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A Study of the Involvement in East Asian Diplomacy

by British and American Missionaries in China:

Centered on the Period Prior to the Mid-19th Century

Tan Shulin

Abstract: British and American missionaries came to China to spread the gospel of Christ since the 19th century.
However, some of those who came before the mid-19th century were involved in East Asian diplomatic affairs,
and some even became accomplices in the signing of the unequal treaties. There were three major reasons for
this. First of all, during that period of time, the Qing government carried out the policy of maritime prohibition
and the policy of prohibiting Christian evangelism. Public preaching was banned, so was the printing of
missionary books and periodicals. This led the missionaries to believe that such policies had resulted from
political interference and so they should turn to diplomatic opportunities as a way of promoting the mission work.
Second, the Westerners who came to China before the mid-19th century were largely missionaries, businessmen
and diplomats,missionaries became the only Westerners who mastered Chinese. As a result, when the British
and American governments needed translators for diplomatic negotiations and signing the unequal treaties with
China, the missionaries' outstanding Chinese ability made them the only suitable candidates for diplomatic
translation. Third, with the mastery of the Chinese language, the missionaries gained deeper knowledge of
Chinese politics and culture and became the earliest experts on China issues. For instance, as the first Protestant
missionary to China, Robert Morrison wrote a series of books and a large number of articles on China and
gained rich knowledge of China, and this made him highly valued in British business, trade and diplomacy with
China. Similarly, American missionaries were proficient in Chinese and had rich knowledge about China were
also highly depended on in the US diplomacy with China. The British and American missionaries’ experience of
involvement in the Fast Asian diplomatic affairs prior to the mid-19th century shows that many of them gradually
obtained the opportunity to do mission work in China but instead of returning to their work as missionaries,
continued their involvement, and some of them even became diplomatic officials. This earned themselves an
increasingly disgraceful image as they moved farther and farther away from their role as missionaries. This
also reflected the discordance of the views among the missionaries, their boards and the government on their
involvement in the East Asian diplomatic affairs. The missionaries were eager to participate in diplomatic affairs
at the risk of violating the instruction of the mission board. This shows that even though they were missionaries,
they still had some secular nationalism and deep in their heart, still regarded themselves as "agents of their own

government."
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