so that further negotiations may 

proceed.574 
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In this instance, the parents of the girl benefited from the marriage proposal. Wright 

specifically comments that: 

among the Xhosas a betrothal is virtually a verbal agreement between the 

coming bridegroom and the father of the girl, the former binding the agreement 

by giving the father ‘cattle of trust’. (Among the Pondos the only form of 

betrothal is a private agreement between the boy and girl. But to complete the 

engagement they both go to the young man’s home from which the notification 

is sent to the girl’s parents. Among the Hlubis a feather is worn in the hair of a 

betrothed girl.).575 

Wright draws attention to the nuances of African marriage practices. Noticeably absent 

from her accounts is any criticism of these practices. In fact, the customs of the 

amaPondo are described as remarkably similar to US Christian marriage customs. 

Other mission societies, such as the Madurai Mission in India, actually paid the 

dowries for female students in an attempt to reinforce their position as benevolent 

parents of families within both the congregation and the ideological patriarchal mission 

family.576 White American missionaries working in Zululand “would often make 

lobola settlements which extinguished prior obligations” for runaway women.577 Both 

instances equated to missionaries “buying” the possible convert and placing themselves 

in the position of a quasi-patriarch. AME missionaries did not take on the practice of 

providing lobola for converts, although their accounts cast them as benevolent mothers, 

as we saw in Chapter Two. 

 

Indeed, AME mission women were aware of the varying practices of dowry payment in 

South Africa. According to Wright, the payment was the next step after the initial 

proposal of marriage, known as lobola, and consisted of a dowry paid for using cattle. 

The custom of the lobola, she explained, prevailed “among almost all South African 

tribes, but is accomplished in different ways according to the tribe”.578 The custom was 

controversial to Africans as: 

perhaps there is no African custom around which centers more difference of 

opinion than the paying of lobola. There are many arguments pro and con. 
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Many of the modern young Africans argue against the custom, while others, 

including many Christians, are strong in its defense.579 

Nevertheless, Wright offers neither a defence of, nor support for, the practice despite its 

controversial nature. Importantly, Bishop Coppin observed that there were no class 

distinctions in the practice of marriage dowries, noting “with the Native people [sic], 

no exception is made between the wealthy and the poor. Every one who takes a wife 

must give this dowry, which differs only in amount”.580 Absent from both accounts is 

criticism of the practice, most likely due to the AME’s precarious position within South 

Africa and, as we shall see later, their tolerance towards Bishop Sims and his two 

wives. 

 

The lack of criticism also indicates that AME missionaries (male or female) were not 

preoccupied with encouraging men and women how to perform heterosexual, 

monogamous marriages beyond the performance of femininity that I discussed in 

Chapter Three. AME mission woman, Fanny Jackson Coppin, explained, “it was not an 

unusual sight to see my husband marry a couple and at the same time baptise both their 

children and their grandchildren, and that within a very short distance of Cape 

Town”.581 The AME stance on polygamy is addressed in the next section. 

 

The AME and Polygamy 

 

The AME’s attempts to control and regulate the sexuality and sexual behaviour of both 

missionaries and converts are evident in their writings about polygamy. Since the 

church lacked the support of the colonial government, missionaries tended to be 

sympathetic to the plight of polygamous converts and offered no direct criticism of the 

practice. The writings of AME missionary men and women do differ substantially on 

the subject. AME missionary men produced some of the earliest accounts about 

polygamy in the missionary fields of South Africa. Missionary women’s writings on 

polygamy tended to be published in the 1920s and 1930s when the AME was better 

established in South Africa and after the AME had officially sanctioned heterosexual, 

monogamous marriages.  
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Bishop Levi Coppin, who travelled to the field at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, penned some of the earliest AME writings regarding polygamy. Notably, his 

writings differ substantially from those of other mission organisations. Levi Coppin, for 

instance, criticised American rather than African marriage practices writing that: 

we hear much among civilized people about the looseness of the divorce laws, 

or in other words, about how easily married people can separate. It might be 

well also to consider how easily under the loose customs of civilized society 

men and women can come together and go along as companions without any 

specific form of marriage.582  

The reference to “loose customs” and “companions” was a gibe against the growing 

tolerance in the US of premarital sexual behaviour. Such criticism of US marriage 

practices was unprecedented, as missionaries tended to report degradingly about 

African marriage practices rather than the other way around.  

 

After criticising American practices, Coppin constructed himself as a benevolent pastor 

attempting to change African marriage practices through the control of women’s sexual 

behaviour. He wrote: 

heathen people … do not have one course of action in theory and a contrary one 

in practice concerning a matter so sacred to them as marriage. With them, a girl 

who is unmarried, is a virgin, and nothing is a marriage that does not publicly 

go through the ancient forms. A girl may be promised in marriage at an early 

age, an age too young for her to be given in marriage, but she is sacredly kept 

under parental care until the time comes for her to pay her vow at the marriage 

altar.583  

Coppin suggests that the regulation of African girls’ sexuality was somewhat blasé and 

insinuates that the ritual of marriage was sullied. In particular, he lays the blame on 

both parents, rather than, only the mother. In doing so, he negates an important trope in 

missionary source material, as missionaries typically tended to criticise African 

mothers for failing to regulate the sexuality and sexual behaviour of their daughters. He 

also specifically negates the widespread tendency among LMS missionaries: 
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to regard themselves as heroic ‘rescuers’ of native women from their men and 

culture, for instance, was a direct manifestation of their self-representation as 

markedly different kinds of men from local husbands and fathers.584 

LMS missionaries also constructed themselves as benevolent, patriarchal fathers but 

did so at the expense of African masculinity. 

 

Bishop Coppin’s continued defiance of common missionary tropes is evident in his 

writing on polygamy. This defiance challenges Sylvia Jacobs’ argument that African 

American missionaries, male or female, tended to view “African women as inferior in 

African society because of polygamy”.585 Rather than criticising the widespread 

practice in rural South Africa, the Bishop urged readers to realise that multiple wives 

did not equate to reducing the importance of marriage. He wrote: 

the multitude of wives, which, according to their custom, one man is permitted 

to take, does not lessen the sanctity of the rite. Each succeeding marriage is 

solemnized in the same way and given the same importance. It is altogether a 

mistake to regard the custom of plural marriage among the heathen people as an 

evidence of a want of moral restraint, or, a sign of a low standard of morals … 

[because] … they know no other custom and they conscientiously cling to this 

one.586  

Here, Coppin defends a practice which would usually be fiercely criticised in other 

missionary societies. Campbell has argued that passages such as this reveal how 

Coppin, at the beginning of the twentieth century, “came as close as anyone in his 

generation to a genuine cultural relativism”.587 Yet, in practice he “could find no 

warrant for polygamy, even in contexts where a slight compromise might yield a 

harvest of souls”, and “in at least one case, the church lost access to an entire 

community because of Coppin’s refusal to sanction the baptism of a polygamist 

chief”.588  
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There is one instance where the sexuality and sexual behaviour of single African 

women were subject to discussion. Bishop Coppin penned this example, observing that 

single women could be identified through a badge that signalled unwed status and those 

wearing the badge were meant to conduct themselves appropriately as pious, single 

women.589 Failure to exhibit such conduct in traditional African society, Bishop Coppin 

claims, was punishable by death. His claim suggested there was an AME debate about 

women as victims in traditional African society. The example is a sombre one. 

 

Bishop Coppin’s unusual opinion on polygamy correlates with existing studies on the 

AME. Campbell suggests that “there is ample reason to believe that the AME Church 

did in fact adopt a more flexible position” towards African marriage practices, such as 

polygamy, in the early decades of its mission outreach.590 Indeed, the church “first 

gained a foothold in Port St John’s … when they agreed to baptise the infant of the 

local Headman; the Wesleyans had refused on the grounds of the child was the issue of 

a polygamous union”.591 This unusual stance feeds into Campbell’s argument that the 

AME appealed to so many chiefs precisely because the church adopted “a more 

flexible position on matters of ritual and custom than white mission churches, 

especially where traditional authorities were concerned” and, surely, the lack of 

criticism concerning polygamy must have added to their appeal.592 In contrast, 

American missionaries working among the Zulu in South Africa did not tolerate 

polygamy and forced all missionaries, when possible, to marry prior to departing for 

Zululand.593  

 

This anomaly in Coppin’s writing is perhaps also attributable to the AME’s precarious 

state within colonial South Africa. As previously stated, the colonial South African 

government offered no protection to the missionaries, forcing them to live within 

African communities and to fund their missionary efforts themselves. Since Coppin 

was one of the earliest missionaries to South Africa it is perhaps unsurprising that he 

attempts to justify the practice of polygamy and limits himself to criticising the 

                                                
589 "Bishop D. H. Sims' Contribution to Foreign Missions," Voice of Missions XXXXI, 
no. 40 (1939). 
590 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 185. 
591 Ibid. 
592 See, for example, ibid.  
593 Etherington, "Gender Issues in South-East African Missions," 137.  



 

  178 

regulation of the girls’ sexuality, and does not attempt to eradicate or overhaul the 

marriage customs in writing. 

 

Missionary Wives and Polygamy  

 

Meanwhile, mission wives have historically been considered as instrumental in 

reinforcing “the figure of white women in colonial encounters as bearers of white 

family tradition and as barriers to white male virility and sexual immorality”.594 

However, as we shall see later, the entry of AME mission women into the field did not 

coincide with instances of sexual misconduct or deter future transgressions among US 

AME missionary men. This suggests that the church was not concerned with the sexual 

practices of its unaccompanied male missionaries when in the field and were perhaps 

naïvely unaware of the sexual perils the church would later face. 

 

AME mission women themselves offer very little insight into their thoughts on 

polygamy. This is perhaps owing to the fact that the majority of surviving primary 

source material by AME mission women tends to be published and evidence of sexual 

transgressions tends to be more readily discussed in unpublished source material such 

as letters and diaries. When they do discuss the issue of multiple wives, they reflect 

concerns similar to those of male AME missionaries. Wright actually argues that: 

while South Africa is called a polygamous country, it would be more correct to 

say it is a country in which polygamy is practised moderately; the majority of 

men cannot afford more than one wife. It is mostly the chiefs and men of 

comparative wealth who indulge in plural marriage. It takes money, or its 

equivalent in cattle, to get a wife; however, the many wives working in various 

ways are the backbone of a man’s material status.595 

Wright insinuates that African marriage practices of polygamy were a sign of wealth 

and indulgence rather than the norm. She also suggests that the practice was not 

common in South Africa and perhaps the moderate practice of polygamy was not a 

pressing concern for the church. 

  

Overall, we can see that AME missionaries were not overly preoccupied with African 

marriage practices or exceptionally critical of the practice of polygamy. This lack of 
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preoccupation in their writings perhaps testifies to the wider challenges the church 

faced within the field, such as colonial obstructions and financial hardship. The 

writings of AME converts are also congruent with those of AME missionaries and this 

congruence is explored in greater detail in the next section.  

 

 Convert Writings on the Regulation and Control of Sexual Behaviour 

 

AME converts were not, on the whole, preoccupied with the regulation and control of 

female sexuality and sexual behaviour. The most prolific convert criticism came from 

the writings and speeches of Maxeke, who clearly advocated for women to move away 

from the practice of polygamy. Converts followed the official doctrine of the church 

and did not devote much attention to polygamy in their writings, with the exception of 

Maxeke. 

 

One male convert, for instance, wrote of converting an African polygamist. The 

convert, I. Z. Tantsi, educated in the US like Maxeke, did not find having multiple 

wives problematic and was willing to meet with a polygamous leader. Tantsi travelled 

with: 

a number of young women and a couple of women to preach to a certain 

heathen kraal at the end of the week, say on Friday. The head of the kraal 

confessed Jesus Christ before his wives, as he was a polygamist. He was 

followed by his daughter-in-law, his uncle’s wife, his wife, and his grand-

daughter.596 

There is no mention of the convert denouncing polygamy, although his conversion 

suggests he wanted to be considered as Christian. The conversion was informal but 

remains one of the few instances of polygamy discussed by male converts. 

 

Female converts are also silent on the issue of polygamy, with the notable exception of 

Maxeke. She portrayed the custom as a form of bondage, which tarnished her 

conception of African womanhood, explaining that: 

at the advent of the European Missionary African womanhood was found 

plunged in the bonds of polygamy, one man in some cases having from ten to 

forty wives. And being struck by the hideousness of such a practice, one of the 
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first duties that the pioneer Missionary endeavoured to discharge was to set free 

African womanhood from its bondage by offering the terms of Jesus Christ.597 

Such a portrayal is in harmony with her version of the ideal Christian family consisting 

of only a husband and wife. Maxeke claimed this ideal marriage was fundamental to 

mission efforts, a possible criticism of Bishop Coppin’s early published accounts that 

actually defended polygamy to the domestic US audience. The ideal Christian family 

would not be her chief concern until the early 1920s when Black African women faced 

increasingly invasive legalisation such as forced medical examinations every time they 

changed employer. 

 

The blanket silence surrounding convert opinions on African marriage practices is 

reflected not only in the surviving source material, but also the church’s mission 

outreach agenda. The church was rarely preoccupied with marriage since obtaining 

licences to wed from the colonial government was a frequent source of tension. 

 

Transgressions of ‘Appropriate’ Sexual Identity Behaviour by AME Missionaries 

 

The case study of Bishop Sims exposes the gendered policing of missionaries’ 

behaviour. The lack of formal action taken by the church indicates that AME male 

missionaries were afforded exceptional freedom to act with impunity. Furthermore, this 

exceptional freedom was partially extended to the Bishop’s second wife, who was 

ultimately praised for her efforts in South Africa. In particular, the AME publications’ 

refrainment from casting the Bishop’s second wife in derogatory terms challenges the 

double standard of permissible sexual behaviour AME women faced. I begin by briefly 

outlining the allegations that were made against the Bishop and his second wife before 

delving into the gendered politics of the case. 

 

Annie Mae Williams, his first wife, whom he married in 1918, made the allegations. 598 

She accused the Bishop of deserting her without obtaining a formal divorce and fleeing 

to South Africa with his new wife.599 As previously established, the church condemned 

divorce. Despite this, the Bishop was unperturbed by the allegations and “expressed 
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confidence” that he would have no difficulty “establishing the falseness of his former 

wife’s charges on his return to America”, yet remained in South Africa for four years, 

evading the formal inquiry held by the AME.600 This case differs from those in other 

missionary societies, such as the LMS, who were concerned that unmarried missionary 

men would engage in sexual impropriety.601 

 

The controversy began in 1932, when Bishop Sims allegedly married Mayme Anna 

Holden, a music teacher from Indiana.602 The couple travelled to South Africa together 

the same year and remained there until 1936. The allegations made by Williams were 

that Holden enjoyed “joy-rides” with the Bishop and “accompanied him abroad on his 

trip to South Africa, who was with him when he obtained a ‘Paris divorce’ and is now 

the mother of his child”.603 Williams was abandoned in the States while the Bishop 

journeyed with Holden to the mission field of South Africa. Williams’ lawyer 

constructs her as a deserted wife and questioned the masculinity of Bishop Sims, 

asking: 

how any man of education and training, occupying an honorable position as 

president of a university, exalted by his friends and followers to the high and 

sacred office of a Bishop, could, without ceremony, desert a loyal, faithful and 

beautiful wife for another woman is beyond all powers of human 

comprehension.604  

The attack on the Bishop’s masculinity would not, however, be sufficient ammunition 

for tarnishing his reputation and position within the church.  

 

Bishop Sims ignored official AME requests to return to the US, arguing that he had 

done nothing wrong and claiming Holden was merely “acting as assistant secretary”.605 

Contemporary sources suggest that Holden was far more than an assistant secretary, 
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and it was known that the couple had a child together. The Pittsburgh Courier printed 

an article that claimed: 

that Miss Holden’s influence was an all-powerful force in his undoing; more 

powerful than the combined influence of the other women in his life, 

throughout the 15 years of his married life to Mrs. Annie Mae Williams Sims. 

The influence of Miss Holden over President Sims was reflected in the abusive 

and inhuman treatment accorded Mrs. Sims by her husband. He did on 

numerous occasions, as set forth in her charges against him, subject her to the 

most humiliating and embarrassing treatment, the most painful body and facial 

disfigurement that a 200- pound man could willfully inflict upon a 105-pound 

woman.606 

Despite the serious allegations levelled against the Bishop, it was Holden who was 

blamed for the scandal and her reputation that was publicly tarnished. This sexist 

account of the affair deflects attention away from the scandalous accusations the 

Bishop faced, putting the blame solely on Holden, who was depicted in degrading 

sexist stereotypes, which were the very ones the mission outreach strived to counter. 

 

Importantly, the Bishop and his second wife, Holden, endured no published criticism 

from the AME for their alleged transgression in the missionary field. Four years later 

after the Pittsburgh Courier article, an article in the AME periodical, Voice of 

Missions, actually praised Bishop Sims for dedicating “his life to the cause of 

missions”, stating he was “really missionary minded”.607 Similarly, 

Mrs. Mayme E. Sims endeared herself to the Missionary Women of South 

Africa with her missionary zeal. As Supervisor of the First and Ninth Episcopal 

Districts, where her distinguished husband presides, she is leading the women 

to new heights.608 

The praise suggests that the published allegations did not permanently stain the 

reputation of the couple and the church actually commended their actions in the 

mission field. The contrast between the public, secular criticism and the acclaim from 

AME publications inverts the treatment Lucy Hughes endured, as I discussed in 

Chapter Four. Significantly, unlike Hughes, the Bishop would not be immune from 

criticism within South Africa itself. 

                                                
606 Ibid. 
607 "Bishop D. H. Sims' Contribution to Foreign Missions,"  6. 
608 Ibid. 



 

  183 

  

In South Africa, a very different state of affairs played out and the scandals 

surrounding Bishop Sims and his domestic affairs were subject to criticism. Letters 

from South Africa were reprinted by the US-based Afro-American, which argued that 

the church did not respond appropriately. Prominent South African member, Eli 

Nyombolo, suggested that the church, and by extension the African American 

community at large, should have been: 

concerned over the damaging impression such news is likely to create upon the 

opinions of the peoples of South Africa. The confidence of all classes and races 

there have grown in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, both as a 

religious and a race institution. The hope that such news can be successfully 

suppressed from the South Africans is blighted by the fact that even in ‘darkest’ 

Africa, it is no longer the day of carefully guarded secrets.609 

The letter indicates he was critical of how the church handled the scandalous state of 

affairs, and the church’s attempts to cover up the affair from the South African AME 

community. Nyombolo also conjured up the prevailing ideology of Africa being a 

‘Dark Continent’(which I explored in Chapter Two), by portraying the AME as 

perpetuating a state of ignorance by acting as benevolent parents who regulated 

information to the ‘childlike’ congregation. This perpetuation strikes at the heart of the 

AME mission outreach programme, which strove to counter the prevailing discourse of 

Africa as the ‘Dark Continent’. 

 

The scandal of the Bishop’s remarriage exposes the church’s desire to suppress 

incidences of sexual transgressions. Despite this attempted suppression, secular 

newspapers widely published details of the affair and the church was unable to prevent 

the knowledge becoming public in either America or South Africa. In spite of the 

resulting public backlash against the church, and the instance of sexual misconduct, 

church publications continued to praise the Bishop and his second wife for their 

mission efforts. The church was keen to suppress the allegations surrounding the 

Bishop and his wife while they served abroad in the face of staunch criticism and 

serious allegations. 

                                                
609 Eli B. Nyombolo, "Afro Readers Say: Native Queries Sims' Stay. Church's Mission 
in Africa," Afro-American, March 6 1935, 4. Nyombolo travelled from South Africa to 
the US and received a degree from Wilberforce University, like many of the other 
converts discussed in this thesis. See Campbell, Songs of Zion, 257. 
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Conclusion 

 

The widespread silence concerning sexual misconduct in the mission fields of South 

Africa is epitomised by the church’s attempts to cover up allegations of Bishop Sims’ 

sexual transgression, challenging the very core of the church’s doctrine. There is little 

debate about the sexual conduct of Bishop Sims in the surviving published and 

unpublished mission source material. The allegations appear only in secular 

newspapers, suggesting that the church was, at best, reluctant to publicly acknowledge 

instances of affairs among its high-ranking officials or, at worst, sought to silence any 

evidence of sexual misconduct. It is perhaps ultimately unsurprising that the church 

sought to cover up this instance of sexual misconduct since their acceptance of such 

conduct was a direct result of their precarious position within colonial South Africa. 

Furthermore, the gendered disparity between the ways in which female and male 

sexuality and sexual behaviour were regulated ties back to two pervasive themes 

throughout this thesis, namely, the importance of marriage and social motherhood. The 

confidence the Bishop exuded in defying the formal enquiry emphasises the great 

extent to which women’s power and agency in the mission field was tied to marriage, 

while male missionaries and converts were permitted far more leeway by the church. 

 

The AME was in contrast overwhelmingly preoccupied with the regulation and control 

of female sexuality and sexual behaviour. The attention to female initiation rites and 

dowries portrayed African women as needing ‘rescue’ from the practices, and in turn 

cast mission women as role models and benevolent metaphorical mothers. Importantly, 

the AME differs substantially from other missionary societies in this regard as they 

were not concerned with the practice of polygamy. Only the convert Maxeke spoke 

openly and consistently against the practice of polygamy. This silence suggests that the 

topic may have been a source of anxiety, which the church sought to cover up or 

perhaps even hide from the US AME domestic audience, a hypothesis that is supported 

by the AME’s suppression of the allegations made against the Bishop, in an attempt to 

maintain public credibility. 

 

This chapter has contributed theoretical insights into how African American women, 

specifically AME mission women, perceived Black South African marriage practices 

and sexual arrangements as ‘burdensome’ for women. These perceptions feed into the 



 

  185 

wider discourse of Black women as ‘burden bearers’, as well as importantly drawing 

attention to how the focus on regulating sexual behaviour remained specifically on 

Black African women. Furthermore, these perceptions sought to counter the stereotypes 

which AME women would have encountered within the US, making their writings 

from the missionary field especially insightful into how ‘burdens’ transgressed racial 

and national divides. Conversely, though, AME women did not portray Black African 

women as equals, given the customs they sought to eradicate.  

 

The interventions into Black African marriages and sexual practices were cast as 

desirable: African women apparently wanted Christian marriage ceremonies, although 

we do not have writings from lay converts to support or contend this alleged desire. 

The reform of lobola payments to future husbands having to purchase the wedding 

dress, for instance, was justified as not only Christian, but the first step in ‘freeing’ 

women from apparently archaic customs. Black African customs, which were analysed 

prolifically through coming-of-age rituals, were viewed as inadequate by mission 

women and robbing young girls of agency. The rituals lacked a uniform approach and 

were perceived as haphazardly preparing young women for marriage.  

 

By studying the writings of AME women in this chapter, two new theoretical insights 

are suggested. Firstly, marriage and sexual arrangements in the mission field of South 

Africa were at once an attempt to ‘reform’ African behaviours and customs, and to 

challenge the derogatory stereotypes that abounded in the US. Secondly, AME mission 

women’s focus was, possibly, misguided since the denomination suppressed and 

willingly overlooked the allegations against Bishop Sims despite them challenging the 

very foundation and values the women sought to instil in Africans.  
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Conclusion 

 

In this thesis, I have explored how women who were part of the AME Church 

negotiated missionary work in South Africa between 1880 and 1940. My key questions 

were: how did African American, AME missionary women negotiate gender ideologies 

and practices in the South African mission fields?; how did these women negotiate race 

relations with local South African women?; and how did AME missionary women 

negotiate the regulation of their sexuality and sexual behaviour in the mission field? 

 

I have addressed these questions through an exploration of how colonial hierarchies 

and cultural imperialism shaped the power and agency available to US (and African 

convert) AME mission women. Gendered ideologies and practices, particularly those 

related to marriage and social motherhood, have been prevalent throughout my study, 

conforming to existing studies of (white) mission women. By situating these ideologies 

and practices in relation to South African conceptual racial hierarchies important power 

relations emerged between missionaries and converts which tended to be skewed in 

favour of AME missionaries. This racial hierarchy was muddied in only two instances 

of sexual transgressions: a male missionary was able to evade formal inquiry; and a 

female convert was permitted to access a position of power despite an ambiguous 

marital status. 

 

I have suggested that the mission field was a site for the ‘reformation’ of African 

culture for US and convert AME women. Irrespective of racial identity, these women 

simultaneously challenged degrading racial stereotypes and enforced them by 

encouraging lay Africans to adhere (and aspire) to white, Western models of family and 

domesticity. Converts themselves espoused but often did not internalise these values, 

frequently holding positions of power that exceeded those of mission women. 

 

The surviving writings of US AME mission women indicate that they were unaware of 

South African politics and the unique challenges African women faced during the 

period under consideration. Particularly in the 1930s, when the majority of their 

writings were published, none of the US-born women discuss the Pass Laws, the 

pressure on Africans to move into urban slums and take up low-paying occupations, the 

disintegration of kinship networks, or the invasive attempts to regulate African 
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women’s sexual behaviour. Silent on these matters, the mission women instead 

presented highly romanticised images of South Africa to their home audience. The 

South Africa they conjured was devoid of explicit racial discrimination: despite the 

oppressive restrictions to mobility being placed on African women at this time, none of 

the mission women reported being mistaken for South African, or being denied the 

ability to travel about the country. 

 

While African female converts were subject to racial segregation in South Africa, they 

consistently held more positions of power, for greater lengths of time in comparison 

with US mission women. The greater access to power was perhaps owing to the 

temporary nature of the US AME women’s residence in South Africa, who only 

travelled to the field for four years at a time, a practice that prevented the continued 

cultivation of networks in the field. Converted women, on the other hand, grew up in 

the country, had often worked as teachers before joining the AME, and could utilise 

existing kinship networks to support their endeavours. 

 

The AME mission field of South Africa presented a small number of both African 

American and converted African women with exciting opportunities to exercise power 

and influence otherwise denied to them in both the US and South Africa. Access to 

power, and the agency to negotiate for more, was linked to marital status, socio-

economic class, and the number of women present in the mission at any given time, as 

well as their access to tertiary education. 

 

In Chapter One, I suggested that US AME women’s access to formal power in the 

South African mission fields depended on their marital status. Married women had 

more opportunities to exercise their talents and skills, perhaps because they were 

physically removed from the supervision of the AME; only their husbands were there 

to enforce the patriarchal hierarchy. Their desire to be considered in a class of their 

own (rather than African) facilitated exceptional opportunities for these women, 

without any criticism from the AME or members of the South African congregations. 

Moreover, it was evident that converted women also held positions of formal power 

and for longer periods of time, compared with US AME women. 

 

Despite convert women holding formal positions of power in the field they were denied 

equal status to missionaries. In Chapter Two, I outlined how social motherhood created 
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unequal power relations between the US and African AME women. This inequity was 

particularly evident in the case of elite convert women who had been educated in the 

US under the auspices of the AME. These convert women, although married, were 

portrayed as daughters of US AME women. Converted women embraced this position 

in the surviving material, a possible reflection of their desire to continue receiving 

financial and social support while studying in the US and upon their return to South 

Africa. US AME women, in turn, attempted to provide maternal guidance to justify 

their missionary work. These dynamics ultimately rendered converted women’s 

African heritage and culture invisible. 

 

Unequal power relations and the erasure of African culture was also seen in Chapter 

Three, where I explored the case study of Luella White’s introduction of cultural 

imperialism to Evaton, South Africa. White introduced domestic science classes, which 

encouraged female students to circumscribe their racial identity and ethnic heritage to 

embrace the ideals of white, Western femininity and domesticity. These classes 

conformed to wider social, economic, and political agendas. During the 1930s, white 

settlers and missionaries were funnelling African women into domestic service in order 

to remove them from agricultural practices, in turn feeding white demands for Black 

female servants and facilitating increasing regulation of African women’s behaviour. 

 

I revealed in Chapter Four that US AME women did not face the attempts to regulate 

their behaviour that African women faced. For single women and married women who 

travelled without their husbands, the mission field facilitated the transgression of the 

gendered AME hierarchy. In particular, for Lucy Hughes, who travelled without her 

husband, this ‘freedom’ to travel alone meant being able to preach, convert, and deliver 

politically charged speeches. These actions were unprecedented in the South African 

AME mission outreach. Her actions also revealed that the AME was willing to tolerate 

the temporary access of US women to power, but overstepping the unspoken 

boundaries meant severe and public criticism. 

 

Female converts were not, however, subject to such criticism. In Chapter Five, I 

explored the professional and personal lives of three prominent converts and 

demonstrated that they were highly instrumental in the establishment of the mission in 

South Africa. Convert women founded the first AME mission schools in South Africa 

and utilised their pre-existing kinship networks (in both the US and South Africa) to 
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sustain these schools. Convert women negotiated a very different reality from the 

majority of African converts to the AME; they worked as teachers, rather than, for 

instance, domestic servants. I also showed in this chapter that marriage was not a 

requirement for convert women: one of my case studies, Eva Morake, worked in South 

Africa for the AME without her husband, who remained in the US after receiving his 

AME-sponsored tertiary education.  

 

I discussed the widespread silence surrounding the regulation of sexuality and sexual 

behaviour in the mission field in Chapter Six, the final chapter. The AME seems to 

have willingly suppressed the scandal of Bishop David Sims and his alleged sexual 

transgression, despite this challenging the very core of the AME doctrine. Sims was 

able to successfully evade a formal inquiry, probably because the AME was reluctant to 

undermine its already precarious position in South Africa by drawing attention to the 

situation. Despite this reluctance, the AME openly attempted to control and regulate the 

sexuality and sexual behaviour of African women. US AME mission women were 

preoccupied with ensuring that African women entered into monogamous, 

heterosexual, Christian marriages and were thus liberated from their perceived 

positions of ‘burden bearers’. The preoccupation was also an attempt to challenge 

prevailing racist, sexist stereotypes of female African (and by extension, African 

American) sexual promiscuity. 

 

Overall, the attempts to regulate African women’s sexual behaviour and performance 

of femininity were limited. AME women – whether mission or convert – were often 

geographically isolated from one another and unable to form a collective, long-term 

identity that would have fostered the implementation of control and regulation in a 

more enduring way. The African communities touched by AME mission women are 

difficult to discern clearly in the surviving accounts, facilitating stock claims made by 

AME mission women that cannot be substantiated. 

 

It is clear that the mission field of South Africa, especially Wilberforce Institute in 

Evaton, Transvaal, offered many opportunities for converted and US AME mission 

women to exercise their talents, power, and agency that was otherwise denied to them 

within US and South Africa more generally. Each of the women studied in this thesis 

negotiated their circumstances in individual, nuanced ways. Further research is needed 

to ascertain whether AME women embodied or perpetuated similar ideals in the church 
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mission fields of West Africa. In particular, Liberia, where the AME had begun 

mission work several years prior to their mission to South Africa, had a very different 

hierarchy for AME missionaries and converts to navigate. More analysis of AME 

missionary masculinities and the situation of male African converts, specifically during 

the 1930s when US AME women were most active, is also needed. This analysis could 

provide insights into how gender and race chafed against ideals of socio-economic 

class, foregrounding the AME’s work in South Africa with the introduction of 

Apartheid. 
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Appendix 
 

Chronological Date List of South Africa’s Presiding US Bishops and Their 
Spouses 

 
1900-1904 Bishop Levi J. Coppin 

Mrs. Fanny J. Coppin (did not arrive until 1902 owing to prior 
commitments) 
 

1904-1907 Bishop Charles Spencer Smith 
Mrs Christine Shoecraft Smith 
 

1907-1908 Bishop W.B. Derrick 
Mrs Lillian B. Derrick 
 

1908-1916 Bishop J.A. Johnston 
Mrs Minnie Johnson 
 

1916-1920 Bishop W.W. Beckett 
Mrs Mary E. Beckett 
 

1920-1924 Bishop William T. Vernon 
Mrs Emily Vernon 
 

1924-1928 Bishop J.A. Gregg 
Mrs Celia A. Gregg 
 

1928-1932 Bishop George B. Young 
Mrs Lucy Young 
 

1932-1936 Bishop D.H. Sims 
Mrs Mamie M. Sims 
 

1936-1940 Bishop Richard R. Wright, Jr. 
Mrs Charlotte C. Wright 
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