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Main description

The transformation of this world depends on you focuses on two related stories: the missionary vision of Amherst College in its early days and the legacy of that vision in the present. Founded in Massachusetts in 1820, Amherst’s original charter was ‟to educate pious indigent young men of promising talents and hopeful piety … with a sole view to the Christian ministry.” For more than a century, young Amherst graduates travelled—many with their wives and families—to far-flung destinations including China, Persia, India, the Middle East, Indonesia and Hawaii on a mission to convert the ‟heathen” races to Protestant Christianity. This book compares their ambitions, fueled by religious zeal, with the approaches and policies of local charitable organizations working in Amherst and its surrounding area today.

In the first part of the book, historian Martha Saxton and photographer Wendy Ewald tell the stories of nine of these early missionaries, based on their research in the Amherst archives, employing photographs, etchings and documents that illustrate their difficult lives. In the second part, photographer Fazal Sheikh worked beyond the college with members of the Amherst and surrounding communities, many of whom had experienced economic and social hardship. Sheikh listened to the stories of immigration and struggle they were eager to tell, made portraits of each of his ten subjects and collected their family photographs. Thomas Keenan, Director of the Human Rights Project at Bard College, provides the book’s introduction, in which he examines the work and attitudes of the early Amherst missionaries in the light of current human rights discourse and practice.

Biography
Wendy Ewald, a visiting artist in residence at Amherst College, is a conceptual photographer who has exhibited and published widely. Her books include Secret Games: Collaborative Works with Children 1969–1999 (Scalo, 2000) and Towards A Promised Land (Steidl, 2006). Ewald and Martha Saxton are currently collaborating with artist Harrell Fletcher on Representing Equality, a project at Amherst intended to reopen the discussion on sexual assault.

Martha Saxton teaches U.S. History and Women’s and Gender studies at Amherst College. Her books include Louisa May Alcott (Farrar Straus & Giroux, 1995) and Being Good: Women’s Moral Values in Early America (Hill and Wang, 2003). Saxton is currently working on a biography of Mary Ball Washington, mother of the first President of the United States.

Thomas Keenan teaches literary theory and human rights at Bard College. He is the author of Fables of Responsibility: Aberrations and Predicaments in Ethics and Politics (Stanford University Press, 1997); co-editor, with Wendy Chun, of New Media, Old Media: A History of Theory Reader (Routledge, 2006); and co-author, with Eyal Weizman, of Mengele’s Skull (Sternberg Press, 2012).

Fazal Sheikh is the author of ten books, the majority published by Steidl. His new work, The Erasure Trilogy, an examination of the land and its people in Israel and Palestine, will also be published by Steidl in Fall 2014. Sheikh’s work has been widely exhibited at major institutions including Tate Modern, London; the Henri Cartier- Bresson Foundation, Paris; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow; and the International Center of Photography, New York. Sheikh was named a MacArthur Fellow in 2005 and a Guggenheim Fellow in 2012.
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