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Being “all things to all men”

Louisa Irvine Riggs and the Cultural Implications 

of Women’s Missionary Work

C H R I S T I N  L E E  H A N C O C K

“The missionary from the very nature of things must be ‘all things to all 
men’— he must be not only a teacher and leader in things spiritual, but 
in things temporal as well. Traveling by wagon, camping, housebuild-
ing, farming, care of stock, citizenship, everything in the Industrial life 
the missionary must make himself familiar with, in order to stand at 
every turn and testify to the Supremacy of the God he proclaims, to 
emphasize the truly higher life in every step of human and social ad-
vancement.”1

 For Protestant missionary women like Margaret Louisa Irvine Riggs, 
who served on American Indian reservations, being “all things to all 
men” meant that religious work extended beyond spiritual affairs. A 
Congregational missionary to the Dakota and Lakota Sioux Indians of 
South Dakota,2 Riggs fulfilled roles as wife and mother as well as teach-
er, fundraiser, administrator, public speaker, caretaker, counselor, and 
more. Riggs’s missionary work occupied much of her ninety-two-year 
life (1859–1951) and spanned dramatic changes in American Indian pol-
icy. Occurring as they did within the context of colonization, her efforts 

The author extends her thanks to the Center for Western Studies at Augustana Col-
lege, Sioux Falls, S.Dak., for assistance in the research and writing of this article and to 
the anonymous reviewer for South	Dakota	History, whose comments and suggestions 
proved especially helpful.

 1. Margaret Louisa Irvine Riggs, “What We Are Trying to Do for the Indians,” type-
script of talk delivered to the Women’s Club, Pierre, S.Dak., 27 Jan. 1903, box 13, folder 
7, Elizabeth Riggs Gutch Collection (ERGC), South Dakota Conference of the United 
Church of Christ Archives (SDCUCCA), Center for Western Studies, Augustana Col-
lege, Sioux Falls, S.Dak.
 2. “Dakota” and “Lakota” refer, respectively, to the eastern and western divisions of 
the Sioux. Louisa Riggs ministered to both groups and referred to them collectively as 
“Dakota.”
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 3. See Mary Taylor Huber and Nancy C. Lutkehaus, eds., Gendered	Missions:	Women	
and	Men	in	Missionary	Discourse	and	Practice (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1999), p. 20.

also reveal the complexity of power and cultural difference in women’s 
lives as well as the link between the federal government and Protestant 
missionaries that continued well into the twentieth century.3

 Beginning in 1869, President Ulysses S. Grant’s Peace Policy placed 
Protestant missionaries in charge of administering Indian reservations, 
thus officially uniting the evangelizing efforts of Christian missionar-
ies and the goals of the federal government’s Office of Indian Affairs. 
Although the Peace Policy had officially ended by 1882, its  effects— in 
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This view of the Oahe Mission, taken around 1890, shows (left to right) the barn, the old 
wooden mission house, the windmill, the chapel, the old schoolhouse, and the Indus-
trial School building.

particular, the strong identification of Protestant religious goals with 
the federal government’s “trust” relationship with American Indian 
 tribes— continued unabated.4 In the aftermath of Grant’s Peace Policy, 
federal efforts to assimilate American Indians intensified, and mission-
aries continued to play an active role in this process. The allotment of 
former tribal lands to individuals, instituted under the Dawes Act of 
1887, strengthened these assimilation efforts. For the Sioux, allotment 
and assimilation further reduced land holdings and restricted tradi-

 4. Robert Keller notes that Grant’s Peace Policy affected seventy Indian reserva-
tions across twenty states. The policy also established the Board of Indian Commis-
sioners and increased mission funding. Keller, “The Protestant Churches and Grant’s 
Peace Policy: A Study in Church-State Relations” (Ph.D. thesis, University of Chicago, 
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1967), pp. 3, 17, 205, 209. By 1872, Catholic missions became involved; in fact, the surge 
in Catholic  missions— many of which were more “successful” than their Protestant 
 counterparts— eventually contributed to the demise of the Peace Policy. Frustrated 
Protestant missionaries who had initially supported the Peace Policy began to protest 
it, citing the importance of separation of church and state. See also Robert M. Utley, 
“The Celebrated Peace Policy of General Grant,” North	Dakota	History 20 (1953): 121–42. 
Although this article is dated and contains anti-Indian sentiment, it provides a useful 
overview of the Peace Policy.
 5. For a more detailed treatment of allotment and assimilation, see	Guy Gibbon, The	
Sioux:	The	Dakota	and	Lakota	Nations (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), pp. 
134–60. For general histories of disease and illness among native tribes in the aftermath 
of white contact, see ibid., pp. 175–79; Alfred Crosby, Ecological	 Imperialism:	The	Bio-
logical	Expansion	of	Europe,	900–1900 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986); 
Gerald N. Grob, The	Deadly	Truth:	A	History	of	Disease	in	America	(Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2002), pp. 46–47; and David S. Jones, Rationalizing	Epidemics:	
Meanings	and	Uses	of	American	Indian	Mortality	since	1600 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2004).
 6. Linda M. Clemmons, “ ‘Leagued together’: Adapting Traditional Forms of Resis-
tance to Protest ABCFM Missionaries and the Treaty of 1837,” South	Dakota	History 37 
(Summer 2007): 95–124; Gibbon, The	Sioux, pp. 154–56. For a history of the reporting 
of the Ghost Dance and Wounded Knee by Christian missionaries, including the Riggs 
family, see Todd Kerstetter, “Spin Doctors at Santee: Missionaries and the Dakota-lan-
guage Reporting of the Ghost Dance and Wounded Knee,” Western	Historical	Quarterly 
28 (Spring 1997): 45–67.
 7. Ella C. Deloria, Speaking	of	Indians (Vermillion, S.Dak.: Dakota Press, 1979), p. 59.

tional spiritual and healing practices, contributing to impoverishment 
and disease.5 
 Having protested missionary incursions in the 1840s and 1850s, the 
Sioux continued to resist both religious and governmental attempts 
at assimilation, most notably through the Ghost Dance, which led to 
the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee.6 Nonetheless, from the 1890s 
through the first two decades of the twentieth century, complete resis-
tance proved untenable. As Sioux writer Ella Cara Deloria recalled in 
the 1940s, “It must be understood that all these customs and rites did 
not vanish overnight, but they were disappearing steadily under the 
pressure forcing the people into a sedentary life. For that was how they 
must live now, and it was a radical change indeed and far from easy.”7 
Like other American Indian tribes, the Sioux increasingly negotiated 
two worlds, mediating between traditional cultural practices and the 
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 8. For a fuller discussion of native negotiation of white culture in the twentieth cen-
tury, see Margaret Connell Szasz, ed., Between	 Indian	and	White	Worlds:	The	Cultural	
Broker (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1994), pp. 218–21.
 9. For a discussion of “female moral authority,” see Peggy Pascoe, Relations	of	Rescue:	
The	Search	for	Female	Moral	Authority	in	the	American	West,	1874–1939 (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1990). Western women’s historians have articulated the need to 
study women in the context of their relationships; see Susan Armitage and Elizabeth 
Jameson, eds., The	Women’s	West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1987).
 10. For more on women in the foreign mission movement, see Fiona Bowie, Deborah 
Kirkwood, and Shirley Ardener, eds., Women	and	Missions:	Past	and	Present:	Anthropo-
logical	and	Historical	Perceptions (Providence, R.I.: Berg Publishers, 1993), pp. 5–14; Ruth 
A. Tucker, Guardians	of	 the	Great	Commission:	The	Story	of	Women	in	Modern	Missions	
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Academie Books, 1988), pp. 9–10; Patricia R. Hill, The	World	
Their	Household:	The	American	Woman’s	Foreign	Mission	Movement	and	Cultural	Trans-
formation,	1870–1920 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1985), pp. 3–4.
 11. C. L. Higham, “‘A Hewer of Wood and Drover of Water’: Expectations of Protes-
tant Missionary Women on the Western Frontiers of Canada and the United States, 
1830–1900,” Canadian	Review	of	American	Studies 31 (2001): 447. For more on mission-
ary women in South Dakota, see Ruth Ann Alexander, “Gentle Evangelists: Women in 
Dakota Episcopal Missions, 1867–1900,” South	Dakota	History 24 (Winter 1994): 174–93. 
Alexander argues that Grant’s Peace Policy, which assigned Sioux land and peoples to 
the Episcopal Church, first opened up mission work to Episcopal women.

ongoing assimilation efforts of missionaries and the federal govern-
ment.8

 During this same time period, white middle-class Protestant women 
were carrying on a long tradition of Christian service to others within 
the context of an emerging social gospel movement and becoming in-
creasingly involved in social reform work. Drawing upon the “moral 
authority” that came with their domestic roles as caretakers of home 
and children, these women occupied positions of power over working-
class women, women of color, and indigenous women.9 As part of this 
effort, many Protestant women joined the foreign-mission movement 
and traveled overseas, but an equally significant number engaged in 
home-mission work among American Indians.10 By the latter half of 
the nineteenth century, 60 percent of all Protestant missionaries work-
ing among Indians in the West were women.11 This interest and par-
ticipation in Indian affairs was further buttressed by the creation of the 
Women’s National Indian Association (WNIA) in 1879, which sought 
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 12. Helen M. Wanken, “ ‘Woman’s Sphere’ and Indian Reform: The Women’s National 
Indian Association, 1879–1901” (Ph.D. diss., Marquette University, 1981), pp. 1, 4–5.
 13. Margaret D. Jacobs, “Making Savages of Us All: White Women, Pueblo Indians, 
and the Controversy over Indian Dances in the 1920s,” in American	Nations:	Encounters	
in	 Indian	Country,	 1850	 to	 the	Present, ed. Frederick E. Hoxie, Peter C. Mancall, and 
James H. Merrell (New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 175.
 14. Dana L. Robert, American	Women	in	Mission:	A	Social	History	of	Their	Thought	and	
Practice (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1997) p. 411. See	also	ibid., pp. 188, 410.
 15. Ibid, p. 188. See	 also Dana L. Robert, Gospel	 Bearers,	Gender	Barriers:	Missionary	
Women	in	the	Twentieth	Century (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Press, 2002); Huber and Lutke-
haus, Gendered	Missions, p. 12.
 16. Robert, American	Women	in	Mission, p. 411–12. See	also Sister	to	the	Sioux:	The	Mem-
oirs	of	Elaine	Goodale	Eastman	1885–91, ed. Kay Graber (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1978), p. xi; Isabel Crawford, Kiowa:	A	Woman	Missionary	in	Indian	Territory (Lin-
coln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), pp. vii–xvii.

to save American Indian women through “civilization and Christian-
ity,” as well as by instilling “proper health habits.”12 The new reform 
movement, coupled with the 1881 publication of Helen Hunt Jackson’s 
A	Century	 of	Dishonor, a history of abuses against American Indians, 
gave new life to women’s domestic missionary work.13

 With their twin goals of Christianization and civilization, mission-
aries participated in all of the intimate details of reservation life. The 
Christian tradition of care included, among other things, attention 
to the “Christian home,” and white missionary women played a cen-
tral role in this endeavor, regularly responding to health and educa-
tional needs in addition to what they perceived as “spiritual” needs.14 
As historian Dana Robert has argued, women’s mission theory dur-
ing the late nineteenth century was dedicated to “Woman’s Work for 
Woman” and recognized no distinction between “body and soul.”15 In 
part, women were relegated to the work of physical amelioration be-
cause they were excluded from the theological work of the male clergy. 
According to Robert, this holism led women missionaries to excel at 
“founding and sustaining ‘ministries of compassion’ such as orphan-
ages, clinics, and schools for the poor.” These ministries can be seen 
in the life work of Louisa Riggs, as well as her better-known contem-
poraries, such as Elaine Goodale Eastman and Isabel Crawford, who 
worked among the Sioux and Kiowas, respectively.16 “Ministries of 
compassion” placed women missionaries in close contact with the na-
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 17. Dana Robert argues that “holistic mission at its worst ran the danger of cultural 
imperialism, of imposing western lifestyles and values to the destruction of indigenous 
ones” (Robert, American	Women	in	Mission, p. 411–12). Jane Hunter compares mission-
ary women’s cultural work to that of settlement-house workers, claiming that they both 
“could not help instructing in culture.” It was in this cultural work, she argues, that 
the “nationalist accusation of cultural imperialism” lay (Hunter, “The Home and the 
World: The Missionary Message of U.S. Domesticity,” in Women’s	Work	for	Women:	Mis-
sionaries	and	Social	Change	 in	Asia, ed. Leslie A. Flemming [Boulder, Colo.: Westview 
Press, 1989], pp. 161–62). 
 18. Alexander’s article highlights close to a dozen Episcopalian women, all of whom 
had previously been lost to history. Although Alexander briefly notes other mission-
ary women, such as Cornelia (“Nina”) Foster Riggs, the first wife of Thomas Riggs, she 
makes no mention of Louisa Riggs. See Alexander, “Gentle Evangelists,” p. 175.
 19. Riggs, “64 Years Review,” box 7, folder 17, Margaret Louisa Irvine Riggs Papers, 
(MLIRP), SDCUCCA.
 20. Ibid.

tive people they “served.” Perhaps ironically, as historians of the wom-
en’s foreign-mission movement have articulated, it is precisely because 
missionary women performed this cultural work that they ran the risk 
of engaging in “cultural imperialism.”17 Even though women missionar-
ies like Louisa Riggs may have been “gentle evangelizers,” as historian 
Ruth Ann Alexander has suggested, they nonetheless performed their 
work within a broader context of colonization.18

 In 1941, Louisa Riggs sketched the important events of her sixty-plus 
years of missionary work among the Sioux, concluding, “If I had my 
life to live over I’d choose the same. Do Better. Avoid Mistakes.”19 The 
comment is at once poignant and revealing. Just what Riggs consid-
ered her mistakes to have been is, of course, open to interpretation. For 
her family, her church, her missionary friends, and her Indian friends, 
Riggs’s death in 1951 was both a personal loss, for she was clearly loved 
and respected by many, and a public  loss— a loss for missions.20 Riggs’s 
missionary work proved complex; while it provided her an opening 
in which to build a public  ministry— one that she clearly felt called to 
 fulfill— that ministry, like mission work as a whole, presumed the su-
periority of Christianity and western culture over Sioux religion and 
culture. While Riggs herself did not see her work as problematic, her 
own assessment of it provides an important entry point for studying 
the complexities of white women’s missionary work among American 
Indian women.
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Louisa Irvine (right) sat for her portrait with two friends in Detroit in 1877, shortly 
before she received her missionary calling.
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 21. Riggs, “64 Years Review”; Harry F. Thompson, “Dakota Resources: The Riggs Fam-
ily Papers at the Center for Western Studies,” South	Dakota	History 22 (Spring 1992): 70; 
Chelle Somsen, “Dakota Resources: The Javan Bradley Irvine Papers at the South Da-
kota State Historical Society,” South	Dakota	History	37 (Summer 2007): 170–71. Between 
1865 and 1876, Louisa kept up a fairly regular correspondence with her father. Her let-
ters from these early years suggest a close relationship between the two and also reveal 
Louisa’s interest in Thomas and Nina Riggs. In more than one letter she asked her father 
about Thomas Riggs, and in 1873 she suggested that Riggs should name his new mission 
(presumably Oahe) the “Hope Mission.” See Riggs to Javan B. Irvine, 3 Apr. 1873, box 
3346B, folder 22, Javan Bradley Irvine Papers, State Archives Collection, South Dakota 
State Historical Society, Pierre.
 22. According to Peggy Pascoe, Protestant missionary service did not lose its ap-
peal until the 1920s, by which time modernism had supplied an important critique of 
Protestant “piety,” and alternative professional opportunities for women had become 
more abundant. Pascoe, Relations	of	Rescue, pp. 177–207. See	also Jane Hunter, The	Gospel	
of	Gentility:	American	Women	Missionaries	 in	Turn-of-the-Century	China (New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1984), p. xvi.

 Details about the early life of Riggs, who was born 4 April 1859, are 
somewhat sparse. She was the daughter of Captain Javan B. Irvine, a 
man who spent much of his life in military service in Dakota Territory 
as well as in Iowa, New York, and other locations. Louisa Irvine left her 
home in Detroit, Michigan, in 1878 to work at the Oahe Mission, af-
filiated with the Congregational Church and situated in the center of 
what would later become South Dakota. Because her father had been 
stationed nearby at Fort Sully from 1867 to 1874, she had first lived in 
Dakota Territory as a young girl. Returning at the age of nineteen, she 
began her public mission work with the Sioux Indians who lived across 
the Missouri River on the Great Sioux Reservation.21

 Although Riggs began her career as a single woman, she remained 
single for just the first five of her sixty-four years as a missionary. The 
mission movement had originally favored married women in the belief 
that they would create model homes of Christian domesticity for In-
dian women to emulate. By the time Riggs entered the mission field in 
1878, however, an upswing in the enrollment of single women had be-
gun, reaching its pinnacle at the turn of the century.22 Like other single 
women who entered the field, Riggs was well educated, and mission-
ary work provided an outlet for her many talents, which included lan-
guage and music, among others. In March 1885, she married Thomas L. 
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 23. Riggs, “64 Years Review.”
 24. Thompson, “Dakota Resources,” p. 65. Stephen Riggs’s publications include 
Grammar	and	Dictionary	of	the	Dakota	Language (1852), Tah-Koo	Wah-Kan;	or,	the	Gospel	
among	 the	Dakotas (1869), Mary	and	 I:	Forty	Years	with	 the	 Sioux (1880), and Dakota	
Grammar,	Texts,	and	Ethnography (1893), published after his death.
 25. Kerstetter, “Spin Doctors at Santee,” p. 47; Thompson, “Dakota Resources,” p. 70.

Riggs, a widower and member of a respected missionary family.23 Her 
marriage probably opened doors that otherwise would have remained 
closed, but if the name “Riggs” provided the assistance needed to open 
those doors, Louisa Riggs proved herself time and time again to be an 
excellent administrator, a sought-after public speaker, a writer, and a 
trusted advisor to government officials.
 Riggs married into a family legacy of missionary work among the 
Dakota Indians. Her husband’s parents, Stephen Return Riggs and 
Mary Ann Longley Riggs, began their work as Presbyterian missionar-
ies at the Lac qui Parle Mission in Minnesota in 1835. Stephen Riggs 
was not only a missionary but also a linguist and a prolific writer who is 
credited with compiling the first Dakota-English dictionary.24 In fact, 
as historian Todd Kerstetter has noted, the elder Riggs believed that 
teaching Dakota Indians in their native language was essential to the 
success of mission work. Not surprisingly, Louisa Riggs, like the other 
Riggs family members, learned to read, write, and speak Dakota flu-
ently. Following in his parents’ footsteps, Thomas Riggs began mission 
work in 1872 with his first wife, Cornelia (“Nina”) Foster Riggs. He es-
tablished a small mission called Hope Station on the west bank of the 
Missouri River and soon thereafter began the Oahe Mission and later 
the Oahe Industrial School.25

 While Louisa Riggs could have remained in the background, notable 
primarily as the wife of an esteemed missionary, she remarkably cre-
ated an independent public ministry for herself. Unlike many married 
women, whose mission work was often hindered by domestic respon-
sibilities, Riggs was able to fill both  roles— no small feat, given what 
was expected of missionary wives. Riggs gave birth to four children as 
well as raising Theodore, the son of Thomas and Nina. In addition to 
housekeeping, which was viewed as an important Christian vocation 
in and of itself, Louisa Riggs quickly moved from teaching music at the 
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Thomas L. Riggs was 
noted for his command 
of the Sioux language, 
which allowed him to 
communicate with con-
gregants in their own 
words.

Oahe Industrial School to become its principal in 1886, a position she 
maintained until the school’s closing in 1914.26

 Teaching— an integral component of a missionary woman’s  service 
— was considered the female counterpart of preaching.27 Both stemmed 
from the Great Commission, a New Testament Gospel reading that 
called on Christians to baptize the nations, “teaching them to observe 
all that I have commanded you.” Women missionaries understood 
“teaching” to be a vocation,28 and becoming school principal allowed 

 26. Riggs, “64 Years Review”; Riggs, “Women of the Dakota Mission,” box 14, folder 6, 
ERGC.
 27. Robert, American	Women	in	Mission, pp. 412–13.
 28. In the King James Version, Matthew 28:19–20 reads, “Go ye therefore, and teach 
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you.” 
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 29. Louisa Riggs to Dr. Douglas, [1912], box 7, folder 12, MLIRP;  Thompson, “Dakota 
Resources,” p. 70.

Louisa Riggs is shown here teaching a music class, her first job at the Oahe mission 
school. 

Riggs to fulfill the Great Commission while expanding the base of her 
cultural work to include a broader realm of public ministry, such as 
public speaking and writing.
 Louisa Riggs was a talented, ambitious, and successful administra-
tor. As principal of the Oahe Industrial School, attended by as many 
as thirty-five Indian children, she performed an impressive array of 
duties, from fund raising to securing teachers to advocating for the 
importance of Christian schools.29 She had a strong work ethic, articu-
lated a clear strategy for successful mission work, and expected others 
to follow her lead. During the 1903–1904 school year at Oahe, for ex-
ample, Riggs disapproved of a teacher’s request to leave in the middle 
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of the academic year for another position in Colorado, as it would leave 
the school without a teacher. The incident led Rev. E. S. Parsons of Col-
orado Springs to write Thomas Riggs requesting that “Miss Dab” be re-
leased from her position. Louisa Riggs responded to the letter, noting 
that her husband was away on a missionary tour and would not return 
for a week. Writing on Christmas Day, she explained that “Mr. Riggs 
. . . leaves her [Miss Dab] perfectly free to decide for herself, whether to 
accept or decline the place offered her.” She concluded, “Having pre-
sumably been led by Providence into this field for this year, it is for her 
to decide whether Providence is indicating that she throw the work 
up. No one can make the decision for her. My own feeling is that if the 
Lord has a place for her among the Navajos He will keep it for her and 
lead her into it without causing her to leave unfulfilled any present 
obligations.”30 Even as she painted herself as a powerless intermediary 
for her husband, Louisa Riggs asserted herself as the authority figure.
 Riggs further expanded her public life through contact with the 
print media. She was an avid reader and writer, as evidenced by her 
reading lists of books on Indian issues, her writings on missionary 
women, and her letters to various newspapers regarding her opinions 
on the Sioux Indians.31 In 1913, an editorial in the Chicago	Evening	Post 
entitled “The Indian and His Name” prompted Riggs to pen a biting 
rebuttal. The editorial lamented the role of the church in “knock[ing] 
the picturesqueness out of the Indian.” The writer went on to senti-
mentalize the loss of Indian names such as Red Cloud, Hollow Horn 
Bear, and Quick Bear, suggesting that while Indians might take up the 
white man’s dress and lifestyle, they should not lose “the least trace of 
the aboriginal American as once he was.”32 In a blunt reply that dis-
played both her knowledge of the Dakota language and United States 
history, Riggs wrote: “Why blame ‘The Church’ for changes in fashion 
whether of clothes or names? If I remember rightly it was a U.S. Gov-
ernment order which directed that the Indian’s hair be cut and white 

 30. Riggs to Rev. E. S. Parsons, 25 Dec. 1903, box 7, folder 12, MLIRP.
 31. Riggs, “Reading List” and “List of Books on Indian Question,” both ibid.; Riggs, 
“Women of the Dakota Mission.”
 32. “The Indian and His Name,” Chicago	Evening	Post, 13 Mar. 1913, typed copy, box 7, 
folder 16, MLIRP.
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 33. Riggs to Editor, Chicago	Evening	Post, 18 Mar. 1913, typed copy, ibid.
 34. Ibid.
 35. Riggs to Thomas J. King, Jr., 15 Feb. 1912, box 7, folder 12, MLIRP; Francis Paul 
Prucha, The	Great	Father:	The	United	States	and	the	American	Indians, 2 vols.	(Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1984), 2:692, 765.

man’s dress assumed. Also a sweeping government order that fastened 
on some of them such nicknames as ‘Red-hair’ when the Indian himself 
wished to retain the honored family name He há ka pa. As a matter of 
fact is ‘Quick Bear’ an Indian name? It sounds to me like pretty good 
English.”33 In the process of defending her church while simultaneous-
ly pointing out the author’s ignorance, Riggs further broadened her 
own public realm.
 Ironically, perhaps, Riggs captured the complexity of her own role 
as a missionary woman when she signed her letter, “From one who has 
lived as friend and teacher of the Dakotas for over thirty years.” Nam-
ing herself both a friend and a teacher, but failing to acknowledge the 
unequal power dynamic inherent in these roles, Riggs frequently took 
it upon herself to speak for the Sioux. In another letter to the Chicago	
Evening	Post, she wrote, “Names and clothes and mode of life are a 
matter of growth, ordinarily, and unless they are forced on the Indian 
at the point of the bayonet, as some of these have been, he will make 
no  objection— on the other hand will rather pride himself on following 
the fashion.”34 Revealing her own sense of racial and religious superi-
ority, Riggs displayed a concern that was compassionate yet patron-
izing, a reflection of the power imbalance inherent in the missionary 
system. This attitude is further evidenced by interventions Riggs made 
in the financial affairs of Indian families whose children attended her 
school. When the Brings Arrow family failed to pay room and board 
for their two sons, Riggs requested that the Cheyenne Indian Agency 
superintendent, who had withheld the family’s federal per-capita pay-
ment, send the school portion of the money directly to Oahe to cover 
the boys’ bill. Government officials frequently withheld money from 
Indian families and individuals to compel their compliance with reser-
vation rules.35 The fact that Louisa Riggs used this reality to her benefit 
demonstrates both an intimate knowledge of the family affairs of her 
students and a willingness to bypass the autonomy of Indian parents. 
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The incident also suggests an ongoing complicity between the reli-
gious establishment and the federal government, which continued to 
work together, even if informally, to maintain a degree of social control 
well after the demise of the Peace Policy.
 Riggs noted that her work of “Christianization and civilization” 
went “hand in hand,”36 and this dual mission entailed a concern for the 
health and well-being of the students attending her school. Indeed, 
many missionaries viewed health care as a tool for reaching their evan-
gelistic goals. In the absence of a federal health-care system on reserva-
tions, they often served as physicians and built and managed hospitals. 
For Riggs and other missionaries, successful mission work was predi-
cated upon good health, something that could not be taken for grant-

As a boarding school, the Oahe Industrial School accommodated not only classroom 
space, but also living space for up to thirty-five students.

 36. Riggs, “What We Are Trying to Do for the Indians.”
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 38. Riggs to Douglas, [1912].
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ed on Indian reservations.37 In 1912, Riggs argued persuasively that the 
Oahe school needed more than two teachers in order to function due 
to the difficulties posed by poor health. “If teachers and pupils keep in 
perfect health . . . it might be done,” she wrote, but “suppose some of 
the pupils are dangerously ill, needing watching night as well as day.”38 
Riggs explicitly recognized care of the sick as an integral function of 
the missionary teachers at the Oahe school.
 Beyond ensuring the care of sick students, Riggs advocated for 
preventive health measures, incorporated health education into the 
school’s work, and made recommendations to government agents. In 
1908, she wrote to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Francis E. Leupp 
in Washington, D.C., requesting that he hire a field matron for the 
area and suggesting Jessie McKenzie as a candidate for the position.  
McKenzie had been employed at the Oahe school, but Riggs believed 
her time would be better spent in the field. “We feel the very great need 
for efficient workers among the people in their homes,” she wrote, “and 
wish to do all we can to advance such work.”39 Recognizing that the 
success of the Oahe school depended upon the wellness of its students 
and their families, Riggs was willing to exchange her school nurse for 
improved health on the reservation. Just as significantly, her inter-
est in the field-matron program highlights her desire to reach Sioux 
women. Field matrons specifically sought the conversion of American 
Indian women through teaching them “proper” health and hygiene 
habits. Typically either missionaries themselves or recommended by 
missionaries, field matrons brought Christian teaching into the homes 
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of Indian women along with their promotion of health and hygiene.40 
Riggs’s holistic mission practice meant using her government contacts 
to place Christian field matrons in the homes of her students in order 
to help solidify the teachings advanced at Oahe Industrial School.
 In 1907, Commissioner Leupp had looked to Louisa and Thomas 
Riggs for assistance in the fight against tuberculosis, requesting that 
Thomas Riggs translate a pamphlet on the disease into the Dakota lan-
guage. He complied, and Louisa sent a copy of the finished leaflet for 
the commissioner to peruse. Several weeks later, Special Agent Elsie E. 
Newton wrote Louisa Riggs from the commissioner’s office, asking for 
her input regarding a broader campaign to combat tuberculosis on res-
ervations. Agent Newton sought Riggs’s opinion as to the effectiveness 
of the leaflets, as well as her advice on the possible use of stereopticon 
slides in presenting tuberculosis programs to Indians. According to 
Newton, the stereopticon had been valuable in anti-tuberculosis work 
in Washington, D.C.41 
 Riggs replied that she was unable to judge precisely how effective 
the leaflets were, but that they had been reprinted in the mission’s 
Dakota-language newspaper, Iapi	Oaye, which had a subscription list 
of three hundred.42 She affirmed the value of the stereopticon, as she 
and other missionaries had used it in their own health lectures. Riggs 
considered the slides depicting “disease germs” to be especially help-
ful. “The Indians are much interested in such,” she claimed, going on to 
suggest that the commissioner’s office present a stereopticon lecture at 
the annual meetings of every religious denomination involved in reser-
vation missions. “Above all,” wrote Riggs, “I think we need to impress 
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 43. Riggs to Newton, 7 Dec. 1908.
 44. Riggs, “What We Are Trying to Do for the Indians.”
 45. Mary Eliza Williams to unidentified, 1901, box 13, folder 7, ERGC.

upon the people that the disease is preventable and often curable.” 
Federal officials considered Riggs and other Congregational mission-
aries to be valuable resources in the coordination of preventive health 
measures. Riggs, in turn, expressed a willingness to aid governmental 
efforts, concluding, “I would have you feel assured of my readiness to 
do anything in my power.”43

 Louisa Riggs’s physical  ministry— her focus on home, hygiene, and 
 wellness— was both racially and religiously marked as well as encoded 
with gendered expectations. In her talk to a women’s club in Pierre in 
1903, for instance, Riggs asserted that beneath the “paint and toggery” 
of Indians “is often dirt and disease,” which she connected to “heathen-
ism and vice,” suggesting that Dakota religious worship was not “as 
acceptable to God as our own.”44 It was the work of the missionary, 
Riggs believed, to correct the physical lives of native peoples as well 
as their spiritual lives. This priority was made clear from the time stu-
dents entered the Oahe school. In a 1901 letter, Mary Eliza Williams, 
a niece of Thomas Riggs who also taught at the school, described the 
arrival of students that fall: “First take children to the little recitation 
room next the chapel and fumigate them [italics added] and all their 
bags, boxes and belongings (with formaldehyde); then take children, 
bags and boxes to school house, scrub children and mark clothes.”45 
This emphasis on cleaning the children, in fact, fumigating them and 
their possessions, suggests the way Riggs and her staff made racial and 
cultural assumptions regarding hygiene and wellness as soon as Indian 
children entered the school. 
 Further enumerating the tasks involved in correcting the children’s 
physical lives, Riggs explained that Indian students were taught “to 
do many things that white girls and boys do at home almost without 
any teaching! They have to learn to do the housework, to cook and to 
set table and wash dishes, to wash and iron their clothes, to sew, to do 
the outside chores; they have to learn to live in an orderly manner, to 
be prompt, to be obedient, and many other things. Above all things 
they are taught the love of God, and to love Him in return.” For Riggs, 



F A L L  2 0 1 1   |   L O U I S A  I R V I N E  R I G G S   |   3 1 5

promptness, cleanliness, and living in an “orderly manner” were tasks 
that came naturally to white children, while Indian children needed 
careful instruction. In addition to Christian theology, the “value” of la-
bor, domestic health, and hygiene formed integral components of the 
Oahe school curriculum. Viewing themselves as the “mothers” of big 
families, missionary teachers directed the children into appropriate 
gender roles.46 Girls who learned “proper” housekeeping and hygiene 
were expected to take these new skills back home, presumably to their 
real mothers.
 Despite these expectations, however, Riggs and her teachers did 
not always succeed in inculcating their values, and their failures reveal 
an important dimension of Sioux resistance to such efforts. Although 
many Indians availed themselves of Louisa Riggs’s mission school, it 
is clear that they sometimes chose to reject missionary teachings, as 

Photographed on the steps of the Oahe Industrial School in 1908 or 1909, these for-
mally dressed American Indian children appear to have made considerable strides in 
adjusting to white customs. 

 46. Riggs to unidentified, [1913 or 1914], box 7, folder 5, MLIRP.
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well. Acceptance of the missionaries’ services could not necessarily be 
equated with religious conversion.47 Riggs expressed her frustration in 
a letter to Commissioner Leupp about the need for government re-
strictions on the “old” Indian spiritual and healing ceremonies, which 
she believed hindered her work. Campaigning against the native cel-
ebrations that had begun taking place on the Fourth of July, she wrote, 
“We often hear it regretted that so many young men and women who 
have been away at school and taught the meaning and benefit of citi-
zenship, and improved methods of homemaking and home keeping 
should ‘Go back to the blanket.’ ” According to Riggs, attendance at 
“dances and old time observances” was especially detrimental. “Once 
their heads and hearts are turned that way, they are ten times worse 
than the old people,” she concluded.48

Studying under a 
Miss Dodge, these 
students learned 
about rhymes, spell-
ing, and the com-
ponents of English 
words written on a 
blackboard at Oahe.
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 Riggs was not alone in her fears; Episcopal missionaries vocally op-
posed traditional dancing, which served a variety of spiritual, healing, 
and social purposes. In response to questionnaires circulated by the 
Episcopal bishop of South Dakota in 1913, Episcopal missionaries over-
whelmingly expressed the belief that such activity was immoral and 
unhealthy, contributing to poverty, lack of cleanliness, and even death 
and murder.49 Riggs, too, voiced concern for the women and children 
who attended these highly charged events, noting that “much sickness 
results from exposure and loss of sleep.”50 The public revival of prac-
tices such as traditional dancing, along with the missionary anxiety 
they sparked, suggests an important continuity in Sioux opposition to 
missionary control. In her study of Dakota resistance to the American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions during the 1840s and 
1850s, Linda M. Clemmons indicates that the Dakotas frequently pro-
tested missionary efforts publicly by performing traditional spiritual 
ceremonies near churches.51 Riggs’s own distress over the revival of na-
tive spiritual practices during the 1910s suggests that similar protests 
continued throughout the period of assimilation. In 1914, in the midst 
of these concerns, the Oahe Industrial School closed. Although Riggs 
attributed the closure to a lack of church support, students numbers at 
Oahe had been declining. In a 1912 letter defending the school, Riggs 
herself acknowledged their “limited number of pupils.”52 The shrink-
ing group of students further suggests Sioux resistance to, or at the 
least, a waning interest in the Riggses’ efforts. Even though her duties 
with the school had formally ended, Louisa Riggs continued to work 
with the Sioux on behalf of the Oahe Mission.
 Perhaps the biggest challenge to the missionary women who sought 
to evangelize both body and mind came in 1934 with the implemen-
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tation of the Indian New Deal. When John Collier became commis-
sioner of Indian affairs in 1933, the informal collusion between church 
and state that had persisted for decades after the Peace Policy came to 
an end, at least officially. Collier was committed to policy reform and 
cultural pluralism, and his twelve-year administration emphasized the 
revival and protection of American Indian religious practices. Recog-
nizing that this philosophical shift in the Office of Indian Affairs con-
tradicted their goals and threatened their work, missionaries across the 
country opposed Collier and his New Deal.53

 In response to Collier’s new policies, which included, among other 
features, increased funding for preventive health care, Louisa Riggs 
maintained that she and other missionaries had, in fact, been prac-
ticing elements of the Indian New Deal all along. In a letter dated 23 
March 1933, Riggs pointed out her longtime commitment to educa-
tion and health, writing, “our Mission schools and Missionaries always 
have stressed sanitation and care of health. You may notice that much 
of what the Gov’t officials call ‘new work,’ or advance as ‘new ideas,’ is 
what has been advocated by our missionaries since the beginning!”54 
Although Riggs certainly played up the missionaries’ commitment to 
the tenets of the Indian New Deal, her defense of their concern for 
health underscores the all-encompassing nature of women’s missions. 
In this case, the overlapping of their religious and health-care work 
rendered the federal government’s belated attention to the same issues 
not at all “new” but, rather, overdue.
 Although Riggs claimed otherwise, her missionary work clearly con-
flicted with central principles of the Indian New Deal, particularly the 
revival of and respect for traditional native religions. Nonetheless, in 
an effort to prove missionary compliance with the New Deal’s advo-
cacy of Indian autonomy, Riggs wrote in 1933, “There are now no white 
missionaries in our Indian fields, save those at Santee School and Elbo-
woods School. No white women workers (missionary) on the Reserva-
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 56. Word	Carrier, clipping, March, year unknown, box 13, folder 5, ERGC.
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tions. All the Churches & outstations are in charge of Indian ordained 
& lay workers.” Riggs betrayed her true feelings on the issue, however, 
when she concluded, “Personally, I do not think our Indians ready for 
this sweeping change. I think they need sympathetic white mission-
ary families among them.”55 Perhaps threatened by the potential loss of 
her moral authority, Riggs rejected the principles of cultural pluralism 
implicit in the Indian New Deal. Although she encouraged the devel-
opment of Sioux clergy as well as lay participation within her church, 
Riggs embraced a limited form of Indian autonomy, one that existed 
only within the prescribed realm of Protestant Christianity, an insti-
tutional structure that maintained her own circumscribed power as a 
white woman missionary.
 Within this structure, Riggs celebrated Sioux women who had con-
verted to Christianity, particularly those who had gone on to help in 
the mission field.  In an obituary printed in the	Word	Carrier (the Eng-
lish-language edition of Iapi	Oaye), Riggs wrote affectionately of Eliza-
beth Winyan: “One of the bravest, most faithful, most helpful of the 
Sacred Herald’s (Rev. T. L. Riggs) helpers has gone to her sure reward, 
and our hearts are sad. . . . When the news of the death of some great, 
brave public man goes flashing over the country, the whole nation is 
saddened. The news of the death of this consecrated Christian Indian 
woman comes to the Dakota Mission with the same force. The white 
missionaries had no truer friend, her own people no more powerful 
example of what Christ can do for them.”56

 Winyan played an important role in Congregational missionary 
work among the Sioux, codirecting missions with white women at two 
different sites and participating in an East Coast tour.57 Winning the 
respect, as well as the hearts, of white missionaries like Riggs, Winyan 
exercised considerable responsibility and influence in her career. The 
importance of Indian women to mission work cannot be overstated. 
In fact, as one scholar has noted, it is likely that most of the “successes” 
of Protestant missions on American Indian reservations were due to 
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Elizabeth Winyan, 
standing in this group 
portrait by Pierre 
photographer Robert 
L. Kelly, was one of the 
few American Indians 
whom Louisa Riggs 
considered a colleague. 
Also shown, second 
from right, is another 
notable Congregational 
missionary, Mary C. 
Collins.

the evangelizing efforts of native converts.58 According to Jace Weaver, 
these individuals often interpreted Christianity as folk theology, hear-
ing in the Gospels a liberating message.59 While such interpretations 
may not have been what the white missionaries intended, they none-
theless resonated with some American Indians, particularly because 
of the dismal economic and social conditions on reservations. Some 
Sioux converts, particularly women, looked to Riggs as a spiritual men-
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tor and guide. Part of the respect these women had for Riggs likely 
derived from her mastery and recognition of the importance of the 
Dakota language. This gesture of cultural sensitivity was clearly ap-
preciated, as evidenced by several letters Riggs received from Sioux 
women expressing thanks and praise for her work.60 It is worth noting, 
nonetheless, that Riggs’s own admiration for the Sioux Indians was ap-
parently limited to those who joined her mission efforts.
 Although Riggs was clearly liked and respected by some  Sioux—  
particularly  converts— she nonetheless worked within a church and 
mission culture predicated on the superiority of white Christianity, 
and she reflected the institutions’ racial and cultural prejudices. Al-
though Riggs claimed that her home was a “social center” among the 
Sioux people, she clearly maintained an important social division be-
tween whites and Indians. In a 1902 letter to an applicant for a teaching 
position at Oahe, Riggs described life as a white missionary teacher. 
Regarding the opportunities for socializing, Riggs wrote, “We have 
about us a little community of white people, not all in sympathy with 
our work, tho, for the most part very friendly to  us— The teachers and 
our own family have always formed a very congenial circle and we en-
deavor to contribute to whatever conduces the general pleasure and 
welfare.” Specifically identifying the community as “white,” Riggs im-
plied that the social lives of white missionaries did not include Indi-
ans.61 This statement, along with the conspicuous absence of the Sioux 
from Riggs’s intimate social circle, suggests the racial division between 
white missionaries and Indians. Riggs, like other missionary women, 
hoped to confer on Indian women the spiritual and physical resources 
for joining a Christian sisterhood, but this goal was clearly complicated 
by the social inequality inherent in their interactions.62

that is interpreted within the cultural context and perspective of a marginalized peo-
ple. Weaver, “From I-Hermeneutics to We-Hermeneutics: Native Americans and the 
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 Although the Oahe Industrial School closed in 1914, Louisa Riggs 
continued mission work for the rest of her life. In 1940, at the age of 
eighty, she created the “Cradle Roll,” a religious education and child-
care program for preschoolers on the reservation.63 She continued 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s to read widely and to write to print-
ed publications, correcting inaccuracies and expressing her opinions. 
Having devoted her life to missionary work among the Sioux Indians, 
Louisa Riggs, like other missionary women, found an opportunity to 
create a public self through Christian ministry. Missionary women, 
including Riggs, tended to create an integrated form of ministry, one 
that did not separate the physical from the spiritual. As such, Riggs’s 
life and work provide important examples not only of Protestant mis-
sionary women’s commitments, which extended beyond the spiritual 
realm, but also of the cultural implications and limitations of those 
commitments for those who were being “served.” 

Though the Oahe 
school closed in 1914, 
Louisa Riggs never 
really “retired” but re-
mained active for the 
rest of her life reading, 
writing, and speaking 
on the topics that had 
always engaged her.
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