
 
 

Cuest.fisioter.2024.53(2):557-569                                                                                                                          557 

 

Articles   

Missionaries and Merchants: The Danish East India Company’s Approach to Social 

Welfare 

S.RAJAVATHANI 1 

Research Scholar (Full-Time), Department of History, 

Annamalai University 

Chidambaram, Email: rajavathanisubuu@gmail.com  

 

Dr. A. PRABHAKARAN 2 

Assistant Professor, Department of History 

Thiru Kolanjiappar Govt Arts College, Vridhachalam, 606001 

Email: prabhahist17@gmail.com 

 

 

 

Introduction 

The Danish East India Company (DEIC), established in the early 17th century, played 

a crucial role in shaping the Danish colonial presence in the Indian Ocean, particularly 

through its operations in the Danish colonies of India and the Danish West Indies. A key yet 

often overlooked aspect of the company's legacy is its approach to social welfare, which was 

intertwined with both missionary activities and mercantile interests. This research aims to 

explore how the DEIC navigated the intersection of religious missions and economic 
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enterprises, examining the ways in which these two spheres influenced social welfare policies 

and practices in the colonies under its control. 

Historically, the DEIC’s focus was primarily on profit through trade, but it also 

involved itself in the governance and social regulation of its territories. Missionaries, often 

sent to spread Christianity and educate the local populations, were simultaneously agents of 

the colonial state, tasked with improving the social fabric of these colonies. The intertwining 

of religious conversion with social welfare efforts provides a complex picture of the 

company’s influence on local populations. Additionally, the DEIC’s mercantile practices, 

centered on profitable goods like spices, textiles, and later sugar, had direct implications for 

the economic and social conditions of the indigenous and enslaved people in the colonies. 

This study investigates the dual role of missionaries and merchants within the Danish East 

India Company’s colonial framework, assessing how their combined efforts impacted the 

social infrastructure of colonial territories. Through a detailed examination of archival 

records, missionary reports, and merchant correspondence, this research will highlight the 

contrasting and often contradictory goals of social welfare initiatives whether rooted in 

religious charity, economic pragmatism, or both and their lasting impact on the societies in 

which they were implemented. Ultimately, it seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of 

how colonial powers, like Denmark, blended religious, social, and economic motivations in 

shaping the lives of their colonial subjects. 

Balancing Economic Interests with Social Welfare Initiatives 

The Danish East India Company, like many colonial enterprises, faced the complex 

task of balancing the pursuit of economic profits with the implementation of social welfare 

initiatives. While the primary focus of the Company was undoubtedly economic aiming to 

maximize profits through trade, resource extraction, and market expansion there was a 

concurrent effort to implement social welfare programs. However, these programs were not 

driven by altruistic motives but by the need to maintain social stability within the colonies, 

ensuring the continuity of colonial operations. At its core, the Company's approach to social 

welfare was inseparable from its economic objectives. The welfare measures, such as the 

establishment of schools, hospitals, and infrastructure (roads, ports), were designed not only 

to improve the lives of the local population but to ensure the ongoing productivity of the 

workforce that fueled colonial trade and industry. These initiatives were framed as measures 

for the benefit of the people, but in reality, they were far more focused on managing the labor 

force in a way that supported the Company's operations and profitability. 
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The limited scope of these welfare initiatives reveals the true intent behind them. 

While they might have offered some improvements to the lives of a small segment of the 

population, their primary goal was not humanitarian in nature. Rather, they were tactical tools 

meant to create a controlled and stable environment, ensuring the uninterrupted flow of goods 

and labor essential for the Company's economic gains. Social welfare was, in essence, part of 

a broader system of control that sought to reduce unrest and ensure a compliant, efficient 

workforce. Thus, the Danish East India Company's welfare initiatives serve as a clear 

example of how colonial powers utilized social programs as a means to an end fostering 

economic stability and continuity, rather than addressing the well-being of the colonized 

peoples in any comprehensive or compassionate sense. Social welfare, in this context, was 

less about enhancing quality of life and more about ensuring the colonial system operated 

smoothly, benefiting both the Company and the broader European imperial agenda. This 

relationship between economic goals and welfare practices underscores the exploitative 

nature of colonialism, where the lives of colonized peoples were often manipulated and 

shaped to serve the interests of the colonial enterprise. 

Role of Missionaries in Social Welfare Programs 

Missionaries in the Danish East Indies, during the period of Danish colonial rule, 

were central figures in both religious and social welfare activities. Though their primary goal 

was to spread Christianity, their involvement in the creation of educational and healthcare 

infrastructures significantly shaped the social fabric of the colonies. These programs included 

schools, hospitals, and orphanages, and were positioned as part of a larger "civilizing 

mission" designed to uplift indigenous populations in accordance with European values and 

ideals. This dual role of missionaries as both religious agents and social welfare providers 

was closely intertwined with the colonial governance system. Their work in education and 

healthcare contributed to the physical and intellectual well-being of local populations, but it 

also served as an instrument for reinforcing Danish colonial dominance. By converting 

indigenous peoples to Christianity and establishing institutions that served the welfare of the 

community, missionaries helped consolidate Danish authority, ensuring that colonial ideals 

and values were deeply embedded in the social fabric. In addition to their roles as educators 

and healthcare providers, missionaries served as cultural brokers between the colonial 

government and the indigenous people. They acted as intermediaries, facilitating 

communication and sometimes influencing policies that affected local communities. 

However, their advocacy for the indigenous population was often framed within the interests 
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of colonial control, reinforcing the hierarchical and paternalistic relationship between the 

colonizers and the colonized. The missionaries' work in the East Indies thus had lasting 

effects on the political and social dynamics of the time. While they contributed to the 

development of essential infrastructure such as schools and hospitals, they also helped shape 

the cultural landscape by reinforcing colonial structures. In this way, missionaries were not 

just agents of religious conversion; they were key players in the broader social and political 

systems of Danish colonialism, shaping the colonies' future in profound ways. 

Comparison with Other European Colonial Powers 

When compared to other European colonial powers such as the British and Dutch, the 

social welfare initiatives of the Danish East India Company appear relatively modest. Both 

the British and Dutch established far more extensive colonial administrations, channeling 

significant resources into infrastructure, education, and healthcare systems across their global 

empires. In contrast, the Danish East India Company, as a smaller colonial power with more 

limited financial capacity, implemented welfare measures on a smaller scale. Their efforts 

were primarily focused on specific areas like education and religious conversion, rather than 

creating expansive, government-funded welfare systems seen in larger colonies. Despite these 

differences, all three powers justified their welfare initiatives through the lens of a civilizing 

mission the belief that their colonial presence was not only for economic gain but also for the 

cultural and moral upliftment of indigenous populations. However, the scale and scope of 

these efforts varied. The British and Dutch, with their larger colonies and more robust 

economies, could afford to build and maintain more comprehensive systems of colonial 

welfare. On the other hand, Denmark’s colonial ventures were limited, and its welfare 

initiatives were more modest and focused on specific needs in the regions under its control. 

while the Danish East India Company's welfare efforts were part of a broader European 

colonial trend, their modest scale highlights the limitations faced by smaller colonial powers 

in comparison to their larger counterparts. 

Impact on Indigenous Populations 

The social welfare initiatives of the Danish East India Company, while ostensibly 

designed to improve the lives of indigenous populations, were often deeply entangled with 

colonial goals. While certain aspects of these initiatives, such as healthcare and education, 

may have brought tangible benefits, they were largely shaped by the overarching colonial 

agenda of control, integration, and exploitation. One of the key impacts of these welfare 

programs was the introduction of European-style systems, including healthcare and 
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education. In theory, healthcare programs could have helped reduce the spread of disease, 

which was often a significant problem in indigenous communities. Similarly, education 

provided access to new knowledge and skills, which might have opened doors to greater 

social mobility for individuals who participated in these programs. However, these initiatives 

were not driven by a desire to empower the indigenous populations. Instead, they were often 

designed to ensure that local people could be more effectively integrated into the colonial 

system, becoming part of a labor force that served the needs of the Danish East India 

Company. The focus was on creating workers who could maintain and expand the colonial 

economic structure, rather than improving the overall welfare of indigenous communities. 

Furthermore, the introduction of Christianity and European education systems had a profound 

cultural impact. These programs disrupted indigenous cultural practices, replacing them with 

European values and norms that marginalized local traditions. The imposition of Christianity 

not only sought to reshape indigenous belief systems but also often undermined traditional 

social structures. In education, indigenous languages and forms of knowledge were 

subordinated to European ideals, further diminishing the value placed on indigenous ways of 

life. 

Motivations Behind Social Welfare Initiatives 

The economic rationale behind the Company’s welfare initiatives was rooted in the 

recognition that a healthy, educated, and stable workforce was essential for the success of its 

colonial enterprises. In the context of the Company’s operations, which included the 

extraction of valuable resources such as spices, textiles, and later, trade in opium, the 

productivity of local labor was crucial. By providing social welfare programs, such as 

healthcare and education, the Company aimed to foster a workforce capable of sustaining and 

expanding its trade networks. These programs also served the practical purpose of reducing 

the costs associated with ill health and social unrest, thereby ensuring that the Company’s 

business ventures could continue to thrive. From a strategic perspective, the welfare programs 

were an instrument of governance. By addressing the basic needs of the local population 

especially healthcare, education, and infrastructure the Danish East India Company sought to 

strengthen its control over the colonies. These efforts were aimed at garnering the support of 

local elites and the broader population, ensuring that the colonial regime remained stable and 

less prone to resistance. By positioning itself as a provider of essential services, the Company 

not only legitimized its rule but also created dependencies that solidified its power. This 

helped prevent uprisings and unrest, as local populations were more likely to remain loyal to 
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a regime that appeared invested in their welfare, even if that investment served the 

Company’s broader economic goals. The ideological framework underpinning the 

Company’s social welfare efforts was rooted in the colonial mindset of the time. European 

colonial powers often viewed themselves as agents of progress and civilization, tasked with 

"civilizing" the indigenous populations. This ideological outlook led to the promotion of 

European values, particularly through education, religious conversion, and moral instruction. 

The Danish East India Company’s welfare initiatives, therefore, were not only focused on 

material improvements but also on transforming the local cultures and societies. By 

introducing European norms, the Company aimed to reshape the identities of local 

populations, ensuring that the colonial system was not only profitable but also culturally and 

ideologically embedded. The social welfare efforts of the Danish East India Company were 

thus multifaceted, driven by economic, strategic, and ideological motivations. These 

initiatives were essential to maintaining the profitability of the Company's colonial ventures 

while also securing political control. At the same time, they served to reinforce European 

colonial ideologies, presenting an image of benevolence while furthering the goals of 

imperial domination. In this way, the welfare programs functioned as tools of both practical 

governance and cultural assimilation, underscoring the complex interplay between colonial 

rule and the well-being of colonized populations. 

Collaboration with Local Leaders and Other European Entities: 

The economic rationale behind the Company’s welfare initiatives was rooted in the 

recognition that a healthy, educated, and stable workforce was essential for the success of its 

colonial enterprises. In the context of the Company’s operations, which included the 

extraction of valuable resources such as spices, textiles, and later, trade in opium, the 

productivity of local labor was crucial. By providing social welfare programs, such as 

healthcare and education, the Company aimed to foster a workforce capable of sustaining and 

expanding its trade networks. These programs also served the practical purpose of reducing 

the costs associated with ill health and social unrest, thereby ensuring that the Company’s 

business ventures could continue to thrive. From a strategic perspective, the welfare programs 

were an instrument of governance. By addressing the basic needs of the local population 

especially healthcare, education, and infrastructure the Danish East India Company sought to 

strengthen its control over the colonies. These efforts were aimed at garnering the support of 

local elites and the broader population, ensuring that the colonial regime remained stable and 

less prone to resistance. By positioning itself as a provider of essential services, the Company 
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not only legitimized its rule but also created dependencies that solidified its power. This 

helped prevent uprisings and unrest, as local populations were more likely to remain loyal to 

a regime that appeared invested in their welfare, even if that investment served the 

Company’s broader economic goals. The ideological framework underpinning the 

Company’s social welfare efforts was rooted in the colonial mindset of the time. European 

colonial powers often viewed themselves as agents of progress and civilization, tasked with 

"civilizing" the indigenous populations. This ideological outlook led to the promotion of 

European values, particularly through education, religious conversion, and moral instruction. 

The Danish East India Company’s welfare initiatives, therefore, were not only focused on 

material improvements but also on transforming the local cultures and societies. By 

introducing European norms, the Company aimed to reshape the identities of local 

populations, ensuring that the colonial system was not only profitable but also culturally and 

ideologically embedded. The social welfare efforts of the Danish East India Company were 

thus multifaceted, driven by economic, strategic, and ideological motivations. These 

initiatives were essential to maintaining the profitability of the Company's colonial ventures 

while also securing political control. At the same time, they served to reinforce European 

colonial ideologies, presenting an image of benevolence while furthering the goals of 

imperial domination. In this way, the welfare programs functioned as tools of both practical 

governance and cultural assimilation, underscoring the complex interplay between colonial 

rule and the well-being of colonized populations. 

Allocation of Welfare Resources and Priorities 

The allocation of welfare resources in the Danish East India Company’s colonies was 

shaped by a pragmatic approach that prioritized economic output over social welfare. The 

primary objective of the Danish East India Company was to promote trade and ensure 

profitability, and this goal often took precedence over the provision of education, healthcare, 

or other social services. Welfare initiatives such as schools and hospitals were selectively 

established in strategic locations, particularly in areas that functioned as key trading hubs, 

where the economic benefits of such institutions were most apparent. These welfare programs 

were not designed to cater to the general population but were instead focused on supporting 

groups directly tied to the economic workings of the colonies. For example, the Company 

placed greater emphasis on the well-being of the merchant class, who were integral to trade 

activities, and the local labor forces, who were necessary to sustain colonial industries. The 

welfare resources allocated in these areas were often limited and designed to serve the 
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specific needs of these economic actors, rather than being distributed universally across the 

colony’s population. In this context, welfare was seen as a tool to support the overall 

economic strategy of the Danish East India Company, rather than a social obligation to 

improve the living conditions of all residents. The Company’s priorities were thus aligned 

with the economic imperatives of the time, where the benefits of welfare were largely 

restricted to those who contributed directly to the prosperity of the colony’s trade and 

commerce. 

Long-Term Legacy of Social Welfare 

The welfare initiatives of the Danish East India Company left a lasting and complex 

legacy in the regions it impacted, particularly in the spheres of education, healthcare, and 

infrastructure. These programs were often intertwined with missionary work, aiming to 

introduce European social models to indigenous populations. In education, the schools 

established by missionaries played a pivotal role in shaping local societies, producing a 

generation of individuals educated in European traditions. This educational legacy helped 

foster higher literacy rates and provided greater access to healthcare, thereby improving the 

overall wellbeing of the population. Despite these positive outcomes, the long-term legacy of 

these welfare programs is marked by significant complexities. While they certainly led to 

advancements in health and education, they were also designed to align indigenous 

populations with European norms, often at the cost of local customs and cultural practices. 

This approach inadvertently reinforced colonial power structures, as the welfare programs 

were framed in a way that promoted dependency on the colonial authorities. In this sense, 

these initiatives helped to solidify the unequal power dynamic between colonizers and the 

colonized, perpetuating the colonial relationship even as they sought to improve the lives of 

the local population. 

Thus, the welfare initiatives of the Danish East India Company exemplify the dual-

edged nature of colonial influence. While they brought tangible benefits like improved 

literacy and health, they also sustained the overarching colonial dominance, shaping both the 

colonizers’ control over their territories and the cultural and social realities of the indigenous 

people. This mixed legacy highlights the complexity of the colonial project, where efforts at 

modernization often came at the expense of indigenous autonomy and identity. 

Influence of Danish Merchants on Welfare Projects 

Danish merchants played a pivotal role in shaping the social welfare landscape within 

the Danish colonies. Their commercial successes, built on the back of profitable trade in 
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goods such as sugar, coffee, and rum, provided the financial foundation for many welfare 

initiatives aimed at improving the local population's living standards. As powerful members 

of the colonial elite, these merchants had significant control over both the economic and 

social systems in the colonies, which in turn gave them the ability to influence welfare 

projects. While these welfare projects, which often focused on healthcare and education, had 

the potential to improve local living conditions, their underlying motivations were more 

complex. Danish merchants, driven by the need to maintain a stable and productive labor 

force for their plantations and businesses, supported these initiatives with the aim of securing 

loyalty and ensuring a continuous supply of cheap labor. Far from being purely altruistic, the 

welfare efforts were strategic tools for ensuring the subjugation of the indigenous population, 

aligning their wellbeing with the economic interests of the colonial rulers. The provision of 

social services such as basic healthcare and education, though beneficial in some ways, must 

be understood as part of a broader system of control. By offering these benefits, merchants 

sought to pacify the labor force and reduce potential unrest, fostering an environment in 

which workers remained dependent on the colonial system for survival. This created a dual 

purpose for the welfare projects: while they contributed to some improvements in living 

conditions, they also served as a means of reinforcing economic exploitation. The role of 

Danish merchants in these welfare initiatives, therefore, illustrates the complex intersection 

of social improvement and economic self-interest within colonial systems. Welfare projects 

were not only about enhancing the quality of life for the colonized but were also intricately 

tied to the merchants' overarching goals of sustaining economic profitability and controlling 

the labor force. The motivations behind these projects underscore the exploitative nature of 

colonial rule, where social services were often used as instruments of control, rather than 

genuine acts of benevolence. 

Ethical Considerations of Social Welfare 

The ethical considerations surrounding social welfare programs implemented by the 

Danish East India Company are multifaceted, deeply embedded in the colonial context of the 

time. These initiatives, while potentially beneficial in improving living conditions for some 

indigenous populations, were often shaped by the imperial goals of economic exploitation 

and political control. At their core, these welfare programs were not solely motivated by a 

genuine desire to enhance the well-being of local communities. Instead, they frequently 

served as instruments of colonial authority, aimed at reinforcing the economic and political 

dominance of the Danish East India Company over its colonies. 
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One significant ethical dilemma stems from the dual-purpose nature of these welfare 

efforts. On the surface, they sought to improve infrastructure, public health, and living 

standards, but their underlying purpose was often to pacify and manipulate indigenous 

populations, aligning their needs with the broader interests of the colonial government. 

Welfare programs, rather than being altruistic, were thus integrated into the colonial project, 

which prioritized the consolidation of power and wealth over the autonomy and needs of the 

local people. This tension between humanitarianism and exploitation brings to light the 

contradictions inherent in colonial welfare practices. Additionally, the Company's 

exploitation of indigenous labor and resources underscores a crucial ethical issue: welfare 

programs were often inseparable from broader systems of economic and cultural domination. 

While social welfare efforts may have offered some tangible benefits, they operated within a 

colonial framework that systematically undermined indigenous cultures, traditions, and 

autonomy. The integration of local populations into the colonial economy designed primarily 

for the benefit of European powers often led to the erosion of indigenous ways of life. The 

ethical evaluation of these welfare programs, therefore, cannot be isolated from the larger 

context of colonial exploitation and cultural suppression. In light of these factors, it is clear 

that the ethical implications of social welfare programs under the Danish East India Company 

are complex. They must be understood as part of a broader system of colonialism, where 

welfare was often a means of control rather than genuine assistance. These initiatives, while 

potentially offering short-term benefits, ultimately contributed to the subjugation and 

marginalization of indigenous societies, making it difficult to view them as ethical in the 

context of their colonial underpinnings. 

Conclusion 

The welfare initiatives implemented by the Danish East India Company were 

intricately aligned with its economic, political, and ideological objectives, revealing the 

complex dynamics of colonial governance. Although these programs such as the 

establishment of schools, hospitals, and infrastructure provided certain benefits to indigenous 

populations, their primary aim was not to improve the welfare of local communities. Instead, 

they were designed to serve the Company’s broader economic interests, ensuring a stable, 

productive labor force that could sustain and expand its colonial operations. These initiatives 

were tactical tools for consolidating control and reinforcing the systems of exploitation that 

underpinned the Company’s economic dominance. 
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The dual purpose of these welfare efforts, offering both humanitarian aid and 

economic control, underscores the underlying exploitative nature of colonial social welfare 

programs. While they may have contributed to public health and education, their scope and 

implementation were constrained by the need to maintain colonial authority and manage the 

labor force. In presenting these efforts as acts of benevolence, the Danish East India 

Company sought to legitimize its colonial rule, fostering loyalty and social stability while 

reinforcing structures of domination. Welfare thus became more a mechanism for control 

than a genuine effort to empower indigenous populations. Additionally, the role of 

missionaries in the Danish East Indies highlights the intersection of welfare provision with 

religious conversion, further intertwining colonial control with cultural assimilation. Though 

they contributed to the development of schools and hospitals, missionaries were also agents 

of European cultural and religious values, reinforcing the colonial agenda. Compared to other 

European colonial powers, the Danish East India Company’s welfare initiatives were 

relatively modest, reflecting its limited financial and political capacity. However, they 

mirrored the broader colonial pattern of using welfare programs to manage populations, 

integrate them into the colonial economy, and justify imperial dominance under the guise of a 

civilizing mission. These welfare efforts, while offering limited benefits, were fundamentally 

shaped by the Company’s imperial interests and its need to maintain a stable colonial system. 
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