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Missionary history of the Pacific has long been a 
happy hunting ground for those who either 
simplistically dismissed the missionaries' efforts as 
destructive of indigenous culture or just as 
simplistically defended the missionaries' zeal with 
awed reverence and hagiographical adulation. Two 
works in the nineteen fifties served to bring the 
subject out of the troubled seas of polarisation 
into the calmer waters of criticism, evaluation and 
apprecia tion of con.temporary attitudes. OJ)..~ was the 
much cited work of Aarne Koskinen on missionary 
influence as a political factor in the Pacific, 
published in 1953. The other was the doctoral thesis 
of Neil Gunson on 'Evangelical Missionaries in the 
South Seas 1797-1860' submitted at A.N.U. in 1959. 
While it was often consulted in specialist libraries, 
it is only now after a lapse of almost twenty years 
that it has been published 'with a certain amount of 
interpolation, excision and rearrangement'. Despite 
the wear and tear of a passage of twenty years it 
still ke~ps its erudition and usefulness. 

One of the outstanding features of 'Messengers of 
Grace' as Dr Gunson calls his book, is the 
presentation of the missionaries in their totality, 
warts and all. Gunson begins a meticulous building 
up of their background. By limiting himself to the 
period 1797-1860, he is able to point to the lower 
middle-class English background of most of the 
protestant missionaries with all the social 
Climbing and thrift of what was then termed the 
'mechanic class.' In a recent article tYictorian 
Christiani ty in the South Seas' (Journal of 
Reli~ious History Vol. VIII, No. 2, Dec., 1974, 
pp. 8'3-197.) Gunson showed how even by 1860 the 
class from which these non-conformist missionaries 
was drawn became increasingly the upper middle 
class with even some Etonians ,and Harrovians. 
However, most of the missionaries in the early 
period were from the 'mechanic' class and Gunson 
assesses their values and standards well, showing 
how 'these same cultural proclivities, particularly 



96 

respectability, mixed with Christianity and were 
often used as a yardstick by which to measure the 
faith of their new converts. 

He has done valuable research on the curricula of 
the various institutions in which they were trained 
for a short, often far too short a time. The 
academic training was improved i .n the latter part of 
Gunson's period, but was very much what he entitled 
one of his earlier chapters, 'a smattering of many 
things.' The various differences in the L.M.S. and 
Wesleyan backgrounds are well delineated and 
commented upon. 

The too theoretical and idealistic training was put 
to the test on the voyage out and at the time of 
first encounters with Pacific Islanders. Many of 
the veterans found it sadly wanting as they did the 
constant directives from home. 'The Directors write 
excellent instructions', wrote J. Johnson in 1843, 'which 
look very well upon paper but they become a mere 
bagatelle when we get here.' This constant 
dichotomy between the well-meaning directors at 
home changing the missionaries' letters to get 
better subscriptions as well as issuing thunderbolts 
form Exeter Hall and the ordinary humdrum and often 
discouraging missionary work is emphasized, and the 
culture shock to both missionaries and converts is 
well illustrated in a chapter he entitled 'Innocents 
Abroad' . 

Trading to supplement meagre incomes is assessed 
fairly by Gunson and put in context as are the 
personal · sins and follies of the missionaries 
whether alcholic, sexual or otherwise. Fortunately 
most were accompanied by their wives who were a 
steadying influence on them as well as on- the female 
converts. However these good ladies had their 
problems too with their victorian prudery and with 
children, brought up with natives, who often went 
quite wild and over-reacted against their parents' 
strictness. 

The missionaries' contacts with other Europeans 
alre~dy -in the islands as well as their avoidance 
of conta,ct with the Papist missionaries are amply 
documented. 'I would sooner trust ten cannibals 
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than one Papist.' wrote Joseph Waterhouse from Ovalau 
in Fiji in 1852. · He is not untypical of the 
nineteenth centu~y missionary. While Waterhouse was 
penning those lines, the French Catholic missionaries 
were of course lamenting that so many island people 
were falling into hell because of their conversion 
to Protestantism. 

Gunson's three-dimensional portrait of the 
missionary is helped by his depicting their attitudes 
to leisure and race. Ethnocentric convictions of 
course varied, but a common term used among the 
missionaries to refer to their typical convert as 
poor brown dick seemed to symbolize the attitudes 
of most. 

The far more controversial area of missionary 
political influence is treated very fairly by Gunson 
though often summarized more incisively by Koskinen. 
The value of Gunson's portrait is that it gives the 
human background and factors involved in the various 
political webs the missionaries were often drawn 
into in island affairs. A sentence beginning 'It 
is surprising that some of the missionaries were 
tolerated to the extent they were by Governor Bruat 
.... ' concerning the missionaries in Tahiti, somehow 
typifies Gunson's striving for impartiality. Fair 
and reasoned treatment is accorded on the subjects 
of revivalism, teaching and charitable works, 
preaching, differing attitudes among themselves to 
'evangelization' and 'civilization' and the ultimate 
consolidation of their efforts, especially in 
Eastern Polynesia, by an indigenous agency. 

Gunson well illustrates his concluding statement. 
In seeking for a new security, they (the 
missionaries) inevitably returned to the values and 
standards which European, particularly British 
middle-class, opinion had impressed on the social 
life of the time. Perhaps the only thing one would 
desire in this fine and pioneering work is a complete 
evaluation of the missionaries' impact on those 
around them. It is suggested and documented rather 
than pinpointed with the incisive phrases of 
Koskinen. Gunson's evaluation is concerned with 
missionary attitudes and with placing .them in context . 
Perhaps this is as difficult in 1979 as when Gunson 
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first wrote in 1959. His work will at least help 
others to make fairer anthropologi~al evaluations 
than those sometimes previously made. 

While his thesis has been liberated from the lonely 
towers of academe to be shared with a wider public, 
the price would seem to be prohibitive and again 
confine this excellent volume to public libraries and 
th~olo.gical institutions. 

John Broadbent 
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