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A kaleidoscopic Story on the Place Tranquebar

Fig. 33. Missionary wife Olga Elisabeth Hornbech with her daughter and students from the mis-
sion's boarding school for girls in Tirukkoiyilur, south India, 1915. (Courtesy of Danmission, 
Denmark).
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Imperial childhoods and the Christian Mission Society

Making an important addition to the highly British-dominated field of im-
perial studies this book by Karen Vallgårda shows that, like numerous other 
evangelicals operating throughout the colonised world at this time, Danish 
missionaries invested remarkable resources in the education of different ca-
tegories of children in both India and Denmark.

Like other Christian missionaries operating throughout the colonised 
world, the Danish evangelicals who traveled to India in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries invested remarkable resources in the upbringing 
and education of children. At the same time as they sent most of their own 
children back to Denmark, they took south Indian children into their care. 

Through an extensive literary production they also sought to educate 
children in Denmark about the 'heathen' world. From the perspective of the 
Indian-Danish mission encounter, this study examines the heavy ideologi-
cal weight that different categories of children in India and Denmark were 
made to carry in both local and imperial politics. Employing a postcolonial 
history of emotions approach, Karen Vallgårda documents the centrality 
of emotional labor to the changing imagination of childhood. This book 
reassesses general assumptions about the history of childhood within the 
Western world by probing its entanglements with broader imperial develop-
ments. It suggests that interactions between transnational actors in different 
parts of the colonised world contributed to the contemporary emotional and 
scientific reconfiguration of childhood. Furthermore, it shows how projects 
of rescuing 'brown' children from their parents and societies helped portray 
imperialism as a benevolent and justified endeavor. See, Fig. 33.

See, Vallgårda, Karen A.A. (2014). Imperial childhoods and Christian Mission. Education 
and Emotions in South India and Denmark. London: Palgrave/MacMillan.
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Fig. 34. “The temple elephant at the jubilee celebration”: The ordination of Bishop Manikam 
took place exactly 250 years after the arrival of Bartolomäus Ziegenbalg as the first protestant mis-
sionary to Tranquebar. This elephant from a nearby Shiva temple led the procession of Christian 
dignitaries. Text: Daniel Henchen. Photo: Det Danske Missionsselskab. Årbog 1956, p. 26. 
(Danmission, Denmark).
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Danish missionaries and Indian independence

In 1956, R. B. Manikam was ordained the first Indian leader of the Tamil 
Evangelical Lutheran Church (TELC) and assigned the title of Bishop of 
Tranquebar. This was a central event for Indian Protestants in general and for 
the missionaries from DMS (Danish Mission Society) especially. Although 
the missionaries worked in the neighbouring Arcot Lutheran Church (ALC) 
they participated as a matter of course as guests in the ceremony on Fort 
Dansborg. Manikam and the retiring Bishop Johannes Sandegren, a mem-
ber of the Church of Sweden Mission, performed the central part of the 
ceremony: the laying on of hands. See, Fig. 34.

In his paper, title cited below, Daniel Henschen views the missionaries 
as representatives of a particular European entity working and living in a 
former colony and as exponents of a potentially marginalised praxis trying 
to find its modus vivendi. The study thus investigates the changes in the 
missionaries’ self-perception with an emphasis on the consequences of their 
attitude towards Indian culture and society. 

Since the founding of the Lutheran mission in Tranquebar in 1706, the 
missionaries as well as their Indian co-religionists have worked to create an 
Indian-Christian, Lutheran community in Tamil Nadu. One main challenge 
was to try to distinguish which parts of indigenous culture could be sepa-
rated from Hinduism and accepted among Indian Christians. The objective 
of Henschen’s analysis is to cover this history almost to its end, that is the 
missionary activities that took place during the first decades after India won 
independence in 1947. Covering the years between the end of World War II 
in 1945 and the election of Indira Gandhi in 1966, the study demonstrates 
how, in only twenty years, the Danish missionaries changed from adversaries 
of Indian independence to advocates of Indian culture in general and the 
development programmes of the Indian National Congress in particular. It 
is a strange and monumental change in mentality that went so far as to make 
some missionaries question the local Christian community itself.

See, Henschen, Daniel. (2014). “The Bishop of Tranquebar and Shiva's Elephant: Danish 
Missionaries and Indian Independence”, in Esther Fihl & A. R. Venkatachalapathy 
(eds.), Beyond Tranquebar: Grappling across Cultural Borders in South India. New Delhi: 
Orient BlackSwan.
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Is to be continued in Tranquebar Initiativets Skriftsserie, no. 14.


