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Abstract
This article explores the attitudes and policies of the International Missionary Council (IMC)
concerning Africa and African Americans. It aims to revise historical scholarship that views the
ecumenical missionary movement as originating in white Western missions and guided by
the goals of post-war internationalism. It argues that the IMC, founded in 1921 as the central
institution for coordinating Protestant missions around the world, developed an ecumenical
definition of pan-Africanism. This definition cast African Americans from the US south in the
role of ‘native’ leaders in the formation of indigenous churches in Africa. With this racialized
version of Christian indigenization, the IMC excluded African Christian groups that sought to
form their own churches. It promoted, instead, European colonial projects and missionary
societies that aimed to use African American missionaries to counter the incendiary ideas of
pan-Africanism.

Keywords Africa, African American missionary movement, ecumenism, indigenization, International
Missionary Council, pan-Africanism

In the fall of 1921, sixty-one Protestant missionaries from North America, Great Britain, Europe,
Asia, and Africa assembled in Lake Mohonk, New York. They established the International
Missionary Council (IMC), an unprecedented supranational structure of exchange and coopera-
tion among Protestant missionary bodies that aspired to realize the concept of ecumenism, the
unification of Christian churches around the world. In a world divided by nationalism, racism, and
imperialism, the Council conceptualized its ecumenical mission primarily as an effort to create
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relationswith ‘the developing indigenous churches on the field’. Behind this goal stood the idea that
a new generation of Christians was emerging outside North America and Europe – Christianity’s
historic home – and hopes that these Christians had the potential to remedy the long-standing
corollary of missions to stabilizeWestern supremacy on a global scale. The IMCaccordingly styled
its founding as ‘the first time inmodernmissionary history’ that ‘the trend of thought on the part of
so-called native leadership became fully vocal’.1 Historians have widely called into question this
claim, showing that the IMC’s ecumenical internationalism did not proceedwith the same speed as
its twin effort to ‘indigenize’ the Christian church. As Dana L. Robert argues, the plan for the
‘upbuilding of the younger churches as a part of the historic universal Christian community’
that was conceived upon the IMC’s founding did not bear fruit until the third world missionary
conference in Madras in 1938, when Asians, Africans, and Latin Americans took their place next
to the older Western denominations.2

This article seeks to revise this understanding in historical scholarship by revisiting the
Council’s claim from the perspective of the ‘native leadership’ it promoted. Drawing on a small
body of research that sheds light on how Africa – and, by extension, black America –

influenced the Council’s formation, I argue that the IMC’s concept of ‘native leadership’ was
inspired by blacks from these areas in particular.3 To illustrate the Council’s focus on
promoting black leadership, I analyse the early history of the IMC regarding the interrelation
it constructed between indigeneity and race. The first section situates the IMC in the
long-standing vision among North American Protestant missionary organizations to promote
a pan-African mission – a mission that entailed the idea that the Christian mission of African
Americans was limited to the black populations of Africa in which they presumably originated.
Against this background, the IMC’s mode of operation becomes visible as one that established
‘certain links’ between African Americans and Africans.4 As I aim to show, the Council did not
forge these links by expanding its membership to Africans and African Americans. It con-
structed them in its early debate and definition of the ‘indigenous’ church as grown by racially
similar missionaries.

The latter half of the article shifts the focus to the conceptions of racial thinking that the
Council promoted to address the global race problem. This revision entailed the construction
of a ‘Southern Negro’ – a concept that emphasized the African American experience of racial
segregation and, in turn, educational initiatives in racial uplift in the southern states of the
US – which was widely accepted as a model for the interlinked reform of British colonial and

1 Pam International Missionary Council M-Z, Burke Library, New York (henceforth Pam IMC, BL),
‘The first meeting of the International Missionary Council, Lake Mohonk, N.Y., Sept. 30–Oct. 6,
1921’, p. 8.

2 Dana L. Robert, ‘Shifting southwards: global Christianity since 1945’, International Bulletin of Missionary
Research, 24, 2, 2000, p. 50. For a numerical breakdown, see Table 1.

3 On the ‘absence of Africa’, see Brian Stanley, The world missionary conference: Edinburgh 1910, Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans, 2009, pp. 97–101. On Africa in the history of the IMC, see Peter Kallaway,
‘Education, health and social welfare in the late colonial context: the International Missionary Council and
educational transition in the inter-war years with specific reference to colonial Africa’, History of Education,
39, 2, 2009, pp. 217–46; John S. Pobee and Gabiel Ositelu II, African initiatives in Christianity: the growth,
gifts and diversities of indigenous African churches: a challenge to the ecumenical movement, Geneva: WCC
Publications, 1998; L. Ugwuanya Nwosu, ‘African religion in ecumenical perspective’, Africa: Rivista
trimestrale di studi e documentazione dell’Istituto italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente, 49, 2, 1994, pp. 161–79;
Efiong Utuk, FromNew York to Ibadan: the impact of African questions on the making of ecumenical mission
mandates, 1900–1958, New York: Peter Lang, 1991.

4 Kenneth J. King, ‘Africa and the southern states of the USA: notes on J. H. Oldham and the American negro
education for Africans’, Journal of African History, 10, 4, 1969, p. 659.
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missionary education in Africa.5 The IMC’s role in implementing this reform effectively
enabled the division of pan-Africanism from its original goal of achieving the global unity of
blacks in contesting white dominance in the colonial and American contexts.6 The transmis-
sion of a black leadership from the US south to colonized Africans, in close coordination with
local mission boards and the Colonial Office, was an early building block for the Council to
realize its geopolitical vision of creating a patchwork of non-imperial, indigenized missions
around the globe.

In order to bring out the pan-African dimension of the IMC’s programme of indigenization,
I use Sebastian Conrad’s definition of global history as a perspective that reflects on forms of
‘global integration’ by tracing ‘patterns of exchange that were regular and sustained’.7 Taking
this approach allows us to look beyond the widely acknowledged integration that the IMC
forged among its members. It highlights the IMC’s role in Afro-diasporic exchanges that, as
Paul Gilroy argues, since the onset of the transatlantic slave trade shaped a black Atlantic space
that, in a similar way to the IMC, was not contained in national frameworks.8

By showing how the IMC’s vision of indigenization came to incorporate pan-African tra-
jectories, this article makes two interventions. One is to return attention to pan-Africanism in the
history of global Christianity. A focus in the existing literature on the conflicts between – and, in
the North American context, de facto segregation of – black andwhitemissions and churches has
moved the common grounds and disagreements that Christian communities probed regarding
visions of pan-Africanism out of focus.9 The historian Andrew E. Barnes has recently challenged
this notion, showing how colonized Africans’ appropriation of Tuskegee, the school that the
African American educator Booker T.Washington devised for the industrial education of former
slaves in the reconstruction US south, summoned the attention of Christians from across racial
and colonial divides. This attention penetrated deeply into ecumenicalmissionary forums, but the
IMC brought the competing and conflicting visions of Tuskegee applications in Africa into
harmony. Far from seeing Tuskegee, as Barnes argues, as ‘a strategy of social development via
Christianization’ that Africans could use to challenge white supremacy, the IMC recast this
educational pan-Africanism as ground for an interracial Christian consensus about the need for

5 Edward H. Berman, ‘American influence on African education: the role of the Phelps-Stokes Fund’s education
commissions’, Comparative Educational Review 15, 2, 1971, pp. 132–45; Edward H. Berman, ‘Tuskegee
in Africa’, Journal of Negro Education 41, 2, 1972, pp. 99–112; Kenneth J. King, Pan-Africanism and
education: a study of race, philanthropy and education in the southern states of America and East Africa,
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971; Michael O. West, ‘The Tuskegee model of development in Africa: another
dimension of the African/African-American connection’, Diplomatic History, 16, 3, 1992, pp. 371–87. For
studies that emphasize Tuskegee’s connection to German colonialism, see Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in
Africa: Booker T. Washington, the German empire, and the globalization of the new south, Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2010; Sven Beckert, ‘FromTuskegee to Togo: the problem of freedom in the empire
of cotton’, Journal of American History, 92, 2, 2005, pp. 489–526.

6 Pan-Africanism is commonly associated with the Pan-African congresses that took place between 1900 and
1945 to shape a unified political response to oppressive structures of racism and colonialism among subject
populations. The wider movement encompassed religious and cultural movements that engaged ideas of
Africa and the unity of its descendants. George Shepperson, ‘Pan-Africanism and “Pan-Africanism”: some
historical notes’, Phylon 23, 4, 1962, pp. 346–8. For an overview of such movements in the interwar period,
see Jonathan Derrick, Africa’s ‘agitators’: militant anti-colonialism in Africa and the West, 1918–1939,
New York: Oxford University Press, 2008.

7 Sebastian Conrad, What is global history?, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017, p. 9.
8 Paul Gilroy, The black Atlantic: modernity and double consciousness, London: Verso, 1993, p. 19.
9 See, among others, Barbara Dianne Savage, ‘Benjamin Mays, global ecumenism, and local religious segre-

gation’,AmericanQuarterly, 59, 3, 2007, pp. 785–806;Mary R. Sawyer, Black ecumenism: implementing the
demands of justice, Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Pr Intl, 1994; Mary R. Sawyer ‘The Fraternal Council of Negro
Churches, 1934–1964’, Church History, 59, 1, 1990, pp. 51–64.
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missionaries to raise ‘native leaders’ who could ‘indigenize’ the Christian churches that sprang
from their labours abroad.10

Secondly, linking ecumenism and pan-Africanism serves to widen the present under-
standing among historians of the factors that shaped the IMC’s programme of indigenization.
Following the IMC’s public self-representation, most studies of the ecumenical missionary
movement highlight its roots in nineteenth-century North American and European inter-
denominational groupings and link its institutionalization to the goals of post-war inter-
nationalism: to pacify international relations alongside the League of Nations, to grant people
more self-determination along the lines of WoodrowWilson’s Fourteen Points, to disassociate
missions from nationalism and imperialism, and to de-emphasize ‘Western’ concepts of
Christian belief and civilization.11 Scholarship that considers IMC indigenization concludes
that the programme was rejected as a ‘top-down approach’ by Western ecumenical thinkers
and non-Western Christians alike.12 Only by considering pan-Africanism as one path that
ecumenical missionaries thought might lead to the goal of Christian indigenization can we gain
a fuller understanding of how race figured in the picture. An examination of the ecumenical
version of pan-Africanism shows that indigenization was conceptualized as working
horizontally, by linking subjected populations in the diaspora to their home countries.
Establishing this link was not only a matter of imposing notions of indigeneity as a form of
‘indirect rule’ that missionaries and colonial powers deployed in areas where their governance
was notoriously limited.13 A mission among subject populations also involved the remaking of
the image of their ‘home’ countries. African Americans from the racially segregated US south
were put forward as representatives of a black civilization that had developed within the
West without assimilating to it. By promoting this idea, the IMC ultimately legitimized the
superiority of the West in devising missionary projects for other areas and races.

Pan-Africanism and ecumenism in nineteenth-century
North American Protestant missions
Often viewed as among the most important early proponents of ecumenism, nineteenth-
century North American Protestant missionary societies offered an early Christian vision of
pan-Africanism. Informed by racial theories and attempts to vindicate American slavery, they

10 Andrew E. Barnes, Global Christianity and the black Atlantic: Tuskegee, colonialism, and the shaping of
African industrial education, Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2017, p. 1.

11 Michael G. Thompson, For God and globe: Christian internationalism in the United States between the Great
War and the Cold War, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015; Dana L. Robert, ‘The first globalization:
the internationalization of the Protestant missionary movement between the world wars’, International
Bulletin of Missionary Research, 26, 2, 2005, pp. 50–66; Darril Hudson, The ecumenical movement in world
affairs, London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969;William Richey Hogg, Ecumenical foundations: a history of
the International Missionary Council and its nineteenth-century background, New York: Harper, 1952;
Heidemarie Winkel, ‘Christliche Religion und ihre Sinnformen der Selbstbeschreibung: Mission und
Ökumene als Grundpfeiler des Wandels religiöser Wissensformen’,Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 36, 2, 2010,
pp. 285–316.

12 Robert, ‘First globalization’, p. 58. For similar perspectives, see David Hollinger, Protestants abroad: how
missionaries tried to change the world but changed America, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017,
p. 79; and Andrew F. Walls, ‘Cross-cultural encounters and the shift to world Christianity’, Journal of
Presbyterian History, 82, 2, 2003, pp. 112–14.

13 Indirect rule was a colonial form of governance that involved local authorities in expanding control into tribal
communities. See, Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and subject: contemporary Africa and the legacy of late coloni-
alism, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996. On the limits of indirect rule, see A. H. M. Kirk-Greene,
‘The thin white line: the size of the British colonial service in Africa’, African Affairs, 79, 1980, pp. 25– 44.
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promoted the notion that black Americans had assimilated to Western culture and thereby
became responsible for uplifting the heathen and undeveloped Africans to whom they were
allegedly related. Sometimes referred to as ‘providential design’, this ideology added the idea of
missions among racially similar people to the basic understanding of American missionary
work as spreading a Western brand of Christian religion and civilization to backward
populations.14

Black and white American missionaries who carried this vision abroad did not necessarily
mean to support the economic and political expansion of the US. As Kenneth S. Latourette put
it, they were ‘part of the cultural outreach of the United States … insofar as they promote
[American] ideals incidentally and unintentionally’.15 An early example of this reciprocity was
the establishment of Liberia in the 1820s by the American Colonization Society. Aiming to
initiate the expatriation of the free slave population, the Society offered African Americans free
passage and assistance after their arrival in exchange for their help in developing the settlement
into an independent black republic. African American missionaries played a central role in this
endeavour. As Jeannette Jones shows, they also served as cultural diplomats who helped
expand US influence during the period of European colonization.16

Denominational and interdenominational institutions organized the errand of black and
white American missionaries into the world. Starting with the American Board of Commis-
sioners for Foreign Missions in 1810, Congregationalist, Baptist, Methodist, Episcopalian,
Presbyterian, and other churches founded foreign mission boards in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. These boards occasionally hired black missionaries to cover tropical areas of
Africa, which presumably posed a health threat to whites. The mission boards of independent
African American churches, including the AfricanMethodist Episcopal (AME) Church and the
National Baptist Convention, as well as student organizations like the Young Men’s Christian
Association (YMCA), followed them.17 In 1893, many of these organizations joined in
forming the Foreign Missions Conference of North America (FMCNA), an interracial volun-
tary association for Protestant missionary cooperation, including Canadian organizations,
that later represented North America in the IMC. Importantly, as an African American
observer noted, North American interdenominationalism supported the understanding that
the missionary was no longer ‘usually a White person’.18 Founded in 1908 as a ‘reflex action
from foreign missions’, the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America made interracial
fellowship a national priority.19 According to William Hogg, these organizational trends
signalled the birth of the ‘growing consciousness in all churches of the church universal
conceived as a missionary community’ that defined the ecumenical movement.20

14 Jon Sensbach, ‘African-American Christianity’, in Sheridan Gilley and Brian Stanley, eds., World Christianities
c.1815–c.1914, vol. 8, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 441.

15 Kenneth Scott Latourette, ‘The present status of foreign missions’, Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science, 256, 1, 1948, p. 63.

16 Jeannette E. Jones, ‘“The Negro’s peculiar work”: Jim Crow and black discourses on US empire, race, and the
African question, 1877–1900’, Journal of American Studies, 52, 2, 2018, pp. 330–58.

17 Sylvia M. Jacobs, ‘The historical role of Afro-Americans in American missionary efforts in Africa’, in Sylvia
M. Jacobs, ed., Black Americans and the missionary movement in Africa, Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
1982, pp. 7– 11.

18 Josephus R. Coan, The missionary presence in Africa, Atlanta, GA: n.p., [1971?], p. 1.
19 Charles S. Macfarland, ed., The churches of the Federal Council: their history, organization and distinctive

characteristics and a statement of the development of the Federal Council, New York: Fleming H. Revell,
1916, p. 246.

20 Hogg, Ecumenical foundations, p. 141.
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In the late nineteenth century, black and white American missionary organizations
increasingly used the conference format to coordinate and develop their missionary approa-
ches. At a conference in New York City, held in April 1900, evangelical Protestants for the first
time explicitly defined the conference consultations as the ‘ecumenical’ form of missionary
cooperation. According to the proceedings, more than two thousand participants had come
together to elaborate a ‘plan of campaign’ that covered ‘the whole area of the inhabited globe’.
They concretized the planning aspect of ecumenism as a ‘method of concerted action’ among
‘people interested in a common object who desire to compare notes’ and as clearly dis-
tinguished from a scheme of representation that involved delegates from ‘all portions of the
Church’.21 Although white representatives of North American and European organizations
dominated the gathering, three delegates of African American mission boards participated in
the deliberations. All three contributed their notes to the panel on Africa, jointly asserting that
African Americans alone should administer this field. The statements by the black repre-
sentatives echoed the old providential beliefs and racial theories about their fitness to withstand
African diseases and climates. But they also appealed to the new, ecumenical world order. A
black pan-African mission, they argued, would contribute the first indigenized missionary
project to the global coverage plan.22

The pan-African vision of American Protestant missions would reappear on the agenda of
the historic world missionary conference of 1910 in Edinburgh but cast in very different terms.
A ‘scientific report’ put forward a version of pan-Africanism that was drawn from hundreds of
responses that missionaries and native converts had given to a questionnaire about their
experiences with using education as ameans to ‘Christianize national life’.23 The slogan ‘Africa
for the Africans’ that was developed by African and African American anti-colonial agitators
now meant that ‘races’ had to be developed through ‘their fellow-countrymen’, whereas
Westerners could only help develop nations. The distinction between races and nations in the
report reflected the perspective of white missionaries and church leaders, who intended to
remove racial development from their missionary responsibilities. In this vein, the report noted
the lack of competent ‘indigenous’ teachers, and pointed to the ‘highly qualified instructors’ at
Hampton and Tuskegee, the two most famous schools for the industrial education of African
Americans in the US south. Another finding, placed alongside this one, opened the pan-African
dimension. The ‘prevailing opinion’ was that the need for such instruction was ‘especially
urgent’ in Africa.24

Alongside the ecumenical method of gathering and reducing ‘a mass of information and
thought into an organic unity’, ecumenical missionaries shaped the broad consensus about
Tuskegee graduates as the new ambassadors for bringing racial development into Africa.25

21 Ecumenical missionary conference, NewYork, 1900,Report of the ecumenical conference on foreign missions
held in Carnegie Hall and neighboring churches, April 21 toMay 1, 1900,NewYork: American Tract Society,
1900, vol. 1, p. 10.

22 Ibid., pp. 469–72.
23 Justin Reynolds, ‘The questionnaire and the ecumenical ordering of Protestant missionary knowledge in the

world missionary conference of 1910’, unpublished paper for ‘Mapping Entanglements’ conference,
Washington DC, 10–11 February 2017, pp. 2–3. For missiology and its claim to scientific status, see Stanley,
World missionary conference, ch. 1; and the essays in Patrick Harries and David Maxwell, eds., The spiritual
in the secular: missionaries and knowledge about Africa, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans, 2012.

24 World missionary conference 1910, Report of commission III: education in relation to Christianisation of
national life, Edinburgh: Oliphat, Anderson and Ferrier, 1910, pp. 302–3.

25 W. H. T. Gairdner, Echoes from Edinburgh: an account and interpretation of the world missionary
conference of 1910, New York: Layman’s Missionary Movement, 1910, p. 17.
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After the image of Tuskegee was inserted into the commission reports that the conference’s chief
organizer, the American Methodist John R. Mott, intended as the new basis for ‘thorough study
and consultation’ among ‘the leaders of foreign missionary forces’, Mott’s co-organizer, JosephH.
Oldham, promoted the image through other channels.26 As the editor of the International Review
of Missions, the key forum for the ecumenical missionary movement’s interchange of thought and
missionary science, launched in 1912, he published several articles that cast industrial schools in
the US south as the new training ground for missionaries going to Africa.27 In addition, two
conferences, namely the ‘Negro Christian Student Conference’, held in Tuskegee in 1914, and an
FMCNA conference on ‘The Christian occupation of Africa’ in 1917, helped publicize this idea.
African American missionaries were thus no longer the only harbingers of pan-African ideas.28

The ecumenical vision of pan-Africanism, born from bureaucratic procedures and a set of
conference exchanges, developed within a much broader change of Christian opinions about
human difference that characterized the ecumenical movement in the 1920s and 1930s. Voices
from various camps expressed their appreciation of what they formerly rejected as inferior
or ‘other’. Scholars of religion no longer conceived ‘indigenous faith’ as antithetical to
Christianity, but considered its ethical achievements and possibilities as sources of knowledge
and spirituality.29 The Negro Journal of Religion, the first black interdenominational periodi-
cal of the US, praised acquaintances with unfamiliar people as a source of ‘enjoyment and
enlightenment’ by which worthwhile contacts and new friendships began, while ingrained
prejudices concerning conditions in different locations were corrected.30 Instead of planting a
Western concept of Christianity in heathen lands, ecumenicists constructed new frontiers for
the project of evangelization. They aimed to address the ‘many-sided problems of human
progress’, to end ‘Missions Imperialism’, and to push back against the rise of a ‘secularized
civilization’.31 As Edward C. Moore, an Edinburgh commission insider and left-wing repre-
sentative in the missionary movement, put it, the appeal that ‘points of contact and of contrast’
had gained distinguished the ecumenical from the previous missionary generation.32

The IMC, African representation, and the pitfalls of
Christian indigenization
The IMC was the institution that gave these developments an organized form and direction.
Founded in 1921 by a group of activists who had participated in the Edinburgh conference, it
conceptualized missionary interaction in the period immediately after the First World War. Its
constitution stipulated that missionary societies and boards, along with the churches that they
represented at home and in the mission field, would remain in charge of determining their

26 Quoted in C. Howard Hopkins, John R. Mott, 1865–1955: a biography, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans,
1979, p. 344.

27 Joseph H. Oldham, ‘The editor’s notes’, International Review of Missions, 1, 1, 1912, p. 1.
28 King, ‘Africa and the southern states’, pp. 661–2.
29 Edward Caldwell Moore, The spread of Christianity in the modern world, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago

Press, 1919, pp. 84–5.
30 Pearlie Mae Gasaway, ‘The value of united movements’, Negro Journal of Religion, 3, 7, 1937, p. 7.
31 Ecumenical missionary conference, New York, 1900, Report, p. 9; Hugh Vernon White, ‘End missions

imperialism now’, Christian Century, 14 February 1934, pp. 22–8, and Reinhold Niebuhr, ‘Our secularized
civilization’, Christian Century, 22 April 1926, pp. 19–22, both reprinted in Harold E. Fey and Margaret
Frakes, eds., The Christian Century reader: representative articles, editorials, and poems selected from more
than fifty years of the Christian Century, New York: Association Press, 1962.

32 Moore, Spread of Christianity, pp. 84–5.
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missionary policies. The IMC’s prime field of activity was to promote among them a spirit of
fellowship, mutual understanding, and the desire to cooperate.

The sixty-one people who ratified the constitution of the IMC in Lake Mohonk established
the organization as consisting of four elected ex-officio members and a body of seventy
delegates, appointed by fourteen so-called national missionary organizations. The constitution
defined these organizations as existing interdenominational structures that united missionary
societies for consultation and cooperation on the national level. To include representatives
from areas where no such organizations existed, the Council could nominate up to ten
‘co-opted members’. In the long term, the fruits of IMC indigenization programmes
were supposed to replace this ad hoc representation. The constitution required the IMC to
build up and seek cooperation with national missionary organizations that might come
into existence.33

In practice, as historical scholarship has acknowledged, this plan of organization stabilized
the pre-war tradition of Western dominance in Protestant missionary internationalism.
Throughout the interwar period, the offices of the Council remained in the hands of leading
American and British architects of the ecumenical movement, including John R. Mott as the
chairman and Joseph H. Oldham and Abbe L. Warnshuis as secretaries.34 North American,
British, and European representatives also dominated the ‘body’ of the Council, qua
constitutional quota. The FMCNA appointed twenty delegates, and the Conference of
Missionary Societies in Great Britain and Ireland fourteen. Twenty-one representatives came
from European missionary organizations, including the Deutsche Evangelische Missions-
ausschuss and the Société des missions evangéliques de Paris. A much smaller numerical share,
of fifteen delegates, was given to other parts of the world. Five representatives came from white
settler colonies (Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa); one delegate hailed from the
Société Belge de missions protestante au Congo; and three each were drawn from national
committees in Japan, China, and India (including Burma and Ceylon). That IMC members
were ‘invited’ to make contributions to the Council’s funding that were proportional to the size
of their delegation created a barrier for representatives of African and African American
churches.35

Alongside these national caucuses, two provisions of the constitution enabled the IMC to
influence the representation of the non-Western delegations. One of them determined the
representation of ‘nationals’ in the Council regarding its Asian members, from which a ‘native’
quorum of at least two (out of the three) representatives per country was required. While this
rule expressed a commitment to enhance ‘native voices’ in the Council, it helped omit the
representation of people from colonial areas. Thus, the delegates who represented the Belgian
Congo and South Africa, then a British dominion, could still be nationals of the colonial
metropoles.36 The second, andmore potent, tool to manipulate the IMC’s composition was the
category of ‘co-opted members’. The constitution framed this category as an effort to give

33 ‘Constitution of the International Missionary Council’, reprinted in John R. Mott, Addresses and papers of
John R. Mott, vol. 5, New York: Association Press, 1947, pp. 238–9.

34 Ibid., p. 241.
35 Ibid, p. 239. In contrast to the ecumenical conference in New York in 1900, this financial bias was already in

place in Edinburgh in 1910. See Brian Stanley, ‘Twentieth-century world Christianity: a perspective from the
history of missions’, in Donald M. Lewis, ed., Christianity reborn: the global expansion of evangelicalism in
the twentieth century, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, p. 79.

36 ‘Constitution of the International Missionary Council’, p. 239.
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Africa, the Near East, and Latin America ‘the same rights and privileges as other members’,
even though they lacked the kind of interdenominational missionary organizations that
the IMC required. Importantly, the IMC could both nominate and cover the expenses of
these representatives directly from a ‘special fund’ provided by North American and
British members.37

Judging from the lists of attendees of major ecumenical conferences between 1921 and 1938,
the Council used these provisions less to represent churches in Africa than to involve pan-African
actors. Among the co-opted members who frequently attended Council meetings from 1921
onwards were the missionary educators James E. K. Aggrey and Arthur W. Wilkie from the Gold
Coast, the American philanthropist and expert on African American education Thomas Jesse
Jones, and Robert Moton, the successor of Booker T. Washington as principal of Tuskegee.
During the early 1920s, members of this group were the major advocates of reforming colonial
education in Africa based on the principles of industrial education in the southern US.38 The
number of delegates from missions or churches in Africa who attended IMC conferences through
regular channels, however, remained comparatively small. It rose from 2 to 35 attendees –whereas
representatives from Asia grew from 9 to 199 (see Table 1). A closer look at these lists shows that
not all delegates from Africa were Africans. The Jerusalem conference, for example, listed thirteen
African representatives, but only six of themwere strictly speaking indigenous. This smaller group
included Sunday School Field Secretary Sheikh Metry S. Dewairy (representing Egypt), Henri
Randzavola of the London Missionary Society (Madagascar), Assistant Bishop Adolphus
Williamson Howells (Nigeria), Professor Davidson Don Tengo Jabavu (South Africa), the Super-
intendent of the Dutch Reformed ChurchMission,W. H.Murray (Nyasaland), and County Chief
and member of the Synod of the Church of Uganda Sirwano W. Kulubya (Buganda).39 The
‘absence of Africa’ that Brian Stanley noted for the Edinburghmeeting thus continued in the 1920s
and 1930s.40 As an observer charged, missionary leaders still faced the challenge of transforming
an ‘exclusively Anglo-Saxon’ into a ‘true international co-operation’.41

The IMC’s engagement with African Christianity was closer when it exercised its func-
tions.42 One of them was to promote intellectual reflection on, and empirical analyses of, the
total modern world mission. The efforts to gather and circulate missionary information,
culminating, among other publications, in the Interpretative statistical survey of the world
mission of Christianity (1938), brought competing forms of Christian indigenization to the
Council’s attention.43 This was most evident in Africa, where African Christianity had dras-
tically risen from half a million to more than two million within less than three decades, thus
superseding the growth rate in Asia.44 The interpretations of these statistics that circulated

37 ‘Adoption of the constitution of the International Missionary Council’, reprinted in Addresses and papers,
vol. 5, p. 236.

38 ‘Extracts from the minutes of the meeting of the International Missionary Council held at Lake Mohonk,
New York, October 1–6, 1921’, reprinted in Addresses and papers, vol. 5, p. 232.

39 IMC, Addresses and other records, New York: International Missionary Council, 1929, The Madras series,
vol. 7, pp. 87–93.

40 Stanley, World missionary conference, pp. 97–101.
41 KennethMaclennan, Twenty years of missionary co-operation, London: Edinburgh House Press, 1927, p. 44.
42 ‘Constitution of the International Missionary Council’, p. 241.
43 Joseph I. Parker, ed., Interpretative statistical survey of the world mission of Christianity, New York: Inter-

national Missionary Council, 1938.
44 Ibid., p. 17. On Asia, see Albert Monshan Wu, ‘The quest for an “indigenous church”: German missionaries,

Chinese Christians, and the indigenization debates of the 1920s’, American Historical Review, 122, 1, 2017,
pp. 85–114.
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through the IMC agreed that the growth was due to a strong indigenous element in African
churches, but they varied regarding the meaning of this form of indigenization. The FMNCA
broadly considered the development as shifting the ‘center of gravity of the Christian mission’
from ‘America, to the Church in Asia and Africa’.45 Unaffiliated observers claimed that African
Christians independently achieved what ecumenical missionaries envisioned: the creation of a
‘really African church’ that was self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating.46

A more consensual notion in ecumenical missionary circles was that these indigenous churches
took ‘separate roads’ from the ‘older Churches that have been fostering them’.47

Behind the scenes, IMC members talked more frankly about the obstacles they faced in trying
to build up African indigenous churches. The LakeMohonk meeting unanimously acknowledged
that the condescending attitudes that white Christian workers retained towards racially different
Christians were themain problem. The discussion underscored this factor, as it brought to light the
whites’ stereotypes about black Africans: supposedly, the Africans were greedy for power and
money, they caused ‘accidents’, and they were too focused on denominationalism, which impeded
their promotion in the ecumenical mission. Accordingly, the members differed on the question of
how to overcome their reservations. Some advocated financial support as a method to strengthen
their local offspring. This way, local churches would eventually cease to be a financial burden.
White representatives from South and West Africa strongly discouraged throwing money at the
problem. They advised involving more Africans in the propagation of the foreign denominations.
Otherswho reported from visits to SouthAfrica strengthened this intervention. They pointed to the
‘splendid capacities’ of missionary-school-educated Africans, who also had the best understanding
of their own people. Thomas Jesse Jones, who joined the conference to present his approach to
African education by means of African American models of industrial training, stressed the role of
education in Christian indigenization. He demanded that missionaries give more thought to the
training of ‘leaders’. The concept of native leadership formed amiddle ground for most attendants.
This group would encourage self-dependence and self-expression, while linking the indigenous
church to the ‘experience, faith, organized power and money’ of the foreign missionary organi-
zations that nurtured them.48

The Jerusalem conference in 1928 gave the Lake Mohonk considerations concrete
expression. Indigenous voices were limited from the start to an internal conversation
among regular IMC members and ‘similar organizations in which the rising churches are
represented’.49 This rule positioned the IMC’s vision of indigenization in opposition to the
Ethiopian movement in particular. The Ethiopian church originated in the 1890s in South
Africa among black Africans who broke away from Methodist and Anglican churches that
denied their African members leadership, and spread across sub-Saharan Africa, often on the

45 ‘What is the new strategy for the world mission? Views resulting from the recent annual meeting of the Foreign
Missions Conference of North America held at Asbury, N.J.’, Voice of Missions, 40, 13, 1936, p. 7.

46 William David Schermerhorn, The Christian mission in the modern world, New York: Abington Press, 1933,
pp. 246–7. For a concise overview on African initiated churches, see David Killingray, ‘Passing on the gospel:
indigenous mission in Africa’, Transformation, 28, 2, 2011, pp. 93–102; and Ogbu U. Kalu, ‘African Chris-
tianity: from the world wars to decolonization’, in Hugh McLeod, ed., World Christianities c.1914–c.2000,
vol. 9, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 197–218. For a fuller account, see Lamin Sanneh
and Joel P. Carpenter, The changing face of Christianity: Africa, the West, and the world, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005, part 1.

47 John R.Mott,Cooperation and the world mission, New York: InternationalMissionary Council, 1925, p. 13.
48 Pam IMC, BL, ‘The first meeting of the International Missionary Council’, third session, 1 October 1921.
49 Jerusalem meeting of the International Missionary Council, 24 March–8 April 1928, The relationship

between the younger and the older churches, New York: International Missionary Council, 1928, vol. 3, p. 3.
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heels of transatlantic pan-African agitation and independent African American missions.50

The conference wanted to consult, instead, about the ‘relationship between older and younger
churches’ in a world missionary context. The proceedings stated that it was of ‘common
importance to all’ to define what was ‘meant by an indigenous church’.51

Pre-circulated questionnaires and papers had pre-shaped a consensus. Rather than opening
up to global variants, the meeting offered a narrow definition that stressed indigeneity as a
concept that implied a lineage with dominant Christian traditions. A church was ‘truly indi-
genous’, it was stated, when its ‘expression in worship and service, in customs and in art and
architecture incorporates the worthy characteristics of the people, while conserving at the same
time the heritage of the Church in all lands and all ages’.52 To a certain extent, the conference
sided with the ‘top-down’ idea that ‘a really independent native church can be brought into
being’ if only missionary strategies were altered. To this end, it recommended translations of
the Bible into the vernacular, a devolution of responsibilities to locals, and the encouragement
of self-expression. This missionary approach entailed a firm rejection of white patronage. It
urged missionaries to refrain from treating ‘strange customs’ with ‘religious rigor’ and from
confusing proselytizing with ‘Europeanization or Americanization’.53 Taking this point fur-
ther, however, the Jerusalem meeting also conceptualized this approach as encompassing the
encouragement of ‘every race’ to express their missionary convictions. It argued that the alleged
‘desire’ of African Americans to witness for the gospel ‘in the homeland of their forefathers’
promised ‘profound satisfaction’.54 The notions that the IMC associated with the indigenous
church were thus quite different from the dynamism of Christianity in Africa at that time. The
Council held up African American missions as the central model for achieving the ecumenical
vision of indigenization, and defined indigenous African churches as its ‘separatist’ margins.

The race problem and the appeal of the ‘Southern Negro’
The second opening that the IMC saw towards an ecumenical pan-Africanism was the so-
called race problem. Viewing racial discord as the most serious source of division among
humankind, the IMC discerned in the race problem an approach to ordering Christian dif-
ference in global space that complemented indigenization. As John R. Mott lectured mis-
sionaries in Australia, ‘The race problem … is not simply a national question, but one of the
widest international implications. It concerns not one race, but all races …. It is today a vital

50 For connections to African Americans, see Jay Riley Case, An unpredictable gospel: American evangelicals and
world Christianity, 1812–1920, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, ch. 7; James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion:
the African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States and South Africa, New York: Oxford University
Press, 1995; J.Mutero Chirenje,Ethiopianism andAfro-Americans in Southern Africa, 1883–1916, Baton Rouge,
LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1987; Ciprian Burlacioiu, ‘Transatlantische Vernetzungen indigener chris-
tlicher Eliten am Beispiel der African Orthodox Church, 1920–1930’, in Ulrich van der Heyden and Andreas
Feldtkeller, eds., Missionsgeschichte als Geschichte der Globalisierung von Wissen: Transkulturelle Wissensan-
eignung und -vermittlung durch christliche Missionare in Afrika und Asien im 17., 18. und 19. Jahrhundert,
Stuttgart: Steiner Verlag, 2012, pp. 97–109.

51 Jerusalem meeting, Relationship, p. 3.
52 L. S. Albright, The International Missionary Council: its history, functions and relationships, New York:

International Missionary Council, 1946, p. 11.
53 Jerusalem meeting, Relationship, p. 3.
54 World Mission of Christianity, Messages and recommendations of the enlarged meeting of the International

Missionary Council held at Jerusalem, March 24th to April 8th, 1928, London: International Missionary
Council, 1928, pp. 32–3 and pp. 44–5.
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issue on every continent.’55 With its intercontinental scope, the race problem was also located at the
core of both the field work and the moral cause of the modern world mission to become ‘a great
interracial movement’ by the very nature of the case.56 Mott identified ‘race feeling or prejudice’ as
the most severe obstacle for cooperation with the indigenous churches, and the Council’s responsi-
bility to transform international and interracial relations in favour of ‘politically weaker people’.57

The Jerusalem conference of 1928, after linking indigenization to the idea ofmissions among racially
similar people, strongly endorsed Mott’s contention. The gathering condemned the Christian chur-
ches for not overcoming racial divides within their own ‘borders’. Missionaries thus had to step in as
‘the most creative force’ to teach them how worldwide interracial unity could be accomplished.58

This creativity was, at first, demonstrated quite literally. An exuberant celebration of the racial
diversity of the participants characterized the reports of IMC meetings. Writing for the Interna-
tional Review of Missions, Frank Lenwood reflected upon this trend in his discussion of the Lake
Mohonk conference. Even one or two Africans and African Americans, he wrote, were enough to
add ‘colour’ to the Council ‘for they were “black, black, black!”59 Indeed, the conference minutes
of Lake Mohonk overstated the presence of African representatives. They noted that a ‘Dutch
baron and an English baronet looked across to the son of aWest African chief. Representatives of
Australian and South African societies looked across to those of Norway, Sweden and Finland.
Yellow and brown and black of Africa looked into the eyes of blonde and brunette of Europe and
North America.’60 Presumably, the many ‘Africans’ mentioned in this description were James
Aggrey and Robert Moton (actually an African American), who were both invited to the con-
ference as co-opted members on account of their expertise on African American education, not as
representatives of African field churches.61

The overrepresentation of the number of blacks among the conference participants went
hand in hand with the IMC’s more ambitious goal of eliminating the race problem by changing
Christian public opinion. Its strategy was set out in several books and articles published
between 1904 and 1926 that the IMC recommended to its members. Most of the works were
written by American and British intellectuals who viewed the race problem from a Christian
angle. Among them were the American Presbyterian missionary Robert E. Speer, the American
religious leader from the US south Willis D. Weatherford, the American expert on African
American education Thomas Jesse Jones, the British politician and historian James Bryce, the
missionary and educator Sidney L. Gulick (who spent much of his life promoting American–
Japanese relations), the British Quaker and expert on India John S. Hoyland, and the British
missionary writer on ecumenism Basil Matthews.62 The International Review of Missions also

55 John R. Mott, ‘The race problem: address at the Australian Missionary Conference Melbourne, 12th April,
1926’, in Addresses and papers, vol. 5, p. 608.

56 Mott, Cooperation, p. 49.
57 ‘Constitution of the International Missionary Council’, p. 240.
58 World Mission of Christianity, Messages and recommendations, pp. 40 and 45.
59 Frank Lenwood, ‘The International Missionary Council at Lake Mohonk, October 1921’, International

Review of Missions, 11, 1922, p. 32.
60 ‘First meeting of the International Missionary Council’, pp. 2–3.
61 Cf. Hogg, Ecumenical foundations, p. 203.
62 Robert E. Speer, Race and race relations: a Christian view of human contacts, New York: Fleming H. Revell,

1924; W. D. Weatherford, The negro from America to Africa, New York: George H. Doran, 1924; Thomas
Jesse Jones, Education in Africa, New York: Phelps-Stokes Fund, 1922; James Bryce, The relations of the
advanced and backward races of mankind, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902; Sidney L. Gulick, American
democracy and Asiatic citizenship, New York: Scribner, 1918; John S. Hoyland, The race problem and the
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took up the issue. It featured book reviews and circulated reports on the race problem in South
Africa and Honolulu, as well as theoretical treatises on how to rethink racial capacities.63

To understand the consensus on the race problem that the IMC sought to establish within the
Christian missionary public, it is helpful to consider one of its most featured and widely read
studies. This was written in 1924 by the IMC secretary, Joseph H. Oldham, at the request of the
United Council for Missionary Education and the Lake Mohonk meeting. Titled Christianity and
the race problem, the book presented the Christian ideal for human society as a contrast to existing
relations between the different races, and aimed to investigate the historical origins of these inter-
actions.64 This goal centred attention onEuropean colonialism andNorthAtlantic scientific racism
as the key factors in the promotion of the hostile and oppressive character of contemporary race
relations. Oldham argued that the authority that modern science gained in justifying the colonial
‘doctrine of racialism’ had made its broad social acceptance almost ‘inevitable’. Alarmed in addi-
tion by the recent experience of thewar and other forms of racist brutality, he painted a dire picture
of racial science as creating ‘an atmosphere, in which the solution of racial problems may become
impossible’.65

Oldham saw a small possibility for Christians to influence the character of interracial
relations in offering, and then widely circulating, a reinterpretation of the historical role of
racial difference. This reinterpretation began with dissociating the idea of ‘race’ from its much-
cited ancillary ‘problem’. As Oldham emphasized, race was a ‘real and unalterable dividing
line’ between people. Christians thus had to promote racial divides as a positive feature, as
opposed to making race the basis of a strict hierarchical order that had whites at the top.66

To flesh out this new image of racial difference, Oldham drew on the repertoire that
Christian religion offered to define human relations. Instead of white supremacy, Christian
human relations evolved around ‘the supremacy of moral values’, combined with an appre-
ciation for human personality and the dedication of life to the service of humanity.67 A
Christian society that adopted this perspective would accordingly be enhancing the ‘plasticity’
of human nature, individualism, and the common social purpose of racially different people.
Thus race would not divide but enrich humanity, in analogy to a ‘body’ that had different parts
with none of them being superior ‘since all are necessary … and … indispensable’.68

Oldham’s view of races as shaping an organic unity offered new guidelines specifically for
ecumenical missionary thinking. He demanded that missionaries embraced the perspective of
cultural relativism by shifting their focus from physical continents to ‘new continents of human
life and human activity’.69 By this, he meant the interconnectivity that was growing due to
colonialism, economic interdependency, and modern communication and transportation
technology that had long cut across ingrained racial, imperial, and national boundaries, but
had not yet found a Christian equivalent. The aim to discover a human geography that was
different from such boundaries echoed the IMC’s indigenization approach. Oldham argued
that the practical imperative for missionaries who adhered to the Christian ideal of preserving

63 J. Fleming, ‘Relative racial capacities’, International Review of Missions, 12, 1923, pp. 112–21.
64 J. H. Oldham, Christianity and the race problem, New York: George H. Doran, 1924, p. 1.
65 Ibid., pp. 10–12.
66 Ibid., p. 13.
67 Ibid., p. 20.
68 Ibid., pp. 218–31.
69 Joseph H. Oldham, ‘His message to nations and races’, in Fennell P. Turner and Frank S. Knight, eds., The

Foreign Missions Convention at Washington, 1925, New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1925, p. 30.
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and enhancing racial difference was to safeguard the ‘native soil’ that defined the particular
characteristics of their inhabitants – especially when these soils had come under the tutelage of
colonial powers.70

Oldham was aware that the correlation of race and space that he advanced not only
challenged racial divides but entailed a vindication of the utility of racial segregation. By the
1920s, the image of racial segregation was widely associated with the American Jim Crow
system – a set of laws that required the division of public space and infrastructures into black
and white sections – as well as with the emerging South African apartheid system, as epitomes
of modern racism. Oldham made an attempt to rehabilitate the image of racial segregation by
associating it with Booker T. Washington’s famous analogy that races ‘can be as separate as
the five fingers, and yet one hand in all things essential to mutual progress’. Oldham’s inter-
pretation of this statement forged its similarity to the Christian notion of the ‘body’ as a unity
in difference. While admitting that racial separation was not the ‘ultimate ideal’ of Christian
society, he argued that it was still a means to furnish individual races with a space in which they
could bring to bear their ‘integrity and distinctive character’ in the development of their
‘respective civilizations independently’, and, by doing so, make their ‘special and unique
contribution to mankind’.71 For Oldham, the world that Booker T. Washington had created in
the US south was the best example. This world had developed, under the infamous conditions
of US racial segregation, into a highly valuable ‘region of experience’ that gave newmeaning to
equality. It centred on the magnanimity of blacks who accepted their separation with humility,
as opposed to stirring racial conflict. Popularizing the attitudes and approaches that blacks in
the US south pursued to create their own civilization could, Oldham believed, ‘put a new face
on many of our racial problems’.72

During the 1920s, Oldham’s idea of re-evaluating racial segregation prompted IMC
affiliates to investigate the factors that shaped black people’s magnanimity. Oldham himself
pursued this approach in his role as the editor of the International Review of Missions. Shortly
after the paper’s launch in 1912, he featured an article by A. G. Fraser, a British missionary
in Ceylon who detailed the lessons he had drawn from visiting the Hampton Institute in
Virginia.73 In addition, he published articles by H. B. Frissel, the president of Hampton, and
Booker T. Washington, the president of Tuskegee.74 These texts directed the attention of the
international missionary community to the role education that played in the making of what
Frissel termed ‘Southern Negroes’, as a distinctive group within the broader category of black
Americans.75 The consensus that was put forth by these authors was that this group was
emerging from industrial training – in trades, crafts, agriculture, and industry – rather than
scholastic education, and that they were themselves looking towards Africa with a view to
‘planting the life’ that these schools created ‘out there again’.76

70 Oldham, Christianity, pp. 226–7.
71 Ibid., pp. 169–70.
72 Ibid., p. 227–9.
73 A. G. Fraser, ‘Impressions from Hampton Institute’, International Review of Missions, 1, 1912,

pp. 704–13.
74 H. B. Frissel, ‘The value of industrial education’, International Review of Missions, 4, 1915, pp. 420–31;

Booker T. Washington, ‘David Livingstone and the American negro’, International Review of Missions, 2,
1913, pp. 225–35.

75 Frissel, ‘Value of industrial education’, p. 429.
76 Fraser, ‘Impressions’, p. 712.
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This division of education was relevant to international ecumenical missionaries for two
reasons. On the one hand, they thought that industrial schools could be readily adapted to the
particular needs of students and to local conditions around the world. On the other hand, the
focus on the practical value of knowledge appeared to offer a way to diminish the cultural
imperialism that characterized the Western educational practices of book learning typically
employed in mission schools. As A. G. Fraser put it, missionaries were still proud of the
tradition of English public schools that they represented, but this education could not compete
with the value and inspiration that Hampton and Tuskegee exemplified in ‘adapting’ the best
‘knowledge and civilization to the needs and understandings of its varying pupils’.77

A similar fascination with the character of the black students who graduated from these
schools emerged among ecumenical missionaries. The missionaries believed that industrial
training had a profound impact on the students’ health, discipline, and demeanour, and that
they possessed certain virtues that they had been able to acquire only because of their
separation from white influences. Most commentators followed Oldham’s suggestion to view
Booker T. Washington as the personification of the distinct ‘spirit of progress, self-help and
cooperation, and a tradition of the dignity of manual labour’ that was now associated with
black Americans from the US south.78 In this vein, IMC-affiliated missionaries almost
unanimously spoke of the ‘very admirable and valuable racial qualities’ they had found in
blacks from the south. They praised the ‘extraordinary sanity … of the Negro leader’ and the
‘absence of any kind of sourness of disposition’, emphasizing that these features formed a stark
‘contrast to national and racial situations elsewhere’.79 With these qualities, blacks from the
south came into view as a crucial resource for the modern world mission. In the international
missionary imagination, they represented both a different kind of Western civilization and a
new possibility for linking ‘European and African peoples’, as well as ‘Negroes both in Africa
and in the United States’.80

Connecting African Christianity and African American
missionaries
The promotion of the ‘Southern Negro’ as a leader and a decisive intermediary to remedy
interracial divides coincided with international missionaries’ interest in enabling the trans-
mission of Tuskegee into other contexts. Beginning with A. G. Fraser’s visit to Hampton in
1912, large numbers of international missionary visitors followed his example, believing that
the African American educational experience was relevant to the diverse mission fields they
came from. The AME Church even ran an article in its missionary journal to report that
missionaries from Uganda, Nigeria, Nyasaland, Tanganyika, Northern Rhodesia, and India
came to the US south to ‘observe what ideas may be implanted in their work’.81 Intermingled
with the growing cohort of admirers of Hampton and Tuskegee were those who were more

77 Ibid., p. 708.
78 Gordon Guggisberg and A. G. Fraser, The future of the negro: some chapters in the development of a race,

London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1929, pp. 25.
79 School of Oriental and African Studies, London, IMC Archives (henceforth SOAS, IMC), FBN 94, 267021,

letter to Lionel Curtis, c/o Committee of Reference and Council, Federal Council of Churches of Christ in
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80 Schermerhorn, Christian mission, p. 231.
81 ‘Missionaries study industrial schools in the south’, Voice of Missions, 40, 11, 1936, p. 6.
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assertive about limiting the new flows of ‘experience of Negro Education from the South lands’
to blacks in Africa.82 Perhaps most influential in defining the boundaries for the transmission
of Tuskegee was Thomas Jesse Jones. In his role as the head of two Phelps-Stokes Commissions
to investigate the state of education in Africa in 1920 and 1924, he succeeded in embedding his
interpretation of Tuskegee education in the reform of British missionary and government
schools for the African native.83

The IMC supplemented this agenda by devising new policies regarding the possibility of
sending African Americans as missionaries into colonial territory. The idea of not only trans-
ferring models of industrial education but also using black southern graduates as missionaries
had been discussed by the Council at its founding meeting. According to unpublished minutes,
Robert Moton stated in the afternoon session of 3 October 1921 that ‘I can not but wonder if
somehow God does not mean that the negroes from America shall go back and side by side
with the white missionary and the native African civilize and Christianize that land.’ Antici-
pating that missionaries and colonial governments who condemned pan-Africanism would
probably oppose the idea, he emphasized that these missionaries had to be ‘of course, the right
kind of men’. He thus characterized them in the more popular image of African Americans as
people who reacted to racist presumptions with humility and cooperation, just like Booker T.
Washington always had.84

The conference attendees showed themselves open to Moton’s suggestion, if not to
the premise that African Americans, too, had legitimate evangelical ambitions. Rather, they
discussed the proposition against the background of the attitudes that existed towards
African American missionaries among Africans and colonial governments. The discussion
revealed that missionaries had mixed experiences. French, Belgian, and Portuguese missionary
societies that had already worked with African American staff had no problem with their
admission but considered African American missionaries rather ineffective. Others who would
have liked to get African Americans involved failed owing to immigration restrictions that
existed, especially in the British empire and the Union of South Africa. As Joseph Oldham
summarized, the admission of African Americans was ‘an international question of some
complexity touching Portugal and France as well as England and the South African
Government’.85

Based on these initial findings, the IMC decided to investigate the feasibility of Moton’s
proposal more thoroughly. Aiming to return to the matter at the next IMC meeting in
Oxford in July 1923, members gathered information about the efficiency of African American
workers in French, Belgian, and Portuguese colonies in Africa and devised a strategy to
overcome the reservations and administrative obstacles that existed in British colonies.
In a series of meetings with the Colonial Office in London, IMC representatives learned that the
British were having difficulties with the ‘undesirable propaganda of the Marcus Garvey type’
and that they used a new immigration regulation that required non-British missionaries to
declare their ‘loyal co-operation with the Government’ to exclude African Americans from

82 SOAS, IMC, FBN 94, 267021, G. W. Morrison to J. H. Oldham, re: a tour among some negro schools in the
southern states of the USA, 1921.

83 For literature on the Phelps-Stokes commission on education in Africa, see n. 5.
84 BL, Missionary Research Library, International Missionary Council records (henceforth MRL, IMC), box 3,
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their colonial territories.86 To ‘set the mind of the colonial office at rest’, the IMC thus advised
the FMNCA to withhold any immigration applications by African American missionaries for
the time being, while seeking to win from the Colonial Office a modification in its immigration
regulation.87 This modification concerned the possibility of making a ‘distinction between
Dr. Moton and Marcus Garvey’. As IMC representatives argued, such a distinction would
allow British governors to avail themselves of the help of African Americans trained at
Tuskegee, which some of them were known to be ‘anxious to have’.88

North American mission boards that followed the request in the 1920s reaped sharp criticism
from both white and black observers. The Foundation, the mouthpiece of a philanthropic orga-
nization that promoted black American missionary work on Africa, noted that the shrinking
number of black American missionaries (12 out of a total of 1,500 American missionaries on the
continent) must indicate that themajority of organizations did not have ‘a single AmericanNegro’
in their ranks.89 Black American observers accused these boards of acquiescing to a new and strict
drawing of the colour line among Christians in the US. The pan-African agitatorW. E. B. Du Bois
argued that nothing illustrated this better than ‘the attitude of white churches today toward
Christian missions in Africa’.90 In addition to a resurgence of racism, American observers viewed
the decline of the African American participation inmissions as the surrender ofmission boards to
colonial reservations against African American missionaries as ‘dangerous’ to the colonial order,
antagonistic to local governments, or a ‘failure’ as Christian missionaries.91

Meanwhile, however, the British Colonial Office began to consider the idea of regarding
Garvey and Moton as representatives of different groups of African Americans as ‘novel and
interesting’ and requested that the IMC determine the grounds on which this distinction could
reliably be made.92 The IMC suggested that colonial administrators ascertained that candidates
were thoroughly acquainted with the educational institutions in the US south that had proven to
be ‘directly related to African needs’. To specify the qualifications that should be required of
African Americans who desired to go to Africa as missionaries, the IMC adopted the list of
qualities that Wallace Buttrick, a Rockefeller official who specialized in African American edu-
cation in the US south, and Thomas Jesse Jones, head of the Phelps-Stokes Commission, had
defined with Booker T. Washington in mind as a model. These qualifications were a spirit of
interracial cooperation and meekness, strength of character, and knowledge and skill in manual
labour and practical matters of daily life, as well as college education.93 While colonial officials
did not turn these requirements into hard prescriptions, they applied them in a few cases to admit
African American missionaries into restricted British territories in east Africa.94

86 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, letter to F. P. Turner, 27 March 1923, The National Archives, London,
Colonial Office, CO 323/899/443, ‘Memoranda A, B, and C, revised September 1921 regarding the admission
into India of aliens desiring to undertake missionary, educational, or other philanthropic work in India after
the war’.

87 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, letter to F. P. Turner, 4 May 1923.
88 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, ‘Negroes in Africa’, memorandum of interview with Mr Bottomly at the

Colonial Office, 22 March 1923.
89 ‘The American negro as a missionary’, Foundation, July 1929, p. 7.
90 W. E. B. Du Bois, ‘African missions’, Foundation, September 1932, p. 17.
91 ‘American negroes and Africa’, Foundation, May 1927, p. 19.
92 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, ‘Negroes in Africa’.
93 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, letter to F. P. Turner, n.d.
94 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, W. C. Bottomly to J. H. Oldham, 21 July 1923. For a detailed account on

African American missionaries in east Africa, see Kenneth J. King, ‘The American negro missionary to east
Africa: a critical aspect of African evangelism’, African Historical Studies, 3, 1, 1970, pp. 5–22.
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Within the IMC, the question of African American missionaries remained on the agenda at
its next regular meeting in Oxford in 1923, and at three special conferences on education and
missions in Africa held in 1924 and 1925.95 In these meetings a growing number of attendees
from both sides of the colonial and racial divide advocated the inclusion of African American
missionaries into the modern world mission. Their interest increased, especially regarding the
influence that this could have on international and interracial relations. The African American
YMCAmissionaryMaxYergan argued that the involvement of African Americanmissionaries
would be a sign that cooperation ‘of the right kind’ between white and black was possible in
segregated South Africa.96 In a similar vein, John Hope, president of Morehouse College,
proposed that the integration of black missionaries from Tuskegee, Hampton, or Morehouse
would be not only useful abroad but also a source of inspiration in approaching interracial
relations in the US.97

With these thoughts on improving the image of missions, colonial states, and American
segregation in wide circulation, the IMC decided to settle the question at an extraordinary
conference held in Le Zoute in 1926.98 The conference, titled ‘The Christian mission in Africa’,
explored, among other themes, the possibility of cooperation between missionaries and colonial
governments in the field of education. In their new role as ‘Tuskegee types’, African American
missionaries had become crucial to this project. The extremely large (thirty-four members) and
prominent composition of the commission that formed to consider the role of African American
missionaries in Africa reflected how relevant the topic had become. Among the committee mem-
bers were leading African American missionaries in South Africa, includingMax Yergan (YMCA)
and John A. Gregg (AME Church), and the renowned African intellectual and educator John
Dube, founder of the SouthAfricanNativeNational Congress. This groupmet themajor architects
of the British indirect-rule system then in the making, including Frederick Lugard, who at the time
also served in the League of Nations Permanent Mandates Commission, the Phelps-Stokes Com-
mission members, and the director of native education in South Africa, Charles T. Loram. This
constellation indicated that the question of African American missionaries in Africa had emerged
into a project that required orchestration far beyond the IMC’s own indigenization project. On
their behalf, it had to influence politics and stereotypes, and reconfigure existing pan-African
connections. The result of this effort was, as Dube remarked, that ‘Negro leadership’ from the US
and Africa claimed their place ‘among the leaders of the world’. 99

The resolution that the committee was supposed to compose had to cater to a disparate mix
of interests that were now associated with the question of African American missionaries.
Among these interests were colonial concerns about anti-colonial aspirations coming from
either Africans or African Americans, as well as the worries of missionary societies that African
American missionaries could turn out to be more successful or, if sent in large numbers,

95 Rhodes House Library Papers, J. H. Oldham Papers, mss Afr. S. 1829, box 10, file 2, item 1, ‘Christian
education in Africa conference at High Leigh, Hoddesdon, 8–13 September 1924’, report and memorandum
(1924). In 1925 conferences were held in London and Hartford. See Utuk, From New York, pp. 105–79.

96 SOAS, IMC/CBMS, box 216, folder ‘High Leigh conference, April 1924’, conference minutes.
97 SOAS, IMC, FBN 37, Fiche 3 + 4, letter to F. P. Turner, October 1925.
98 Edwin W. Smith, The Christian mission in Africa: a study based on the proceedings of the international

conference at Le Zoute, Belgium, September 14th to 21st, 1926, New York: International Missionary
Council, 1926.

99 SOAS, IMC/CBMS, box 217, folder ‘consultative member reports’, John L. Dube, Report: the international
conference in Le Zoute Belgium, from September 14 to 21, 1926, p. 2. The list of commission members is in
Smith, Christian mission, p. 176.
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undermine the dominance of existing missions. These interests stood next to the interest of
independent African American missionaries to improve their reputation in missionary and
colonial circles, as well as the newly discovered joint ‘desire’ of black and white American
missionary societies to orchestrate their activities in Africa. Allegedly their ambition was to
give ‘the educatedNegro an outlet for his zeal to render unselfish service and aiding in a natural
and important way the cause of African evangelization, education and general welfare’.100

The resolution adopted by the conference proposed closer cooperation between missions
and colonial governments in monitoring the African American missionary movement in Africa.
Projecting the vision of transforming Africa by means of ‘Tuskegee-type’ missionaries, it first
encouraged governments and missionary societies to give African Americans a larger share in
evangelistic, medical, and educational projects, if ‘qualified candidates’ were available. This
proposition dismissed the African American missionaries then in Africa as lacking these qualifica-
tions, at least in the public perception. Adopting the call for interracial cooperation, it then
demanded that white and black missionaries helped each other in practical matters. The remaining
two points of the resolution defined how this practical help should work regarding the admission of
African American missionaries into colonial territory. Their path to Africa was to be paved by
so-called recognized missionary societies, a status that had to be granted by the colonial govern-
ments. In this role, these societies had the responsibility of selecting blackAmerican staff on the basis
of their character and spirit of cooperation. The same procedure was proposed for independent
black Americanmission boards. They were now supposed to send their missionaries via recognized
missionary societies, and, perhaps to prevent black missions from drawing their membership from
white mission churches, they were encouraged to focus on ‘unevangelized districts’.101

The resolution was of little relevance to the African American missionary movement. As
historians have shown, independent African American churches had long-standing and firm
connections to Africans andmostly operated on their own. Nor did the resolution bring important
changes in the racial composition of themodernworldmission. According toDavid Killingray, the
total number of African American missionaries in Africa may not have risen above a total of 600
people in the entire time between 1790 and 1980.102 The IMC’s engagement with the issue of
African American missionaries seems more relevant for its new visions of ordering human differ-
ence and imperial space. As the IMC reasserted in Jerusalem, the ‘desire’ of African Americans to
witness to the gospel in their alleged homeland, Africa, was also a geopolitical scheme for an
indigenized world mission structured by racial divides. If members of every race expressed their
ownmissionary convictions in segregated spaces, they could remove long-standing hierarchies that
stemmed from the binary of superior white Christians and inferior black heathens.103

As shown in the previous sections, the IMC not only acknowledged African American
missionaries in this idealized image. The Council also happened to notice their role in a much
older pan-African connection, when it observed the unwanted rise of indigenous ‘separatist
churches’ in Africa, the humiliating race problem in missions and churches, and the successes
of strategies of adaptation. By defining the place that African American missionaries had
within the modern world mission, Le Zoute marked the point at which these various images

100 Smith, Christian mission, pp. 122–3.
101 Ibid., pp. 123–4.
102 David Killingray, ‘The black Atlantic missionary movement and Africa, 1780s–1920s’, Journal of Religion

in Africa, 33, 1, 2003, p. 23.
103 World Mission of Christianity, Messages and recommendations, pp. 32–3 and 44–5.
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merged into a hegemonic ecumenical vision of pan-Africanism. The resolution shows that the
IMC, as a forum of contacts and cooperation, brought together the diverse opinions and
opposite goals of many actors in the idea of using African Americanmissionaries as vehicles for
bringing ideas associated with Booker T. Washington from the US south to sub-Saharan
Africa. While this transfer of people never really happened, it grounded abstract ideals of
non-imperial evangelism, interracial cooperation, and adapted education that informed the
ecumenical missionary movement in specific soils and people.

Charged with these notions, African American missionaries likewise served to define the
ideas that the IMC rejected. These ideas were anti-colonial pan-Africanisms, as represented by
Marcus Garvey and the independent church movement in Africa, missionary imperialism, and
Western notions of progress and civilization that built on secularization or white supremacy.
The downside of the marriage between race and Christian indigenization was that it came at
the expense of the IMC’s goal to separate missions from colonial power. In the 1920s, the IMC
certainly linked the ecumenical vision of pan-Africanism to colonial education projects that

Table 1. Attendees present at selected ecumenical conferences

Attendees grouped by
self-designated origina

New York
(1900)b

Edinburgh
(1910)

Lake Mohonk
(1921)

Le Zoute
(1926)

Jerusalem
(1928)

Madras
(1938)

North America 64 504 19 57 36 43
Great Britain 35 510 9 69 19 16
Europe (continental) 50 177 9 39 21 22
Africa (incl. Egypt) unspecified 8c 2c 8 13 35
Asia unspecified – 9 – 64 199
Australasiad unspecified 19 1 – 6 15
Latin America unspecified – – – 5 24
IMC officers – – 4 5 6 22
Co-opted/consultative – – 8 43 35 39
Otherse 13 – – – 22 41
Total 162 1218 61 221 227 456

aThe geographical categories in this table are drawn from the lists of attendees that are provided

in conference reports. They do not refer to the attendees’ nationality but to the origin of their organization. Understandings of

which countries and regions are encompassed in these categories vary between 1900 and 1939. Thus, the table shows ten-

dencies in representation rather than absolute numbers.
bThese numbers refer to mission boards.
cSouth Africa.
dEncompasses attendees from Australia, New Zealand, and Fiji.
eEncompasses representatives of students movements, fraternal delegates, editors of religious periodicals, and the ‘Near East’.

Sources: Thomas A. Askew, ‘The New York 1900 ecumenical missionary conference: a centennial reflection’, 2000, https://

www.thefreelibrary.com/TheNewYork1900EcumenicalMissionaryConference: A. Centennial...-a068157992 (consulted 20

February 2018); World Missionary

Conference 1910, The history and records of the conference, Edinburgh: Oliphat, Anderson and Ferrier, 1910, pp. 39–71;

‘Extracts from the minutes of the meeting of the International Missionary Council held at Lake Mohonk’, pp. 229–33; Smith,

Christianmission inAfrica, pp. 180–8;WorldMission of Christianity,Messages and recommendations of the enlargedmeeting

at the Jerusalemmeeting of the International Missionary Council, March 24–April 8, 1928, London: International Missionary

Council, pp. 87–96; IMC, Addresses and other records, New York: International Missionary Council, 1929, The Madras

series, vol. 7, pp. 172–93.
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paved the way for colonial administrations to monitor, suppress, and exclude pan-African
movements more vigorously. As a set of interrelated concepts, IMC ideas of indigeneity and
race thus functioned on various levels to define the transnational vision of the ‘Tuskegee-type’
missionary, as well as firm boundaries for the space they were supposed to administer.

Conclusion
In this article, I have offered an account of the early history of the IMC from the perspective of the
pan-Africanism in which it originated and the ecumenical vision it began to promote during the
1920s. I have argued that, during this time, the concepts that the IMC developed of indigenization
and race implied both Africans and African Americans. The interconnection that early ecumenists
saw between these two concepts forged the role of a ‘native leader’ for the African American
missionary in the big picture of ecumenical missions. This role was not very significant in terms of
the number of people who filled it. However, the initially wide engagement of the IMC with
pan-African ideas and their transatlantic routes of exchange deserves attention for illuminating
new dimensions in the history of the Council’s founding and early operations.

Standard accounts maintain that North American Protestant missions were a central building
block of ecumenical thinking and reorganization. Within this framework, as I have argued in the
first section, the first image of African American missions to Africa also emerged. In section two I
analysed the composition and tools of the Council, revealing that the representation of African
churches remained low throughout the interwar period. Owing to the ‘filters’ that the Council
applied to modify its membership, it rendered African representation primarily in the form of co-
opted members. These filters highlight the IMC’s concept of indigenous churches in Africa from
two angles. One was the rise of the Ethiopian movement, and the other was the definition of the
‘indigenous church’ it put forth. While African American missions were involved with the Ethio-
pian movement, the IMC acknowledged them in its own definition of indigenous churches. Based
on this redefinition of African American missions, I have shown in the third part how the IMC
redefined the image of the ‘American negro’ as integral to recasting racial segregation as aChristian
programme of indigenization. In the early 1920s, the IMC took proactive steps to implement this
vision. These efforts culminated in the first and last explicit statement, at the Le Zoute conference,
regarding the attitudes and policies of the international missionary movement towards the
involvement of the ‘American negro’ as a missionary.

While the interaction and intersection between pan-Africanism and ecumenismwithin the IMC
lasted only for a brief period, they were important dimensions in formulating its lasting visions of
native leaders, indigenous missions, and a new ecumenical worldview in which the ‘West’ was no
longer easily set off against ‘the rest’. Thus, pan-Africanism was included in the patchwork of
missionary projects that the movement as a whole aimed to create to cover the inhabited globe.
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