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Hillary Kaell

I n Kansas, a mother in mourning reads a Holy Childhood tract and imag-
ines her baby in Heaven playing with dark-haired infants from China. In 
Pennsylvania, a boy picks up the tract and lingers over exotic names that 

trace its worldwide reach—Cambrai, Prussia, Brazil. In Montreal, a girl dons 
a Chinese-style dress, red with painted yellow �owers, to mount the stage and 
chorus with her peers: “Écoutez, du fond de la Chine . . . Si de nous vous 
faites des Anges, sans cesse nous prierons pour vous” (Listen, from the depths 
of China . . . If you make us into Angels, we will pray for you unceasingly). 
According to the Ponti�cal Association of the Holy Childhood, there were 
thousands of women and children like these across North America.1 From the 
con�nes of home and school, they engaged in a project of global proportions 
within a church they pictured as catholicus—universal.

Bishop Charles-Auguste-Marie de Forbin-Janson of Nancy, France, founded 
the Holy Childhood in 1843 to save “pagan” babies in China.2 It enrolled 
child members from birth until age twenty-one, when it was hoped that they 
would join the Society for the Propagation of the Faith (SPF), which also so-
licited laypeople’s donations for Catholic missions. Membership was simple: 
it required a monthly penny and a daily Hail Mary with a plea for the “poor 
little in�del children.” Missionaries used the funds for various projects, but the 
Holy Childhood encouraged its donors to think of their pennies as sustaining 
a speci�c effort: the “ransom” (rachête) through baptism of Chinese babies on 
the verge of death, which Catholics believed cleaned a person of the sins at-
tached to them at birth. By the early twentieth century, the Holy Childhood 
congratulated its North American supporters on having sent twenty million 
pagan babies “directly to Heaven.”3

Although Forbin-Janson died shortly after starting the association, it gar-
nered strong support, notably when Pope Pius IX elevated it to a canonical 
institution in 1856. The �rst North American branches were founded in 1846 
in New Orleans and Baltimore, where Forbin-Janson had connections with 
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French ex-patriots; however, it was the Montreal branch, established in 1851 
under the French Sulpician François Daniel, that became the continental hub 
until the turn of the twentieth century.4 By 1880 the Holy Childhood was 
established in thirty-seven US dioceses and enrolled 150,000 child members. 
It was even more ubiquitous in Quebec.

Its baby-saving project rested on how Catholics understood all souls to 
constitute a uni�ed church divided into three: the Church Militant (souls on 
earth), the Church Penitent (souls in Purgatory), and Church Triumphant 
(souls and angels in Heaven). The beings that populated each realm inter-
ceded on each other’s behalf in pursuit of salvation. For example, prayers by 
living Catholic souls could shorten how long the dead spent in Purgatory, and 
heavenly souls could intercede to help earthly ones accomplish objectives or 
atone for their sins. This spiritual economy was fueled by reparative acts in 
which the pious could impose sacri�ces on themselves, such as saying prayers 
or donating money, to repay the sinful debts of others. It was a world character-
ized by “a tangle of reciprocal bonds that connected [Catholics] . . . in a direct 
and consequential way to the fate of other persons, living and dead.”5 This 
cosmology also nurtured a “partible grace,”6 meaning that sacred power—or 
grace—reproduced itself through multiple, coexisting objects or persons once 
they were blessed, such as through baptism. These vessels of sacred power cre-
ated a chain of mediation that transmitted grace across vast distances, with and 
without physical displacement. This concept made it seem possible to millions 
of Holy Childhood donors that they could foster real links with others who, 
though physically absent, had been baptized just like them. In effect, the Holy 
Childhood reworked older concepts of reparative sacri�ce and grace to provide 
“the mental trigger” of nineteenth-century Catholic activism.7

Only a handful of articles explore the Holy Childhood in Europe or Que-
bec, and none examines its role in the United States. While those studies that 
do exist cover a wide variety of topics—bourgeois family life and associated 
pedagogies; religious organizations and burgeoning nationalism; European 
missionary work and nascent humanitarianism—as the description of Catholic 
cosmology above might suggest, the approach taken here differs somewhat.8 
Scholars of globalization have long recognized the necessity of including the 
“objective” growth of networks, institutions, and the like, alongside what the 
anthropologist Anna Tsing calls “world making”—referring to imagined forms 
of universal connection.9 Following Tsing, I use the term globalism to signal 
these interlocking frameworks. More speci�cally, I draw inspiration from re-
cent studies that engage this world-making aspect more deeply by arguing for 
the relevance of supernatural frameworks as a way to broaden which people 
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and societies are included under the rubric of globalization. For example, the 
historians Caroline Dodds Pennock and Amanda Power argue that premodern 
Aztecs’ cosmovisión was a signi�cant form of global commitment even without 
overseas expansion, and thus should be studied alongside contemporary US 
globalization.10 Along similar lines, my �rst goal is to widen the framework of 
nineteenth-century North American globalism by including millions of Holy 
Childhood supporters with limited “objective” mobility.11

I also draw on studies that conceive of globalization as a set of scale-making 
projects, which operate at the local, regional, and global levels to reinforce each 
one’s vitality and power.12 For scholars of North American religion, this heuristic 
model is a helpful bridge between histories of hemispheric and global connec-
tions and the localized “lived religion” approach that has been so in�uential 
since the late 1990s. Accenting the hemispheric also leads to my second goal, 
which is to experiment with a history of North American Catholic globalism 
that underlines the centrality of Quebec at the time. It is experimental only 
because it is uncommon. A typical college course or book on “American” (US) 
religion may integrate the history of early French and English settlements, but 
following this period French Canada usually appears only once in conjunc-
tion with the best-selling Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk (1836), a sensa-
tionalized account of a Protestant girl imprisoned in a Montreal convent. Its 
infamy relegates Quebec to a foil for US politics and obscures the continental 
links between nineteenth-century Catholics. This essay �ips the usual script 
by orienting the discussion, especially in its second section, around a French 
Canadian hemispheric vision that included a Catholic United States, rather 
than a (Protestant) US vision that included or excluded Catholic Canada. One 
result of this switch is to emphasize the often forgotten prominence of France 
in the history of North American globalism.13

Based on archival materials from Quebec and the United States, this essay 
begins by clarifying how the Holy Childhood built networks and conceived 
of the “earthly” world. The �rst section discusses the relationship between 
Christendom and “pagandom.” The second turns to how a French Canadian 
audience envisioned hemispheric networks. The Holy Childhood reinforced a 
fraught kind of globalism that situated North Americans somewhere between 
the French European center and the pagan periphery. The next two sections 
“scale up” to a globalism more in keeping with the cosmovisión noted above. 
A commitment to, and relationship with, other-than-human presences was 
fundamental in nineteenth-century Catholicism, and the essay details the Holy 
Childhood’s evocative, and rather remarkable, contribution in this regard: its 
suggestion that dead pagan babies became angels that could cement global ties 



|   830 American Quarterly

by becoming truly mobile and thus present with their North American donors. 
Clearly, this was not humanitarianism in a contemporary sense. Yet it can be 
seen as its precursor and conversation partner, in how the Holy Childhood 
constructed a vision of the world in which Western Christians brought “life” 
to faraway others, with the expectation of growing global unity and gratitude 
as a result.
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The Holy Childhood was one expression of a Roman Catholic push outward 
after about 1830. One impetus was a series of challenges in Catholicism’s 
traditional European strongholds, including suppression after the French 
Revolution, growing republican liberalism, and widespread inequity and 
famine during the industrial revolution.14 Another factor was the lure of the 
pagan world, pictured as a place in which to expand European power and faith. 
Holy Childhood founder Forbin-Janson was a man of these times. He was 
born in 1785, shortly before his aristocratic Catholic family was forced into 
exile during the French Revolution. In 1808, just after the family recovered its 
position under Napoléon, young Forbin-Janson surprised everyone by enter-
ing Saint-Sulpice Seminary. Close friends later recalled that he “spoke only of 
missions and missions to China” and hoped for a glorious missionary death. 
He told them that “he didn’t exchange one of the best positions in the world 
[as a Parisian aristocrat] for a modest place in the sanctuary to be an ordinary 
priest. The apostolate, and the most heroic apostolate, was therefore his sole 
ambition. China, that ancient and enormous empire, seemed to him to soon 
be his share [son partage].”15

Whether Forbin-Janson really was attracted to China’s heroic immensity, 
his �xation on the place was not especially surprising. China was central to 
France’s revived Catholic ambitions after the Revolution, especially at Saint-
Sulpice Seminary and the Société des Missions étrangères de Paris, which 
Forbin-Janson attended and helped reestablish, respectively. French designs on 
China went back a century, and, as the dust settled after the Revolution, more 
and more French missionaries entered the �eld.16 Forbin-Janson conceived of 
the Holy Childhood in a milieu saturated with missionary interest in, and re-
ports about, China. More immediately, Britain, allied with France, concluded 
the First Opium War in 1842, which forced China to lift prohibitions against 
Christian evangelization. The Holy Childhood began the following year. One 
of its pamphlets, likely the �rst circulated in the United States, referred to these 
events directly, telling Catholics that they “ought to hasten to take advantage 
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of these high designs of [God’s] mercy and pro�t by these treaties of peace.”17 
God was using English and French traders to open the way for the church. The 
same Providence, the pamphlet implied, called for a child-centered approach. 
After listing some of China’s sins, it announced that “China, above all, is pain-
fully distinguished by its barbarism in regard to childhood.”18 Providence had 
pointed to China, which, according to the Holy Childhood, was most barbaric 
when it came to children; it was therefore incumbent upon Christians to make 
China’s children a top priority as missionaries entered the �eld.

The Holy Childhood’s �rst French Catholic promoters were also intent on 
saving Europe from secular republicanism. Proposing a form of exchange, they 
hoped young innocents in France and China could save each other, and thus 
their respective nations.19 In materials for a North American audience, this idea 
was soon shorn of its historical speci�city and framed as the more general hope 
that teaching Catholic children the virtues of charity would cement their faith. 
Like other child-centered charities at the time, the Holy Childhood expected 
children would participate alongside adults and, more speci�cally, the mothers 
whom white bourgeois society considered the vigilant moral parent. Mothers 
were pictured as naturally moved by the plight of faraway children and always 
striving to bring moral lessons into their own family life.20 And, indeed, the 
Holy Childhood’s records show just how often adults, and especially women, 
did respond to its call.

In the Holy Childhood, the celebrated coalition of “the little and the 
poor”—that is, children and women—signi�ed two things. It was viewed as 
“striking proof of the unity and universality of [a] church” that included even 
the most insigni�cant lay donor who, though she “cannot go to distant parts 
of the earth to evangelize in�dels,” could still contribute to its apostolic work. 
Relatedly, it signi�ed God’s immense power, since a child, in particular, “is 
the weakest, most powerless creature in the world. . . . And yet it is with this 
weakness and this [monetary] tri�e that God works wonders. Divine goodness 
no less than divine omnipotence is visible in our Work.”21 Thus women and 
children were encouraged to view their humble participation as icon and proof 
of the catholicity of their church and their God.

To organize these homebound donors, the Holy Childhood adapted the 
SPF’s model. Child members formed local groups of twelve (a douzaine), where 
they paid their monthly dues and participated in activities. In Montreal in 
the 1860s, outside the pensionnats (boarding schools), the typical leader was 
a young, unmarried laywoman who had likely been a recent Holy Childhood 
member herself. Based on an 1862 list of the city’s 143 douzaines, young women 
ran 57 percent (n = 82), older women ran 25 percent (n = 35), and men ran 
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only 18 percent (n = 26).22 Across North America, each douzaine forwarded its 
dues to a regional branch or directly to the hub in Montreal, which forwarded 
the money to Paris and supervised the transmission of medals, images, tracts, 
and Annals (the monthly periodical) across the continent. It also translated 
texts from France and created new material for the North American market. 
The Holy Childhood was instrumental in knitting together a growing Catholic 
reading public of (often female) laypeople in a form of transregional sociality 
that historians are only now beginning to explore.23

These materials, especially the Annals, constructed a vision of pagandom 
as a nebulous and vast territory of the world. Like most nineteenth-century 
missionary organizations, at times the Holy Childhood portrayed the people 
it called pagans (or heathens) as sharing the same sentiments as Christians by 
virtue of their common humanity. Other times, it taught that even the most 
“civilized” form of pagandom could never respect the “dignity of life” because 
it denied a common Creator. As a result, according to the Holy Childhood, 
pagans erroneously viewed themselves as having the power of life and death, 
including over their own children—as evident in how some Chinese parents, 
usually poverty-stricken, disposed of unwanted newborns. In fact, China and 
Europe shared much the same culture in this regard; people in both places 
sometimes resorted to infanticide, or more commonly abandonment, and in 
both places the practice was condemned.24

Historians have long noted the importance of US Protestant missionaries in 
“producing” China for nineteenth-century audiences, as they wove evangelical 
dreams into American economic designs and manifest destiny.25 The historian 
Serge Granger argues that missionary in�uence was even more pronounced 
in Quebec, since information about the world was largely restricted through 
church channels, usually via the French missionaries who circulated between 
China and Canada. Further, because French Canadians were shut out of British-
controlled trade through Montreal, they conceived of their “responsibility” to 
China in almost exclusively religious terms.26 Yet missionaries across North 
America still shared two keys ways of talking about China that are important 
here. First, they created an increasingly negative portrait of the Chinese as 
“barbaric,” cowardly, and unfeelingly violent.27 In this context, Protestant 
missionaries also transmitted tales of “unnatural” parents who sold or killed 
their offspring, but Catholics at the Holy Childhood lingered on the gruesome 
details to an unparalleled degree.28 A typical example is a tract for contributors 
that was published in French in 1859 and translated in Montreal for the US 
audience in 1865:
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Such is the hard fate of children in China—that vast empire, larger than all Europe, and 
containing upwards of 350 millions of souls . . . [The] parents . . . expose them, sell them, 
or even kill them, according as they please, there being no law to restrain them. Hence, 
these poor children perish every year by hundreds of thousands; they are either cast into 
the rivers, or exposed in the streets and on the highways to the ferocity of dogs and swine 
who literally eat them alive.29

Such images seem to have been deeply disturbing to a lay audience. As 
these tracts were being printed in Montreal, a layman in Champlain, Quebec, 
showed a visual depiction of the scene to young children around his town in 
order to wring their pennies from them. He reported on its effect: many broke 
down in tears; others actually tore the paper to punish the pigs and dogs that 
feasted on babies.30 A few years later, in 1866, Caroline Nault, a student at the 
Ursuline pensionnat in Quebec city, described how the teaching sisters surprised 
the students and their parents with a large-scale re-creation of the same scene, 
likely a massive painting suspended against the wall. Caroline recorded their 
shock: their eyes were “struck” (frappés) by images of dying Chinese babies that 
“broke our hearts” (nous brisait le coeur). The Jesus child topped the scene, and 
Caroline felt that he gazed directly at them: “[Jesus] seemed to encourage us 
to be generous, by stretching out his arms to us as though to bless us.” People 
were so deeply moved, she wrote, that they gave until their last penny.31

One reason such imagery was so horri�c and moving for potential donors 
was that China was portrayed as a “vast empire . . . containing upwards of 350 
millions of souls.” This was the second major way that missionaries constructed 
China for their audience: it was associated with immensity. The Annals re-
minded readers in italicized font that Chinese children died “by the hundreds, 
by the thousands, by the hundreds of thousands . . . every year.” Then big num-
bers followed one another in quick succession: 216,464 babies saved of which 
157,230 were dead; 1,000 francs saved 4,000 children; 4,796 children now 
in mission schools.32 Historians have looked in depth at how the nineteenth-
century enthusiasm for statistics informed governance and charitable giving. 
A few studies have also noted the emotional impact of such data when it was 
publicly circulated.33 By turns unsettling and exciting, the Holy Childhood’s 
big numbers projected the awe-inspiring possibility of uniting this mass of 
humanity under one God. As a US Catholic directory introducing the Holy 
Childhood and other China-centered charities later put it, “One-third nearly 
of the human race is Chinese; a third of all for whom Christ died, and . . . in 
whose keeping is wrapt up the future of our world; a third of all our fallen race 
who are to appear at the last great day before the judgment seat of Almighty 
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God.”34 For many European and Euro-American Christians, China’s immensity 
came to be seen as inextricably linked to their own global designs—economi-
cally, politically, and spiritually. Thus the Holy Childhood’s focus on China, 
although to some degree a quirk of the French context in which Forbin-Janson 
had lived, translated readily for a North American audience.
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The nineteenth-century French Canadian worldview was forged through recent 
historical events. France formally ceded its colony to Britain in 1763, and in the 
late 1830s, just �ve years before the Holy Childhood was founded, the British 
suppressed a major rebellion in Quebec. Over this period, the church amassed 
signi�cant societal and political power, and, at an ideological level, many French 
Canadians began to understand their survival as providential; they were “a holy 
remnant in North America, the seedbed of a Catholic civilization” that God 
had preserved so they could spread the Faith across the North American ter-
ritories English Protestants now claimed as theirs.35 This view was one factor 
encouraging the outward migration of hundreds of priests and religious sisters 
across the continent. Although it occasionally sparked tension with their US 
co-religionists,36 most of the time this providentialism ran parallel to ideas held 
broadly among North American Catholics, who viewed converting the conti-
nent as a step in spreading the church globally.37 Holy Childhood tracts from 
France occasionally implied that success in North America was part of God’s 
global balancing act: when the church in France was “fettered and shackled” 
by republicanism the “All-Wise Providence . . . amply compensates for the loss 
sustained in our land by the �delity and devotedness of those of another.”38

Thus French Canadian globalism in this period had a few constituent parts. 
It incorporated horri�c images of pagandom. It contributed to assumptions 
about a providential role for North American Catholics, on the continent and 
in the world. It also situated French Canadians as part of a mighty Catholic 
force aligned with France and Rome. This view was reinforced by how Holy 
Childhood tracts regularly compared its child members to military units of an 
expansionary empire—but their spiritual army, the children were reminded, 
was more immense than anything Napoléon could amass since “Catholic 
means universal . . . Children of all countries are enrolled in this Association 
intended to conquer souls.”39 This children’s army was also supported by 
heavenly legions of angels. The Holy Childhood credited these spiritualized 
collaborations when China �nally rati�ed treaties with France and England 
after the Second Opium War: “Who does not see that God, yielding to the 
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efforts of that in�nite army of children [and] to the fervent supplications of 
so many legions of Angels, sent by Heaven, has �nally smashed the barriers 
of the Celestial Empire?”40

Militaristic metaphors were embodied, too. In Montreal, Holy Childhood 
members attended a yearly Mass in their honor seated in their “batallions” 
(the douzaines), each with its own banner. In Jersey City in 1872, a teach-
ing brother described how his douzaine marched in street processions with a 
“great military appearance,” wearing matching scarves and carrying a painted 
banner representing Chinese missions and the cross.41 Into the mid-twentieth 
century, the association’s anthem was a marching song calling children to �ght 
the “war for pagan souls.”42 This ethos had its counterpart in Holy Childhood 
texts that told the association’s own history as a rapid march of place-names 
mapping spatial domination. In this typical example from an 1859 tract that 
circulated in Quebec and the US, the passive voice creates a sense of expansive, 
irrepressible power:

It was established �rst at Paris. From Paris, it spread to Lyons, then to Bordeaux, to Marseille, 
to Toulouse, to Cambrai, to Tours, to Bezançon, to Bourges, to Avignon, to Aix, to Rouen, to 
Orleans, to Nantes, to Strasbourg, everywhere. Soon, crossing the border of France it spread, 
with incredible speed, and as though by magic (comme par enchantement) into Belgium, into 
Holland, into Prussia, into Bavaria, into Saxony, into Austria, into Switzerland, into Savoie, 
into Italy, into Spain, into Portugal, into England, into Ireland, and all the way to America 
in Louisiana, Brazil, Chile, all the way to Asia, into Egypt, into Persia. Today, there is almost 
no corner of the universe where the Holy Childhood is unknown.43

Hyperbole, always a key component of Christian globalism, is used to 
good effect here. After listing a discrete web of points from a French perspec-
tive, the tract con�dently proclaims to have conquered practically the whole 
“universe.” For North American contributors, particularly French Canadians 
smarting after their failed rebellions against Britain, the message was that they 
could join France as agents of this powerful “spiritual imperialism.”44 In a Holy 
Childhood tract a year earlier, Ignace Bourget, the fervently ultramontane 
bishop of Montreal, wrote to Quebecois children in capital letters: “NOnE 
MERIT THE COMPASSIOn OF THE WHOLE CATHOLIC WORLD AS MUCH AS THE POOR 
CHILDREn OF CHInA .”45

French Canadians might situate themselves as insiders in the “Catholic 
world,” but they were not on par with Europeans. In fact, the Holy Child-
hood marked a struggle between European and European-descent Catholics to 
de�ne the latter’s place in a hierarchy of giver and receiver nations. Its parent 
organization, the SPF, was founded in 1822 to foster European support for 
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missions to North America. Twenty years later, when the Holy Childhood was 
founded, it began by demarcating (European) North Americans as charitable 
donors alongside Europeans—Chinese pagans were the recipients. However, 
as North American bishops complained, the church continued to de�ne their 
territories as mission �elds, which meant the Holy Childhood granted them 
little authority over how charitable funds were spent. Further, the association 
made France into the global center: all donations were funneled to Paris, forcing 
missionaries from other countries to depend on the money �owing through 
French coffers.46 Readers of the Annals were occasionally privy to resulting 
disputes, albeit sanitized for public consumption. For example, an 1884 pam-
phlet published in Montreal for the US relayed how American prelates had 
visited the Paris central committee to request funds for “negro” orphans in 
the United States. The committee was considering it, but warned there “could 
be an obstacle [due to] . . . the ever increasing wants of the African Missions, 
or Oceania, and of Asia.”47 In other words, the US bishops’ request would be 
weighed against those from French missionaries working in areas with strategic 
importance for the French state’s colonial expansion.48

Whether North American readers of the Annals fully understood the tensions 
at the upper echelons, the transmission of texts from France created a fraught 
kind of globalism. Passages such as the Holy Childhood history quoted above 
made North Americans seem largely irrelevant. There is but one brief mention 
of “America,” where Louisiana stands in for the whole. A further problem for 
Canadians, at least, was that French Catholics continued to equate North 
America with their own supposed success at converting indigenous people. 
Popular accounts of French missionaries positioned indigenous America as 
a “laboratory for the reconquest” of secularizing Europe,49 which left little 
room to recognize what French Canadians viewed as their own continental 
conquests. French Canadians sometimes bristled at how the Annals written in 
France continued to associate Quebec with “nomadic tribes.”50

By contrast, tracts produced in Montreal implied a French Canadian 
position of prominence within an emerging network of largely US outposts. 
Indeed, it was in some ways the central message of documents such as Oeuvre 
de la Sainte-Enfance aux États-Unis (The Holy Childhood in the United States), 
an 1866 pamphlet for the Canadian market. Over nearly �fty pages, it lists a 
dizzying array of places—most of which were unfamiliar to Quebecois read-
ers, as the writer sometimes acknowledged. But the list itself was important. 
It created a breathless sense of vastness and victory as the reader was told to 
follow “the path the [Holy Childhood] has traveled.” The text reinforced the 
centrality of French Canada through the very material on which it was based: 
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a compilation of letters from across the continent asking the Montreal hub 
for advice, prayers, and objects (medals or tracts).

It mapped a United States that differs from the one most familiar to histori-
ans. De�ned by French Catholic nodal points, it did not begin in New York or 
Washington but in Baltimore: “Who does not know that in Baltimore the most 
prominent families are Catholic . . . ?” it asked.51 It focused on Cincinnati, St. 
Louis (“the Rome of America”), New Orleans, Louisville, and Mobile—places 
de�ned by their Catholic populations and usually the presence of French Ca-
nadian priests and religious sisters. In this imagined map, Protestants were foils 
for Catholic projects; they were usually portrayed as being so convinced of the 
Holy Childhood’s merits that they contributed despite themselves. Quebec 
was no longer a conquered territory of these English Protestants but a central 
axis of a global enterprise—a “marvel of modern times”—that had “won” ter-
ritory across the continent.52 It was the geographic hub of this network, and 
its spiritual heart. “Rays of goodness” converged in Montreal and beamed out 
across Anglo North America.53 French Canadians were reminded that the initial 
US efforts for the Holy Childhood had failed; its spread was thanks to them. 
They were enjoined to use the place-names in the tract as a guide to bolster 
weak and failing US chapters with their prayers. Continent-wide efforts were 
sometimes credited to this spiritual in�uence. “To these sums that [French] 
Canada raises, we add those that its example and its encouragements have 
provoked in the [United] States. . . . Does not this result confer the greatest 
honor on Canada, since it provided the impulse?”54

By the 1880s the Montreal hub was printing tracts written in France speci�-
cally for the US market, and these materials took a different tone than those 
aimed at Quebec. Suffused with European impressions of America’s Gilded 
Age, they emphasized how US Catholic wealth was growing just as France 
and Rome needed it most.55 This mapping was of “the opulent and thickly 
populated cities of New York, Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, St. Louis, 
Chicago, San Francisco, New Orleans, and other[s]” and of wealthy Catholic 
donors in Maryland, New York, and Michigan.56 Tracts echoed Protestant-
in�ected exceptionalism that compared America to a “city on a hill.” In 1884 
the director in Paris wrote, “to you [U.S. Catholics], members of a great na-
tion. . . . On you the eyes of the world are placed, expecting from you succor 
and assistance.”57 This economy of debt, reparative sacri�ce, and obligation 
paralleled that which connected child donors to pagan babies, but in this case 
it linked one Catholic people to another—“New World” Catholics and their 
“Old World” counterparts. The French Holy Childhood, via the Montreal hub, 
wrote to US Catholics: “Will [our] pressing appeal be heard on this [North 
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American] continent, which numbers so many and such wealthy Catholics? 
Most assuredly. As a debtor of the Propagation of the Faith has not the Church 
of America obligations of gratitude to ful�l?”58 US Catholics had bene�ted 
from European payments and prayers for missions. It was time to repay that 
debt by recirculating God’s abundance.

������•�	����������������������•���

Moving from a hemispheric to global scale, we return to the Holy Childhood’s 
signature program: the “ransom” of “pagan babies” through baptism. The bap-
tism of non-Christians in articulo mortis had been a priority for missionaries ever 
since the Jesuits entered New France, since it was understood to absolve one’s 
sins and open the doors of Heaven. 
Adults needed to express a conscious 
desire for such baptisms but children 
did not, although the age of consent 
remained ambiguous (in nineteenth-
century North Africa, for example, the 
archbishop allowed death-bed baptisms 
until age eleven but preferred they stop 
at seven). Elsewhere in French Catholic 
missions, nursing sisters claimed to 
have baptized hundreds of Muslim, 
Jewish, or pagan children during epidemics—all secretly so as not to provoke 
local people.59 In China, such baptisms did not always need to be hidden, since 
locals could interpret them as a legitimate ritual to remedy illness or prevent 
the return of ghosts. Other times, however, the Holy Childhood reported that 
its baptizers used “much caution” so as “not to excite the slanderous disposition 
of fanatical pagans.”60 Nursing sisters and Catholic Action youth groups still 
performed secret baptisms during hospital visits in China until the late 1930s.61

Child donors were seen as more than the �nancial engine of this system: they 
were “godparents” to the babies their pennies saved (�g. 1). This idea derived 
from another Catholic ritual, in which parents select adults to be godparents 
to a newborn infant. The godparents participate in the baptism and promise 
to take a certain spiritual and material responsibility for the child. North 
American and European child donors were styled as godparents because they 
also took responsibility for a (Chinese) baby’s welfare and “participated” in the 
baptism by choosing the name to be conferred. The Holy Childhood viewed 
these names “as a spiritual bond” between child donors and recipients.62

•���
��••
A Baptismal Certi�cate (c 1940) shows the Holy 
Childhood’s emphasis on child donors’ role in 
overseas baptisms. In this case, a school class would 
choose two students as godparents and enter their 
names on the certi�cate, which was then sent to 
the �eld. The missionaries stood in as “proxies” 
for the child-godparents during the ritual and 
then mailed it back. At the bottom it calls it “an 
authentic baptismal record” that also tells donors 
“whether the baby is still alive and where it is 
being cared for.” Unprocessed folder, Cardinal 
Dougherty Papers 80.542, PAHRC.



| 839Catholic Globalism in Nineteenth-Century America



|   840 American Quarterly

Some child donors may have thought of global godparenting in literal 
terms. For example, in 1860 a boy in an orphanage in Cambrai, France, was 
so “anxious to send something to China” that he gave up his beloved pet rabbit 
to A priest with instructions to mail it to his “godson.” He thought the other 
child could use it more. This incident, printed as factual, implies the serious-
ness with which some children likely viewed their role as protector of a child 
overseas.63 Young readers of the Annals may very well have taken the story in 
this spirit, since there was no addendum suggesting the rabbit had not been 
sent as requested. By contrast, adult readers were expected to �nd inspiration 
in the boy’s heartwarming naïveté. As many historians note, white bourgeois 
families were viewed as the site of “reciprocal sentiments” between unequal 
parties, such as men and women or parents and children. Thus, for example, 
the mother would nurture her child in faith while she enlarged own faith by 
observing the child’s simplicity and responsiveness.64 The Annals’ touching 
anecdotes ful�lled both goals at once.

The Holy Childhood also tried to strengthen a sense of connection—even 
kinship—between far-�ung children by reminding child donors that the reli-
gious orders they knew linked the church across the world. North American 
Catholic children in boarding and parish schools were told to recall that the 
teaching sisters “who bring you up with so much care, take up in countries 
afar off the infants that are forsaken, and become their mothers.”65 This vision 
of a shared “motherhood” was speci�c to Catholics. While Protestants around 
this time sometimes used kinship terminology to refer to the “brotherhood 
of man under the Fatherhood of God,” they rarely if ever implied that North 
American and foreign children shared a unique bond through the institutions 
that raised them. Such connections were further reinforced through the cir-
culation of mutual prayers, which were thought to continue even after death. 
This idea leads to intriguing questions about continuing connections with 
the dead Chinese babies who so often appeared in Holy Childhood materials.

���••���� ��
����������
��­��


The French Jesuit R. P. L. Saché recalled how he met with Archbishop Pierre-
Flavien Turgeon in 1851 about establishing the Holy Childhood in the Diocese 
of Quebec. Turgeon approved immediately, having just had a memorable en-
counter. An aged “habitant” had come to his of�ce about an urgent matter:66 
Could Monsigneur send money to China for him? He had read that Christians 
could pay to baptize dying Chinese babies. “I re�ected on it,” said the old man, 
“and I told myself: I’m going to have to leave on the great voyage; it would be 
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a good thing if I sent some of those little innocents ahead of me to receive me 
when I arrive on high.” He handed his “piastres” (coins) to the archbishop, 
who was highly impressed by this “simple and generous faith.”67

Whether or not this meeting occurred as recounted, it exempli�es the Holy 
Childhood’s particular conception of the hereafter. Nearly every one of its 
publications included tallies of pagan babies (�gs. 2a, 2b). My rough estimate 
of extant publications from the period shows that a bit over a quarter of the 
baptized babies survived, and about 10 percent of those were raised by mis-
sionaries or local women they employed. In other words, for every 100,000 
children the association credited its supporters with “saving,” about 25,000 
survived, of which Catholics took in about 2,500. (Put differently, about 90 
percent of those who lived were claimed by their relations and thus almost 
certainly were baptized by nurses and midwives called on to heal or birth the 
child, not dispose of it.) Yet to focus on these survivors imposes a too-familiar 
humanitarian lens. The Holy Childhood did employ the universalizing strains 
of nascent humanitarianism. To support its project, according its tracts, “it is 
not necessary to be Christian, it suf�ces to be human. How can one see such a 
butchery of children . . . and not be moved?”68 However, its primary message 
was a distinctively Catholic kind of globalism, which measured success in tallies 
of the dead: the thousands of infants who became angels of God.

Recall that all Catholic souls, alive and dead, were understood to constitute 
a uni�ed church, and that the beings populating each realm prayed and inter-
ceded for each other. The Holy Childhood carved out a place in this cosmol-
ogy for (formerly) pagan babies, making them one expression of a “borderless 
economy of salvation that powerfully helped [nineteenth-century] Catholics 
reimagine themselves as a transnational community in the modern world.”69 
Pagan babies became transnational because they were completely mobile after 
death: they turned into “angel guardians” of those who paid for their baptisms. 
Far from an afterthought, this relationship was considered a primary bene�t 
of subscription. In one of the �rst major documents encouraging North 
American children to join the association, Quebecois bishop Charles-François 
Baillargeon lists its three goals: training North American children in charity, 
uniting them for the “regeneration of in�dels,” and “procur[ing] them patrons 
in the person of the little angels to whom their alms and prayers will open the 
gates of heaven.”70

The Holy Childhood never precisely de�ned this relationship, but it evoked 
guardian angels. According to Catholic teaching that emerged in the seven-
teenth century, God sent every child a guardian at birth to protect him or her 
from spiritual and physical harm. The historian Robert Orsi emphasizes how 
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Annual lists of children “saved” by the Sainte-Enfance. Such lists were included in nearly every tract, within 
the pages and on the inside cover. Oeuvre de la Sainte-Enfance aux États-Unis (Montreal: Eusèbe Senécal 
Imprimeur-Éditeur, 1866), 8.
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angel lore brought “intense moral 
self-re�exivity into children’s experi-
ence.” Children were encouraged to 
pray with their angels and the angels 
felt children’s actions and thoughts, 
which they relayed to God, who 
rewarded or punished the child ac-

cordingly. Angels, concludes Orsi, were comforting and anxiety-producing 
presences.71

Likewise, the Holy Childhood encouraged child donors to nurture deep 
connections with “those good little Chinese angels whom we love and who love 
us.” The Annals portrayed the angels as caring for children when their mothers 
could not by “putting to �ight the demons, driving away bad company and 
wicked words, and inspiring you with good thoughts and good examples.”72 
When children dreamed of pleasant images, they were told it was their Chinese 
angel coming back to thank them.73 Forbin-Janson himself suggested that they 
returned to participate in their benefactors’ lives, especially during moments 
of joy or spiritual danger. One of his early speeches to Catholic mothers was 
distributed across North America in French and English translation:

They will watch over you, and all that you hold dear, returning to mingle in your joyous 
festivals [festivities]. . . . They will assist you in your last dread combat [death]; they will 
come and meet you and conduct you in triumph to our common country, and even there, 
where all desires are merged in perfect happiness, it will increase yours to see them partakers 
in the everlasting joys of heaven.74

•���
��€	•
Typical entry embedded in the text, which tells readers 
to let the numbers speak “their eloquence.” The left 
column lists the number of foreign children baptised 
and the right shows how many of those died. Rap-
port de L’Oeuvre de la Sainte-Enfance pour le Canada, 
La Province d’Halifax et les États Unis (Montreal, 
1858), 22. 
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In this rich imagining, the angel babies greeted their donors in Heaven (the 
Annals portrayed dying French children seeing their “little Chinese brothers” 
approach to crown them and secure their “white wings”).75 Forbin-Janson also 
envisioned earthly connections solidi�ed in the afterlife as people of different 
nations gathered together, recognized each other, and increased their collective 
joy in the heavenly “common country.” In this respect, Chinese babies differed 
from guardian angels in at least two ways: they were created through donors’ 
own agency as givers, rather than assigned by God at birth, and they retained 
some aspect of humanness in the next world, where they and their Catholic 
benefactors shared a common destiny in Heaven.

It is hard to know how donors assimilated these ideas. If we trust Saché’s 
story from the start of this section, some laypeople did understand their chari-
table acts as literally creating angel babies who would greet them in Heaven. 
Others described how the angels intervened dramatically on earth. A boy was 
supposed take �rst communion but remained stubbornly unprepared until his 
loved ones prayed to the Chinese angels, which produced a sudden change of 
heart. In another case, a desperate mother prayed to the angel babies to save 
her dying child, and he was immediately cured.76 Some donors likely pictured 
the angels as present during the kinds of events that Forbin-Janson described. 
For others, the “ransom” was probably tinged with a sense of unreality: Was a 
faraway child really renamed in baptism? Was a Chinese angel really watching 
over his former benefactor?

Certainly, adult leaders of the douzaines created elaborate participatory 
activities to try to reify the presence of Chinese babies, dead and alive. One 
evocative form of performance was the “dialogues” or “songs” (chant). The Holy 
Childhood distributed scripts for these events, which took place in Catholic 
churches and schools across the continent (�g. 3). A lavish example occurred 
in Montreal in 1856. Hundreds of spectators crowded into the cathedral, 
where a statue of the Christ Child, decorated in gold brocade and surrounded 
by candles, stood on a stage in the middle of the sanctuary. Members of the 
Holy Childhood chorused their prayers, songs, and dialogues at its base. It 
reached its climax when eight young orphans mounted the stage wearing 
Chinese costumes. The Holy Childhood reported how the crowd was so rent 
with emotion that some women burst into tears as the players told of the harm 
done to them, the Chinese orphans, and pleaded with the audience to save 
them through baptism. If you make us into angels, they chorused, we will pray 
for you without ceasing, protect and watch over you, even shield you from 
the “blows . . . of celestial vengeance” (coups . . . de la céleste vengeance). Then 
two children mounted the stage dressed as angels. They also addressed the 
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audience, this time to congratulate them 
on saving these Chinese children. After 
speeches from clergy, a child dressed in 
white prostrated herself before the statue 
of Christ and consecrated all those present 

to him. A Benediction with the Blessed Sacrament followed, and choirs began 
to sing as six older girls from the city’s “best families” rose from their seats 
dressed in out�ts to evoke the Virgin Mary—sky-blue dresses, white mantles, 
and crowns. Each one was joined by a child dressed as a “little Chinese,” and 
the pairs circulated through the crowd with baskets to gather donations.77

These dialogues are a lesser-known example of a cultural form then develop-
ing, in which white Americans play-acted as racial others. Middle-class whites 
began “playing Indian” (or biblical Jew or Turk) as they performed rituals in 
fraternal clubs, secret societies, and, later, summer camps.78 Working-class 
whites developed blackface minstrelsy shows, which became popular across 
the northern United States. Many scholars have emphasized how such mimetic 
acts constructed white privilege and rei�ed nonwhiteness as they encapsulated 
“the affective order of things in a society that racially ranked human beings.”79 
Others, such as the Japanese historian Shin Aoki, argue that performed “exoti-

•���
��‚•
Section of a script used for dialogues or chants. 
From Rapport de L’Oeuvre de la Sainte-Enfance 
pour le Canada, La Province d’Halifax et les 
États Unis (1858), 44–45.
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cism” should be recognized as a widespread form of imaginative transcultural 
encounter, rather than a tool of racism or colonialism per se.80 In this case, 
however, the dialogues were inexplicable apart from their colonial context: 
they allowed North Americans to contribute, literally and imaginatively, to 
the Roman Catholic missionary project, which was an expression of European 
expansion. They were performed experiences of being lead actors in a global 
drama where the Christian God, and his people, saved the lives of others. The 
dialogues produced what Jasbir Puar argues is central to biopolitical construc-
tions of whiteness, namely, the assumed “capacity to give life, sustain life, and 
promote life.” It is this “capacity for capacity,”81 as she puts it, that has made 
humanitarianism since its inception so productive of white privilege and Eu-
ropean/Euro-American subjectivity.

The capacity for life was constitutive of Catholic globalism, too, in how 
it entwined worldly and transworldly power. This relationship was not the 
most obvious one posited by Marxists and others, where the expectation of 
heavenly rewards (“the meek shall inherit the earth”) was thought to contribute 
to maintaining unjust earthly power structures. Rather, the Holy Childhood 
insisted that networks here and in the hereafter extended one another by op-
erating coterminously and on similar principles: Catholic cosmology rei�ed 
ties to unseen beings who were physically absent, whether they were worldly 
(in China) or transworldly (in heaven). In the dialogues, this worldview was 
expressed through the bodies of children, as much as the scripted words. In 
Montreal, local “innocents” (young children) acted the part of angels, while 
local orphans acted the part of Chinese orphans on their way to becoming 
angels. Older girls from elite families re�ected Canadian society at its best—its 
most generous and globally connected aspects—as they moved through the 
crowd arm in arm with a “Chinese,” holding baskets brimming with charitable 
donations. Each player was almost certainly deemed the most appropriate 
mimetic vessel for what he or she depicted, or at least closer to embodying its 
essence than the general population. For the actors and their audience, such 
events brought three types of coexistent human souls into performative prox-
imity—heavenly angel babies, earthly Chinese, and Canadians—to chorus, 
sing, and consecrate one another.

������������������
�������
�����������������

The Holy Childhood exempli�es how cosmologies may be a signi�cant form of 
global commitment alongside, and even apart from, literal overseas expansion. 
In this case, the cosmology in question is Catholicism’s particular approach 
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to global expansion in which “grace may be both partible and distributable 
through objects and persons.” This vision of the world understood divine 
in�uence as reproducing itself through blessings and baptisms, creating a 
chain of mediation to transmit sacred power across vast distances. As a result, 
Catholicism nurtured a remarkable capacity for simultaneous singularity and 
multiplicity: its Roman center translated into a multitude of consecrated local 
churches; its Virgin Mary proliferated through hundreds of names and ap-
paritions; its one God accessed through a Eucharistic wafer that made Christ 
really present wherever it was consecrated.82 Based on this cosmology of partible 
grace, millions of Holy Childhood donors came to view themselves as linked 
to faraway Chinese infants who had been baptized just like them.

This distinctive Catholic globalism also reminds us that global commitments 
often gain vitality through the interaction of local, regional, and worldwide 
aspects. The Holy Childhood connected personal experiences of “ransoming” 
babies or impersonating Chinese children to continental and global networks 
of power. Its scalar model alerts historians of North America to something 
else, too: a little-studied framework for continental (and ultimately global) 
advance—one where French Canadians positioned themselves as central. 
This view complicates how many nineteenth-century US Protestants, and 
consequently many US historians, emphasized Catholic connections to Rome. 
While not incorrect, the result is less attention paid to the substantial role of 
France as the practical center of Catholic globalization at the time—and thus 
to Quebec’s role as francophone hub in North America. This relationship with 
France highlights underlying frictions as North Americans reproduced, but 
also contested, European power. This uneasy alliance was not limited to one 
charitable network; it was a central paradigm in Euro-American globalism.

The commitments evident in the Holy Childhood also clarify overlap-
ping logics in “religious” and “secular” humanitarianism. Built on a “mix of 
paternalism, racism, and human solidarity,”83 Catholic globalism was a close 
interlocutor of nascent humanitarianism. The bodies of “little Chinese,” as 
Holy Childhood donors so often called them, bore the burden of demonstrat-
ing North American effectiveness in the world. It was through this prism that 
Catholics imagined global intimacies, Chinese gratitude, and—at the broadest 
level—their own capacity as givers of life to those who perished. The distinc-
tively Catholic part of this globalism built on dense connections between hu-
man and other-than-human presences; it assumed that donors here could give 
eternal life to dying recipients there, who would then guard those donors to 
ensure their eternal life as well. The inherently unequal relationship between 
donors and recipients was understood as in fact building Christian unity, where 
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all human souls formed a whole. This imaginary—unequal and reaching toward 
a �nal unity, made up of fantasies of destroying and also incorporating racial 
others—is foundational for Christian globalism, as well as for the putatively 
secular forms of Western globalism with which it has always interacted.

�����
All translations are mine, unless otherwise indicated.
My thanks to Kelsey Moss and David Walker for comments on previous drafts, as well as audiences at 
the Taking Exception symposium at Indiana University (Bloomington), at the Société québécoise pour 
l’étude de la religion in Montreal, and the University of Notre Dame. I owe a debt of gratitude also to 
Shawn Weldon, archivist at Catholic Historical Research Center of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.	

1. Of�cially it is l’Oeuvre ponti�cale de la Sainte-Enfance (Ponti�cium Opus a Sancta Infantia). These
portraits are based on details in the association’s tracts. The chorus is quoted in Chant des Nouveaux
Croises in Rapport de l’Oeuvre de la Sainte-Enfance pour le Canada, La Province d’Halifax et les États
Unis (Montreal, 1858), 44–45, Collection Nationale, Bibliothèque et archives nationales du Québec, 
Montreal, Quebec (hereafter cited as BANQ).

2. Pagan and in�del were the Holy Childhood’s terms. I use them here in historical context and have
eliminated the quotation marks for readability.

3. Association of the Holy Childhood Annual Report for 1915 (Pittsburgh, PA: Central Of�ce for the United 
States, 1916), inside cover, AC0025—2, Associations Collection, Catholic Historical Research Center 
of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia (hereafter cited as PAHRC).

4. Daniel emigrated from France in 1847. On this history, see Oeuvre de la Sainte-Enfance aux États-Unis
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