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 Quakers were supposed to eschew violence and to promise to uphold peace, 
according to the Quaker peace testimony. At the same time, individual Quakers 
tacitly accepted violence against Indigenous peoples in defence of their own property 
on the frontiers of the British settler colonial empire in the early nineteenth century. 
They also, through their everyday practices, participated in the transformation of 
colonial landscapes that entrenched the dispossession of Indigenous peoples. How 
did Quakers navigate these contradictions? What was the fate of Quakers’ ideas of 
peace in profoundly violent colonial contexts? Such questions are at the heart of Eva 
Bischoff’s thoughtful analysis of Australian Quakers as would-be ‘benevolent 
colonizers’ and their interactions with frontier violence in the early nineteenth century 
in her 2020 book Benevolent Colonizers in Nineteenth-Century Australia: Quaker 
Lives and Ideals. 

The book self-consciously plays with different scales of analysis. At a macro 
scale, Bischoff examines theories of settler colonialism, and places the global 
Quaker movement into the context of a wider history of settler colonialism. She pays 
attention to the Quakers as a global ‘translocal’ movement, bound together by the 
transnational circulation of texts, ideas, and people. At a micro level, in the 
meantime, she examines particular Quakers in early nineteenth-century Van 
Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) and, in the final chapter, in South Australia. The book 
focuses most closely on the very small Quaker community in Tasmania, during the 
height of genocidal conflict between settlers and Indigenous Tasmanians. It includes 
particularly close analysis of key Tasmanian Quaker families the Cottons and the 
Mathers, as well as of George Fordyce Storey. Bischoff links this tiny local 
community into the wider global Quaker community. In closely woven analysis, 
Bischoff explores how the experiences of Tasmanian Quakers entered worldwide 
Quaker discourse. She shows, for example, how texts such as the reports written 
from the field by the British Quakers James Backhouse and George Washington 
Walker, during their multi-year investigative mission to Australia, were edited and 
circulated. In her final chapter, Bischoff turns to South Australia, where the example 
of Tasmania was called upon by ‘humanitarians’ as they implored settlers not to 
repeat Tasmania’s mistakes, ultimately to little effect. 

Despite the value of moving between different scales of analysis, the disparity 
is sometimes disorienting, particularly in Van Diemen’s Land where Bischoff is in 
essence dealing with two large families and their connections. To what extent were 
the Cottons in particular (on whom Bischoff focuses most extensively) truly 
representative of some larger global Quaker community? For example, members of 
the Quaker community in Hobart seem to have spent a great deal of energy 
expelling one another and generally quarrelling over the ambiguous borders of social 
purity. The truculent patriarch Francis Cotton even disowned several of his own sons 
for marrying non-Quaker women, despite the highly limited choice of Quaker 
partners available. Was this obsession with membership and social purity typical of 
other Quaker communities or perhaps somehow more typical of an uneasy ‘free’ 
community with recent working-class roots obsessed by the appearance of 
respectability in the middle of a genocidal war, in a context in which the ‘free’ 
struggled to separate themselves from convicts? At times it might have been 
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revealing to let the local peculiarities of families such as the Cottons and the Mathers 
breathe somewhat more. 

The book is particularly good on the politics of memory. Bischoff states that 
her own German background fuels her concern with the reckoning imposed by 
difficult pasts. In her conclusion Bischoff somewhat unexpectedly introduces the 
intriguing claim by descendants of the Cotton family that the family had preserved 
the stories of Indigenous Australians whom they supposedly hid on their estate in the 
middle of a war zone. A descendant published a book of stories, which in turn was 
taken up and re-appropriated by Indigenous Tasmanians, as schoolchildren 
published a book of rewritten stories. Bischoff argues that the core story is highly 
unlikely, but that the mythology of Quaker exceptionalism is revealing. This pointed 
discussion of the politics of memory and of various forms of appropriation and re-
appropriation is fascinating (and indeed might have come earlier and been more fully 
explored). Quaker self-perceptions as ‘benevolent colonizers’ were perhaps less 
‘peculiar’ than Bischoff suggests; I would argue that this was in fact the dominant 
British self-image for much of the nineteenth century, and indeed was a core feature 
of imperial liberalism. This arguably, however, makes Bischoff’s study even more 
valuable. 

I feel obliged to mention that there are several small mistakes and missing 
words that suggest the press did not put adequate resources into copy-editing; this is 
unfortunate. More significantly, however, this is, overall, a well-researched and 
clearly argued book that makes thought-provoking arguments. 
 
Elizabeth Elbourne, McGill University 


