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Preface

Very few Americans have an adequate idea of the historical role America  
has played [sic]…The penetration of American missionaries in the Balkans 
during the early part of the nineteenth century will some day be considered 
the brightest pages in the annals of the peninsula…The significance of their 
activities in the Near East…is much greater than it seems to many…
—American Influences in Bulgaria, Prof. Constantine Stephanove1

On September 5, 1810, a coalition of churches, ministers, and parish-
ioners in Farmington, Connecticut, formed the American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM). The formation of 
the organization was spurred by the ideas and religious fervor of the 
Second Great Awakening, a spiritual revival in the USA which called 
upon Christians to not only work toward their own salvation, but also 
the salvation of others.2 In line with millennial religious ideas about the 
impending return of Jesus Christ, bringing peace on earth, the ABCFM 
believed there was an immediate need to return people to Christianity, 
ensuring their salvation. Eight years after forming, the ABCFM decided 
to send missionaries to the Ottoman Empire to restore the Jews to 
Palestine.3 Pliny Fisk and Levi Parsons volunteered to be the first mis-
sionaries to travel to the Ottoman Empire, arriving in Smyrna (Izmir) in 
1819. For the first year or so, they were instructed to travel throughout 
the Empire, gathering information about the people and the environ-
ment and to learn languages before beginning any specific mission work.4
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Upon arriving in Smyrna, the first task for Fisk and Parsons was to 
ascertain what was most needed in the region. “Our time has been occu-
pied thus far, and will principally occupied for months, perhaps years, 
in studying languages, and in collecting information about the country, 
and in distributing Bibles and Tracts.”5 Both Fisk and Parsons learned 
Greek, Italian, Arabic, French, and Turkish within the first few years of 
living in the Empire. They wrote to family and friends about the peo-
ple they encountered, conversations with locals, the food, how people 
dressed, customs, and the government. Reports were also sent to the 
ABCFM corresponding secretary. These reports were then published in 
the ABCFM monthly publication The Missionary Herald. Missionaries 
helped to provide knowledge of countries and people overseas. 
Pamphlets, newsletters, and public talks about missionaries’ encounters 
with different cultures overseas expanded the USA’s understanding of 
people overseas.6

Shortly after commencing their explorations of the Empire, Fisk and 
Parsons received word from ABCFM that they were sending a printing 
press along with two more missionaries, Reverends Daniel Temple and 
Jonas King. The arrival of the first print press heralded one of the more 
significant contributions American missionaries made to the region, an 
impact which reverberates through the present day. Though the mission-
aries saw the press as a tool to print religious materials, not all of the 
publications were religious. As one American touring a Turkish school 
noted, “[it] was gratifying to perceive that to America this and almost 
every other great school in Turkey and Greece is indebted for its elemen-
tary books of instruction.”7 The missionaries took American textbooks, 
translated them into Greek, Turkish, Armenian, and Arabic to use with 
students. By 1850, the missionaries used their presses to print periodi-
cals in five languages, dictionaries, volumes of history and literature, and 
one magazine, which was credited as having the largest circulation in the 
Ottoman Empire.8

Beyond just providing texts in local languages, the American mis-
sionaries in some instances helped to establish print versions of local lan-
guages.9 US missionaries ensured languages, which the Turks, Greeks, 
or Russians were trying to eliminate, thrived. Not only was a standard 
removable Arabic type created, but the missionary press at Malta revived 
Armenian and Bulgarian languages. When missionary Cyrus Hamlin 
opened Bebek Seminary in 1840, he
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…found a great many Turkish words mixed in, I resolved not to use them, 
but so far as possible speak a pure Armenian. Bebek Seminary had no small 
influence in the introduction of a purer style of speaking and writing the 
modern Armenian…Our mission saw clearly that, as the language of the 
Armenian race, we must adopt it and make the best of it. The idea of trans-
lating the Bible into such a language was ridiculed…The history of mis-
sions proves, by many examples, that no language is so degraded that 
the simple truths of salvation cannot be expressed in it…The modern 
Armenian is now wholly transformed; it has become a beautiful and culti-
vated language.10

The Bulgarian language also faced eradication under Greek authorities. 
“The Greek church, with the sanction of the Turkish government, had 
introduced the Greek liturgy into all the Bulgarian churches…To throw off 
the Greek language and the Greek bishops, was the vow of every Bulgarian 
heart. To have schools, newspapers, a literature of their own, were among 
their strongest aspirations.”11 Through the work of another ABCFM mis-
sionary, Elias Riggs, the Bulgarians soon had texts in their own language.

US missionaries were also responsible for setting up hundreds of 
schools throughout the Ottoman Empire, many of which still exist today. 
Between 1820 and 1860, American missionaries established thirty-three 
schools. In establishing schools throughout the region, American mis-
sionaries unwittingly shared American ideas and culture, despite efforts 
on the part of the missionaries limit their cultural influence.12 Unlike 
European missionary schools in the region, the ABCFM missionaries 
insisted on ensuring the curriculum was in local languages and as much 
as possible taught by natives.13 Two schools were established around 
1860: Robert College in Constantinople and the Syrian Protestant 
College in Beirut. Both colleges remain today. Robert College was a 
scheme devised by another missionary and Christopher Robert of New 
York who happened to be visiting Constantinople following the Crimean 
War. The Christian college in Constantinople was to be an experiment.

The probabilities of failure consisted in the division of Eastern populations. 
Religion has divided them…The spirit of race was also strong…These it 
was said will never unite in one institution of learning. To suppose it pos-
sible is absurd. But, on the other hand, it was urged, the East has made 
great progress in enlightenment…A Christian college, that shall offer the 
best intellectual training, as broad a culture as our best New England col-
leges, will meet the wants of this class, of whatever race or faith.14
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The Syrian Protestant College, now the American University of Beirut, 
was also created with the same mentality. Of the first sixteen students 
to enroll at the Syrian Protestant College, only five were in the graduat-
ing class of 1870. One of them returned to teach Arabic at the College 
and also founded an Arabic newspaper and a journal, Al Mukattam and 
Al Muktataf. Al Muktataf became a leading scientific magazine in the 
region until 1909. Three more students went on to medical school.15

The missionaries’ role in the region circa 1820–1830 is significant to 
the story and origins of American public diplomacy. Not only were those 
initial efforts by the missionaries to engage with the Greeks, Syrians, 
Bulgarians, Armenians, Arabs, Palestinians, and Turks the same methods 
that other private organizations would employ to engage the people of 
the Middle East and Eastern Europe later in the century, but they are 
also the same methods used by the US government during World War I 
(WWI) and World War II (WWII) and later throughout the Cold War. 
“American education in the Near East not only instructed residents there 
but anticipated the United States government’s Fulbright program and 
the work of the United States Information Agency (USIA). These formal 
efforts by the American government were part of its new cultural diplo-
macy after the Second World War.”16 The Fulbright program would cre-
ate partnerships with both Robert College and the American University 
of Beirut as well as the American University of Cairo, another former 
American missionary school.

While US missionaries were not very successful converting the 
Ottomans to Protestantism, they were exceedingly successful in sharing 
American culture and ideas. Even more importantly, they shared the cul-
ture of the people they ministered to with Americans at home through 
speaking tours, missionary publications, and the many memoirs written 
by missionaries about their experiences among the Greeks, Arabs, Turks, 
Bulgarians, and Armenians. Though they were concerned and cautious 
about usurping local cultures, the American missionaries did not under-
stand that the individualism, piety, and optimism of the Second Great 
Awakening influenced Protestantism and threatened the political status 
quo in the region. “The original wise advice from Board leaders not to 
offend local mores was almost impossible for the missionaries to follow. 
Puritanism, by its eager commitment to a city built on a hill for all to 
see, required conflict with competing ideas.”17 Furthermore, as those 
who have studied American missionaries’ work in the Ottoman Empire 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the missionaries had 
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more influence in the Ottoman Empire and Persia than American pub-
lic officials; and with the help of philanthropists obtained “mandates” 
over most of Turkey, something many European nations never obtained 
except through force and occupation.18

Following the success of the American Revolution, the people of the 
US and their leaders desired to shrink away from Old World entangle-
ments and to enjoy independence. Yet this was a luxury the US could 
not afford. For at least the next forty years, the USA’s relationship with 
the rest of the world would be of utmost importance to the nation’s sur-
vival. Beset by pirate attacks emanating from the North African Barbary 
States19 since declaring independence and surrounded by European 
powers: Britain, France, and Spain; the US could not isolate itself 
from the world. Despite these dangers, America’s foreign ministry, the 
Department of State (DoS), remained a tiny government institution with 
very few ministers or consular officers posted overseas. Thus, much of 
America’s interactions overseas were not initiated or maintained by the 
US government, but rather by private citizens, primarily merchants and 
missionaries up until the late nineteenth century.20

For at least a century, the US unwittingly conducted public diplo-
macy throughout the Ottoman Empire. Missionaries, private citizens, 
and merchants set up libraries, schools, translated books, and arranged 
for students to study in the US, sometimes at great personal risk. The 
first Americans entered into the region as the Empire became known 
as the “sick man of Europe.” As the Bulgarian professor, Constantine 
Stephanove, would later note in 1930, few Americans are aware of the 
historical role their nation played in the region or the world. This is espe-
cially true about America’s experience with public diplomacy.

Washington, USA 	 Caitlin E. Schindler
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