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Flessate 1 

In 1876, the ports of Joseon Korea, the “Hermit Kingdom,” were opened to the outside 

world for the first time in centuries as the result of a treaty with Japan. Koreans became exposed 

to a multitude of new ideas and foreign influences that profoundly affected their society, 

especially women, the neglected half of their population. To put the extensive changes into 

context, before the twentieth century, many Korean women did not have a formal given name. 

They were instead referred to by their social position, as daughters, wives, or mothers of men.
1 

If 

a woman left the house, she had to don a veil to shield her from the eyes of men.
2
 Husbands used 

informal language with their wives, while wives had to use formal language at all times with 

their husbands. However, by the 20
th

 century, some Korean women shunned these customs and 

progressed to working in the public sphere and penning newspaper articles that critiqued 

conservative gender norms. These Korean women were a part of the modern “New Woman” 

phenomenon of the 1920s, and their conduct was completely unthinkable to Korean society only 

a few decades earlier. As late as the end of the Joseon dynasty in 1897, Korean society enforced 

an almost complete separation of genders that confined women to the inner chambers of their 

homes with no education and little interaction with the outside world. The emergence of women 

into the public sphere in Korea resulted from the whirlwind of change that followed the opening 

of Korean ports in 1876, the arrival of Western missionaries in 1884, and the annexation of 

Korea by Japan in 1910. Each of these events brought different and sometimes contradictory 

definitions of modernity that were selectively adopted by the Korean public and integrated into 

the changing society, and the Korean New Woman came to exemplify both the positive and 

negative qualities that modernization had brought to Korean society. In many senses, the 

individuals who represented the New Woman movement were the result of these various 

modernizing influences, and formed the core of important discourse about what it meant to be a 

woman in Korea during this time period. 

Various competing gender ideologies influenced the evolution of concepts of Korean 

womanhood from the late nineteenth to early twentieth century. Missionary schools offered girls 

new opportunities for education and some relative freedom. Still, the curriculum and teachers 

were deeply influenced by Christian gender ethics and the primary mission of proselytization. 

Korean intellectuals, particularly after the March First Independence movement in 1919, saw the 

education of women as part of a new ideology that emphasized the “self-strengthening” of the 

Korean nation in the face of Japanese colonialism. Nonetheless, male intellectuals were often 

critical of women who operated in the traditionally masculine public sphere. As the first 

generation of educated women came of age, more women began to confront the subordination of 

Korean women and pursue their own goals, and by 1924, ladies’ columns and women journalists 

began to appear in prominent newspapers. This challenged the traditional ideology of hyunmo 

yangcho (wise mother and good wife) that promoted home economics and moral education to be 

passed down to a mother’s children.
3
  

To understand these developments, the political context of colonial Korea must be 

understood as well. Following the defeat of China in the Sino-Japanese War and the signing of 
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the Treaty of Shimonoseki in 1895, Korea was recognized as an independent nation and no 

longer a tributary of Qing China. The rejection of Qing Chinese influence also decentered 

Chinese as the language of the literati, and the use of the Korean native alphabet (hangul) 

became more widespread. Korea shortly thereafter declared itself an empire, and attempted to 

institute a series of reforms before it was forced into the Eulsa Treaty, which made it a 

protectorate of Japan in 1905. Another series of treaties solidified Japan’s control and rendered 

Korea fully annexed by 1910, and as early as 1911, the Japanese colonial administrators 

instituted a public school policy throughout Korea that established girls’ schools that taught basic 

primary and secondary school education. Still, more than seventy percent of Korean girls were 

not enrolled in primary school even by the 1940s, and the schools were structured to make docile 

and industrious imperial subjects rather than enlightened subversives. The Japanese colonial 

administration maintained its position that its presence was a positive, modernizing one, 

particularly after the March First Independence Movement of 1919. As a result of this Korean 

independence movement, the colonial policy in the decade following shifted to “cultural rule,” 

which combined discreet strengthening of bureaucratic and police forces with an outwardly more 

nonthreatening government policy, in which Koreans could pursue social, economic, and cultural 

activities more freely.
4
 However, this was only in theory, as the press was still subjected to 

censorship and encouraged to disseminate pro-Japanese rhetoric 

Despite all these obstacles, many Korean women were able to harness the developments 

occurring in Korean society, enact changes in their private homes, and create unprecedented 

roles for themselves in the public sphere.
5
 While the “New Woman” was a particularly salient 

example of progressive womanhood, the interplay and selective adoption of gender ideologies 

presented by the competing influences of  Korean intellectuals, Western missionaries, and 

Japanese colonial administrators in late nineteenth century to early twentieth century Korea 

shaped early modern concepts of Korean womanhood and presented new opportunities for 

Korean women, who used their own agency to adapt competing gender ideologies to fit their 

lives. 

“Modernity” in terms of womanhood can imply a myriad of different aspects. For 

example, women’s suffrage in South Korea did not come about until after World War II, but this 

is not the only benchmark for progress in women’s rights. Given the time frame of the paper, I 

define “modern” womanhood by women’s participation in the public sphere and their access to 

consumer goods, jobs, and education from the primary to university level. My definition also 

includes abolishing “pre-modern” practices that were demeaning to women, such as the practice 

of keeping concubines, polygamy and child marriage. All of these practices were common in the 

Joseon era, Korea’s last dynasty that ruled unbroken from 1392 to 1897. Modernization is 

frequently cast in masculine terms, especially when concerned with industrialization, technology, 

or economic growth. Women are either “invisible, treated paternalistically, or used as a litmus 

test for determining the degree of “backwardness” of a particular [country],” the latter of which 

was used by colonial forces as a justification for intervention in the Korean peninsula.
6
 Despite 

the inherent focus on masculine aspects of modernization, this so-called “litmus test” is also 
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useful historically to showcase the advances that Korean women made in status in a relatively 

short period of time. 

Modernization theory also deals with the “presentation of tradition as a bundle of 

characteristics that have historically been used to subordinate women.”
7
The ever-present reaction 

against evolving concepts of modern womanhood utilized “tradition” as the theoretical 

foundation of Korean society, and “traditions” for women included wearing the jang-ot veil in 

the late nineteenth century and remaining out of political discussion in the early twentieth 

century. Based on the political climate, the importance of “tradition” fluctuated; by the mid-

1920s, many of the reformers who had previously urged women to break free of confining 

traditions were embracing those very traditions as the basis of an independent, strong, and 

uniquely Korean identity.
8
 With Korean “tradition” as the foundation for society it became 

unacceptable, even “un-Korean” to act divergently, although as the society rapidly changed, the 

interpretation of what “tradition” meant shifted as well, especially as some aspects of tradition 

became pervasively unfashionable.  

The implications of the improvement of the status of women in terms of political 

economy were substantial. Previously, the vast majority of Korean peasant women labored in the 

fields and homes, making resources but having no control over these resources. These resources 

included, but were not limited to: agricultural product, textiles, food, and even children are 

produced and raised by women. Korean women – many of whom remained literally nameless 

because Korean culture did not see fit to give lower-class women the status bequeathed with a 

proper name – were also producers of Korean traditional culture in music, art, dance, and 

religion. When Korean women began to demand respect from men, they began to gain control of 

these resources, both material and intangible. Intangible resources such as prestige, self-respect, 

and even hope cannot be ignored, as they better women’s lives almost as much as material 

comforts. 

Several aspects of the status of Korean women prior to the opening of its ports in 1876 

are important for the sake of comparison. “Pre-modern” Korea womanhood was based almost 

entirely on neo-Confucian gender ideology that dictated the separation of genders and the 

subordination of women to all the men in their lives – fathers, husbands, and sons. A strict 

patriarchy persisted within the home, and women were subjected to “the seven evils for expelling 

wives” (chilgo chiak), offenses for which she could be banished from her husband’s home. These 

evils included disobedience to parents-in-law, hereditary disease, garrulousness, and failure to 

bear a son, among others.
9
 Many Korean women before the twentieth century did not have 

formal given names but were referred to by her relation to a male in their life, or by hometown, 

or simply by number.
10

 Annie Baird, a foreign missionary, gives the fictional but not uncommon 

account of a spiteful man naming his three daughters “First-born,” “Secondly,” and 

“Sorrowfully,” as he apparently lost patience with his wife for each successive girl baby.
11

 If an 

upper or middle class woman left the house, she had to don a ssugae-chima or jang-ot (over-the-
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head skirt or long hood, depending on her class and region) to shield her from the eyes of men.
12

 

Formal education for women in Joseon Korea was severely deficient even for women of the 

upper class, who only received education through their fathers or brothers or perhaps from a 

female tutor. Almost all women of the middle and lower class lacked the opportunity to learn the 

thousands of Chinese characters necessary to read any of the Chinese classics that were deemed 

necessary in men’s Confucian education. Some books were published in the Korean native 

alphabet (hangul) which more women were proficient in, but the books specifically meant for 

women were works on principles of conduct such as family rearing and house-keeping.
13

 These 

are just a few aspects of Joseon Korean women’s lives that illustrate their second-class status and 

came to be associated with pre-modern, “unenlightened” Korea by both foreign missionaries and 

Korean reformers in the coming decades. 

Korea’s ports were opened to the outside world by the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1876, also 

known as the Treaty of Ganghwa. Japan utilized “gunboat diplomacy,” or the pursuit of foreign 

policy aided by conspicuous displays of naval power, to force Korea to sign this unequal treaty. 

The pact opened up Korean ports in the same way Japanese and Chinese ports had been by 

Westerners decades earlier, which included provisions for foreigner extraterritoriality. There had 

been some Catholic missionary activity in Korea earlier in the 19
th

 century, but missionaries and 

converts were subjected to a series of purges by the Korean government as part of a general 

xenophobic policy against Christianity. However, by the later 19
th

 century, the circumstances in 

Korea had shifted such that missionaries could be accepted, due in large part to Western 

influence slowly trickling into the country vis-à-vis Japan. The first Protestant missionaries, 

largely American Methodists and Presbyterians, arrived in 1884 with evangelical goals and a 

desire to lift the “wretched” Koreans into civilization. By working within the legal boundaries set 

by the Korean government, western missionaries gained a stronger foothold into Korean society 

than ever before. American missionaries in particular were positively received because of their 

work in education and medicine and were even involved in nursing members of the royal court.
14

 

Foreign missionaries entered Korea with their own set of Christian ethics and Western ideals of 

modernity and progress that strongly influenced the modernization process in the late 19
th

 

century and into the early years of the Japanese colonial period. 

There are prevailing concepts in historiography concerning the modernization of Korea 

that extol western missionaries as the providers of Korean modernity and American women 

missionaries as the catalyst for modern Korean womanhood. Missionaries, however, brought a 

specific concept of modernity, Christian modernity. Christian modernity advanced the idea of 

material and technological modernity, but put Christianity as the moral, cultural, and spiritual 

center of the modernized state. Additionally, Christian modernity exalted Western culture, 

knowledge, and ethos as the model that developing nations should aspire to, a mentality that is 

still prevalent in modern-day Korean thinking.
15

 Despite perhaps the best intentions of the 

missionaries, Christian modernity also came at the cost of aspects of local, traditional culture, 

particularly in regards to traditional spirituality. Korea has a rich tradition of shamanism that was 

considered by Western missionaries to be a polytheistic, heathen religion, and missionaries 

willfully sought to eradicate this aspect of Korean culture in their evangelizing mission. Western 
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missionaries also used Christian modernity as a foil to Japanese secular modernity and 

imperialism, which helped missionaries gain the favor of Korean public. Due to the fact that 

Korea was colonized by Japan and not a Western nation, Christianity was not as strongly linked 

with the imperialist mission as it had been in other colonies, such as Egypt or India. Instead, 

many Korean women turned to Christianity as a way to maintain a link to the world of religion, 

often gendered as female, while shedding negative pre-modern associations with shamanism and 

superstition.
16

 The western missionaries in Korea strove first to evangelize Koreans and secondly 

to establish Christian modernity as the backbone of the modernizing Korean state by advocating 

for the banishment of superstition and shamanism, the use of modern medicine, education for 

both sexes, and gender equality, among other actions. Married missionary couples attempted to 

set a positive example for Koreans, who were shocked at the politeness with which missionary 

husbands treated their wives and the freeness with which missionary women were allowed to 

move about.
17

  

Christian gender ethics called for notions of complementary equal relations between men 

and women, which stood in contrast to the hierarchal relations in Confucianism that placed 

women as inherently opposite and inferior to men. The notion of complementary equal relations 

between men and women was reflected in the mission field that relegated western women 

missionaries to “women’s work.” Complementarianism as a theological view holds that men and 

women have different but complementary responsibilities and roles in marriage, home life in the 

private sphere, religious leadership, and elsewhere. This meant that while men and women were 

equal under God, they were to maintain separate areas in their lives. This view, prevalent in 

Victorian-influenced America and England, called for “separate spheres” in which women were 

channeled into “feminine” domestic roles in the home, while men held leadership positions in the 

outside world. Missionary activities for women were depicted as giving women the opportunity 

to advocate “true [Christian] womanhood” in the public and global sphere, though their 

inevitable role was still in the home. Still, considering the ultimate goal of evangelization, 

women missionaries were particularly invaluable in Korea due to the strict separation of genders 

that rendered Korean women inaccessible to male missionaries. Women missionaries enjoyed 

more freedom than might have been achieved in their homelands and were able to travel freely, 

stay in Korean lodging, and become closer with Korean women by entering their private homes. 

For this reason, women missionaries rarely criticized the patriarchal structure of their church 

because they were privileged compared to the “wretched” Korean women or because they did 

not want to undermine the mission cause with inter-mission conflict. Their privilege as white, 

relatively wealthy Americans living in Korea generally overrode their identity as the “lesser” 

gender. 

The missionaries were influenced by conservative Victorian gender ideology from their 

homelands, which called for domesticity and piety and for women to be treated gently as they 

were perceived as the "weaker sex." These ideals meshed well with pre-existing Confucian 

ideology about domestic duties and deference to men, which made for a smoother transition from 

conservative Confucian gender ideology to conservative Victorian gender ideology in the homes 

of Korean Christians. The supposed “modernity” that the missionaries brought was filtered 

through retrograde Victorian ethos, and while this did make for less outright conflict with the 
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traditional Confucian patriarchy, it limited many Christians’ opinions about the status of women. 

Women’s engagement in the public sphere was justified as a beneficial way to create a modern 

Christian private sphere in which women were domestic wives and mothers who fostered 

religious piety as well as “modern,” scientific homemaking.
18

 The home remained a gendered, 

female space, and any engagement in the public, “male” sphere by women had to be justified by 

its relevance to female space.  

There were several other significant and problematic aspects of Christian modernity 

touted by Western missionaries besides the patriarchal structure of the Church. The writings of 

women missionaries revealed some prejudices, as they were the subordinate gender but members 

of the “superior,” civilized white race as defined by their own Western modernity and Christian 

faith. Racism and a form of white supremacy was common in the sense that some missionaries 

truly believed that their lifestyle was in all ways superior; however, their general opinion of the 

Korean people was not that they were barbarians so much as “lost sheep” in God’s flock. The 

power relations between missionaries and Koreans were unbalanced as missionaries were backed 

with literacy, modern medicine, missionary societies providing support and money back home, 

and so forth. Many missionaries brought with them goods such as sewing machines and 

typewriters that fascinated Koreans, especially poorer Koreans who the missionaries spent much 

of their time specifically addressing.
19

 

In this context, relations between Koreans and the missionaries provides an example of 

transculturation, which addresses how subordinated groups, in this case Koreans, select materials 

transmitted from a dominant culture, in this case Western, more specifically North American, 

culture. The decisions to select certain materials was molded by what Koreans felt was most 

useful to their society, especially concerning medicine and technology. Additionally, pre-

colonial Koreans had still retained most of their ability to select what materials were transmitted; 

an ability that was later hampered by the force of imperialism. Thus, Koreans determined to 

varying degrees what they absorbed from missionaries and how they used it. Transculturation 

occurred in “contact zones,” such as contacts between Koreans and U.S. Missionaries.
20

 These 

terms are usually used in reference to colonial encounters, and while the missionaries were not 

colonists in the sense that they held no police force or legal authority over Korea, Korean society 

shaped the initial concepts of modern Korean womanhood in “contacts zones” of Western 

culture and Christianity.  

The Korean reception of missionary activity varied, and church meetings sometimes took 

on a revivalistic character that had more in common with Korean shamanism than traditional 

Protestantism. Nevertheless, many of the Korean women converted by women missionaries 

adopted missionary rhetoric, adapted it to Korean needs, and became active in the church. For 

example, Korean women were initially wary of being in the company of men, which was 

improper, so Korean women attending church meetings had the male teacher sit behind a screen 

so that he could speak clearly but could not actually see them.
21

 Later in the 1890s, new churches 

were constructed in the shape of the letter L, so that men could sit on one side and women on the 
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other, with the preacher in the corner.
22

 In this way, Korean women received the Gospel and 

attended church but did not offend societal norms or disgrace their families who then would have 

prevented them from attending. Some of the Korean converts became active “Bible women” 

[cheondo puin] and were vital as translators and interpreters to the missionaries. They helped to 

run local church meetings and helped missionaries deal with the inherently suspicious attitude of 

many Koreans towards the foreigners. To do this, they had to learn to read and be able to give 

their life to teaching Bible study, and they were supported by foreign funds as the “assistants” to 

women missionaries. The literacy of Bible women was also a powerful recruiting tool as many 

Korean women were attracted by the opportunity to become literate. The Bible women 

represented a new foray into the public sphere that allowed confined Korean women, many of 

whom were widows or otherwise downtrodden, to become literate, meet with other women, work 

as translators, and travel throughout Korea. Missionaries working in tandem with Korean women 

established the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) in 1923, and by 1933, church 

boards were sending Korean women missionaries as far away as Manchuria and Siberia, 

expanding their travels and evangelism internationally.
23

 Korean women adapted Christian 

gender ethics to their own lives and used it to advance their own agendas in addition to helping 

the missionary endeavor. Within the Victorian notion of a separate “women’s work for women,” 

Korean women and foreign women missionaries created new opportunities for themselves in the 

wide-open global mission field, but they continued to remain hampered by conservative ideas 

from both Koreans and Western missionaries.  

The political climate in 1890s Korea became turbulent after exposure to these 

international influences, especially after encountering the wealth and power of modernized states 

like Japan and the United States. The government realized the need to manage the rapidly 

changing society, but the situation in Korea worsened when peasants expressed their 

unhappiness with corrupt royal officials and Japanese influence by revolting in the 1894 

Tonghak rebellion. Some reforms were instituted shortly thereafter in the Gabo Reforms, which 

prohibited child marriage and slavery and required that official documents were written in the 

vernacular Korean script (hangul) rather than in Chinese characters. In 1898, Tongnip shinmun 

(The Independent) was founded, and was one of the first enlightenment-minded newspapers 

written in hangul, in order to reach men and women of lower classes, who generally did not have 

access to classic literary training in Chinese. Interestingly, it also had an edition in English and 

was lauded by English speakers residing in Korea as progressive and informative. This 

newspaper discussed the “woman question” at length.
24

 

Progressive male intellectuals in the early twentieth century began to advocate an 

“Enlightenment” (kaehwa) or “civilization and enlightenment” (munmyeong kaehwa) movement 

that stressed reform, civil rights, the overhaul of social structures, and especially the formation of 

Korea as a modern nation state. Another catalyst was the March First Independence Movement 

of 1919, which mobilized millions of people – men and women, young and old. Though it 

ultimately failed, it generated interest in nationalist causes throughout the entire country and 

offered an opportunity for girls and women to contribute through active and organized 

participation in the national independence movement.
25

 Korean nationalism became a potent 
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force in this time period, which coincided with Japanese colonization, and nearly every aspect of 

life was cast as either patriotic or unpatriotic in a nationalist, reformist perspective.  Reformers 

used gender issues – such as the status of women, the education of women, child marriage, and 

the remarriage of widows – as markers of national backwardness when compared to the 

“civilized” nations of the world. 
26

 Thus, nationalism shaped gender ideology because 

nationalists wanted “modern” women as evidence of Korea’s modernization and thus advocated 

education for women. One newspaper editorial even proclaimed that a woman who had learned 

hangul and thus acquired new knowledge of current events could be ranked above men who only 

knew Chinese characters and Chinese classics, which was the norm for a man’s Confucian 

education.
27

 Theoretically, the Korean government’s heightened zeal for education was supposed 

to extend to girls, but this did not become reality until after the crisis of Korea becoming a 

protectorate of Japan in 1905. About seventeen girls’ schools were established between 1886 and 

1905, but all but two of which were mission schools.
28

 The Korean government devoted its 

attention almost exclusively to boys’ schools, despite prevailing rhetoric of modern education for 

all. 

The zeal for women’s education from Korean nationalists came with many of the same 

stipulations that accompanied the Protestant missionaries’ enthusiasm for women’s education; 

women should be educated primarily to become better wives and mothers. Another newspaper 

editorial maintained that “When boys grow up, they become officials, scholars, merchants, and 

peasants. When girls grow up, they become the wives of these people. If these women have the 

same learning and knowledge as their husbands, then household affairs will turn out well. 

Moreover, when they bear children, these wives will know how to raise the children and educate 

them... all the responsibilities of nurturing future generations of the nation rest with the 

women.”
29

 While the nationalists advocated the advancement of women’s education in theory, 

the traditional ideal of the “wise mother and good wife” (hyunmo yangcho) persisted, although 

modified to fit the “modernizing” context by becoming a “wise and prudent professional 

housewife” (hyunmyung cheoneop jubu). This idea is an extension of their traditional roles as 

mothers in the family structure; women contributed to the state because the state was seen as an 

extension of the family, and thus women had a maternal responsibility to its development.
30

 In 

fact, the concept of “wise mother and good wife” was in itself an example of the way competing 

influences in Korean society melded to shape new models. Traditional Confucian ideals of 

“womanly virtue,” Japan’s Meiji ideology of “good wife, wise mother” (ryōsai kenbo) that was 

constructed during Japan’s own period of modernization then spread to Korea via Japanese 

education policy,  and Victorian gender ideas of “true womanhood” spread by Western 

missionaries all went into the idea of a scientifically modern domestic woman. However, when 

well-educated Korean “New Women” asserted their own interpretations of modernity in the 

1920s and 30s, they met resistance from the so-called reformers. Still, within this context, 

changes and new opportunities arose in the education system for girls, which served as a catalyst 

for other achievements by Korean women. 
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 Ewha Girls’ School (Ehwa hakdang) was founded in 1886 by Mary F. Scranton, an 

American Methodist missionary. The curriculum included courses on the Bible and catechism, 

English, Korean reading and writing in hangul, arithmetic, basic science and history, and home 

economics, which included hygiene, cooking, and sewing. Nevertheless, the missionaries who 

ran the first girls’ schools were extremely cautious about the curriculum and the Western 

influence they had on their students. Missionary Louise Rothweiler expressed that caution in an 

1892 mission periodical:  

Whatever may be the private opinion of anyone concerning the women’s sphere 

and proper occupation we must, for the present, at least, act under the supposition 

that in Korea domestic life is her sphere and destiny… Whatever else we may or 

may not teach them we ought to fit them thoroughly for this… all in purely 

Korean style except where we can improve on that without weaning them from 

their people, making them discontented with their surroundings. 
31

  

Mission schools even occasionally upheld traditions that Korean society was rapidly 

doing away with, such as the jang-ot veil for women during outings. In 1915, two Korean 

students at a girls’ school submitted a petition asking to abolish the required jang-ot, but the 

petition was rejected, sparking student-led strikes that was only resolved through negotiations 

between the school and the local community.
32

   

It was in this time period that advocating women’s education became the most pervasive 

way to discuss the treatment of women by society in general. “A Circular for the Establishment 

of a Girls’ School,” published in Tongnip shinmun in 1898 is viewed as the first declaration of 

women’s rights, since it argued for equal education and respect for men and women in society, 

which led to the establishment also in 1898 of Chanyanghoe, the first women’s organization in 

Korean history. The initial membership was almost 400 women, largely from the yangban upper 

class.
33

 Like many advocates for women’s education in this time period, they postulated that 

modernized and equal education was necessary for building a stronger nation, in the spirit of 

“patriotic enlightenment” (aeguk gyemong). The authors in “A Circular” write that “if we look to 

countries that were civilized before ours, we see that men and women have equal rights… The 

reason why women in those countries are not oppressed but esteemed by their husbands is 

because they learn as much as men and have equal rights.”
34

 The wording of this was extremely 

self-aware – the two female Korean authors declared that their country is indeed uncivilized and 

that countries that were “civilized before,” namely the West or Japan, should serve as role 

models.  This approach was adopted thoroughly by Korean modernizers, but also generated 

backlash from more conservative Koreans who felt that Korean culture was being compromised. 

Education for women had become a national issue by the early 20th century and was 

frequently associated with the “enlightenment” and “self-strengthening” of Korea. For example, 

Missionary Alice Appenzeller served as Ewha College’s principal in the 1930s and was tasked 

with trying to convince Koreans of the value of girls’ higher education.  While she says that 
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some parents brought their daughters to the school claiming that elementary education was vital 

to finding a good spouse, the common perception among many Koreans was that further 

schooling would render girls arrogant and without knowledge of housekeeping. She instead 

points to the usefulness of Ewha graduates as teachers, nurses, church leaders, as well as 

excellent housewives. She states that “if a class of graduates from just one institution can make 

such significant contributions to society, then I have full confidence that Korea will derive 

enormous benefits from the establishment of many more institutions of higher education for 

women.”
35

 The most pragmatically progressive of advocates for women’s education also 

preached the usefulness of vocational skills for women, so that they might make a living “in case” 

they need to be economically independent. Furthermore, many students sought out mission 

schools specifically to learn English as a career skill and advance their own agendas. 

The missionary education system was a catalyst for modernization, although often 

unprepared for the rapid pace at which change was occurring, particularly with girls who sought 

a more secular education. Mission schools prepared girls for lives as Christian wives and 

mothers, and while early marriage was discouraged because young female students dropped out 

of school to get married, the churches associated with the schools attempted to arrange marriages 

with Christian husbands educated at boys’ mission schools, so that husband and wife could 

establish proper Christian homes. While missionary schools also provided new opportunities for 

further education, which some remarkable women took advantage of, school curriculum was not 

constructed with the intent of creating women scholars or intellectuals, though many became 

teachers. A graduate of a girls’ school ideally became a “wise and prudent professional 

housewife” (hyunmyung cheoneop jubu) who was efficient and economical in housekeeping, 

children’s education, hygiene, and time and budget management.
36

 This concept of womanhood, 

also given as an ideal in the United States at the time, was appropriated by colonial powers and 

capitalists, who attempted to use it to turn Korean women into a compliant commodity in their 

agendas. The implication here is that a “professional” housewife would create prosperous and 

happy homes that met Japan’s idealized modern standards, and would bolster Korea’s economy 

(and thus Japan’s) with the purchase of appliances and other household commodities. Her 

frugality and productivity would reduce wastefulness, and while she may be able to read 

women’s magazines about household duties, she would be only concerned with the betterment of 

her home. In this way, the “wise and prudent professional housewife” became an icon for what 

Japan desired for all of its women subjects. 

Heavy-handed advocating for modernized imperial subjects was only one of the ways 

that the repressive nature of Japanese colonial policy manifested itself. Japanese colonial policy 

frequently defaulted to a paternalistic, implicitly racist view of Koreans; Japan had modernized 

several decades before Korea, and thus it was the duty of Japan to “protect” Korea and bring the 

Koreans into the modern age. Some American missionaries held similarly patronizing views, but 

the notion of “protecting” was taken fairly literally when Korea became a protectorate of Japan 

in 1905, after Japan defeated China and Russia in the Sino-Japanese (1894-1895) and Russo-

Japanese Wars (1904-1905) respectively. Considering the inherent power struggle of colonialism, 

Japan conceptualized its involvement in East Asia as “protecting” Korea from the supposed 

encroachment of China and Russia. In this sense Korea experienced gendered imperialism that 
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cast Korea as subjugated and mired in ignorance – the weak, uneducated “female” to Japan’s 

aggressively modern “male” might. Imperialism itself is also a male force, and is perpetuated 

primarily by power-holding males, such as the government or police force. 

The power Japan exerted to oppress Korea also came in the form of rules on even the 

most seemingly benign social customs. For example, Japanese colonial authorities promoted 

wearing colored clothing during everyday activities around 1923, and demanded that Koreans 

refrain from wearing white clothing. Traditional Korean clothing was white, meaning that 

Korean women spent large amounts of time doing laundry, which also wore out the clothing 

more quickly, and thus white clothing was inefficient – at least, according to Japanese colonial 

authorities. This incident can be interpreted as a typical attempt by colonizers to repress the 

indigenous culture of the colonized by denouncing it as “unsanitary” or “un-modern”, thereby 

creating a reason for obliterating it.
37

  

This is not to say that all Japanese influence came in the form of threats. Japanese 

literature and culture filtered into Korea through Japanese settlers and Japanese-educated 

Koreans, and was presented as East Asian yet cosmopolitan; close to Korean culture, yet more 

modern. Japanese higher education was desirable and a result many Korean intellectuals had 

some knowledge of Japanese even before colonial education policy mandated it. 

Other influence came from the missionaries in Korea, the majority of whom were 

American. They did not have access to the same level of force that Japanese colonial authorities 

utilized. The United States did not yet have any sort of military or police presence in Korea and 

lacked direct economic involvement. Relations between the U.S. and Korea were established in 

1882 and an embassy was established in 1883, but the United States unofficially but significantly 

agreed not to interfere with Japan in matters concerning Korea in the 1905 Taft-Katsura 

Agreement. Most of the Americans in Korea were missionaries rather than government agents 

and were financed by their various churches or evangelizing organizations. What American 

missionaries did have, however, was "soft" power. 

The various laws and economic threats that Japanese colonial authorities used to coerce 

the Korea clearly illustrate “hard” power. The definitive example here was Japan’s utilization of 

“gunboat diplomacy” to force Korea to sign the Treaty of Ganghwa in 1876. The conspicuous 

display of naval power was used to achieve a foreign policy goal, and the opening of Korean 

ports allowed Japan to exercise economic might as well. The aforementioned proliferation of 

Japanese literature and culture as something to be emulated, however, is an example of “soft” 

power. American missionaries also utilized primarily “soft” power to influence Korean society, 

particularly when proselytizing. Christianity as a religion was advertised, so to speak, as a 

desirable option and a belief system that could bring Koreans salvation. Converted Koreans 

aspired to properly emulate good Christians, and in the process of doing so received the entire 

package of Christian ethics, as was discussed earlier. Koreans also observed the relative wealth 

and prosperity of these missionaries and formed their first ideas about the West.  

 By the time Korea was fully annexed as a Japanese colony in 1910, Japan had already 

implemented several decades’ worth of oppressive, primarily “hard” power, and in many ways 
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the annexation was a culmination of Japan’s efforts to exercise its might. Japanese colonial 

administration was set up almost immediately to manage resources and shape the colonized into 

proper imperial subjects. Japanese colonial policy in Korea was created with the cultural, 

political, and economic assimilation of Korea as the primary goal, and Japanese education policy 

reflected this. The Japanese colonial administration issued the Joseon Educational Ordinance in 

1911 that created curriculums that were officially intended to “arouse national characteristics,” 

teach “extended use of the national language,” and foster “feminine virtues such as constancy 

and domesticity in girls.”
38

 The national characteristics and language referred to were Japanese, 

and as the colonial era progressed, Korean language was phased completely out of schools for 

anyone older than the youngest primary school students. The Japanese mandated compulsory 

education for girls, initially including four years of primary school and three years of secondary 

school that was later extended to six years of primary school and four years of secondary school. 

The Japanese subjected the more than a thousand private schools that Koreans built in the early 

1900s to rigorous restrictions, and delegitimized and forced hundreds to close.
39

  

The colonial government did not immediately compensate for the closed schools, which 

made obtaining “compulsory” education extremely difficult. In 1919, for example, less than four 

percent of Korean children attended public primary school, and there were only two public and 

four recognized private high schools for Korean girls.
40

 These numbers eventually increased with 

the promise of upward social mobility through education, and the idea of education as a form of 

patriotic Korean enlightenment that reestablished Korean social identity persisted despite the 

restrictions imposed and the pro-imperialism curriculum. Still, enrollment skewed heavily 

towards boys, and even by the 1940s, fewer than twenty percent of Korean girls were enrolled in 

primary school.
41

 Moreover, girls who were enrolled in school spent ten of thirty-one hours of 

instruction per week knitting and sewing and six hours in Japanese language class.
42

 Colonial 

education promoted a cult of domesticity not as a way to cultivate moral sensibilities and cultural 

refinement, as missionary schools did, but instead as a way to maintain Korean women within 

the traditional constraints of the domestic sphere. While Japanese colonial authorities justified 

assimilation by touting it as “bring[ing] up the undeveloped to the standard of the developed,” 

they were not actually interested in Koreans achieving enlightened modernity.
43

 In fact, the 

reductive and oppressive school curriculum encouraged the opposite so that the Japanese 

colonial authorities could reduce the threat of revolutionary or subversive activity.  

This became particularly relevant after the March First Independence Movement of 1919 

Korea, an independence movement that shook the Japanese empire to its core. As previously 

mentioned, the colonial policy in the decade following shifted to “cultural rule,” which 

theoretically called for ethnic harmony and more freedom for Koreans. The Japanese 

government saw the dissolution of other old empires and the rise of new nation-states in the 
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aftermath of World War I and thus desperately wanted to avoid the same fate, so colonial 

authorities became more vigilant about identifying subversive or radical behavior. Organizations 

like the Young Women’s Christian Association and the Korean Women’s Educational 

Association attempted to make up for the changes in curriculum by teaching hangul and English 

to women in night schools, but illiteracy rates among women were still high.
44

 Colonial 

education policies were not progressive towards women and only worsened over time, as 

colonial administrators increased surveillance to stamp out rebellion and enacted wartime policy 

with horrific results. Japanese colonial policy did spur more Korean girls than ever to go to 

school and receive an education, but it was a deeply flawed one in the eyes of many. 

 As one generation of students grappled with the Japanese colonial education policy, the 

press in the 1920-30s focused on a different sensation known as “New Women” (shin yeosong), 

generally pertaining to female students from the generation prior. The “New Woman” was a 

recognizable global phenomenon that soon spread to East Asia, and exhibited itself in a 

relatively small but influential coterie of educated women who adopted Western dress and 

consumer habits and spoke out against the oppression of their gender. The small group of "New 

Women" were able to harness growing opportunities for higher, cosmopolitan-leaning education 

and use international ideology about women's rights in the Korean context. 

 Unfortunately, the number of Korean publications by women, about women is relatively 

low. Less than three percent of Korean girls were enrolled in elementary schools in 1919, which 

only increased to eight percent by 1929 – a tiny number, especially when compared to nearly 

ninety-nine percent of Japanese girls enrolled in Japan during the same time period. Only one-

fifth of these girls advanced to middle school, and only a small handful of female high-school 

graduates had the opportunity to pursue higher education.
45

 The small number means that there 

was never a sizeable group of educated Korean women during the Japanese colonial period – 

indeed, less than sixteen percent of Korean women were literate by the late 1930s.
46

 However, 

the women who did achieve higher education were very visible and had a significant effect on 

literature, art, journalism, medicine, social work, and political movements, particularly in 

socialist groups. 

It is important to understand the difference between “New Woman” and “New Women.” 

The “New Woman” was a cultural composite formed through oversimplification and Othering 

often by hegemonic discourse, such as the portrayal of the stereotypical “New Woman” in the 

male elite-dominated media. The oversimplified portrait of the “New Woman” was the subject of 

political cartoons and sharp criticism, the consequences of which will be discussed further. 

Conversely, the category of “New Women” is composed of actual historical figures who were a 

heterogeneous and diverse group representing a variety of goals and ideology. There was a great 

deal of discussion about who and what exactly constituted a “New Woman,” but at its most 

inclusive definition New Women represented a variety of backgrounds, including laborers and 

peasants with basic literacy skills as well as those who received higher education overseas.
47

 The 
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lives of New Women were far more complex and diverse than was generally represented in the 

media. As such, there were many attempts by New Women to rectify the stereotypes and 

misrepresentations that were perpetuated by the hegemonic mechanisms of male elite-dominated 

media.  

While there were some publications by female authors prior to the 1920s, they were 

mostly limited to columns in newspapers such as Tongnip Shinmun, and even then much of the 

discussion about the “woman question” was coming from male voices. Several women’s 

magazines were established from 1906 – 1908, such as “Home Journal” (Kajeong Japji) and 

“Guide for Women” (Yeoja Jinam), and they sought to educate housewives or those with little 

schooling about hygiene, practical knowledge, and other “scientific” advice.
48

 One editorial 

claimed that the lack of education for women meant that women were “mired in archaic ideas” 

and thus did not know how to “educate their children, how to manage their households, how to 

socialize, or how to cultivate their minds.”
49

 Much of the media coverage of the “woman 

question” read like this – pitying women and advocating household education. However, the 

March First Independence Movement of 1919 and the flurry of political activity accompanying it 

can be used as a catalytic starting point for women’s activism in Korea. About 450 women’s 

societies were founded throughout the country between 1920-1929, with goals ranging from 

religious activity, education, enlightenment, and socialism.
50

 Hyaeweol Choi outlines the three 

distinctive types of women’s groups that emerged after the March First Independence 

Movement: liberal feminist groups, Christian faith-centered groups, and socialist groups.
51

 

Liberal feminists were associated with discourse on marriage, divorce, love, and fashion 

– all controversial, racy issues which attracted a great deal of scrutiny from the media. Some of 

the most prominent New Women feminists belonged to this group, and they formed a group 

called Blue Stockings Society (Cheongtaphoe) in 1920 that was a prelude to the foundation of 

the feminist magazine New Woman (Shin Yeoja).
52

 The society name borrows from the Japanese 

feminist magazine Bluestocking (Seitō) that ran from 1911 to 1916, which in turn borrowed from 

the British usage of the term “bluestocking” to refer to feminists over the 18th and 19th 

centuries.
53

 However, the Blue Stockings Society took after its Japanese counterpart in that it 

focused for the most part solely on internal development, rather than class issues and national or 

international events. This attitude was alienating in the Korean context; the political environment 

was too turbulent to ignore in favor of introspection about free love or gender models. Just as the 

society name was an imitation of a Japanese imitation of Western feminism, the vision of the 

Korean Blue Stockings Society was considered by most to be a brash regurgitation of Western 

and Japanese feminist trends and irrelevant to most Korean women. 

Christian-faith based groups grew out of the large number of educated Korean women 

who graduated from American Protestant mission schools, and many of the women chose to 
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remain faith-oriented and ran or participated in small-scale church groups. Bible study groups, 

Sunday schools, missionary associations, and organizations such as the Korean Young Women’s 

Christian Association (YWCA), established in 1922, gave Christian women many opportunities 

to get educated and to achieve power and independence within “women’s work for women,” as 

exemplified by the missionaries that arrived in the late 19
th

 century. The YWCA, as an 

internationally-affiliated group with nationwide reach, was particularly influential and became a 

major player among women’s organizations in “challenging traditional gender roles, promoting 

women’s education, seeking women’s economic independence, advocating for equal legal 

protection, and participating in the broader movement for independence.”
54

 

The first women’s socialist group (Joseon yeoseong donguhoe) was established in 1924. 

While there were fewer members in this group than in the others, the socialist women were more 

aware of the societal structure leading to socio-economic problems and the class struggle that 

caused gender oppression. They were also the most “articulate in their explication of women’s 

conditions and requirements.”
55

 It took socialist feminists a few years to retool socialist theory to 

colonial Korea, and in 1927 the Friends of the Rose of Sharon (Keunuhoe) was formed from an 

assembly of several women’s groups. It became clear to the assembly members that Korea’s 

particular circumstances could not be ignored, and the organization redirected their goals to fight 

against “feudal remnants and contemporary social contradictions" in Korea's huge female 

peasant population.
56

 

These three camps of liberal feminists, Christians, and socialists were not mutually 

exclusive however; many New Women incorporated elements of all three into their intellectual 

orientations throughout their careers and were involved in aspects of many types of organizations, 

especially since organizations and related publications often only lasted a few years. 

New Women employed a variety of techniques in their publications about the status of 

women. Both Korean and Japanese New Women harkened back to an ancient time in which 

women were more prolific writers or otherwise remarkably accomplished, as well as pointed to 

the distinguished careers of contemporary women abroad, such as Jean-Marie Roland, an 

important figure in the French Revolution, or Joan of Arc. Furthermore, many Korean New 

Women looked to their prominent Japanese counterparts such as Yosano Akiko and Hiratsuka 

Raichō, the founders of Seito, for inspiration. The readings of educated women represented a 

crucial meeting point for transnational encounters and transcultural flow, as novels, essays, and 

plays from a vast and international array of sources were consumed. These writings were able to 

enter into Korean intellectual consciousness through rigorous and progressive translation work 

that sought a varied knowledge base. This dynamic exchange and consumption of new ideas was 

made possible by colonial politics, the flourishing print media, an active translation business that 

made various genres available in Korean for the first time, and the rise of opportunities for 

Koreans to travel overseas, usually to Japan.  
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Translations of literary works about or by women were particularly influential, including 

Leo Tolstoy, Henrik Ibsen, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Victor Hugo, Alexandra Kollontai, Ellen Key, 

Katherine Mansfield, and Sarojini Naidu, among many others. The influence of literary works is 

also due to novels being generally less censored during the colonial rule.
57

 The translated tales 

and biographies of women like Joan of Arc, Florence Nightingale, and Marie Curie served as 

role models to students, as noted by independence leader Hyeon Sangyun writing in Shin 

Yeosong.
58

 Reading texts about New Women abroad helped Korean New Women feel connected 

to the larger global movement, and also put into perspective the particular circumstances of 

Confucian gender norms and colonial conditions in Korea. This in turn helped the New Women 

formulate new gender roles that were ground-breaking and progressive, while still cognizant of 

the colonial Korean context in which they lived.
59

 

Some of the most notable New Women were a small elite group of women who became 

prominent in art, literature, education, journalism, and politics, represented by Kim Wonju, Na 

Hye-seok, Kim Myeong-sun, Yoon Sim-deok, Kim Hwallan, Pahk Induk, Heo Jong-suk, and 

Chung Chil-sung. Their individual stories show progressive writing and influential leadership at 

universities and in the press. Their gendered experiences of “modernity” was closely tied to the 

image of the West, as nearly all of the prominent New Women leaders were educated at 

missionary schools and were thus influenced by Christianity. One of the most famous New 

Women, Hwang Sin-deok, asserted in 1933 that “almost all women over 30 who were educated 

and had worked in society had been exposed to Christianity,” and a prominent male educator Yi 

Man-gyu noted that “Christian-influenced women have near complete hegemony in the women’s 

world” in Korea.  Many of the New Women had spent some time if not years studying and 

absorbing new values in Japan and the West. Most of these women were exposed to Christianity 

in some form, but not all incorporated Christian religion in their public and private lives and 

some outright rejected it.  

Kim Hwallan (Helen) was the first Korean female PhD holder, the first Korean president 

of Ewha Girls’ School, and was a founding member of the Korean YWCA who incorporated 

Christian spirituality in all of her work.
60

 Kim Hwallan and other Christian Korean women 

secured missionary-sponsored opportunities to study in the United States and then returned to 

leadership opportunities in the Christian women’s field, including church and other faith-based 

organizations.  

On the other hand, several women embodied the secular modernism, such as Kim Wonju, 

who founded the magazine Shin yeoja (New Woman) in 1920, the first of several Korean 

women’s magazines that featured content mostly by women and focused fully on the “woman 

question.” 
61

 Shin Yeoja (1920), which later gave way to Shin Yeosong (1923-1934), were both 

extremely important magazines, the latter of which lasted longer than any other women’s 

magazine. Essays were written about the “reform” (kaejo) and “liberation” (haebang) implicit in 

pursuing New Womenhood as global trends, as well as recognizing that the inalienable human 
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rights due to women have been trampled by male-instituted customs and laws. Reform was, 

according to Kim Wonju in the inaugural editorial from Shin Yeoja, the “outcry of humanity” 

after the atrocities of World War I, and women should not – could not – be excluded from the 

global reforms. She asserts that Korea “must first liberate women if we are to catch up with the 

rest of the world, be competitive, lead lives that can be respected by other states, and transform 

our entire social structure.” She also declares that men have appropriated women’s rights, in 

order to maintain household dominance and to preserve the higher status of men.
 62

 

These are just a few of the educated women who published editorials and poems in 

newspapers and journals that challenged patriarchy and Korean societal norms. Their writings 

often appealed to practicality or nationalism as reasons for equality for women. One such poem 

published in 1921 by Na Hye-seok called Inhyung eui jip (A doll’s house) was influenced by 

Henrik Ibsen’s play of the same name. Many of the “New Women” were inspired by Henrik 

Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, a play in which the main character Nora leaves her restrictive home life 

to seek her own destiny. She criticized the patriarchy present in Korean homes and warned that 

the subordination of women was unacceptable to the point where Korean women would “leave 

the house” just like Nora did in Ibsen’s play.
63

 

The response in the media from conservatives and nationalists was often negative, 

portraying the New Woman sometimes as a sexual deviant who blindly imitated Western trends. 

Critics painted an ugly caricature of the New Woman as vain, decadent, and air-headed; she 

watched “motion pictures of crude Americanism” and wore “Western-style clothing, high heels, 

and bobbed hair,” which was thought to be shocking if not immoral behavior.
64

 This indicates 

that in some ways, despite the generally positive reception of Western missionaries in the late 

19
th

 century and the influence that these missionaries had in the early modernization process, by 

the early 20
th

 century there was backlash in Korean society against indiscriminate borrowing 

from the West. The popularized image of “New Women” was associated with “girl students,” 

which was common throughout the East Asian context and could be seen in Japan and China as 

well, and one of their distinguishing features that caused the most debate was the aforementioned 

personal appearance, after some New Women started bobbing their hair and wearing Western 

clothing. The bobbed hair was touted by female intellectuals and their supporters as more 

hygienic and more practical for working women, especially since the traditional chignon was 

heavy and often dirty. The backlash, which came from conservative men and women, critiqued 

bobbed hair as a feeble imitation of Western style and Western garb with exposed knees as 

suggestive and a direct affront to the beauty of traditional Korean dress.  

It is also important to note that the caricature of the “New Woman” or "Modern Girl" was 

only targeted at women – there was very little discussion about “New Men,” so to speak. In 

terms of fashion, the expressions of modernity are also visibly highly gendered – it became 

acceptable for educated men to change their appearance from top knots and traditional garb to 

Western hairstyles and suits far before it became acceptable for women to cut their hair or wear 

Western clothing. Men were allowed significantly more space in developing Korea to 
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experiment with self-expression and political expression than women were, and while a woman 

would be called “decadent” for buying or desiring Western fashion or wearing cosmetics, a man 

could escape criticism for men’s fashion of the same price. 

The discussion about the New Woman also reveals a great deal of anxiety on the part of 

the male intellectuals who penned many of the articles about the unwieldy New Women, who 

challenged male-dominant systems by their mere literacy alone. The stereotypical description by 

detractors of the New Woman as “Westernized” or “Americanized” served to “de-nationalize” 

women and trivialize their efforts as un-Korean and harmful to the delicate Korean state, 

particularly when the New Woman threatened the traditional patriarchy.
65

 

Korean nationalists reacted harshly to the call for female emancipation differently, 

because they viewed it as highly selfish to advocate for the liberty of women rather than all 

Koreans. The New Women were perceived by these male intellectuals as undermining the 

nationalist cause, which was tied to hyper masculine concepts of modernity and historiography. 

The male-dominated print media often attempted to act as sort of a paternalistic watchdog, 

critiquing women and trying to offer advice on the “proper” path to enlightenment.  

The male commentary on New Women was also sometimes blithe to class issues in favor 

of modernization. Yi Kwangsu, perhaps the best-known novelist in modern Korean literature, 

lists “paying attention to hygiene, nutrition and exercise, and live an orderly life to maintain your 

health” as the first commandment in his “Ten Commandments for New Women” and continues 

to demand chastity and that wives do “everything in your power to ease [their] husband’s 

mind.”
66

 In a subsequent issue of Shin Yeosong, Ko Yongsuk penned a scathing rebuttal of his 

statement, calling it a “fantasy” that is completely ignorant of proletariat women’s 

circumstances:  

“Does he think that Korean women are so ignorant? Does Mr. Yi not understand 

that women know very well how to take care of their health, but simply do not 

have the time or money to do so? Of course, there are women who have the 

means to do it, but they are the wives of the bourgeoisie… So, perhaps in the 

mind of Yi Kwangsu, the term “New Woman” refers only to this category of 

well-to-do women.”
67

 

She continues, “I realize that Yi Kwangsu is the editor-in-chief of a newspaper run by the 

bourgeoisie. Maybe that makes him their spokeman,” a bold statement considering that most 

women with access to Shin Yeosong were also women of some means. However, her point rings 

exceptionally true in concerns to the inherent problems of some concepts of New Womanhood. 

For the majority of the Korean female population, many of the supposed ideals of the movement 

were unfeasible. The average peasant girl could anticipate a hard life of labor in the fields and 

childrearing in the home; if she had any access to education, it would most likely be only to the 

primary school level. There was simply an absence of time or money to achieve higher education 

or enlightenment in the early 20
th

 century Korean woman’s life. Ko Yongsuk recognizes this, 
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and states later in the rebuttal that if a woman did have enough education to “become aware of 

historical and social realities, she should be passionate for social development and be ready on 

the frontline of the social movement for women who lead inhumane, barbaric lives under feudal 

morals and capitalism.”
68

 

Heo Cheongsuk, a socialist woman activist, also urged girl students to participate 

specifically in the “rural movement” for the sake of the whole nation. The rural movement 

encouraged students and other intellectuals to return to their rural hometowns and offer literacy 

and basic knowledge of social and world affairs to peasant women and children. She writes that 

girl students are “burdened with tremendous responsibility… although it may go unstated, [many 

housewives and young girls living in the countryside] think that educated women will be the 

source of something new for women… Start by teaching them the Korean writing system. The 

next step is to help your students discover their individual character, develop class consciousness, 

and learn social civility”
69

 In this way, many of the more socialist-leaning New Women 

recognized something of a “noblesse oblige” in terms of education and desired to use their 

privilege to better the lives of the millions of countryside peasant women. 

To fight back against these derogatory claims and “de-nationalization” of the New 

Woman movement, some women and supporters used the analogy of the oppression of their 

country to the oppression of women – thus their cause was inherently nationalistic. One thirteen-

year-old girl student wrote an essay published in a women’s magazine that stated that, “In the 

same way that our nation is oppressed by other countries and has lost equal status vis-à-vis the 

world community, we women have been unable to gain status equal to men. It is because women 

have not been as educated as men. Therefore, if we want to regain our national sovereignty, we 

need to promote not only men’s education but also women’s education.”
70

 This line of thinking 

reflects the imperialist dogma of the subjugated nation as feminine and the colonizer as 

masculine. 

As an alternative to accepting women in the public sphere, conservatives, nationalists, 

and colonial powers all bought into the ideal of a “wise and prudent professional housewife” 

(hyunmyung cheoneop jubu) for different reasons. Conservatives consented to the idea because it 

was not a radical departure from the traditional domestic role of women and still limited women 

to the private sphere. Nationalists advocated professional housewives because a wise housewife 

created harmonious, modern Korean households and raised intelligent and politically aware 

children, all of which strengthened the Korean state. The nationalists in theory were dedicated to 

the education of women as a benchmark of modernity but could only conceptualize educating 

them in ways that played into their masculine and patriarchal structure of the “modern” nation 

state. Japanese colonial powers incorporated ideals of wise housewives into their education 

policy and into pamphlets that were distributed to Korean households because prudent household 

management would strengthen the Korean economy and thus Japan’s economy as the children 

became loyal imperial subjects. Interestingly, a centerpiece of New Womanhood was the 

responsibilities and duties of women as citizens, which many New Women interpreted as 
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unprecedented participation in the public sphere. However, there were other detractors who 

interpreted the duty of women as citizens to be the fulfillment of the “wise and prudent 

professional housewife” role in the private sphere. Despite opposition, the “New Women” 

emerged as a result of modernization influences. Colonial circumstances that fueled nationalist 

discourse and critique and Western-style Christian education and the gender ethics embedded in 

such an education helped to create educated and opinionated women who gained a voice in 

shaping the course of Korea’s modernization process.  

The emergence of “modern” women in Korea resulted from the whirlwind of change that 

followed the opening of Korean ports in 1876, the arrival of Western Protestant missionaries in 

1884, and the annexation of Korea by Japan in 1910. Each of these events brought different and 

sometimes contradictory definitions of modernity to Korean society, and Korean women 

benefited from these various forms of modernity by making advances in education and in general 

visibility in the public sphere. Christianity, nationalism, and colonial rule all shaped the course of 

modern Korean history and provided the opportunity for Korean women to exercise agency and 

individuality. 
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