
  

 

 

 

 

 

Alexander Duff (1806-1878)  
 
We turn to the noted missionary, Alexander Duff, whose name has long been 
associated with the great city of Calcutta in India. Duff was born of evangelical 
Gaelic parents in Perthshire, Scotland. His parents had both been spiritually 
awakened when Rev. Charles Simeon, the noted Cambridge rector, preached in 
their local parish church. He came to his own assurance of faith through the 
reading of the Gaelic poet Dugald Buchanan’s poem, ‘The Day of Judgement’. 
 
As a young man, Duff went to study at St. Andrews University. While there he 
became a part of what we now refer to as ‘The St. Andrews Six’ – six students of 
St. Andrews in the 1820s who saw commitment to Jesus Christ and the mission 
of the church as inseparable. The St. Andrews Six established a student society 
where they met together, prayed, studied and wrestled with their generation’s 
challenges in the faith. Duff and the others had one professor who was 
intellectually driving them, Thomas Chalmers, their Professor of Moral 
Philosophy. It was under Chalmers’ influence that several celebrated 
missionaries came to speak at St. Andrews: Joshua Marshman, Robert Morrison 
and John Carruthers.  
 
Duff was appointed as the first missionary of the Church of Scotland. While en-
route to India in 1829, the vessel in which he and his wife were sailing was 
shipwrecked near Cape Town. Apart from two salvaged books, all of his personal 
library and the books for his new college were lost. However, this did not daunt 
his spirits. He persevered, believing in what the Lord had called him to 
undertake: to establish a college to reach high-caste Hindus in India. The Lord 
blessed this Indian educational and evangelistic effort almost immediately, and 
several Hindu students were converted - this was during the 1830s. Duff 
continued with his endeavours into the 1860s.  
 
He was very focused as an educator. He went against the directive of his General 
Assembly – to relocate himself inland from Calcutta – and instead concentrated 

upon Calcutta itself. Next he decided to teach using English as the language of 
higher education; this decision was adopted by others in the years to come. The 
reason Duff concentrated upon the high-caste Hindus was because he believed 
their conversion would result in the conversion of those below them. This was 
known as Duff’s ‘downward filtration’ theory. However, his work did not affect 
the lower-caste Hindus to the same extent as other missions. Thus, despite the 
evidence of fruitful labours, Duff was not without his critics. For example, by the 
end of the nineteenth century, Duff’s filtration theory was challenged. 
 
In 1851 Duff served his church, the Free Church of Scotland, as the Moderator of 
the General Assembly. In 1854 he made his famous tour of North America that 
greatly aided the awakening of the colonial and American churches to the cause 
of foreign mission work. He spoke before the United States Congress and also 
held meetings in Princeton, Philadelphia, New York, Chicago and Detroit. In 
Canada he spoke in London, Toronto, Kingston and Montreal and was termed ‘a 
modern George Whitefield’. 
 
Upon his permanent return to Scotland in 1864, Duff continued to serve the 
church. He became the convener of its Foreign Missions Committee and helped 
to expand its overseas work in Lebanon and southern Africa. He also became the 
first Professor of Missions (Evangelism) at New College, Edinburgh, a very 
significant development in 1867. This professorship was established to integrate 
missions into all the theological subjects and to introduce students to the history, 
culture and religions of the non-Western world. The professorship was a most 
remarkable development and highly imaginative in the history of Scottish 
theological education. The lasting contribution of Duff to his ministry students 
was his instruction ‘to shape their practice, wherever their work might lie, to a 
careful theological assessment of the context’. 
 

(Adapted, with permission, from Jack Whytock’s The ABCs of Christian Biography.) 


