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1. Re-Orienting Gender

In 1938, to celebrate the fi ftieth year of the Korea mission, the Woman’s 
Foreign Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church published 
a book entitled Fifty Years of Light. J. S. Ryang, the Korean general super-
intendent of the Korean Methodist Church, contributed the foreword, in 
which he stated:

It was Mrs. Scranton’s pleasure to establish the first modern school 
for girls in all Korea. It was the pleasure of her followers to establish 
the first school for the blind, the first kindergarten for children, and 
the first women’s hospital. It was the Woman’s Foreign Missionary 
Society that gave to Korea the first Korean woman M.D., the first 
Korean woman Ph.D.; as well as the first trained nurse and the 
first trained kindergarten teacher. . . . The work of the ladies of the 
Missionary Society over a period of fifty years has helped to bring 
Korean womanhood into a new world. It has dignified the wife and 
raised the mother to a higher plane. Personality has been liberated 
and womanhood has been permitted to look out upon a new world. 
And best of all we are permitted to see the establishment of true 
Christian homes.1

Ryang, as a male leader in the Korean church, congratulates the women 
missionaries for bringing Korean women to “a new world,” noting that 
Korean women were able to pursue higher education and professional 
careers in the public realm because of the missionaries’ efforts. His praise, 
together with the metaphor of light used in the book’s title, represents the 
public image of American women missionaries as pioneers of Korean mod-
ern womanhood. Signifi cantly, his foreword is accompanied by a painting 
of a Korean woman dressed in traditional clothes [hanbok] holding her 
child to her bosom, standing next to a beautiful garden with trees and 
fl owers and a Korean-style pavilion in the background (fi gure 1). This 
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carefully chosen picture of a happy mother and her baby in the peaceful 
garden of a Christian family is Ryang’s ultimate point; he concludes that 
“the establishment of true Christian homes” was the best achievement of 
women missionaries. In the end, Korean women’s advancement in the pub-
lic domain is secondary to the Christian domestic sphere.  

Echoing Ryang’s sentiments, the American women missionaries, largely 
Methodists and Presbyterians,2 promoted themselves as agents that brought 
light to the presumed darkness of Korea, where women had lived a “life of 
want, vice and ignorance.” 3 Under the guidance of American missionaries, 
Korean women “have begun to rouse up from a state of utter mental inert-
ness, and are looking about hungrily for something wherewith to train 
and occupy their growing powers.” 4 The metaphorical contrast between 
the “utter degradation of a Christless world,” 5 dark, ignorant and impure, 
and the Christian world, bright, pure and peaceful, is a recurring motif 
in emancipatory missionary discourse. However, although they intro-
duced new ideas and encouraged Korean women to take part in modern 
education, medicine, sports, and professions, which had previously been 
unimaginable,6 women missionaries still fi rmly believed that a “woman’s 
most important place will always be the home.” 7 This potential contradic-
tion between the new public opportunities for women and their idealized 
role in the private domain of the family is the focus of this book: the mul-
tiple and confl icting meanings of modern womanhood in transcultural and 
religious encounters between Koreans and American missionaries in Korea 
at the turn of the twentieth century.

Korean historiography has often portrayed Christianity as a positive 
force in shaping modern womanhood, echoing some of the Western schol-
arship that has portrayed the women’s foreign mission as the “fi rst femi-
nist movement” in North America and a contributor to “the liberation 
of women in Asia and Africa.” 8 It generally cites two factors to support 
this view. One is the Christian notion of equality for women and men 
under God, a major shift in perspective from the hierarchical Confucian 
gender relations in which women had been regarded as inferior to men.9 
Coupled with Korean reformers’ desire for munmyong kaehwa (civili-
zation and enlightenment) from the late nineteenth century, the gender 
equality presumed in Christian doctrines has been thought to have been 
the foundation of modern womanhood. However, this largely lauda-
tory evaluation has recently been challenged by a group of scholars who 
scrutinize both the doctrinal nature of Christianity and the persistent 
patriarchal structures of churches that have tended to oppress rather than 
liberate women.10 Indeed, two prominent Christian women of that time, 
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Kim Maria (1892 – 1944) and Kim Hwal-lan (a.k.a Helen Kim, 1899 – 1970), 
were already vocal about the gender discrimination within the Christian 
community in the early twentieth century.11 Similarly, while Korean 
historiography has portrayed women missionaries as modern and liber-
ated, in actuality they assumed unequal, subordinate positions within the 
larger church organizations.12 In line with the prevailing gender ideology 
based on the Victorian notion of “separate spheres,” 13 women missionar-
ies were channeled into the “feminine” domestic arena, while men held 
leadership roles in the religious, evangelical domain through preaching 
and organizational supervision. Further, women missionaries themselves 
fi rmly believed the domestic sphere to be the ideal province for women, 
whose moral and spiritual strength was expected to nurture the family 
and the community.

The other, perhaps more important factor that associates missionary 
women with modern womanhood has to do with the missionaries’ contri-
bution to institutional reforms. In particular, the establishment of mission 
schools for girls is used as a prime example of how Christianity helped 
Korean women develop a desire for liberation from patriarchal Confucian 
norms and put forward new modern agendas to enhance women’s rights. 
Some feminist scholars on Korea consider the fi rst mission school for girls, 
Ewha haktang, to be the incubator for gender equality and emancipation 
and assert that Christianity was a central mover in facilitating the early 
feminist movements in Korea.14 However, as I discuss in chapter 4, one 
cannot readily assume that the simple presence of schools is in itself a 
sign of modernity. To do so would be to overlook the role of institutional-
ized education as a site for “symbolic reproduction” that “comprises the 
socialization of the young, the cementing of group solidarity, and the 
transmission and extension of cultural tradition” through its curricular 
and disciplining rituals.15

What has been conspicuously missing in the aforementioned debates 
is the question of what constituted modern womanhood in the minds 
of the Koreans and the American missionary women. In what ways did 
both Korean and American gender ideologies collide and converge with 
relation to newly defi ned roles for women in the family and society? 
In what aspects was discourse on modern womanhood integral to or in 
tension with the emerging nationalism in Korea in the face of Japanese 
colonial rule (1910 – 45)? How does the early formation of modern wom-
anhood closely associated with American Protestant missionaries affect 
the subsequent evolution of modern gender ideology in Korea? And what 
implications and relevance does the critical analysis of these transcultural 
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encounters have for postcolonial feminist scholarship? To be sure, the 
historical and local meanings of the modern are extremely diverse and 
dynamic, manifested in such terms as colonial modernity, translated 
modernity, alternative/multiple modernities, or gendered modernity.16 
Naturally, the relationship between Christianity and modernity is a com-
plex one.17 The tensions between spirit and reason, religion and science, 
and religiosity and secularity prompted numerous debates that continue to 
the present.18 Moreover, if we add gender as the main category of analysis 
to the already complex relationship between Christianity and modernity 
and the particular historical circumstances of Korea on the eve of Japanese 
colonialism, we face an extraordinarily complex phenomenon that defi es 
any simple binary understanding.

In her study of the gender of modernity, Rita Felski argues that “the 
history of the modern needs to be rethought in terms of the various 
subaltern identities” that had long been suppressed, and “the history of 
the modern is thus not yet over; in a very real sense, it has yet to be 
written.” 19 Recent feminist scholarship in Korea has rekindled interest 
in “the gender of modernity” as part of the effort to rewrite women’s 
history from women’s point of view, and in so doing, to restore women 
as historical agents rather than as merely the object of representation 
by men. Their special attention to sin yosong (New Women) during the 
Japanese colonial era has been strategic, in order to demonstrate how 
male intellectuals’ hypermasculine discourse of modernity relegated New 
Women to the status of deviant and selfi sh individuals or tragic hero-
ines, thus obscuring the dynamics and complexity of women’s experience. 
Repositioning New Women as a political and sexual group rather than as 
scattered individuals, feminist scholars argue that New Women signifi ed 
modernity by challenging Confucian patriarchal gender relations and by 
emphasizing women’s own subjectivities.20 Pointing out Korea’s unique 
historical experience among colonized countries, they also call attention 
to how the Japanese colonial condition and the demand for activities for 
national independence intersected with the formation of modern female 
subjectivities.21 As the feminist journal Yosong kwa sahoe (Women and 
Society) rightly puts it, the phenomenon of New Women should be under-
stood within the intersection of modernity, colonialism, patriarchy, and 
Korean nationalism. Further scrutiny of the gendered modern experience 
has made some scholars cast rhetorical doubt on the relationship between 
gender and modernity. The title of an anthology, “Kundae,” yosong i kaji 
anun kil (“Modernity,” A Path Not Open to Women),22 captures not only 
the strong sense of deprivation among women from the lively experience 
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and adequate representation of the modern in Korean history but also the 
continuing power of the patriarchal family and the state in controlling 
women’s bodies and lives.23

The majority of studies on modern womanhood tend to center on the 
period around the 1920s, which was surely the highlight of modern woman-
hood in Korea represented by New Women. However, I argue that a fuller 
understanding of the evolution of modern womanhood in Korea requires 
an examination of the era leading up to the 1920s. The decades immedi-
ately after Korea opened its door in 1876 shed light on the ways in which 
various social groups, including missionaries, competed for a hegemonic 
role in shaping modern womanhood while laying the foundation for their 
mandates in the form of particular discourse and institutional reforms. 
This period is also fundamental to our understanding of the root cause of 
the rather fi xed and homogeneous image of American women missionar-
ies, offering insights into the constant negotiations between various social 
groups in articulating and asserting what modern womanhood should be. 
In this sense, it is highly useful to adopt a Foucauldian genealogical method 
in order to bring out multiple representations, perceptions, and memories 
about the “modern” woman that are neither fi xed nor homogeneous. As 
Foucault notes, genealogy helps us understand multiple deviations that do 
not exactly fi t into the dominant discourse. Those deviations have been 
overlooked or ignored, but they are crucial to revealing the complex power 
relations in representing events and people in a certain way.24 This book 
questions the conventional historiography that contributed to the produc-
tion of certain reality and ways of thinking about modern womanhood. At 
the same time, it excavates oddities and deviations that were an important 
part of everyday life and constituted other layers that help us come to a 
fuller understanding of the meaning of the modern.

The book builds on previous studies of the American Protestant mis-
sion to Korea and East Asia, but it opens up a new area of research. First, 
much research on the Korea mission has tended to focus on its theological 
or political, especially nationalist, characteristics, paying little attention to 
gender.25 Only in recent years have studies appeared that examine more 
complex cultural aspects of the Korea mission, with a subset that focuses on 
women missionaries.26 This study takes gender as the primary category of 
analysis, critiquing the dominant forms of historical writing, which have 
largely marginalized women.27 The book incorporates recent scholarship in 
colonial studies that reveals a more complicated picture of the mission fi eld 
in which the experience of women missionaries was colored by their status 
as the subordinate gender but the “superior” race.28 Centering on women 
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missionaries’ perspectives and their experience with Koreans, the book 
intends to untangle the complex web of ideas and activities that missionar-
ies put forward in imagining “modern” Korea and modern womanhood 
within the particular historical circumstances of Korea at the turn of the 
twentieth century. In order to bring out more complex desires and diverse 
experiences of missionaries, I analyze not only offi cial missionary records 
but also “missionary fi ction” and personal diaries. Missionary fi ction, in 
particular, is an important genre that blurs the boundaries between the 
public and the private, shedding light on the spoken and unspoken desires 
of missionaries in their observations of “the Other” and interactions with 
the local people and culture.

Second, previous research on gender and the foreign missionary enter-
prise has largely been carried out from the perspectives of Western women.29 
This study emphasizes interactions between Koreans and Ameri can mis-
sionaries by drawing on both Korean and American archival sources.30 In so 
doing, it examines the intersections of their discourses and activities in order 
to understand the everyday experience of Korean and American missionary 
women, who tried to cope with the tensions between the old and the new 
and brought about new ways of life that were both liberating and oppres-
sive.31 As Donald Baker notes in his analysis of the role of Christianity in 
the construction of Korean identity, there has been overemphasis on the 
infl uence of missionaries and lack of attention to the ways in which Koreans 
“responded” to the new religion.32 The mandate and evangelical strategies 
of the foreign missionary enterprise show remarkable similarities across 
the globe. However, distinctive features of the foreign mission emerged in 
the different responses that local people had toward the newly introduced 
religion, depending on their specifi c goals and agendas within the particular 
historical circumstances.33 Thus, incorporating the voices of Koreans into 
the analysis of this transcultural experience is crucial in hashing out some 
of the local characteristics of the foreign mission.

Third, the book focuses on the interplay between the discursive forma-
tion of the modern in which it was imagined and represented by competing 
narratives and the institutional endeavors of different agencies. The public 
image of American women missionaries as pioneers of modern womanhood 
in Korea largely has to do with an “acultural” approach to modernity (in 
Charles Taylor’s term) that focuses on societal modernization in the form of 
institutional changes and pays little attention to the discursive construction 
of meanings that are culturally coded within the unbalanced power relations 
that existed between missionaries and Koreans. Further, such an acultural 
approach fails to understand the complex life experiences of women, which 
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cannot be separated from textually mediated discourses.34 As Antoinette 
Burton argues, feminist historiography can greatly benefi t from “a cultural 
reading of ‘the social’ or a social reading of ‘the cultural’ “ that underscores 
the dialectical relationship between discourse and reality.35 In an attempt to 
unravel the fl uid and multiple meanings of modern womanhood, this book 
pays attention to the interplay between institutional/political changes and 
discursive formation.36 In so doing, it brings out the ways in which both 
missionaries and Koreans acted from their own subject positions in the spe-
cifi c historical circumstances and participated in institutional reforms and 
the production of particular knowledge about the modern.

Finally, the book intends to offer some comparative insights into the 
legacy of American Protestant missionary work in the formation of early 
modern womanhood in East Asia. Unlike in China and Japan, the rela-
tionship between Christianity and modern womanhood was exceptionally 
close in Korea. To be sure, many modern women in China and Japan were 
infl uenced by Christianity, largely through their education at mission 
schools; 37 however, the majority of feminists in China and Japan were non-
Christians, and in the discourse of Chinese and Japanese feminists, Chris-
tianity was sometimes referred to as a conservative force that hampered 
feminist causes.38 In contrast, the majority of New Women in Korea were 
educated at Christian mission schools and formed the fi rst cadre of pro-
fessional women in Korea, becoming the symbol of modern womanhood. 
An insightful comment made in 1933 by Hwang Sin-dok, one of the New 
Women of the time, is revealing. She noted that since the opening of Korea 
in the late nineteenth century, “almost all women over thirty who were 
educated and had worked in society had been exposed to Christianity, even 
if it was only minor contact.” 39 In his discussion of the unique contribution 
of Christianity in introducing “Western civilization, that is new knowl-
edge” to Korean society, Yi Man-gyu, a prominent male educator, asserted 
in 1934 that “Christian-infl uenced women have near complete hegemony 
in the women’s world” in Korea.40 In this way, Christian-educated women 
often took center stage in setting the agendas and activities for the women’s 
movement in Korea, and thus Christianity became an integral part of the 
idea of modern womanhood in Korea.

One of the main factors that set the Korean experience apart from that of 
the Chinese and the Japanese is Korea’s colonization by Japan — a non-West-
ern and non-Christian imperial power. While Protestantism was often asso-
ciated with Western imperialism in China and Japan, American Protestant 
missionaries were perceived by Koreans rather positively because they were 
not associated with an encroaching colonial power and also because their 
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work in medicine and education was instrumental to Korea’s modernization 
project.41 Negative perceptions of Western missionaries in China and Japan 
resulted in a series of acrimonious incidents, such as the Boxer Rebellion in 
China in 1900.42 In contrast, the largely positive image of American mis-
sionaries led to the remarkable success of Christian evangelical movements 
in Korea.43 More important, the diametrically opposed images of American 
missionaries, who were seen as bearers of Western civilization and potential 
allies for the Koreans in their anti-Japanese movements, and the Japanese 
colonial power, which was viewed as an oppressor of the Korean nation, had 
a signifi cant impact on the discourse of modern womanhood in Korea. Using 
the concept of “Christian modernity” (as antithetical to secular modernity), 
I will elaborate on how Japanese colonial powers provided American mis-
sionaries with a unique platform to inculcate a variety of modern woman-
hood defi ned by religious devotion, domesticity, and social service.44

The other distinguishing factor was the state of women’s education. 
Before missionaries arrived in China and Japan, there had been a siz-
able class of educated women engaging in publishing literature in China, 
and Japanese girls and women were educated at local schools during the 
Tokugawa era.45 However, in Korea during the Choson dynasty (1392 – 1910), 
while a small number of women, largely from the upper class, engaged 
in writing, the number of educated women never approached a level that 
could be said to sustain a community outside home or family, nor was there 
any formal educational system for girls and women.46 Protestant mission 
schools offered formal education to girls and women in the late nineteenth 
century for the fi rst time in Korean history, and, more important, they 
continued to play a key role in women’s education through the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century. In addition, while China and Japan had a relatively 
critical mass of educated women who were prepared to take part in public 
discourse and other national activities by the early twentieth century, the 
number of educated women in Korea remained very small throughout the 
colonial era; thus, there was an insuffi cient sociopolitical base to put for-
ward critical agendas for women.47 This contrast further affected the range 
and intensity of the discussion of modern womanhood in East Asia.

In this book, I focus on three major groups that played central roles 
in shaping public discourse on modern womanhood and pioneering insti-
tutional reforms: (1) American Protestant missionaries who fi rst came to 
Korea in the late nineteenth century, (2) Enlightenment-oriented Korean 
male intellectuals, and (3) the Korean women themselves. Here the term 
Enlightenment [kaehwa] differs slightly from the Western notion that 
bloomed in the eighteenth century or the “Chinese Enlightenment,” which 
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often refers to the May Fourth Era in the early twentieth century (1915 – 

1925). In Korea, while historians trace the root of the Enlightenment move-
ment to the Sirhak (School of Practical Learning) of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the term began to be deployed in connection with 
the development of a modern nation-state after Korea opened its doors to 
other countries starting in 1876. By the 1890s, “Enlightenment” and “civi-
lization and enlightenment” became slogans used to promote the main-
tenance of national sovereignty, the overhauling of social structures, and 
civil rights.48 The arrival of American Protestant missionaries coincided 
with Korea’s Enlightenment period, and interactions between missionaries 
and Enlightenment-oriented Korean intellectuals were crucial in fashion-
ing a certain mode of discourse on modern womanhood and introducing 
institutional reforms for women in the areas of education, work, and the 
family. This study largely focuses on the period that starts with the arrival 
of American women missionaries in Korea in 1885 and continues until the 
eve of Korea’s colonization by Japan in 1910. However, it also draws on 
archival materials that stretch to 1945, the year Korea was liberated from 
Japanese colonialism, in order to show concrete examples from the lives 
of Korean Christian women that reveal the fl uid and complex nature of 
modern womanhood.

It is appropriate here to point out some of the particular historical cir-
cumstances that signifi cantly distinguish gender and mission encounters in 
Korea from those elsewhere. At the core is the desire for modern reforms in 
Korea that accompanied the critical examination of long-standing Chi nese 
infl uence and emerging nationalist consciousness in the face of power strug-
gles between imperial Japan and Western countries. When the fi rst group of 
American missionaries arrived in Korea in the mid-1880s, Korea was being 
rapidly integrated into the global capitalist system after having been forced 
by Japan to open its doors. An infl ux of new ideas, customs, products, and 
institutional forms overwhelmed the society. While the government and 
Enlightenment-oriented Korean intellectuals were exploring reform mod-
els from Japan and the West in order to establish a modern nation-state, 
Korea became a site of contest among imperial powers. Competition among 
neighboring powers resulted in two major wars on the Korean peninsula — 

the Sino-Japanese War (1894 – 95) and the Russo-Japanese War (1904 – 5) — 

that radically changed regional geopolitics by upsetting the China-centered 
power dynamics that had existed for centuries. The Russo-Japanese War, 
in particular, was (in Peter Duus’s words) the “takeoff point of Japanese 
imperialism,” and eventually led to Korea’s colonization by Japan in 1910.49

The fi rst twenty-fi ve years of the American Protestant mission in Korea 
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coincided with a period of great political turbulence and sociocultural uncer-
tainty. The threat of colonization by Japan in particular posed a unique 
political challenge for missionaries as they laid the foundation for evangeli-
cal activities.50 This reality offered missionaries both advantages and disad-
vantages. The fact that American missionaries were not associated with the 
colonial authority provided them with exceptional advantages in gaining 
the favor of the Koreans. In his fi rst annual report in August 1885, Henry 
Appenzeller, a Methodist missionary, already noted that the “American 
stands very high with the Koreans. We care nothing for their land and are 
anxious only to do them good, both of which they seem to recognize.” 51 The 
fact that the American missionaries were not affi liated with a colonizing 
threat and that the Koreans tended to view them as potential allies in the 
anti-Japanese movement offered missionaries special opportunities for their 
evangelical work.

Although American missionaries were largely dissociated from impe-
rialism in the eyes of Koreans, they made concerted efforts to gain the 
trust of the Japanese colonial authorities in order to maintain and expand 
their mission goals.52 Further, the U.S. government strategically negoti-
ated with Japan in mapping out colonial territories, as evidenced in the 
1905 Taft-Katsura Agreement, in which the United States acknowledged 
Japan’s interest in Korea, and this acknowledgment was reciprocated with 
Japan’s support of U.S. colonial interests in the Philippines. Under these 
circumstances, missionaries were implicated in a tripartite power split in 
which Japan was the colonizer, Korea the colonized, and the United States 
(and the West more broadly) a competing imperial power. At a spiritual 
and religious level, American missionaries saw a binary division between 
the Christian West and the non-Christian East. Although Japan deeply 
impressed the West with its military-imperial power, the Western opinion 
of Japanese morality and spirituality remained unfl attering, with a stub-
bornly lingering view that “modern civilization was synonymous with 
whiteness and Christianity.” 53 This distinction between secular/political 
and spiritual/religious domains was strategically deployed by missionaries 
as a way to tackle politically precarious situations.

Given this unique political and cultural situation, I argue that American 
missionary discourse from the Korea mission fi eld can be characterized by 
the notion of Christian modernity, more precisely Protestant Christian 
modernity, which served as a key foundation for the modern gender ideol-
ogy advocated by missionaries.54 By “Christian modernity” I mean an ide-
ology that advocates the idea of an inevitable historical movement toward 
material and technological modernity and places the moral, cultural, and 
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spiritual role of Christianity at the core of that enterprise. As Prasenjit 
Duara points out, during the nineteenth century “the singular conception 
of Civilization based originally upon Christian and Enlightenment values 
came not only to be dominant but to be the only criterion where sover-
eignty could be claimed in the world.” 55 The notion of Christian modernity 
needs to be understood in the context of the dominance of Western moder-
nity and the claim that Christian civilization is superior to all others.56 The 
notion of Christian modernity emerged as a powerful way for missionaries 
to resolve the tensions caused by the intertwining of political turmoil with 
confl icting racial, cultural, and gender ideologies. Caught between a “hea-
then” Korea and a modern but non-Christian Japan, missionaries tried to 
locate and articulate “the Others” with relation to their presumably supe-
rior Christian civilization. In so doing, missionaries, either intentionally or 
unwittingly, tended to contribute to the justifi cation of both Western and 
Japanese imperialism not by taking a position of outright support for any 
imperial project, but rather by putting forth the idea that true modernity 
needed to be centered on spiritual values, and moral superiority was the 
quality that missions could provide. I further argue that despite Japan’s 
relative success as a modern imperial power, it was an expedient symbol 
for missionaries to use to point out the limits of secular modernity and the 
superiority of Christian ethics as the principal element of true modernity.

In addition, the idea of Christian modernity captures the dilemma 
of the modern as it was felt by Westerners in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. On the one hand, modernity seemed to offer unlim-
ited possibilities in economic development, the rationalization of politi-
cal organizations, and more democratic human relations. On the other 
hand, they witnessed its “negative” results in a lack of moral restraint 
and a pervasive sense of alienation and despair.57 For religiously com-
mitted people, the “modern” weakening of moral restraint and growing 
challenges to religious establishments were urgent issues to be addressed, 
and they felt obliged to offer their own ideal version of true modernity. 
Arthur Brown, one of the most powerful spokesmen for the American 
foreign mission, stated in 1904 that a “Christless civilization is always 
and everywhere a curse rather than a blessing . . . No evolution is stable 
which neglects the moral factor or seeks to shake itself free from the 
eternal duties of obedience and of faith. . . . What is civilization without 
the gospel? The essential elements of our civilization are the fruits of 
Christianity.” 58 While privileging Christian spirituality over material, 
secular progress, Brown was also keenly aware of the potential “yellow 
peril,” referring to the potent military power of Chinese soldiers if they 
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were “properly armed, disciplined and led,” and more importantly to the 
soaring power of imperial Japan, especially after its victory over Russia 
in the Russo-Japanese War. He concluded that “Christendom has too 
long regarded heathen nations with a pity not unmingled with contempt. 
It is now beginning to regard them with a respect not unmingled with 
fear.” 59 Brown’s perceptive comments on China and Japan in the midst of 
imperial competitions around the world precisely points to the growing 
tensions between secular modernity and religious commitment. In the 
debate about religion’s location in modernity, there has been a consensus 
that modernity does not necessarily mean secularization. In Talal Asad’s 
words, “a single straightforward narrative of progress from the religious 
to the secular is no longer acceptable.” 60 José Casanova also argues that 
in the context of the violent and calculated encounter between the West 
and the East in the era of Western imperialism, the important question 
is not the shift from the religious to the secular but the ways in which 
various religions respond to “the imposition of the new global worldly 
regime of Western modernity. . . . It is our tendency to link processes of 
secularization to processes of modernization, rather than to the patterns 
of fusion and dissolution of religious, political and societal communities, 
that is of churches, states and nations.” 61 It is in this process of fusion 
and dissolution that the ideology of Christian modernity is articulated 
through negotiation, persuasion, and dissonance with competing social 
and political forces in the Korean context.

The gendered form of Christian modernity is prominently displayed in 
the missionary discourse on modern womanhood in Korea. It privileges the 
spiritual over the secular and the political in defi ning true womanhood.62 
From the standpoint of women missionaries, who believed that Christianity 
was a major reason for the “advanced” status of women in the West, the life 
of “heathen” Korean women was deplorable. Harsh critiques of the miser-
able and “backward” life of women in Korea came one after another, focus-
ing on the denial of educational opportunities, the low respect from men 
and society in general, and the lack of hygiene. However, what deserves 
special attention is that women missionaries’ critique of “heathen” wom-
anhood did not necessarily come from any “feminist” consciousness. To 
the contrary, they were more conservative and traditional than the liberal 
groups among relatively well-educated working women in the West at the 
time.63 As Kwok Pui-lan aptly points out, their role model was “Frances 
Willard, a Methodist woman who tried to save the home through the 
temperance movement, rather than Susan B. Anthony or Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, the leaders of the suffrage movement.” 64 As I will demonstrate 
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throughout the book, women missionaries cherished the Victorian notion 
of true womanhood that valued religious piety and domesticity and held 
unfavorable perceptions of the suffrage movement and the phenomenon 
of New Women in the West.65 Despite many obvious differences between 
Korean and American women in terms of their role and status in the fam-
ily and society, the missionaries’ conservative views on gender relations 
unexpectedly found a tangible alliance, when necessary, with Confucian-
prescribed gender ideology in Korea, where the emphasis on domesticity 
and the socially subordinated role of women was in line with what Barbara 
Welter calls “the cult of true womanhood” of the Victorian era.66 The inter-
face of missionary gender ideology with traditional ideas of Korean wom-
anhood was strategically benefi cial in gaining trust and support from the 
Korean public, who were afraid that missionaries might Westernize Korean 
girls, who would then in turn ignore native customs. This shared gender 
ideology also persistently impeded the efforts of Korean women, notably 
New Women of the 1920s, to break away from traditional gender norms. 
As I show in chapters 4 and 6, this seemingly harmonious coexistence of 
Confucian and Victorian gender ideologies began to face serious challenges 
from the 1910s, when a sizable group of educated Korean women emerged 
and put forward their new agendas for modern womanhood by utilizing 
their broader exposure to the modern that went beyond the ideology of 
Christian modernity.

While it remains true that missionaries greatly contributed to the pro-
duction of the fi rst generation of educated women in Korea, I argue that the 
homogenized image of missionaries as “modern” ignores a complex set of 
tensions these missionary women felt between the putative images of the 
premodern and the modern, the East and the West, their racial superiority 
and gender inferiority, and their lack of authority within patriarchal mis-
sion organizations and the unprecedented authority in their own “women’s 
work for women.” I further argue that the perception of “modern woman-
hood” among missionary women was cultivated through their encounters 
with Korean women, who were presumed to be premodern, backward, and 
oppressed.67 These encounters prompted women missionaries to feel more 
liberated and progressive than their Korean charges. Yet, despite their sense 
of freedom and gender equality vis-à-vis the oppressed status of Korean 
women, American women missionaries often felt tensions with “modern” 
or New Women in the United States at the time. Nonetheless, the hier-
archical relationship between women missionaries and Korean women in 
terms of class and race in the West-dominant world order was an important 
backdrop for the rather simplifi ed understanding of women missionaries as 
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“modern.” This understanding largely stemmed from the prominent image 
of the West as the central power in the modern era.

Another distinct aspect of Korean modern womanhood is its relation 
with the emerging movement of Korean nationalism. To be sure, the close 
ties between nationalism and modern womanhood are found elsewhere in 
the world.68 However, in Korea the complex relationship between national-
ism and modern womanhood was shaped within the context of the declin-
ing infl uence of China and the ascending power of Japan and the West. The 
supremacy of Chinese civilization began to crumble in the eyes of Koreans, 
especially after China was defeated by Japan in the Sino-Japanese War and 
co-signed the Treaty of Shimonoseki, which offi cially ended the tributary 
relationship between China and Korea that had existed for centuries. A 
series of political and cultural movements, including Kabo kyongjang 
(the Reform of 1894) and the proliferation of the print media, expedited 
what Andre Schmid calls the “decentering” of China.69 Despite a tone of 
empathy for China’s fate in some print media, it was often represented as 
“a nation lacking civilization” and “the object of the world’s ridicule and 
humiliation,” while the West emerged as the new center of civilization.70

Decentering China at this particular historical moment has signifi cant 
implications for old and new gender relations. In their initial effort to 
modernize Korea, Korean intellectuals criticized Korea’s dependence on 
Chinese social and cultural practices, including Confucian-prescribed gen-
der ideology. As chapter 2 shows, within the larger national modernization 
project, the woman question emerged as one of the central issues demand-
ing major reform. Starting with Pak Yong-hyo’s memorial to the King in 
1888, Confucian-prescribed gender relations were repeatedly challenged.71 
The Reform of 1894 was one of the fi rst legal attempts to accommodate 
the new status and enhanced roles for women in modern times.72 In his 
1895 book, Soyu kyonmun (Observations from My Travels in the West), 
Yu Kil-chun observed that Westerners treated their women fairly well 
because they believed that “woman is the foundation of human society 
and the girder of the house, and thus if she is weak or ignorant, she would 
not be able to fulfi ll her central role.” 73 The print media played a major role 
in reexamining the philosophically sanctioned notions of namnyo yubyol 
(the distinction between men and women) or namjon yobi (men honored, 
women despised). Gradually ideas about gender equality, women’s educa-
tion, and the role of women in society beyond the family started to gain 
currency as a new moral order in public discourse and literature. However, 
one of the arguments I make in this book is that, while their critique cre-
ated signifi cant cleavage in the centuries-long gender ideology and thus 
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opened up new experiences and possibilities for women, it ended up recon-
fi guring Confucian gender roles through the evocation of another modern 
metanarrative: nationalism.

The discussion of nationalism that began in the late nineteenth century 
is of key relevance to Korean women’s experience of modernity. Arguably, 
nationalism has been the most powerful frame of reference for sociopoliti-
cal issues, not only in scholarly work but in basic ways of thinking among 
Koreans in modern times. In his discussion of nationalism, Craig Calhoun 
argues that it is one of the defi nitive features of the modern era and is “a 
way of constructing identity that does not address such variation so much 
as it simply posits temporal depth and internal integration.” 74 Thus, a sig-
nifi cant factor in nationalism is this defi nitional feature, which suppresses 
individuality and essentializes group membership. As a consequence, dif-
ferent identities and subject positions, including gender, tend to be ignored. 
In addition, nationalism is not simply a political doctrine but rather a “basic 
way of talking, thinking and acting.” 75 Here two key elements emerge as 
relevant to the Korean experience. One is that this organizing principle of 
nationalism often resulted in male-dominant societal and cultural arrange-
ments and continued to demand women’s subordination to men. The other 
is what Kim Tong-ch’un calls chongsojok minjokchuui (heart-warming 
nationalism),76 a deeply rooted attitude toward the nation in which the col-
lective as sacred is taken for granted and no other agenda can demand more 
privileged treatment. The idea that nationalism should be the central con-
sideration for Koreans has been so widely accepted that privileging other 
sociocultural agendas has been unthinkable. That is why nationalism in 
Korea has rarely been critically scrutinized. It is only in recent years that 
historians, feminists, and literary scholars have begun to engage in critical 
examination of the nationalist discourse and its implications for gender.77

In a debate on the relationship between Korean nationalism and femi-
nism, Kim Un-sil and Yun T’aeng-nim scrutinize the ways in which Korean 
nationalism as a metanarrative has silenced women’s voices. They argue 
that it would be impossible to see any serious progress in the emancipation 
of women without rejecting nationalism altogether.78 In his analysis of 
Kunuhoe (Friends of the Rose Sharon, 1927 – 31), with a central focus on 
the promise and reality of nationalist claims for women, Kenneth Wells 
poses an important question — “what happens when one takes the position 
of women as one’s starting point?” Critiquing the “central claim of nation-
alism, namely, that nationalism works on behalf of all and therefore it is 
in everyone’s interest to work on behalf of nationalism,” he argues that 
women’s experience in the 1920s and 1930s undermines this claim, and 
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indeed women were hindered in seeking their own independent agendas.79 
Conversely, Chong Chin-song and Chong Hyon-baek stress the positive 
impact of Korean nationalist consciousness and activities on the progress 
of the women’s movement. Echoing the historical examples of women 
in former colonies, they argue that women’s participation in national-
ist movements and women’s awareness of the Korean national situation 
helped them develop unique strategies that not only were appropriate to 
the Korean context but enabled them to expand the gendered domain.80 
What runs through in these various arguments is the almost immeasur-
able degree to which nationalist discourse and activities have been an inte-
gral part of the reconfi guration of gender ideology since Korea embarked 
on modern nation building.

The prominence of nationalist discourse in modern womanhood, how-
ever, does not mean that all gender issues were subsumed under the rubric 
of nationalism. To the contrary, women’s everyday life and their subjec-
tivities were far more complex and dynamic than what Korean historiog-
raphy has portrayed with its central focus on nationalism. As Rita Felski 
points out, using Ernest Bloch’s idea of synchronous nonsynchronicity, 
“individuals coexist at the same historical moment, yet often make sense 
of this moment in strikingly disparate ways.” 81 The signifi cance of the 
notion of synchronous nonsynchronicity here lies in the revelation of dif-
ferent realities experienced by diverse groups. It is these different realities 
experienced by women and men that help us go beyond the boundaries of 
metanarratives such as nationalism. In so doing, we can uncover not only 
gender-specifi c experiences of the modern but also patriarchal strategies of 
gendering the modern.

Throughout the book, I emphasize the transcultural context as a key 
element in our understanding of the gender of modernity in Korea. This is 
in part because in the late nineteenth century, the Western idea of moder-
nity fi rst reached Korea via Japan in conjunction with the discourse of “civ-
ilization and enlightenment” as a new mandate in the competitive global 
capitalist system.82 It is also because the West, especially the United States, 
began to be represented among Koreans as the model to emulate in pursuit 
of modernity.83 And the American Protestant missionaries were one of 
the most active groups in reinforcing the image of the West/United States 
as the bearer of advanced civilization and a benefactor willing to teach 
and share their civilization. Although much research now argues that the 
origin of modernity was not in the West but in the interaction between 
the West and its colonies, modernity has often been associated with the 
place — the West.84 In this vein, Timothy Mitchell poses an important 
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question: how was history staged to represent the West as the origin and 
dominant force of modernity?85 In a similar context, Dipesh Chakrabarty 
investigates an image of Europe that “remains deeply embedded in clichéd 
and shorthand forms in some everyday habits of thought.” These habits of 
thought both help and hinder the analysis of a complex historical process.86 
It is therefore critically important to understand the interactive and trans-
cultural context in which American missionaries represented themselves 
and were represented by Koreans as modern, advanced, and progressive, 
a model to emulate in order to join the presumably singular path of his-
tory that positioned the West at the center and in the lead. In this reifi ed 
and homogenized imaginary, the Christian, the modern, and the West are 
presumed to be a unitary system, which has been the basis of the image of 
missionary women as “modern.”

The internal dynamics of the transcultural context can be best captured 
in Mary Louise Pratt’s concepts “transculturation” and “contact zone.” 
She introduces “transculturation” to explore “how subordinated or mar-
ginal groups select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a 
dominant or metropolitan culture. While subordinated peoples cannot 
readily control what emanates from the dominant culture, they do deter-
mine to varying extents what they absorb into their own, and what they 
use it for. Transculturation is a phenomenon of the contact zone.” Then she 
defi nes the term “contact zone” as “the space of colonial encounters, the 
space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into 
contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involv-
ing conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable confl ict.” 87 
The contacts between Koreans and American missionaries were not “colo-
nial encounters” in the traditional understanding of that term, and that 
fact signifi cantly contributed to the mostly positive image of the United 
States.88 However, it was in this contact zone that the initial imaginaries of 
modern Korean womanhood emerged in close association with the image 
of the West and American women missionaries. It is also in this contact 
zone that Korean intellectuals appropriated the image of the modern and 
the West for the purpose of subordinating gender to their mandate of 
nationalism and modernization.

In her seminal work, The Gospel of Gentility, Jane Hunter argues that 
women missionaries were not a mere part of the foreign mission enter-
prise but a powerful cultural force “in the crusade for American infl uence 
in China.” She further points out the signifi cant gap between the Chinese 
women and American missionaries in terms of their expectations of each 
other, arguing that “the key to the impact of missionary women on Chi-



18    /    Re-Orienting Gender

nese women’s history lies less in their religious program than in the secu-
lar message transmitted by their lives.” 89 The fact that Chinese women had 
a greater interest in the secular rather than the religious message is power-
ful evidence that they were not passive recipients of Western knowledge 
but active solicitors, choosing what they wanted to accept or ignore. In a 
similar context, Kwok Pui-lan advocates an approach that treats women 
converted to Christianity not as “missiological objects” but “historical 
subjects,” bringing the voices of converted women as agents in shaping 
and reshaping their own lives.90 The power of agency can also be found in 
the missionary women themselves. Ruth Brouwer demonstrates how some 
women missionaries wanted to go beyond the traditional “woman’s work 
for woman” in pursuit of their own professional and social ambition.91 
The mission fi eld uniquely provided these women with the opportunity 
to pursue their ambition and to exercise power and authority not readily 
available to them at home.

This study locates the emergence of modern womanhood within the 
matrix of the incessant social, cultural, and political changes in which 
Western modernity, Confucian gender ideology, Korean nationalism, and 
Japanese colonialism intersected. Examining the competing discourses of 
modern womanhood presented by American missionaries and Korean male 
and female intellectuals, the book traces the ways in which they embraced, 
collaborated, rejected, or appropriated each other’s primary mandates — 

whether it was Christian, nationalist or secular modernity. In so doing, this 
book is an attempt to “re-orient gender” in two aspects. First, it critiques the 
hypermasculine historiography of modern Korea, investigating the ways 
in which a remarkably resilient patriarchal system has adjusted itself to the 
rapidly changing social and cultural milieu since the late nineteenth cen-
tury by tempering women’s voices and subjugating women to a male-cen-
tered national mandate. As chapter 3 demonstrates, despite the patriarchal 
constraints imposed on women in terms of what “proper” role they might 
have, women managed to fi nd some ingenious ways to expand the scope of 
life into the public realm. Second, the book attempts to reconsider prevail-
ing approaches to feminisms and to the West. I examine the multifaceted 
meanings of various representations —  American missionaries’ representa-
tions of Koreans, Koreans’ representations of American missionaries, and 
the American missionaries’ representations of themselves — with the aim to 
reveal the politics of gender and race within the historical context of these 
transcultural encounters. It is hoped that the work of “re-orienting gender” 
will shed light on the multitudinous nature of the modern woman and its 
far-reaching impact on contemporary gender relations in Korea and beyond.
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Each chapter focuses on some of the major issues concerning gender and 
modernity in Korea. Chapter 2 focuses on gender equality as a new moral 
order, which was viewed in late-nineteenth-century Korea as a marker of 
civilization by both missionaries and Korean male intellectuals. Gender 
equality, and for that matter the equality of all human beings regardless 
of social class, began to be understood as a constitutive part of the new 
moral order in opposition to the prior one based on Confucian gender rela-
tions. I examine the ways in which missionary discourse and claims by 
Enlightenment-oriented Korean intellectuals addressed gender equality, 
and how they located the issue within the spectrum of their separate man-
dates, either the Christian modern or the nationalist modern.

The new movement for gender equality led to another noble devel-
opment for women: women in the public domain. Chapter 3 focuses on 
the dynamic interfaces between the public and the private, considering 
them not as a clear-cut binary but as fl uid, negotiated, and contradictory 
domains that women attempted to move between. To women missionar-
ies, the foreign missionary enterprise allowed them to venture into the 
world, where they had unprecedented opportunities for power and author-
ity. At the same time, they advocated the domestic ideals embodied in the 
Christian family. For Korean women, who were now deemed to have the 
same human rights as men, the physical engagement in the public space 
was a radical departure from the centuries-long naeoebop (inside-outside 
rule) that confi ned women to the inner chambers and, as a result, kept 
them out of public life. This transition, of course, was not immediate for 
Korean women. Residual forces of the inside-outside ideology doggedly 
remained. This tension between the public and the private, I will argue, 
ultimately culminated in the modern notion of the family as the central 
foundation for a modern nation-state, with women’s roles reconfi gured 
according to the ideology of hyonmo yangch’o (wise mother, good wife).

One of the most direct and prominent experiences of public life was 
schooling outside the home. Chapter 4 examines the rapidly growing 
importance of education for women. Missionaries put a priority on educat-
ing girls and women as the fastest way to introduce the Bible and Christian 
teachings, while Korean intellectuals saw the importance of educating the 
future mothers of the male citizens who would lead the new Korea. I spe-
cifi cally analyze the overt and covert goals of education and the curriculum 
used at mission schools, examining how the idea of being educated in the 
modern era converged or diverged in the Korean and missionary minds.

Chapter 5 explores some literary representations of modern woman-
hood put forward by American missionaries. In contrast to newspapers and 
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journals, literature offers a window into a more complex and fl uid picture 
in imagining and representing the modern. Its “fi ctional” nature is not 
entirely bound by realistic or plausible situations or personae. Protagonists 
and their acts, feelings, and perceptions project a dynamic array of past 
and present, hopes and despairs, obligations to the collective and longing 
for the self, all of which underlie the complexity of modern experience. I 
examine missionary fi ction, tracing the various images of modern woman 
that closely intersected with particular historical mandates — Christian, 
nationalist, or secular — and revealed the tensions between the old and the 
new, and the universal and the transient.

Korean male intellectuals’ and American women missionaries’ pursuit 
of nationalist or Christian modernity was never a one-sided enterprise. 
Chapter 6 focuses on specifi c examples of New Women who were educated 
at American mission schools and became symbols of “modern” women in 
Korea. The phenomenon of New Women from the 1920s embodied and 
simultaneously contradicted the Christian-centered or nationalist man-
dates driven by missionaries and Korean male intellectuals. Touching on 
a major shift in leadership in shaping new agendas for modern woman-
hood, the chapter analyzes key debates New Women brought to the public, 
including the importance of the self and a new outlook on working life, 
romance, marriage and motherhood. The proliferating print media consti-
tuted a vital site for women to contest traditional gender norms and engage 
in debates with male intellectuals. The public expressed both fascination 
with and relentless criticism of these New Women because of the chal-
lenges they presented to Confucian gender ideology through their desire 
for work, their scandalous love affairs, and their rejection of the sacred 
nature of motherhood. The lively debates in the media and portrayals of 
New Women as celebrities reveal the growing tensions between collective 
mandates — Christian or nationalist — and the New Women’s own desire 
for selfhood.

In the last chapter, I discuss how and why the issue of gender and 
modernity is far from being resolved and continues to pose a number of 
questions about presumed “progress.” I conclude that historically specifi c 
and textured analysis of the genealogies of American missionary knowl-
edge and Korean intellectuals’ ideas about the modern offers a strategic 
point for dissecting the multilayered realities and representations of the 
modern, critiquing the reifi ed image of the West and the male-dominated 
historiography of modern Korea and heralding a new feminist scholarship.


