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Historiographical Issues in the Study of
Christianity in North-East India

I will begin by both introducing my understanding of the nature
and purpose of historical study in general and its relationship to the
historical study of Christianity in particular. My understanding of
the study of history is similar to that found in E.H. Carr's What is
History? It is a conversation carried out between historians and the
data provided by the pa"srfor the purpose of understanding the
present. History is a question-asking discipline; a discipline that
s~eekff lo find out the "why" of the past in order to understand how
things became as they are. Historians' analysis of the present situa
tion will therefore influence the kinds of questions they ask of the
past. Though there have been those who have regarded Church
History as a discipline in its own right—a study of "sacred""history
which has its own methodological rules—I do not. This is one of
the reasons why Protestant theological colleges in India used the
term History of Christianity rather than Church History. Christian
ity becomes a subject of study within the general academic histori
cal discipline, uUlising the same methodology, and subject to the
same critical analysis. The historian of Christianity thus cannot
have recourse to Deus cx tnachina as an explanation of difficult
problems. The name History of Christianity is also intended to shift
the focus of historical study of Christianity away from exclusively
institutional history.

The study of the history of Christianity in India has mirrored
the study of history generally. Whereas the general histories of
India written during tlie British period were written from the per
spective of British administrators, the histories of Christianity which
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began to be written in the middle of the nineteenth century were
written from the perspective of western missionaries. The BiriUsh

administrative histories wer^writteifTo be read by officers of the
government, and by the British public that was thus encouraged to
support that government. The missionary histories, similarly, were
not written from the perspective of or for the enlightenment of the
Indian church, but for the supporters of missionary work in the
west. Their intention was to demonstrate how great the need for
missionary work was in India by exaggerating if not completely
misrepresenting tlie alleged depravity and superstition promoted by
the traditional religions; and, of course, to show how successful
missionary work had been thus far in achieving this purpose—or, at
least, how the signs of an imminent break-through were every
where to be seen. The basic premise of this writing was that no
matter how difficult the challenge, no matter how base the customs
of the people, conditions were not so bad that they could not be
changed by sending more missionaries and giving more money to
support their work.

The first work of this kind, indeed the first attempt to write a
comprehensive hisiorv of Christianity in India, was the five-volume

work by a chaplain of the East India Company named James Hough

entitled The History of Christianity in India from the Commence
ment of the Christian Era. The first volume was published in 1839

and the last, posthumously, in 18^0. This substantial though poorly
documented study begins with the tradition of the coming to India
of the Apostle lliomas in the first century and continues until the
author's own times. His purpose was not only to gain support for
missionary work in IndiaT but to gain support for Protestant js
distinct from Roman Catholicmissionary \wrk. He attributed the

failures of Christianity to make more headway up until his time to
the "superstitions" botli of tlie St. Thomas and Roman Catliolic
Christians. Now that the Protestants were on tlie scene, he attempted

to establish, tilings were going to be different. The work, needless

to say, was not infused with an ecumenical spirit.
The second history of this kind was Sir John Kaye's Christian-

ity in India: An Historical Narrative, written just after tlie rebellion
of 1857 (1859) which had the double purpose of defending Chris-
tian"missions against the charge of having been primarily respon-
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sible for that uprising, and to encourage even greater efforts on the

part of Protestants to undertake missionary work. He also argues
that while the government's policy of religious neutrality was sound,
it was nevertlieless in tlie government's interests to encourage mis
sionary work.

In addition to general histories of Cluistianity in India,' a num
ber of histories of particular missions began to be written from the
second half of the nineteenth century onwards. Sometimes these
were histories of tlie missionary work being done by a particular
society throughout the world, such as Edmund F. Merriam's The
American Baptist Missionary Union and Its Missions published in

and the last of the genre as far as American Baptists are
concemed, Robert G. Torbet's Venture of Faith: The Story of the
American Baptist Foreign Mission Society and the Women's Ameri
can Baptist Foreign Mission Society 1814-1954 published in 1955.
Sometimes they were histories of a particular "field" in which that

A mission was working, such as John Huges Morris' The History of
^ the Welsh Calvinistic Methodists' Foreign Mission, to the end of
the-Year 1904 published in 1910 or Victor H. Sword's Baptists in
Assam: A Century of Missionary Services 1836-1936 published in
1935. These histories of particular missions were written from the
same perspectives, and with the same purposes as tlie general mis
sionary histories of Christianity in India. Often tliey were even
more propagandistic in nature because they were usually written
for tKe constituents of that'missionary society. That the perspec
tives and approach of these particular histories was the same as the
general ones I have mentioned is clear in what Sword says in the
Preface to his book:

It is hoped that the perusal of the following pages will lead
the reader to a greater appreciation of the difficulties that
had to be encountered in the development of the Baptist
mission work in a country such as Assam, with its multi
tude of tribes and languages. There is indeed no need for
disappointment regarding that work. On the contrary, there
is encouragement, especially to those who have carried the
burden in the heat of the day, and to those who have given
liberally in support of the taskf

This perspective is re-enforced by the Foreword given by Joseph C.
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Robbins, at that time the Foreign Secretary of the American Baptist
Foreign Mission Society. He wrote:

The SU317 of Baptist Missions in Assam is one of adventure
and heroism, of suffering and steadfast faith. The devoted
service of the missionaries has bome abundant fruit, and
today there are 547)00 Cfinstians and~900 Baptist churches
in Assam.

One certainly would not expect scientific historical analysis in a
book so promoted.

The elements in the perspective from which books like those
by Morris and Sword are written are quite clear. In the first place
they are about missionaries. Veryjjttle is said about the indigenous
Christians, and when they are mentioned it is only as "fruits" of
missionary work. Their opinions, their cultures, their work in fur
thering the Christian movement is either not mentioned at all, or
mentioned only in passing. It certainly does not constitute the cen
tral subject of study. That is because the books are written for the
missionaries and their supporters in the west They tell the story of
the missionary extension of the western church—those less kindly
disposed than I might even describe them as accounts of ecclesias
tical expansionism or ecclesiastical imperialism. To be sure the
mission did not gain material benefit from their work, but the books
do imply that their supporters gained spiritual merit! The books
were not intended to be read by the members of the churches that
grew out of the missionary work, and they certainly were not writ
ten for the purpose of bringing self-understanding to those people.
Nor were they written to bring understanding of the Christian move
ment to the general Indian public. These books are still widely used
by students of the history of Christianity in the North-East. They
are often the only books on the subject read by academic histories
and social scientists only indirectly concerned with the Christian
movement. Such works can be quickly evaluated as reliable sources
for the study of the history of Christianity by a quick look at their
bibliographies. It should be a matter of concem to those interest
in writing histories from the perspecUve of the locaTpgoples that
these missionary histories are sUll shaping the views of academic
historians and social scienUsts concerning the nature of Christianity
in this country. Books written from the western church expansioi^
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perspective reinforce the idea that Indian Christians are simply a
by-product of western imperialism and have no indigenous authen
ticity.

In 1973 the Church History Association of India (CHAI) ap-
pointed "^Editorial Board to write a new multi-volume compre
hensive history of Christianity in India. The first thing the Editorial
Board did was to take up the question of the historiographical per
spective from which the writing would be done. The result of these
deliberations was the production, in 1974, of a very significant
document entitled "Guidelines for the Six-Volume History of Chris
tianity in India". They clearly rejected what I have called the west-
em church expansion perspective of the missiomhistories. I quote:

The history of Christianity in India has hitherto often been
treated as an eastward extension of western ecclesiastical
history. Stress has been laid upon either its internal history
or upon its "foreign mission" dimension so that the Chinch
is viewed as a relatively self-contained unit which acted
-Upon and was acted upon by the society outside. It is now
intended to write the history of Christianity in the context
of Indian history.

The CHAI Editorial Board "Guidelines" themselves have a his
tory. Ever since Indian Independence diere have been some histori
ans who have questioned the traditional mission-oriented perspec
tive. Their writing at first rriirrored that of the nationalist historians.
Several books were published, such as Raiaiah D. Paul's The Cross
Over India (19.521 and P. Tliomas' more ambitious Christians and
Christianity in India and Pakistan: A General Survey of the Progress
of Christianity in India from Apostolic Titnes to the Present Day
^195^, which focused on the Indian church ratlier than foreign
missions. They often snessed the nationalist point tliat Christianity
has existed in India since Uie first century—long before tlie arrival
of the European imperial powers—and therefore must be consi
dered genuinely Indian. Other books were written that reflected not
so much nationalism as a church-centred missiology. Tliey were
written from the Indian perspective, in tlie sense that they were
historians of the Indian church—not of mission work in India.

Another way of putting it would be to describe the perspective
as a "coming" perspective ratlier than a "sending" perspective. The
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shift was in the starling point. The starting point of the mission
histories was tiie western churches and the mission societies they
created which sent out missionaries to countries like India. Their
histories were the history of this sending, and the work of those
who were sent. The new starting point was India itself. They start
with tlie India and then go on to study the impact upon the Indian
people of the missionaries who came among them from abroad.
Their histories were tJie histories of the coming of outsiders, and

the Christian communities that grew up among the Indian people as
a result. Whereas the purpose of the mission histories was to inform
and encourage the western supporters of missions, the purpose of
the new church-centred histories was to bring self-understanding to
Indian Christians. A secondary pu^ose of these histories was to
help the general public in India, including people of other faith
communities, understand the way in which Christianity has become
firmly rooted in Indian soil—irrespective of the origins of Uiose
who first proclaimed it. Examples of church-centred histories are
CB. Ijrm's An Introduction to Indian Church History- first pub-
llshed~irri980 and subsequently revised and my own The Mighty
Works of God. A Brief History of the Council of Baptist Churches
in North-East India: The Mission Period 1836-1950 (j97I). My
purpose in writing that book is clearly staled in the Preface:

The study of our (CBCNEI Christians) history should also
help us understand what we are today. The way in which
our churches were established, the pattern of their organi
zation and growth, and the nature of Uie various problems
they faced . .. have influenced their present character and
relationships with each other...

Though this book deals with the period during which me
American Baptist Mission bore much of me responsibility
for initiating new work, supervising me churches, and
running me major institutions mis is not a history of mat
Mission. It is a history of me Church, wimin which die
Mission and its missionaries played an important part, but
only a part. However much me missionaries may have con-
U"ibuted to me general social development of the area ...
dieir most important function was to be instruments of God
in establishing his church.^
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But books like The Mighty Works of God were basically insti-
tutional histories."' That was the inevitable consequence of their
church-centredness. In the words of the CHAI Editorial Board

"Guidelines" it was still "internal history" in which "the Church is
viewed as a relatively self-contained unit which acted upon and
was acted upon by the society outside." It still mirrored the nation
alist historical perspective in which a study was made of how mis
sion controlled programmes and institutions became church con
trolled; studies of how Indians took over from foreigners. By and
large it was also denominational rather than ecumenical or regional.

The CHAI "Guidelines" propose going beyond that. They iden
tify four ingredients in the perspective from which tlie CHAI his-
to^ of Christianity is to be written: (1) the socio-cultural, (2) tlie
regional, (3) the national, and (4) the ecumenical. The text reads as
follows:

1. The Socio-cultural: The history of Christianity in India is
viewed as an integral part of the socio-cultural history of tlie Indian
people rather tlian as separate from it. The history will therefore
focus attention upon the Christian people in India; upon whom they
were and how they understood themselves; upon their social, reli

gious, cultural and political encounters; upon the changes which
these encounters produced in •'them and in their appropriation of the
Christian gospel as well as in the Indian culture and society of
which iJiey themselves were a part. Tiese elements constitute the
history of Christianity in India, and are not to be merely chapters
tacked on to the end of an institutional study. This history should,
therefore, provide an insight into the changing identity of the Chris
tian people of India through the centuries.

2. The Regional: The socio-cultural approach commits us largely
to using regions or even smaller areas as our basic working units
because of regional, or even local, social and cultural diversities in
India.

3. The National: The basic framework of this study, however,
will be the national. Not only will the common features among
regional histories in different periods be explored but also all-India
developments will be described so that regional diversities will not
obscure national unities. In addition, the international contacts and

connections of Christians in India are not to be ignored; they are to
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be seen in relation to the Indian history of Christianity.
4. The Ecumenical: Christianity ratlier than any one section of

the Christian church will form the basic framework for study. De
nominational diversities will not be ignored or played down. Here

too both common features of different denominational experiences
in each period and region will be explored, and the growth of tlie
ecumenical movement in India described so that these basic unities

may be seen along with tlie diversities.
It is obvious from tlie amount of space given to it, that the

CHAI Editorial Board places primary emphasis on history written
from a socio-cultural perspective or, to use the language of aca
demic historians, social history. The emphasis upon regional stud
ies follows from this, as does the emphasis upon tlie ecumenical.
The ecumenical perspective is essentially historiographical, not theo
logical. If one is primarily interested in the relationship of Christi
anity to the socio-cultural context, that is both the impact Christian
ity had upon that context and the influence the context had upon the
forms of Christianity that developed, then which Christian denomi
nation was involved does not particularly matter. While in tlie Nortli-
East it may be true to say tliat Protestants created a written lan
guage and literature for many of the tribal peoples and Catholics
did not—that is, after all, only an accident of history. In other parts
of the world, and even in other parts of India where they were first
on the scene. Catholics have done the same. Tlie impact of a writ
ten language and literature upon the development of Mizo society,
for instance, was not different where the Christians were Presbyte
rian than where they were Baptist. The impact of Christian educa
tional institutions and medical services is the same under whatever
denominational auspices they are provided. Denominational
distinctives are significant only when one is writing institutional
history, not when one is writing history from a socio-cultural per
spective.

Thus far three volumes have been brought out in the CHAI
series. The first two, dealing with the history of Christianity up
through the seventeenth century were difficult to write according to
the guidelines due to lack of sources. The third, Hugald Grafe's
History of Christianity in India. Vol. IV Part 2. TamUnadtiwJhe
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (1990) does make a serious
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and largely successful effort to write from the new perspectives.
An exariiple more famliiar to you is my own Christianity in North-
East India: Historical Perspectives (1983), an updated and revised
form of which has been published in the CHAI series.

While the book is by no means entirely successful in incorpo
rating tlie perspectives of the CHAI "Guidelines", it has attempted
to do so. Its main weakness, in my opinion, is the failure to fully
integrate what I identify as the three main components in the his-
torv of the Christian movement in the Nortli-East—the political,^
the ecclesiastical and tlic socio-cultural. I have tried to achieve this
integration through the common theme "of identitv. which I feel is"
the key to understanding the nature and function of Christianity in
this region, particularly in the hill areas where it has had the great
est impact.

Notes and Refernces

1._ The best historiographical study that has been made of representative
histories of Christianity in India is John C.B. Webster. "The History of
Christianity in India: Aims and Methods . Indian Church History Re
view, Xni 2 (Dec. 1979). pp. 87-122.

2. Baptists in Assam (Chicago: Conference Press, 1935). p. 14. Italics mine,
3. pp. ii-iii.

4. Other examples of similar church-centred histories relating to the North-
East are J. Fortis Jyrwa, TIk Wondrous Works of God: A Study of the
Growth and Development of the Khasi-Jaintia Presbyterian Church in
the 20th Century (1980); 0. Paviotti, The Work of His Hands: The Story
of the Archdiocese of Shillong-Guwahati 1934-84 (1987); and, David
Syiemlieh. A Brief History of the Catholic Church in Nagaland (1990).

5. Tlie relationship between political developments and Christianity is much
closer in the North-East than in any other part of India.




