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ABSTRACT 
 

My thesis examines the cultural history of cleanliness within U.S. business efforts at home and 

American missionary efforts abroad to argue that religion can be about the mundane, and the secular can be 

about the transcendent.  Scholars have often defined the sacred and the profane, and religion and the secular 

in opposition to each other.  Soap, a modern economic commodity full of social, scientific, and religious 

meaning, blurs many distinctions between sacred religions and profane secular institutions in ritual practice 

to the point that they are nearly indistinguishable.  I hope to show through two case studies that cleanliness 

“scrambles” the sacred and the profane, and the religious and the secular.  The first case is the Cleanliness 

Institute, a soap marketing institute in New York, 1927-1932.  The second case is a Brethren of Christ 

American Protestant mission in Rhodesia, Africa 1898-1914.  Both of these organizations unleashed 

campaigns that differed in ultimate motivation, but both set out to spread the philanthropic gospel of 

modern cleanliness and soap. 
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Introduction:  “Cleanliness is next to Godliness” 

 

 On Thanksgiving in 1850, the rector and reverend of the three years young 

Anglican Church of the Holy Trinity in Toronto, Canada, Henry Scudding, gave a sermon 

titled “Cleanliness Akin to Godliness.”  Out of sympathy and consternation for recent 

epidemics of yellow fever, cholera, and influenza the sermon is based on Amos Chapter 

3, verse 6.1  This verse explains misfortune and calamity as consequences of God’s 

actions.  Rev. Scudding infused the mundane habits and responsibilities of cleanliness 

with religion and spiritual significance by preaching that epidemics are God’s doing: 

 
Such a thing as a truly religious man living voluntarily in filthy habits, in a filthy 
house, cannot be imagined; and in reality could not be.  When, then, we have once 
secured neatness, cleanliness, wholesomeness, and order, in houses, we have done 
something towards securing the further and nearly-allied blessings of religion and 
religious influences and habits there; we have done something towards the 
introduction of true happiness and content to the families and firesides of many, 
who now, immersed in squalor and misery, are almost ignorant of and utterly 
indifferent to, the concerns of their souls and of eternity.2  

Rev. Scudding connects the cleanliness, wholesomeness, and order in houses with the 

true happiness and contentment of souls and eternity.  In this way, he blurs the 

boundaries of sacred and profane life by extending the religious exercise of ritual 

purification from the house of God to the homes of believers.    

   Scholars have often defined the sacred and the profane, and religion and the 

secular in opposition to each other.3  I hope to show through two case studies, however, 

that cleanliness “scrambles” the sacred and the profane, the religious and the secular.4   
                                                           
1 "Shall a trumpet be blown in  the city, and the people not be afraid? shall there be evil in a city, and the 
Lord hath not done it?”  The Holy Bible.  King James Version.  Oxford University Press, London.  Amos 
iii, 6.  P. 851. 
2 Scadding, Henry.  Cleanliness Akin to Godliness.  Toronto, 1850. 
3 Eliade, Mircea.  The Sacred and the Profane:  The Nature of Religion.  Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 
New York:  1959;  Durkheim, Emile.  The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life.  The Free Press, New 
York:  1965.   
4 McDannell, Colleen.  Material Christianity:  Religion and Popular Culture in America.  Yale University 
Press, New Haven:  1995. P. 4 
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These “complicated and interactive categories” are blurred in ritual practice to the point 

that they are nearly indistinguishable.5  Soap is a modern economic commodity full of 

social, scientific, and religious meaning that washes away the distinctions between sacred 

rituals and profane practices. 

 This thesis examines the cultural history of cleanliness within U.S. business 

efforts at home and American missionary efforts abroad to argue that religion can be 

about the mundane, and the secular can be about the transcendent.  The first case is the 

Cleanliness Institute (CI), a short-lived soap marketing institute in New York, 1927-1932.  

The second case is about Brethren of Christ missionaries (BC), an American Protestants 

in Rhodesia, Africa 1898-1914.  I will compare and contrast these two organizations that 

shared the goal of transforming the cleanliness rituals practiced by their target audience, 

whether American consumers or African natives.  The Cleanliness Institute of America is 

an ideal example of for-profit marketing, capitalism, economy, and the secular.6  The 

Brethren of Christ’s mission in Africa is an ideal example of Christian proselytizing 

aiming to save souls and inspire faith.  In the early 20th century both of these 

organizations unleashed campaigns that differed in ultimate motivation but both set out to 

spread the gospel of modern cleanliness and soap.  The specific examples of CI and BC 

do not fit neatly and exclusively into the ideal dichotomies of secular and religious.   

 In the first two chapters, I provide historical explications based on primary 

sources printed by CI and one prolific Brethren missionary Hannah Davidson.  In the 

third chapter, I reflect on what a comparative study of these cases can offer to the 

academic study of religion.  In particular, I engage the theoretical perspectives of Colleen 

McDannell, who examines the material aspects of Christianity, and Mary Douglas, who 

examines the socio-religious significance of purity beliefs and rituals.  In some ways CI 

                                                           
5 McDannell, P. 8.; Douglas, Mary.  Purity and Danger:  An Analysis of Concept of Pollution and Taboo.   
New York:   Routledge, 2002.  Originally published in 1966 by Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
6 Olson, Carl.  Theory and Method in the Study of Religion:  A Selection of Critical Readings.  Thomson 
Wadsworth, Toronto:  2003.  P. 211. 
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behaved like a religion.  While marketers of soap were motivated by profit, they drew on 

religious metaphors and ritual practices to sell their products.  They sought and succeeded 

to shape social beliefs, rituals, and consumption.  In contrast, missionaries, as illustrated 

by BC, worked to save souls, not to sell soap.  But their soteriological prescriptions 

included requirements of both spiritual and bodily purity.  Thus, saving souls required 

purchasing and using soap.  Though divided by motivation, both peddler and preacher 

demonstrated comparable techniques of persuasion and promoted similar rituals of 

cleanliness.  There is enough overlap in the prescriptive practices of the Cleanliness 

Institute and the Brethren of Christ to rebuff interpretive misconceptions about the 

theoretical divide between sacred and the secular, yet enough variation between the two 

to avoid emulsifying or conflating those categories.  The goal of the thesis is to establish 

that both CI, a secular institution, and BC, a religious institution, blur the boundaries 

between the sacred and the profane, even as they define their work in opposition to the 

other, whether religious to secular or secular to religious, and operate within those self-

defined spheres.  
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Chapter 1:  Peddling Purity 

 The Cleanliness Institute, New York, 1927-1932 

 

 Purity is a deeply ingrained social understanding that touches on a wide variety of 

responsibilities and actions.7  The history of cleanliness in the U.S. was drastically 

transformed from the 1800s to the 1920s.   The gruesome realities of war and epidemics 

pressured urban infrastructure to change.  Industries boomed, changing the way products 

were made and the way business was done in the U.S.  Periodicals and the media 

expanded the scope of advertising as companies competed for consumers in the growing 

marketplace.  Individual organizations within specific industries, such as Unilever or 

Procter & Gamble of the soap industry, banded together forming trade associations 

aiming to persuade people to embrace and buy their products in general, rather than 

advertising specific brand loyalties. 8 

 The Association of American Soap and Glycerine Producers (AASGP) was the 

trade association with the goal of establishing frequent soap using rituals of cleanliness in 

as many people as possible:   

 
To Increase Cleanliness, and therefore the use of soap, is the aim of this part of 
the Association’s work.  If the man in the street can be given a better 
understanding of the connection between personal progress and personal 
cleanliness; if the wife and mother more keenly appreciates the effect of clean 
home surroundings on clean character; if the child in school can develop habits of 
cleanliness; if the manufacturer sees more profit in cleaner working conditions--
America will adopt the standards which the most progressive leader champions.9   

Here in a sort of charter, the association recognizes it must connect the abstract ideas of 

progress, character, and American-ness with the physical commodity soap. 

                                                           
7 Douglas, 2002. 
8 See Appendix I. 
9 Association of American Soap and Glycerine Producers Incorporated.  Soap and Glycerine. Association 
of American Soap and Glycerine Producers Inc., New York:  1928.  Pamphlet. 
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 The AASGP, an association whose members produced 80% of the soap consumed 

in America at that time, created the Cleanliness Institute in the summer of 1927 amid a 

cosmetics boom that was siphoning off soap industry profits.10   Soap needed new 

arguments in order to reach out and convince people to buy and use it.  The Cleanliness 

Institute was a very successful venture in this respect.  Its legacy lives on today.  In 2003 

three of the members of the CI era AASGP, Unilever, Colgate, and Procter & Gamble, 

are today’s top three soap producers, taking up 40% of the multi-billion dollar soap 

market in the U.S., making $24 billion in 2003.11   

 As an appendage of standard profit seeking U.S.A. companies, CI’s goal was to 

sell soap.  CI used a lot of arguments to convince consumers that soap was the best, the 

most modern, the most advantageous, efficient, and reliable way of staying clean and 

pure.  “For a historical moment, the Cleanliness Institute became a center of learning:  of 

learning the need for more soap consumption in America.”12  Through different 

marketing and promotional strategies CI sought to influence American preferences and 

habits about cleanliness in order to sell more soap.  In this chapter, I argue that in order to 

sell soap and make profits, (1) CI used religion as a marketing strategy, (2) CI worked to 

infuse a modern commodity with virtue, ethics, social mores, and morals, and (3) CI 

worked to change the purity beliefs and rituals of people in the U.S. 

 CI gives the ritual of soap-and-water washing remarkable significance, attempting 

to persuade people to want to use soap.  Marketing soap is deeply mixed with popular 

culture because purity and dirt are crucial social underpinnings.  In order to popularize 

this new form of purity ritual, which depends on consuming new commodities and 

building new infrastructure, CI strove to infuse the issue with wide ranging significance 

                                                           
10 Vinikas, Vincent.  Soft Soap, Hard Sell:  American Hygiene in an Age of Advertisement.  Iowa State 

University Press, Ames: 1992. P. 84. 
11 Tollington, Peter. “How soap can avoid the slippery slope.” 2004, 
http://www.allbusiness.com/manufacturing/food-manufacturing-grain-oilseed-milling/334994-1.html.  
accessed 14 March 2009. 
12 Vinikas.  P. 79. 
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and application.  Their goal was to increase and secure soap sales by bolstering the 

importance of washing and cleanliness in U.S. society.  The actions of this short lived 

institute resemble a sweeping social movement.  Ethics, morals, and practical realities 

were injected into the capitalist endeavor.  CI commodified virtues to alter the purity 

rituals of Americans for the benefit of the secular soap industry.  The marketing blitz that 

ensued was very successful.  CI made it clear that civilization, purity, progress, and 

profits were at stake.  Cultural conceptions of dirt, cleanliness, hygiene, and sanitation 

were transformed on a wide scale.  This institute and its campaign express a religious 

ethic and missionizing impulse.  The crusade, as Procter & Gamble, members of the 

AASGP and CI, were not afraid to call it, was tinkering with basic purity and pollution 

beliefs, beliefs that are crucial and fundamental in ordering society by popularizing soap 

across the U.S.13    

 

Procter & Gamble ad in Journal of National Education, Nov. 1926 

 Take Roscoe C. Edlund, for example, one of the top editors, writers, and speakers 

of CI.  He was an officer of the AASGP, the assistant secretary.  He was also the 

                                                           
13 “The Cleanliness Crusade.”  Procter & Gamble.  Journal of National Education.  Nov. 1926. 
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association’s manager.14   His work is found in CI’s journal, ad copy, and radio spots.  

This leading mind of the AASGP and CI openly admitted that his organizations’ frenzy 

of publications was not merely advertising.  Here is an explicit recognition of CI’s effort 

to infuse the concrete object of soap with abstract moral meaning: 

 
In breadth of appeal, in the fact that it is aimed at the building of character and 
habit, as well as in its cooperative aspects, this campaign is unique.  It is not 
institutional, yet it represents an industry.  It is sponsored by a cooperative 
manufacturing group, yet it does not sell a product.  The advertising sells a virtue, 
an idea, a habit, an attitude.  It brings before millions of eyes that might never see 
the publications of Cleanliness Institute, the importance of high standards of 
cleanliness.15  

Edlund explicitly states that CI’s advertisers should sell “a virtue, an idea, a habit, an 

attitude.” These are qualities and characteristics that could as easily describe religious 

practice as it does secular marketing.  CI’s outreach could have been viewed as 

advertising, but because cleanliness was addressed in tone and topic as a sort of public 

service announcement, the aim of soap sales was left heavily disguised.   

 The new strategy of trade associations placed individual brands of soap in the 

background and broader industry concerns in the foreground.  Eschewing brand loyalties, 

CI made its copy more sophisticated and strategically psychological.  Consumers weren't 

being bombarded with messages that merely implored everybody to buy more soap.  

Instead of explicitly selling soap, they sold cleanliness and its benefits, or the dangers of 

dirt. 

 CI defined cleanliness as soap-and-water purity, and made it a priority that 

everyone knows scrubbing with hot water and soapy lather is the best way to get clean.  

CI published countless pages of books, advertisements, pamphlets, textbooks, scientific 

studies, journals, posters, and radio spots:  “The total circulation reached is 18,365,571; 

                                                           
14 Association of American Soap and Glycerine Producers Incorporated.  Soap and Glycerine. Association 
of American Soap and Glycerine Producers Inc., New York:  1928.  Pamphlet. 
15 "Reaching 18,000,000 with Newer Standards of Cleanliness."  The Cleanliness Journal (CJ).  Vol. 2, 
No. 4. (July 1929). The Cleanliness Institute, New York.   P. 5. 
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the total printings in 1929 number 187,788,629.”16 ; “[CI on radio] has spread to 331 

stations, located in 47 states and in Alaska and Hawaii.”17   CI inundated the public with 

an understanding of dirt and purity to suit soap use.   

 The arguments and print texts used by CI cover a lot of different strategic 

approaches.  CI’s methods for promoting soap to kids are unique from those aimed at 

adults, and deserve specific attention.  In their philanthropic marketing efforts, CI 

targeted public schools and broader education venues.  As an attempt to indoctrinate 

society and form soap using habits of cleanliness, the messages spread by CI were 

contextualized as educational. The materials did in fact include knowledge, teaching 

about subjects like history, contemporary scientific findings, and foreign cultures.   

 An example of a history lesson, Roman architecture and city planning at its best 

and cleanest, can be found in A Tale of Soap and Water, a book for seventh to ninth 

graders: 

 
Large public baths were first built in Rome when n 52 A.D., the Emperor 
Claudius brought water to Rome from Præneste, about 45 miles away. . . . It ran 
for 36 miles underground and was carried for 9 1/2 miles on arches.  Later on no 
less than 68 aqueducts were built by the Romans in Italy and the provinces.18  
 

   

                                                           
16 Edlund.  "Reaching 18,000,000 with Newer Standards of Cleanliness"  CJ.  Vol. 2, No. 4. (July 1929) P. 
5. 
17 "Broadcasting Cleanliness"  CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 3. (April 1931) P. 10. 
18 Hallock, Grace T.  A Tale of Soap and Water:  The Historical Progress of Cleanliness.  Cleanliness 
Institute, New York:  1928.  p. 36-7 
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CI used a lot of factual historical narrative in its storybooks.  CI traced the history of 

cleanliness through the ancient and recent past, highlighting noteworthy advancements all 

the way up to soap.  In a similar effort, CI demonstrates germ theory and contagious 

disease in a way that younger children could easily grasp.  This example can be found in 

a book illustrated simply with brush strokes and stick figures called The Strange Case of 

Mr. Smith: An Amusing Story of a Cold Murder.  One of the characters asks, “Do you 

mean that just plain water would have disinfected my hands?”  And another character 

responds, “No, but soap and water wash germs away.”19  And as for interesting 

anecdotes from children in foreign lands, After the Rain: Cleanliness Customs of 

Children in Many Lands takes readers to Holland, Africa (Nile River), France, Japan, 

Italy, England, Finland, and Poland.20  CI used words and drawings of foreign cultures to 

emphasize cleanliness as a world-wide moral.  While these lessons were not merely 

superficial masks hiding profit motives, the linking of education and marketing was 

intentional. 

 Schools make a good target because school-aged children would presumably 

maintain the habits of cleanliness for the rest of their lives, maintaining demand for soap 

for years and generations to come.  Schools also are hot-beds of disease communication.  

With so many people coming and going every day in such close quarters and even 

sharing a meal together, it was easy to convince teachers, parents, and administrators that 

a cleanliness curriculum was a good use of time. 

 One of the first aspects of this approach was the publishing of a scientific study of 

handwashing in American schools.    The methods and results of CI’s 1928 investigation 

were published by CI’s School Service in 1931 in a 20 page pamphlet titled 

                                                           
19 Goldsmith, Happy.  The Strange Case of Mr. Smith:  An Amusing Story of a Cold Murder.  Cleanliness 
Institute, New York:  1930.  Chapter VII. 
20 Hallock, Grace T.  After the Rain:  Cleanliness Customs of Children in Many Lands.  School Dept. 
Cleanliness Institute, New York:  1927. 
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“Handwashing in Schools.”21   CI sought to establish as normative the practice of 

handwashing with soap before eating meals and after using the toilet.  The study revealed 

that just one of the 145 schools queried lived up to this benchmark, leaving a vast 

majority of the 124 thousand canvassed students beyond CI’s recommendations.22 This 

study served as a scientific sanction for the advancement of cleanliness.  The results 

showed how the lack of concern over handwashing and proper facilities endangered the 

health of kids across the country.  CI also explained how to easily and effectively avoid 

these dangers with soap.   

 Parents, teachers, principals, and occasionally students agreed that cleaner habits 

of hygiene were valuable life lessons.  With this support CI rolled out its cleanliness 

curriculum, sold at the cost of production to interested schools, principals, teachers, and 

other educational administrators across the country.  CI developed texts, lesson plans, 

activities, and worksheets specific to elementary school ages and grades: 

 
The regimen was unrelenting.  The institute promulgated schedules of habit 
formation for each grade level, providing a cleanliness curriculum that could be 
integrated with other subjects, a system of carrots-and-sticks to enforce behaviors. 
. . . It delineated motor, attitudinal, and cognitive objectives for every stage of a 
child's education. 23  

CI reported enthusiastic responses by teachers and students.  By the time students 

finished schooling they were ideal soap users.  The breadth and depth of these programs 

was well planned and effective.  After years and years of rituals and indoctrination, 

students' fundamental understanding of cultural habits of hygiene had been transformed 

from simple rural homeliness to modern precursors of spic-n-span, nearly irreconcilable 

perspectives.  Through their marketing efforts, CI effectively transformed purity rituals in 

                                                           
21 “Handwashing in Schools.”  School Service, Cleanliness Institute, New York:  1928.  Pamphlet. 
22 Vinikas.  Soft Soap, Hard Sell.  P. 86. 
23 Vinikas 1992, p. 87. 
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homes, schools, and consumptive spaces, while reshaping cultural attitudes towards 

cleanliness. 

 Paired with the zeal of teachers and parents, storybooks for children were a big 

part of CI’s efforts in schools.  I have already included quotations from Before the Rain, a 

book geared toward second graders that hopped around the globe showing local children 

helping their parents, going to school, and keeping clean; and from A Tale of Soap and 

Water, a book written for older students that traced cleanliness beliefs and hygiene 

practices starting at the Biblical Garden of Eden and spanning all the way to modern 

U.S.A. cities.  It is worthwhile to take a closer look at another example of this storybook 

genre.  Judd Family: A Story of Cleanliness in Three Centuries was sold for use with 

sixth and seventh graders.24   Not so much a textbook as a non-fictive tale, it is hard to 

believe that this book was published by a for-profit company like the American 

Association of Soap and Glycerin Producers.  It is a historical novel for kids.  The story 

follows the Judd family across three centuries and several generations.  It is a light-

hearted and romantic romp through living in America from settler times all the way to the 

modern advancements of New York City in the 1930s.   

 The Judd Family describes the methods and habits of 1700s household life in a 

fun and endearing way that must have seemed adventurous and exciting to schoolchildren 

in the 1930s, despite the obvious emphasis on hard-labor.  A central motif of this story is 

how techniques of cleanliness have evolved over time, from simple to sophisticated and 

primitive to civilized.  At the beginning of the tale we hear a lot about Grammaw Judd's 

skill at boiling soft soap from lye and bear grease.  While the product of this process is 

reserved for more sporadic uses than modern soap, it is still hailed for its necessity.  

Getting to know the Judds involves getting to know their impeccable duty to cleanliness 

standards.  The tale details how cleanliness rituals have progressed and expanded from 

                                                           
24 Hopkins, Mary Alden and Alice Mary Kimball.  Judd Family:  A Story of Cleanliness in Three 
Centuries.  Illustrated by Warren Chappell.  School Service, Cleanliness Institute, New York: 1931. 
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just post-work and pre-meal scrubbings with water to frequent soapy baths and showers; 

from cleaning the dinner table and dishes by scouring and rinsing with boiling water to 

electric dishwashing machines in high-rise apartment complexes.  The tale drapes these 

episodes in warm nostalgia for the past that invokes a reverent tone for modern 

advancements. 

 The second of three chapters discusses how the Judds in the 19th century jump-

started more modern modes of production by building a large scale mottled soap 

manufactory.  The Judds' plan was not large by all scales, but the story explicitly stated 

how clean and productive individuals led to modern advancements in industry.  They 

ushered in the beginnings of more specialized divisions of labor in a manufactory setting: 

 
[Mr. Judd] was about to begin in a small way the manufacture of hard soap.  This 
had come about very naturally.  Mr. Judd, who was a forward-looking man, had 
seen that it was a waste of labor for each woman to make her own soap. . . . The 
conservative neighbors said that the Judds were throwing away their money on 
new-fangled ideas.  They said that what was good enough for their fathers was 
good enough for them, and they laughed when the Judd men said that the day 
would come when spinning and weaving and shoe-making would be done in 
factories instead of in separate homes.25   

As seen in this quote, the storybooks set up an evolutionarily progressive perspective of 

purity rituals, from dirty savages to modern and moral soap and water.  These formational 

tales rely on a distinct historical narrative that is evolutionary in scope. And they instill in 

the reader a sense of overcoming past cultural struggles in order to break through to the 

modern period industrial technology, a period filled with labor saving advancements.  

CI’s technique here is to distinguish dirt as vice from cleanliness and virtue.  Dirt then is 

associated with the primitive, while cleanliness is associated with the modern.  The tale 

then is not just about functional hygiene.  It also is a moral tale of virtuous habits and 

right living.  These approaches were educational, practical, and effective at converting 

the purity rituals and beliefs of school-aged children. 

                                                           
25 Ibid.  p. 51-2 
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 When it came to adults, CI used more sophisticated examples, but the goal 

remained the same: to convince consumers to buy and use more soap.  Soap use was 

reinforced as a commodity that enhanced and ensured morality and progress in society in 

many different ways and through many different mediums.  CI produced and published a 

quarterly journal called The Cleanliness Journal (CJ) for adults. The journal is genuinely 

ingenious.  To consider it merely an advertisement would be reckless.  It was about 16 

pages of short articles published every few months from fall 1927 to spring 1932.  

Commentary on the ‘who, what, where, when, why, and how’ of cleanliness is peppered 

with humorous anecdotes, jokes, and short snippets from other periodicals, historical 

figures, and foreign lands.  CI showcases its own efforts as it chronicles the inevitable 

ascendance of modern cleanliness within U.S. society.  During CI's short existence the 

journal showed the progress, participation, and common support for cleanliness from all 

over the country and the world. Many of the articles are written by CI staff and left 

unsigned.  Every issue starts with a disclaimer on the inside cover abandoning any 

property or intellectual rights, loosing freedom of dissemination, reproduction, and 

citation to any and all.  

 The journal argues for soap and water cleanliness very persuasively from many 

angles.  The journal makes the message of CI viable from many perspectives.  The 

message is to improve the cleanness, and thus the quality of life, through using soap.   

One recurring topic is work.  CJ was published at the onset of the Great Depression.  In a 

time so difficult to get a job CJ clamored that cleanliness could be the difference between 

getting hired or fired.  This simple advice was reiterated in recurring pieces with names 

like, "At a Time When Jobs Are Scarce It Is Doubly Necessary to Keep Up A Clean 

Front," ; "A Clean Shirt Helps Jimmie to Get His Job."; and "Help Wanted:  Employment 

Managers Tell Why It Pays to Clean Up Before Applying for a Job."26  

                                                           
26 Josephine Nelson.  CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 2. (Feb. 1931) P. 3; CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 4. (June 1931) P. 11; Beryl Dill 
Kneen.  CJ.  Vol. 3, No. 1. (Oct. 1929) P. 7. 

 13



 CI promised that cleanliness could bring the greatest of secular advancements, 

freedom from poverty.  CI claimed soap could practically scrub the poor right off of your 

body and out of your character: 
 

It is the policy of many welfare organizations to withhold assistance from the man 
who refuses to bathe and clean up.  Although cleanliness by coercion may seem 
of doubtful value, social workers claim that enforced soap and water treatments 
have been known to shock even the professional "panhandler" into self-respect 
and a new attitude toward life.27  

In this example social workers are described like missionaries of modern cleanliness that 

could convert unbelievers by bringing the cleansing experience to them by force.  Being 

able to make a living and support at least oneself and perhaps a family is a vital concern.  

The conversion is not just from dirty to clean, but also from failure to success at life. 

 Health was one of CJ’s relentless talking points and one of its most forceful 

arguments.  In a time where many died of communicable diseases like smallpox, typhoid, 

and tuberculosis, handwashing really could lessen the impact of illness in crowded cities.  

“Policing the Mouth” was a phrase CI used liberally to warn of the risks of germs and 

educate people how to prevent transmission.  This slogan was used in articles, pamphlets, 

books, lectures, series of slides, and posters.  Armed with volleys of statistics CI 

assaulted sickness with soap and water:  
 
91.49 per cent of all deaths from communicable disease in a single year were due 
to the causative organisms which enter or leave the body by way of the mouth. . . . 
Their proportion to the total death rate is 22.2 per cent.  In the Registration Area 
in the continental part of the United States in 1925 there were 270,786 deaths due 
to communicable diseases of some kind.28 

                                                           
27 CJ.  Vol. 5, No. 4. (June 1932) P. 10. 
28 “Policing” the Mouth:  Practice of Personal Hygiene and Cleanliness Necessary for the Control of 
Communicable Diseases Which Take 270,000 Lives Yearly.”  By W. W. Peter, M.D., Dr. P.H.  CJ.  Vol. 2, 
No. 3. (April 1929) P. 3. 
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“Policing the Mouth” 

Using statistics such as these, CI stirred up fear and promised that a liberal mix of soap 

and water was the best solution.  CI offered concrete steps to follow so that individuals 

could take matters of mortality into their own hands.   

 Taking part in the soap and water ritual protects health against illness and death.  

It also benefited job opportunities by keeping an individual or family healthy and earning 

money.  People did not make money or get hired while they are sick, CI argued, and they 

are a burden on any surrounding or dependent friends and family.  Many of CI’s 

individual arguments reinforce other aspects of its overall argument, bundled together in 

a total-package-deal of convincing reasons to “shake hands often with SOAP.”29  

 

 Associating famous and heroic historical figures with cleanliness was a recurring 

theme in CJ.  This approach lent recognizable credibility to the cause through short 

pieces like, "How Florence Nightingale Won the Title Apostle of Cleanliness" ; 

                                                           
29 Policing the Mouth.  W.W. Peter, M.D., Dr. P.H.  Cleanliness Institute, New York: 1930.  P. 41. 
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"Dostoyevsky's Habits" ; and "[Theodore] Roosevelt Does the Laundry".30   These 

figures stand for prestige, innovation, and bravery.  They are inspirations in art, service, 

and modern thinking. 

 CJ included an excerpt written by U.S. founding father Thomas Jefferson implore 

his daughter to stay kempt in 1783.31   Another American hero, Henry Ford, was cited 

giving advice to boys, "The first advice I would give to any boy starting in today would 

be that he should learn to keep himself and everything around him clean.  If he is able to 

do this, he is one in a thousand."32  This kind of attention to popular American figures 

pays homage to secular, nonreligious, heroes that espoused cleanliness.  Even though 

these figures didn’t have modern soap, their support of general cleanliness is still 

valuable to CI.  CI’s aim was to instill acceptance of and commitment to soapy rituals 

and morals of cleanliness.  It didn’t do this to the exclusion of existing cultural symbols 

and traditions, but on the backs of their cultural viability.  There is little doubt that if 

these figures were alive today that icons like Florence Nightingale would be in Band-Aid 

ads.  Henry still occasionally ends up in Ford promos decades beyond his death.  CI 

worked to equate soap and cleanliness in the minds of Americans.  CI wanted to establish 

as fact that soap provides the most trustworthy and most modern form of cleanliness.  

Even though the specific rituals had changed, past promoters of cleanliness were still 

used successfully to popularize soap, which is touted as today’s preferred method of 

cleaning. 

 CI also used religion to promote soap.  CI took from sacred literature, 

philosophical query, and a dash of Sunday-School charm and used them to popularize 

hygienic rituals and influence greater soap sales.  These appeals to the explicitly 

organized religions are not found all lumped into one specific periodical or publication, 

                                                           
30 Ida M. Lynn.  CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 4. (June 1931) P. 8; CJ.  Vol. 5, No. 1. (Oct. 1931) P. 14; CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 
4. (June 1931) P. 12. 
31 CJ.  Vol. 2, No. 3. (April 1929) P. 6. 
32 CJ.  Vol. 3, No. 1. (Oct. 1929) P. 6. 
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but scattered intermittently throughout CI’s correspondence with the public.  Calling 

Florence Nightingale an apostle for her trail-blazing work as a nurse and a life-saver is 

one of CI’s subtler examples of this strategy. 

 The methods and motives of advertising, education, and spreading the social 

gospel are all intimately bound up.  In the following quotation, Edlund recognizes the 

similarity between selling the social message of cleanliness and organized religion: 
 

Addressed to masses of readers whose cleanliness habits are susceptible to 
improvement, these advertisements will appeal to their normal everyday desires--
for a better job, for better social position, for attractiveness and popularity, the 
desire to "keep up with the Joneses," and to give their children the best 
advantages.  With the attainment of these desires, the copy will show, cleanliness 
is intimately bound up.  Texts of some of these "cleanliness sermonettes" indicate 
the nature of their appeal. . . . In emphasizing this simple, inexpensive way to 
work toward better appearance and social acceptability, this association of 
manufacturers is selling something bigger than soap--by selling cleanliness, these 
manufacturers are helping to create better standards that affect life in many 
ways.33  

This language is provocative and emotionally charged.  Phrases like habits susceptible to 

improvement, normal everyday desires, the Joneses, sermonettes, and creating better 

standards that affect life impart a feeling of secular salvation and fulfillment. 

 CI did not shy away from religious themes in its campaign to make soap a 

household necessity.  Purity beliefs, rituals, and purity rites are common topics of 

religion.  CI used religious examples to bolster the ideal prominence of soap and water 

cleanliness in order to sell more soap.  CI published one example of a list of ten health 

commandments gleaned from an English school house: 
 

Framed and hung in a school house in Ashford, England, are the following health 
commandments: 
1. Thou shalt honor thy neighborhood and keep it clean 
2. Remember thy cleaning day and keep it wholly.  
3. Thou shalt take care of the rubbish heap else thy neighbor shall bear witness 
against thee. 
4. Thou shalt keep in order thy alley, thy backyard, thy hall and thy stairway. 

                                                           
33 CJ. Vol. I, No. 4 (Feb. 1928).  P. 5. 
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5. Thou shalt not let the wicked fly breed. 
6. Thou shalt not kill thy neighbor by ignoring fire menace or by poisoning the air 
with rubbish. 
7. Thou shalt not keep thy windows closed day or night. 
8. Thou shalt covet all the air and sunshine thou canst obtain. 
9. Because of the love thou bearest thy children thou shalt provide clean homes 
for them. 
10. Thou shalt not steal thy children's right to health and happiness.34  

These guidelines were taken from another contemporary humanitarian minded 

publication, Hygeia.  My favorite is commandment number two.  The establishment of a 

cleaning day, a sort of secular sanitation sabbath, is an intentional word play designed to  

convey the attributes of organized religion in a fun consumer fashion.  The really cute 

part of this discursive strategy is found in CI’s advice to “remember the cleaning day and 

keep it wholly.”  Wholly is a homophone of holy and enriches the religious feeling of the 

poster.  CI did not author these commandments, but they did publish them.  These 

injunctions outline serious social and moral responsibilities.  In this example, CI 

intentionally blurred the line between the secular and the religious in order to sell more 

soap.   

 Purity rituals and beliefs are an important part of the meaning making that goes on 

in religion.35  CI sells more than soap.  CI sells the virtuous morals and ethics of 

cleanliness. These commandments are a prime example of how CI mingles physical 

hygiene with social purity morals.  In this way, the work of making soap the champion of 

cleansing rituals resembles the work of religious missionaries spreading the Gospel of 

Christianity. 

 CI uses religion to sell soap because religious practices and beliefs, particularly 

Christian practices and beliefs, are an important aspect of the everyday lives of most 

Americans during this time period.  Cleanliness is not in direct competition with 

Christianity because the two are not mutually exclusive.  General cleanliness is a tenet of 

                                                           
34 “Ten Health Commandments.” CJ. Vol. I, No. 4 (Feb. 1928).   P. 8. 
35 Douglas.  2002. 
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many religions.  CI emphasizes this tendency more than the detailed theological 

prescriptions of specific purity rituals because they could not have called for the modern 

invention of soap.  For CI religion is merely a marketing strategy.  Even though CI uses 

religious material in its publications, its intention was to convert customers, not save 

souls.  In this way, CI’s use of religion as marketing strategy was lip service to attract 

religious consumers. 

 Even so, CI does not leave out metaphysical justifications for cleanliness.  CI 

argues that bodily cleanliness is a sign of spiritual purity alongside scientific studies 

based on germ theory and death rates.  One example of this comes in a recurring section 

of the journal titled “They Say--,” where CI publishes reader responses and quotes from 

other periodicals.  By publishing Uncle Jeff’s religious editorial from Women’s World 

magazine, written and published in vernacular, CI expresses a correlation between 

cleanliness, nature, and spirituality:   
 

Seems to me that us folks as lives in th’ hills, while we miss a deal of the 
artificial, have a heap better chance to observe and profit by the real.  For 
instance, th’ Lord has implanted in the mind of every man an instinct of 
refinement, a sense of personal purity; and th’ closer you get to nature, th’ 
stronger this feelin’ holds.  Know why?  Nature is clean!  And th’ one element 
th’t makes for health, happiness and harmony in this life is nothin’ more than a 
foretellin’ out of th’ natural urge toward cleanliness.  --Jeff Z. Lincoln.36   

This rural wisdom is a homely example of how CI used religion to breath life into soap 

and hygiene in order to convince a wider variety of consumers to buy and use soap. 

 The following pair of headings from the journal also make this agreement 

between religion and cleanliness evident: "Next to Godliness:  Many Faiths Require 

Clean Hands as Religious Symbols of Divine Acceptance"; and "The Soul of 

Sanitation."37  CI wanted to convert people to soap-users regardless of their 

backgrounds, and made broad appeals to multiply the effect.  Soap is now common 
                                                           
36 “Uncle Jeff.”  CJ.  Vol. 2., No. 1. (October 1928) P. 9. 
37 Gladys Spicer.  CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 1. (Nov. 1930) P. 14; L. L. Lumsden, M.D. Senior surgeon, United 
States Public Health Service.  CJ.  Vol. 3, No. 2. (Feb. 1930) P. 3 
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ground between ideals that do not share much else. CI did not rely on theology much, but 

it still managed to include scriptural quotations in the journal.  The cause of cleanliness 

was so successful so quickly because it could yoke these ideals together even when the

have plenty of disagreeme

y 

nts otherwise. 

                                                          

 The saying “cleanliness is next to godliness” has its roots in old religious 

literature, as CI points out:   

 
The doctrines of religion are resolved into carefulness; carefulness into 
vigorousness; vigorousness into guiltlessness; guiltlessness into abstemiousness; 
abstemiousness into cleanliness; cleanliness into godliness.  --The Talmud38    

But the fact that anybody remembers it now is likely because marketers successfully 

associated the phrase with the purchase and use of soap.  John Wesley re-popularized the 

saying in the 18th century.  It has been part of Protestant sermons ever since.  Today the 

widespread recognition of the phrase lends itself to movies, TV, newspapers, and 

advertisements.  The expansion of this idea into popular culture in modern America 

occurred by way of the branding and labeling of soap.  Perhaps the revitalization of 

religious references to cleanliness enhanced the success of soap ads, and perhaps 

campaigns like CI’s that sent out millions of pieces of soap literature encouraged 

preachers to bring up cleanliness more often.  Either way, this dual prominence served 

both sides. 

 As a trade association, CI’s motivation is a mixture of capitalist profits and 

humanitarian concern for the welfare of society and civilization. CI depicts cleanliness as 

a very powerful and important social force.  Hygiene opens doors and dirtiness locks 

them shut.  It can be the difference between happiness and disease-stricken poverty.  CI 

showed people how to live clean lives that were socially acceptable in the U.S., bringing 

morals, expectations, desires, and responsibility into the discussion.   

 
38 CJ.  Vol. 5, No. 4. (June 1932) P. 2. 
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 Showing the socially ostracizing consequences of dirtiness was a common 

technique of CI.  For children this embarrassment was limited to scoldings from teacher 

in front of the class.  But for adults, CI warned of joblessness, poverty, loneliness, 

ugliness, ill-repute, sickness, death, and generally fewer opportunities for success and 

acceptance in the U.S.  One example of CI playing off of social fears and inhibitions 

comes from Vilhjalmur Stefansson, a noted explorer and author especially popular with 

boys: 

 
Cleanliness may seem to lie in the field of aesthetics," he says, "but it has the 
most practical value.  You would be ostracised socially if people knew you did 
not bathe, and you would be worse off than if you had halitosis and four-out-of-
five pyorrhea. 39   

The practicality from hygiene comes most obviously in the form of health benefits, but it 

also offers a sort of social security.  Repeatedly leaving home without washing with soap 

could be more dangerous than accidentally falling into a diseased pile of sewer garbage.  

The frequent and disciplined use of soap and water could bring wonderful benefits:  a 

long-lasting, fulfilling, successful, romantic, beautiful, productive, respected, and 

rewarding life.  CI promoted soap by defining the benefits of purity rituals, and 

adversely, the dangers of forsaking those rituals. 

 Beauty was a reliable tag-line for soap, despite direct competition from the 

burgeoning cosmetics industry that promised similar benefits.  While CI wasn’t as 

outlandish as the advertisements from individual soap and cosmetics producers, it still 

harped on the same fears of being socially ostracized:   
 
If you don't bathe every day, everyone knows it--except yourself.  As the 
advertisements truly say, your best friend can't tell you that.  You have to tell 
yourself, and appreciate that there is no use trying to succeed in your business, or 
to merit a promotion, while that barrier stands between you and modern ideas.40  

                                                           
39 “A Matter of Aesthetics.”  CJ.  Vol. I, No. 6.  (July 1928).  P. 19. 
40 Kathleen Norris.  CJ.  Vol. I, No. 4 (Feb. 1928).  P. 11. 
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While the ideas of credibility, journalistic integrity, and trustworthiness were used by CI 

throughout its efforts, these ideas became sharp and poignant concerning aesthetic 

appearance, romance, and love.  CI minimized the trustworthiness and up-front honesty 

of actual people.  What your date, job interviewer, family, or friends don’t tell you can 

hurt you.  This approach emphasizes abstract social mores and uses fear to turn 

transgressors away from the danger of poor hygiene and towards acceptable and 

beneficial standards of cleanliness. 

 The maxim that CI wanted to make painfully obvious was that physical 

cleanliness was a reflection of an individual’s character and morals.  A piece in CJ by 

Olga Knopf M.D. asked about the mental assumptions people make about outward 

appearances: 
 

It might be interesting to investigate why we have such [negative] feelings 
towards self-neglecting people.  Why are we suspicious and why do we have a 
feeling of distrust towards them?  Is cleanliness an expression of character or is it 
just a habit?  It is only the physical side of our character that makes us like things 
that look attractive to us and persons who appeal to us? 41 

 
These questions aim to establish a clear link between physical cleanliness and virtuous 

character.  Dr. Knopf’s answers make this connection explicit: 

I believe that to be clean is an expression of our character as much as is any other 
quality.  It is not accidental that people who neglect their external appearance are 
not popular.  Any one who does not care for his own person, who has no interest 
in the cleanliness of his appearance, does not seem to be interested in others.  He 
seems not to want to please others or to make a good impression.42  

With injunctions like these, CI is equates and reduces mental character and morality to 

physical appearance. 

 CI used nationalism as another approach to reach out to Americans.  The pursuit 

of cleanliness in the U.S. has not been matched the world over.  Learning modern 

methods of hygiene was a big step in the Americanizing of immigrants and the general 
                                                           
41 Knopf, Olga M.D.  “Mental Quirks about Good Looks.”  CJ.  Vol. 4, No. 4. (June 1931) P.5. 
42 Ibid. 
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masses.  CI focused on this issue, making cleanliness a matter of citizenship and national 

pride.   

 At the same time, CJ reported on the advancing benefits of cleanliness in the U.S. 

The journal also berated the hygienic practices of other cultures.  For example, a piece by 

Elma Rood, Director Health Education Division of the Children's Fund of Michigan, 

exclaims the advances made on the home-front in her piece, “Adding Up Profits:  Two 

years of Cleanliness Teaching in Michigan Schools Bring 100 Per Cent Handwashing, 

Fewer Epidemics.”43  On the other hand, CI included pieces like “Trouble on the 

Border” where Grace A. Farrell, State Supervisor of Homemaking Classes in Rural 

Schools, Arizona, wrote “Sanitation is a sealed book to most Mexican families of the

‘peon’ clas

 

s.”44  

                                                          

 When it came to immigrants, CI employed nearly the same tactics it used for kids.  

Learning the language and customs of a new continent gave CI a similar context to 

educate adults about modern cleanliness and help them become better acquainted with 

U.S. culture.   

 CI portrayed social workers that helped clean up dirty alleys, homes, hospitals, 

and neighborhoods with high esteem.  One article from a 1929 CJ issue summarizes the 

steps being taken by social workers to help Italians in Michigan.  A staff member of a 

community house full of busy bathtubs offering locals free scrubbings and lessons on 

how to keep clean wrote to CI about how their labor of cleanliness is an issue of national 

pride:  “Ours is primarily a character building, Americanizing enterprise for all people 

and we continue strong in our belief that cleanliness is akin to godliness.”45   Cleanliness 

is an issue of pride that entwines religion, science, politics, and other emotionally charged 

concerns. 

 
43 CJ.  Vol. 5, No. 4. (June 1932) P. 6. 
44 CJ.  Vol. 5, No. 4. (June 1932) P. 14. 
45 Ibid. 
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 CI teamed up with the National Illiteracy Crusade to distribute Mother’s First 

Book, “free of charge to all who would undertake to teach an illiterate.”46   The book was 

an educational reader focused on “training in the fundamentals of everyday, healthy 

living, and a capacity for greater enjoyment.”47   This approach, dovetailing language, 

cleanliness, and citizenship, shows how committed CI was to spreading the gospel of 

soap and water across the U.S.  The bottom line for CI was increased soap sales, but this 

ritual conversion snowballs into purity beliefs and social mores.  

CI used many methods to reach out to possible consumers.  CI argued for 

cleanliness using religious, scientific, and political issues.  Some part of CI’s barrage 

must have been compelling to everyone.  This example that CI published in its own 

journal under the heading “City Cleans Up Border,” plays off of prejudice, national pride 

in a nation of immigrants, and the idea that washing and scrubbing are rules to be 

followed while in the U.S.: 
 
Health center and clinics in a Texas city are uncovering such an “appalling 
unfamiliarity” with the simplest rules of personal cleanliness” among the 
Mexican and poorer white population that the city Department of Public Welfare 
is initiating an intensive campaign among them for greater use of soap and water 
and tooth brushes.48  

This shows CI worked to commodify purity using secular morals and prejudices.  The 

campaign worked.  CI lost its funding during the depression and disappeared less than a 

decade from its founding, but soap had made its way into cupboards across the U.S. for 

good.  

 The bottom line is that CI was greatly successful at persuading rituals of purity in 

the U.S..  As historian Vincent Vinikas has written, “In 1938, when the Scripps-Howard 

network canvassed the commodities in 53,000 homes in sixteen cities, soap ranked 

                                                           
46 "Ideals of Better Living Spread by National Illiteracy Crusade" CJ.  Vol. 2, No. 4. (July 1929) P. 9. 
47 Ibid. 
48 CJ.  Vol. 2, No. 2. (January 1929) P. 15. 
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second only to bread-and-butter in the essentials of life.”49   Flour, baking powder and 

butter or oleo were the only commodities out-ranking soap, literally bread and butter 

essentials.  In this survey soap edged out toothpaste, coffee, shortening or lard, hot or 

cold cereal, sugar, refrigeration, and radio, all of which could be found in at least 89% of 

homes.  Within six years of CI’s closing, soap was safely in cupboards across the U.S. 

 Soap producers equated cleanliness with soap, commodifying moral and material 

purity.  Purity is a complex social phenomenon.  The fact that CI used so many different 

theoretical angles to promote the soap and water purity ritual is itself a testament to the 

wide reaching significance for what is in 2009 taken for granted as normal: a bar next to 

the sink, a bottle of hand soap in the cupboard, or puff of body wash in the shower. 

 The Cleanliness Institute set out to sell soap and achieved this goal successfully 

by attaching abstract morals and virtues to the physical commodity of soap.  In order to 

convert Americans to the modern soap ritual CI infused the new commodity with age old 

wisdom and cutting edge science.  Although this organization is an ideal example of a 

capitalist economic organization guided by accountant’s bottom line, CI still used its 

resources to build a universe’s worth of social meaning in the commodity, spurring a 

cultural movement of cleanliness conversion in the United States.   

 

                                                           
49 Vinikas.  1992.  P. 93. 
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Chapter 2:  Preaching Cleanliness 

The Brethren of Christ Mission in Rhodesia, Africa, 1898-1914 

 

 In 1915, Hannah Frances Davidson published a 480 page account of her 15 years 

spent as a Brethren of Christ (BC) Protestant missionary in Rhodesia.  In it she described 

how natives had their own washing rituals before the arrival of white westerners: 

 

The [native] wash basin is the mouth. The mouth is filled with water, which is 
allowed to run in a thin stream on the hands until they are washed, and then the 
hands are filled in the same way to wash the face.  I was greatly interested once in 
the operation of bathing twins. . . . The children were evidently accustomed to 
such baths; for they took it all quietly, and perhaps enjoyed it as much as a white 
child in a bath tub of warm water.50  

In her description of natives using the mouth as a “wash basin,” Davidson imagined 

Africans in Rhodesia as having an understanding of cleanliness.  For the missionary, 

though, this was a primitive understanding.   Missionaries worked then to civilize 

Africans by both saving their souls and modernizing their cleanliness practices.  

 In this chapter, I examine BC missionary efforts in Africa using Davidson’s 

account, South and South Central Africa: A Record of Fifteen Years' Missionary Labors 

Among Primitive Peoples.  For ease of flow and to avoid copious margin eating 

footnotes, all in-text citations in this chapter are page numbers from Davidson’s book.  

My aim is to highlight the methods and motivations of missionaries that wished to 

transform the religion, the customs, and specifically the cleansing purity rituals of 

African natives.  In order to save souls and convert those ignorant of “Him” to servants of 

God, BC worked to change the purity beliefs and rituals of Rhodesians.  A significant 

aspect of BC’s efforts also went to modernizing the work ethic and labor practices of 

natives in order to make them better suited to the economic opportunities provided by 

                                                           
50 Davidson, Hannah.  South and South Central Africa: A Record of Fifteen Years' Missionary Labors 
Among Primitive Peoples.  Brethren Publishing House, Elgin, Ill.:  1915.  P. 197. 
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western capitalism in the colonial cities along the African coast.  The skills missionaries 

taught locals supported the social and economic domination of Africa by imperial, 

colonial, and industrial conquest.  I aim to show the natives’ mores, the missionaries’ 

presumptions, and discuss their interactions. 

 Davidson’s account is very thorough and interesting.  It serves as an ideal type of 

Protestant Christian religious effort to convert indigenous populations.  While only a 

singular example, Davidson’s missionary account serves as an apt contrast to the 

Cleanliness Institute.  This account is taken from fifteen years of missionary work in 

Africa beginning in 1897.  Both the time period and their stances on cleanliness are 

comparable to that of CI.  Their motivations are far from identical, but they both take on 

ritual purity as a primary focus.   

 The Brethren of Christ have persisted to this day “in more than twenty-three 

countries around the world.”51  They trace their roots to Pennsylvania in the third quarter 

of the 18th century.  Their website explains their historical theological influences as 

Anabaptism, Pietism, and Wesleyanism.  Davidson’s book shows that BC viewed 

physical cleanliness and hygiene as a sacred religious practice that signaled spiritual 

progress and devotional faith.  The influence of Calvin’s doctrine of predestination is 

significant.  Calvin’s doctrine of predestination left Christians wondering about the fate 

of their souls.  This doubt led Protestants to work for God at appropriate callings and 

claim physical signs of asceticism, purity, and eternal election.  In his Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber talks about how attempts to discern signs of election 

were marked in economic terms, as proper management of wealth was  signaled God’s 

grace and favor: 
 
The providential interpretation of profit-making justified the activities of the 
business man.  The superior indulgence of the seigneur and the parvenu 
ostentation of the nouveau riche are equally detestable to asceticism. But, on the 
other hand, it has the highest ethical appreciation of the sober, middle-class, self-

                                                           
51 Brethren In Chirst website.  http://www.bic-church.org/about/history.asp. accessed 4 March 2009. 
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made man.  "God blesseth His trade" is a stock remark about those good men who 
had successfully followed the divine hints. The whole power of the God of the 
Old Testament, who rewards His people for their obedience in this life, 49 
necessarily exercised a similar influence on the Puritan.52  

 
The topic of physical signs of divine grace is not new to religion in general or 

Christianity in particular.  The Brethren’s theological ties leave plenty of room to 

understand this kind of labor in the world and the fruits it produced as signs of election.53   

Scholar Gianfranco Poggi points out how this Protestant tendency is connected 

with Calvin’s theology:   

The Protestant sects, according to Weber, placed a premium on the individual’s 
disposition to organise coherently and control conscientiously his own conduct.  
They thereby cultivated those very qualities that Calvinist doctrine generated in 
the faithful by means of their anxiety over their own eternal fate.54   

Christians needed physical signs to allay their fears of eternal damnation.  Examples of 

“Coherent organization” and “conscientiously controlled conduct” can be found on the 

body, and in the home, community, and nation of believers as purity, hygiene, and 

cleanliness.  As Suellen Hoy has argued, “…in a very generalized Calvinist way, clean 

Americans may have appeared godly since they had the means to be so.”55  Within this 

theological worldview, cleanliness is used as a marker or sign of the inner workings of 

psychological faith.  This is a foundational underpinning that supports interpreting 

physical conditions as spiritual markers, with worldly success, fortune, order, and 

organization designated as signs of election.   

                                                           
52 Weber, Max.  The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Dover Publications, Inc., Mineola, NY:  
2003. P. 163. 
53 “the religious valuation of restless, continuous, systematic work in a worldly calling, as the highest 
means to asceticism, and at the same time the surest and most evident proof of rebirth and genuine faith, 
must have been the most powerful conceivable lever for the expansion of that attitude toward life which we 
have here called the spirit of capitalism.”  Weber.  P. 172 
54 Poggi, Gianfranco.  Calvinism and the Capitalist Spirit:  Max Weber’s  Protestant Ethic.  The University 
of Massachusetts Press, Amherst:  1983.  P. 78. 
55 Hoy, Suellen.  Chasing Dirt:  The American Pursuit of Cleanliness.  Oxford University Press, New 
York:  1995.  P. 4. 
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Brethren In Christ Missionaries including author Hannah Davidson and an assembly 

of native boys living and schooling at the mission. 

 

Davidson’s perspective as a Christian missionary is at all times apparent, but she 

maintains an air of descriptive objectivity while withholding personally vindictive 

judgments.56  The book includes a respectable amount of vivid description with sections 

reminiscent of ethnography.  Her writing exudes a caring but concerned warmth for 

Africans.  The author was allowed and earned a very personal relationship with 

indigenous Africans.  The rapport missionaries provided a veil of security and freedom 

within a secluded section of African society.   

                                                           
56 Davidson’s mission begins in Kansas with a five dollar donation that jump-started the missionary fund 
for the Brethren of Christ Church in May 1894 (20).  After several years of fundraising, the church placed 
an ad soliciting missionaries in a Christian periodical.  At that time Davidson was a teacher at McPherson 
College in Kansas (23).  When she read the appeal, she felt touched by the Lord and knew she was called to 
labor in foreign lands bringing souls to the light of the Christian gospels.  The appeal lamented how the 
congregation had gathered funds but no courageous applicants willing to make “a full sacrifice of home, 
friends, and self--a perfect cutting loose” (22).  The appeal stressed how souls were “perishing” due to their 
ignorance despite Christ’s sacrifice.  African souls could be saved just like any other, but it was going to 
take a lot of time and committed effort from adventurous Christians.  While at once called to preach the 
gospel and spread the word of Christ, in order for this opportunity to arise in a foreign land the missionaries 
first toiled in their homeland.  First off, BC had to raise money and find willing and able bodies to serve 
Christ in such a demanding and dangerous expedition.  Those that signed on to the adventure traveled to 
other Brethren churches asking for extra funds and hands for the work.  Over the next three years the crew 
increased to five, and a few thousand dollars were donated both directly to the missionaries and to the 
church’s missionary fund.  The author was the first to commit to the mission.  The crew set sail from 
U.S.A. on 24 November 1897 (29).  The sea voyage passed through London on the way to Cape Town.  
From there the journey embarked by rail for the interior and Bulawayo with a wagon cart packed with 
goods and pulled by oxen.  After meeting and making agreements with local officials the group set off on 
foot past the outskirts of town to set up in a location secluded from other missionary outposts, but near 
several native villages (42-3). 
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 The line separating missionaries from the likes of settlers, police, and other whites 

was easy to detect.  Africans did not take to western conquest lying down.  There were a 

couple of bloody rebellions in the decades leading up to the arrival of the Brethren 

mission (47-8).  Because of their humanitarian work, though, missionaries were not 

looked down upon or threatened like other whites would have been.  African chiefs and 

white imperial conquerors agreed that missionaries were good influences and welcome in 

Africa.  Missionaries reached out to communities through education and training in both 

religious and modern ideas, preparing locals for work in colonial industries.  For the most 

part, Africans cooperated with and respected missionaries.  It is for all of the humanistic 

and philanthropic endeavors that natives welcomed missionaries and saw them differently 

than white policemen, colonizers, and industrialists.  

 Davidson recounted how the local Chief welcomed the missionaries and 

introduced them to the headmen of the local villages after arriving at the site of the 

mission for the first time.  The Chief said, "These are not like other white people. . . . 

They have come to teach you and your children and to do you good. . . . Now do what 

you can for them and help them” (55).  The missionaries were surprised and gracious at 

this show of friendly kindness, and were thereafter welcomed by the locals. 

 Missionaries were motivated to save souls.  All their work was aimed at turning 

what they considered pagan heathens to God and Jesus:  “There are two objects which 

seem paramount on the mission field, and about which everything else revolves. These 

are, (1) the salvation of souls, and (2) the preparation of natives to become teachers and 

evangelists of their people” (440).  Missionaries trained and baptized natives, instructing 

them to go out and preach and convert more and more souls ignorant of Christianity in 

Africa.  But the labor of a missionary far exceeded that of merely preaching from the 

Bible and singing hymns.  In order to have the opportunity for proselytizing, missionaries 

first had to find ways to survive in a harsh new landscape.  Along the way, BC sought to 
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instill modern notions of health and cleanliness, as well as other western ideas and rituals 

that made natives better prepared to encounter colonial enterprises. 

 Physical tasks and hardships were part and parcel of the calling and the faith.  The 

point is to save souls by working to convert and bring the teachings of God and Christ to 

light and cast out the “darkness” they use to describe the lack of knowledge and faith.  

But there is more to religion than scriptural hermeneutics.  The lessons missionaries 

instilled crossed into the mundane topics of daily living:  “our aim being to take them out 

of their degraded home surroundings and give them the threefold training, spiritual, 

intellectual, and industrial, all of which seemed necessary to help them become strong, 

established Christians” (127).  The missionaries burdened themselves to exemplify, 

teach, and spread the lifestyles of modern Christian civilization.  The religious changes 

missionaries brought with them challenged  African traditions and customs.   

 Due to the new dangers of the African interior, missionaries battled as hard to stay 

clean and healthy as they did to spread the gospel of Christ.57  Missionaries understood 

all of their myriad tasks as different aspects of the same work of Christianity.58  

                                                           
57 Living in largely undeveloped south central Africa, missionaries encountered insects, pests, and other 
environmental threats.  Lions, cheetahs, and hyenas could slaughter valuable livestock and kill people 
sleeping in huts or traveling by wagon convoys.  Termites decimated “permanent” structures, and could 
even make quick work of furniture or other household items in a single night (289-90).  Snakes and bugs 
made unpleasant surprises and locusts could cut down any progress a fledgling garden plot might have 
promised (116).  For as much as the missionaries sought to teach, they were required to learn even more.  
The language barrier was a persistent obstacle, particularly because multiple languages were spoken within 
a small geographic region.  Missionaries built suitable shelters and communities including schools, 
churches, and animal pens.  Missionaries had to learn all about the local weather and seasons, pests and 
threats, and how to interact with the natives respectfully.  The seasons demanded attention so that crops 
could be cultivated.  The rainy season, while necessary for farming, was the sickliest season: “In some 
localities, notably Rhodesia and farther inland, the deadly malarial fever is especially severe during the 
rainy season” (41).  Rains swelled and dirtied water sources, festered mosquitoes, and sapped the strength 
of hard workers, leaving many susceptible to debilitating fevers that could kill.  The generally hotter 
climate slowed the pace of labor and multiplied the number of livestock necessary for burdensome tasks 
(374). 
58 All missionary effort was for the purpose of proselytizing.  But the missionaries figured out that it takes 
more than faith to survive.  It took heavy doses of hard work, tenacity, and effort.  Missionary deaths were 
not uncommon or unexpected, especially in the first months.  Sickness and fever were constant threats that 
could be contracted from contaminated water sources, exposure to the elements, a new and meager diet, 
and physical stress and exhaustion.  Everybody that came to Africa for the mission got sick at some point, 
and while almost everybody lived through it, several succumbed to disease and death (42, 97, 105).   
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Housework and preaching were both necessary because the missionaries served as an 

example of Christian living while teaching and converting natives.  Missionaries wanted 

to convert and civilize Africans, so they did not consider tasks separate from preaching to 

be peripheral to their religious mission.  When natives came to school they heard 

preaching and singing.  But they also labored farming, cleaning, and building.  Worldly 

markers of indoctrination like cleanliness and hygiene were considered necessary for, but 

not synonymous with, heart-felt faith.  

 The missionaries allowed natives to live on-site.  Running missions supporting 

10-30 natives provided plenty of labor to keep the interested natives busy (212).  

Teaching natives to satisfactorily complete chores and skills was a difficult and important 

part of being a missionary that went hand in hand with preaching.  “It was always our aim 

to make them understand that they were expected to earn what they received by giving 

labor in return” (279).    If the natives worked hard they would earn wages or get to keep 

some of the fruits of their labor such as food, clothing, or raw materials. 

 One of the most common topics of instruction offered by missionaries was 

cleanliness.  From washing the body, scrubbing the laundry, tidying living spaces, and 

caring for the sick and injured, cleanliness was a primary lesson taught when there was 

time not spent studying the Bible or discussing the Gospels.59  Missionaries didn’t equate 

                                                           
59 Caring for the sick or wounded was an ongoing responsibility for missionaries.  Even those with little 
experience before embarking on a mission became proficient and experienced with medical work 
necessitated by accidents and illness.  Simple cleanliness precautions went a long way in the treating of 
wounds and the administering of medicines.  Since physical health was a requisite for spiritual progress, 
missionaries did not shirk these responsibilities:  “The missionary necessarily becomes physician and nurse 
to his people, and it brings him into contact with them and relieves their sufferings and thus paves the way 
for ministering to their spiritual needs. He who neglects this part of the work makes a grave mistake” (162). 
Natives came for medical attention when their own remedies and ceremonies were unsuccessful.  Scurvy 
was a common culprit due to the local diet.  When missionaries were able to cure illnesses or nutritional 
deficiencies that natives could not, the missionaries were revered as healers that could raise lifeless bodies 
back from the dead (421).  Success stories like these were powerful tools for garnering support for and 
conversions to Christianity.  This example also shows how BC found sacred significance in nonreligious 
tasks and responsibilities.  Prayer was also a valuable healing tool.  The natives had no dogmatic 
metaphysical problems accepting the validity of miraculous healings.  In several situations it appeared that 
prayers voiced by the missionaries saved the lives of doomed and expiring natives (160).  These 
interactions were inspirational for everyone and forged better trusting relationships between Africans and 
missionaries. 
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religiosity with cleanliness, though.  While having a tidy and comfortable living space 

helped individuals overcome adversity in intellectual and spiritual matters, the 

missionaries were wary of missing the forest for the trees: “He [who has cleaned] is then 

just that much better fitted to cope with the opposite conditions, and he can cope with 

them for a longer time and do better work for the Master” (300).    

 

Brethren In Christ 
missionaries training native 
children how to wash 

Cleanliness, work ethic, industrial skills, knowledge of languages, and dozens of other 

mundane practices, were not to be mistaken for proper Christianity.  Davidson wrote that, 

“We in the mission field need also to guard against the other extreme of spending too 

much time in beautifying our surroundings and making ourselves comfortable, to the 

neglect of that God-given message” (300).  These were considered outer signs of 

progress, but the real marker existed in the hearts and minds that turned to God and 

Christ as the only true source of salvation.  It is hard to instill and gauge real faith in 

others.  Tasks and trainings test the commitment of those involved, and while the truly 

converted will express these newly learned sensibilities, cleanliness or physical 

organization and order alone were not synonymous with Godliness.  While cleanliness 

might signal that a person was among the elect, it did not guarantee their salvation.  In 

this way, Davidson echoed that Protestant rejection of salvation by works.  This perpetual 

doubting of personal salvation, however, mutually reinforced compulsory cleanliness.  
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The “clean” may have not been guaranteed a seat in heaven, but it was near certain that 

the elect were not found among the dirty.  

 Real world practical skills like reading and speaking English, and basic 

construction know-how were being taught to natives at missions.  These qualifications 

could fetch Africans relatively higher wages from western business ventures in colonial 

centers (308).   Some natives would learn these skills and move on to city life.60  A few 

stayed with the mission and served as teachers, furthering the modern education in the 

African interior.  This dynamic created tension between the Lord’s work and the work of 

worldly secular men.  As more natives gained Christian habits and skills, missionaries 

had to carefully examine the motivations of natives interested in becoming a part of the 

Brethren. 

 BC emphasized the physical as well the spiritual in the lives of its adherents, 

keeping with its theological influences.  Aspects of physical appearance such as hygiene, 

cleanliness, and even dress were a part of the Brethren’s Christian way of life.61  Yet the 

external signs of the faith do not necessarily make one a convert.  In deciding whether a 

                                                           
60 See Appendix III. 
61 Missionaries threw “love feasts” when natives aspiring to missionary work took Christian marriage (228, 
321).  “Love feasts” gave Davidson the chance to comment on how the African encounter with western 
colonizers affected dress and conversion to Christ:  “While the missionaries have been laboring these years 
to win souls to Christ, many civilizing influences have been at work throughout the country, some of which 
have been previously mentioned. Stores with European clothing are to be found everywhere, and many 
natives discard their heathen garb for civilized clothing and yet know absolutely nothing of Christ and His 
power to save. Some of these well-dressed natives about the towns have learned far more of the evils of 
civilization than of its virtues, and hide under their new dress an even blacker heart than they did under 
their old pagan exterior. Then too we are sorry to say that intelligence in the sense of having been at a 
mission station and learning to read does not necessarily make them Christians. Some of these also, to the 
great sorrow of their teachers, have made poor use of their knowledge” (231-2).  Like purity, dress 
connects the physical with the theological and the sacred with the secular.  As materially objects are ritually 
made into commodities, the secular meets the religious in the marketplace.  Dress can have multiple 
meanings within a religious system.  It sets up a lot of the same boundaries as purity and reinforces 
behavior and relationships in a similar way.  Dress is an intimate and integral part of social experience just 
like purity and cleanliness. (Connerly, Jennifer L.  “Quaker Bonnets and the Erotic Feminine in American 
Popular Culture.” Material Religion: The Journal of Objects, Art and Belief (July 2006); Daly, Catherine.  
"The Paarda Expression of Hejaab among Afghan Women in a Non-Muslim Community." Linda B. 
Arthur ed.  Oxford and New York:  Berg, 1999) P. 147-162; Evenson, Sandra Lee and David J. Trayte.  
"Dress and Interaction in Contending Cultures:  Easter Dakota and Euroamericans in Nineteenth Century 
Minnesota." Religion, Dress, and the Body.  Linda B. Arthur ed.  Oxford and New York:  Berg, 1999) P. 
96-116; McDannell.  Chapter 7, “Mormon Garments: Sacred Clothing and the Body,” P. 198-221). 
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native was deserving of baptism, the ultimate cleansing and saving grace of God, BC 

looked for the physical cues embraced by Africans, but relied more heavily on tests 

designed to reveal mental faith.    

 Cleanliness is prime target of missionary efforts because they see African natives 

as icons of dirt and disorder.  “Naturally they do not know what cleanliness is, either 

about their person or in their homes.” (328)  Many of the native customs do turn 

Christian understandings of cleanliness on their heads.  But this does not mean that 

Africans are lacking rituals and practices that maintain social mores about acceptable 

hygiene and purity beliefs.  Natives did not know much if anything about Christianity, 

but they still had systems of customs and religion. Davidson describes the natives as 

having their own system of morals and rituals before the missionaries arrived.  The 

missionaries recognized native rituals of purity, appearance, religion, marriage, eating, 

and death; however, they considered them ignorant and debased.  Davidson relays a lot of 

information about native African customs, spending several chapters describing their 

religion and other aspects of their culture (191, 387).  

 The native religion and system of customs, although blasphemous to Christians, 

provides constraints and guidelines for its adherents, not unlike many religions.  Despite 

this, the missionaries often referred to the natives’ beliefs in terms of “darkness.”  

Darkness is a common theme throughout Davidson’s account.  Dark means lacking the 

light of Christ and God.  Dark is also used to denote skin color, evolutionary progress, 

and cultural traditions in general.  Davidson quotes a European equating skin color with 

morality, "their morals are as black as their faces" (370).  But the missionary questions 

this prejudice with her own personal experience:  “I believe I can safely say, from what I 

have seen and learned of the inner life of the native, that in dark, heathen Africa, even 

before the light of the Gospel penetrates, there are those who are moral and pure” (300).   

 Despite Davidson’s western prejudices she was able to see that the regulations 

that already existed in native African society were sometimes beneficial.  Especially 
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considering the whirlwind of changes brought by colonial industry, BC was wary of the 

effects modern civilization might bring down on natives that did not have strong social 

and moral responsibilities as outlined by either Christianity or some otherwise 

constraining set of beliefs:  
 

the missionary sees . . . what it means to these poor souls to be so suddenly 
brought from the dense darkness of heathendom into the glaring lights of modern 
civilization, and how unprepared they are for it all, how little they know to shun 
the evil and choose the good; it is because he knows how helpless these are who 
have suddenly broken loose from their old tribal laws and customs—some of 
which were beneficial—and have been cast on the untried sea of strange and 
bewildering surroundings, without any anchor to hold or compass and chart to 
guide them (232). 

This revealing passage shows how missionaries recognized both the beneficial function 

of native social institutions and expressed skepticism about the loose morals of modern 

civilization bent and shaped primarily by secular industry and economy. 

 BC missionaries used soap.  Not much specific talk of soap ended up in 

Davidson’s account.  But her brief descriptions are illustrative.  She appears to take for 

granted the need for soap and cleanliness in a way that emphasizes its presupposed 

normalcy and standardness:  “But most of his clothing is gone and his money is gone; he 

does not even have sufficient with which to purchase soap, so that he may wash the 

remaining clothing” (378).  The only other mention of soap expresses a native disposition 

against it.62  Cleanliness was preached because it was close to Godliness.  In Contrast to 

CI, which used religion to sell soap and make money, BC used soap as a tool of religious 

praxis to serve God and save souls. 

 Laziness was a common criticism of natives because Brethren missionaries 

stressed industriousness as a sign of the conversion process.  Davidson offers a critique 

based on the work habits of the boys who came to attend school and live at the mission:  

“In their homes many of them spent their time in an indolent fashion, their muscles being 

                                                           
62 See Appendix III. 
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flabby and unused to exercise; and often, when they came to us, they were too lazy even 

to play at recess” (280).  In Davidson’s view, natives did not need much in order to 

sustain their way of life.  Therefore, they had plenty of free time.  The only tax levied on 

natives was a small one on huts.  This could be afforded with a few surplus crops or 

laboring in cities for westerners.  While the terrain was not remarkably abundant and the 

weather or pests could be troublesome, natives survived raising cattle, goats, and 

farming.63  With their needs taken met, Davidson felt that some natives were lazy. 

 Missionaries recognized and began to expect this tendency towards laziness.  

Natives did not give the issue a bad connotation because they were comfortable with their 

lifestyle.  Davidson recounts an episode where a native mother encounters her son 

working at the mission:  “One day one of the mothers came and inquired about her son, a 

boy about thirteen years of age, and she was told that he was digging in the garden.  

“Kanyama digging?” she asked, in great surprise. “Why, he does not know how to work” 

(280).  Instilling work ethic was a part of the mission’s enterprise because God’s work is 

not easy.  Missionaries saw hard labor as a sign of belief in Christianity, but these lessons 

also make a more modern civilization possible in Africa because natives became better 

prepared and equipped to work for modern products and fuel the march of civilization. 

 Davidson talks about the native practice of building huts as another example of 

laziness or procrastination.  Due to the weather and building materials, huts did not last 

long.  Every couple of years huts must be built again to serve as shelter during the rainy 

season.  Davidson criticizes the native strategy as reckless and inefficient because they 

tend to wait until the last possible minute, sometimes even after the first rains have fallen, 

to build:   
 
He puts it off until he is forced to do it, willy-nilly. As a rule the native is never 
in a hurry; he always performs his work deliberately. That is characteristic of the 
country, or climate, rather than of the individual, because no one in Africa seems 
to be in a hurry (374). 

                                                           
63 See Appendix III. 
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These ideas were accepted in Rhodesia, but problematic for missionaries.  Habits like 

laziness and hygiene were to be reformed and abolished during the process of conversion 

to Christianity.  Part of the conversion readies Africans for modern economic 

opportunities.  Brethren missionaries wanted to instill work habits that were appreciated 

and sought after by encroaching capitalists.  Fundamental social beliefs and practices get 

swept up in the transition to Christianity because religion is a wide reaching social 

institution.  Beauty, fashion, cleanliness, hygiene, building strategies, modes of 

production, and economy all got shaped and influenced as the missionaries encounter 

Africans. 

       

African boys building Western style house for living at mission.  Before and After. 

 

 Natives had their own ideas about beauty and aesthetics.  Davidson characterized 

native taste as flashy and excessive.64   Natives would use as many nice clothes and 

ornaments as were available regardless of weather or other practical concerns, 

                                                           
64 “Given various colored beads, some fine and some heavy wire, a few buttons, shells, and ivory rings, 
and they are adept at adorning the body, at least according to the native's idea of beauty. In some respects 
the barbarous African's idea of ornamentation does not differ materially from that of her white sisters, the 
difference being one of degree rather than of kind. The American beauty thinks one or two strings of beads 
around her neck are quite the proper thing, and add to her charm. The African beauty will tell you that if 
one or two are nice, four or five are nicer. It is the same with the bracelets; the American belle is pleased 
with one or two on her wrists. The African is likewise, but she is better pleased with a dozen, only she adds 
utility to beauty and thinks that a lot of heavy rings around her wrists or ankles add to their strength and 
give her corresponding value in the eyes of the opposite sex. Then too she will tell you that her god told her 
to adorn herself thus, which is doubtless true.”  Davidson.  1915.  P. 367. 
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particularly for special situations like weddings or Sunday services.  One aspect of native 

aesthetics bleeds into ideas about health and hygiene, and that is greasing the body.  This

common practice consisted of grinding red ochre into grease and spreading the mixt

on the skin.

 

ure 

he 

fits, yet it is a far cry from Christian ideals of hygiene, purity, and 

esthet

ith 

 Christian works, including topics 

 

                                                          

65  “In this hot, dry climate this is not so objectionable, if they use it in 

moderation, by simply oiling the body to prevent the skin from cracking.  Many of t

women, however, use the grease to excess” (403).  Davidson saw that this practice 

offered some bene

a ic beauty. 

 These examples of native purity beliefs, rituals, and customs show that while 

African natives do not live up to Christian expectations, they are far from impure and 

unclean on their own terms.66  Using their own system of morals and rituals they 

maintain social boundaries, respectability, and safety which Africans have used to 

survive comfortably.67  Social mores are not universal.  Missionaries came to Africa w

the goal of converting souls to Christ and encouraging

more mundane than holy trinity and everlasting salvation.  

 The missionaries see the power and significance of religion to custom and vice-

versa.  Davidson quotes a reverend she is familiar with:  “As Rev. Chapman says, “the

most satisfactory way of changing native customs is by changing his religion” (191).  

 
65 Burke, Timothy.  Lifebuoy Men, Lux Women: Commodifying Cosmetics in South Africa.  Duke 
University Press, Chapel Hill:  2000. p. 24-5 
66 Snakes offer an interesting glimpse into native totems and metaphysics.   Natives revere snakes and will 
not kill them.  During the first year in Africa, Davidson recounts an encounter with a snake before she had 
learned of this indigenous sensibility.  She saw a snake in the rafters of a hut, but when she asked a native 
to get rid of it he refused.  Thinking the native was scared she took a hoe, knocked it down, and killed it.  
The natives were surprised at her actions.  One native explained by asking, “Were you not afraid to kill it? 
Perhaps it was one of your friends.”  Davidson records that, “I then found out that the snake was an object 
of reverence” (184).  This incident shows how natives had well formed ideas about animals and the 
afterlife.  Davidson does not delve any deeper into the native understanding of life after death, but this brief 
episode shows that these beliefs were widespread and accepted, wielding sway and influence over daily 
activities. 
67 Eating arrangements were another issue that showcases native ideas about purity.  While missionaries 
and natives could enjoy feasts and ceremonies together, meal-time was for the most part a privately 
segregated event:  “The missionaries sometimes accept the hospitality of the natives in their homes and eat 
of the food set before them, but even there the natives will wait until the missionaries have finished eating, 
or else they will eat in a separate place” (128). 
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Religion is a useful and arguably a necessary tool in changing the customs and rituals of 

individuals or groups.  The daily actions of people are shaped by taboos, traditions, and 

ideas.  When customs change it is likely that the mental understanding underpinning them 

 

ight.  The two 

 

the 

 this 

athom 

have also changed. 

 Christians came to Africa with a very literal mission set out before them.  They

brought a well defined and implacable sense of morality.  And even though Davidson 

recognized and wrote about the religion, customs, and daily lives of Africans, she was 

never in doubt that their way was wrong and her way, God’s way, was r

sets of mores are different, but they serve similar goals and functions.   

 Conversion to Protestant Christianity can be simple and quick.  A believer 

basically must confess sin, ask forgiveness, accept Jesus, and partake in baptism as a

symbolic act of spiritual regeneration.  But the ensuing process of sanctification, of 

becoming a more righteous Christian, is a life-long and arduous process.  To ensure 

process is authentic, outside ideas are not tolerated.  Instilling unrivaled faith is not 

simple or easy:  “It will be readily seen how difficult it is to inculcate the idea of one 

Supreme Being Who alone should be worshiped, and Who is a jealous God and will 

brook no rivals” (175). There is no space in Christianity for accepting unwarranted, 

untested, heathen practices.  There is no room for other spirits deserving of propitiation. 

 Africans in Rhodesia understood and accepted a plurality of religious, spiritual, 

immaterial, and magical ideas.  “It was not at all difficult for her to include Him among 

the number of spirits to be worshiped. She was willing to accept all who might be able to 

help them, and even give Him a large place alongside of the others.” (175) Practices that 

delivered and provided help didn’t need any other proof.  Davidson astutely sums up

aspect of the native’s approach to religion:  “The native is really very religious, but 

prefers to take that religion found ready to hand rather than to make an attempt to f

that which he does not understand” (173).  In other words, theological doctrine is 

secondary to staying dry at night during a cool, hard rain.  Locals recognize what 
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Christian acts work to their material advantage and relish in subsistence, working hard to

keep the malevolent influences at bay.  Following the mold cast by

 

 the West in colonial 
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cities was also an option, but it was not appealing to everyone.68   

 There are a lot of things the natives in Rhodesia both did and did not do that

missionaries considered unclean and impure.  Missionaries sought to change these 

behaviors to ones they knew their God endorses.  The truths of scripture and tradition 

outweigh alternative ideas and practices, even if they served their purpose, because 

was a battle over the salvation and damnation of souls.  Conversion to Christianity

in

They seldom wash, they go half-clad, and smear their bodies with paint and 
grease, and often let the dogs lick clean the few dishes or pots which they possess. 
If their hands are wet or dirty, the posts of the veranda, blocks of wood, or floors 
are used as towels to wipe on. They see no reason for continually washing a
dishes, sweeping floors, and keeping the house in order; and they open their eye
in astonishment to see white sheets and tablecloths put into the water to be 
washed. The few articles of clothing to be seen in their homes are generally so 
thickly coated with grease and dirt as often to render it impossible to distinguish 
the color. Many times they do not have any soap, and even if they do have, they
object to washing their clothing for fear it will wear out. And yet these young 
girls, reared in such homes had, in these few months, made rapid progress and 
were becoming quite proficient in assisting with some of the work of the kitchen. 
Sister Taylor's great patience in teaching them was bearing fruit (328-9). 

The local Africans had to drastically alter their understanding of the difference between 

dirty and clean.  Brethren missionaries took cleanliness as part of the overall conversi

process.  The new standards brought with the missionaries had never occurred to the 

natives.  After the arrival of westerners, indigenous systems were rapidly changed in

face of a “new civilization.” As the appearance of western economic organizations 

transformed Africa, missionaries spread to the interior and helped natives to cope with

this process by teaching language, skills, and cultural beliefs.  Missionaries made the 

West’s encounter with Africa a gentler one for both natives and colonists.  Missionaries

 
68 See Appendix III. 
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made interactions with natives easier for industries and other secular concerns.  It also

gave natives ways and reasons to reconsider their traditional lifestyle and try out the 

modern a

 

dvancements of civilization championed and enjoyed by people in Europe and 

e 

t 

s 

d ignorance, much of this education translated 

ay 

 

 

f 

everlasting 

d 

definitely involved transforming daily hygiene, cleaning habits, and purity beliefs, but it 

the U.S. 

 BC changed the life and culture of many African natives, including the purity 

rituals of natives.  Even being able to recognize that Africans had their own systems, th

dogmatic missionaries set out to modernize hygiene and cleanliness in Rhodesia.  The 

physical nature of dirt and purity makes it significant as a marker of the mental aspect of 

the conversion process.  Because of their theological background, the Brethren of Chris

worked hard to apply order to the mundane world of Christians.  Apart from instilling 

new rituals of physical cleanness, BC emphasized real world skills that allowed native

easier access to modern civilization and economy dominated by capital.  While their 

deepest motivation was teaching Africans how to live a good Christian life in the full 

light of God, saving souls from darkness an

well into secular pursuits and worldviews. 

 For missionaries like Davidson, soap itself was not salvific.  It did not wash aw

your sins.  Only Jesus had that power.  But soap did help wash away those barriers to 

conversion, filth and germs.  Soap, in turn, helped keep the Christian convert sparkling

clean.  In this way, bodily cleanliness was a sign of spiritual purity.  Thus, cleanliness

was next to Godliness, right alongside it, but not identical with it.  Missionaries held 

cleanliness in high esteem because it helped them stay healthy for the paramount work o

Christianity.  Staying clean helped avoid illness now and helped prepare for 

life after death.  Soap and religion went hand in hand because purity beliefs 

fundamentally shaped cleansing rituals.  To change the cleansing ritual, the purity beliefs 

must change too.  BC missionaries rolled up their sleeves and engaged the physical worl

as an expression of their labor and love for Christ.  Converting Africans to Christianity 
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took a lot more than clean clothes and a tidy homestead to convince these missionaries of 

a secure faith in Christ deserving of baptism. 
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Chapter 3:  The Sacred and Secular of Soap 

 
 In Soft Soap, Hard Sell:  American Hygiene in an Age of Advertisement, historian 

Vincent Vinikas defines social institutions in terms of their social framework.  He writes: 

Social institutions provide the framework of a people.  Each defines a set of roles 
and social identities that tell individuals who they are and imposes an authority 
network of its own creation, telling folks not just who they are but how they fit 
in.  The institution promulgates a cluster of social values and beliefs, and by 
promoting its own standard of normative behavior, a social institution also tells 
people where they should be headed and whether or not they are getting there.  
Social institutions are the media through which culture acts upon a people.69  
 

Using this definition, purity also is a social institution just like religion, politics, or 

advertising.  Soap is interesting because it is a modern product that elicits and highlights 

the sacred in a marketing association and the profane in evangelizing missionary efforts 

abroad.  CI increased soap sales by infusing its product with the ideal of cleanliness.  

BC’s process of religious conversion is a place where mundane rituals and lifestyle habits 

are infused with abstract theology and traditional meaning.  Soap and purity beliefs and 

rituals are a unique topic in contemporary religious studies because they draw on 

religious and secular perspectives and ideas, challenging definitions and inciting debate. 

 In this chapter, I use several theorists to examine the actions of CI and BC to 

unravel the ramifications for discussions of the sacred and the profane, and religion and 

the secular.  My aim is to keep religion and economy differentiated while still pointing 

out their remarkable functional similarities.  Religion can be about the mundane, and the 

secular can be about the transcendent.  Understanding the secular as merely profane is 

problematic or at least incomplete.  CI, a secular institution, blurs the boundaries between 

                                                           
69 Vinikas.  P. vii. 
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the sacred and the profane, while BC, a religious institution, engages the mundane, the 

profane, and the secular aspects of everyday life with missionary fervor.   

 Theories of religion, such as those of Eliade and Durkheim, have emphatically 

divided the sacred from the profane.70 Mary Douglas’ investigations of purity and 

religion in society yield important theories for examining the religious aspects of CI.  

Douglas argued that purity beliefs define the boundaries between acceptable and outlier:  

"Reflection on dirt involves reflection on the relation of order to disorder, being to non-

being, form to formlessness, life to death.  Wherever ideas of dirt are highly structured, 

their analysis discloses a play upon such profound themes.”71  From this standpoint 

physical cleanliness can be considered a way to organize conduct.  By examining how 

purity and danger play out on individual bodies she extrapolates how these ideas define 

and reinforce group dynamics. 

                                                           
70 Religion scholar Mircea Eliade argued that religion is sui generis, erupting as hierophanies recognizable 
through their profound spiritual significance:  “the manifestation of something of a wholly different order, a 
reality that does not belong to our world, in objects that are an integral part of our natural “profane” world” 
(Eliade, Mircea.  The Sacred and the Profane:  The Nature of Religion.  Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 
New York:  1959.  P. 11.).  For Eliade, a dichotomy exists between the sacred and the profane, which are 
defined in opposition and in terms of desacralization.  Eliade writes, “The first possible definition of the 
sacred is that it is the opposite of the profane;” and “desacralization pervades the entire experience of the 
nonreligious man of modern societies” (Ibid. P. 10, 13).  Eliade equates the profane with the modern and 
secular, and the religious with the primitive or ancient (Ibid. P. 14.).  Since Eliade argued that the process 
of desacralization creates nonreligious men from religious ancestors, he concedes that secular action 
sometimes resembles religious ritual, but maintains a strident distinction between the sacred and the 
profane.  He described it by saying,  “profane man cannot help preserving some vestiges of the behavior of 
religious man, though they are emptied of religious meaning” (Ibid. P. 203-4).  Keeping to these theories 
would mean that the Christian expressions of BC would never overlap worldly knowledge, and that CI’s 
marketing campaign would never use or mimic religious injunctions.  This sort of understanding of the 
sacred, profane, and secular is not very helpful for interpreting the advertising and proselytizing CI and BC. 
71 Douglas, Mary.  Purity and Danger:  An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo.   New York:   
Routledge, 2002.  Originally published in 1966 by Routledge & Kegan Paul. P. 7. 
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 Douglas talks about how the social understandings of purity take shape and give 

meaning to things and events in culture, resembling Vinikas’ definition of social 

institution, and Durkheim’s notion of religion:72   

Rituals of purity and impurity create unity in experience.  So far from being 
aberrations from the central project of religion, they are positive contributions to 
atonement.  By their means, symbolic patterns are worked out and publicly 
displayed.  Within these patterns disparate elements are related and disparate 
experience is given meaning.73  
 

Purity beliefs give life meaning.  Religion makes meaning by defining the universe in 

ways that shape the lives of believers through rules and rituals, and Purity is one of the 

ways this is achieved. 

 Purity rituals are not individual or social afterthoughts.  One of the most 

interesting and integral ideas in Purity and Danger is Douglas’ discussion about dirt.  

Douglas argues that cleanness, and its opposite dirtiness, are socially constructed, 

providing structure for groups and protocol for individuals.  Put simply, Douglas argues 

that dirt is not universal.  She explains dirt as in infraction of order, and that the terms dirt 

and order are relative to a given group or society: 

                                                           
72 Emile Durkheim’s notion of incommensurability separating the sacred and profane precedes Eliade’s, 
and both offer incomplete analysis of these modern organizations.  Still, Durkheim’s emphasis on society 
as the fundamental reality of religion is more useful for this project (Durkheim, Emile. The Elementary 
Forms of the Religious Life.  The Free Press, New York:  1965.  P.55.).  Adhering to cleanliness standards 
like shaking hands often with soap before eating and after toilet identifies one as part of the group, and 
buying soap and keeping it reliably handy more often than other household goods shows it takes significant 
priority and repetitive ritual.  Durkheim argued that, “…feasts and rites, in a word, the cult, are not the 
whole religion.  This is not merely a system of practices, but also a system of ideas whose object is to 
explain the world; we have seen that even the humblest have their cosmology” (Ibid.  P. 476).  To this end 
CI laboriously engineers an unbridgeable chasm between clean and dirty.   Protocols and consequences of 
purity are important, stretching beyond concerns over superficial appearance, and delving into the 
fundamental structure of social relations in groups by offering benefits like auspicious advantages at home, 
in love, and at work, and protection from physical illness or social castigation.  Cleanliness is about social 
acceptance and fitting in to the moral order.  CI fulfills Durkheim’s notion of religion as a social cult with 
guidelines to the sacred and the profane.  Durkheim’s perspective makes CI look like a priest in the Church 
of cleanliness.  CI worked to instill washing rituals and filter the world through sanitation and hygiene 
standards of purity and responsibility. 
73 Douglas.  P. 3. 
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As we know it, dirt is essentially disorder.  There is no such thing as absolute dirt:  
It exists in the eye of the beholder.  If we shun dirt, it is not because of craven 
fear, still less dread of holy terror.  Nor do our ideas about disease account for the 
range of our behaviour in cleaning or avoiding dirt.  Dirt offends against order.  
Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but a positive effort to organise the 
environment.74 
 

In one sense dirt is merely earth or soil.  But in the dichotomy from pure and clean to 

dirty and dangerous, it takes on the meaning Douglas points out.  Even if a secular 

organization defines the purity rules, the social implications are comparable to religion: 

as Belk argued, “Religion is one, but not the only, context in which the concept of the 

sacred is operant.”75 

 Both CI and BC worked to change individual understandings of dirt and 

cleanliness in order to alter the mundane rituals of groups.   The relationships that get 

shaped by cleanliness are wide ranging within cultures, with more general topics, 

categories, and attitudes recognizable across cultures.  For these reasons Douglas sees 

purity and cleanliness as a valid entry point into discussions of comparative religion.76

 CI exploits this same approach.  In order to transform the ritual, CI transformed 

the belief.  Seeing the potency of purity within and across cultures, CI uses purity to give 

reality meaning that supports the economics of soap producers.  While CI envisions the 

use of soap as a practical, empirical, and physical thing, washing rituals play on the same 

themes that religious institutions insist upon emphasizing.   

 CI is a provocative example of how economic institutions are similar to religious 

institutions.  CI does things like defining rituals and giving them meaning.  Advertising is 

                                                           
74 Douglas.  P. 2. 
75 Belk, Russell W., Melanie Wallendorf, and John F. Sherry, Jr.  "The Sacred and the Profane in Consumer 
Behavior:  Theodicy on the Odyssey."  The Journal of Consumer Research.  Vol. 16, No. 1 (Jun., 1989).  P. 
1-38.  P. 2. 
76 Douglas.  P. 7. 
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a powerful tool in spreading information and shaping societies.  CI shapes social 

relationships, attitudes, and beliefs.  CI gives people direction and purpose in life and 

influences desire.  CI pushes civilization forward by marketing not only soap but a 

consumer based economy focused on earning a living in order to buy myriads of products 

made possible by ever expanding industries.  This ideal of unrestrained growth and 

limitless progress is as close as CI came to a dogmatic doctrine resembling theology.  CI 

and other secular institutions concerned with economics become social realities like 

religion through materials and rituals. 

 Cleanliness as marketed by CI is a viable subject for study in the discipline of 

comparative religions.  The theoretical frameworks provided by Durkheim and Douglas 

support studying CI’s campaign as a comparative religion.  One of Douglas’ main 

arguments is that socially pervasive pollution taboos and purification rituals are more 

prevalent in societies that don't institute and enforce laws or rules concerning personal 

bodies, and vice-versa.  America and CI's campaign support this thesis.  Being too dirty is 

not an arrestable offense in and of itself until neglect endangers others.  Without this sort 

of institutionalized enforcement the growing acceptance and appreciation of handwashing 

purity rituals is more dependent on social mores and pollution taboos.  Sensing this 

discrepancy, CI invoked a wide array of social pressures in order to change common 

conceptions about cleanness so that they would wash with soap more often.  Love, 

beauty, marriage, job security, family quarrels, the progress of civilization, easier and 

better work, health, communicable disease, and religion are all used to persuade people to 

be better, cleaner consumers of soap.   
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 CI had to influence public ideas about hygiene, sanitation, pollution, and purity in 

order to change social perceptions about what is appropriate and respectable.  In order to 

make its complex industrial infrastructure persist and expand, CI had to make soap a 

philosophical viability.  CI endorsed these rituals as purifiers of non-religious pollutions.  

Being a better worker because of cleanness, confidence, attractiveness, alertness, and 

energy was good for workers who became more eligible for promotion and good for 

owners who could profit from increased productivity.  CI was in the business of 

fabricating pollution and purity beliefs and rituals.  Douglas shows how these kinds of 

beliefs are apparent in the morals and social fabric of a group:  “certain moral values are 

upheld and certain social rules defined by beliefs in dangerous contagion."77    

 Disease is a really big part of what makes handwashing a convincing argument.  

Germ theory revolutionized what we consider healthy and pure.78  Interpretations of the 

causes and conditions of malady, tragedy, or even blind bad luck were to be dominated 

by pathogenicity and not by religion, magic, or sorcery.  Hand washing could save lives 

where prayers, blessings, and offerings could not.  Douglas' idea of dirt brings out some 

interesting aspects of this transition to the dominance of secular science.  Douglas points 

out that dirt or disorder signifies a whole system of classifying the universe.79  Secular 

                                                           
77 Douglas.  P. 4. 
78 “There are two notable differences between our contemporary European ideas of defilement and those, 
say, of primitive cultures.  One is that dirt avoidance for us is a matter of hygiene or aesthetics and is not 
related to our religion. . . . The second difference is that our idea of dirt is dominated by the knowledge of 
pathogenic organisms.  The bacterial transmission of disease was a great nineteenth-century discovery.  It 
produced the most radical revolution in the history of medicine.  So much has it transformed our lives that 
it is difficult to think of dirt except in the context of pathogenicity.  Yet obviously our ideas of dirt are not 
so recent.  We must be able to make the effort to think back beyond the last 150 years and to analyse the 
bases of dirt-avoidance, before it was transformed by bacteriology; for example, before spitting deftly into 
a spittoon was counted unhygienic.” (Douglas, P. 44) 
79 Douglas.  P. 45. 
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campaigns like CI’s do affect the foundational metaphysical beliefs in a society.  Religion 

is not merely abstract theology and the secular is not merely physical objectivity. 

 CI produced and disseminated millions of pages of literature.  When taken 

together this corpus is impressive for its size and its scope.  The Cleanliness Journal, 

which for posterity and ease of research is preserved in a single bound volume resembles 

a holy book filled with the litanies of cleanliness and soap.  CI published books for kids, 

teens, illiterate adults, educated adults, unemployed adults, immigrants, promotion 

seeking adults, single adults, married adults, religious adults, and skeptical adults.  CI 

produced pamphlets, games, worksheets, posters, charts, pictures, slides, diagrams, 

lectures, and all kinds of ad-copy to appear in other print sources like magazines and 

newspapers.  This kind of outreach for the sake of sales is remarkable.   

 These efforts sought to educate Americans about the dangers of avoiding soap and 

the benefits of embracing it.  In this way marketers and advertisers served as mediators 

between common people who earned wages and consumed goods and the good life of 

wealthy and prosperous socialites.  By framing social relationships with discussions of 

purity, cleanliness, and hygiene, CI sketched a picture of reality that showed people how 

to live successfully.  Seeing the American populace in doubt and hesitation about the 

changes in culture arriving on the backs of capitalist industrial enterprise, CI stepped in 

and addressed common concerns about a modernizing U.S.A.  Much like a priest or a 

minister, the ad-writers and marketing directors interpreted the universe and gave 

common individuals a digested and easy to follow plan of action. 

 The protocol of rituals championed by CI even included a sort of altar of worship:  

the wash basin, the sink, or the bathroom.  These infrastructural changes did not appear 
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out of thin air.  They relied upon man power, purchasing power, access to resources, and 

the conscious wish to implement them into social culture in order to become realized 

realities in the U.S.  This shift in behavior and infrastructure is the same sort of change 

that goes on during religious conversion.  Early settlers and colonizers in North America 

were once a part of the developing world, just like the native Africans at the center of the 

missionary cause, but as newly engineered industry, commerce, and economy expanded, 

Americans converted from pre-industrial purity beliefs and rituals to the modern 

foundations of today’s obsessive antibacterial clean.  The native Africans were dealing 

the same pressure to change their behavior during their encounter with BC. 

 Living with missionaries and learning the skills, habits, and beliefs of Protestants 

from the U.S. was a challenging endeavor for indigenous Africans.  Many indigenous 

beliefs were turned inside out to suit the new standards.  In order to make their elaborate 

psychological religion to stick in place, BC also had to train the physical body to labor, 

produce, and exchange.  In these efforts, BC converted so-called primitive peoples into 

economic agents.80  

 CI sought to solidify ideas about the dangers of dirt and the benefits of 

cleanliness.  They did this in order to increase soap sales.  Missionaries sought to instill 

physical cleanliness alongside faith as a sign of its sincere internalization.  This 

underlying motivational difference set CI's actions apart from the actions of explicitly 

Christian missionaries, even when they both used such similar methods and sought 
                                                           
80 Without these activities, classical economists would have considered Africans less than human.  For 
example, Adam Smith argued that, “…the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another.  
Whether this propensity be one of those original principles in human nature of which no further account 
can be given; or whether, as seems more probable, it be the necessary consequences of the faculties of 
reason and speech, it belongs not to our present subject to inquire.  It is common to all men, and to be found 
in no other race of animals . . . Nobody ever saw a dog make a fair and deliberate exchange of one bone for 
another with another dog.”  Smith, Adam.  The Wealth of Nations.  Penguin Books, New York:  1982.  P. 
117-8. 
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similar conversions during their outreach programs.  In Rhodesia, although BC’s goal 

was to bring ignorant heathens to Christ, they relied on the habituation of specific purity 

beliefs and rituals that served as outward markers for the sincere inner spiritual progress 

to God. 

In Material Christianity, American religious historian Colleen McDannell argues  

that materiality is common in U.S. Christianity, and these findings are applicable to BC. 

McDannell challenges the Durkheimian dichotomy of the transcendent and separate 

sacred, and the utilitarian and everyday profane.81  McDannell uses her own case studies 

to show how Christians mix the sacred with the secular:   

Christians, of assorted types, continuously mix the supernatural, God, miracles, 
ethical concerns, and prayer together with family, commerce, everyday worries, 
fashion, and social relationships.  The material dimension of Christianity shuttles 
back and forth so frequently between what scholars call the sacred and the 
profane that the usefulness of the categories disputed.82  
 

When BC focuses on physical cleanliness and hygiene as a sign of faith it is mixing the 

mundane with the sacred.  The fact that missionaries interpret the material dimensions of 

life as sacred does not profane religion, but it does point to the incompleteness of the 

mutually exclusive sacred/profane dichotomy. 

 Part of BC’s mission extended far beyond theological contemplation.  The 

physical rituals of consumption make up an important part of BC’s religious enterprise. 

While prayer and faith were the central motivation of Davidson and the other Brethren 

missionaries, BC spent a lot of time and energy convincing Africans that western modes 

of production and civilization were superior to indigenous social structures.  Where 

natives took to free time after securing subsistence, BC sought to instill ambitious work 

                                                           
81 McDannell.  P. 4. 
82 McDannell.  P. 8. 
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ethic and uproot laziness.  BC sought to teach skills and responsibility to Africans, 

allowing them better chances in colonized cities to earn wages and buy modern products 

and the civil ideals they commodify. 

 While the missionaries consider conversion a primarily psychological shift, it also 

includes changing the overall quality of practical mundane life.  If faith were the only 

thing to be affected the missionaries would not have labored to instill habits of 

cleanliness, hygiene, dress, labor, farming, building, or education.  Religion defines 

rituals and gives them meaning.  The rituals that depend on these physical things like 

soap, shirts, tools, crops, houses, and schools are part of the Brethren’s Christian 

Religion.  Religion can be considered a potent social force because it exists in the 

material world as well as in mind.   

 The goal of industrialists and parishioners alike was to civilize the continent of 

Africa.  Cecil Rhodes, a remarkable colonialist, the founder of the De Beers diamond 

magnate, and the same Rhodes as in “Rhodesia,” referred to missionaries as “better than 

policemen, and cheaper." 83   As the only western influence penetrating much of Africa’s 

tribal landscape, missionaries were valuable sources of information about local 

communities for colonizers in the port city strongholds, and they helped maintain 

conquested land.  The education offered by missionaries was helpful to the western 

conquest of Africa in more ways than mere policing.  Missionaries taught natives western 

language, customs, expectations, skills, and work ethic. 

 Considering missionaries like policemen is in interesting correlation with CI’s use 

of “Policing the Mouth,” as a slogan designed to increase awareness and vigilance in the 

                                                           
83 Davidson.  P. 49. 
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transmission of communicable disease.  For CI, suffering and death were not the only 

reasons to avoid illness.  Secular concerns, like making it to work, not being a burden on 

others, keeping them away from work, and advancing civilization, were also primary 

reasons to carefully police against compromises of cleanliness. 

 CI considered how public servants resembled professionals of religion in the 

advice they gave concerning public health injunctions.  Moses receives a mention in this 

example offered by a Chicago health commissioner who also recites a passage from the 

Biblical Book of Leviticus:   

As early as the time of Moses, sanitary measures with regard to food and habits 
were considered of paramount importance. . . . "And the flesh that toucheth any 
unclean thing shall not be eaten; it shall be burnt with fire; and as for the flesh, all 
that be clean shall eat thereof. Leviticus 7:19." 84  

 
It is very interesting that this quotation was made by a public servant.  There are 

countless priests and preachers that have cast similar injunctions in private, if not from 

the pulpit.  But CI went with a city health official to include a Bible verse.  That he would 

bring up religion speaks to the power and legitimacy of Christianity in U.S. society.  

Health Commissioners are just as concerned for the physical health and well-being of 

citizens as their missionary counterparts. 

 Douglas brings up a similar point regarding the inverse of this resemblance.  

Germ theory and theological justification both protect individuals from the dangers of 

dirt.  But this does not mean that public health and religious purity are interchangeable.  

The two institutions maintain a definite difference of approach and motivation.  Douglas 

argues that Moses should not be considered a health administrator despite the practical 

                                                           
84 Arnold H. Kegel, M.D., Commissioner of Health, Chicago, Ill.  "Toward a Cleaner America:  Leaders in 
Health, School, and Social Work Point Out Goals to Be Reached Through Better Practice of Cleanliness."  
CJ.  Vol. 3, No. 4. (July 1930) P. 3. 
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similarities.85 Douglas maintains that public servants should not be confused with 

religious clergy while recognizing their similarities.  Here Douglas upholds the 

distinction between the sacred and the secular, but not between the sacred and the 

profane.   

 Religion is a social reality.  Douglas argues that ritual is the root of social 

realities: 

As a social animal, man is a ritual animal.  If ritual is suppressed in one form it 
crops up in others, more strongly the more intense the social interaction.  Without 
the letters of condolence, telegrams of congratulations and even occasional 
postcards, the friendship of a separated friend is not a social reality.  It has no 
existence without the rites of friendship.  Social rituals create a reality which 
would be nothing without them.  It is not too much to say that ritual is more to 
society than words are to thought.  For it is very possible to know something and 
then find words for it.  But it is impossible to have social relations without 
symbolic acts.86  

 
Religion cannot be considered merely mental, psychological, theological, metaphysical, 

philosophical, or immaterial.  Religion takes on the responsibility of structuring the 

universe on a grand scale with theology in the same way it gives society structure on a 

more modest but livable day-to-day scale with ritual.  Soap is a part of the Christianity 

just like hermeneutics because it makes the religion a social force. 

 Commodities like soap and plumbing get wrapped up with religion.  Mores about 

work, earnings, wages, buying power, consumption, affluence, quality of life, work ethic, 

and laziness get wrapped up with religion, too.  BC sought to change the pre-existing 

conceptions of these topics to suit western ideals, helping Africans to take part in the 
                                                           
85 It is true that there can be a marvellous correspondence between the avoidance of contagious disease and 
ritual avoidance.  The washings and separations which serve the one practical purpose may be apt to 
express religious themes at the same time.  So it has been argued that their rule of washing before eating 
may have given the Jews immunity in plagues.  But it is one thing to point out the side benefits of ritual 
actions, and another thing to be content with using the by-products as a sufficient explanation.  Even if 
some of Moses's dietary rules were hygienically beneficial, it is a pity to treat him as an enlightened public 
health administrator, rather than as a spiritual leader (Douglas.  P. 36-7.). 
86 Douglas.  P. 77-8. 

 55



modern economy and modes of production of civilization.  Religious campaigns like 

BC’s do affect the foundational secular and economic activities in a society. 

Douglas’ approach points to the fact that although cleanliness across cultures can 

be drastically different in the details, that the general function of the systems in place are 

quite comparable.  She argues that social and cultural understandings of dirt transcend the 

dichotomies of sacred and secular, primitive and modern: 

If uncleaness is matter out of place, we must approach it through order.  
Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included if a pattern is to be 
maintained.  To recognise this is the first step towards insight into pollution.  It 
involves us in no clear-cut distinction between sacred and secular.  The same 
principle applies throughout.  Furthermore, it involves no special distinction 
between primitives and moderns:  we are all subject to the same rules.  But in the 
primitive culture the rule of patterning works with greater force and more total 
comprehensiveness.  With the moderns it applies to disjointed, separate areas of 
existence.87 
 

Common conceptions about religion and the secular are incomplete.  Despite being 

motivated by secular profit, CI still behaved like a categorical religion.  Despite the 

ultimate goal of saving souls, BC used and embraced material lessons familiar to secular 

and profane organizations.  These findings do not mean that secular and sacred are 

identical or interchangeable, but that organizations deserve closer inspection and deeper 

discussion of the convoluted interactions between these stale categories. 

                                                           
87 Douglas.  P. 50. 
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Conclusion:  “Patronized by the Elect!” 

 Mark Twain’s humorous 1889 novel, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s 

Court, contains a few pages that inspired this thesis.88  In those pages Hank, the yankee, 

describes his plan to civilize, clean, and free medieval Britain from the cruel and 

domineering antiquities of the Church, its religion, and knight errantry with soap.  The 

ensuing sales campaign employed knights as traveling soap peddlers wearing large and 

awkward signs gilded with gaudy slogans.  Upon hearing that his industrially produced 

soap has killed a religious ascetic hermit during a public exhibition, Hank is struck with a 

genius sales pitch:  
 
“We will put on your bulletin-board, 'Patronized by the Elect.' How does 
that strike you?"” 

 “Verily, it is wonderly bethought!” 
“Well, a body is bound to admit that for just a modest little one-line ad., 
it’s a corker.”89   

In his day, Twain recognized the tension between religious and secular organizations.  

The funny slogan plays off this contention.  Hank uses Calvin’s doctrine of predestination 

and election to sell soap.  The sly accuracy of this slogan is remarkable.  A corker, 

indeed.  This fictional tale of using religion to sell secular soap became a reality in 

Twain’s time.  This slogan anticipates marketing strategies of modern soap producers by 

decades.    

 The connection between soap ads and theology is not tenuous.  Soap is a gateway 

to discussions about purity and social beliefs and rituals.  Purity is one strategy of giving 

the universe meaning.  It is significant because it connects the immaterial with the 

tangible.  Purity connects the philosophy of religion with the reality of life.  These 

discussions, particularly in medieval times, were dominated by religious injunctions and 

the whims of the church.  These days it is not so.  Secular, non-religious, concerns from 
                                                           
88 These pages can be found in the Appendix II. 
89 Twain, Mark.  The Complete Works of Mark Twain; volume 5:  A Connecticut Yankee In King Arthur’s 
Court.  Harper and Brothers, New York. P. 127-131. 
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science and sanitation to capitalist industry and targeted marketing have weighed in, 

heavily tipping the scales away from religion.   

 Today cleanliness is profoundly sacred and secular.  Purity is praised in sermons 

and radio-spots.  This does not mean that the sacred is necessarily the same thing as the 

secular.  They overlap in practice, but the practitioners differ in motivation.  Soap shows 

how the secular is both sacred and profane, and how religion is both cosmic and worldly. 

The way both of these organizations persuade the adoption of this specific sudsy 

purity ritual and build moral meaning into the consumption of soap is unique and 

remarkable.  Capitalist economics and Protestant religion are both trying to update 

cleanliness standards to the 20th century.  What makes this comparison such a 

compelling topic is that while their motivations are separate and different, the two 

organizations bear a lot of resemblances because they borrow methods from each other, 

agree and cooperate, and bleed into each other. 

This project is contemporarily relevant because campaigns like CI’s are still going 

on today.  Unilever, a member of CI’s parent association, the American Association of 

Soap and Glycerine Producers, launched a soap, germ, and handwashing awareness 

campaign in India this decade.  “Swasthya Chetna,” or the “health awakening,” was a 

five year effort from 2002-2007 sponsored by Lifebuoy soap.90  Lifebuoy reached into 

rural areas using ads, roving movie vans, samples, demonstrations, medical practitioners, 

and school teachers.91  An effective and intuitive demonstration using “Glowgerms” and 

a UV lamp showed how washing with soap was better than just rinsing with water.  A 

main concern was fighting fatal diarrhea in children, and other contagious intestinal and 

respiratory diseases.  Unilever reports this campaign was a success, as it “directly reached 

120 million people across more than 50,000 villages in seven states;” and “Awareness of 
                                                           
90 “Lifebuoy Launches Lifebuoy Swasthya Chetna.”  Hindustan Unilever Limited.  
http://www.hul.co.in/mediacentre/release.asp?fl=2002/PR_HLL_050902.htm.  Accessed 13 April 2009. 
91“Lifebuoy’s ‘Swasthya Chetna’ Initiative.”  Business Insights International.  
http://www.businessinsights.biz/Business%20Insights%20International/Business%20Updates/lifebuoys%2
0swasthya%20chetna%20initiative.htm.  Accessed 13 April 2009. 
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germs has increased by 30% and soap use has increased among 79% of parents and 

among 93% of children in the areas targeted. Soap consumption has increased by 15%.92  

The way secular campaigns like Swasthya Chetna and CI re-shape indigenous purity 

beliefs and rituals is an interesting topic in the study of comparative religions. 

 Advertising and marketing are a lot like proselytizing and missionizing.  

Economists, marketers, and advertisers have previously studied the popularization of 

soap in the U.S.  Scholars of religion, history, and anthropology have previously 

highlighted the role of mental and bodily purity in Christian missions.  In this thesis, I 

have combined these findings in a way that recognizes the differences and similarities of 

the two approaches.  This comparison provides another angle to examine the relationship 

between sacred and secular practices, including those labeled religious and economic.  

 As a student of religion, I have learned about the important significance of rituals 

and beliefs.  Purity is one the bedrocks of community.  The boundaries between purity 

and impurity get defined by groups and the institutions that are a part of them.  Ideas like 

clean, dirty, hygienic, diseased, safe, dangerous, cursed, and protected all get defined and 

wrapped up in social significance.   

 CI offered many examples of how it used the sacred and the religious to make 

soap more appealing to consumers.  This final example is taken from a children’s 

educational book published by CI, and shows how the institute used religion as a 

marketing strategy, infusing the modern commodity of soap with virtue, ethics, social 

mores, and morals, for the sake of profit: 
 
Just as Moses proclaimed of old, so our public health officials tell us to keep our 
bodies, our clothes, our homes, our food and our surroundings clean. . . . Moses 

                                                           
92 “Hands-on Help.”  Unilever.  http://www.unilever.com/sustainability/reports/news/february-2009-hands-
on-help.aspx; “Encouraging good hygiene.”  WPP Corporate Responsibility Report.  
http://www.wpp.com/corporateresponsibilityreports/2007/impact/cr_clientwork/case_studies/lifebuoy_indi
a.html.  Accessed 13 April 2009. 
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made the bath a symbol, “an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual 
grace.”  After 3,000 years can we do better?93  

From CI’s perspective, soap is the only advancement in bathing and cleaning since 

Moses’ time.  Here CI blurs the distinction between mundane rituals and religious 

salvation. 

 In this project, I examined distinctions between the profane and the sacred, as 

well as the sacred the secular.  In their marketing strategies and missionary efforts, both 

the Cleanliness Institute and the Brothers of Christ blur the boundaries of sacred and 

secular.  As a commodity, social pressure, and sign of election, soap has proven to be a 

slippery artifact to get a hold of, and I hope that these chapters have washed away some 

of the misconceptions about the sacred, profane, secular, and religious in contemporary 

academic discussions of religion. 

 

                                                           
93 Hallock, Grace T.  A Tale of Soap and Water:  The Historical Progress of Cleanliness.  Cleanliness 
Institute, New York:  1928.  p. 20. 
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Appendix I:  Changing Cleanliness Standards in the U.S., 19th-century - 1920s 

 

Spurred by disease, wars, industry, death, and growing cities, cleanliness standards 

changed from those common for hundreds of years of rural farm life to incorporate 

modern advancements such as plumbing and private bathrooms that could service 

densely populated cities.  Understandings of dirt, disease, and contagion changed.  As 

people adopted the new rituals and their repercussions they effectively converted to this 

new way of life.  Social and physical infrastructures changed irrecognizably, almost 

incommensurably.  Mundane things about life like water gathering, living situations, 

cooking, cleaning, laboring, subsisting, and interacting socially were revolutionized. 

 Some of the efforts to catalyse a cleaner U.S.A. resembled religious events.  A 

campaign against hookworm traveled around the U.S.A.: “In 1909 the Rockefeller 

Foundation announced the formation of the Sanitary Commission for the Eradication of 

Hookworm.”94    Seen as a “germ of laziness” rather than a sanitation problem, the 

Sanitary Commission “placed their faith in the “gospel of the sanitary privy” to halt the 

spread of hookworm.”95  The Sanitary Commission traveled to different communities 

and states, spending several weeks showing off exhibits, giving lectures and 

presentations, and tutoring locals with hands-on examples.  “As the hookworm campaign 

progressed through the southern states, it began to resemble a religious revival.  Large, 

poor families journeyed long distances to hear how they could be saved from the ravages 

of disease.”96   In the wide-spread attention they garnered and the sacrifice people 

undertook in order to attend and internalize the messages, these public health tours were 

like traveling Christian revivals.  But instead of spreading the gospels, revitalizing faith, 

                                                           
94 Hoy. P. 130. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Hoy.  P. 131. 
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renewing promises to God, and saving souls, the commission spread secular wisdom, 

scientific cleanliness , healthful hygiene, and the benefits of more potent work ethic. 

 Wars made public sanitation imperative.  Florence Nightingale’s efforts in British 

hospitals during the Crimean War (1850s) quickly became famous and sacrosanct, even 

in USA, a place Nightingale never visited.  Her popularity was helped by the efforts of 

CI.  “We all know the thrilling story of Florence Nightingale as a nurse in the Crimean 

War.”97   She inspired women the world over to the callings of nursing and healthful 

cleanliness as a way to aid and support their communities, nations, and general welfare.  

During the hardships of war it became obvious that cleanliness and sanitation could not 

be considered minor priorities.  When the number of deaths from illness and deplorable 

living conditions outnumbered the casualties of battle cleanliness started to receive more 

attention, though the road to modern sanitation and hygiene was long and arduous. 

 The Mexican-American War of 1846-48 highlighted the depths to which poor 

conditions could endanger troops.  Inadequacies of war-time sanitation in America 

allowed more soldiers to die from disease than from combat.  “According to an official 

army history of the Medical Department, “of the more than 100,000 soldiers who had left 

the United States to fight in Mexico, over 1,500 had been killed in action , but more than 

10,000 had died of disease””.98      Despite this evidence not much action was taken until 

the Civil War.   

 The Civil War would force yankees and rebels alike to come face to face with the 

hardships of disease during soldier life. In the North commissions of sanitation were 

created, mobilizing inspectors, regulations, and countless locals to the causes of 

makeshift hospitals caring for soldiers and the production, cleaning, and repairing of 

clothing.  Cooking, sewage, and the dead also soaked up as much attention and labor as 

                                                           
97 Hallock, Grace T.  A Tale of Soap and Water:  The Historical Progress of Cleanliness.  Cleanliness 
Institute, New York:  1928.  P. 71. 
98 Hoy.  P. 140. 
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was available.  In the South there was no commission and little funding, but women, 

slaves, and supporters rallied around available resources in similar ways.99    

 After these wars some of the institutions persisted and public sanitation, 

especially in crowded cities, grew as a priority.  Cities and states passed legislation that 

made health codes and enforced them for the first time.  Clean and abundant water 

supplies were central challenges.  Plumbing moved indoors, freeing up the time spent 

hauling water, but also raising the expectations of cleanliness.  When water became more 

reliable the focus on cleanliness began to shift towards personal habits of hygiene.  The 

change in focus from public sanitation to personal hygiene was a big shift.100  

 As America industrialized a national marketplace grew out from factories and 

railways that revolutionized manufacturing and commerce.  With the new mechanical 

technologies, centralized national or regional companies could successfully compete with 

local manufacturers with cheaper, better products:   

Modern soap made its appearance with the development of vegetable oils in the mid-nineteenth century.  

When employed in combination with animal fats, these oils eliminated the problem of perishability.  Molding 

the improved product into cakes to facilitate transport, the manufacturer began to explore the possibilities of 

regional marketing, to develop a brand distinguishable from others, and to seek the support of consumers at 

the cash register.  The growth of the trade presaged the national marketplace.101    

While recognition and credibility were at first obstacles to swaying consumers to break 

with their favorite local products, technological efficiencies could drastically cut costs 

and thus could undercut competition.  Positive breakthroughs in quality also pleased 

users.  When homes would make their own soap it was used less often and the quality 

was more erratic, sometimes physically harsher and less pleasant.  Modern soap was in 

many ways an advancement beyond its predecessors and people genuinely liked using it. 

                                                           
99 Hoy.  P. 46-57. 
100 Hoy. P. 57-86. 
101 Vinikas, Vincent.  Soft Soap, Hard Sell:  American Hygiene in an Age of Advertisement.  Iowa State 
University Press, Ames: 1992. P. 80. 
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 Another piece of social infrastructure that fostered and trumpeted the progresses 

of civilization was media.  The growth of magazine readership inundated a growing 

portion of the population with advertising.  A remarkable change within the magazine 

industry greatly popularized and increased readership:  convincing ad-buyers to foot the 

majority of the cost of publication allowed publishers to pass the savings on to readers in 

the form of below-cost magazines.102   Sales skyrocketed and advertising boomed.  

Radios were a wild success as well, providing another medium to persuade consumers 

and spread messages and ideas about society and culture.  Entertainment and news that 

attracted listeners was deeply entwined with the advertisements that funded programs.  

The ads and their influence were not always easy to distinguish amidst the program itself.  

Publishers sell marketers access to the attention of the readers in order to sell stuff.  

 These transitioning technologies of commerce guided by capitalism trumpeted 

modern progress towards evermore civilization.  Soap is so interesting because 

cleanliness is such an important aspect of life.  Sanctions of purity, or adversely impurity, 

take their place in social mores.  Modern soap combines all the issues of labor, liberty, 

economics, and religion.  Selling modern soap sanctioned capitalist modes of production 

in addition to sanitation and hygiene, despite the fact that this connection rarely made it 

into ad-copy. 

 What makes soap more modern is the mode of production.  Modern soap came 

from cities carried on the shoulders of modern manufacturing and labor.  Soap is already 

a good location for discussing cultural ideas about cleanliness and the marks of high 

civilization, and as the availability of the product widened this discussion increased with 

the force of more and more participants.  As production improved, advertising received 

more attention in order to actually sell and profit more efficiently from the vast quantities 

of soap that modern technology made possible.   
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 The literature of advertising and other types of educational propaganda carry 

assumptions about society. The propagation of these materials influences the course of 

society. Soap is important because it is a highly advertised commodity that plays so 

intensely off of the social relationships of individuals.  It truly sells civilization of a 

certain kind.  Buying soap supports progress and also teaches us how we bring that 

progress directly into our lives. 

 Other technological advancements brought by increasingly modern industry were 

cleaner in themselves.  Paved roads, electric domestic appliances, and machine aided 

labor were all cleaner than their alternatives, dirt roads, kerosene lamps, coal stoves, and 

shovels, respectively.  These improvements were viewed as short-term setbacks to be 

overcome by soap manufacturers because they decreased the need for and consumption 

of soap.  After several decades of success selling soap in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, by the 1920s the decrease in general dirtiness in America was decreasing 

sales.103   “As the country became cleaner than ever before, manufacturers had to dig up 

dirt.”104   

 Dealing with these obstacles to increasing sales forged a relationship among soap 

producers.  Previous to this transition in the industry, companies sought to stimulate 

specific demand for their type of soap against some other competing type of soap.  

Afterwards they decided to focus their energy and budget on general soap-and-water 

hygiene.  Ivory was no longer competing with Sapolio.  Soap producers as a whole were 

                                                           
103 “The decline in demand it hoped to avert was probably attributable to a net drop in dirtiness in 
America.  Based on a study he undertook in 1926, Walter B. Pitkin asserted that the automobile and the 
paving of streets were especially responsible.  The old dirt road was dusty in dry weather, muddy when 
wet, messing up homes, draperies, furniture, clothing and all sorts of things that had to be washed. . . . As 
the filth and mire of road dirt and horseback dwindled, so did demand for cleansers.  Changes in home 
technologies also threatened the soap market in the 1920s. . . . Replacing the kerosene lamp and coal stove 
with light bulb and range sharply reduced the soot and muck of everyday life.  A primary reason Americans 
ripped up the carpet to lay linoleum or tile in the twenties was to cut down on cleaning.  Paper napkins and 
tablecloths were discarded rather than washed. . . . Another by-product of the machine age was the cleaner 
condition of the worker coming off his shift.  Inventions that saved labor incidentally served hygiene.”  
Vinikas.  P. 82-3. 
104 Vinikas. P. 83. 
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competing in the capitalist "Dollar Democracy" against the likes of the cosmetics 

industry and even the commercial laundry industry.  This "new competition" was the 

impulse behind trade associations that sprang up in many industries.  "Essentially the new 

competition involved a shift from product competition within an industry to want 

competition between industries."105    

 The beautifying effects of soap had helped to popularize it in the minds of 

Americans at the turn of the 20th century.  When cosmetics specialized to enhance beauty 

arrived on the scene it made a big impact on the consumption of soap. This kind of 

competition spurred soap producers to take action. 
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Appendix II:  Excerpt Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, 

Chapter 16. 

 

 “As we [Hank and a stranger] approached each other, I saw that he wore a plumed 

helmet, and seemed to be otherwise clothed in steel, but bore a curious addition also--a 

stiff square garment like a herald’s tabard.  However, I had to smile at my own 

forgetfulness when I got nearer and read this sign on his tabard: "Persimmon's Soap—All 

the Prime-Donna Use It." 

 That was a little idea of my own, and had several wholesome purposes in view 

toward the civilizing and (128) uplifting of this nation.   In the first place, it was a furtive, 

underhand blow at this nonsense of knight errantry, though nobody suspected that but 

me.  I had started a number of these people out—the bravest knights I could get—each 

sandwiched between bulletin-boards bearing one device or another, and I judged that by 

and by when they got to be numerous enough they would begin to look ridiculous; and 

then, even the steel-clad ass that hadn’t any board would himself begin to look ridiculous 

because he was out of fashion. 

 Secondly these missionaries would gradually, and without creating suspicion or 

exciting alarm, introduce a rudimentary cleanliness among the nobility, and from them it 

would work down to the people, if the priests could be kept quiet.  This would undermine 

the Church.  I mean would be a step toward that.  Next, education--next, freedom--and 

then she would begin to crumble.  It being my conviction that any Established church is 

an established crime, an established slave-pen, I had no scruples, but was willing to assail 

it in any way or with any weapon that promised to hurt it.  Why, in my own former day--

in remote centuries not yet stirring in the womb of time--there were old Englishmen who 

imagined that they had been born in a free country: a “free” country with the Corporation 

Act and the Test still in force in it--timbers propped against men’s liberties and 

dishonored consciences to shore up an Established Anachronism with.   
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 My missionaries were taught to spell out the gilt signs on their tabards--the showy 

gilding was a neat (129) idea, I could have got the king to wear a bulletin-board for the 

sake of that barbaric splendor--they were to spell out these signs and then explain to the 

lords and ladies what soap was; and if the lords and ladies were afraid of it, get them to 

try it on a dog.  The missionary’s next move was to get the family together and try it on 

himself; he was to stop at no experiment, however desperate, that could convince the 

nobility that soap was harmless; if any final doubt remained, he must catch a hermit--the 

woods were full of them; saints they called themselves, and saints they were believed to 

be.  They were unspeakably holy, and worked miracles, and everybody stood in awe of 

them.  If a hermit could survive a wash, and that failed to convince a duke, give him up, 

let him alone. 

 Whenever my missionaries overcame a knight errant on the road they washed 

him, and when he got well they swore him to go and get a bulletin-board and disseminate 

soap and civilization the rest of his days.  As a consequence the workers in the field were 

increasing by degrees, and the reform was steadily spreading.  My soap factory felt the 

strain early.  At first I had only two hands; but before I had left home I was already 

employing fifteen, and running night and day; and the atmospheric result was getting so 

pronounced that the king went sort of fainting and gasping around and said he did not 

believe he could stand it much longer, and Sir Launcelot got so that he did hardly 

anything but walk up and down the roof and swear, although I told him it was worse up 

there than anywhere else, but he said (130) he wanted plenty of air; and he was always 

complaining that a palace was no place for a soap factory anyway, and said if a man was 

to start one in his house he would be damned if he wouldn’t strangle him.  There were 

ladies present, too, but much these people ever cared for that; they would swear before 

children, if the wind was their way when the factory was going. 

 This missionary knight's name was La Cote Male Taile, and he said that this 

castle was the abode of Morgan le Fay, sister of King Arthur, and wife of King Uriens, 
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monarch of a realm about as big as the District of Columbia--you could stand in the 

middle of it and throw bricks into the next kingdom.  “Kings” and “Kingdoms” were as 

thick in Britain as they had been in little Palestine in Joshua’s time, when people had to 

sleep with their knees pulled up because they couldn’t stretch out without a passport. 

 La Cote was much depressed, for he had scored here the worst failure of his 

campaign. He had not worked off a cake; yet he had tried all the tricks of the trade, even 

to the washing of a hermit; but the hermit died.  This was, indeed, a bad failure, for this 

animal would now be dubbed a martyr, and would take his place among the saints of the 

Roman calendar.  Thus made he his moan, this poor Sir La Cote Male Taile, and 

sorrowed passing sore.  And so my heart bled for him, and I was moved to comfort and 

stay him.  Wherefore I said: 

 “Forbear to grieve, fair knight, for this is not a defeat.  We have brains, you and I; 

and for such as have brains there are no defeats, but only victories. (131) Observe how 

we will turn this seeming disaster into an advertisement; an advertisement for our soap; 

and the biggest one, to draw, that was ever thought of; an advertisement that will 

transform that Mount Washington defeat into a Matterhorn victory.   

 “We will put on your bulletin-board, 'Patronized by the Elect.' How does that 

strike you?” 

 “Verily, it is wonderly bethought!” 

 “Well, a body is bound to admit that for just a modest little one-line ad., it’s a 

corker.””106 

 

 

 

                                                           
106 Twain, Mark.  The Complete Works of Mark Twain; Volume 5:  A Connecticut Yankee In King 
Arthur’s Court.  Harper and Brothers, New York. P. 127-131. 
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Appendix III:  Hanna Davidson describes life for locals in rural Rhodesia in a chapter 

called “The Native.” 

 

 There are three natives in our nearest village, all able-bodied men of about 40 or 

45 years of age. Two of them have four wives and one has three. Since the hut tax is ten 

shillings a hut, that means that one must pay thirty shillings (nearly $7.50) tax per year, 

and the other two forty shillings (nearly $10). They are all intelligent-looking natives. 

Two of them have been government messengers and know something of European life. 

Now they are at home year after year, for they seldom go away to work, because they are 

too lazy. How they secure their hut tax is often a query, and about the only solution that 

seems possible is that they beg some here and some there of natives who go away to 

work, and they may occasionally have a little grain to sell. Often they are short of food 

for themselves and their families. One of them at least has had his family out on the veldt, 

living on fruit and roots and what game he could procure, for two months at a time. These 

are extreme cases, and one must feel sorry for the women and children when crops fail, 

for they at least cannot go among the Europeans for work. 

 The natives differ greatly among themselves in diligence and training as well as in 

character and morality. While there are always some improvident ones, who live on the 

charity of their neighbors, yet some are exceedingly industrious the entire year. After 

their grain has been cared for they go to the towns to work and earn money, buy cattle 

and sheep, and in general enrich themselves. Workers in wood are always busy making 

articles to sell to their neighbors, and other artisans do likewise. The women also show 

the same difference of character. Some are always busy and forehanded with their 

gardens, their grass cutting, and cutting and carrying firewood to stow it away before the 

rains come. The same difference is to be found in the training of families. 

 In some of the homes the children are well trained along industrial lines, 

according to the native idea of training. The parents require them to work and bear a 
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certain amount of responsibility in providing for the family and in caring for the herds. 

For instance, a number of our best boys came from a village called Mianda. They proved 

very helpful and skillful in work and became some of our best builders and teachers. 

Their parents were generally considerate when we had dealings with them. Sometimes 

we had as many as ten boys at once from that one small village, and the father of some 

would even help to see about his herds so that his children might attend school. If a boy 

was needed at home to help build or herd, the father would tell for just how long he was 

needed, and we might be sure that he would send the boy back at the expiration of that 

time. The children of this village were required to be obedient and work while at home, 

otherwise they were denied food. There were other similar homes. In the villages, even 

before Christianity enters, the natives look upon some of the customs of their tribes in 

various ways. Where there are large villages and many people, dances and carousals are 

frequent occurrences and much immorality results. Some of the parents forbid their 

children frequenting these places of amusement on account of the immorality. 

 Again, from some villages boys would come to the mission, stay only a few days 

and then leave, because they were obliged to perform a certain amount of work daily. We 

did not try to coax them to remain, for we preferred to keep only those who were willing 

to work—the others seldom amount to anything. Go into the houses of some such boys, 

and one would see them lying about, not willing to herd, much less dig. Perhaps the 

father will say, " Go and see about those sheep." The boy pays no attention to the 

command. The mother comes and scolds him and seeks to make him work, but with no 

better result; yet when food is prepared he is the first one to be around the pot and no one 

forbids him. From these instances it can be readily seen that African family training does 

not differ materially from European or American. 

 In many of the villages there are always some who desire to improve themselves 

and better their conditions. They have their gardens, but, work as they may with their 

primitive little hoes, they cannot make much headway; or there may be a drought and 
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famine is the result. They go away and work for a time, and come home with a supply of 

clothing and some money. They come to their dirty homes and filthy surroundings, and 

their friends and relatives try to get as much of their clothing and money as possible. 

They gradually become more and more sordid in appearance, their clothing disappears, 

and we become disgusted with them for so soon leaving behind the outward marks of 

civilization. But how many months could we live their home life and be presentable in 

appearance? 

 Let us take Charlie as an example. He, with a number of other boys, went to 

Southern Rhodesia to work on a farm. He remained a year and received fifteen shillings 

($3.60) per month, and he had to pay his way down and back on the train. He came home 

at the end of the year with a nice supply of new clothing and some money, and he looked 

as clean and well-dressed as a European when he came to Church on Sunday. He is a 

Christian boy and is trying to do what is right. Soon after his return home, his father, who 

is one of the three lazy men I mentioned, and extremely filthy in appearance, began 

wearing Charlie's clothes. First it was a shirt and a piece of calico; then another garment; 

then his nice grey coat. Charlie gave his little naked brother one of his shirts. He wished 

to marry, and this took all of his money. In a few months he presented quite a different 

appearance from what he did on his return home from Bulawayo, and we began to blame 

him, at least in our minds, and say that he should not allow himself to degenerate in this 

way. But most of his clothing is gone and his money is gone; he does not even have 

sufficient with which to purchase soap, so that he may wash the remaining clothing. 

 Says one, " He should keep at work and not come and sit down in his home." The 

work takes him away from home, and his wages are low, so that he must keep at it 

continually in order to maintain appearances. May he not have any home life at all? It is a 

perplexing problem, and were we forced to take his place we would no doubt conclude 

that the boy does remarkably well under the circumstances. While at home he works in 

his gardens and does what he can find to do for the white men near his home; then, as his 
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needs increase, he again goes to Bulawayo to begin again. This is an actual occurrence 

and typical of many others. He may conclude to have no home life, but keep up the 

semblance of civilization, hang about the towns, and imitate many evils surrounding him, 

and in the end prove a greater menace to society and to the country than if he would, at 

least part of the time, live in his own home in a more primitive manner. Again, if he 

depends too much on the stores of the traders, he ceases to manufacture articles for 

himself, so that if he does finally settle down for himself, tired of the struggle, he is often 

more helpless than at first, because he cannot make the articles which his father 

made.107  
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