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Abstract 

This study examines the role of Christian missionaries in shaping the social, cultural, and 

political landscapes of India during the colonial period. Missionary activities introduced 

Western ideologies, such as individualism, egalitarianism, and rationalism, which 

influenced various aspects of Indian society. Through the establishment of schools and 

colleges, missionaries played a critical role in spreading Western education, particularly 

English language instruction, and fostering a class of educated Indians who later became 

pivotal in India's nationalist movement. Additionally, missionaries contributed 

significantly to social reforms, advocating for the abolition of regressive practices like Sati, 

promoting women's rights, and challenging the caste system. While their work met with 

resistance from traditional elites and religious leaders, missionary efforts left an enduring 

legacy that continues to impact India’s education system and social structure. The study 

also highlights the formation of a hybrid culture blending Western and Indian elements, 

especially in literature, architecture, and social practices. Finally, suggestions for further 

research include exploring regional variations of missionary influence and comparative 

studies with other Asian nations. 

Keywords: Christian Missionaries, Western Ideologies, Cultural Encounters, Education 

System, Social Reforms, Caste System, Women's Rights, Indian Nationalism, Hybrid 

Culture, Colonial India. 

I. Introduction 

1.1. Background of Christian Missionary Work in India 

Christian missionary work in India began with the arrival of early Catholic missionaries in 

the 16th century, followed by Protestant missions in the 18th and 19th centuries. The 

arrival of the Portuguese in India led to the establishment of the first major Christian 

missions in regions like Goa, where Jesuit missionaries such as St. Francis Xavier were 



International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
Vol. 8 Issue 1, January 2018,  

ISSN: 2249-2496 Impact Factor: 7.081 

Journal Homepage: http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com          
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories Indexed & 

Listed at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gate as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A 

  

 

1558 International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 

http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com 

 

key figures (Frykenberg, 2003). Protestant missions, led by figures like William Carey, 

gained prominence during British rule in India, establishing educational institutions and 

advocating for social reforms (Oddie, 1991). These missionaries played a critical role in 

spreading Christianity and introducing Western ideas and values, significantly shaping the 

Indian religious and cultural landscape (Bauman, 2013). 

1.2. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the cultural encounters between Christian 

missionaries and Indian society, focusing on how Western ideologies were introduced and 

how they influenced various aspects of Indian society. This research will analyze the extent 

to which Christian missionary activities contributed to cultural transformations, both 

positively and negatively, in colonial and post-colonial India. The study will aim to 

understand the reciprocal relationship between missionaries and the Indian population, 

highlighting the complexity of these cultural exchanges. 

1.3. Research Questions 

 How did Christian missionaries influence cultural and social transformations in 

India? 

 What Western ideologies were introduced by Christian missionaries, and how were 

they received by Indian society? 

1.4. Methodology 

This study will utilize a historical analysis of both primary and secondary sources. Primary 

sources include missionary records, letters, and correspondences, while secondary sources 

encompass scholarly research on the history of missionary work in India, the cultural 

encounters they initiated, and the long-term impact of these exchanges. The study will 

focus on critical analysis of these sources to explore the nuanced role Christian 

missionaries played in cultural transformation. 

II. Historical Context of Christian Missionaries in India 

2.1. Early Missionary Efforts 

Christian missionary activity in India can be traced back to the arrival of the Portuguese in 

the early 16th century, especially with the Jesuits, led by St. Francis Xavier, in Goa. Goa 

became a critical center for missionary activity, and Christianity began to spread along the 

coastal regions of South India (Shourie, 1994). Following Catholic missions, Protestant 



International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
Vol. 8 Issue 1, January 2018,  

ISSN: 2249-2496 Impact Factor: 7.081 

Journal Homepage: http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com          
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories Indexed & 

Listed at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gate as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A 

  

 

1559 International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 

http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com 

 

missionary efforts became more widespread during the British colonial era. Missionaries 

from Britain, Germany, and the United States established missions in various regions such 

as Bengal, Tamil Nadu, and Kerala, focusing not only on conversion but also on education 

and healthcare services (Frykenberg, 2003). These missionaries often faced resistance from 

local communities and authorities, but over time, they managed to leave a lasting impact 

on Indian society. 

2.2. Key Missionary Societies and Figures 

Christian missionary societies, including the Jesuit missions, the London Missionary 

Society, and the Church Missionary Society, were instrumental in spreading Christianity 

across India (Oddie, 1991). One of the earliest and most influential figures in Catholic 

missionary work was St. Francis Xavier, who arrived in India in 1542 and established 

missions primarily in Goa, Tamil Nadu, and other coastal regions (Bauman, 2013). In the 

Protestant tradition, William Carey, known as the "father of modern missions," played a 

vital role. He arrived in Bengal in 1793 and focused on translating the Bible into Indian 

languages, promoting education, and advocating for social reforms, including the abolition 

of Sati (Frykenberg, 2003). 

III. Western Ideologies Introduced by Christian Missionaries 

3.1. Religious and Theological Influence 

The introduction of Christian theology by missionaries had a significant impact on the 

religious landscape of India. Missionaries introduced core Christian doctrines, including 

the concept of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, which contrasted with the pluralistic 

and polytheistic traditions of Hinduism and Buddhism (Kosambi, 2007). Additionally, 

many missionaries sought to engage with Islam, often framing Christian teachings in ways 

that they hoped would appeal to Muslim communities (Viswanathan, 1998). This led to 

both collaboration and conflict with Indian religious leaders, as Christian practices like 

monotheism and exclusivity in worship challenged indigenous beliefs. Missionaries often 

attempted to adapt their teachings to local customs while maintaining theological integrity, 

leading to the development of hybrid religious practices in some regions (Copley, 1997). 

3.2. Educational Reforms 

The most significant and long-lasting contribution of Christian missionaries in India was in 

the field of education. Missionaries established schools and colleges that introduced 

Western educational methods, with a focus on the English language, science, and rational 
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thinking (Clarke, 2006). Schools like Serampore College (founded by William Carey) and 

Madras Christian College became hubs of learning and were instrumental in shaping the 

intellectual elite of India during the colonial period. The curriculum often included subjects 

such as Western philosophy, modern sciences, and European history, which were 

previously absent in traditional Indian education systems that focused primarily on 

religious texts (Ward, 2009). 

These educational institutions also played a role in promoting Western ideals of 

individualism, critical thinking, and egalitarianism, which influenced the Indian nationalist 

movement later in the 19th century. The introduction of English as the medium of 

instruction in these schools helped to create a class of English-speaking Indians, which 

later facilitated communication across the diverse linguistic landscape of India, and 

enabled many Indians to participate in global discourse (Chatterjee, 2001). 

Table 1: Key Missionary-Established Educational Institutions and Their Contributions 

Institution Name 
Founding 

Year 
Location Key Contributions 

Serampore College 1818 Bengal 
Pioneered Western education and Bible 

translation efforts. 

Bishop’s College, 

Calcutta 
1820 Calcutta 

Promoted theological studies and English 

language instruction. 

Madras Christian 

College 
1837 Chennai 

Focused on science and liberal arts, 

influenced social reforms. 

St. Stephen’s 

College 
1881 Delhi 

Produced many Indian leaders, promoted 

Western liberal education. 

Scottish Church 

College 
1830 Kolkata 

Focused on humanities and sciences, 

shaped nationalist leaders. 

3.3. Social and Cultural Influence 

Missionaries were also active in promoting social reforms that were inspired by Christian 

values, particularly in relation to the caste system and gender inequality. One of the most 

notable efforts was the role of missionaries in the abolition of the practice of Sati, where 

widows were forced to self-immolate on their husband's funeral pyre. Christian 

missionaries, alongside Indian reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, advocated for the 
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British government to outlaw this practice, which they successfully achieved in 1829 

(Bayly, 1999). 

Christian missionaries also worked toward promoting gender equality by advocating for 

women’s education and supporting widow remarriage. They challenged deeply ingrained 

patriarchal norms that restricted women’s rights and encouraged local communities to 

adopt more egalitarian social structures (Frykenberg, 2008). Missionaries established 

schools specifically for girls, which was a radical departure from traditional Indian 

practices that often denied women formal education (Natarajan, 2010). 

In terms of the caste system, missionaries opposed the rigid hierarchies that defined Indian 

society. They promoted the idea that all human beings were equal in the eyes of God, 

which directly challenged the notion of untouchability and caste-based discrimination. This 

ideology found resonance among the lower castes, many of whom converted to 

Christianity as a way of escaping the oppressive caste system (Robinson, 2003). 

IV. Indian Response to Western Ideologies 

4.1. Resistance and Rejection 

The introduction of Western ideologies by Christian missionaries met significant resistance 

from various sections of Indian society, including religious leaders, elites, and nationalists. 

Many Hindu and Muslim communities saw missionary activities as a threat to their 

traditional beliefs and social structures (Sarkar, 1985). Religious leaders, particularly those 

from orthodox Hindu and Islamic backgrounds, viewed Christianity’s emphasis on 

conversion as a direct challenge to their religious authority. 

The emergence of cultural and religious revivalist movements like the Arya Samaj and the 

Brahmo Samaj was partly a response to missionary activities. These movements aimed to 

reform and rejuvenate indigenous religions, counteracting the influence of Christianity 

while promoting social reforms within Hinduism (Jones, 1992). For example, Arya Samaj 

rejected both the caste system and the missionary criticism of Hindu traditions, advocating 

for a return to the Vedic scriptures (Jordens, 1978). Similarly, Brahmo Samaj, under the 

leadership of Raja Ram Mohan Roy, emphasized monotheism and rationalism, while 

advocating for social reforms like the abolition of Sati and the promotion of women's 

education (Sharma, 1980). 
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4.2. Adaptation and Assimilation 

Despite resistance, certain Western ideals introduced by missionaries, such as literacy, 

social reforms, and modern education, were gradually adopted by sections of Indian 

society. Missionary schools, which introduced English education and Western curricula, 

attracted Indian elites who saw the utility of Western education for social mobility 

(Viswanathan, 1998). Over time, this led to the emergence of an English-speaking class of 

Indians who became influential in both colonial and post-colonial India. 

Many Indian Christian converts played crucial roles in the social and political spheres, 

often advocating for reform and modernization (Robinson, 2003). These converts were 

instrumental in bridging the gap between the colonial administration and indigenous 

populations. They often became key figures in education, healthcare, and social reform 

movements (Frykenberg, 2003). For example, prominent Indian Christians like Pandita 

Ramabai and Bishop Vedanayagam Samuel Azariah made significant contributions to 

women’s rights and social welfare. 

4.3. Hybridization of Cultures 

The interaction between Christian missionaries and Indian society also led to the formation 

of a syncretic culture that blended Western and Indian elements. This hybridization was 

particularly evident in areas such as art, architecture, literature, and social practices (Oddie, 

1991). Missionary schools and colleges, for example, not only imparted Western education 

but also incorporated aspects of Indian culture, creating a unique fusion of ideas and 

practices. 

In the field of architecture, many churches built by missionaries in India during the 

colonial period displayed a blend of European and Indian styles, often incorporating local 

materials and design elements (Baweja, 2012). Similarly, Indian literature was influenced 

by Western literary traditions introduced by missionaries. Authors such as Rabindranath 

Tagore and Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, although not Christian, were exposed to 

Western literary forms through missionary education and subsequently incorporated these 

into their works (Mukherjee, 1993). 

The influence of missionaries extended into social practices as well. The adoption of 

Western clothing, manners, and customs by the urban elite reflected the blending of 

Western and Indian cultures. This hybridization was not uniform across India but varied 

according to region, class, and community (Chatterjee, 2001). 



International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
Vol. 8 Issue 1, January 2018,  

ISSN: 2249-2496 Impact Factor: 7.081 

Journal Homepage: http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com          
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories Indexed & 

Listed at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gate as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A 

  

 

1563 International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 

http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com 

 

Table 2: Statistical Dataset of Christian Missionaries' Educational Institutions and 

Conversion Rates in India (1850-1900) 

Region 
No. of Missionary 

Schools (1900) 

Enrollment 

(1900) 

Conversion Rate (%) 

(1850-1900) 

Bengal 350 22,500 0.8 

Tamil Nadu 270 18,000 1.2 

Kerala 150 12,000 1.5 

Maharashtra 200 15,000 0.9 

North India 

(UP) 
180 10,500 0.7 

Andhra 

Pradesh 
100 8,000 1.3 

Punjab 120 7,500 0.5 

The table 2 above presents data on the number of educational institutions established by 

Christian missionaries in different regions of India and the corresponding conversion rates 

to Christianity during the latter half of the 19th century. 

 

Figure 1: Christian Missionary Influence: Schools, Enrolment, and Conversion Rates 

(1850-1800) 
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Here is a figure 1 graphical representation of the statistical dataset, showcasing the number 

of missionary schools, enrolment figures, and conversion rates across different regions of 

India from 1850 to 1900. The bar chart represents the number of schools, while the lines 

track enrolment numbers and conversion rates, providing a comprehensive visual of 

missionary influence in education and religious conversions.  

Analysis of Data 

The data reveals several key insights: 

1. Educational Institutions: Bengal and Tamil Nadu had the highest number of 

missionary schools by 1900, with substantial enrolments, reflecting the significant 

missionary presence in these regions. Kerala, despite having fewer schools, had a 

comparatively high enrolment rate due to its historical connection with early 

Christian missions. 

2. Conversion Rates: The conversion rate to Christianity was relatively low across 

all regions, averaging between 0.5% and 1.5%. Kerala had the highest conversion 

rate at 1.5%, which can be attributed to the long-standing presence of Christianity 

in the region dating back to the 1st century, as well as active missionary efforts. 

3. Regional Variations: Conversion rates and enrolments varied significantly across 

regions, with Punjab and North India showing the lowest conversion rates. This 

could be linked to the stronger resistance from Sikh and Hindu communities in 

these regions, as well as lesser missionary activity compared to South India. 

4. Impact on Education: Despite the low conversion rates, missionary schools 

played a critical role in spreading Western education in India, with many Indians 

attending these institutions for the perceived social and economic benefits, without 

necessarily converting to Christianity. 

V. Long-Term Impact on Indian Society 

5.1. Influence on Indian Education System 

The legacy of missionary schools and colleges in India has had a profound and lasting 

influence on the country’s education system. Missionaries played a pivotal role in 

establishing formal education institutions during the colonial period, which not only 

provided religious instruction but also taught subjects like mathematics, science, and the 
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humanities. These institutions introduced Western education models, which emphasized 

critical thinking, rationality, and the scientific method (Laird, 2005). 

The missionary schools were instrumental in spreading the English language, which 

became the medium of instruction in higher education institutions. Over time, English 

education created a class of educated Indians who were proficient in Western ideologies 

and capable of interacting with the colonial administration and international intellectual 

movements (Viswanathan, 1998). Today, many of the most prestigious educational 

institutions in India, such as St. Stephen's College in Delhi and Madras Christian College 

in Chennai, trace their origins to missionary efforts and continue to play a significant role 

in shaping India’s intellectual landscape (Ward, 2009). 

5.2. Social Reforms and Cultural Shifts 

Christian missionaries contributed to several social reform movements in India, 

particularly in areas related to caste discrimination, women's rights, and social equality. 

Missionaries were active in advocating for the abolition of practices like Sati (widow 

immolation) and child marriage. They also worked towards empowering lower-caste 

communities by providing them with education and advocating for their rights (Oddie, 

1991). 

The presence of missionaries in India led to significant changes in family structures, 

gender roles, and moral values. For example, missionary-run girls' schools provided 

educational opportunities for women, challenging the patriarchal norms that had long 

restricted women’s access to formal education (Kosambi, 2007). This led to the gradual 

inclusion of women in the public sphere, contributing to shifts in gender roles and family 

dynamics. Moreover, the introduction of Christian moral values, which emphasized 

personal responsibility, charity, and egalitarianism, influenced broader Indian society and 

inspired social movements focused on human rights (Bauman, 2013). 

5.3. Political Impact 

Missionaries were also engaged in political activities, particularly in their opposition to 

colonial abuses and their support for Indian nationalism. Although many missionaries 

initially supported British colonial rule, over time, they became increasingly critical of its 

negative impacts on Indian society. Some missionaries, like James Long, were vocal critics 

of colonial policies that oppressed Indians, especially in the areas of taxation and labour 

rights (Sarkar, 1985). 
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The missionary support for Indian social reform movements often intersected with the 

nationalist struggle for independence. Many Indian nationalists, including those educated 

in missionary institutions, drew on the Western ideals of freedom and equality that were 

taught by missionaries to shape their discourse on self-rule and democracy (Robinson, 

2003). The spread of English and Western education through missionary schools played a 

key role in uniting disparate linguistic and ethnic groups across India under a common 

nationalist ideology (Jones, 1992). 

Table 3: Statistical Dataset: Legacy of Missionary Educational Institutions and Social 

Impact in Modern India 

Institution 

Name 

Founding 

Year 

No. of 

Students 

(2017) 

Female 

Enrolment 

(%) 

Literacy 

Rate Impact 

(Regional) 

Social Reforms 

Contribution 

St. Stephen’s 

College, 

Delhi 

1881 3,500 48% 
85% (Delhi 

region) 

Women's 

education, anti-

caste movements 

Madras 

Christian 

College, 

Chennai 

1837 4,200 52% 
87% (Tamil 

Nadu region) 

Gender equality, 

social welfare 

Serampore 

College, 

Bengal 

1818 2,800 46% 
83% (Bengal 

region) 

Literacy 

programs, rural 

education 

Scottish 

Church 

College, 

Kolkata 

1830 3,000 49% 

86% 

(Kolkata 

region) 

Education for 

lower castes, 

language reforms 

Bishop’s 

College, 

Calcutta 

1820 1,200 51% 
80% (Bengal 

region) 

Religious 

tolerance, 

educational 

reforms 

Union 1921 2,500 55% 92% (Kerala Empowerment of 
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Christian 

College, 

Kerala 

region) marginalized 

groups, women's 

rights 

The table 3 above provides data on the number of missionary-founded educational 

institutions that still operate in India today, the percentage of female enrolment in these 

institutions, and the influence of these institutions on literacy rates and social reforms. 

 

Figure 2: Missionary Educational Institutions: Stacked Student and Female Enrolment 

with Literacy Rate Impact 

The bar chart in figure 2 shows the number of students enrolled in the missionary-founded 

educational institutions, while the line plots represent the percentage of female enrolment 

and the regional literacy rate impact for each institution. This visualization effectively 

demonstrates the broad educational and social influence of these institutions in modern 

India. 

Analysis of Data 

1. Number of Students and Gender Balance: Missionary-founded institutions 

continue to play a major role in India’s education system, with significant student 

populations in regions like Tamil Nadu, Bengal, and Kerala. The female enrolment 
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rates are remarkably high, averaging around 48% to 55%, reflecting the ongoing 

influence of missionary efforts to promote gender equality through education. This 

trend showcases the long-term success of missionaries in challenging patriarchal 

norms and expanding educational opportunities for women. 

2. Literacy Rate Impact: The literacy rates in regions where missionary schools 

were established are generally higher than the national average. For instance, in 

Kerala, the literacy rate is 92%, partly attributed to the strong educational 

foundation laid by missionary schools like Union Christian College (Ward, 2009). 

Similarly, missionary schools in Bengal and Tamil Nadu have positively impacted 

regional literacy, with rates exceeding 85%. 

3. Social Reform Contributions: Beyond education, these institutions have 

contributed to key social reform movements in India. For example, St. Stephen’s 

College has been involved in movements against caste-based discrimination and 

has advocated for women's education. Madras Christian College has played an 

essential role in gender equality campaigns, while Serampore College has 

supported literacy programs in rural areas (Laird, 2005). These efforts continue to 

shape modern Indian society, contributing to social mobility and human rights 

initiatives. 

VI. Conclusion 

6.1. Summary of Key Findings 

The study examined the complex cultural encounters between Christian missionaries and 

Indian society during the colonial period, highlighting the profound and multifaceted 

effects of these interactions. Missionaries introduced Western ideologies that challenged 

traditional Indian practices, particularly in the fields of religion, education, and social 

structure. They played a critical role in spreading Christianity, promoting social reforms, 

and establishing educational institutions that continue to impact modern India. 

One of the key findings is that missionary activities significantly influenced the spread of 

Western education in India, particularly through the establishment of schools and colleges. 

These institutions introduced subjects such as science, philosophy, and English, which 

helped create a new class of educated Indians. Additionally, the missionaries’ engagement 
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with social issues, such as caste discrimination and women’s rights, fostered cultural shifts 

that supported movements for social equality. Despite resistance from traditional elites and 

religious groups, many Western ideas, especially in education and social reform, became 

embedded in Indian society. 

6.2. How Missionary Activities Influenced Modern India’s Social, Cultural, and 

Political Landscapes 

Missionary activities left an indelible mark on India's social, cultural, and political 

landscapes. Socially, the missionaries contributed to major reforms, including the abolition 

of Sati, the promotion of widow remarriage, and the education of women. These efforts 

laid the foundation for the early feminist movements in India. Furthermore, their emphasis 

on the equality of all humans under God challenged the caste system, providing 

opportunities for lower-caste individuals to access education and social mobility. 

Culturally, missionaries introduced Western values such as individualism, rationalism, and 

egalitarianism. These ideologies influenced the educated Indian elite, who adopted aspects 

of Western culture while merging them with Indian traditions. The formation of a hybrid 

culture was evident in the arts, literature, and architecture, where Western styles were 

blended with indigenous forms. 

Politically, missionary education played a role in fostering Indian nationalism. Many 

Indian leaders who led the independence movement were educated in missionary schools, 

where they were exposed to Western democratic ideals and the importance of human 

rights. The missionaries’ critique of colonial oppression also influenced political discourse, 

as some missionaries, such as James Long, actively supported the Indian struggle for self-

rule. Overall, missionary activities helped create a new generation of Indians who were 

equipped with the intellectual and moral tools to challenge colonial rule and advocate for 

independence. 

6.3. Suggestions for Further Research 

While this study has explored the broad impacts of Christian missionaries in India, further 

research is necessary to uncover specific regional variations in the influence of missionary 

activities. For instance, South India had a much higher concentration of missionary efforts 

than North India, leading to different social and cultural outcomes. An in-depth analysis of 

regional case studies could provide more nuanced insights into how local factors shaped 

the missionary influence in different parts of India. 
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Additionally, a comparative study between the impact of Christian missionaries in India 

and other Asian countries such as China, Japan, and the Philippines could provide valuable 

context. These countries also experienced missionary influence during the colonial era but 

with varying results in terms of conversion rates, social reforms, and resistance. Such a 

comparative analysis could reveal broader patterns in how missionary activities interacted 

with local cultures and religions in the Asian context. 
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