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Abstract 

Missionary activities have shaped societies in many parts of the world. Through 

their work, missionaries have spread religious teachings and, in some places, helped 

establish schools, hospitals, and other community services. Their influence, however, 

has not always been positive. In certain historical settings, missionary work was linked 

to colonial expansion and pressure on local cultures and beliefs. 

This paper looks at the historical development of missionary activities and 

considers their effects on education, healthcare, culture, and society. It argues that the 

subject needs to be examined from more than one point of view, including the 

experiences of the communities involved. 
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Introduction 

For centuries, religious missions have been part of the way ideas and beliefs 

have travelled between communities. A missionary is generally someone who shares 

or teaches religious beliefs, often among people from a different community. 

Missionary activity is most closely associated with Christianity, although other 

religious traditions have also developed ways of teaching and spreading their beliefs.  

As missionaries travelled to different regions, they encountered people with their 

own languages, customs, and religious traditions. Their work sometimes led to the 

creation of schools, hospitals, written materials, and new religious communities. At the 

same time, it could place pressure on local traditions or become connected with 

political power. The impact was therefore different from one place and period to 
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another. 

This paper explores how missionary activities developed and examines both 

their contributions and their difficulties. It focuses on education, healthcare, cultural 

change, and the relationship between missionary organisations and colonialism, 

drawing on historical research and academic publications. 

Historical Development of Missionary Activities 

Missionary work took different forms over time. In Europe during the Middle 

Ages, Christian missionaries helped spread Christianity to new areas. Later, European 

overseas expansion brought missionary groups into contact with communities in 

Africa, Asia, and the Americas. These encounters took place in very different political 

and cultural circumstances. 

The sixteenth century was an important period for Catholic missions. Religious 

orders such as the Jesuits established missions in several regions. Their activities 

included religious teaching, education, translating texts, and working with local leaders 

and political authorities. 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Protestant missionary 

organisations also grew. William Carey, for example, travelled to India in 1793 and 

became known for his work involving religious translation and education. The Baptist 

Missionary Society, founded in England in 1792, was one of the organisations that 

helped shape modern Protestant missions. 

Missionary expansion in the nineteenth century often took place at the same 

time as European imperial expansion. Some missionaries worked closely with colonial 

authorities, while others criticised abuses or supported reform. As Norman 

Etherington’s edited book Missions and Empire (2005) shows, missionary history is 

closely connected with wider questions of political power, medicine, education, and 

cultural exchange. Missionaries did not all share the same aims, and their relationships 

with local communities differed. 
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The Role of Missionaries in Education 

Education has been one of the most visible parts of missionary activity. In some 

colonial societies, religious organisations opened schools where students learned 

reading, writing, mathematics, religious subjects, and sometimes European languages. 

These schools introduced educational methods that were new to some communities.  

For people who had few opportunities to attend formal school, missionary 

institutions could provide access to learning. Some students later worked as teachers, 

translators, administrators, or in other professions. Missionaries also translated 

religious texts and learning materials into local languages. Such work sometimes 

produced dictionaries and written resources, although it could also affect which forms 

of a language were treated as standard. 

Research by Felicity Jensz on missionary education in the nineteenth-century 

British Empire notes that missionaries were important education providers in certain 

settings. However, schooling often had two aims: to educate students and to encourage 

them to adopt Christian beliefs. 

This could create disagreement. Some families welcomed the chance for their 

children to study, while others were concerned about religious teaching and the 

possible loss of familiar customs. For this reason, the educational contribution of 

missionary schools should be considered alongside their religious goals. 

Missionary Activities and Healthcare 

Healthcare was another area in which some missionary organisations became 

involved. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, certain groups established 

hospitals, clinics, and medical training facilities. Medical missionaries treated patients, 

shared information about health, and sometimes trained local healthcare workers, 

especially in places where medical services were limited. 

These activities were often motivated by religious ideas about compassion and 

helping people in need. Still, the size and quality of the services varied according to 
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local conditions, funding, staff, and the period in which they operated. Some 

institutions had limited resources, and medical help could sometimes be accompanied 

by religious expectations. 

In colonial settings, healthcare could also reflect unequal relationships between 

foreign workers and local people. It is important, therefore, not to treat missionary 

medicine as the only source of progress. Local healing traditions, indigenous 

knowledge, government services, and other charitable organisations also played 

important roles. 

A balanced account recognises missionary contributions while giving proper 

attention to these other efforts. 

Cultural Impact and the Relationship with Colonialism 

Missionary activities sometimes changed the religious and cultural life of the 

communities where they operated. Missionaries introduced new beliefs, moral 

teachings, educational practices, and forms of community organisation. These 

influences could affect family life, leadership, artistic expression, and traditional 

ceremonies. 

There were also cases in which missionaries recorded local languages, 

documented customs, or wrote down oral traditions. Such work helped preserve some 

cultural information. However, the relationship was not always equal. Some 

missionaries viewed local beliefs as inferior and encouraged people to abandon 

established religious or cultural practices. In these circumstances, missionary activity 

could contribute to the weakening or suppression of local traditions.  

The connection between missionary work and colonialism remains an important 

subject for historians. Anna Johnston’s Missionary Writing and Empire, 1800–1860 

examines how missionary writing could support European imperial ideas and cultural 

change. In practice, the relationship between missionaries and colonial governments 
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varied: some cooperated with officials, while others challenged particular policies or 

supported reforms. 

Local communities also responded in different ways. Some people accepted new 

religious beliefs, some combined them with existing practices, and others resisted 

outside influence. 

Missionary activity should therefore not be described as wholly beneficial or 

wholly harmful. Its effects depended on the aims and methods of the people involved, 

the political situation, and the choices made by local communities.  

Missionary Activities in the Modern World 

Missionary organisations continue to work in many parts of the world, although 

their methods have changed. Their activities may include religious communication, 

education, healthcare, humanitarian support, and community development. Modern 

transport and digital technology have made it easier to share religious ideas across 

borders. 

Today, missionary activity takes place in societies where religious freedom, 

cultural diversity, and human rights are important issues. Community projects can be 

useful when they respond to local needs and involve residents respectfully. Problems 

may arise when people face pressure to change their beliefs, when vulnerable 

communities are exploited, or when local traditions are treated without respect. 

Ethical religious work should respect each person’s freedom to make their own 

choices. Cooperation between religious organisations, public institutions, and local 

communities is more likely to be constructive when it is based on mutual respect and 

equal treatment. 

Past experience also suggests that local people should take part in decisions 

about projects that affect their communities. 

Conclusion 



  
 

 

VOLUME 6, ISSUE 1 

   279 

 

Missionary activities have influenced societies in many different ways. In some 

places, they helped spread religious beliefs and supported the development of schools, 

literacy, translation projects, hospitals, and medical services. These contributions 

formed part of broader social and historical changes. 

At the same time, missionary work was sometimes connected with colonial 

expansion and pressure to replace local religious or cultural traditions. These 

contrasting outcomes show why missionary history cannot be explained from only one 

perspective. Its impact depended on the goals and methods of missionary 

organisations, their relationships with political authorities, and the responses of local 

people. 

A careful study of missionary activities should recognise both the services 

provided and the challenges experienced by affected communities. Using reliable 

historical research and listening to different perspectives can help us better understand 

the links between religion, education, healthcare, political power, and social change.  

References 

* Etherington, N. (Ed.). (2005). Missions and Empire. Oxford University Press. 

* Johnston, A. (2003). Missionary Writing and Empire, 1800–1860. Cambridge 

University Press. 

* Jensz, F. (2012). Missionaries and Indigenous Education in the 19th-Century 

British Empire. Part I: Church-State Relations and Indigenous Actions and Reactions. 

History Compass, 10(4), 294–305. 

* Carey, H. M. (2011). God’s Empire: Religion and Colonialism in the British 

World, c.1801–1908. Cambridge University Press. 

* Stanley, B. (2009). Christian Missions, Antislavery and the Claims of 

Humanity, c.1813–1873. In The Cambridge History of Christianity. Cambridge 

University Press. 


