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Abstract 

Exiled Envoys: Korean Students in New York City, 1907-1937 

Jean H. Park 

 

This dissertation follows the activism of Korean students in New York City and the 

trajectory of their American education as it applied to Korea’s colonization under the Empire of 

Japan. As a focused historical account of the educational experiences of Korean students in New 

York from 1907 to 1937, this dissertation uses archival evidence from their associations, 

correspondence, publications, and the institutions they studied at to construct a transnational 

narrative that positions the Korean students operating within and outside the confines of their 

colonial experience. The following dissertation answers how the Korean students applied their 

American education and experiences to the Korean independence movement, and emphasizes the 

interplay of colonization, religion, and American universities in contouring the students’ 

activism and hopes for a liberated Korea.    
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Introduction  

 This dissertation follows the trajectory of a select group of Korean men and women who 

risked their lives by pursuing studies abroad in the United States in the early decades of the 20th 

century. Annexed by the Empire of the Japan in 1910, Korea was no longer considered a 

sovereign country until the end of World War II; from 1910 to the end of World War I, to the 

onset of World War II, these Korean students in the United States became “exiled envoys” 

devoted to the cause of Korean independence abroad while disenfranchised as Korean citizens 

under Japanese rule. This dissertation examines how the students envisioned their role as patriots 

and reformers for the future of Korea while abroad in the United States, and prioritizes the 

importance of an American education within the Korean independence movement and its 

subsequent nation-building efforts.   

In considering the significance of New York City to the educational experiences of 

Koreans in the United States in the early-20th century, this dissertation calls attention to the 

importance of the city and the broader regional area of the Northeast as a crucial locus of Asian-

American immigration and Korean-American community formation. An emphasis on New York 

City and its higher education institutions and religious organizations highlights the city’s place, 

literally and figuratively, in the diaspora of Korean students to America and its ties to the Korean 

independence movement. In spite of its centrality to the early history of Koreans in America, 

New York City has been neglected as an important site in their education. By focusing on the 

hitherto understudied area of New York City in the Korean diaspora, and by offering a longer 

Korean-American educational history, this dissertation based on archival records foregrounds the 
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enduring prestige of American universities amongst Koreans by framing it within their colonial 

experience. Triangulating their colonial oppression, shared religion, and higher education 

backgrounds together, the experiences of Korean students in the interwar years reveal an 

unearthed history of student activism and belief in American education to begin their nation 

anew, equal and free.   

This dissertation focuses on the motivations and activities of the cohort of college and 

graduate students who studied at institutions in New York City from 1907 to 1937. A deeper 

exploration into this niche demographic in the early decades of the twentieth century situates the 

students as the nexus point; as they honed their understanding of nationalism, identity, and 

citizenship, their educational backgrounds and experiences in the United States intersected 

recurring and overlapping themes of race, religion, education. Korean students grappled with 

their position as racialized, colonial subjects on one hand with a Wilsonian-inspired call for 

national sovereignty on the other. Their studying in the United States, I argue, was a 

conscientious act of rebellion, as they circumvented Japanese imperial authority by aligning 

themselves with American political and religious ideologies to advance the movement for 

Korean independence.  

Connecting the crucial role Korean expats played in the independence movement to their 

education in the United States, this dissertation focuses on the Korean students and the 

ideological underpinnings of their education and what, why, and how they applied it. In the early 

diaspora of Korean immigrants to the United States, a small cohort of student nationalist-leaders 

emerged as representatives and diplomats of their colonized country, refusing to submit to the 

colonial orders of the Empire of Japan that would otherwise prohibit their studies abroad.1 

                                                 
1 In his overview of Asian-American immigration, Melendy describes the “story of the early Koreans in the United 

States” as one “intertwined with the struggle for a free Korea” in spite of the “Japanese political and educational 
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Applying what they learned in the United States to the Korean independence movement, Korean-

American students represented a cadre of nationalist leaders on the frontlines of preserving 

Korea’s national heritage and restoring its sovereignty. This dissertation on the history of their 

education shows how they configured their American education as a means of resistance, 

towards an end goal of a free, democratic Korea, governed by a God-fearing people. Privileging 

the voices and actions of Korean students who were in the United States throughout their native 

country’s colonization, this dissertation explores how the students contested, negotiated, and 

syncretized their identities – as migrants, as exiles, as outsiders, as ambassadors. 

At the same time, the perspective of their American sponsoring organizations enabling 

their migration is crucial to comprehensively understanding the students’ roles and 

responsibilities. This linkage between an American education and Korean nationalism is 

explored in the following chapters, with a transnational framework providing the structure – 

from Korea, to the United States, and overlaying the global currents on the educational 

trajectories and experiences of Korean students in New York.  This more localized yet still 

transnational perspective offers a new history of education of the Korean-American diaspora and 

immigrant community. Taking into the context of education from the country which one leaves, 

to giving equal weight to the circumstances and condition by which one arrives to a "new" 

country, a transnational perspective draws in the complex interplay of global, national, state, and 

local variables, and the influences so formative to one's education. 

  For Korean students in the United States in the early 20th century, these variables 

included discriminatory policies based on their race across the Pacific, and historians have 

                                                 
institutions [that] were forced upon the people,” in H. Brett Melendy, Asians in America : Filipinos, Koreans, and 

East Indians, The Immigrant Heritage of America Series (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1977). 118.  
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characterized spaces they simultaneously occupied as both migrant and exile.2 I interject to add 

another dimension to their space, highlighting their role as ambassadors in exile, or – exiled 

envoys – for a new, independent Korea in the United States, informing their fellow Americans 

about the little-known peninsula and its growing significance to global affairs in the interwar 

period. Described as “refugee students” or “political exiles,” the group of Korean students who 

came to the United States after Korea’s annexation in 1910 faced persecution by Japanese 

colonial authorities were they to remain in Korea for their involvement in anti-colonial efforts.3 

In 1919, a mass movement for Korean independence ushered in a larger wave of students to the 

United States for the next two decades. By 1940, approximately 600 Korean students were 

permanent residents of the United States, dedicated to the cause of Korean independence.4 To 

date, a dedicated study on the experiences of these “exiled envoys” during Korea’s colonial era 

has not been conducted; even less is known about the significance of the Northeast and New 

York City to the early diaspora and educational experiences of Koreans in the United States.  

To contextualize the history of Korean students on American college campuses in the 

early 20th century, it helps to look at the field of Korean-American and Asian-American history 

more broadly. The traditional histories of Korean immigration in this period have a geographic 

bias towards the West Coast, calling attention to the political and economic bases – “push and 

pull” factors – for Korean immigration to Hawaii in the late decades of 19th century. Other 

studies on Korean immigration and the formation of Korean-American communities are 

predominantly sociological and more recent, focused on their post-1965 immigration based on 

                                                 
2 David Yoo, Contentious Spirits : Religion in Korean American History, 1903-1945, Asian America (Stanford, 

Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2010). 130-131. 
3 Won Moo Hurh and Kwang Chung Kim, Korean Immigrants in America : A Structural Analysis of Ethnic 

Confinement and Adhesive Adaptation (Rutherford N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University, 1984)., 23-24. 
4 Ibid. 48-9. 
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the record numbers of Asians who arrived after federal legislation lifted immigration restrictions 

in place since 1924.5 This dissertation addresses a group, a time period, and region that have 

altogether been overlooked or understudied as a collective whole in the extant literature. By 

focusing on the relationship of Korean students within New York’s universities and their 

interconnectedness to trends to global politics, religious outreach, and American higher 

education, this dissertation provides a new branch of scholarship in Asian-American immigration 

and Asian-American educational histories of the early 20th century. It charts a new narrative in 

prioritizing the educational experiences of the “first wave” of Korean-Americans in New York as 

embedded in institutional interests, religious networks, and global affairs.  

Research Questions  

My research question is: What was the experience of Korean students who studied abroad 

in New York City during Japanese occupation? The organization of chapters corresponds to the 

following sub-questions: 

1. What were their conditions under Japanese occupation? 

2. Why did Korean students come to the United States? 

3. What attracted Korean students to study in New York City? 

4. How did the students contribute to citizenship and identity formation in Korea? 

These questions provide a transnational framework that gives insight into the significant role 

students played in the early diaspora of Koreans to America. Their collective action as students 

                                                 
5 Much of the studies focus on the communities formed after the large wave of Koreans who arrived in the United 

States after 1965, with the passage of the 1965 Immigration Act. The scholarship on second-generation Korean-

Americans – the challenges they face as hyphenated Americans, often stereotyped as “model” students – and the 

central role of the church in building a sense of community are predominant themes in contemporary scholarship on 

Korean-Americans. For further reading, see Pyong Gap Min et al., Younger-Generation Korean Experiences in the 

United States : Personal Narratives on Ethnic and Racial Identities (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2014); Stacey J. 

Lee, Unraveling The "Model Minority" Stereotype : Listening to Asian American Youth, 2nd ed. (New York: 

Teachers College Press, 2009). 
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from an occupied country, temporarily residing in the United States, elucidates the roles and 

responsibilities they believed to have as recipients of an American education.  

This dissertation follows the diaspora of Korean students to the Northeastern United 

States and the trajectory of their American education as it applied to Korea’s colonization by 

Japan from 1907 to 1937, in tandem with the liberalization of colonial policy and the travel 

opportunities for Koreans abroad. The timeframe of their educational experiences in the United 

States is bookended by the initial colonial conquest of Korea to start, and ends with the increased 

militarization of the Empire of Japan in the wake of World War II. In 1907, Korea’s internal 

affairs were handled by the Empire of Japan; made a protectorate territory in 1905 with Japan 

handling all diplomatic and foreign relations, Korea became fully under the imperial power’s 

control with its domestic affairs to be handled by the colonial administration. In 1910, Korea was 

fully annexed as a Japanese colony. The ensuing decade, from 1910 to 1919, was characterized 

by the harsh colonial policies in the Korean peninsula under Governor-General Terauchi 

Masatake. Within this timeframe, the transnational framework becomes apparent as it begins in 

pre-colonial Korea, crosses over to the United States and the aftermath of World War I, the 

influence of President Woodrow Wilson on the Korean independence movement, and back to the 

activism of Korean-American students in the Northeast.  On March 1, 1919, a large-scale 

demonstration across the country by Koreans for independence from Japanese rule was harshly 

suppressed, leading to the arrests of thousands and the deaths of hundreds. Facing criticism when 

news of the suppression spread globally through American missionaries’ testimonies and 

accounts telegrammed to the United States, the Japanese colonial regime liberalized its colonial 

policy in Korea with the installation of a new Governor-General, Saito Makoto. Assuming 

leadership of the colonial administration in Korea from 1919 to 1927, his office implemented a 
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more lenient colonial policy. The “Saito Reforms” lifted prohibitions of the travels of Koreans 

outside of the country, and Korean students took the opportunity to study abroad in the United 

States in the 1920s and 1930s. The “Saito Reforms” continued under his successor, Governor-

General Kazushige Uzaki, who led with what political opponents characterized as a weak, 

reconciliatory approach. Following Uzaki’s short term was Governor-General Minami Jiro; from 

1937 onward, he reverted any semblance of a more liberalized, reformed colonial government 

back to pre-1919 years, expanding the militarization of Imperial Japan and its colonies in the 

nascent stages of World War II.   

  In the interwar period, the Korean students who came to the United States became a 

central part in mobilizing action and raising awareness of Korea’s colonial situation to the wider 

public. Their participation signals their transnational identity and activism that set apart the 

diasporic political activism Koreans from other colonial expatriates, and offers a critical new 

voice in the historical scholarship of Korean-American immigrants and communities. This work 

prioritizes the accounts of the student émigrés educated in the United States, documenting how 

they contoured and applied their American education and beliefs to concepts of nationhood, 

democracy, citizenship, and identity. 

Methodology and Research  

Standard historical methodology was used for this dissertation. At its simplest iteration, 

historical method is identifying, collecting, and analyzing relevant primary documents and 

creating a narrative that informs the research questions. These archived materials and records 

were sourced from the collections held within the Columbia University Archives, Teachers 

College Gottesman Library Burke Library’s Missionary Research Library Archives, and the 

Korean American Digital Archives. The primary sources, which include student publications, 
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periodicals, bulletins, transcripts, and essays were evaluated critically; sources were subjected to 

external criticism of authorship, purpose, intended audience for its time, and internal criticism of 

the documents’ validity and significance. Such sources help illuminate the perspectives of 

students, showing how they positioned themselves as participants in the Korean independence 

movement while in the United States. Their publications, such as the Korean Students Bulletin 

and proceedings from the First Korean Congress of 1919, articulate how Korean students 

envisioned the role they were playing and were to play in the context of Korean independence 

while studying abroad.  

In identifying and collecting primary source documents and materials, parameters in 

record retrieval were narrowed to focus on ones pertinent to international student exchange 

programs at Columbia University, at Teachers College, and to programs initiated by religious 

and philanthropic organizations headquartered in New York. These institutional records were 

examined to help trace how these institutions were situating themselves in response to broader 

national and global processes by admitting Korean and other international students during the 

interwar period. In complement to the student-produced records, the institutional perspective 

provides a valuable component in showing the extent to which the students’ agendas while 

abroad during Korea’s colonial period were connected to institutional goals and organizational 

interests in New York City in the aftermath of World War I.  

This dissertation spotlights the experience of an overlooked group from traditional 

histories of Asian-American and immigrant communities, and requires a multilayered 

perspective to do so. Beth Lew-William’s depiction of “dual process” is useful here, 

emphasizing the bifurcation of identity, belonging, place for Korean students, who claimed their 

nationality to a colonized country no longer recognized as sovereign by the world’s “great 
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powers” in the early 1900s, and simultaneously rejected from equal treatment under their 

colonial government on basis of their ethnic Korean background. Lew-William’s also highlights 

the need for more regional studies on the history of Asian-Americans in the United States; in her 

case, she advocates for more attention to the Pacific Northwest – yet even more is sorely needed 

in the Northeast and New York. Lew-Williams’ “transcalar” approach in explaining the history 

of Asian-American exclusion offers a conceptual entry point for my study.6 She explains that the 

history of Chinese-American exclusion crosses scales of analysis - local, national, and 

international – that had otherwise been discussed separately by scholars and historians. Likewise, 

much of the extant literature on the history of Korean immigration and the formation of Korean-

American communities in the United States employs a unilateral mode of analysis, focusing on 

singular influences or elements in explaining processes of community and identity formation, 

e.g. religion or politics. 

By adding further dimension to transnational processes – the movement of ideas, people 

across national borders – the transcalar perspective moves us beyond binary exchanges from one 

nation to another. A transcalar framework, if one can imagine a ripple effect, makes more diffuse 

the impact and influence a particular group of students had locally, nationally, and globally. This 

dissertation delves into the efforts of students in New York City in the early 20th century; from 

this hyperfocus on a specific group in a particular point in time, a transcalar analysis brings into 

view the repercussions of Korean students’ diaspora and their experiences in New York across 

geographic and ideological lines. From a historical standpoint that prioritizes the multilayered, 

“transcalar” approach in addition to a transnational perspective, my research draws upon Korean 

                                                 
6 Beth Lew-Williams, The Chinese Must Go : Violence, Exclusion, and the Making of the Alien in America 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts ; London, England: Harvard University Press, 2018).10. 
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students’ experiences as they intersected local, national, and global contexts in their positions at 

higher education institutions in the Northeast – as immigrants, students, and as colonial subjects.  

 Historians have countered the Atlanticist or eurocentric bias dominating the immigrant 

histories of the early 20th century in the United States, highlighting how an appreciation of a non-

Western, anti-colonial, Pacific-based perspective also “shapes the historical development of 

North America.”7 Immigration historians and scholars continue to provide new narratives and 

paradigms of understanding within Asian-American history, emphasizing transnational 

approaches in characterizing the experiences of early-twentieth century immigrants and 

processes of racial and identity formation. Applying transpacific analyses to their work, Asian 

Americanists have begun bridging the gap between East and West, emphasizing the transpacific 

migration of American ideals and values, and their significance to “Korean diasporic 

nationalism” as the basis upon which Korean nationalist leaders in the United States operated. 

This dissertation bridges the gap by emphasizing the transnational and transcalar dynamics of the 

Korean-American educational experience during the interwar period, exploring how the 

education and activism of a localized community of Koreans in the United States affected the 

trajectory of the Korean independence movement nationally and internationally.  

Organization of chapters 

Chapter 1 begins in Korea, providing the context of Korean nationalism and the colonial 

setting by which Korean students were educated. It foregrounds the setting, the political 

cleavages in Korea before Japanese colonization. It also provides a brief overview of the 

influence of American missionaries in laying the groundwork for a cooperative relationship with 

the United States, and how this relationship deepened throughout Korea’s colonial era. Chapter 1 

                                                 
7 K.S. Chang, Pacific Connections: The Making of the U.S.-Canadian Borderlands, Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2012. 3.  
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provides the backdrop of the March 1 Movement based on the treatment of Koreans under 

Governor-General Terauchi Masatake, and the responses of the colonial administration and the 

United States. The March 1 Movement is emphasized as a pivotal turn in Korean national 

consciousness, as are its ties to the Korean community in the United States.  

Chapter 2 takes a closer look into the ways Korean students entered the U.S. in an era of 

racial exclusion from both Imperial Japan and the United States. It opens with an overview of 

Asian-American immigration and the extant literature on the origins and formation of Asian-

American communities. It then follows with the contemporaneous perceptions of the day 

towards Asians in the United States as captured by writer Jack London, who describes the 

“yellow peril.” The overview of Asian-American immigration then narrows to focus on the 

literature written specific to the New York City area and of Japanese immigration, drawing in 

parallels and contrasts to the formation of Korean-American and Japanese-American 

communities during the time both groups were emigrating and settling in the United States. The 

majority of the chapter follows the journey of a small group of students, representative of the 

methods and strategies used by Koreans, to successfully leave colonized Korea and immigrate to 

the United States to pursue further study, drawing special attention to missionary connections 

and networks, and the Korean-American support of the Korean Provisional Government 

operating out of Shanghai, China after 1919’s independence outbreak.  

In Chapter 3, the geographic focus is narrowed further to New York City, focusing on its 

central place in the work of higher education institutions to internationalize and expand their 

mission outward. Using Columbia University and Teachers College as archetypes of “cultural 

internationalism” in the interwar years, Chapter 3 explores the connections among these 

institutions, philanthropic and religious organizations, and Korean students as part of a target 
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demographic of foreign students – connections that would point to the significance of these 

“unofficial ambassadors” to the globalization of American higher education. 

While Chapter 3 examines the institutional record, Chapter 4 amplifies the voices of the 

students themselves, through their academic writings, speeches, articles, and reiterates the 

importance of the “Wilsonian moment” and missionaries in forming the rationale and 

justification of Korean-American students in their resistance against colonization and support for 

Korean independence. Chapter 4 takes a deeper look at the Independence Movement – its 

inciting rhetoric, the involvement of youth, and the ways in which the Korean-American student 

community responded. These included organizing a delegation to send to the Paris Peace 

Conference, the organization of the First Korean Congress in Philadelphia the month after the 

March demonstrations, and the coalition-building of student leaders in the installation and 

expansion of the Korean Students League and the Korean Students Federation of North America.  

The final chapter portrays students’ activism and hopes for a free Korea as an ongoing 

struggle. We see a glimpse of how much the Korean students in the United States risked and 

sacrificed to ensure the freedom of their homeland, and how, despite the internal division of their 

country that would culminate in the ongoing Korean War, would refuse to give up, remaining so 

dedicated to the cause of democracy, righteousness, and freedom they learned to live out in the 

United States for their dream of a unified and renewed Korean republic.  

This dissertation reveals how Korean students envisioned their role as “exiled envoys” 

for the future of Korea, but also as astute activists who fused American political and religious 

ideology into their own to push the frontier of Korean independence outward. In doing so, the 

historical relationship of an American education amongst Korean and Korean-American 

communities sheds light on its influence within the Korean independence movement and 
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subsequent nation-building efforts. In giving voice to these student émigrés, we can begin to fill 

the silences and gaps in literature and continue pushing the frontiers of knowledge by weaving in 

multiple threads of analysis – transcalar, postcolonial, transnational – as they apply to the fields 

of Asian-American history, diasporic studies, educational history, and American history broadly 

writ. 



14 

 

Chapter 1: Korea in the Age of Imperialism 

The United States was the first Western power to open Korea, the “Hermit Kingdom,” to 

international trade and commerce in the late 19th century. In 1882, with the signing of the Treaty 

of Amity and Commerce, American power and prestige grew within Korea. The assistance of 

one physician, in particular, was instrumental in establishing a foothold of American influence in 

Korean affairs. Beginning on December 4, 1884, a three-day coup by young members of the 

Enlightenment Party seeking radical social and progressive reforms in Korea ultimately failed, 

but the ensuing melee as the radicals stormed the royal palace resulted in the stabbing of one of 

the king’s relatives. His injuries would have been fatal had it not been for the rapid and effective 

treatment of American missionary physician, Horace Newton Allen. As a result of Allen’s 

treatment on the member of the royal family, King Gojong and his officials began to open up 

their “hermit kingdom,” cooperating with American diplomats and with American missionaries, 

in particular. Through the relationship established by Dr. Allen, the King granted his request to 

build Korea’s first Western-based hospital to treat patients in modern medicine. Furthermore, his 

work as a medical missionary opened doors for other missionaries’ work on the Korean 

peninsula in opening churches, orphanages, and schools.  

The subsequent impact the missionaries would have on the Korean peninsula was 

profound. Figures recording the number of Korean men and women who converted to 

Christianity drew attention to the oft-overlooked nation in the Western hemisphere; the number 

of Christian converts far exceeded comparable numbers in China and Japan. Koreans 

encountered Christianity on a large scale in the same decade that Japan began its campaign to 

aggressively assert itself in Korean governance. By virtue of being a product of the West, 

American missionaries’ messages and work resonated with a Korean population that was 
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becoming increasingly suspicious of the increased presence of Japanese government officials; to 

subscribe to American and Western influences implied a rejection of Japanese ones. The 

Protestant messages of egalitarianism directly contradicted long-held Confucian-based values of 

patriarchal hierarchy and ranked, caste-like positions in Korean society. Such messages, 

complemented by the missionaries’ pioneering efforts to promote literacy to all swaths of the 

population by translating and publishing texts in the Korean language, hangeul, earned the 

gratitude and trust of the broader Korean population.  

With this trust, American prestige and reputation among the Korean populace grew 

rapidly, and Americans were placed as government advisers and granted broad privileges within 

the peninsula as the “preferred” modern power to bring modernization to Korea.1 The esteem by 

which Americans were held reverberated across the Pacific as well.  In 1902, Korean families 

arrived in Hawaii to begin work on sugar plantations after Dr. Allen convinced King Gojong that 

Korean laborers would be “most welcome” there.2 In addition to the sugar plantation workers, 

students who received training in the mission schools in Korea were encouraged to migrate to the 

United States to further their education. From about 1890 until 1905 – when Japan established 

itself as the protectorate nation of Korea – approximately sixty-four students arrived,  one of 

whom was An Chang-ho, who would become a prominent figure in the Korean-American 

community for his independence work.3  

Though the relationship of American missionaries and the Korean government on the 

peninsula was a friendly one, the relationship on the American mainland was markedly different. 

                                                 
1 Article by Yongjeung Kim [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers, Box 3, Folder: Manuscripts Series-Articles, 

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.  
2 Koreans were permitted to immigrate to labor on sugar plantations whereas the Chinese had been excluded from 

emigrating to Hawaii in 1882 with the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act. Melendy. 122.  
3 Ibid. 121.  
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The United States government did have territorial interests in the Pacific region to protect, 

namely in the Philippines, and the Korean peninsula was thrust into a negotiated agreement 

between the colonial interests of the U.S. and Empire of Japan’s. Koreans tried to prevent the 

signing of the Portsmouth Treaty in the fall of 1905 which designated Japan as a protectorate 

over Korea – a designation earned by Japan’s victory over Russia, which conceded the control of 

the region after its defeat in the Russo-Japanese War.4 The protectorate status effectively handed 

over Korean foreign and diplomatic affairs to the imperial Japanese government, and established 

a firm foothold for Japan to intercede on behalf of and make decisions pertaining to Korea. In 

response, Korean envoys, such as Syngman Rhee, met with President Theodore Roosevelt in 

New York City in September before the treaty was to be signed. They requested that the United 

States support other Korean-American activists’ efforts for the preservation of Korea’s 

autonomy, but the President said there was little he could do.5 Rhee was unaware that two 

months prior to meeting with Roosevelt, the Treaty’s passage had been assured by a secret 

agreement between the United States and Japan: The Taft-Katsura agreement, made in July, 

which gave recognition to Japan as Korea’s protectorate in exchange for Japan recognizing 

American governance in the Philippines.6 

 While the 1905 Portsmouth Treaty acknowledged Japan’s authority in handling Korea’s 

diplomatic and foreign affairs, the Japan-Korea Treaty in 1907 handed over all internal, domestic 

affairs in Korea to the Japanese government. With the international and internal affairs of Korea 

                                                 
4 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment : Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 

Nationalism (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 123. 
5 Ibid. 123.  
6 For Rhee, while unsuccessful in his attempt to persuade Roosevelt in assisting with Korea’s independence efforts, 

this meeting was the first major step in his political career as he decided to remain in the United States to pursue 

further study – graduate programs at Harvard, then Princeton – all the while rejecting the Japanese claims over 

Korea. He would play a leading role with an organization An Chang Ho would establish in San Francisco in 1912, 

the Korea National Association, become the President of Korea’s Provisional Government in Shanghai, then 

eventually the Republic of Korea’s first President in 1948. Ibid. 123, 125.  
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under Japanese control, Korea’s complete colonization was all but official. This de facto 

occupation belied Imperial Japan’s long-term strategy of regional colonization that had begun to 

materialize in the late 19th century. Throughout the 1880s, Korean Progressives led a grassroots 

campaign to bolster national strength and self-reliance among the populace in efforts to “check 

the aggressive policy of Japan” and other imperial powers seeking territorial expansion and 

colonization.7  These enlightenment activists – or, Progressives – were comprised of young 

intellectuals who either had studied abroad in Western-based schools, or became self-taught in 

Western texts and were “heavily influenced by Western ideas and institutions,” and would 

eventually come to lead the nationalist movement in Korea in the 20th century.8 The Progressives 

strove to reform Korean social and cultural distinctions based on Confucian-based hierarchies 

that held a select few of scholars educated in classical literature to lead the many. As an 

alternative to what they considered antiquated and inhibiting for Korea’s modernization, the 

Progressives made a case for a “modern culture based on popular education” that would provide 

more opportunities for the broader Korean population to be educated and equip themselves to 

advance in the 20th century. However, the intellectual base of the Progressives was not one that 

was uniformly spread and shared across other grassroots efforts in determining the future of 

Korea.  

The development of nationalism in Korea at this time has been a common trend amongst 

historians, who approach this development from different perspectives – cultural, religious, 

individual – and expose the tensions within nationalistic ideology as it emerged within Korean 

intelligentsia. Some conclude that it was the elite status of these Korean intellectuals, who, by 

                                                 
7 Yong-ha Sin, Formation and Development of Modern Korean Nationalism (Seoul: Dae Kwang Munhwasa, 1990). 

100. 
8 Michael Edson Robinson, Cultural Nationalism in Colonial Korea, 1920-1925, Korean Studies of the Henry M 

Jackson School of International Studies (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1988). 10, 29.  
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virtue of being educated abroad, were ironically perceived as belonging to the very social class 

they were trying to dismantle – the aristocratic “yangban” class. 9 As a result of this association, 

the Progressives were inhibited in their ability to connect with the broader Korean population to 

mobilize a common, unified base in the early Korean nationalism movement. Other historians 

take a more forgiving approach to the early nationalism movements and grassroots efforts of the 

Progressives, reminding readers of this early movement’s formative influence in laying the 

groundwork for a new cultural zeitgeist that promoted a “new education” built on self-reliance, 

strength, and unity among the Korean people.10 By the late 1890s, the Progressives had 

mobilized into more organized units, most prominent of which was the Independence Club, led 

by So Chae-pil and Yun Chi-ho.  Part of the broader Siminhoe, or Self-Strengthening Society 

movement, the two leaders of the Independence Club advocated an education inspired by 

“Western bourgeois thought” among their members; this “new education” was central to the 

mission and modernization policy of the Independence Club and the wider Siminhoe movement.  

This “new education” policy was radical not only for its reach in educating children, but 

also in its curricular focus, emphasizing the teaching of Western and Korean history and 

completely obliterating the traditional, yangban educational system that limited instruction to 

Confucian classical literature. The Korean leaders eagerly adopted the  Jeffersonian ideals of an 

enlightened populace “through learning and cultivation of morality” and viewed them as the 

“twin pillars of true civilization.”11 The Siminhoe movement emphasized schooling as the main 

vehicle by which self-reliance could be taught to Koreans and protect the independence of their 

                                                 
9 Robinson uses the disbanding of So Chae-pil’s Independence Club in 1898, just two years after its founding, as an 

example of how a small number of progressive intellectuals could not amass broad public, patriotic support because 

of its members and organization, perceived to be elitist and separatist. Ibid. 27-8.  
10 Sin. 311.  
11 Kenneth M. Wells, New God, New Nation : Protestants and Self-Reconstruction Nationalism in Korea, 1896-1937 

(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990). 66.  
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country. The leaders of Siminhoe envisioned an environment “designed to promote national 

unity, spiritual and moral growth through education, and commerce and industry through Korean 

capital and expertise,” reflecting the shared goal of establishing schools of “new learning” in 

Korea after 1890.12 Over the next decade, the increasing encroachment of Japanese government 

forces in Korean politics only made the cause of the nationalists more urgent. After Japan 

declared its protectorate status over Korea, the Siminhoe put into motion the “first attempt ever 

made to popularize education through a public school system” in Korea by advocating for the 

passage of the 1906 Compulsory Education Bill. However, Prince Ito Hirobumi, the Japanese 

Resident-General – the governing body in Korea during its protectorate status – crushed the bill’s 

passage. Despite the defeat of Korea’s Compulsory Education Bill, the Siminhoe movement 

proved resilient in achieving its educational goals. From 1907 to April 1909, “almost 3000 

private schools mushroomed into existence.”13 1907 and 1908 were particularly productive years 

for the Korean nationalists, as many new schools emerged throughout country, and educational 

journals circulated monthly, cutting across regional and class divisions. In the same year, An 

Chang-ho formed the “New Education to Save the Nation” movement, which supported the 

Siminhoe’s central tenets of learning to empower and strengthen members to self-govern in an 

independent, republican government.14 The outgrowth of the Siminhoe movement through An’s 

leadership, as well as the rate by which schools were cropping up throughout Korea were 

alarming developments for the Japanese Resident-General. The more Koreans were educated in 

this “new education,” the more likely they would become radicalized in these schools, these 

“hotbeds of nationalism”.15 The fears were not unfounded however, as the meaning of education 

                                                 
12 Robinson. 30. 
13 Sin. 293.  
14 Ibid. 291.  
15 Ibid. 294.  
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and the belief in its power to uplift and liberate a people became an intractable part of the Korean 

consciousness during Japanese occupation.  

The Japanese Resident-General paid special attention to the education of its Korean 

subjects, reflecting both racial undertones and the perceived and real threat of an educated 

population in undermining Japan’s self-proclaimed status as protectorate over the peninsula.16 

With the complete occupation of Korea all but formalized in 1907 after the signing of the Japan-

Korea Treaty that year, the Resident-General institutionalized its racial contempt for Koreans by 

placing barriers of entry in the spheres of education, law, and economics.17 As the protectorate of 

Korea, Japan established a public education system in Korea, but concentrated students’ learning 

on rudimentary skills, deemphasizing then later restricting their upper-level schooling. The 

Resident-General implemented an educational trajectory for Koreans that it deemed more 

suitable and appropriate for their “backward” nature.18 As such, colonial officials assigned 

Koreans to a basic education, relegating Koreans to classes that would adequately prepare them 

to fulfill their subordinate roles as a laboring class for the Japanese empire, providing raw 

materials and cheap labor.19   

Japan formally annexed Korea with the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1910, and with Korea’s 

official colonization, a new, higher-ranking Japanese official arrived to govern. In the new post 

                                                 
16 “Racial” in the sense that the Imperial Japan, justified its aims to colonize regions in East Asia and the broader 

Pacific by proclaiming Japanese people as racially superior, distinguishing “pure” Japanese amongst its own 

citizens, and perceiving the cultures, customs of other Asian nations as backwards and inferior. Historians note that 

the Japanese colonial government viewed the American missionaries as misguided in their efforts to apply Woodrow 

Wilson’s notion of self-determination to Koreans, as the principle of self-determination would apply only to races 

capable of applying it, and the minds of Koreans were thus erroneously and needlessly agitated to patriotic action by 

Wilsonian rhetoric. For additional reading, see Fukurai and Yang, “History of Japanese Racism, Japanese American 

Redress, and the Dangers Associated with Government Regulation of Hate Speech,” in Hasting Constitutional Law 

Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 3, Article 5, Spring 2018 and Manela. 
17 Wells. 72.  
18 Michael J. Seth, Education Fever : Society, Politics, and the Pursuit of Schooling in South Korea, Hawaiʻi Studies 

on Korea (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press and Center for Korean Studies, University of Hawaiʻi, 2002). 20.  
19 Ibid. 20.  
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of Governor-General, Terauchi Masatake served as proconsul who reported directly to the 

Japanese Emperor, first Meiji then his son, Taisho.20 The former Minister of the Imperial 

Japanese Army, Governor-General Masatake had great leeway in enforcing a colonial policy that 

dictated the near-complete assimilation, or “Japanization” of Koreans to the Empire. Manuscripts 

written by the future President of the Korea Affairs Institute, Yongjeung Kim, document the 

treatment of Koreans under Masatake’s leadership. Kim wrote, “This was the end of Korea’s old 

glory and the beginning of her bitter enslavement. From this time on, Japan ruled Korea with an 

iron hand. Koreans were not only deprived of every vestige of their political rights and personal 

liberty, but all their economic opportunities as well. It is unnecessary to describe the cruel 

methods which the Japanese used to oppress the Korean people.”21 Kim detailed how the Korean 

language was prohibited from being spoken and taught in schools, and how students were denied 

access to higher learning on the university level. He also indicated that Koreans were prohibited 

from holding high-level positions in politics.22 In the first decade of Japanese colonization, 1910 

to 1919, known as the “Dark Period,” Koreans were forced to assimilate to the Japanese nation, 

and their political and cultural activities were suppressed.23 Enlightenment and nationalist 

activists like An Chang-ho and Syngman Rhee had either already left or had begun leaving 

Korea as Japanese authorities criminalized their nationalist activities, branding them as 

dangerous subversives. Undaunted, the leaders initiated Korean independence movements as 

expats, starting organizations in Russia, China, and the United States. Korean students, as 

                                                 
20 Article by Yongjeung Kim [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers; Box 3, Folder: Manuscripts Series-Articles, 

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Libraries. 
21 Article by Yongjeung Kim [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers; Box 3, Folder: Manuscripts Series-Articles, 

RBML. 
22 Article by Yongjeung Kim [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers; Box 3, Folder: Manuscripts Series-Articles, 

RBML. 
23 Manela. 125. 
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“incubators of liberal ideas” were instrumental in this growth of patriotic organizations and 

activities, unafraid to openly criticize Japanese rule.24 

In spite of their significance to the independence movement, the resistance efforts of 

Korean expats and students have been overshadowed by the accomplishments of American 

missionaries in Korea in the early 20th century. Narratives follow the lives of missionaries and 

their families who lived and worked in Korea during its colonial period.25 Lauded as “pioneers of 

modern Korea,” these Americans are credited as being “responsible for the emigration of 

Koreans to America” and for implementing the first modern schools of medical education and 

women’s education in Korea.26 Their work in establishing churches across Korea had far-

reaching and profound repercussions for Korean nationalism, bridging transnational connections 

that would leave a lasting legacy on the peninsula. Under the auspices of American missionary 

leaders, missionary schools opened doors of opportunity for the first time to all members of the 

Korean population. These new opportunities to learn proved conducive in carrying out the 

Progressives’ and the broader goal of the Korean nationalism movement to provide a “new 

education” and new value-systems for the Korean people. The rapid enrollment of students in 

missionary-based schools reflected an eagerness for a new “philosophy of education” that moved 

away from its Confucian-based value systems and instead built itself on “Western technology, 

industry, and science,” and the American schools proliferated throughout the country.27  

                                                 
24 Ibid. 125. 
25 After the establishment of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions in 1810, the American 

missionary movement grew to become the largest in number – in personnel, field and financial resources – and 

“encompassed more parts of the world than did that of any other country” by 1850. Robert A. McCaughey, 

International Studies and Academic Enterprise : A Chapter in the Enclosure of American Learning (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1984). 13.  
26 See James Earnest Fisher, Pioneers of Modern Korea (Seoul: Christian Literature Society of Korea, 1977). Wayne 

Patterson and Hyung-chan Kim, The Koreans in America, The in America Series (Minneapolis: Lerner Publications 

Co., 1977). 
27 Robinson. 30. 
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The tremendous success of American missionaries in spreading their influence 

throughout Korean can be traced back to one medical missionary, who was at the right place, at 

the right time, to earn the favor of the Korean king in the late-19th century. Dr. Horace N. Allen 

is credited with establishing the relationship with the Korean ruling class, giving way to the 

construction of Korea’s first modern hospitals and Western-based schools. Following Allen’s 

arrival, other missionaries soon followed: Horace G. Underwood arrived in April of 1885 to 

establish his Presbyterian mission, as well as Henry G. Appenzeller, the first American United 

Methodist missionary in May 1885. In 1886, Union Theological Seminary graduate Homer B. 

Hulbert arrived in Korea and went on to found the Korea Review, laying foundations of his pro-

liberation work in Korea to come. In 1887, under the initiative of Scottish missionary John Ross, 

the first complete translation of the New Testament was published in Korean. By publishing the 

literature in the Korean vernacular rather than traditional Chinese script, Koreans who were 

illiterate found the texts much more accessible to learn to read and write. By reading these 

widely distributed, translated verses and Bibles, Koreans also laid the groundwork for the rapid 

expansion of the American missionary movement and the planting of Christian churches 

throughout the country.28 Upon visits back to the United States, the missionaries were also 

instrumental in disseminating knowledge about Korea and other foreign nations to American 

audiences, having had to learn to communicate in the "languages of the heathen” and from their 

need to "examine local customs and political and economic arrangements” to comprehensively 

translate publications.29 The missionaries took on scholarly undertakings for the purpose of 

reaching a much wider audience in Korea, establishing an important step towards a friendly 

                                                 
28 Chandler H. Im and Amos Yong, Global Diasporas and Mission, Regnum Edinburgh Centenary Series (Oxford: 

Regnum Books International, 2014). 230. 
29 McCaughey. 14-15. 
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alliance between Koreans and the United States. With their contributions to the education of 

Koreans, teaching literacy in the Korean vernacular to all, American missionaries earned the 

trust of their congregants, thereby gaining firsthand knowledge and intimate perspectives from 

Koreans and eventually becoming the principal sources and arbiters of information during 

Korea’s colonial period for the American government and public about the region.30  

To the missionaries themselves, the mass conversion of Koreans to Christianity was 

nothing short of a miracle. While Christian missions in East Asia began as early as 1830 in 

China, Korea experienced the most rapid growth of Christianity in Asia by the early-twentieth 

century. An enterprise that began in earnest in the 1880s with the arrival of Horace Newton 

Allen and the consequent success in church planting and growth in Korea was no small 

coincidence, but rather a concerted effort on the part of Americans. Missionary Homer Hulbert 

explained, 

It should not be forgotten that the educational work on the part of the Missionaries 

had begun long years before Japan began her encroachments upon the Peninsula. 

America had made large investments of money and of human lives in carrying this 

work to appoint of great efficiency. . .31  

 

Christianity most rapidly grew during Japanese occupation in Korea, as missionaries and the 

religion became inextricably linked with anticolonial efforts. The Japanese government 

monitored the growing friendship between the American missionaries and Koreans closely and 

intervened in dramatic fashion when it decided their friendship impeded its colonial aims. On 

June 28, 1912, the Governor-General Masatake ordered police troops to round up and arrest 

students at Rev. George McCune’s missionary school in Sun-Chun. Hulbert wrote that this 

police action – “a direct attack upon the Christian Church in Korea” – was inevitable, 

                                                 
30 Richard S. Kim, The Quest for Statehood : Korean Immigrant Nationalism and U.S. Sovereignty, 1905-1945 

(Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 62.  
31 Manuscript (unpublished) by Homer B. Hulbert, [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers, Box 3, Folder: 

Manuscripts Series, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Libraries. 
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considering the colonial government’s “prevailing feeling” towards the Western religion and its 

leaders in the country.32 The Japanese police arrested students and other leading Christian leaders 

– church pastors and missionary school teachers – based on an alleged plot to assassinate 

Masatake.33 Official records from the Governor-General indicate that approximately 200 to 260 

students and leaders were arrested; according to Hulbert’s account, closer to 600 were arrested. 

123 individuals faced trial for their alleged assassination attempt and for treason; of those, 105 

were sentenced to hard labor and six were sentenced to prison. The case took nearly a year to be 

appealed and was dropped in April 1913. The Japanese judicial authorities conceded that the 

alleged conspiracy charges and ensuing arrests, sentences, and imprisonment of students and 

Christian leaders was based on a lack of evidence. Hulbert pointed out that the American 

missionaries were not idly witnessing these events; rather, the “Conspiracy Case of 1912” 

foreshadowed how the colonial government would enforce order on civilians – arrests, torture, 

imprisonment – and in turn, the Koreans’ deep-seeded resentment and distrust of the Japanese 

authorities.  

Because of the attack on the Christian school and leaders, Koreans responded by aligning 

themselves even more with the American missionaries. The Conspiracy Case of 1912 was a 

pivotal and permanent turn away by Koreans away from Japanese rule; moreover, aligning with 

American influence and value systems vis-à-vis the mission churches was an overt rejection of 

conforming to Japanese order. In turn, the Governor-General’s suspicion and distaste towards the 

American missionary presence in Japan only grew. In his manuscript, Hulbert paraphrased the 

conclusion of Dr. AJ Brown, author of Mastery of the Far East, that the “Japanese were jealous 

                                                 
32 Manuscript (unpublished) by Homer B. Hulbert, [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers, Box 3, Folder: 

Manuscripts Series, RBML. 
33 Among those arrested included Yun Chi-ho, the former head of the Independence Club. Ibid. 
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of the American influence in Korea because it entirely overshadowed that of Japan. It was 

deemed contrary to the dignity of the dominant power to wield only physical power without any 

moral influence.” Brown surmised that it was not necessarily Christianity “as such” that was 

most irksome to the Japanese authorities so much as it was its messages of egalitarianism, “self-

respect and the love of liberty which that religion always inculcates,” – messages entirely 

contrary to Japan’s colonial aims. Foreshadowing the Japanese Empire’s expansion in the Asia in 

the decades leading to World War II, Brown wrote that Japan “wishes now that not only Korea 

but Russia and China may be weak and dependent, without cohesion or patriotism or any other 

of the quality which make for the preservation of nationality.”34   

In the years leading to the occupation of Korea and thereafter, the presence of Christian-

based schools in Korea thus frustrated the Japanese colonial government’s attempts to assimilate 

Koreans to the empire. Under Japanese occupation, laws were passed curtailing or prohibiting 

components of Korean culture and customs, including the Korean language from being spoken, 

displaying the Korean flag, the wearing of traditional attire; publications and speech critical of 

the colonial authorities were heavily censored, Koreans were unable to hold high political 

offices, Korean schoolchildren were given Japanese names, and denied higher education 

opportunities.35 Given the restrictions on Korean-led organizations, associations, activities, the 

American missionary churches and affiliated schools “remained one of the sole venues for 

organized activities, and the influence of the Protestant churches continued to grow.”36 Their 

                                                 
34 Manuscript (unpublished) by Homer B. Hulbert, [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers, Box 3, Folder: 

Manuscripts Series, RBML. 
35 Article by Yongjeung Kim, [date unknown], Yong-jeung Kim papers, Box 3, Folder: Manuscripts-Article Series, 

RBML. 
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activities, while free to be conducted under the auspices of a favorable United States and Japan 

relationship, continued to be closely monitored by the Japanese authorities.  

In the wake of the 1912 case, Japanese officials made a substantial step towards limiting 

any questionable influence Americans could have on Koreans’ claim to national independence. 

In pursuit of overseeing the instruction at American missionary schools, the Japanese Governor-

General ordered all mission schools to register under the colonial administration in 1915 to be 

regulated. Perceived as “pro-American” and instilling ideas of freedom and democracy, the 

mission schools were the main target by which the Japanese government sought to shut down if 

they were deemed to be unaligned with colonial regulations.37 The 1915 mandate ensured that 

the schools’ curricula would remain under strict surveillance and have to be preapproved. 

Moreover, the mission schools were a “major threat to [Japanese] assimilative designs,” designs 

which included the instruction of lessons in Japanese, on Japanese history and culture.39 Japanese 

officials, keen on assimilating Koreans to the Japanese Empire, propagandized the superiority of 

Japanese authority by touting the “evils of Western Christianity,” denigrating the “Koreans 

Christians’ dependence on foreign missionaries” as a sign of feeble meekness. 40 Any misgiving 

of Korean weakness and dependence vanished in an instant, however, when the Korean 

population rose up to protest Japanese colonization and proclaim their independence on March 1, 

1919.  

 

                                                 
37 Wells. 74. 
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40 Ibid. 74.  
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March 1 Movement & Connection to the US 

 
 

Figure 1. The Korean independence movement [S.l. : s.n., 1919?]Electronic 

reproduction. New York, N.Y. : Columbia University Libraries, 2010. JPEG use copy available 

via the World Wide Web. NNC. Columbia University Libraries Electronic Books. 2006. 

 
 

Figure 2. The Korean independence movement [S.l. : s.n., 1919?]Electronic 

reproduction. New York, N.Y. : Columbia University Libraries, 2010. JPEG use copy available 

via the World Wide Web. NNC. Columbia University Libraries Electronic Books. 2006. 
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Murmurs of discontent and simmering resentment amongst the Korean people against 

Japanese colonization exploded on March 1, 1919. A leaflet, entitled the “Proclamation of 

Korean Independence” was distributed throughout public squares in Korea. Korean citizens, 

young and old, men and women, assembled throughout Korea in a massive demonstration for a 

free Korea (see figure 1. and fig. 2). Known as “Samil,” literally translated as “3-1”, Koreans 

continue to commemorate this day as the first one of a nationwide, patriotic movement for 

independence from Japanese occupation. Taking into account the crowds that would gather for 

the upcoming state funeral procession for the late Emperor Gojong, who died suddenly in his 

residence on January 21, 1919, the signers of the Proclamation used the public gatherings to 

boldly announce and distribute their manifesto. The sense of urgency was great, for with 

Gojong’s passing, Korea’s remaining claim to national legitimacy – however symbolic – also 

definitively disappeared. 42 A simple piece of paper brazenly defying colonial orders and 

declaring Korean independence sparked a nationwide movement in which Koreans shouted 

patriotic cries and displayed the Korean flag, marching for national sovereignty – all expressly 

prohibited under Masatake’s administration. Within hours of the document’s release, those who 

had signed the declaration were arrested; nonetheless, delegates throughout the country 

distributed and read aloud the statement proclaiming Korea’s right to national sovereignty, and 

massive crowds gathered to show support and march in peaceful protests for independence.  

                                                 
42 Emperor Gojong’s wife, Empress Myeongseong, informally known as Queen Min, was assassinated in a violent 

court invasion in on October 8, 1895 by Japanese ronins by order of the Japanese Minister to Korea, Miura Goro. 

Queen Min actively resisted and rejected Japanese efforts to expand its influence via business and political dealings 

in Korea, and was thusly viewed as impediment to Japan’s imperial goals for the country and region. Following the 

Queen’s assassination, King Gojong fled to Russia with his son, Sunjong, but later returned to Korea with the 

support of Russia in October 1897, proclaiming the founding of the Korean Empire and himself as Emperor. The 

Empire would be short-lived, however, as it depended on the strength of Russia to legitimate itself. With Russia’s 

defeat in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 and failed attempts to reassert his nation’s sovereignty, Gojong abdicated 

the throne to his son Sunjong, who was powerless under Japanese protectorate status and under whom the Korean 

Empire was abolished in 1910.  
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As thousands of protestors mobilized around the country, the colonial police forces, 

armed with bayonets, responded swiftly and violently to suppress the peaceful protests for 

independence (see figs. 3, 4, and 5).  

 
 

Figure 3. The Korean independence movement [S.l. : s.n., 1919?]Electronic 

reproduction. New York, N.Y. : Columbia University Libraries, 2010. JPEG use copy available 

via the World Wide Web. NNC. Columbia University Libraries Electronic Books. 2006. 

Figure 4 (left) and Figure 5 (right): The Korean independence movement [S.l. : s.n., 

1919?] Electronic reproduction. New York, N.Y. : Columbia University Libraries, 2010. JPEG 

use copy available via the World Wide Web. NNC. Columbia University Libraries Electronic 

Books. 2006. 
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Unarmed Korean civilians were immediately arrested, and though estimates varied widely 

between Japanese and Korean counts, hundreds were estimated dead. Though American 

missionaries and their churches had already been specially marked for closer supervision and 

regulation under the Japanese colonial authorities, the March 1 uprising drew even more 

scrutiny; of the thirty-three signatories of the Korean Declaration of Independence, sixteen were 

Korean Christians.43 The Governor-General viewed this as a direct correlation of the Christian 

movement in Korea with the uprising and focused their arrests and subsequent imprisonments 

and brutal interrogations on Korean Christians. In fact, the Japanese claimed that the Christians 

and American missionaries incited the uprising in the first place.44 Throughout the course of that 

spring, American missionaries, long suspected of propagating “subversive Wilsonian propaganda 

in Korea” by the Japanese police, played the key role of being eyewitnesses; protected from the 

violence suffered at the hands of the Japanese police by way of their nationality, American 

missionaries nonetheless provided vivid testimony and accounts that contradicted the official 

reports from the Japanese colonial government. By adopting an accusatory position towards the 

involvement of the American missionaries in the Korean independence movement, the Japanese 

colonial administration inadvertently reinforced the belief amongst the Koreans that the 

movement was based on democratic and Christian principles.45  

Despite the colonial administration’s censorship on outgoing correspondence, the letters 

and reports by American missionaries detailing the brutal suppression of the independence 

protests by the Japanese on unarmed civilians in Korea spread in the United States and the global 
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community. The missionaries attested to a colonial government in Korea that was militaristic and 

repressive, with “no freedom of assembly, no free speech, no freedom of the press. . . no right of 

petition of grievances with immunity from arrest…no participation in self-government. Torture 

is freely applied and a man is considered guilty until proven innocent.”46 One of the eyewitnesses 

included Rev. A.E. Armstrong, Secretary of the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian 

Church. He received an urgent request to revisit Korea in March and arrived in Seoul from 

Yokohama, Japan on March 16, 1919. Over the course of three days, he gave a full, accurate 

account of what he witnessed in those days of protests. With the publicized numbers of Koreans 

arrested, beaten, and killed during the suppression of the independence movement, the 

testimonies of missionaries like Rev. Armstrong’s proved to be an embarrassment to the 

Japanese colonial authorities, who already intent on culling a positive global image amongst 

other imperial powers, wanted to portray Japan as a judicious and advanced nation that was 

justified to rule over other countries. For its part, the United States insisted that its missionaries 

exercise restraint in their accounts in a display of good faith towards remaining neutral and out of 

Japanese affairs in the Pacific region (in accordance with the terms of the Taft-Katsura 

agreement). The American missionaries, witnessing the severity of Japanese policies and effects 

on the peninsula, could not stay silent; after unsuccessful attempts in having Japanese authorities 

cease their brutal treatment against Koreans, they documented their first-hand experiences and 

what they witnessed to later disclose to their governing bodies. Under a “no neutrality for 

brutality” position, the missionaries leveraged the hyper-consciousness of the Japanese 

government’s public image and reputation with their protected authority as American citizens in 
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Korea to have Japan drastically alter and liberalize its policies.47 The missionaries sent reports 

back home that were widely circulated, creating a "public relations nightmare" for the Japanese 

colonial government.48 As such, the missionaries, empowered and protected abroad with their 

nationality, directly influenced matters of foreign policy through official and nonofficial 

channels.49  

As a direct result of the reports, the officiating leaders on the boards of Christian 

organizations gathered to meet on April 16, 1919 in New York City. The nature of the reports 

was such that the leaders, including Dr. Arthur J. Brown, Secretary of the Board of Foreign 

Missions of the Presbyterian Church of the United States, Dr. Frank Mason North, the Secretary 

of the Board of F. M. of the Methodist Episcopal Church of the US, and Dr. William U. Haven, 

the Secretary of the American Bible Society, decided that the subject matter would be best 

handled by the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCCC), rather than by 

disparate Mission boards. As result of their reports, the Federal Council formed the Commission 

on Relations with the Orient in July 1919. The Commission would subsequently host a dozen 

meetings related to the Korea situation; a group of “important Japanese in NYC were invited” to 

two of the dozen meetings, as it seemed “only fair and just” to take up the record with the 

Japanese before “giving to the daily press the rapidly accumulating material from Korea” and 

thereby to the wider American public.50 The Commission published a 125-page report, The 

Korean Situation: Authentic Accounts of Recent Events by Eye Witnesses, in the same month. 

The Commission was careful to state that is was not concerning itself with political questions 
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involved in the Korean independence movement, but rather wished to convey hopes that by 

releasing official accounts as recorded by American missionaries among “all right-minded men,” 

continued acts of “brutality, torture, inhuman treatment, religious persecution, and massacres 

shall cease everywhere.”51 Upon serious consideration of the eyewitness accounts of their 

missionaries in the field, the FCCC supported the publication by the Commission in releasing 

detailed evidence of injustices committed against the Korean people by the Japanese police and 

colonial officials during and in the wake of the independence protests. 

As such, the Commission released the report to 1) influence the future protection of 

Koreans from inhuman treatment and injustice and 2) to enlighten public opinion that would 

“strengthen the progressive, anti-militaristic forces in Japan in their efforts to secure justice and 

fair dealing in Korea”;52 by doing so, the Commission hoped to catalyze “some action in 

America that would save the Koreans from the brutal and inhumane treatment to which they 

were ruthlessly being subjected.”53 The eyewitness accounts from American religious leaders 

portrayed the Japanese authorities as cruel, unjust, and inhumane in its treatment of its Korean 

subjects, which deeply embarrassed the colonial and imperial authorities. American missionaries, 

aware of the pull they had in drawling global attention to an otherwise overlooked or unknown 

territory, were tremendously influential in overhauling the Japanese administration in Korea to 

govern less harshly through their whistleblowing and raising global awareness of Korea’s 

colonial situation and struggle.  

The Japanese authorities were taken by surprise by the attention the independence 

protests in Korea drew, particularly in light of how they had assumed their response swiftly and 
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effectively suppressed the movement from spreading. The news of the passing of seventeen-year 

old female student, Ryu Gwansun, who succumbed to her injuries sustained after being arrested, 

imprisoned, and beaten for her involvement in the protests, further rallied the broader global 

community in decrying the colonial treatment of Koreans. To counter the negative effects of 

such public image fallout as news of the suppression spread globally, the Japanese government 

made substantial changes to its bureaucratic and social policies in Korea from 1919 to 1927. 

Known as the Saito Reforms, or “bunka seiji,” the near-decade long period included the 

appointment of a new Governor-General, Saito Makoto, and the August 1919 passage of the 

"Revised Organic Regulations of the Government General of Korea" that ushered in new military 

and cultural policies giving Koreans some degree of self-rule.54 As a result, there was a 

considerable easing of controls in areas of the press, educational, and cultural and religious 

activities. School curricula and media outlets were to remain closely monitored, however, to 

ensure that Koreans were adequately Japanized. The goal of the Japanese colonial authorities in 

abandoning its harsh, near radical assimilation policies was two-fold: Whilst the aim was to 

improve public opinion after the events of the March 1 Movement became more widely known, 

the Governor-General also wanted to improve the image of Imperial Japan amongst its Korean 

subjects by lifting its hitherto heavy-handed approach in assimilating them. To wit, a more 

favorable perception of the Empire could “induce and co-opt more Koreans to acquiesce in it.”55  

Back in the United States, the Commission’s report helped attract widespread attention 

from the American public and government officials, with excerpts published in the New York 

Times, Literary Digest, The Nation, and The North American Review.56 Sen. George Norris of 
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Nebraska brought up the "Korean Question" in discussions about the United States’ involvement 

with the League of Nations in Congress on July 15, 1919. A few weeks later, on August 8, 1919, 

Sen. Selden Spencer of Missouri presented evidence showing the need for U.S. assistance to 

Korea with letters and reports from missionary Homer Hulbert. The U.S. Senate, although 

having heard the addresses, could not be moved to take action against Japan in order to protect 

its interests in the Pacific. That is, rather than interfere with the US-Japan relationship and 

agreements, the United States took the approach of remaining disinterested towards Japanese 

colonial affairs in the region to the extent that Japan did so likewise.  

In response to the tepid response by Congress, the Chair and Secretary of the FCCC’s 

Commission, William I. Haven, and Sidney E. Gulick, respectively, strongly urged the 

government to reconsider its passivity:  

Americans should give the strongest possible moral support to the progressive and 

anti-militaristic movements in [Korea]. This we can do . . .not by wholesale 

condemnation of the Japanese government and people, but by distinguishing 

between the reactionary, autocratic forces that have too largely dominated her 

policies and leaders in the past and the new liberal policies and leaders that are 

now coming to the fore.57 

 

In addition to their specifying the moral imperative to supporting a freer Korea, Haven and 

Gulick connected the fight for Korean independence as having much larger repercussions for the 

world. In words that would prove devastatingly prescient, Haven and Gulick wrote, “Hope for 

Korea, and indeed for China and the whole world lies in the overthrow of militarism in Japan, as 

in every land, and in the firm establishment of civil liberty and popular rights for every section of 

the population.”58 
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In sharing and publicizing their eyewitness accounts of the independence protests and 

violent suppression thereafter, the missionaries were able to capitalize on their authority and 

connections to be heard in the political arena, but Korean nationalists outside the peninsula were 

not to be ignored. Even without the same citizenship rights and protections, Koreans abroad were 

galvanized to act. Educated in the United States in the late 1880s, So Chae-pil and Yun Chi-ho, 

part of the Siminhoe movement, and the former as president of the Independence Club, had both 

encouraged Koreans to study abroad in America and help support the cause of a new education 

for Koreans everywhere well before the events of 1919. In its aftermath, any former aspirations 

to learn in the United States became that much more urgent to become realized. With an 

American education, the new generation of Korean leaders acquainted themselves with 

diplomatic strategies in achieving their goals. In the United States, Korean expats also worked to 

shape and stimulate public opinion and their government to support their cause for independence. 

Koreans in the United States ramped up their efforts to inform the public, believing in the power 

to inform and shape perceptions towards liberating Korea. At the crux of these efforts were 

students, most of whom came with the easing of colonial policies under the Saito Reforms in the 

1920s. Under the leadership of American-educated Korean students like Syngman Rhee, An 

Chang-ho, and So Chae-pil, the Korean-American academic community published the Korea 

Review and formed the League of Friends with the purpose of educating American people about 

Korea and the Korean people. Both the publication of the Korea Review and establishment of the 

League of Friends relied on the support of American missionaries, legitimating their existence 

with the testimonials and eyewitness accounts of the atrocities committed against Korean 

demonstrators. By drawing attention to their connections with the American missionaries and 

how they were supported by the Christian leaders, Korean nationalists in the United States 
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strategically placed themselves as more similar than foreign to their American counterparts. 

Publications such as Korea Review demonstrate the Korean-American students’ efforts to prove 

their "civility" and show how Koreans met standards of Western civilization, – as Christians and 

supporters of a republic – thereby deserving the right to self-determination.59 In the following 

chapter, we will examine the ways in which students positioned themselves against the Japanese 

Empire, disavowing its claims to their Korean identity, and how they successfully gained the 

support of the American officials in bypassing travel and immigration restrictions imposed on 

them on account of their race from both sides of the Pacific. 
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Chapter 2: “No Government of Their Own” 

The early decades of the 20th century in the U.S. witnessed tremendous demographic 

shifts in populations in cities, and the political, social responses – often driven by racial and 

ethnic fears – to these shifts were swift, particularly against Asian immigrants. In 1910, Koreans 

experienced their country become formally annexed by the Japanese empire. Grappling with 

questions of national identity and fears for their future under a colonial government that viewed 

them as racially and culturally inferior, Korean intellectuals turned to the United States as the 

exemplar of Christian-based republicanism to follow in leading Korea towards independence and 

democracy. The reality of Korean students entering the United States as colonial subjects of 

Japan is further complicated by their nationless status; officially Japanese colonial subjects after 

1910, Koreans resisted forced assimilation by asserting their Korean-American identity while 

abroad. This chapter explores how Korean students in the United States differentiated and 

defined themselves in spite of racial barriers imposed on them by Imperial Japan, as well as by 

the United States government in the early-20th century.  

Expanding on the transnational nature of Korean communities in the Pacific Northwest 

and beyond, immigration historians and scholars have reframed the traditional narratives of 

Korean immigration and to a broader extent, Asian-American history by identifying the modes 

and processes by which Korean communities coalesced together;1 within studies of Korean-

American immigration histories, three common areas of analysis emerge: case studies on Korean 

populations in the West Coast and Hawaii, the political ideologies of early Korean immigrants, 

and the importance of the church in Korean-American community formation.  

                                                 
1 Madeline Yuan-yin Hsu, The Good Immigrants : How the Yellow Peril Became the Model Minority, Politics and 

Society in Twentieth-Century America. 
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The transpacific movement of Korean students to the United States, and specifically to 

the East Coast cities, had its origins in the late 19th century as part of the broader diaspora of 

Asians to the West. Much of the existing literature in Asian-American history relies heavily on 

the experiences and immigration of Asians on the West Coast. Traditionalist approaches to 

Asians in the United States characterized their late-19th and early-20th century immigration as the 

“first wave,” emphasizing individual immigrants’ motivations to leave their home country for a 

new country for temporary or permanent residence, emphasizing various “pull” factors that drew 

Asians to America in the late-19th century and early decades of the 20th-century.2 The 

predominant “pull” factor was the prospect of better economic opportunities in the United States 

for economic advancement. These early Asian laborers were depicted as “sojourners,” temporary 

workers in the mainland who returned earnings to their families in their native countries to 

eventually return themselves. As laborers and farm workers, they were primarily based in 

Hawaii, eventually making their way to the West Coast and settling in ethnic enclaves after 

facing racial confrontations and discrimination from the broader American, white population. 

The traditional view showcased their economic need in coming to the US for work – as laborers, 

uneducated and from rural backgrounds. Due to the larger numbers of Chinese and Japanese 

laborers, traditionalist perspectives also overlooked the notable presence of Koreans, and most 

certainly overlooked the presence of Korean students and other non-laborers on the Atlantic 

Coast. In order to paint a more complex portrait of Koreans in the United States at this time, 
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studies have highlighted the immigrants’ political agency, the building of communities and 

ethnic cohesion revolving around institutions, especially the church.3   

Asian-American scholars, or Asian-Americanists, have begun to unearth this rich history 

by examining the multiple and varied ways that Koreans have established communities in the 

Pacific Northwest. More localized studies on the origins and growth of Korean-American 

communities reiterate how Korean immigrants had navigated through hostile environments in 

establishing communities and pursuing “what it means to be Korean-American in the early 20th 

century.”4 Such works draw attention to local contexts in reformulating a complex history of US-

Korean relations and Korean struggles for self-determination, in [their] ancestral homeland and 

in the United States."5 A reformulation helps articulate the process of identity-building in the 

context of empire.  Displaced on both sides of the Pacific as colonial subjects, Koreans struggled 

to assert a national identity as they navigated through American society, encountering racial 

discrimination while also being subjected to Japanese alienation overseas. It was in the context 

of empire and colonization that Koreans lived and migrated; Korean students, merchants, 

diplomats had first arrived in the United States in the late 19th century, followed by the arrival of 

more workers bound for Hawaii starting in 1902.6 By 1920, there were approximately 6,000 

Koreans in the United States, including Hawaii; though small, the incipient community was 

“well-educated, politically active, and well-organized,” and would come to play a crucial role in 

sustaining the momentum of the Korean independence movement, and shifting the dynamic of 

                                                 
3 For further reading on the political agency of Koreans living in Hawaii and mainland United States West Coast in 

the early 20th century, see Lee Houchins and Chang-Su Houchins, “The Korean Experience in America, 1903-1924” 

in Pacific Historical Review 43, no. 4 (1974): 548-75; Hyung-chan Kim and Wayne Patterson, The Koreans in 
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Publications, 1974). 
4 Hanin Iminsa Yæon'gu P°yæonch'anhoe (U.S.), Han in the Upper Left : A Brief History of Korean Americans in 

the Pacific Northwest. 10-11. 
5 Ibid. 10-11.  
6 Ibid. 19. 



42 

 

power amongst Korean nationalist groups towards diplomacy and education in achieving their 

ends.7 

These Korean-Americans built vibrant communities to protect themselves against labor 

exploitation, anti-Asian laws, and racial violence. Asian-Americanists reinforce the notion that 

Koreans in the U.S. built communities that centered on their shared Korean identity and with 

that, a shared goal for Korean independence. Emerging studies indicate how “the struggle against 

Japanese colonialism gave Koreans in the United States – and really, Koreans worldwide – a 

shared political identity, a communal sense of belonging to a wider cause.”8  Indeed, newer 

scholarship build on the transnational struggle for Koreans in the United States during the 

colonial period by highlighting the political engagement of early Korean-American communities. 

Studies draw attention to the unique position of early Korean-Americans as a "diasporic 

community in exile" that was "continually involved in homeland politics."9 The transnational 

nature of the Korean independent movement is shown through the support of the Korean-

American community by means of diplomatic and financial strategies. Koreans in the United 

States shared a collective goal in asserting their country’s independence and their Korean 

identity in the context of colonialism and in defiance of discrimination they faced on both sides 

of the Pacific.  

The transcalarity of Korean-American agency is touched upon in case-studies on their 

occupational and entrepreneurial endeavors, and the effect those endeavors had community and 

statewide development.  In one example, the Korean migration to California is part and parcel 

with the state’s agricultural development. This case-study provides a helpful framing in closely 
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investigating the lives of early Korean-American immigrants, describing the challenges 

overcome by early immigrants, who "faced extreme hardship, loneliness, racial prejudice, and 

longings for their homeland as they worked to forge a new life in a strange land."12 The 

transcalar focus also brings attention to the experiences of the Korean laborers, whose 

experiences lend themselves to a “much larger story” of Korean immigrants in the United States 

as being “dedicated nationalists and devout Christians.”13 This new narrative supplants a 

traditional one of Koreans as marginalized victims in the rural working class, portraying them as 

active participants in global affairs.  

The United States served as an important base for Korean-Americans who sought a social 

revolution in Korea in support of the Korean Provisional Government (KPG) located in 

Shanghai, China.14 Korean-Americans engaged with politics on a transnational level, evidenced 

by their financial support of the Korean independence movement with donations to the KPG and 

by their raising awareness and campaigning for the recognition of the provisional government 

within the United States and international community at large.15 Importantly, Korean students 

emerge as a distinct subgroup from the immigrant community for the important role they had in 

the Korean independence movement. The students’ participation in the Korean independence 

movement in the United States serves as an example of how active and involved Korean expats 

and students were. Their being outside of Korea and direct Japanese rule gave them the liberty to 
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assemble and demonstrate their patriotism. 17 At the same time, Korean-American students 

leveraged their education to appeal to Western audiences, justifying their claims for 

independence by interpolating central tenets of democracy and Christian belief into their 

speeches, correspondence, publications.   

The struggle for homeland independence was a crucial element in community-building 

for Asian-Americans who emigrated from imperial systems. Historians note the uniqueness of 

the early 20th century Korean community in its coming together, eschewing regional and class 

distinctions, with a shared purpose for freedom from Japanese colonial occupation. United by 

their collective experience as colonized subjects who left their occupied homeland, Koreans in 

the United States were free to organize politically, free to celebrate their culture and heritage, 

free to assert Korean nationalism. Koreans thus had a great sense of solidarity “not found in any 

other ethnic minority in the United States."20 Their shared struggle to define and defend Korean 

citizenship within the colonial context formed the basis of Korean-American communities that 

originated in the prewar and postwar decades.   

As colonial subjects entering the United States in the early 20th century, Korean 

immigrants not only struggled for their homeland’s sovereignty and independence, but also 

struggled “for jobs, for equality, and for American citizenship" as they encountered intolerant 

and hostile white Americans.22 The United States passed its first race-based immigration law in 

1882 with the Chinese Exclusion Act; any person of Chinese descent was prohibited from 

entering or re-entering the United States, and anyone of Chinese descent already in the United 

                                                 
17 Cha notes that while the students were free to express their left-leaning ideology on American soil in throughout 

the interwar period, they would later draw scrutiny from anti-Communist authorities in the 1950s.  Cha. 142, 151-2.  
20 Cha. xiv.  
22 Melendy. Preface. Melendy challenges and refutes the traditional Anglo-Saxon view that the United States was a 
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States was prevented from obtaining U.S. citizenship and was to remain, instead, a permanent 

alien.23 Reflecting the discrimination against Chinese laborers that began in the mid-19th century, 

the U.S. federal policy to target one ethnic group had broad implications for Asian immigrants. 

Although Chinese immigrants to the United States was essentially prohibited after 1882, there 

was still need for cheap labor in the agricultural sectors of Hawaii and the Pacific Coast. 

Japanese and Korean immigration increased as a result from the late 1880s until 1924. That year, 

the U.S. Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1924, in which immigrants from Asia were 

effectively banned from entering the United States. Processes of local violence against Asians 

led to the codification of national race-based exclusion laws. Coupled with American expansion, 

these laws "shifted the nature of U.S. border control, extending it deep within the domestic 

interior and across the Pacific."24 It is within this period of severely restricted, race-based 

immigration that Korean students entered and studied within the U.S. Categorically excluded and 

rendered as alien subjects on both sides of the Pacific, Korean students had to find ways to 

maneuver around racialized policies proscribing their rights, protections, and freedoms.  

In the United States, the violence against Asian immigrants was incited by xenophobic 

fears and the “yellow peril” trope. To better educate his fellow Americans, Jack London, known 

for widely read novels such as The Call of the Wild and White Fang, provided his 

correspondence from Asia as he traveled throughout China, Japan, Korea, as a journalist during 

the Russo-Japanese War. In his 1904 piece, “The Yellow Peril,” London used the derogatory title 

to ironic effect, contradicting the racist viewpoints that Americans, especially his fellow 
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Californians, harbored against Asian immigrants and residents.26 Stereotyping Asians as a threat 

to American life and their customs as an affront to American values, Americans reacted violently 

and discriminated against Asians through legislative restrictions. These restrictions were far-

reaching, ranging from the federal level, such as the passing of the Chinese Exclusion Act and 

legislation prohibiting the naturalization of Asian immigrants, to more local anti-miscegenation 

laws and unfair taxation practices on Asian-owned businesses. Rather than supporting racist 

views, London demonstrated how the Americans misunderstood and even underestimated Asians 

a whole. His differentiation of Asians – Chinese, Koreans, Japanese – however, was not wholly 

altruistic. He indicated that the “yellow peril” designation did not apply to Japanese and Chinese 

people, but disparaged Koreans as “worthless” in the face of war and territorial aggrandizement. 

London praised the industriousness of Chinese people he had encountered throughout his 

journalistic travels: 

The Chinese is the perfect type of industry. For sheer work no worker in the world 

can compare with him. Work is the breath of his nostrils. It is his solution of 

existence. It is to him what wandering and fighting in far lands and spiritual 

adventure have been to other peoples. Liberty to him epitomizes itself in access to 

the means of toil. To till the soil and labor interminably with rude implements and 

utensils is all he asks of life and of the powers that be. Work is what he desires 

above all things, and he will work at anything for anybody.27  

 

London’s observations on “the Chinese” indefatigable work ethic was not an exceptional one; 

unfortunately, however, rather than viewed admirably, the Chinese laborer in the United States 

encountered extreme violence and discrimination for his work output. With the arrival of 

Chinese workers on the Transcontinental Railroad, to the establishment of Chinese communities 

along America’s Pacific Coast, Chinese workers were viewed as skewing competition for jobs 

                                                 
26 Jack London and Daniel Alfred Metraux, The Asian Writings of Jack London: : Essays, Letters, Newspaper 

Dispatches, and Short Fiction (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 2009). 
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towards cheaper wages and labor exploitation, and faced violence and unfair treatment as a 

result.  

 On the Empire of Japan, London wrote of the efficiency and swift modernization of the 

Japanese military and government officials he had met:  

The infusion of other blood, Malay, perhaps, has made the Japanese a race of 

mastery and power, a fighting race through all its history, a race which has always 

despised commerce and exalted fighting. . . Today, equipped with the finest 

machines and systems of destruction the Caucasian mind has devised, handling 

machines and systems with remarkable and deadly accuracy, this juvenescent 

Japanese race has embarked on a course of conquest, the goal of which no man 

knows.28  

 

London, well ahead of his time, accurately predicted the ability and desire of the Japanese 

Empire to expand and colonize the Pacific. Five years after his return from Asia, London gave 

this prophetic account in his 1909 essay, “If Japan Awakens China”: 

We understand the Chinese mind no more than we do the Japanese. What if these 

two races, as homogenous as we, should embark on some vast race-adventure? 

There have been no race adventures in the past. We English-speaking peoples are 

just now in the midst of our own great adventure. We are dreaming as all race-

adventurers have of dreamed. And who will dare to say that in the Japanese mind 

is not burning some colossal Napoleonic dream? And what if the dreams clash?29 

 

The “race adventures” that London mentioned signifies the imperialistic drive of the Western 

nations. In the United States, this imperialistic drive developed into a racialized concept of 

“Manifest Destiny” in order to justify the colonization of nations perceived as less civilized, thus 

requiring the assistance of a more developed (Western) nation in order to progress. The Empire 

of Japan, underestimated by Western nations, had “race adventures” that it was already 

embarking on by the time of London’s writing. Having strategically positioned itself within 

Korea’s government and military by the turn of the 20th century, Japan’s official colonization of 

Korea was met with scant concern amongst leaders in the United States and Europe. London’s 
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rhetorical question was answered in 1937, when Japan’s “colossal Napoleonic dream” was 

realized with a full invasion against China in 1937, launched on the heels of a successful 

conquest of Manchuria (comprising part of Northeast China and Mongolia) and the 

establishment of the Japanese state of Manchukuo in 1932. By September 1940, the Empire of 

Japan had signed a pact with the Germany and Italy, officially entering World War II, in which 

Japan would launch territorial attacks against nearly all its neighbors in the Pacific.  

On Koreans, London took on a very different tone, going as far as to contemptibly infer 

that Korea would serve well as a “breeding colony” for Japan’s need for expansion and growth.30 

In “Yellow Peril,” London wrote: 

The Korean is the perfect type of inefficiency — of utter worthlessness. . .He lacks 

the nerve to remain when a strange army crosses his land. The few goods and 

chattels he may have managed to accumulate he puts on his back, along with his 

doors and windows, and away he heads for his mountain fastnesses. Later he may 

return, sans goods, chattels, doors, and windows, impelled by insatiable curiosity 

for a “look see.” But it is curiosity merely — a timid, deerlike curiosity. He is 

prepared to bound away on his long legs at the first hint of danger or trouble.31 

 

Writing throughout his travels through Korea to China, London met Chinese workers, Japanese 

soldiers, and Korean aristocrats and commoners. Of the last group, he dismissed Koreans as 

feckless, nosy, and cowardly, more apt to run away than defend their country. London may have 

observed how steadily the Japanese forces had already entrenched and enmeshed themselves in 

the Korean government; to wit, Imperial Japan would establish itself as the protectorate of Korea 

just one year after London’s 1904 essay, effectively depriving Korea of its sovereignty in foreign 

affairs with Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War. However, the mass mobilization of 

Korean civilians, young and old, men and women, who marched in peaceful protest against 
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Japanese occupation in March 1919 to their injury, even death, proved London so wrong, as did 

the overt, daring displays of patriotism overseas by Korean students in the United States.  

 Though London’s criticism of Koreans as passive onlookers at best proved unfairly cruel, 

his bias towards the growing strength and ambitions of Imperial Japan as being sorely 

underestimated by fellow Americans proved remarkably, and darkly, prophetic. Japan enacted its 

own version of Manifest Destiny, positioning its empire as beneficial for all of the Pacific in 

building and fostering the "Asian co-prosperity sphere."33 With this posturing, Imperial Japan 

legitimated its colonial agenda as one that was pan- and pro-Asian: to be subjected under 

Japanese rule was superior and beneficial than to be under Western domination; to follow 

Imperial Japan was to resist Western imperialist agendas.34 In fact, Japan was actively supporting 

and encouraging resistance movements in regions of Asia under Western control. In Britain’s 

India and the United States’ Philippines, Japan lent support as a show of solidarity and to 

undermine Western authority in the Asian region. As a closer neighbor, Imperial Japan heralded 

itself as better suited and better positioned to understand the needs, cultures of the Pacific nations 

rather than merely exploit the territories for resources and material benefit.  

 London’s prediction of the steady and incessant rise of Imperial Japan was based on his 

observations and encounters he had traveling throughout Korea and China. Across the globe, the 

experiences of Japanese people in the United States indicated a more fractured reality countering 

                                                 
33 Postcolonial critique has been helpful in highlighting the experiences of Korean students living abroad in the 

United States as they grappled with Japanese occupation and how they reformulated notions of identity and 

citizenship. However, postcolonial critique is limited in scope, as it primarily applies to the Western world and thus 

inadequately incorporates Japanese imperialism and its colonial repercussions. Prefacing a collection of essays and 

primary documents on the xenophobic actions and decisions against Asians that Americans carried out, the editors 

of Yellow Peril!: An Archive of Anti-Asian Fear asked, "If imperialism was a progressive Christian benevolent 

project that proved the superiority of European culture, what did Japan's empire mean?” Their question exposes the 

neglected attention Imperial Japan received as a perceived outlier to dominant colonial powers, and foreshadows 

how a dismissal of Japan’s imperial motives lent to an underestimation of its global aims before World War II.  
34 John Kuo Wei Tchen and Dylan Yeats, Yellow Peril! : An Archive of Anti-Asian Fear. 181.  
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the seamless, collective rise of the Japanese Empire that London foreshadowed in his writings. 

We have reviewed the histories of Asian-Americans and Asian immigrants that focus on the 

West Coast, and on their experiences in United States as part of the laboring, rural classes, 

striving for economic mobility. Asians on the Atlantic Coast at the turn of the 20th century, 

though fewer in number, had different motives and backgrounds. Consisting of students, 

businessmen, diplomats and other ranked officials, the experiences of Japanese people in the 

East Coast during the late 19th and early 20th century – during the rise of Imperial Japan – 

challenge any notion of a shared, collective identity. Unlike Koreans in the United States who 

fostered community with a shared goal towards national independence from Japan, and were 

connected in their struggle to define their identity as a sovereign, self-governing people, the 

Japanese-American community in the East Coast did not come together in one that was easily 

identifiable.  

 The experiences of Japanese immigrants in New York City challenge the prevailing 

notion of ethnic cohesion, the shared sense of ethnic identity as the main proponent in the 

formation of communities and enclaves in late 19th, early 20th centuries. Studies on their 

residential preferences indicate that perceived differences in social status were the main bases by 

which Japanese immigrants associated with, or in most cases, distanced themselves from one 

another. Rather than their shared ethnic and cultural background, Japanese-Americans in New 

York prioritized class and status in configuring their figurative and literal “place” in American 

society.35 Perceived differentiation in status and class materialized physically in terms of 

geographic location – the Japanese-American community in New York was diffuse rather than 

centralized in any one, definable area or neighborhood. As such, the understanding of 
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“community” that would characterize other ethnic, immigrant communities in the United States – 

shared language, shared nationality, shared beliefs, shared heritage – would not apply to 

Japanese-Americans. 

The attention to the settlement patterns as indicative of in-group biases amongst Japanese 

immigrants is particularly useful in discussing the origins and early history of an ethnic Asian 

community along the Atlantic Coast, and particularly one in New York City. The early 20th 

century immigrant narratives of New York’s Japanese serve as a counterpoint to the better-

known narratives in Hawaii and the Pacific Northwest states (that of laborers, farmers, lacking 

formal education, from rural areas who were “pulled” to the United States for economic reasons). 

The motivations and social advancement of key individuals in the Japanese population of New 

show how the imperial experience affected Japanese citizens abroad, but more importantly, how 

the formation of a unified Japanese community in New York was curtailed by individuals’ 

understanding of class and status, not only of their own but also those of fellow Japanese 

citizens.36 Japanese-Americans in New York City self-segregated in order to differentiate 

themselves from one another socially, precluding a development of an ethnic enclave. With a 

self-segregated Japanese population divided along "status, class, religious, and spatial lines,” the 

Japanese population in New York City was not visible enough to cause anti-Japanese alarm and 

discrimination to the extent it occurred in the West.37  

Interestingly, New York City was home to largest ethnic Japanese population east of the 

Rocky Mountains between World War I and World War II.38 In contrast to the Pacific and West 

Coast, New York City attracted Japanese non-laborers, business professionals, students, and 
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diplomats; these immigrants hailed from Japanese urban areas, with formal education 

backgrounds, and traveled individually rather than en masse.39 They negotiated and articulated 

their Japanese identity in such a way that inhibited the formation of a clear, distinct “Japantown.” 

This is attributed to the social and spatial stratification within New York’s Japanese population 

to self-defined “tiers” that Japanese immigrants belonged to before their arrival in the United 

States. For example, the first, dominant tier consisted of executives who had been residing 

abroad in the U.S. for several years, working for Japanese companies based in New York. The 

second tier included mid-sized merchants – small business owners, medical doctors, retailers, 

and the third tier of working-class families. The fourth and last tier consisted of menial workers 

and older bachelors.40 The self-differentiation based on the tiered status system materialized 

spatially, with the Japanese population loosely dispersed throughout the city on an individualized 

basis.  

The outlier to the tiered system were Japanese students, who were in a sphere of their 

own.41 A 1920s survey by the Japanese Students' Christian Association in North America 

showed 1,501 Japanese students in North America and Hawaii. New York had 141 students (9.4 

percent of total), and of those, 107 students were attending universities or colleges in New York 

City.”42 Based on findings from students' MA theses and publications on how they spent their 

leisure time, what organizations they were part of, (e.g. alumni associations, YMCA, Japanese 

clubs), students were outside the tiered system on account of: 1) their temporary stay in the 

United States and 2) their preference for a social network with their ethnic background at the 

fore. The first generation of Japanese elites in New York were involved in reaching out and 
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supporting students in their efforts to build ethnic solidarity. Their being apart and outside the 

social hierarchy highlights the unique position students had while abroad in bridging and 

forming connections, negotiating dual identities; in this case, of their identity as Japanese 

imperial citizens, as well as foreigners who would otherwise be marginalized as aliens, as 

unassimilable.  

The students’ influence in making connections and bridging aspects of their identity bears 

directly on my study on Korean students in New York City. Not only is research needed in this 

area because of the lack of more robust historical literature on this particular Asian-American 

community, but also because further study would challenge presumptions on the formation of 

communities as solely ethnically-driven.43 A more nuanced understanding of community-

building, such as showing the preeminence of class and status over ethnicity in the case of 

Japanese immigrants and Japanese-Americans in New York, disabuses us of monolithic 

understandings of any one ethnic community, and provides a useful counterpoint to the 

experience of Korean immigrants and Korean-Americans in New York. The Korean community 

was a tight-knit one along both coasts, and the accounts of students in New York shed light on 

how ethnicity was indeed paramount in their sense of solidarity and collective goal of nation-

building in the wake of their country’s colonization by Imperial Japan. To highlight their Korean 

identity and aspects of their heritage was an act of resistance against Japanese rule and coerced 

assimilation. Coming together as Koreans in a shared struggle for national independence 

reinforced their ethnic background as a unifying trait, preempting class and status differentiation.  

In addition to Japanese students, the importance of religious institutions cannot be 

overstated in fostering a sense of community and ethnic solidarity for New York’s Japanese 
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population. Of their various religious institutions in New York City – Buddhist temples, 

Christian and Catholic churches –the "ethnic and cultural functions of the four nikkei churches, 

especially the three Protestant churches, were chiefly responsible for weakening class and status 

barriers during the interwar years, creating the appearance of a cohesive Japanese American 

community in New York City."44 Likewise, the presence and role of the Church in building and 

bonding the Korean-American community in the United States and New York was immense. 

Offering opportunities for Korean students to enter the United States to further their education 

during the colonial period, as well as protecting their admission upon federal regulations against 

Asian immigration, the Church proved an invaluable gathering place for budding Korean 

nationalists to learn and lead in America.   

Churches played a key role in sustaining the ethnic kinship of Koreans in the United 

States. Asian American Studies scholars have argued that “American political values served as 

key rhetorical and political strategies and empowered Koreans in America to play an 

instrumental role in the state-building project of Korean diasporic nationalism,” suggesting that  

the American educational background of the leaders of the Korean independence movement 

greatly influenced its progression.45   One of the most dominant of the Western ideologies and 

belief-value systems that influenced the Korean independence movement was that of the 

Protestantism, spread most effectively by American missionaries in Korea. Korean students 

studying in the U.S. had close ties to missionary networks and Christian organizations before 

entering the United States, and upon leaving it. The relationship of American missionaries and 

Korean students became inextricably tied to Korean nationalism built on American value-

systems. Churches served as institutions that taught and groomed student leaders that would 
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educate the Korean population in explicitly Western values and Christian morals simultaneously, 

promoting democracy, equality, and justice, each lending to the work of Korean independence 

and future state-building. Students enrolled in mission schools in Korea who were encouraged to 

advance in their studies in the U.S. by Korean nationalist leaders and their American teachers, 

devoted themselves to the cause of Korean independence. After graduating from their American 

universities, Korean students either returned to Korea or stayed in the United States - whether in 

Korea or abroad, these students emerged as leaders in the cause of Korean independence.46 

Because of missionaries and their affiliated churches’ anticolonial work, Christian 

churches were often the center of Korean-American communities. Many of the Korean migrants 

were Christian, having been converted under the tutelage of American missionaries like Horace 

Allen and Rev. George Herbert Jones. Studies on the role of the church in the early Korean-

American communities found that nearly 40 percent of the first 101 Koreans to arrive in the 

United States in 1903 “were from the same Christian church in Inchon, the Youngdong Church" 

of Rev. Jones.47 Estimates also showed that “approximately 40 to 60 percent of all Koreans who 

came to the United States before 1905 were converted Christians,” suggesting that they were 

simultaneously pushed to leave Korea due to poverty and foreign encroachment, and pulled to 

work in Hawaii through the recruitment efforts of American missionaries for spiritual and 

economic betterment. Missionaries’ involvement in recruiting laborers to work for sugar 

plantation owners in Hawaii "points to not only transnational politics among Korea, Japan, and 

the United States but also to the interplay of economic and religious undercurrents."48 In the 

“first wave” of Korean immigrants to the U.S., from 1910 to 1924, there were approximately 
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"900 students, intellectuals, and political refugees who had been involved in the anti-Japanese 

movement.”49 

The connection between transnational politics and religion is further concretized by the 

record of missionary work within the educational field for Koreans. In the early stages of the 

colonial period, American missionaries had already established churches and importantly, 

schools that gave Koreans of all backgrounds unprecedented access to an education that had 

otherwise been closed to them. Orphans and girls now had opportunities to learn to read and 

write, empowered to be involved in spheres that they had been restricted from entering due to 

entrenched conservative social hierarchies in precolonial Korea. Korean women were especially 

helped by the access to an education, even pursuing higher education at missionary-founded 

schools, such as Ewha University.50 Christianity was seen as a means of liberation for Korean 

women, as well as for Koreans involved in the Korean independence movement.  

Though Christian evangelical projects abroad could be connoted with imperial conquests 

in other parts of the world, the spread of Christianity in Korea during Japanese colonialization 

exposed an ironic truth: while Christianity was identified with Western imperialism in the late-

19th and early-20th centuries, American-led Christianity in Korea was seen as an anti-imperial 

enterprise amongst Koreans. After Korean Christian leaders and churches were specifically 

targeted by the Japanese government in the wake of the March 1 Movement, with a 

disproportionate number of Korean Christians arrested, Koreans associated Christianity with 
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anticolonial politics, imbuing the religion with political and cultural overtones.51 To become 

Christian was to be reject Japanization and colonization. The adoption of the imported, foreign 

religion, was in turn, an abandonment of Japanese influence. Framed within this “unique 

subversive and political context,” and along with the influence of American missionaries in 

opening and expanding educational opportunities for Koreans regardless of class and gender, 

Christianity grew most rapidly in Korea during Japanese colonization, whereas any comparable 

growth of missions and churches in the rest of Asia was nonexistent.52   

In the United States, the political connection to Christianity became fully apparent with 

the proliferation of churches in Korean-American communities.53 Within the communities, 

churches served as gathering places where Koreans could freely speak their native tongue, 

prepare and share Korean meals, honor Korean traditions and customs. Churches also provided a 

platform for the members and congregants to discuss Korean politics and resistance efforts. As 

the heart of the Korean immigrant community in the United States, Korean churches pulsed with 

political and social causes related to the Korean independence movement. Upon receiving word 

of the establishment of the Korean Provisional Government (KPG) in Shanghai in the wake of 

the March 1 Movement, Koreans in the U.S. gathered and mobilized with their churches to 

support the KPG.54 Throughout the colonial period, Korean churches in the U.S. played a major 

role in the independence movement, contributing financially to the operations of the KPG, 

campaigning for the recognition of the KPG by signing and sending petitions to the American 
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and international governments, serving in the military, and by leading fundraising efforts to 

support and train political leaders of the Korean resistance movement, such as Syngman Rhee.55   

Korean churches in the United States, as representative of the broader Korean immigrant 

community, exemplified the transnational nature of the Korean independence movement. 

Koreans who went abroad – with or without choice as exiles, political refugees occupying a 

stateless status rather than claim Japanese citizenship – actively engaged in efforts to strengthen 

the Korean independence movement, while living in an “emergent global power” post-World 

War I.56 The Korean community was also transnational in the immigrants’ need to seek refuge in 

the United States from the occupation of their homeland by another country; in America, 

Koreans formed a strong sense of solidarity in working towards their common goal of liberating 

their homeland from Japan while solidifying their allegiance and devotion to American 

democracy.57  

With the freedom to express and voice their opinion, Koreans in the United States, more 

so than other Korean diasporic communities globally, held greater sway and influence in their 

engagement with their homeland politics, empowered to build on their “long-distance 

nationalism.”58 Koreans in the United States were credited for sustaining the independence 

movement: “The Korean Provisional Government sustained its life with the support of Koreans 

abroad. Thus it became of symbol of Korean freedom. One of the chief financial supporters of 

this revolutionary government was the small Korean population in America and Hawaii.”59 
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Koreans in the United States, described as “dedicated nationalists and devout Christians,” 

staunchly supported the Korean independence movement and remained committed to the cause 

of Korean nationalism, and gained more standing by leveraging their location in the United 

States, living and working alongside Americans.60 While the church served as an important 

organizing and solidarity site for Koreans in the United States during their colonial period, these 

early Korean expatriates struggled to maintain the tenets of “harmonious Christian living” with 

the reality of racial discrimination they faced there.61 Koreans were not treated as equal citizens 

under Imperial Japan, and while freer to exercise their political and cultural practices in the 

United States, Koreans would find the same race-based, unequal treatment while forging “a new 

life in a strange land.”62  

 Beginning in the late-19th century, federal legislation used national background as a 

proxy for race to restrict immigration, specifically from China. By the turn of the 20th century, 

immigration from Japan and Korea was also proscribed, and pathways to American citizenship 

was essentially erased if one emigrated from Asia.63 Paradoxically, this ineligibility for 

American citizenship on the basis of their Korean background served to more deeply ingrain a 

sense of Korean nationalism amongst Koreans in the U.S., igniting them to further their 

involvement with the Korean independence movement.64 The Korean community in the United 

States, from the first decade of the 20th century to after World War II, could thus be characterized 

not only as a diasporic community, but also one in exile, a part of no nation and treated as such.  
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 In an informal agreement that would be actualized through immigration policy, the U.S. 

accepted the sovereignty of Japan over Korea prior to its official occupation. Embarrassed and 

alarmed by the segregationist policies propagated by the Japanese and Korean Exclusion League 

in San Francisco, the Empire of Japan made an agreement with President Theodore Roosevelt 

that would have the U.S. rescind targeted discriminatory policies on the condition that 

immigration restrictions would still be put in place. To placate the Empire of Japan, especially in 

regards to its interests in the Pacific, Roosevelt persuaded the San Francisco school board to 

rescind its order for Asian-only segregated schools in the city. In return, the Empire of Japan 

agreed that it would no longer send laborers, skilled and unskilled, to the United States. The 

Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907 the tone for relations between the Empire of Japan and United 

States from this point on to the outbreak of World War II. In a May 13, 1907 notice from the 

Office of the Secretary of the Department of Commerce and Labor, immigration officials were 

commanded to treat Korean and Japanese “aliens” with respect and courteousness or face 

punishment: 

The Department cannot too emphatically state its desire, and therefore its 

requirement, that every consideration shall be extended to Japanese and Korean 

aliens who come within the scope of the President’s Proclamation [Gentlemen’s 

Agreement]. . .No action should be taken by any immigration official which has 

the least semblance of the exercise of discrimination against such aliens. . .or any 

undue hardship of embarrassment; and the immigration officials are accordingly 

warned that the least failure to observe this caution will result in summary action 

by the Department and the appropriate punishment of those guilty of the 

indiscretion or the failure to observe a courteous demeanor.65 

 

Maintaining friendly relations with Japan was paramount, as evidenced by a letter from Secretary 

of State Hon. Elihu Root to the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, Nov. 13, 1907, enclosed with 

a memorandum “of suggestions concerning the exclusion of Japanese and Korean laborers . . 
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Some of these suggestions appear to me very good; others, again, I do not approve, viewed in the 

light of our international relations with Japan. . .”66 Secretary Root took issue with the screening 

processes of immigration officials towards Japanese immigrants that would irk the Empire of 

Japan, including the photographing of all immigrants, interrogative questions, and differential 

treatment that could be construed as demeaning or humiliating.  

 Although Japanese and Korean laborers were prohibited from immigrating to the United 

States (the exclusion of Chinese laborers had been codified with the Chinese Exclusion Act in 

1882) from 1907 onward, businessmen, diplomats, and students were still allowed admittance 

and residence, albeit temporarily. Interestingly enough, in a letter dated May 14, 1907, from the 

Commissioner-General F.P. Sargent of the Department of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of 

Immigration and Naturalization, Sargent declared that Korean and Japanese laborers, skilled or 

unskilled, who had arrived in the United States to proceed to another country be allowed to do 

so, but ends his statement by declaring the laborers as Japanese only, as opposed to 

differentiating between Koreans and Japanese nationalities:  

When any Japanese or Korean laborer, skilled or unskilled, excludable under the 

terms of Department Circular No. 147, applies for the privilege of proceeding 

through the United States to a foreign country he shall be examined under the 

general immigration laws, and if he is found admissible thereunder shall be 

permitted to proceed, the following plan being observed the object of determining 

whether such Japanese laborer [emphasis mine] departs from the United States.67 

 

Seemingly insignificant, this omission betrayed the bias the United States had taken with the 

Empire of Japan in regards to Korea. Sargent’s indifference towards labeling the Japanese and 

Korean laborers as Japanese shows how the U.S. already accepted that Korea was a Japanese 

territory in full. The reality of Korean students entering the United States as quasi-Japanese 
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subjects at this time compels us to consider their unique position as citizens of no nation, as 

exiles who sought to build a free Korea when one did not exist, living in a country that legally 

restricted their immigration based on their colonized status under Japan.  

 After Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1910, approximately “300 political exiles from 

Korea, mostly university students, were legally admitted to the United States as stateless 

persons" with the help of the Korean National Association (KNA) led by Pastor David Lee;68 the 

KNA would continue to play a crucial role in the entry and admittance of Koreans to the United 

States in the early 20th century, assisting students and others involved in the Korean 

independence movement. In doing so, the KNA became a “supranational political entity for the 

Korean diaspora.”69 American officials would later remark how involved the Korean immigrants 

would be with the KNA: “The Koreans are well organized, in a way, and many Korean laborers 

make regular monthly contributions to the [Korean] National Society, whose purpose is, more or 

less, to educate Koreans, in order that they may be qualified to assume the responsibilities which 

they expect to have thrust upon them at such time as Korea may again become, as they fondly 

hope, an independent nation.”70 

 If the KNA assisted Koreans upon their arrival and transition to American society, what 

brought Korean students to its shores in the first place? Horace Allen, the pioneering medical 

missionary so instrumental in sending some of the “first wave” of Korean immigrants to Hawaii 

and eventually the mainland, attributed the desire for an American education as the reason most 

of the Koreans had emigrated to the U.S.: “There are quite a number of Koreans now residing in 
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the United States, whither they have gone chiefly in quest of an education, the desire for which is 

so strong that genteel Koreans have taken up menial callings to that end.”71 A strong intent to 

learn in the United States would not be enough, however, to get a Korean student across the 

ocean and through stringent passport regulations on point of departure and arrival. Indeed, to 

obtain a passport from the Imperial Japanese government as a Korean person was nearly 

impossible. A Korean student described the challenges of leaving the country to pursue further 

study: “One of the things the Japanese government tries to do is to discourage Koreans coming 

or going to any foreign countries at all. By their going they will have freedom and independence 

which is offensive to the Japanese government. Therefore, anybody who goes to the United 

States or any of the other foreign countries or desires to go is put through a third-degree 

examination before he is allowed to go.”72 In a letter from Amos P. Wilder, Consul-General 

America in Shanghai, to Secretary of State, Washington, dated Feb. 22, 1913, Wilder advocated 

for a cohort of Korean students in Shanghai who wished to study in American schools and 

colleges in the U.S., but were denied passports under the extended colonial administrative 

network of Japan:  

The Japanese Consul-General at Shanghai tells me that a passport would be issued 

to a well accredited Korean student as to a Japanese, but other information 

negatives [sic] this. This official tells me that the Koreans now in Shanghai, cannot 

secure passports from him; he says they should apply through the Chosen 

Government to the foreign office at Tokyo. To this the students say that all such 

applications are refused. The Shanghai contingent of students is represented by Li 

Chang Soo . . This contingent of students represent that they have established a 

domicile in Shanghai, China, and no longer retain a residence in Chosen; and that 

they refuse to acknowledge the jurisdiction of the Japanese authorities and disavow 

it. . .73 
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The students’ disavowal of Japan’s jurisdiction over their passport issuance stems from their 

belief that as expatriates of Korea in China, their entry as students from China would preempt 

any claim to Japanese status. Wilder, as the Consul-General of America based in Shanghai, 

China, spoke to the qualifications of the students to emigrate to the United States: 

These young men are of attractive personality, unquestionably of the student class; 

some have means to support themselves while prosecuting their studies, others 

have friends who vouch for their support, including foreigners in the United States; 

and finally, they have an ardent desire to go to the land which they regard as 

friendly to them; (they feel strongly against Japan.) Their going would be to the 

advantage of the United States as well as fulfill their own ambitions. I have the 

honor to ask if their allegiance to Japan is such that no way remains for them to 

secure admission to the United States, except by the consent of the Tokyo foreign 

office, which is refused.74  

 

Here, Wilder’s comments are especially revelatory in its depiction of student attitudes towards 

Japan – “they feel strongly against Japan,” towards America – “ardent desire to go to the land 

which they regard as friendly to them” – and lastly, towards those “friends who vouch for their 

support.” These “friends” included American missionaries and pastors who interceded on the 

behalf of these students, as well as the majority of students who would successfully bypass the 

immigration restrictions vis-à-vis denied passports imposed on them by the Imperial Japanese 

government. 

Mentioned in Wilder’s letter as the leader of the student cohort, Yi Chang Soo obtained 

letters from school principals, church leaders, and state officials in Lincoln, Nebraska in support 

of his immigration on the basis of their interactions and relationship with his uncle, Chong Hi 

Lee. The Secretary to Governor of the State of Nebraska, S.B. Fuller wrote: 
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Mr. Chang Soo Lee, a resident of Korea, will apply to you for a passport to this 

country. I Am writing to you at the request of his uncle, Chong Hi Lee, who has 

been a resident of Lincoln, Nebraska for something like eight years last past. Mr. 

Chang Soo Lee is able to support himself and he will live with his uncle, who is a 

reputable citizen of this place. The young man is coming to this country primarily 

for the purpose of acquiring an education and it will be all right to grant him 

permission to come to this country.75 

 

In addition to the state officials, Yi Chang Soo and friend, Chang Yung Lee, also had letters of 

support from Chong Hi Lee’s school principal, attesting to their character:  

I am told that Mr. Chang Soo Lee and Mr. Chang Yung Lee are being detained at 

Shanghai from coming to America at the request of the Japanese government. I 

desire to certify that I am well acquainted with their uncle, Mr. Chong Hi Lee, who 

has been a student in our high school during the past two years, and has shown 

himself a worthy citizen of our country. He is industrious, and cares for himself. If 

you find it possible to grant passports to either one or both of his nephews Chang 

Soo and Chang Yung Lee, I believe you will be assisting two worthy young men to 

improve themselves, and ultimately to make a part of the world better through 

what they may be able to do.76  

 

Striking here are the comments bearing on the worthiness of Chong Hi Lee as proven by his 

hard-working ethic, self-sustenance, and likewise, of the “worthy young men to improve 

themselves” upon arrive, who would better the world. Similar in commenting on the character 

and self-sustaining nature of the Korean students, another local Lincoln, Nebraska pastor, 

Howard R. Chapman wrote:  

I am personally acquainted with Mr. Chang Hi Lee, a Korean, who resides in 

Lincoln and is a student in the Lincoln High School. He informs me that his 

nephew, Chang Soo, is in Shanghai, and is desirous of coming to America, but that 

it is necessary for Chang Soo to make it clear that he has friends in America who 

will look after him upon his arrival. I can bear hearty testimony to the intelligence 

and character of Mr. Chang Hi Lee, and I have every reason to believe that the 

nephew will be properly cared for and given good advantages, and that he will in 

no wise be dependent upon the community. I sincerely trust the necessary passport 

may be granted.77  
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Again, referencing the non-dependent nature of the Korean students, but in addition, remarking 

on their Christian belief, pastor of First Presbyterian Church wrote: 

Mr. Chong Hi Lee wishes me to intercede for a passport for his nephew Mr. Chang 

Su Lee of Shanghai, that he may come to America. He is coming to study and 

make his way as good fortune may shine upon him after that. He is able to support 

himself and his uncle Chong Hi Lee agrees to go his bond that he will not become 

a care for the government. The Uncle is a reputable, Christian man, pursuing his 

course in education in our School.78 

 

Yi Chang Soo requested admittance to the U.S. as a Korean student departing from Shanghai, 

representing the cohort of Korean students based there, by firmly indicating his devotion to 

Christianity. In a brief statement, Yi wrote: “Dear Sir, I beg to tell you that I am a member with 

the Presbyterian Church in Korea. In order to avoid the tyrannical government of Japan, I have 

come to Shanghai without a Passport. I now humbly beg your kind protection.”79 His testimony 

and plea for protection underscore the nature of Korean students who sought an education in the 

United States as political dissidents, resisting the “tyrannical government,” and without passports 

and citizenship documentation, as exiles without a country.  

 With the assistance of local and state leaders in the United States who vouched for their 

character, their ability to succeed in their academic endeavors, Yi and his fellow students gained 

entry to the United States to study. Two years later, Wilder would update the Secretary of State 

on the increased scrutiny Korean students seeking studies abroad had by the Imperial Japanese 

government, and especially the imperial administration’s fear that American missionaries were 

unduly assisting Koreans in circumventing Japanese immigration restrictions: 

I may add that I have no doubt, but that the Japanese are very persistent in 

detecting the movements of all Korean students, who leave their homes and I very 

much fear that where American missionaries endeavor to assist those who seek a 
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higher education in the United States by giving them letter of introduction to 

American missionaries here, or otherwise, they are liable to arouse the suspicious, 

if not the resentment, of the Japanese authorities.80  

 

The Japanese Consul General in Shanghai issued a report calling to question the ability of U.S. 

immigration officials to abide by propositions of the Gentlemen’s Agreement, not so much in 

averse treatment towards Japanese in the United States, but because of the relative leniency 

supposedly shown towards Korean subjects, particularly towards students. The report claimed 

that the students “ingeniously” dupe American immigration officials in pretending to understand 

only Korean, requiring the translation services of a local San Francisco pastor by the name of 

“David Lee (Yi Tai Wi) who happens to be in charge of assisting Korean immigrants. . .a 

graduate of an American college, and is at present pastor of the San Francisco Korean Methodist 

Episcopal Church, president of the Korean National Society, and editor of the Shin-Koku-Min-

Po, and a man of great influence among resident Koreans.” 81 With the help of the KNS, Korean 

students, after disguising themselves as Chinese citizens or using aliases to avoid applying for 

passports from the Japanese government in Korea, (which would ostensibly not issue Korean 

students passports) indicated their Korean nationality upon their arrival to the United States in 

attempts to undermine and disavow Japanese legal status. The report backed the claim by 

comparing the official numbers of Japan-authorized passports granted to Koreans to the official 

number of Koreans who arrived in San Francisco, which listed 150 more Koreans as gaining 

entry.82 

 In a startling twist of events in differentiating the legal standing of Koreans as Koreans 

unto themselves and not Japanese subjects, the US government sided with the Korean students, 
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essentially dismissing the Japanese objections and throwing down a metaphorical gauntlet about 

jurisdiction limits, indicating that Japan may be encroaching too forcefully: 

 This Department does not know of any action that could be taken by with regard 

to the conditions described. Koreans of the student class cannot be excluded from 

the United States merely because they have managed to leave Korea without 

obtaining passports from the Japanese government. . .when Koreans applying for 

admission are clearly entitled under the law to land at a United States port, of 

course no other action can be taken than to admit them.83  

 

The objections raised by the Japanese Consul General in Shanghai were not completely 

unfounded however. In a letter to the Secretary of State, the American Consulate General in 

Shanghai, Thomas Sammons, confirmed that American missionaries were helping Korean 

students study in the United States: “I understand, as heretofore indicates in my despatches on 

this subject, that some of our American missionaries, both here and in Chosen (Korea), give 

indirect assistance to Koreans desiring to proceed to the United States for educational purposes. . 

.”84 Other letters mentioning the involvement of American missionaries attested to their assisting 

the emigration of Korean students from China. Using a loophole of sending Korean students to 

China to emigrate to the United States without a Japanese-issued passport, but with personal 

letters of introduction and recommendation instead, American missionaries directly assisted 

students in reaching the United States. 

In his detailed letter about the alleged collusion by American missionaries and the 

Korean non-compliance of Japanese passport regulations, Sammons also reported on the 

organized efforts led by the Korean National Association in bringing Korean students to the 

United States:  
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Upon making casual inquiry of the local agent, that he does receive orders from 

San Francisco for the transportation of Koreans and that these Koreans are 

provided with a certain sum of money (fifty dollars) to enable them to meet the 

immigration requirements on reaching their port of destination. I asked him 

through 'whom these orders were issued and he stated that a Korean minister 

named the Rev. David Lee, having headquarters at San Francisco, attended to such 

matters on behalf, as he stated, of the Methodist Church or members of the 

Methodist Church who were interested in educational work on behalf of Asiatics, 

etcetera…85 

 

Lee’s leadership in the KNA, as well as the overseas connection with American missionaries in 

Korea enabled Korean students to bypass stringent or nearly-unobtainable passport regulations 

they were beholden to under Japanese colonial rule. His stance on helping the Korean students as 

a class of people to be excluded from immigration restrictions on basis of their nationless status 

was made clear in a letter he wrote to the immigration officials in San Francisco. Lee wrote (as 

inscribed):  

On account of present passport regulation they cannot secure the passports, 

because they have no government of their own. These people were come to 

America before Japan's annexation of Korea, and they do not recognize it as their 

government. . . Therefore these Koreans have no country other than America, 

where they will stay permanently and will adopted it as their future homes.86 

 

Lee referenced the Korean students’ insistence on disavowing the legitimacy of the Empire of 

Japan in governing their activities and whereabouts, and importantly, the desire of the Korean 

students to adopt the United States as their new home. By being educated in the United States, 

Koreans subverted Japanese colonial policies that otherwise inhibited their academic 

advancement. Moreover, Korean students came to the United States to acquire undergraduate 

and graduate degrees, using their education as a “unit of protest and resistance against Japanese 
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tyranny in Korea.”87 Roanoke College (VA) alumnus Kim Kyu-shik presented a petition as a 

member of the Korean delegation at the Paris Peace Conference in May of 1919, in which he 

underscored the active resistance and protest Koreans participated in by being educated in the 

United States. Kim summarized the Japanese colonial policy of controlling its subjects through 

the censorship of its media, regulation of school curricula, and coerced assimilation, or 

Japanization. He indicated that the Governor-General Terauchi Masatake enacted policies of 

“limited education” for Koreans, in which “the Korean student is denied free access to the road 

to higher learning in arts, sciences, laws, politics, economics and industries and is absolutely 

prohibited from going to Europe or the United States to seek a Western or modern education, 

even at his or her own expense.”88 Under a system that sought to stifle Korean patriotism and 

nationalism, Koreans who sought to enroll at the university level faced impossible odds, unless 

they attended schools in Japan. To counter these and other suppressive policies, Koreans devoted 

to the cause of independence aspired to advance their educational careers in the United States, 

well aware that “education – particularly modern education, breeds thoughts and ideals that deny 

the right of one nation holding another nation in political serfage.”89 Learning in the United 

States would sharpen their political acumen and give the students the necessary skills in 

maneuvering through diplomatic channels to draw attention to their cause for freedom – as 

evidenced by student leaders like Kim Kyu-sik and the other members of the Korean delegation 

at the Paris Peace Conference.  
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 As such, Japanese imperial policy made it nearly impossible for Koreans to obtain 

passports for travel and study abroad. Lee doubled down on the impossibility Korean students 

faced in securing passports from Japanese imperial authorities to study in the United Sates, and 

reiterated the entry of Korean students as excluded from Japanese oversight by enlisting the help 

of Frank H. Ainsworth, a specialist in Immigration Law, to write to the Commissioner General of 

Immigration in D.C. Ainsworth wrote:  

On behalf of the Korean National Association of North America I have the honor 

to inquire what the attitude of the Bureau of Immigration is regarding Korean 

laborers who left Korea prior to its annexation to Japan and settled in various parts 

of the United States, including the Hawaiian Islands. . .These aliens have never 

been under the Japanese Government and in many cases they do not avow 

allegiance to it but their former country having been absorbed they are practically 

without a country. . .90 

 

Ainsworth described the nation-less status of the Koreans who vow allegiance to a country they 

had left before it was formally occupied by the Empire of Japan. He asserted that the U.S. State 

Department “took the position that those such as referred to above were not regarded as subjects 

of Japan,” and asked if the Bureau of Immigration would then require Japanese passports from 

Koreans who left the United States temporarily to re-enter.91 He concluded by stating that the 

number of Koreans referred to in the letter are “negligible from the standpoint of immigration” – 

that is, low enough in number to not incite fear or loathing against a perceived wave of 

immigrants – but that for the Koreans, the standpoint of the Government in regards to allowing 

their entry without Japanese passports, thereby disavowing Japanese authority over their travels 

and immigration, was of “greatest importance.”92  
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The Japanese imperial authorities took great issue with the perceived leniency or cavalier 

approach U.S. immigration officials took in allowing the admittance of Koreans who arrived in 

flagrant disregard of Japanese jurisdiction. The authorities were especially “annoyed” by the 

differential treatment Koreans received. Quoting their objections, Sammons continued: 

The Japanese Consul General indicated it was very annoying to the Japanese to 

have Koreans enter the United States without passports when Japanese were 

denied that right.93 I indicated to him that the Koreans, so far as I knew - at the 

same time stating to him that these Koreans had no connection with this office and 

never applied to this Consulate General for assistance - were mostly or entirely of 

the student class and that they sought admission into the United States for 

educational purposes, etcetera.94 

 

Sammons argued that the Korean students were not conspiring to enter the United States with the 

help of his office, wanting to emigrate with the sole objective of studying. The Japanese Consul-

General responded by reiterating that “Koreans of this class” – the students – “represented 

political organizations inimitable to the Japanese Government and Japanese authorities.”95 

In response to these slights as perceived by the Imperial Japanese government and in 

order to appease them, Sammons reached out to the Federal Council of Protestant Evangelical 

Missions in Korea to put an end to the practice of American missionaries helping Korean 

students undermine Japanese immigration restrictions lest it call further attention and objection 

from the Japanese Imperial Government and hamper international relations.96 By the end of the 

following year, the Japanese Consulates in Shanghai and San Francisco were both openly 

arresting Korean students arriving without passports, compelling the U.S. immigration 
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authorities to comply. By January 1918, the U.S. Commissioner of Immigration received orders 

to no longer permit “a Korean to land at a port of the United States unless he holds a passport 

obtained and approved in the manner specified by said regulations,” with the “said regulations” 

being those issued by the Imperial Japanese government.97 In a matter of three years, the U.S. 

government’s position on Imperial Japan’s authority over the activities of Korean students vis-à-

vis their national status and travels to study abroad switched sides. In 1915, official letters 

indicated ignorance of any behavior that ran afoul of Japanese passport regulations. By 1918, 

official letters were sent to curtail any further entry of Korean students to the United States who 

did not abide by Japanese regulations or obtain Japanese passports as issued by the Empire of 

Japan. This shift reflects a broader wartime shift; with the end of the Great War, the U.S. 

government was interested in a policy of non-intervention in regards to foreign powers. Though 

the United States government sought isolation and nonintervention in the wake of World War I, 

American institutions of higher learning, and especially the ones in New York City, took a bold 

step towards more global cooperation, and encouraged, rather than forestalled, the admittance 

and learning of foreign students.  
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Chapter 3: Cultural Internationalism & NYC’s Institutions 

In the preceding chapter, we looked at how the U.S. government adopted a position of 

non-intervention by the end of the Great War, the “war to end all wars,” which we now know as 

World War I. Without the gift of hindsight, the U.S. policy to not extricate the country in 

international affairs seemed to build national strength and confidence for it to emerge as a 

developing global power as the rest of the imperial powers focused on wartime recovery efforts. 

One imperial power, however, remained unaffected by the Great War, and with the Western 

world focused on the events on continental Europe, the Empire of Japan moved aggressively in 

the Pacific Sphere to colonize neighboring regions with little resistance. 

Across the ocean, tides of nativism were rising in the United States. With tremendous 

demographic shifts in populations in cities at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th 

century, Americans enacted policies betraying xenophobic tendencies towards ethnic and 

religious minorities. In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, the first United States 

restriction on immigration based on race and nationality, which also prohibited their 

naturalization. This was followed ten years later with the Geary Act, which required all Chinese 

residents in the United States to carry resident permits. In 1913, California passed the Alien Land 

Acts, which prohibited Japanese residents – who were ineligible for citizenship based on a 

Supreme Court decision to extend the 1870 Naturalization Act to all Asians – from owning land. 

The Cable Act of 1922 stripped the citizenship rights of American women who married Asians. 

Nativist sentiments that surged after World War I were embedded into U.S. immigration law 

with the passage of “the most restrictive immigration policy in its history,” the National Origins 
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Act in 1924.1 This policy arose from growing fears that an influx of “undesirable” immigrants 

from Asia and parts of war-ravaged Europe – specifically Southern and Eastern Europe – would 

come to American shores to exploit America’s fast-growing economy.2 In 1924, Congressman 

Albert Johnson (R-WA) co-sponsored a bill that enacted a quota based on nationality using 

census data from 1890; by retroactively applying the number of immigrants based on their origin 

country from 1890 versus the data retrieved from 1920, the number of immigrants from a foreign 

country, particularly Asian ones, was greatly reduced.3 Students and scholars from these 

“undesirable” countries of origin were to be included in the quota limits allotted. As such, the 

National Origins Quota Act greatly affected the entry of foreign students into the United States.4 

With the policy of discrimination and isolation in full force, missionaries and educators 

established the crucial bridges of connection for the Asian students, but not without the help 

from private sources. In the period of xenophobia and nativism, private and nonprofit sectors 

emerged as the main proponents of broadening international relations through educational and 

cultural exchanges in the interwar years. Private institutions of higher education in the Atlantic 

Northeast, and those in New York, like Columbia University, play a unique role in the landscape 

of the American intellectual tradition. As “one of the nation’s most influential cultural 

institutions,” universities have the power to shift national discourse on the issues of their day.5 

Responding to the society’s demands and needs of its time, universities are not only mirrors, but 

windows into a different reality and future that could be; as autonomous institutions, universities 
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in the early-20th century were untethered to federal policies and societal pressures.6 As such, in 

an era characterized by isolation, exclusion, nativism, and anti-immigration laws, American 

universities stood apart as a “city on a hill,” – forward-thinking, global-minded, representing the 

forefront of social, cultural, and political progress. Based on a survey of foreign students 

studying abroad in the US by the first half of the 20th century, “most of the exchange programs 

carried on in the United States prior to World War II were privately sponsored.”7 Universities’ 

early interest in foreign students was later regarded as “an important precedent in making the 

cultural relations of the United States form an integral and instrumental part of the country’s 

foreign policy objectives.”8 The instruction of foreign students by universities would ostensibly 

expand their influence abroad, as graduates would return home upon the completion of their 

studies.  

Historical scholarship on the role of American higher education in foreign relations 

focuses on the expansion on student exchange programs after World War II, especially during 

the Cold War. In the interwar years – the end of World War I in 1918 to the start of World War 

II in 1939 – private entities, rather than the U.S. government, were responsible for carrying out 

international cultural and educational exchanges.10 In contrast to its lack of involvement in 

educational exchange in the interwar years, the federal government adopted a position of active 

participation and sponsorship of programs that would promote American democracy and cultural 

understanding abroad after World War II. The scholarly focus on interwar student exchanges 

rests heavily on international students from the scope of European and American exchanges, 
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with Asian students and their experiences largely left out. Within the interwar period however, 

from the 1910s to the 1940s, Asian students were among the most numerous of international 

students arriving in the United states.11 Historians attribute to this gap to Asian students being 

perceived as either temporary residents in the United States, or marginal to broader struggles for 

assimilation and acceptance in American society.12 The presence of Korean students in interwar 

America challenges this perception, evidenced by a specific struggle to prove their devotion and 

likeness to Americans in beliefs and values. The presence of Korean students in the United States 

compels us to consider the complicated reality of American higher education institutions 

admitting and teaching Korean students during an era of American isolation and nativism, when 

discriminatory immigration laws from both Japan and the United States would have otherwise 

hindered the admission of Asian students into the country.13 With the added layer of their 

colonized status, Korean students represented a unique outlier of students that came to the United 

States, and New York City specifically, within the context of American isolationism and 

Japanese imperialism in the 1920s and 1930s.  

 Assisted by missionaries and progressive-minded educators who rejected racist notions 

of immutable differences in culture, values, beliefs, Korean and other Asian students were 

brought to the United States to further their studies and simultaneously educate otherwise 

ignorant Americans.14 Intent on promoting cultural understanding through education, American 

progressive educators believed that they could show skeptical or ignorant white Americans that 

cultural differences were not immutable, and that cultural convergence was possible in a way 

that would benefit Americans economically and socially by way of students who would serve as 
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cultural ambassadors. These students from Asia would be more palatable for a prejudiced public 

in showcasing their similarities rather than difference, exhibiting the “right kind” of traits: 

“educated, Westernized, well-mannered.”15 This chapter explores how private institutions during 

the interwar period, specifically in New York City, served not only as the platform to make 

cultural connections, but also as the groomers of such cultural ambassadors; in so doing, it sheds 

light on how universities, still in their nascent stages in the early 20th century, negotiated and 

cemented their identities as globally significant yet distinctly “American” educational 

institutions. 

It would be erroneous to construe the global interests of universities as a natural or 

inherent “turn.” Traditional scholarship on the early 20th century history of higher education 

emphasizes the “age of the university,” as colleges adopted a research-oriented model of 

instruction, lending to increased specialization, professionalization, and bureaucratization.16 

Lawrence Veysey critiqued the evolution of higher education institutions that began in 1865, as 

colleges abandoned their religious affiliations and instruction to emerge as modern, scientific, 

useful. He argued that universities were marketed to be more useful in a narrow, vocational 

sense, becoming more accessible and increasing enrollment by promising students the teaching 

of useful skills and knowledge that would lend to increased social standing and prestige. 

Veysey’s perspective on the inner transformation of the university is reflected in another 

traditional interpretation of higher education set forth by Clark Kerr. He characterized the 

modern university as one that was fragmented in its division of faculty, facilities, and funding, 

drawing attention to how such fragmentation can stray from a higher purpose to advance and 
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train students to use knowledge for good, i.e. in politics, military, society.17 In the transition from 

abiding by its evangelical roots to becoming major research institutions, universities shunned 

their traditions of nurturing and educating pious gentlemen, and encouraged their faculty towards 

applying instruction towards worldly issues that could be, should be solved rather than 

philosophized over.18  

The transition to secularization did not dissolve the moral underpinnings of higher 

education, however. University reformers did not reject moral, religious concerns so much as 

refashion older, authoritarian methods into newer ones.19 The moral obligation of imparting 

knowledge to society persisted, an university reformers shifted the tenor of morality from 

religious to scientific overtones. The moral imperative of higher education coalesced into the role 

that universities would play in the public sphere in its production of research and knowledge, and 

the relationship of the private university to its society.  This “new university spirit” motivated 

university reformers in their quest to promote education for all and to use knowledge for the 

greater good. By providing an education that served both enlightening and practical purposes – 

providing the certifications needed to advance professionally – universities reconfigured its 

purpose to be more accessible and necessary for the betterment of all.20  

The public-facing turn by universities in the early 20th century, bureaucratic and 

fragmented as they were, directed them on a deliberate path towards fulfilling a civic mission for 

the benefit of society. The civic orientation universities adopted reflected the broader American 
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concept to “serve as an example to the world.”21 Aligned with an “American Christian activism” 

to lead and civilize the world, institutional turns towards the public good reached its height 

during the Progressive Era and its social gospel. Protestant traditions and beliefs continued to 

play in American higher education, particularly at private, nondenominational universtities like 

Columbia: “Protestant interests were not abandoned but rather modified to conform to the 

intellectual and educational values of the modern university.”22 Indeed, universities were still 

deeply invested in the education of ministers and missionaries at the turn of the 20th century; in a 

study of PhD graduates in International Studies and their occupations from 1861 to 1900, 30% 

went on to pursue work related to ministry or missions.23 With the interests of spreading 

knowledge for the good of society and the world, American universities partnered with 

philanthropic foundations and religious organizations in asserting their emergent identities as 

major research institutions nationally and globally.  

From the beginning of the 20th century through the First World War and until the start of 

World War II, whereas the United States could be broadly characterized as inward-seeking, self-

isolating and fearful of alien influences – racial, religious, cultural – American higher education 

was deliberately posturing outward. Graduates were encouraged to think civically in terms of 

applying their education to real-world issues, and become representatives of the university 

through international travel and work abroad. University leaders, philanthropists, and ministers 

joined forces as “cultural internationalists” in shaping Americans’ understanding of the world 

through educational exchanges, fostering goodwill on one hand from a moral standpoint, but also 

in promoting American ideas and trade to augment the nation’s rising global influence in the 
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post-World War I world.24 The potential of promoting American interests and markets in Asia 

was of keen interest to the cultural internationalists in the interwar period, and they focused their 

efforts on supporting educational and economic initiatives to advance the development of Asian 

countries, including Korea. Comprised of an insular group of educated, Northeast-based elites, 

these cultural internationalists would set the stage for promoting the American “brand” abroad. 

Within the nation’s most cosmopolitan city, the cultural internationalists based in New York 

would transmit their ideas and resources through educational channels, investing in international 

students vis-à-vis scholarships and curricular offerings, to broaden their influence on a global 

scale.  

In a letter to university secretaries, Harry Holmes, Field Secretary of the World Alliance 

of International Friendship based in New York, asked they inform students of an upcoming 

“International Goodwill Congress” to be held in the city over a span of three days in November 

1928. Holmes wrote: “I should deeply appreciate the courtesy of having this literature and the 

poster placed on the bulletin boards of the University, so that the Congress may be made known 

to the students. The meetings are open to everyone.”25 The Congress met on November 11, 12, 

and 13, 1928 in various locations throughout New York, including Metropolitan Opera House 

and Carnegie Hall, with state and national leaders in attendance. The university secretaries must 

have heeded Holmes’ request, as the turnout for the conference numbered into the thousands. In 

a follow-up letter from the World Alliance of Churches and Religious Leaders of the World to 

the executive committee members of the World Alliance of International Friendship, the 

conference was highlighted and praised as a great success:  
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Annually since the World War there has been noted a great increase in attendance 

and interest in these meetings. This year the Congress was held in the City of New 

York, November 11 to 13, and was without doubt, as all agreed, the greatest peace 

meeting of the kind ever held on the American Continent. There were thousands of 

delegates. . .its speeches and discussions were given large space in the daily press 

and its messages by use of a national network of the radio were carried into 

millions of homes all over the land.26 

 

New York City hosted this event for the International Goodwill Congress, the “greatest peace 

meeting of its kind ever held on the American continent,” not only because it served as the 

headquarters of its World Alliance of International Friendship, but also and importantly, because 

it was host to the largest foreign student population after World War I. By then, New York City 

had emerged as the “commercial, financial, literary, architectural, and arts capital of the United 

States and the Western hemisphere,” and became a natural conduit for the main proponents and 

supporters of cultural internationalism to carry out their work.27 In contrast to the isolationist 

policy of Washington D.C., New York City was firmly setting its reputation as the cosmopolitan 

soul of the country.28 Attracting organizations that worked internationally, New York City served 

as the headquarters for all of the foreign student Christian associations run under the auspices of 

the Council on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students (CFRFS), a group that would play an 

important part in Korean students organizing and fellowship in New York and nationally.   

By 1921, the population of Korean students attending schools in New York City, 

especially Columbia University and Teachers College, had grown enough for a Korean church, 

the Korean Methodist Church & Institute, to be established to serve the student community 

adjacent to campus at 633 West 115th Street. The Korean Students Federation of North America, 
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founded in 1923, had its central office in New York City. The increasing number of Korean 

students after World War I reflected the national and city trends in foreign student populations in 

the United States. The number of foreign students coming to the United States after World War I 

rapidly increased and many of those students studied at universities on the East Coast.  New 

York state hosted one-fifth of the total foreign student population in the country, with the 

majority of students enrolled at institutions in New York City, specifically at Columbia 

University.   

In order to glean the factors for Columbia University’s attraction to foreign students in 

the interwar period, it helps to first gain some context into its historical foundations. Established 

as a Trinity Church-affiliated college with Anglican roots, King’s College was established in 

1754; thirty years later, the name was changed to Columbia College in the State of New York. In 

1787, the name was again changed to reflect its precise location in New York City, and for 

nearly a century, kept its name as Columbia College in the City of New York. In trend with 

national shifts in higher education – colleges transitioning to universities, – on May 2, 1896, the 

trustees of Columbia College passed a resolution to rename the institution as Columbia 

University in the City of New York.29 In the same year, the campus was moved to its present-day 

location, including Teachers College and Barnard, spanning across 116th Street to 120th Streets, 

from Broadway to Amsterdam.  

Fully committed to establishing itself as a preeminent modern university, the size of the 

Columbia University faculty “more than quintupled” in one year, from 1899 to 1900, growing 

“from forty-five full-time faculty members to approximately two hundred fifty.”30 With the 
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ensuing differentiation by specialization and rank within academic departments, the structural 

and sociological implications for the university were immense by the turn of the 20th century. 

Increased in number, faculty members’ power and influence grew within the university, as did 

the importance of associating their credentials with the overall standing of the university; the 

more credentials, the more rigorous the faculty hiring process, the more esteemed the 

institution.31   

Pertaining to its scholarly reputation in this regard, no other American university was 

more attentive than Columbia University.32 With its location in an unparalleled city of culture, 

arts, and research opportunities vis-à-vis museums and libraries, Columbia attracted more 

professional and graduate students to enroll in its new specialized departments. The prestige and 

repute of Columbia’s graduate program, particularly in the social sciences, led to the highest 

number of PhD graduates in the social sciences in the country by World War I.33 Columbia’s 

Faculty of Political Science, with its leading courses in public law, history, economics, 

economics, and sociology, purported to be the best in the nation, further attracted more renowned 

faculty members; with more renowned faculty members, more graduate students applied. 

Columbia University would enroll more graduate students than any other American university 

and would “soon become the nation’s largest producer of PhDs”.34 

The city’s wealth of scholarly resources, and repute of its faculty would not be the sole 

drivers, however, behind the rapid expansion and establishment of Columbia University’s 

influence and renown in the landscape of American higher education. Its pivotal transformation 

from college to world-class university was deliberately, steadily crafted by its president, 
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Nicholas M. Butler.  Installed as the President of Columbia University on April 19, 1902, Butler 

was determined to see Columbia become the best American university under his watch. His 

presidency, early on characterized by a deference to Columbia’s board of trustees, would later 

evolve to one that delved directly into the international arena, definitively and defiantly putting 

the university into the realm of foreign affairs.35 Butler’s administration broadened Columbia’s 

frontier much more decisively outward, particularly after World War I. As the main proponent 

and advocate for cultural internationalism in higher education in the interwar period, Butler 

emphasized the service Columbia University could provide to better society, domestically and 

internationally, through the building of democratic citizenship through education.36   

Butler also made clear the University’s ties to religion; though modernized as an 

institution in its shift from college to University, Columbia would remain committed to its 

Christian principles. In the 1920 Annual Report from the Office of the President, Butler 

reiterated the moral directive of the University and higher education as the United States entered 

its “Gilded Age” – or as Butler described, a period of “heightened individualism in pursuit of 

immediate material satisfaction.”37   

What appears to have happened is that in setting free the individual human being 

from those external restraints and compulsions which constitute tyranny, he has 

also been set free from those internal restraints and compulsions which distinguish 

liberty from license. The pendulum has swung too far. The time has come, the time 

is indeed already past, when the pendulum should begin its swing backward 

toward the middle point of wisdom, of sanity, of self-control and of steady 

progress.38 
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Butler then asserted that “there is no man, there is no people, without a God. . .There can be no 

cure for the world's ills and no abatement of the world's discontents until faith and the rule of 

everlasting principle are again restored and made supreme in the life of men and nations.”39 He 

refocused the lens of the moral aims of higher education away from the scientific, objective 

search for truth in addressing and solving global problems, and back to Christian principles 

instead. And yet, Butler called for “careful, systematic, rational teaching” that demonstrated “the 

essentials of a permanent and lofty morality, of a stable and just social order, and of a secure and 

sublime religious faith."40   

In another section of the report that is even more explicit in tying Columbia University to 

Christianity, entitled “University, Politics, and Religion,” Butler stated that the organization of 

the University was built upon a set of “fundamental assumptions as to the State and the Church; 

Columbia University, for instance, is both American and Christian.” He clarified, however, that 

the University would not serve as an instrument to be used by either Church or State for 

indoctrination or propaganda, avoiding “political or religious controversy.”41 This delineation of 

the institutional role that the University was to play in the political, social, and cultural climate in 

the post-World War I period was a clever one on Butler’s part; by absolving the University from 

an overt bias towards government policy or Christian indoctrination, Butler was free to engage 

with ideas and leaders that skirted both or either lines in the 1920s and 1930s while maintaining 

neutrality – or at the very least, the appearance of it.  

Butler convened the Columbia University Club together in which he introduced a new 

collaborative endeavor, called the Institute of International Education. Supported by the elites of 
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New York City – state officials, former diplomats, magazine editors, wealthy philanthropists, 

Columbia University professors, and well-heeled professionals – the Institute of International 

Education (IIE) came together in 1919 as a product of the Columbia Club’s lunch meetings in 

which cultural internationalism was a common undercurrent. Through its connections and ties to 

government insiders and wealthy supporters, the IIE was a “nongovernmental international 

education organization” that had a broad reach in influence.42 In addition to serving as the 

President of Columbia University, Butler concurrently served as the Director of the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace; he, along with former Secretary of State and President of the 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Elihu Root, City College professor Stephen 

Duggan, and Paul Monroe of Teachers College, established the IIE, which brought together the 

city’s elites to “discuss internationalist affairs” in the interwar period, in stark contrast to 

Washington D.C.s isolationist policy of the 1920s.43 With its mission in promoting America’s 

role and influence in foreign affairs through educational exchange, and supported by the likes of 

John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, the IIE became “the single most important private 

agency representing the United States in educational exchange” before World War II.44  

The installation of Columbia’s Core Curriculum in 1919 was no mere coincidence when 

considering the founding of the IIE. In 1917, faculty member John Erskine had suggested a core 

curriculum for Columbia that would focus on the liberal arts and humanities as setting the 

foundation upon which a “moral obligation to be intelligent” could be fulfilled. His suggestion 

was set aside while he went abroad to France to work for the Young Men’s Christian Service 

base; when he returned, with the University fully engaged with the moral duty of improving and 
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bettering the world at large through education, the Core Curriculum developed in stride with the 

International Institute for Education in the 1920s and 1930s at Columbia University.45 

The commitment to cultural internationalism in New York City and Columbia University 

was further imprinted with the establishment of the International House. The brainchild of Harry 

Edmonds, the International House opened at the periphery of the University’s campus, at 500 

Riverside Drive in 1924, where it still stands today. In a chance encounter with a Chinese student 

on the steps of Columbia University’s Low Library, a simple “Good morning” greeting turned 

into a revelatory, affirming moment for Edmonds; after greeting the student, Edmonds had 

realized the student had stopped in his tracks. Edmonds went back to check, and the student 

replied that Edmonds was the first person to have spoken to him since he arrived in New York 

three week prior. The stunned gratitude for such a simple exchange and basic human connection 

catalyzed Edmonds to act, realizing there was a need for international students to feel connected 

and a sense of belonging, isolated in America’s largest city. Edmond’s work as the secretary for 

New York’s Y.M.C.A. informed his cultural internationalist outlook, and with this experience 

and the encounter with the Chinese student, Edmonds organized the Intercollegiate 

Cosmopolitan Club (ICC) in 1912, which initially met at his home, then moved its growing 

meetings to Earl Hall, on Columbia’s campus. Earl Hall was the site for the ICC’s Sunday 

suppers, hosted for all New York City’s foreign students to meet and dine. After joining the 

students for supper, John D. Rockefeller was invited to Earl Hall again to speak to them in 

December 1920. Rockefeller not only accepted, but gave the ICC and its leader, Edmonds, full 

financial support in the construction of the International House, as he believed it would embody 

and effectively channel democratic ideals, goodwill, and further promote American “cultural and 
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commercial relations directly to the ‘representatives’ of other nations.”46 The House, with its 10 

stories and over 500-single occupant rooms, was “unique in its day” for its “coeducational aspect 

and its international student body.”47 Simultaneously serving as a residence hall, social hub, and 

recreational center, the International House sought to promote “democratic ideals and 

international understanding” amongst its guests.48 

Rockefeller’s support for the international students by way of the International House 

reflected his forward-thinking, cultural internationalist outlook on confronting the challenges and 

promise of a postwar America. By promoting American goodwill amongst international students 

at institutions throughout New York City, the likelihood of building a relationship for American 

business opportunities would also follow. Fellow corporate magnate, Andrew Carnegie, also 

extended his philanthropic sights on international student exchanges, hosting dinner and holiday 

parties for students at his home; more than corporate interests, however, Carnegie encouraged 

church-led efforts to bring about world peace through international relations. As early as 1914, 

Carnegie showed a keen interest in international relations and the role of the Church in bringing 

about world peace by founding the Church Peace Union in New York, now known as the 

Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs.  

The Church Peace Union was especially notable for its interest in building relations with 

Asian nations before the United States’ involvement in World War I. In a letter from University 

of Chicago Divinity School student, Dr. K. Kato, to the Church Peace Union’s secretary, Dr. 
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Frederick Lynch On November 11, 1914, Dr. Kato proposed a plan for an American-Japanese 

Educational Society that would “acquaint the American people more vitally with Japanese 

students” as well as “educate the Japanese in American civilization.”49 Kato outlined three 

objectives of the Society: 1) “to encourage higher education of Japanese students in America”; 2) 

“to educate the Japanese now living in America in higher learning” and 3) “to promote the cause 

of peace between the United States and Japan”. On the first objective, Kato cited numbers 

showing that approximately half of the Japanese students wishing to pursue higher education in 

Japan cannot due to “economic stress…resulting in limited demand of forces” and “limited 

accommodation in the institutions of higher learning.” Kato then mentioned the “strict regulation 

and lack of advisers” in obtaining passports that make it “impossible” for the students “looking 

forward to coming to America for higher education.”50 In juxtaposition with the letters of support 

for Korean students seeking entry into the United States, Kato’s description of the difficulties 

Japanese students faced in obtaining passports seem to mirror the Korean students’ experiences. 

The important caveat to remember is that Korean students were bypassing Japan altogether and 

seeking help from the U.S. Consulate based in Shanghai, China, where they exiled themselves 

after Japan’s occupation of Korea. This bypassing of Japanese oversight and regulation indicated 

not only their disavowal of Japanese authority on their travels and citizenship, but also the 

simpler matter of Koreans being virtually locked out of higher education opportunities; if access 

to higher education were limited for the colonizers, how much more so it would be for the 

colonized! 
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For the second objective, of educating Japanese-Americans in higher learning, Kato drew 

attention to fact that “out of the five hundred students who were in American colleges and 

universities, only one was a government student” – meaning, the Japanese government was not 

interested in sending its government students abroad for study: 

The Japanese are often said to be clannish in nature, and it is quite true. But if 

clannishness is not very desirable, what can we do to educate them so that their 

sympathies may be made world-wide? Education, as we view it, ought not to be 

content by manufacturing scholastic experts only, but ought to consider the 

production of character which is based on the widest possible experiences. 

America occupies a commanding place in this matter.51 

 

Aligning directly with the university reformers on the mission of higher learning at the turn of 

the 20th century, and with the outreach of cultural internationalists, Kato spoke to the moral basis 

for applying one’s knowledge to the world. Kato criticized the “clannishness” of the Japanese 

and the Japanese imperial government’s indifference to sending their students abroad for the 

purpose of applying their leadership and skills outward, ostensibly implying that Japanese 

government officials and potential leaders would be studying solely within Imperial Japan and its 

nearby regions, colonized or otherwise.   

On the final objective to promote the cause of peace between the United States and Japan, 

Kato stated emphatically that “education is the only means of establishing peaceful relations 

between any nations” and argued for more support for Japanese-American student exchanges 

based on existing ones at American universities.52  

There seems to be a growing tendency on the part of some notable universities to 

welcome foreign students. Such is Harvard University, where certain scholarships 

are given to Chinese students, and certain others to the students from Europe. 

Columbia University has some exchange scholarships between certain countries of 

the European continent. . .These tendencies to welcome foreign students are only 

indicative of the world consciousness which is just maturing in the minds of 
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educators. On the part of some college presidents, wishes had been made known 

that they are willing to make special efforts to secure and welcome Japanese 

students on scholarships. Again on the part of many agencies for international 

peace, money and efforts are being generously expended toward the problems 

pertaining to the Far East.53 

 

Writing just five years before the establishment of the Institute of International Education, Kato 

accurately surmised the growing interest university educators and their leaders would have in 

cultural internationalism as it coincided with the moral responsibility of higher education in 

solving “problems pertaining to the Far East”.  

Prior to the establishment of Church Peace Union, and with Columbia President Nicholas 

Butler’s strong persuasion, Carnegie founded the think tank, Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace in 1910. Besides its origin, the Endowment had close ties to Columbia 

University’s Institute of International Education – Elihu Root served as the Endowment’s first 

president until 1925, then was succeeded by Nicholas Butler. With a goal complementing the 

goal of the IIE in achieving world peace through diplomatic and democratic relations, the 

Carnegie Endowment was supporting efforts in bridging cultures of the “Far East” and the 

United States through the interwar period. A letter belies the Endowment’s connection to the 

religious morality of Carnegie’s support; Secretary of the National Sunday School Association, 

Horace E. Coleman, wrote to Nicholas Butler (then president of the Endowment and still 

president of Columbia University) in December 1928 advocating for the Endowment’s support 

for the “Far Eastern Bureau for International Peace” plan. Coleman wrote of the “keen interest” 

his office had taken in affairs of the Pacific, and called for a program that would enable students 

to study in the United States:  

The growing importance of our relations with the Far Eastern countries makes, it 

seems to me, some such program as I have suggested one of the most important 

lines of activity open to us today. They Japanese Government has sent abroad, at 
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its own expense, two thousand people for special study, besides those who have 

come at their own expense. Our aim would not be quantity but quality work in 

connection with the sending of both graduate students and teachers to this country. 

There are scores of promising young men and young women who could not come 

otherwise, from whom we could select the best.54  

 

With the purpose of promoting amicable relations between the United States and Japan, 

Coleman’s recommendation to the Endowment in supporting the overseas, American education 

of “the best” Japanese students was echoed by the Tokyo Chamber of Commerce: “We believe 

this is a good opportunity for promoting the friendly relations between our two countries. Any 

favours you can show him or anything you can do to help our Japanese delegates to come in 

touch with the American people and institutions will be deeply appreciated by them and us.”55 

The Endowment responded in kind and hosted a Japanese delegation of approximately 200 

people in New York on December 28, 1928, and paid a “hotel bill of over $1400” according to 

Robert L. Kelly.56  

Taking the view that Pacific affairs were of great importance to the United States in the 

interwar period, both Rockefeller and Carnegie supported the Institute of Pacific Affairs, 

founded by Edward C. Carter in 1925, who had been involved with the International YMCA 

YMCA in France (as with John Erskine, who established Columbia’s Core Curriculum). Carter 

organized the Institute of Pacific Affairs to put more emphasis on the importance of 

understanding and forging ties with the Far East and the affairs in the region, particularly in the 

aftermath of World War I when nationalism was on the rise. Social worker and writer Bruno 

Lasker traveled extensively throughout Asia as part of his work with the Institute of Pacific 
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Affairs; he was recommended to write a “series of separate studies on various phases of the field 

of Oriental-Occidental relations inside the United States, either for magazines or any other 

thing,” with his “very human approach and his extraordinary insight.”57 With the backing of 

Rockefeller and Carnegie, Carter was positioned to finance the project, culminating in the Lasker 

Report. Upon receiving the recommendation to write the series, Lasker responded with possible 

topics he could develop from an angle of “Oriental influences on Western life,” which would be 

of exceptional interest and educational value” as such influences “are diffuse and not generally 

recognized.”58 Lasker’s proposed topics included: 

The educational function of the Oriental studies in America in the formation of 

public opinion about the Orient; Community contacts with resident Orientals (and 

Americans of Oriental descent) as influences of education – and perhaps also 

miseducation. . .Oriental Minority groups (Korean, Filipino) in America and their 

influence on attitudes toward the Far East. . .59 

 

Carter and the Institute of Pacific Affairs approved the writing project and a few months later, on 

October 6, 1930, Lasker submitted a 13-page reported entitled “Oriental Influences on American 

Life: Suggestions Received for a Program of Studies and Popular Presentation Presentations of 

1) The impact of cultural influences from the Far East on American Standards of Life, Economic 

Developments, Tastes, Thought and Recreation; 2) Channels of Influence on American Attitudes 

toward the Orient and toward Orientals.”60 The “channels of influence” on American perceptions 

towards the Pacific and East Asians that Lasker identified in his report were extensive; he 

included literature, collections and holdings at public libraries, the press (especially on 

immigration and residents on the Pacific Coast), advertising and commercial portrayals, public 

                                                 
57 Letter from “Jim” (Woodstock, NY) to Edward C. Carter, Esq, July 31, 1930, Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, Series VII: Projects, Box 322, Folder, “The Orient - LASKER Report, 1930” 322.17 
58 Letter from Edward C. Carter (Ned) to Jim, August 14, 1930, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Series 

VII: Projects, Box 322, Folder, “The Orient - LASKER Report, 1930” 322.17, RBML. 
59 Ibid. 
60 “Oriental Influences on American Life,” October 6, 1930, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Series 

VII: Projects, Box 322, Folder, “The Orient - LASKER Report, 1930” 322.17, RBML. 
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school textbooks, and religious education. Lasker paid closer attention to the religious education 

channel of influence for its network of “American Protestant missionaries in the Far East” and 

recommended further examination of the “educational materials distributed by [American 

mission] boards to churches in the United States” to determine the “accuracy and adequacy of 

the information given about Oriental countries and peoples, the appreciative quality and probable 

influence of their content, their pedagogical soundness, and the nature and extent of their 

utilization.”61 His emphasis on the influence of religious education on American perceptions 

towards East Asia is worth noting as the record substantiated the impact the missionary reports 

had on shaping public opinion and in checking the power of the Japanese colonial administration 

after its violent suppression of Korean protestors in 1919. Continuing on the significance of 

education as a channel of influence, Lasker then commented on “Oriental students in the United 

States” as appraisers and “interpreters of Oriental life and thought” at American colleges and 

universities.” He suggested taking account of Asian students’ influence on American life by 

surveying activities they are involved in or organizations they are members of while studying in 

the United States: 

Applications for visitors’ visas filed in the State Department would provide an 

adequate informational basis of a survey of the numbers, types and purposes of 

Oriental visitors to the United States. Such an analysis, designed to throw light on 

the probable function of Oriental visitors as agents of enlightenment concerning 

their respective countries and people, could be amplified by accounts of the 

influence of individual Oriental visitors, either from diaries or, more generally, 

through statements of organizational and institutional officers closely acquainted 

with their itineraries, their activities and their contacts in the United States.62 

 

Lasker focused on the activities of students as particularly effective “agents of enlightenment” in 

sharing aspects of “Oriental life and thought” that would not only inform Americans, but foster 

                                                 
61 “Oriental Influences on American Life,” October 6, 1930, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Series 

VII: Projects, Box 322, Folder, “The Orient - LASKER Report, 1930” 322.17, RBML. 
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“mutual understanding and appreciation between Orientals and Americans” in “cooperation with 

individual Americans (faculty members of others) and American organizations and 

institutions.”63 Institutions like those found in New York, which Lasker cited (aside from its 

museums, libraries, universities): the Cosmopolitan Club, the International House, Columbia’s 

Institute of International Education and affiliated International Institute at Teachers College.  

Lasker’s 1930 report in its consideration of Oriental-Occidental relations and the 

influence Asians had on American thought and society was refreshing in its approach; rather than 

engage in fear mongering and false comparisons, Lasker reflected on the existing channels of 

influence from Asia and its impact on the American landscape, – in one instance, quite literally, 

as gardens and landscape architects adopted elements of “Oriental gardens” to use in private and 

public spaces. He also mentioned influences on American economic developments, diet, 

recreation, art, fashion, medicine, and thought. On this last point, Lasker suggested that 

American leaders, at the turn of the century, sought to emulate the nationalistic zeal of the 

Japanese and sees this as a factor in the nationalism movement in the United States: 

. . .Theodore Roosevelt and other leaders of American opinion have been greatly 

influenced, especially after the Japanese Russian war, by accounts of Japanese 

patriotism (Bushido), which they found in a number of publications at that time 

(Lafcadio Hearn, Nitobe, etc.). A study has been suggested of the biographical, 

political and civic literature of that time to bring out this influence on the 

development of the “100 per cent Americanism”, preparedness and general 

Americanization and nationalist movement in the United States.64 

 

Lasker’s suggestion implied the patriotic-nationalistic zeal of Imperial Japan lending to the 

movement for “100 percent Americanism,” which led to nativist, race-based hostility toward 

nonwhite, perceivably unassimilable immigrants and restrictions in federal policy. Lasker’s 

drawing parallels to the sense of nationalism driving government policy for both the United 

                                                 
63 “Oriental Influences on American Life,” October 6, 1930, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Series 

VII: Projects, Box 322, Folder, “The Orient - LASKER Report, 1930” 322.17, RBML. 
64 Ibid.  
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States and Imperial Japan in the years leading up to World War I shows a keen sense of 

hindsight, as much as his position as a writer and correspondent for the Institute of Pacific 

Affairs shows his accurate foresight in understanding and building relations with the Asian 

region. For it was with a lack of understanding and overwhelming underestimation that the 

United States would be drawn into the second World War by a Japanese Empire intent on 

fulfilling its nationalist ambitions.  

Demonstrating an equal if not superior sense of global and cultural sensitivity, the 

Institute of International Education at Columbia under Butler’s leadership acted assertively in 

sustaining relationships with Imperial Japan – but not in the sense one would expect. Nationally, 

the United States policy with Japan was that of maintaining a respectful distance and of non-

interference in each other’s respective territorial interests in the Pacific region. The Institute of 

International Education adopted a policy of direct intervention, creating educational 

opportunities to the colonized Korean students who would otherwise have been prevented from 

accessing or continuing under the imperial government as colonized subjects. In the 1920s, 

Columbia accepted and was home to Korean student “pioneers” and scholars. 

I. Primary sources from Columbia University Archives (Alumni Registers, e.g. 1931, 

showing 42 Korean alums registered, with 32 registered as living in Korea, majority of 

TC grads; Catalog (1920/1921) – lists 5 students listing Korea as residence; (Catalogue 

1918/1919) – lists 1 student; Catalogue (1919/1920) – lists 2 students; Catalogue 

(1930/1931) – lists 11 Korean students currently registered, 9 at TC 

a. These sources show 

the steadily increasing enrollment of Korean students to Columbia and 

Teachers College 

the institutional differentiation and recognition of Korea as own 

nation/ethnicity apart from Japan 

the academic interests and/or theological connections of Korean students 

b. The interests of the students show 

the inclusion of American education within conceptualizations of Korean 

reform and independence 

c. This is an example of 



98 

 

why an American education was so important…not for individual 

advancement but for broader social change on national and global scale – 

the ability to liberate and lead Korea, and the refusal to bend to Japan’s 

imperial aims in terms of cultural dissolution 

In 1931, with the book donations and help of these Korean students, Columbia established the 

Korean Library and Culture Center, now housed as the Korean Collection at the university’s 

C.V. Starr East Asian Library.65 

Adjacent to Columbia’s Morningside campus, at 120th Street and Broadway, Teachers 

College also stood as a pioneering institution in forging the way for Korean students and other 

international students to pursue advanced degrees in New York City. As with the Institute of 

International Education at Columbia University, Teachers College received support from 

Rockefeller to establish the International Institute in 1923, led by the Teachers College School of 

Education Director, Paul Monroe, who also served on the administrative board of Columbia’s 

Institute of International Education. Advancing the cause of cultural internationalism, Teachers 

College faculty found in the International Institute the embodiment of social progress through 

democratic education throughout the world; by providing educational support to non-Western 

countries, and by increasing participation and attendance of students from those countries, the 

International Institute served as Teachers College’s progressive, international arm in promoting 

world peace through intercultural understanding.66 Believing there was a worldwide demand for 

democracy in the aftermath of World War I, the faculty saw the United States as particularly 

well-suited to meet and fulfill the demand with its “lengthy experience in democratic 

                                                 
65 From the Columbia University Center for Korean Research: “Over the 20th century, the library’s Korean 

collection steadily expanded, with holdings of over 40,000 volumes by 1990. The collection has continued to grow 

over the past decades. As of June 2012, the collection boasts 82,000 monographs, 500 periodicals and 1,400 non-

book formats, in addition to over 700 titles in the Korean rare books and special collections.” 

http://ckr.weai.columbia.edu/about-ckr/ 
66 Bu. 4. 
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education.”67 In short, if democracy and social progress could only be achieved through 

education, the International Institute at Teachers College was established to rise to the occasion.  

Inspired and guided by his experience in Asia and his expertise on missionary education, 

the International Institute’s director, Paul Monroe, secured funding for the Institute based on his 

belief that students “were the intermediaries of cultural transfer” with the ability to glean from 

their American education the solutions and remedies to mitigate “problems of their 

homelands.”68 As such, the Institute was instrumental in bringing students overseas to study at 

Teachers College, particularly those in missionary-related work or elite backgrounds. Operating 

under the assumption that students from such backgrounds would have “greater and more 

immediate impact” on their own countries’ educational development or reforms, the Institute 

considered the relative influence the students would have in bringing back and implementing 

their “American democratic education” when admitting students or providing scholarships.69  

The work of the International Institute reverberated across the institution as a whole, and 

Teachers College’s enrollment of international students increased rapidly in the 1920s. By 1922, 

there were over 250 students from 34 different countries – across Latin America, the Middle 

East, Africa, and Asia - many of whom were accomplished students already of “considerable 

professional accomplishment,” reflecting the Institute’s target demographic of potential 

influence-bearers.70 In addition to the enrollment of more foreign students, the faculty 

implemented a curriculum that reflected more global concerns, not only by offering courses 

specific to foreign students, but also courses on comparative education, on nationalism and 

                                                 
67 Ibid. 116.  
68 Ibid. 118. 
69 Ibid. 127.  
70 Ibid. 116.  
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education, and on missionary education and outreach that were open to all its students.71 Some 

courses were open only to international students, including: “Fundamental Course for Students 

and Teachers from Foreign Lands; “Visitation and Observation of Schools and School Practices, 

“American Institutions and Ideals, and “Rural and Village Education for Students from Foreign 

Lands.”72 These four course titles demonstrate the clear intention of the International Institute in 

educating the future educators and education reformers of foreign nations and giving them the 

tools and strategies to carry out reforms and instruction reflecting American democratic 

principles.  

In 1924, the International Institute published The Educational Yearbook¸ celebrated as 

“the first of its kind” in focusing its content on comparative and international education when the 

literature on educational developments globally was practically nonexistent but no less crucial, 

particularly in the interwar period. Over the subsequent twenty years, the Yearbook played a 

“crucial role in the exchange of information on international and comparative education 

throughout the world.”73 Covering a wide range of topics related to global education – from 

missionary essays, to notes from educational conferences, to articles from educational leaders 

around the world, the Yearbook gives us a fascinating glimpse into how the International 

Institute and Teachers College believed in “promoting better international understanding through 

education” and the positions it sided with as global tensions, long simmering after World War I, 

materialized into more overtly aggressive policies.74 In an edition on “education in the 

totalitarian age,” the Educational Yearbook included an article, “Japan,” from the Bureau of 

Educational Research in Tokyo’s Department of Education, written by its Secretary, Gonichi 

                                                 
71 Ibid. 121-2.  
72 Ibid. 122.  
73 Ibid. 129-30.  
74 International Institute, Teachers College. Educational Yearbook. 1924-1944. 476.  
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Hita in 1936. The author extoled the value and importance of education in “the fostering of 

national morality. . .the cultivation of personality. . .the idea of national fundamental character 

and national thoughts” and how education must be aligned to “meet the needs of the nation” 

more adequately so that students could be “trained to understand and meet the needs of daily 

life.”75 Hita’s aims and objectives of education in promoting national pride and culture and in 

directing students towards civics training was implemented through a “reorganization of the 

middle school curriculum” and implementation of “school hygiene and physical education” for 

Japanese students.76 It is important to note that Hita spoke for Imperial Japan and its education, 

with the implication that the plans for boosting “national prestige” and “national culture” would 

apply to its colonies and colonized people.77 The reorganization of the middle school curriculum 

and revised hygiene and physical fitness practices most certainly applied to Korean students, 

most of whom would be confined to vocational or industrial skills training after finishing middle 

school, having markedly less opportunities to advance in higher education as colonial subjects. 

In Hita’s view, the aim of universities was to further cultivate “personality” and the “national 

ideals of Japan.”78 The inclusion of this article in the Educational Yearbook from the educational 

authorities of the Imperial Japanese government ran concurrent to the increasing militarization of 

Japan. Its inclusion in the edition covering topics of education in the age of totalitarianism shows 

the very obvious position that Teachers College’s International Institute took in regards to the 

Japanese government; if education could be a democratizing pillar of society, it could also serve 

as a terrifyingly effective tool of social control in the name of patriotism.  

                                                 
75 Educational Yearbook. 1924-1944. 377-78.  
76 Ibid. 378.  
77 Ibid.  
78 Ibid.  
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Considering the barriers to higher education and career advancement for colonized 

Koreans, it is remarkable how Korean students circumvented travel restrictions and leveraged 

their friendships with American missionaries to study in the United States. Constantly poking 

holes through barriers put up against Korean students, either by the Japanese immigration 

restrictions or of the United States, ’American missionaries were instrumental in bringing 

Korean students to New York City through affiliated religious organizations and partnerships 

with universities. Throughout the period of exclusionary laws against Koreans leaving Japan or 

entering the United States in the interwar period, American missionaries worked with higher 

education leaders and the cultural internationalist social circle in developing, funding, and 

expanding programs of cultural exchange.79 The international branches of the Young Men’s 

Christian Association (YMCA), World Students Christian Federation, and especially, the 

Committee on Friendly Relations among Foreign Students (CFRFS), can be credited with 

facilitating the onboarding, settlement, and education of international students in the United 

States. Firmly committed to the belief that students’ personal encounters with Americans were 

“critical to mutual understanding and world peace,” these religious organizations encouraged and 

helped students as “unofficial ambassadors” – a term used by the CFRFS.80  

All of the foreign student Christian associations were headquartered in New York City, 

and the Committee on Friendly Relations among Foreign Students was the most active in helping 

students adjust to American society while encouraging students to maintain their sense of 

national identity and connection to their homeland.81 Using the students’ national origins as a 

guidepost in fulfilling objectives of cultural internationalism through personal, enriching 
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encounters, the CFRFS helped its students organize Christian associations that would help them 

better adjust in the United States while engaging in “ecumenical fellowship.”82 With the United 

States emerging as the educational center for the world after the devastation of World War I in 

Europe, the CFRFS found motivated students who sought to be educated in the United States for 

the “best possible education. . .in order to help strengthen their own countries.”83 In the case of 

the “awakening Orient” – students from Japan, China, and Korea – the desire to be at the 

forefront of Western learning and scientific discovery, in addition to the “rising spirit of 

nationalism,” led students to the United States, and the CFRFS worked to support their 

educational goals.   

The CFRFS was launched in April 1911 by John Raleigh Mott, whose accomplishments 

were long in the field of international missions and student outreach: Mott served as the first 

Chairman of the Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, the chair of the 

International Missionary Council, the first General Secretary of the World’s Student Christian 

Federation, the National Secretary of the Intercollegiate YMCA. As head of the CFRFS, Mott 

was responsible for leading the nation’s first Christian service ministry of international students 

and devoted his work to leveraging student experiences to improve global relations.84 Mott’s 

work with the CFRFS and the YMCA underscore the extensive relationship the Christian 

organizations had with higher education institutions in New York. The Intercollegiate 

Cosmopolitan Club of the City of New York (ICC), affiliated with the City’s Intercollegiate 

Branch of the YMCA, sought to create friendships, advance goodwill and “the spread of 

                                                 
82 Ibid. 17.  
83 Ibid. 29.  
84 Mott’s work with international student outreach would lead to the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1946. Im 

and Yong. 238. 
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Christianity. . .through creating friendships between American and foreign students.”85 

Cleveland E. Dodge, long-serving trustee of Teachers College and nephew of Grace Hadley 

Dodge – from whose Kitchen Garden school, Teachers College evolved – served as the ICC’s 

treasurer in 1921 and served as the president of New York’s YMCA in 1925 through the next ten 

years.86 In 1926, Dodge directed the activities of his father’s foundation, the Cleveland H. Dodge 

Foundation, of which Teachers College was a main benefactor.87 

In 1918, the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), of which Grace H. Dodge 

played a major role in founding, moved into Columbia after a conflict with the ICC. Under the 

impression that the ICC was favoring the admission and entry of foreign male students at the 

expense of foreign women students, the YWCA set up a foyer at a dormitory in Teachers 

College dedicated to foreign women students, called the “International Club of Women 

Students.88 The use of the residence halls by the YWCA, the location of the International House 

adjacent to Columbia’s campus, the use of campus buildings by the Cosmopolitan Club, and the 

efforts of Columbia’s leaders in organizing around the cause of cultural internationalism 

demonstrate the deliberate steps Columbia University and Teachers College took to challenge 

overarching nationalist sentiments and anti-immigrant legislation in the interwar period. As a 

result of the efforts of these New York City-based higher education institutions and their leaders 

working on behalf of international students, a gradual shift in attitudes followed at colleges and 

universities more broadly in the 1920s and 1930s, evidenced by their forming committees on 

                                                 
85 Bu. 87. 
86 Harry Edmonds, of International House fame, served as ICC’s director. On the board of the International House, 

four of the five members were affiliated with local, national, and international YMCAs. “A Rockefeller Gift to 

Foreign Students,” The New York Times, Oct. 16, 1921, 3:1; The New York Herald, Oct. 16, 1921, 10:1 
87 Joseph B. Treaster, “Cleveland E. Dodge, Businessman and Philanthropist, Is Dead at 94,” Nov. 25, 1982, The  
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foreign student affairs and appointing faculty members to advisory roles for foreign students.89 

The federal government followed suit thereafter; in the 1930s, with the rising tide of 

militarization evident across Europe and in Imperial Japan, the State Department began to see the 

value in the presence of foreign students on American campuses as ambassadors of American 

“soft” diplomacy.90 As “unofficial ambassadors,” of both their native countries and the United 

States, the United States could only benefit from strengthening its international relations and 

presence abroad through the education of these international students.
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Chapter 4: Exiled Envoys in Action 

Educate Koreans on the basis of the Imperial Rescript on Education so that they 

may become good and loyal subjects of the Empire, fostering in them such 

characteristics and giving them such knowledge and ability as will enable them to 

lead a respectable life and rise in society.1- Imperial Ordinance Number 229 

 

 

There is not a nation in the world whom the Koreans love more than the United 

States of America, excepting only their own country. There is good reason for this: 

America sent missionaries by the hundreds…the Evangelical efforts of these 

missionaries were followed by hospitals, schools, science, arts, music and the spirit 

of independence and democracy.2 – Dr. Philip Jaisohn 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.  Korean Congress Philadelphia, Pa. First Korean Congress: Held In the Little 

Theatre, 17th And Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. Philadelphia, 1919. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Henry Chung, The Case of Korea, New York: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1921. 132.  
2 Soh Jaepil, the first Korean to become a naturalized citizen of the United States in 1890, was referred to by his 

American name, Philip Jaisohn. He organized the First Korean Congress in the wake of the hearing about the March 

1 Movement in Korea. First Korean Congress, Philadelphia, April 14-16, 1919. 4.  
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Figure 7.  Korean Independence League, Philadelphia 1919, M-23426, Korean 

American Digital Archive, East Asian Library, University of Southern California 

As the skies cleared and the rain showers stopped, Korean student representatives 

gathered together in front of Independence Hall on April 16, 1919 (see fig. 6). At the storied site 

and symbol of American freedom and democracy, where both the Declaration of Independence 

and U.S. Constitution were signed, the Korean members of the First Korean Congress concluded 

the session of the historic meeting for the Korean-American and wider Korean community. 

Drawing parallels to America’s fight for freedom and democracy with their own national 

struggle for independence, the Korean delegates stood together, proud and unwavering in waving 

both American and Korean flags, displaying their patriotism and allegiance to both the United 

States and to Korea.  (see Fig. 7). Adopting the same rhetoric of independence and drawing 

parallels to the American revolutionaries’ fight for national freedom from oppression, these 

Koreans took a bold step towards publicizing Korea’s colonial oppression under the Empire of 



108 

 

Japan as well as in setting the tone of how the Korean diasporic community in the United States 

would become activists and revolutionaries in their own right. 

The role that students played in shaping and catalyzing this diasporic activism cannot be 

discounted nor neglected; the role is far too influential and important, as students risked not only 

their reputations and career opportunities back in their home country as dissidents to Imperial 

Japanese authority, but also their lives. Seizing the opportunity and freedom to express their 

political views and elements of their heritage otherwise forbidden in colonized Korea, e.g. the 

Korean language, flying the Korean flag, using their Korean surname and given names, 

American-educated Korean students perceived themselves as torchbearers in the resistance 

movement against Japanese colonization. As expatriates, Korean-American students paved the 

way for a diasporic activism unlike those of other colonized expatriates in the United States in 

the intensity and breadth of their organized efforts to inform the American public about their 

cause for national independence and in preserving their culture while abroad when their fellow 

countrymen could not.  

The previous chapter examined the important role institutions played in giving space and 

opening doors for students to study in the United States as “unofficial ambassadors” of cultural 

internationalism despite stringent immigration policies and anti-immigrant sentiments, as 

discussed in Chapter 2. This chapter does not downplay organizational and institutional roles, but 

emphasizes the agency, motivations, perspectives, of those who would ostensibly be taught by 

those organizations and institutions – the students. The students who came abroad to study in the 

United States in the spirit of cultural internationalism would serve as cultural ambassadors. 

Korean students, however, came not only as cultural ambassadors, but also as student 

revolutionaries, emboldened by their country’s movement for independence and belief in 
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American democracy to fight against Japanese rule. This chapter prioritizes the activities of 

Koreans in New York and the Atlantic coast, focusing on the unique space they occupied as 

students-in-exile. Their educational experiences incorporate political and religious influences and 

activities, of which the trajectories will be followed as they intersected local, national, and global 

currents in the quest to legitimate themselves as citizens, as an ethnic Koreans, as representatives 

of and ambassadors for freedom, and to find where and how they belonged.  

Between 1899 to 1940, nearly 1,000 students came to the United States from Korea to 

study. Unlike other international students and scholars representing the “diaspora category of 

those who voluntarily leave their homeland to reside in a host country, usually temporarily, for 

educational and professional advancement,” these Korean students came to the United States for 

the advancement not of themselves, but of their occupied homeland.3 Korean students 

circumvented Japanese imperial policies that restricted their travels abroad by receiving the 

support of American missionaries and diplomats who interceded on their behalf to leave Asia 

and enter the United States. With their insistence on being called Korean citizens and refusing to 

recognize Japan’s sovereignty over Korea, these Korean students did not come to the United 

States “voluntarily” so much as they could not pursue higher education in Korea or Japan based 

on their dissident status. As such, over half of those who came to the United States to study 

stayed and become permanent residents, and most, if not all, were engaged in the Korean 

independence movement while abroad.  

After World War I, most foreign students who came to the United States came to pursue 

graduate-level studies, hailing from elite backgrounds and seeking an American degree to help 

advance their rank and assume leadership positions after their return to countries.4 Korean 

                                                 
3 Im and Yong. 236.  
4 Bu. 85.  
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students are outliers in this regard, as they came not as elite exemplars speaking to the success of 

Imperial Japan’s colonization policies, but as Korean patriots who took the opportunity of 

studying within the United States to articulate the global importance of and propel their country’s 

independence movement forward. Moreover, these Korean student patriots, exiled in their being 

unable to return to Korea or Japan without facing penal consequences for their support to Korean 

nationalists and independence movement, believed it was incumbent upon them to inform the 

American public about Korea and its right to sovereignty. Envoys of their homeland, exiled 

politically and nationally, Korean students lived out a hybridized curriculum of their own 

making, applying concepts they had been exposed to in order to liberate their fellow countrymen. 

These exiled envoys sought to lead a free Korea that was built upon lessons they learned in the 

United States, with a democratic government upholding principles of freedom and equality 

leading an enlightened, Christian republic.  

Korean students in the U.S. had close ties to missionary networks and Christian 

organizations. Before the Korean independence movement materialized into nationwide 

demonstrations, American missionaries provided the meeting places for the continued growth of 

Korean nationalism under Japanese occupation. Immediately after Japan’s annexation of Korea, 

Korean publishing houses were ordered shut down, and Korean press publications from Japan 

were also prohibited from being imported into Korea. Censorship and strict regulation of schools 

for Korean students followed. Under Imperial Japanese Army leader General Terauchi Masatake, 

the annexation of Korea was carried out as a military dictatorship, characterized by oppressive 

rule that was swift to prosecute – nay, persecute – supposed Korean insurgents suspected of 

disobeying Masatake’s orders. The schools and churches founded by American missionaries 

proved to be a thorn in Masatake’s side, as they remained outside the purview of oppressive 
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colonial policy due to their affiliation with the United States. Under this protection and within 

the schools and church walls, Koreans could openly flout the colonial government’s censorship 

of political dissent, Korean history and vernacular, spoken and written.  

The bond between Korean students and American missionary leaders was inadvertently 

tightened after the Korean Conspiracy Case of 1912; in order to drive fear into the hearts of 

potential Korean dissidents and insurgents against the colonial government, Governor-General 

Masatake arrested 600 Korean Christian leaders and students under charges of plotting an 

assassination attempt against him in late December 1911. Of the hundreds arrested, 123 were 

charged, tortured, and imprisoned.5 Rather than stoke fear amongst Koreans, it incited a rising 

tide of discontent against Japanese rule and stoked the embers of the Korean independence 

movement; at the same time, American missionaries and their schools, churches were cemented 

as sites of alliance-building and safe places against Japanese oppression. Korean students 

educated at missionary schools took the opportunity to nurture their forbidden patriotism by 

speaking and writing in Korean. One of these students, Henry Chung, later wrote about the 

importance of these Korean lessons: 

The Korean has a proud history and a civilization of four thousand years back of 

him, and he is unwilling to abandon his traditional culture under any 

circumstances. Something more than mere economic pressure and political 

domination is needed to extinguish the soul of Korea. History and literature are the 

records of past achievements, and language is the medium of expression that gives 

birth to the pregnant genius. The Japanese statesmen fully appreciate the 

importance of this triple support of national consciousness. They made a 

systematic collection of all works of Korean history and literature in public 

archives and private homes and burned them. This is undoubtedly the greatest 

injustice that the Korean people have suffered at the hands of the Japanese. Korean 

scholars consider this as an irreparable loss second only to the destruction of the 

Alexandrian Library by Omar in 640. Priceless treasures have been destroyed in 

this needless vandalism of the Japanese. All Korean periodical literature- from 

local newspapers to scientific journals-has been completely stamped out.6 

                                                 
5 Members of this group were also actively involved in the March 1 Movement, either in Korea, or abroad. Chong-

sik Lee, The Politics of Korean Nationalism (Berkeley,: University of California Press, 1963). 93.  
6 Chung, The Oriental Policy of the United States, New York: Arno Press, 1970 [1919]. 262.  
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Chung spoke to the militarized Japanization of Korean citizens under Governor-General 

Masatake. Justifying its colonial policies as modernizing Korea, Koreans were instead subjected 

to race-based segregationist policies affecting all facets of daily life that were maintained to stifle 

the so-called “backwardness” of Koreans with the competent governance of Japanese people. 

Japanese scholars and writers published studies and reports, respectively, attributing various 

physical features of Korean bodies – their head shapes, the size of their pelvic bones, for 

example – to their penchant for laziness, criminality, lack of spirit and dullness.7 In order to 

properly Japanize these “underdeveloped” Koreans, rescuing them from their “pitiful situation,” 

the colonial government focused on the schooling of Koreans. By training them in the Japanese 

language, culture, arts, history, the colonial government could “train the Korean to complete a 

full day’s work “and “motivate him to improve himself.”8 To build a strong foundation for 

Japanization, then, the influence, legacies of Korean heritage and culture would have to be 

erased or suppressed.9 Chung’s account of this historical vandalism, of the burning of historical 

artifacts and literary works in private and public collections, described the immense sense of loss 

that reverberated across Korean national consciousness. Any simmering resentment the Koreans 

had for the Japanese involvement in Korea before annexation became ablaze upon the realization 

that the colonial administration intended to Japanize them after rendering Koreans as inferior and 

uncivilized.  

In a 1918 article, Chung exposed the hypocrisy of the Japanese administration in culling 

public opinion towards its segregationist policies: 

                                                 
7 Mark Caprio, Japanese Assimilation Policies in Colonial Korea, 1910-1945, Korean Studies of the Henry M 

Jackson School of International Studies (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009). 90-91.  
8 Ibid. 92.  
9 Ibid. 91. 
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In order to create in the West a favorable impression of their rule in Korea, the 

Japanese government has a subsidized organ, the Seoul Press. This daily, 

published in English, disseminates only the kind of news that the Japanese wish to 

have known in the West. It is an official camouflage. This publicity channel is 

further strengthened by the Annual Report on Reforms and Progress in Chosen, a 

well-illustrated volume published in English by the government, and sent out gratis 

to all great men and large libraries in America and Great Britain. These 

publications picture vividly the "contentment and prosperity" that the Japanese rule 

is bringing to the Koreans. And what they say usually find echoes in the West 

through a few men who have been decorated in Japan with gold war medals and 

the insignias of Rising Sun. These men take delight in returning the favors that 

they have received in Japan by singing the glory and grandeur, of Japanese Asiatic 

policy, and by picturing Japanese administration in Korea as a "benevolent 

assimilation."10   

 

The “benevolent assimilation” of Koreans to Japanese culture was touted as one that promoted 

equality and the modernization of Korean society; in reality, the assimilation of Koreans 

prompted segregationist colonial policies based on racialized beliefs of Koreans’ inferiority to 

Japanese people. The colonial administration created a separate but unequal school system for 

Korean students that tracked them towards the practical arts – agriculture, manufacturing, 

industrial production – rather than liberal. Based on Japanese educational reports concluding that 

equality in education take could take “one hundred years,” and in line with making the Korean “a 

more useful contribution to the empire,” Korean children were isolated and enrolled in technical 

training schools while Japanese children were enrolled at more advanced ones.11 Koreans who 

wished to continue to secondary school in Japan had to first complete a two-year preparatory 

course ensure that they were caught up to their Japanese counterparts. As a result, the vast 

majority of Korean children under the colonial regime ended their schooling at the elementary 

level, unless they enrolled at private missionary schools to continue advancing in their studies. 

And advance they did, but not in the way the Japanese expected or desired. In fact, rather 

than Japanizing Koreans, the colonial policies that forced Koreans into a separate but unequal 

                                                 
10 Chung, “Korea Under Japan,” Chinese Students Monthly, vol. xiii, No. 7, May 1918. 400-403. 
11 Caprio. 92, 94.  
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school system only motivated them further to preserve their Korean heritage and fight for their 

nation’s independence through the education they received at schools outside the direct 

supervision of the Governor-General. The education of Koreans within the American missionary 

schools would only be amplified by the ascendance of the United States and the messages of its 

President, Woodrow Wilson.  

In his congressional address on April 2, 1917, in which he requested a declaration of war 

against Germany, President Woodrow stated: 

 The world must be made safe for democracy; its peace must be planted upon the 

tested foundation of political liberty. . .We shall fight for the things which we have 

always carried nearest our hearts – for democracy, for the rights of those who 

submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments, for the rights and 

liberties of small nations, for a universal domination of right by such a concert of 

free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself 

at last free.12 

 

Koreans took the entrance of the United States into World War I and President Wilson’s words 

to heart, seeing in his words a clear message for liberation and the national sovereignty of their 

nation. Chung described this as a “clear enunciation of a new Americanism,” in which 

Americans were tasked with the noble mission of ensuring the freedom of Koreans and other 

oppressed peoples as the world’s emergent “strong, democratic nation.”13 Chung, along with 

other Korean students and resistance leaders-in-training, believed in the “unique role” the United 

States would play in the realignment of world politics.14 After being educated in missionary 

schools in Korea, rather than proceeding through the school system that existed to Japanize them, 

Korean students sought to enroll in schools in the United States. To them, the United States’ 

leadership was positioning itself to confront oppressive regimes, to support the liberation of 

                                                 
12 Address of the President of the United States delivered at a joint session of two Houses of Congress, April 2, 

1917, U.S. Congressional Serial Set, Vol. No. 7264, S. Doc. 5., Session Vol. No.10, Washington D.C. 
13 Chung, The Oriental Policy of the United States. 110. 
14 Ibid. 108. 
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colonized people, and lead the world towards one that promoted peace, self-sovereignty, 

democracy for all nations.  

The positive portrayal of the United States as an “exemplar of modern civilization and the 

power most sympathetic toward colonial aspirations for independence,” however idealized, was 

more prevalent and “more deeply entrenched” amongst Korean nationalists compared to other 

colonized peoples.15 This “Wilsonian moment,” as coined by historian Erez Manela, was the 

impetus behind the Korean independence movement.16 The image of America as an archetype of 

morality and defender of national and self-sovereignty had fertile ground to take root and spread 

in Korea: American missionaries has planted churches and schools that had helped them gain the 

trust of Koreans that they served, and the political eloquence of American-educated Koreans 

galvanized the broader population to assert their right to self-govern, free from oppression.17 

However organically it grew in Korea, the idealization of the United States was in no small part 

manufactured and constructed to prop up America’s image globally. Through his executive order 

on April 13, 1917, President Wilson established the Committee on Public Information that would 

steer the growing spotlight on the United States as it entered the Great War to its “benevolence, 

disinterestedness. . .fairness, and the assumption of its good will.”18 The Committee was 

essentially a propaganda machine, ensuring that American intervention in the war was perceived 

as necessary, and that the United States, under Wilson’s leadership, would be the sole power to 

bring about global transformation. 

President Wilson’s famed congressional address on January 8, 1918, containing his 

“Fourteen Points”, Jan. 8, 1918, made this latter point starkly clear. Outlining his vision for the 

                                                 
15 Manela. 127. 
16 Ibid. xi. 
17 Ibid. 127. 
18 Ibid. 47.  
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world, offering a platform for peace, Wilson made the case for the right to self-determination and 

national sovereignty. Any colonial claims would be resolved in a “free, open minded and 

absolutely impartial manner” and "based upon a strict observance of the principle that in 

determining all such questions of sovereignty the interests of the populations concerned must 

have equal weight with the equitable claims of the government whose title is to be determined."19 

Wilson’s message further emboldened the Korean nationalist spirit, spurring Korean students and 

other Korean nationalists to stake their claim for Korean independence and call global attention 

to their cause. 

In the United States, Korean-American community mobilized in response to Wilson’s 

message and seized upon the moment to champion their right to national sovereignty and 

equality. Displaying political savvy, Koreans in the United States capitalized on Wilson’s power 

and rhetoric in calling attention to their struggle for independence and resistance to Japanese 

annexation. As exiles, outside of the colonial regime and living in the United States, they took it 

upon themselves to carry on the work of the resistance movement. Understanding that the 

attention to European colonial affairs overshadowed their claims, these Korean expatriates 

provided the necessary funds to send Korean delegates to international and American 

conferences to appeal for Korean independence.  

The impact of the “Wilsonian moment” in Korean modern history is profound as it 

provided the rhetoric and beliefs by which Korean nationalists led the independence movement. 

Of equal importance and impact to the positive perception of Americans and their government as 

held by Koreans was the religion brought by missionaries. Wilsonian rhetoric was imbued with a 

sense of righteous morality and mission, providing fuel to the fire of Korean nationalism and its 
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claims to self-determination; in effect, the Wilsonian moment coincided with the growing 

influence of American-imported Protestantism in Korea. Set in opposition to the colonial 

administration’s policy of Japanization, American missionaries imported a belief system that was 

absorbed into a pro-liberation ideology for Korean nationalists as it preached equality before 

God and the dissolution of existing class structures and social hierarchies. The Christian message 

and its ideology were integrated into Korean nationalists’ appeals for independence and 

interwoven with Wilsonian discourse.20 Under the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in 

America, the Commission on Relations with the Orient published two volumes entitled “The 

Korean Situation” in 1919 and 1920, informing American clerical leadership, government, and 

general public with testimonials and analyses of missionary work and experiences in the Asian 

country. It accounted for the infusion of Christianity and Korean nationalism as a natural 

progression of the relationship between Koreans and American missionaries: “It is natural that 

Korean patriots should appeal to American Christians. For the Christians of America for more 

than thirty years have been so interested in that country as to maintain there unusually large and 

successful missions. Over 400 American missionaries are now in Korea, each with a circle of 

supporters and personal friends in America.”21 Unlike China and Japan, American missionaries 

in Korea were extraordinarily successful in planting churches and in establishing educational and 

medical institutions that were modeled after American ones. Rather than seen as foreign 

invaders, the missionaries rose in prominence just as Japanese authorities were enmeshing 

themselves in Korean foreign, then domestic affairs. Contrary to the involvement of the Japanese 

empire, American missionaries were seen as benevolent messengers uninterested in colonization 

                                                 
20 Parreñas and Siu. 202.  
21 Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America. Commission on Relations with the Orient. The Korean 

Situation: No. 2. New York, 1920. 22.  
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and in fact, morally opposed to it and its policies of forced assimilation. American Protestant 

missionary groups became allies to the cause of Korean independence as the nationalists’ legal 

and moral claims to sovereignty and self-determination echoed “universalistic moral 

imperatives.”22  

The alliance and relationship between American missionaries and students of the 

movement proved even closer and stronger. The recruitment of Koreans to study Christian 

theology for purposes of spreading Christianity by American missionaries worked in tandem 

with the desire of Korean nationalists to go abroad to study in the United States. Missionaries 

and their U.S.-based organizations provided the networks and scholarships for Koreans to enroll 

at American universities; in turn, Korean students, who had attended mission schools, would be 

educated in professional programs to earn teacher certificates, doctoral degrees in politics, 

theology, medicine, preparing them for field work and leadership roles in schools and churches 

throughout Korea. Thus, the affiliation to Christianity became infused with the pursuit of 

educational opportunities in the United States.23   

Korean students “championed a religious nationalism” that framed the independence of 

Korea as a sacred right, taking active roles in Christian organizations and establishing student 

committees and federations that did not shy away from religious discourse.24 Christianity was the 

lens by which the students – who occupied a space akin to a "wilderness" – as immigrants and 

exiled colonial subjects – understood their role and how they navigated the course of the 

independence movement outside of Korea.25 Their role would take on even greater significance 

after the start of the nationwide protests for independence in March 1919. 
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On March 1, “The Proclamation of Korean Independence” sparked a nationwide 

demonstration and peaceful protest against the Japanese colonial regime.26 It began:    

We herewith proclaim the independence Korean and the liberty of the Korean 

people. We tell it to the world in witness of the quality of all nations and we pass it 

on to our posterity as their inherent right. We make this proclamation, having back 

of us 5,000 years of history, and 20,000,000 of a united loyal people. We take this 

step to insure our children for all time to come, personal liberty in accord with the 

awakening consciousness of this new era. This is the clear leading of God, the 

moving principle of the present age, the whole human race’s just claim. 

 

The sacred claim to sovereignty is referenced here as the “clear leading of God,” which also 

underscores Christianity’s influence in the independence movement and rhetoric. It is no mere 

coincidence that of the thirty-three signers of the Proclamation, sixteen were Korean Christians.  

The report issued by the Commission on Relations with the Orient, the 1919 volume of 

“The Korean Situation,” gave more details on the movement’s genesis; it reported how notices of 

the independence manifesto were distributed throughout Seoul, and that of the sixteen Christian 

signers, the majority were “ministers of various city churches, many of them college-trained 

men.”27 In addition to its religious undercurrent, the Proclamation referenced political principles 

as enshrined in the American Declaration of Independence: “It is the day of the restoration of all 

things on the full tide of which we set forth, without delay or fear. We desire a full measure of 

satisfaction in the way of liberty and the pursuit of happiness, and an opportunity to develop 

what is in us for the glory of our people”.28 American missionary and teacher, Homer Hulbert, 

                                                 
26 Proclamation of Korean Independence, March 1 1919 (date as inscribed), Yong-jeung Kim papers, Series II: 
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(whose former student, Syngman Rhee, would become the first President of South Korea) 

described how the movement began: 

Men and boys were passing swiftly through the crowds distributing a printed 

manifesto declaring the Independence of Korea and signed by thirty-three well-

known Koreans. . .Their audacity was amazing. They scorned to hide behind 

anonymity. They boldly signed their names and were ready to take the 

consequences. These men gathered at a restaurant near Pagoda Park and quietly 

sent a note to the Japanese Police Headquarters saying that they were at the 

restaurant and could be found there whenever desired. . .A rabble of bantam 

Japanese policemen swarmed down the street, rushed into the restaurant and haled 

[sic] the Koreans away to prison.29 

 

The Wilsonian moment for Koreans had come, and emboldened by the American President’s 

language on self-determination and ascendant position in world affairs, they mobilized across the 

peninsula to demonstrate their desire for a free Korea. Based on the outcome of the Conspiracy 

Case of 1912, Koreans were expecting a degree of punitive measures or censure from Governor-

General Masatake’s administration. They could not imagine, however, the swiftness and severity 

by which the colonial authorities acted to stifle the demonstrations at all costs.  

In the publication by the Commission on Relations with the Orient, The Korean 

Situation, Korean students were credited for starting “a movement for self-determination of 

Korea,” and it described how “many had been imprisoned.”30 In the aftermath of the 

demonstrations, the collected eyewitness accounts from American missionaries of the 

punishment meted out to Koreans through beatings, torture, imprisonment, and death, were not 

released under the censorship policies of the colonial regime. Shocked by the level of violence 

they witnessed and aware of the misinformation – or lack of any information – circulating on the 

independence demonstrations, American missionaries diligently wrote and recorded what they 

                                                 
29 Homer Hulbert, unpublished manuscript, Yong-jeung Kim papers, Series: II, Box 3, Folder: Yongjeung Kim 
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saw and heard. They dispatched these accounts to their mission boards in the United States; some 

of their accounts were quickly published by the Korean publishing company founded by Soh Jae-

pil, or Philip Jaisohn. In one of these collections, Little Martyrs of Korea, American 

missionaries, whose names were not printed “at the present time for the sake of their safety” as 

they remained stationed in Korea, gave accounts of the involvement of students and children in 

the movement.31 The accounts highlighted how the  “determined effort to establish political and 

religious liberty in Korea is not confined to any one class of the people, or to any particular 

section of the country” but was in fact inclusive of men, women, and children, who all took equal 

part in the demonstrations.32 The publication highlighted the part children and students played as 

“one of the most remarkable events of this movement,” as they took “a most active and effective 

part in the demonstration on their own initiatives, and with the own devices.”33 Students shouted 

“Mansei,” [translated as “ten thousand generations”], a rallying cry expressing their patriotism 

and loyalty to Korea throughout classrooms in boys’ schools, missions schools for girls, and 

defiantly waved and displayed the Korean flag.34 Schoolgirls delivered the leaflets and 

independence movement materials throughout the country; “over one hundred ‘news girls’ were 

arrested during the week of March 5,” the first week of the nationwide movement.35 

Even within regulated schools under the direct jurisdiction of the colonial government, 

students displayed their patriotism and allegiance to Korea. In one of Seoul’s largest government 

schools, students were assembled to be handed diplomas from Japanese colonial authorities for 

their school graduation ceremony. The students, aware of their audience consisting of Japanese 
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officials, openly defied and embarrassed the colonial leadership by taking out and waving the 

forbidden Korean flag all at once: “every one of the boys, of whom there were 350 and all 

between the ages of eight and thirteen, drew out a similar flag and shouted the national slogan. 

The Japanese were struck dumb with astonishment and chagrin. The boys tore up their diplomas 

and trampled them under foot and then rushed from the building and down the street singing the 

Korean national song.”36 The mass participation of the students demonstrated how “not a single 

student in the higher schools was in his place” as they gathered together in a demonstration 

“composed almost entirely of students” at Seoul’s South Gate in the morning, which, “as it 

proceeded, was joined by high school girls.”37 Their overt displays of Korean loyalty were 

quickly suppressed and did not go unpunished, but the involvement of the young students’ 

involvement left an indelible imprint on the national memory of Koreans in their stand against 

colonial oppression. Little Martyrs concluded:  

The heroic part these children played in the tragedy, convinces us that they have 

some ability of maintaining order, system and indomitable courage. No matter 

what the present conditions are, all friends of Korea hope that it will soon be “The 

Land of Morning Calm,” and will again become the peaceful abode of these people 

who are taking the leading part in the establishment of the Kingdom of God and 

the ideals of democracy in that part of the world.38 

 

These  accounts showed the breadth of the movement in its participants; Koreans young and old, 

men and women, joined in the collective demonstration of Korean patriotism and peaceful 

resistance to Japanese occupation.  

Back in the United States, the first Korean national to become a naturalized American 

citizen, Philip Jaisohn, received a hurried telegram that catapulted the political activism of 

Koreans in the United States to unprecedented heights on March 9, 1919 [as inscribed]: 
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We received cablegram from Shanghai as follows. . .Korean National 

Independence union composed of three million people including three thousand 

Christian churches…Five thousand Churches of Heaven worshippers All colleges 

schools other bodies declared independence of Korea One PM March First at Seoul 

Pyenyang other cities we sent delegate representatives Sonpyunghi, Rhee Sangcha, 

Kilsungchu, or Rhee Answer Hyunsoon Special Representative Shanghai we want 

you or Dr. Jaisohn to go to Paris and Help our delgates Answer Quick.39 

 

The telegram was sent by An Chang Ho. An, who had converted to Christianity in 1885 after 

studying at Horace G. Underwood’s Save the World School in Seoul, arrived in San Francisco in 

1902. In California, An founded the Korean National Association (KNA) in 1909 and was a 

fervent believer in Korea’s modernization through education reform. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

An’s movement aimed to build Korea’s national strength by creating a new people through 

education, focusing on publishing more materials in Korean vernacular to reach wider audiences, 

hosting public meetings, lectures, and establishing schools. Armed with an education, the 

enlighted masses, as envisioned by An, would lead an insurrection to overthrow their colonial 

oppressors and restore independence.  

An sent the message to a Korean-American compatriot who resided in Philadelphia, Soh 

Jae-pil, who changed his name to Philip Jaisohn after arriving in the United States to study. An’s 

message urged Jaisohn to assist the Korean delegates dispatched to Paris for the Peace 

Conference taking place there, where Wilson was imploring the global community to establish 

the League of Nations. This message sent directly to Jaisohn from one of the most prominent 

Korean-American leaders of the independence movement speaks to his prominence in the 

movement and involvement in Korean reform. Jaisohn’s dedication to the cause of Korean 

independence and reform made him well-known in the Korean-American community; An Chang 
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ho was the figurehead of Korean independence on the West Coast, and Jaisohn served that role 

on the Atlantic Coast for its Korean-Americans. 

Jaisohn came to the United States in 1885 as a political exile on the run, fleeing Korea 

after taking part in the failed Gapsin Coup to overthrow the monarchy.40 Jaisohn’s involvement 

stemmed from his belief that the Korean leadership kept the nation stagnant and powerless, in 

denial of colonial powers’ interest in the region. Seeking to be educated at the forefront of 

knowledge and progress, he came to the United States with the help of prominent Presbyterian 

philanthropist, John Welles Hollenback. After earning a medical degree in 1892 from Columbia 

Medical College (now George Washington University) – the first Korean to earn an American 

medical degree – Jaisohn’s 1894 marriage to Muriel Armstrong also became the first interracial 

marriage on record between a Korean and white American.41 Steadfast in his commitment to its 

reform, Jaisohn and his wife went back to Korea in 1896, where he was officially pardoned for 

his involvement with the Gapsin Coup. During his stay in Korea, he founded the Independence 

Club, which served as a public platform and forum to discuss how Korea could emerge a 

democratic, modernized, and sovereign nation. 

In 1898, the Jaisohns returned to Philadelphia, and Philip refused to stand aside 

powerlessly as Japan moved aggressively into Korean diplomatic affairs. After the Japanese 

Empire’s annexation of Korea, Jaisohn used his business profits as a storeowner of a stationary 

shop in Philadelphia to fund the independence movement from the United States. His dedication 

to the cause of Korean independence and reform made him well-known in the Korean-American 
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community. Upon receiving the telegram about the March 1 demonstrations, Jaisohn galvanized 

Koreans and Americans throughout the country to support the independence movement, calling 

together the First Korean Congress in the United States (see fig. 8). 

 

Figure 8. Dr. Philip Jaisohn, seated. Korean Congress Philadelphia, Pa. First Korean 

Congress: Held In the Little Theatre, 17th And Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. 

Philadelphia, 1919. 

The day after sending Jaisohn the telegram notifying him of the March 1 Movement, An 

Chang ho sent the following message to Syngman Rhee, another political exile and leading 

figure in the Korean-American community, who was based in Hawaii [written as inscribed]: 

“The Colonade Philadelphia PA Hyunsoon’s address is 18 Peking Road Shanghai. Thousand 

arrested Japan forced Koreans sign petition to accept her regime advise Doctor Jaisohn Go 

Paris.”42  Here, An directed Rhee in advising Dr. Jaisohn to accompany the Paris Peace 

Conference delegation, made up of three representatives, including Rhee. Less than a month 

later, on April 4, 1919, Rhee was elected Secretary of State by the newly founded Korean 
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Provisional Government, operating from Shanghai, China. Rhee, who as an “exiled” student 

obtained his undergraduate degree (George Washington University, D.C.), master’s degree 

(Harvard University), and PhD degree (Princeton University) from Atlantic-based institutions, 

rose in prominence for his academic pedigree but also for his unabashed political ambitions. 

Rhee’s vision for an independent, free Korea included himself as its first democratically-elected 

President. In short order, he ascended titles in the Korean Provisional Government, from 

Secretary in April 1919 to its President by August. In a telegram dated August 5, 1919, Rhee 

signs off as “President of Republic of Korea.” He wrote: “I desire to express my personal 

gratitude and that of twenty million to the Friends of Korea and Cercle de la Presse Etrangere for 

their sympathy and support generously given towards the cause of wronged and struggling 

Korea. The best service for humanity you render to Korea is to make her plight known to the 

world as you have done so much already. We have great hope in you, liberty loving friends.” His 

phrasing here clearly indicated his diplomatic outreach in acknowledging the support of foreign 

nations, as well as belied a degree of presumptuousness in speaking on behalf of the “twenty 

million” Koreans who would not have known him to be their President-in-exile, because he was, 

in fact, not the President. The KPG did not elect Rhee as its president until the following month, 

on September 18, 1919.  

In addition to Rhee, the Paris Peace Conference delegation included Henry Chung (also 

known as Henry Chung DeYoung) and Min Chanho. Chung immigrated to the United States at 

the age of fourteen and completed high school in Kearney, Nebraska, settling there with the help 

of missionary networks. After earning his bachelors and master’s degrees in teaching (English 

and History) in the state, Chung enrolled in the PhD program at American University, 

completing his dissertation, “Treaties of Korea” just weeks before the outbreak of the March 1 
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Movement. His stance on the Korean independence movement was starkly evident from the 

publication’s preface, in which Chung dedicated the work to the Korean National Association, 

“whose mission it is to preserve the culture and civilization of Korea and to pave the way for the 

freedom of the ancient kingdom from the present alien domination.”43 In no uncertain terms, 

Chung made clear the invasion of the “alien” Japanese empire and its colonial policy of forced 

assimilation and Japanization. Cited earlier in this chapter, Chung wrote about the tactics 

employed by Governor General Masatake in systematically destroying Korean literary works and 

historical artifacts housed in public and private collections, in addition to forbidding the use of 

Korean language, whether spoken or written, and the teaching of Korean history in schools. By 

documenting the treaties of Korea from the United States, Chung hoped that his dissertation 

would “serve as a contribution, even in a small way, toward preserving the nationality among the 

Koreans and aiding students of Oriental history in their search for the past records of the Korean 

Nation,” in light of the how “the present Japanese régime in Korea is doing everything in its 

power to suppress Korean nationality” by erasing vestiges of Korea’s past and obfuscating its 

history.44  

All three members of the delegation commissioned by the Korean Provisional 

Government to go to Paris for the ongoing Peace Conference soon met at the First Korean 

Congress, in which Min Chanho served as the Congress’ chairman, Chung as a student delegate 

and committee member, Rhee as a featured speaker, and Jaisohn as its President (see fig. 9).  
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Figure 9. Henry Chung stands in the center, behind Syngman Rhee, seated. Korean 

Congress Philadelphia, Pa.). First Korean Congress: Held In the Little Theatre, 17th And 

Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. Philadelphia, 1919. 

There, Korean student delegates and American allies, including pastors, professors, college 

presidents, would prove a watershed gathering in the history of the Korean-American 

community. From its proceedings, the transnational and transcalar processes in Korean-

American identity formation become salient, as does the significance of the education Koreans 

obtained in the United States in their activism for independence.  

Beginning on April 14, 1919, Korean student delegates from across the country – New 

York, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, Missouri, Wyoming, Nebraska, Iowa, Colorado, California, 

Pennsylvania – met for three days in a rented theater hall on 17th and Delancey Street in 

Philadelphia. In the opening remarks for the First Korean Congress, Dr. Jaisohn, who had 

managed to assemble hundreds of attendees in just a month’s time from being notified of the 

March 1 demonstrations, spoke of the “solemn and momentous mission” in taking the steps to 

“bring about permanent peace in the Orient, that democracy and Christianity will be firmly 
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established in the continent of Asia.”45 Jaisohn then summarized the love for country Koreans 

had for their adopted nation, the United States, attributing this love to the missionaries’ steadfast 

efforts and contributions in Korea:  

There is not nation in the world whom the Koreans love more than the United 

States of America, excepting only their own country. There is good reason for this: 

America sent missionaries by hundreds…the Evangelical efforts of these 

missionaries were followed by hospitals, schools, science, arts, music and the spirit 

of independence and democracy.46 

 

Dr. Jaisohn’s remarks briefly highlight the significance of American missionaries in the Korean 

nationalism movement, who served as a stark counterexample to Japanese colonial rule, bringing 

resources and educational opportunities that had otherwise been restricted to Koreans. Attesting 

to the solid friendship and trust built between missionaries and Koreans, Rev. Floyd Tomkins, 

rector at one of Philadelphia’s largest churches, Holy Trinity Church, opened the Congress in 

prayer, and addressed the attendees by affirming the Christian church network’s commitment to 

the cause of Korean independence. Tomkin  provided encouragement when he said, “I can assure 

you that the ministers of the Christian church and the Christian people are not only full of 

sympathy, but hope for Korea and their Republic.”47 He also praised Koreans for their open 

receptivity to the Western religion, describing Korea as “not far from being 100 percent a 

Christian land; as such, Tomkins explained that the nation’s struggle for independence from 

Japanese colonization “appeals to every one who knows anything about the missionary work in 

Korea and in that it is a nation which stands the highest, so far as numbers are concerned, in 

proportion, the highest in Christianity perhaps on the face of the earth.”48 Though teetering on 

hyperbole, Tomkins was not wholly inaccurate; Christianity did in fact grow at an unprecedented 

                                                 
45 First Korean Congress, Philadelphia, April 14-16, 1919. 3. 
46 Ibid. 4. 
47 Ibid. 5. 
48 Ibid. 
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rate within Korea, channeled through American missionaries who gained favor with the Korean 

monarchy in the late decades of the 19th century, and in the early 20th, offered medical, religious, 

and educational services that protected and enabled Koreans in practicing and preserving aspects 

of their heritage that would be forbidden under Japanese colonial rule. Thus, Korea’s colonial 

experience lent to the proliferation of Christian churches; to be part of an American missionary’s 

church or school as opposed to a Japanese-authorized colonial school was to position oneself 

with the West, under the American banner of influence, versus under the East, with the rising 

dominance of Imperial Japan.  

This allegiance was reiterated in the proceedings of the First Korean Congress, in which a 

Wilsonian rhetoric of self-determination, democracy, freedom vis-à-vis his Fourteen Points 

permeate through the addresses given by the Congress’ leaders and student delegates, who were 

all “heavily influenced by America political values and ideas.”49 The first day of the Congress, 

which began at 9:30am on April 14, 1919, the members sang “America (My Country, ‘Tis of 

Thee)” in honor of “the country which they love, next to Korea” which preceded Tomkin’s 

prayer and address.50 In addition to the missionary support for the Korean cause, Tomkin 

appealed to the sense of duty and privilege the Korean delegates feel in carrying on the work of 

the independence movement from the United States:  

What you want to do is to hold on to the great principles of right regarding the 

nation and why Korea has the full right and reason to claim that right. That is why 

you men [and women] of Korea living here in the United States feel that it is not 

only your duty, but your privilege to leave your native land, as you do, to press 

forward these rights.51  

 

                                                 
49 Parreñas and Siu. 202.  
50 First Korean Congress, Philadelphia, April 14-16, 1919. 5. 
51 Ibid. 6. 
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This sense of duty and privilege was diffuse throughout the Congress, evidenced by subsequent 

speakers’ addresses and comments from the student delegates. In the afternoon on the 14th, they 

heard from Oberlin College professor of Sociology, Dr. Herbert A. Miller, who spoke of the 

importance of this duty in ensuring “democracy for the world.” Addressing the students, “You, 

as Americans. . . your business in your college and in your community is to force this idea of 

democratic fulfillment – to use this technical term for Korean self-realization…In other words, 

you must not sit back and study and think, but you must learn when you get out of college that it 

is your business to take back to Korea this principle of self-realization.”52 Miller spoke directly 

to the activism that spurred the Korean delegates to act and come together, and reinforces this 

duty and privilege the students had as activists for the cause of Korean independence. He implied 

their status as future leaders who would take back the principles of democratic governance once 

they completed their studies in the U.S. and returned to Korea. Such grooming of Korean 

students for leadership positions upon their return was corroborated by the statement of another 

professor, Alfred J.G. Schadt, who asserted, “We are trying to have you become fit and prepare 

you for work in Korea here in America, as the future independence of Korea depends on the 

work that you will do.”53  

Following these remarks, several student delegates were named to committees, including: 

Henry Chung, who was assigned to presenting a message to the Korean Provisional Government 

along with Congress chairman (and fellow Peace Conference delegate) Dr. Min Chanho and S.H. 

Chunn; P.K. Yoon, Cho Lim, and Miss Nodie Dora Kim were assigned to drawing up and 

sending a “resolution to be presented to the Japanese people; Henry Kim, Miss Joan Woo, and 

                                                 
52 First Korean Congress, Held in the Little Theatre, and Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16 (Philadelphia,: 1919). 

20.  
53 Ibid. 22.  
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Ilhan New were assigned to drawing up and presenting a resolution of the “aims and aspirations 

of Korean people.54 Of the latter, Mr. Ilhan New, student at the University of Michigan, outlined 

the future goals of Koreans, which included a proposal “to have a government after that of 

America, as far as possible, consistent with the education of the masses” indicating the students’ 

belief “in education of the people, which is more important than any other governmental 

activities.”55 The full resolution, comprised of ten “cardinal points” for the future Korean 

republic – freedom of religion, commerce, free speech, etc. – clearly expressed the Wilsonian 

moment that catalyzed the Korean movement and the activism of Korean students like Ilhan 

New. The stakes for the students and their activism were great; by being named to committees, 

they would not remain anonymous, opening themselves up to investigation and scrutiny by the 

Japanese colonial authorities upon their return to Korea. Indeed, one of the delegates present on 

the first day’s session requested not to be named since he expected “to return to Korea in a short 

time,” implying that one’s involvement in the Congress would not be accepted without 

consequence by Japanese authorities. Assuming the risk to himself and his family, the delegate 

declared, “my name is ‘Im’”; in response, Congress president Jaisohn spoketo Mr. Im and the 

rest of the delegates of their bravery and courage, reminding them,“If you lose your life for 

saying here what is right, you lose your life worthily.”56 To be part of the Korean independence 

movement resulted in death in Korea; in the United States, the torch of the movement was set 

aflame by these students who knowingly risked their futures and lives with their activism in the 

United States (see. Fig. 10). 

                                                 
54 First Korean Congress, Held in the Little Theatre, and Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. 12. 
55 Ibid. 33-34. 
56 Ibid. 32. 
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Figure 10.  Student committee members of the First Korean Congress. Korean 

Congress Philadelphia, Pa.). First Korean Congress: Held In the Little Theatre, 17th And 

Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. Philadelphia, 1919. 

To be sure, the duty and privilege they felt stemmed from their being educated in the 

United States, taking it upon themselves to be exemplar representatives of Koreans and 

Americans. Syngman Rhee, seconding the motion to elect Jaisohn as the Congress’ president, 

asserted that “In fact, we don’t want any man to preside over this Congress unless he is, above 

all, 100 percent loyal American. . .we understand the situation clearly and have elected you as 

presiding officer to discharge the duties of your high position with the understanding that you 

are, first of all, an American citizen…”57 The paramount importance of demonstrating their 

American background through their education enveloped the sessions of the Congress, and 

manifested in remarks from the broader delegation. One of the members recommended that if his 

or her fellow Korean colleagues were to live out and lead in the principles of democracy and 

                                                 
57 First Korean Congress, Held in the Little Theatre, and Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. 8. 
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equality that they learned, then the Congress could make an emphatic statement as such by 

highlighting the participation of its women delegates: “If we wish to establish a democratic 

government, I hope that we will not leave out our women. It seems to me that as we make a fight 

for our independence, we should make it our slogan to grant Women Suffrage under favorable 

conditions.”58 This recommendation is remarkable for its progressiveness and inclusion, as the 

19th Amendment granting women the right the vote in the United States had not yet passed and 

would not until the following year. Hopeful for a democratic, egalitarian, inclusive Korea, the 

student delegates envisioned a nation that could not only model itself after the United States, but 

even surpass it in its protection and extension of equal rights and representation for its citizens.59  

The Congress’s closing ceremony on April 16 culminated with a mile-long processional 

of the delegates as they made their way from the Little Theatre to Independence Hall, 

accompanied with a small marching band, and displaying their Korean and American flags (see 

fig. 11).  

                                                 
58 Ibid. 23. 
59Though Philip Jaisohn, as the first naturalized Korean to be naturalized in the United States, he was the exception 

to the rule; Asian immigrants who were “aliens ineligible for citizenship” as codified by the 1870 Naturalization 

Act. Asians who immigrated to the United States were thus outside the scope of constitutional rights and protections, 

including the right to vote, the right to own and/or lease land. This racial exclusion began to lift under federal law 

following World War II and the passage of the Walter-McCarren Act of 1952.  
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Figure 11.  Korean Congress Philadelphia, Pa. First Korean Congress: Held In the 

Little Theatre, 17th And Delancey Streets, April 14, 15, 16. Philadelphia, 1919. 

The Congress proceedings showcase the activism of the student delegates and the articulation of 

their hopes for an independent Korea, and the goals for the nation once independence was 

achieved. Their activism formed the basis of the Korean-American support for the independence 

movement. Arming themselves not with weapons but with the spoken and written word, Korean 

students, from the platform of the Congress and through ensuing publications, served on the 

frontlines of spreading and sharing information about Korea and its cause, arguing for its 

significance for the United States and the rest of the world. Taking advantage of their privileged 

positions as Korean students educated in the United States, the delegates employed diplomatic 

methods and strategies in expanding their bases of support within and through their connections 

to Christian associations and leaders, college and university administrators and professors, and 

government officials. By doing so, the Korean students, as nascent community and national 

representatives, “played a particularly dominant role in planning and directing the movement's 

tactics and strategies" as they were uniquely qualified in defining “the ideological contents and 
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political agenda of an burgeoning Korean nationalism within the context of American global 

power."60  

The far-reaching influence of the students was further corroborated by official reports 

from religious organizations. In its follow-up to its 1919 report on the March 1 demonstrations, 

the Commission on Relations with the Orient released the second volume of “The Korean 

Situation” and described the Korean-American students’ activism as “the most important support 

for the movement outside of Korea and Shanghai.”61 The 1920 report then named specific U.S.-

based organizations and associations that contributed to the movement: the Bureau of 

Information for the Republic of Korea, the Korean Students’ League of America, and League of 

Friends of Korea, an organization that “consists exclusively of American citizens.”62  

Through Jaisohn’s publishing house in Philadelphia, the Korean Information Bureau, the 

League of Friends of Korea published “Independence for Korea: Claim for Independence and 

Freedom from Foreign Domination,” a collection of treaties, proclamations, and arguments 

regarding Japan’s annexation of Korea. It provided a brief history of Korea, including the 

Proclamation of Independence text from the March 1 demonstrations, and the addresses from the 

First Korean Congress: “An appeal to America,” and “Aims and Aspirations of the Koreans.”63 

The League advocated for the increased role the United States should take in global affairs by 

citing its “moral obligation” in upholding and defending “principles of justice, equality, and 

freedom,” based on the national backdrop of Protestantism and as propagated in Wilson’s 

speeches.64  

                                                 
60 Parreñas and Siu. 203. 
61 Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America, The Korean Situation: No. 2. New York, 1920. 22.  
62 Ibid.  
63 The League of Friends of Korea, Independence for Korea, Philadelphia, PA: Korean Information Bureau, 1919.  
64 Kim. 60. 
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Founded by Philip Jaisohn in June 1919, in the wake of the momentum generated by the 

First Korean Congress, the Korean Students’ League of America operated out of Philadelphia 

and grew to become established in fourteen cities throughout the county. It was recognized as an 

influential organization, which under the leadership of its “Korean and American speakers,” sent 

resolutions up the political echelons to Congress, e.g. the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 

“calling for sympathy and aid by the Government of the United States for the Korean people in 

their aspirations for liberty and a democratic government.”66 The League operated as an effective 

soundboard for students and members of the Korean-American community in carrying out its 

“purpose of extending sympathy and moral support to the Korean people, and to disseminate 

authentic information concerning the Orient, among the American people.”67  

Overhead costs of operating the Korean Students’ League were covered by membership 

dues to be sent to the Korea Information Bureau in Philadelphia; members could join for $1.00 a 

year, or for $3.00, gain membership and a year-long subscription to the Korea Review.69  “Under 

the auspices of the Bureau of Information for the Republic of Korea,” the Korea Review was the 

“monthly magazine published by the Korean Students League of America,” offering “the only 

monthly English magazine published in America entirely devoted to Korea and Korean 

matters.”70 The magazine’s editors urged that readers “ought to know something about Korea, 

because the Korean problem is the pivot of all Far Eastern questions. Free Korea means peace 

and Korean bondage spells war.”71 In a March 1922 issue, an article covered how Koreans in 

New York commemorated the third anniversary of the March 1 demonstrations, convening 

                                                 
66 Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America, The Korean Situation: No. 2. New York, 1920. 22. 
67 Korean Information Bureau, Little Martyrs of Korea. Philadelphia: Korean Information Bureau, 1919. Backpage. 
69 Adjusted for inflation, the 2020 equivalent would be approximately $15 for annual membership and $45 including 

membership and a subscription to the Korea Review.  
70 Ibid. 
71 Korean Students League of America, Korea Review, v. 4, no.1-5, Philadelphia: Korean Information Bureau, 1922.  
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meetings that had musical performances and speeches that were delivered in Korean. In the 

transcript of one of the speeches (translated from Korean to English), the speaker said:  

This being a purely Korean meeting for the cause of Korea, every one should 

speak the Korean language if he can. I must confess my Korean is not good enough 

to use in a public address on an occasion like this, but I am going to try to the best 

of my ability. . .I fully realize that a great change has taken place in the hearts of 

the Koreans. This is specially marked among the younger generation in Korea, 

where they have been suffering so terribly under Japanese oppression. The uprising 

of I9I9 was the first indication of this change for which we all ought to be thankful 

to God, whose power has brought this wonderful hope into their hearts. . .Those of 

us who are in America…can help [our homeland] from the outside in this great 

work of transformation. What are some of the things that we can do from the 

outside? To create public sentiment in the world in behalf of our race. The world 

knows so little of Korea, a very few people really care whether she survives or 

perishes. We must inform the world concerning us in order that the right treatment 

will be accorded to us and that it may not believe all the horrible things the 

Japanese have said about us.72 

 

The speaker raised the issue of a general ignorance regarding the Korean nation, with Americans 

not informed about the country and its people, let alone its colonial situation. The urgency of the 

situation in light of Imperial Japan’s militaristic ascendancy fell on deaf ears, particularly in the 

context of a Eurocentric Paris Peace Conference; to wit, the Empire of Japan was treated 

condescendingly at the Paris Peace Conference. Japan’s delegation proposed a measure to 

recognize the League of Nations member countries’ racial equality. This proposal was ultimately 

opposed by Great Britain, Australia, and rejected by the United States, leading to Imperial 

Japan’s determination to disengage with Western nations and reinforce its own strength and 

nationalist ambitions after World War I (and as we know, to devastating effect).  

 While the concerns of the Japanese delegation were heard and considered, those of the 

Korean delegates at the Paris Peace Conference were not. Fired up as they were by Wilson and 

the possibility of the League of Nations in ensuring peaceful relations between self-governing 

                                                 
72 Korean Students League of America, Korea Review, v. 4, no.1-5, Philadelphia: Korean Information Bureau, 1922. 
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countries, the three-member delegation had first planned to travel to Paris for the meetings in 

January 1919, several weeks before the outbreak of Korea’s independence movement.73 They 

were optimistic and confident in their ability to gain the sympathy of the American president 

towards their cause of self-determination, which he was such a vocal proponent of. Their 

aspirations for such an audience were extinguished when they realized the Wilsonian rhetoric 

was never intended for them, but for European states, as the member nations of the Peace 

Conference conceded without issue that Korea was a Japanese territory and colony.74  

Characterized as “exiles” who served the Korean diasporic community by 

internationalizing the Korean independence movement from their travels to Paris and later to 

Washington, D.C. for its Disarmament Conference, the delegation did the “best they could under 

the perilous circumstances” – perilous because of their exiled status and anti-Japanese activities 

deemed to be criminal.75 The delegates presented committee papers from the First Korean 

Congress, addressing the grievances against Japanese colonization including but not limited to 

the expropriation of Korean-owned property and national treasures to Japanese colonists, the ban 

on the Korean language and other markers of cultural and national heritage. The delegates also 

made the case for the recognition of Korea’s national sovereignty by the United States and Great 

Britian from treaties pre-dating Japanese annexation. Their extensive knowledge of U.S. and 

Korean relations stemmed from their education in American institutions and early education in 

Korea under American missionaries. Undaunted, the delegates’ travels and persistence to be 

heard inspired the young cadre of Korean students along the Atlantic Coast, who pressed forward 

                                                 
73 Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America. Commission on Relations with the Orient. The Korean 

Situation: No. 2. New York, 1920. 11.  
74 Manela. 4 
75 Yongjeung Kim, “The Curious Case of Korea,” Yong-jeung Kim Papers, Box 3, Series II: Manuscripts and 
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the matter of Korean independence. Refusing to be silenced and ignored, the students embarked 

on a campaign of broader publicity and media sharing, churning out articles in the Korea Review, 

and publishing other materials that would help them in their efforts to be the “unofficial 

ambassadors” of Korea and its independence.76 

Following the Korean Students League, the Korean Student Federation of North America 

(KSF) was established in New York City in 1923, under the Korean Division of the Committee 

on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students (CFRFS). The objective of the latter 

organization, as printed in its official publication, the Directory of Korean Students in North 

America, was:  

To enable students from Korea to become acquainted with American life by 

promoting their contacts with American people, especially with American 

students, thus to foster good fellowship and mutual exchange of ideas. To acquaint 

American people with the unique opportunity of offering hospitality to Korean 

students. To help individual Korean students in the solution of their personal 

problems. Through these acts to cultivate international good will.77  

 

The KSF sought to support Korean-American students in their academic endeavors as well, 

working to “unite all Korean students in America for the purpose of promoting the moral, 

physical, and intellectual interests among themselves, and to encourage them to impart their 

knowledge of the culture and civilization of Korea while in this country.”80 Students comprised 

its executive committee, enrolled at Northwestern, Columbia, and DePaul University.81 New 

York’s chapter of the KSF was its largest local chapter, with four officer positions in 1937: 

President Ei Whan Phan from New York University; Secretary Miss Young Yi Kim and 

Treasurer Miss Ruth Kim, both from Juilliard School of Music, and Social Chairman Channing 

                                                 
76 Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, The Unofficial Ambassadors, New York: 1928-1953.  
77 Korean Student Federation of North America, Directory of Korean Students in North America, 1936-1937. New 

York: Committee of Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students. 7. 
80 Ibid. 9. 
81 Ibid. 3 
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Liem, enrolled at the Biblical Seminary in New York.82 The advisory committee for KSF 

included the likes of Columbia professors John Dewey and G.S. McCune, KPG-President 

Syngman Rhee, missionary Homer Hulbert, and Dr. Harry Edmonds (of International House).83 

Under the leadership of the student executive and advisory committees, other local chapters of 

KSF outside of New York soon followed, organizing in cities such as Boston, Princeton, 

Chicago, and Nashville (see Fig. 12).84  

 

Figure 12. 2nd annual convention of the Korean Students Federation of North 

America, June 13, 1924, M-17192, Korean American Digital Archive, East Asian Library, 

University of Southern California 

The KSF published the Korean Student Directory annually as part of its “Social Relations 

Department,” listing the family names, institutions, and addresses of all Korean students in the 

                                                 
82 Korean Student Federation of North America, Directory of Korean Students in North America, 1936-1937. New 

York: Committee of Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students. 5. 
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York: Committee of Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students. 5. 
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United States.85 Having this information helped Korean students network with one another, and 

it also helped the secretarial offices of the KSF and the CFRFS in securing the admission of and 

enrolling Korean students in American schools. By having an annual compilation of Korean 

students enrolled at institutions throughout the country, the Directory helped Korean students 

obtain information about American colleges and universities and their academic programs vis-à-

vis majors and degrees offered; in turn, the information provided by the students guided 

administrators in enrolling the students, helping them to obtain scholarships and jobs during the 

summer, upon graduation, and stay abreast with their lives once students returned home.86 

In addition to the Directory, the KSF issued The Rocky and the Korean Student Bulletin. 

The Rocky was the KSF’s annual compilation of students’ essays, academic publications, 

opinions and editorials all printed in Korean “in the hope that the Korean students in America 

may share their knowledge and experience with the people at home.”87 Northwestern University 

student and Chief Editor of The Rocky, Paul Auh, took pride in the publication, as one “financed, 

written, and edited by us [students].” The second issue of The Rocky contained “more than thirty 

different articles on philosophy, religion, education, sciences, society, economics, industry, 

home, literature, etc. written by over twenty-five different authors, both in America and Korea.” 

Auh called attention to notable features in the second issue, including “group pictures of our 

various local [KSF] clubs, namely New York, Boston, Princeton, Oberlin, Evanston, Chicago 

and Dubuque” and a section written in English, “for the interest of the student of the English 

language.”88  

                                                 
85 In the 1937 Directory, 10 students are registered as studying in New York, with most living near Columbia 

campus, at the International House, or at the Korean Methodist Church & Institute, at 633 W. 115 th St. Ibid. 13. 
86 Korean Student Federation of North America, Directory of Korean Students in North America, 1936-1937. New 

York: Committee of Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students.11-12. 
87 Ibid. 8. 
88 Korean Student Bulletin, vol. 4, 1926, Korean Heritage Library Subject Files, Korean American Digital Archive, 

http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15799coll126/id/11431/rec/45. 
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While The Rocky was KSF’s annual publication of student works in Korean, the Korean 

Student Bulletin was its quarterly publication in English with a “circulation of 2,000 copies, and 

[…] distributed among Korean students and their friends, both American and Korean, in 

America, Europe, and Asia.”89 Its editorial staff consisted of volunteers who published articles 

and announcements pertinent to Korean-American issues and updates for the KSF chapters 

throughout the country, though primarily focused on news pertinent to New York and the 

Eastern region of the U.S., as most of its editorial staff attended institutions there. In the October 

1926 Bulletin, a table shows the 115% increase in the admittance of Korean students to the 

United States from the year prior, with 45 students enrolled throughout colleges and universities 

in 1926 compared to 21 in 1925.90 This tremendous increase correlates with the easing of 

colonial restrictions under the Saito Reforms in Korea, though students were still coming to the 

United States from schools in Shanghai, according to the Bulletin’s announcement of new 

students and their backgrounds. The positive trend in enrollment also corresponds to the broader 

interest amongst American university leadership, like that of Columbia University and Teachers 

College, in actively pursuing the growth of foreign student populations on their campuses in the 

1920s and 1930s.91  

The Korean Student Bulletin carried an optimistic, energetic tone throughout its issues, 

sharing congratulatory messages for recent graduates, newly arrived students, well-wishes for 

newlyweds, and fond farewells for those returning to Korea. In various issues, the job 
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placements of Korean graduates showed a majority of them going into teaching positions and 

ministerial posts; the issues were imbued with Christian rhetoric throughout, with “blessings of 

the Heavenly Father” to be bestowed. For one Columbia University graduate student, Hunter M. 

Lee, the staff wished, “May God be with him, guide him, and give him the strength and courage 

to accomplish the tasks that are before him” as he planned to return “to the homeland very soon,” 

to teach at the “Kwang Sung Higher Common School of Pyeng Yang, Korea.”92 Contributing 

writer, Phyllis Kim Choi, another graduate student at Columbia, was openly evangelical in the 

Bulletin’s January 1927 issue. Kim Choi declared, “We foreign students should be rooted more 

firmly in Christianity, with better knowledge of Him and His principles, and we should dedicate 

ourselves more completely for His service before we go back to our home lands and take the 

leadership in Christian work.”93 Without a doubt, the Christian faith was accepted as a common 

unifying thread for the readers of the Bulletin, in tandem with the desire for an independent 

Korea.   

In the same January 1927 issue, the president of the Korean Students Federation, H.Y. 

Cho, urged its members to support the “group life” of the Korean-American community, writing, 

“The first thing a Korean student must learn today, to any mind, is how to make his group life 

successful. The cause of all shame and insult to Korea at present was the lack of this capacity. 

We can never wipe these[sic] from our face unless we learn first how to value our own society.” 

Here, Cho referenced the colonization of Korea as its “shame and insult,” exacerbated by or due 

to a sense of individualism trumping collective success. Cho continued in even starker terms, 
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“You must know your mother tongue even at a great sacrifice, because you can never be a leader 

of your fellowmen without correct language of your forefathers. It does not matter to what extent 

you are Americanized, you will forever be a Korean and nothing else, because you are a Korean 

in blood and bones.”94 The struggle for Korean independence, and the perceived duty amongst 

the Korean-American students to lead their country through its independence and beyond, 

threads the fifteen volumes from 1926 to 1937 of the Bulletin together.  

The importance of the Korean Student Federation and other student-run organizations for 

Korean-American community was perhaps summed up best by one of the Bulletin’s readers, Dr. 

Chang Ha Kim, who sent a letter to Columbia University student, editor of the Bulletin, and 

Secretary of the KSF, Alexander Huhr. In a letter shared by Hurh in the 1937 Bulletin, Kim 

thanked Hurh, his staff, and the leadership of the Committee on Friendly Relations among 

Foreign Students for their “splendid work” in assisting Korean students “here and in Korea.”95 

Kim referenced the 1924 Immigration Act and the difficulties that “strange law” presented for 

Korean students, and described how the CFRFS and KSF helped guide them in ways that were 

“just and admirable.” He credited their publications for having “stimulated moral, intellectual, 

and community interest among the Korean students, encouraging them to spread their knowledge 

of their culture and civilization of their native country while in America.”96 Kim signed off his 

letter of thanks by describing the staff’s efforts and work of the KSF as akin to that an embassy, 

writing, “Having no embassy of our own, your staff has been our only means of developing in 

America friendship and understanding for Korea.”97

                                                 
94 Korean Student Bulletin, vol. 5, Jan. 1927, Korean Heritage Library Subject Files, Korean American Digital 

Archive, http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15799coll126/id/11464/rec/47 
95 Korean Student Bulletin, vol. 16, no. 1, 1937, Korean Heritage Library Subject Files, Korean American Digital 

Archive, http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p15799coll126/id/11702/rec/25 
96 Ibid.  
97 Ibid.  
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Epilogue 

On May 8, 1951, President Harry S. Truman met with Dr. Helen Kim, president of Ewha 

College, at the Oval Office.1 Presenting President Truman with a traditional Korean doll, and 

herself similarly attired, Dr. Kim wished to thank the U.S. President for his support and that of 

the American troops for their involvement in the ongoing Korean War (see fig. 13). 

 

Figure 13. President Harry S. Truman (seated, left) receives a doll from Korean 

educator Dr. Helen Kim (seated, right). Dr. John Myun Chang, Ambassador of the Republic 

of Korea to the United States (standing, left) and Dr. Frederick Brown Harris, Chaplain of the 

Senate (standing, right) look on. May 8, 1951, Harry S. Truman Library & Museum 

The Korean War began in the early hours of June 25, 1950 with a surprise assault on the 38th 

Parallel with Soviet-backed North Korean troops entering the U.S.-backed South. Refusing to 

recognize the government and leadership of the Republic of Korea’s first President, Syngman 

Rhee, the North Korean leader, Kim Il-Sung, led the ironically named army of the Democratic 

                                                 
1 Ewha College was founded in 1886 by American-born Mary F. Scranton, Korea’s first woman missionary. Now 

Ewha Womans University (as of 1946), the school is considered one South Korea’s most prestigious institutions and 

is its largest women’s university.  
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People’s Republic of Korea into the South with the goal of “taking back” the peninsula under the 

banner of a Communist flag. Dr. Kim visited the Oval Office in the midst of the war, 

demonstrating the ongoing diplomacy and ambassadorial roles of the original Korean student 

pioneers, the “exiled envoys,” who continued to fight for a free, democratic, Korea.  

Dr. Helen Kiteuk Kim was no stranger to American politics, having been educated in its 

colleges and universities after attending missionary schools in Korea, including Ewha. After 

earning her bachelors and masters degrees, at Ohio’s Wesleyan College and Boston University, 

respectively, Dr. Kim earned her doctoral degree at Teachers College, Columbia University in 

1931, becoming the first Korean woman PhD graduate in the United States.2 Upon her 

graduation, she returned to Korea and served as the dean of Ewha College, and became the 

president of Ewha, Korea’s largest women’s college, in 1939. Under her leadership, Ewha 

became the country’s largest, most prestigious women’s university, and she modeled its 

curriculum, image, after those of the American schools she was educated. To Dr. Kim, a robust, 

enlightened, and independent Korean republic required a reconfiguration of its educational 

system to an American one and ethos. As such, she commissioned the guiding vision of Ewha as 

one that provided a women’s education “modernized under the spirit of Christianity” with its 

future leaders “nurtured to create a harmonious society that can benefit from equality”.3  

 Dr. Kim’s journey to the United States as a stateless Korean student and return back to 

Korea as an educational leader serves as an exemplary one, lending to well-deserved accolades 

for her pioneering work in both nations. On one hand, she informed fellow American students – 

and eventually, the 33rd President of the United States! – of Korean current affairs and its 

struggles. On the other, as an American-educated Korean student, Dr. Kim solidified the 

                                                 
2 Center for Korean Research, Columbia University. http://ckr.weai.columbia.edu/about-ckr/. 
3 “Spirit of Education,” Ewha Womans University, http://www.ewha.ac.kr/ewhaen/intro/object.do. 
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foundation of South Korea’s women’s college on American educational and religious values. 

And yet, her journey also is an exceptional one because it has its share of critics who rebut her 

contributions, instead questioning her ability to have accomplished so much despite her 

colonized status. Indeed, Korean students who came to the United States and became involved 

with anti-Japanese, pro-independence efforts, and returned to Korea during its colonial period 

without facing punishment were viewed suspiciously, denigrated as pro-Japanese “collaborators” 

and abject traitors to the Korean people.4 Some, like Syngman Rhee, were able to retain their 

venerated statuses as patriotic leaders and fearless fugitives from the Japanese Empire for their 

resistance efforts. Others, like Dr. Kim, were later criticized for seemingly working for the 

Japanese Empire in Korea. Her research and work in the United States, however, invalidate such 

claims. In her dissertation submitted under the program of Philosophy of Education at Teachers 

College, Kim envisioned a new Korea untethered and independent from colonial rule in “Rural 

Education for the Regeneration of Korea.”5 Under the advisorship of renowned progressive 

philosopher of education, William Heard Kilpatrick, Kim deftly and diplomatically addressed 

Japanese colonization but in no way condoned it. Taking into account the presence of Japanese 

international students at Teachers College, Columbia University, and at large, Kim deliberately 

avoided alienating students on account of their ethnic background and race, but did not shy away 

from calling attention to colonial policies in Korea that at first glance, seemed unbiased and fair. 

Instead, Kim exposed the Japanese policy of “non-discrimination” governing the Korean colonial 

school system after 1919 as one that euphemistically covered up and suppressed unique and 

distinct features of the Korean heritage, as opposed to one that treated all citizens equally: 

This dominant motive to do away with partiality and discrimination has brought 

over the Japanese educational institutions in Korea in toto. Hence the use of the 

                                                 
4  Fisher. 86.  
5 Helen Kiteuk Kim, Rural Education for the Regeneration of Korea. New York, 1931.  
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Japanese language as the medium of instruction, hence the new normal schools 

like that of Japan, hence the great number of Japanese teachers and educators, and 

hence the lack of emphasis upon Korean culture in the curriculum. Hence, in short, 

an educational system unnatural to Korean life.6 

 

Dr. Kim explained how the educational policy of non-discrimination belied an official imperial 

policy of “Japanization” by mandating the same education for Koreans and Japanese students 

vis-à-vis classes taught only in Japanese, and lessons on Japanese history and culture only. Kim 

asserted that the colonial education system in Korea was “unnatural,” and focused on the 

demographic of Korean rural workers and their education to both restore and reform Korean 

education, making no mention of the assistance of Imperial Japan in order for such reform to 

occur. She remained staunchly pro-Korean all throughout her academic career in both the United 

States and Korea; upon her return to her homeland, Dr. Kim continually championed the right of 

all Koreans, especially women, to be educated under a democratic, free, and equal republic.  

 The struggle for such a nation would continue, however. After Japan’s unconditional 

surrender on August 15, 1945 and end of World War II, Korea, as its colony, was also liberated. 

Many exiled and expat Koreans throughout the world returned to the Korean peninsula, jubilant 

and optimistic, but soon realized that it was no longer a country they knew. Divided in half at the 

38th parallel, with the Soviet Union-backed Democratic People’s Republic to the North, and the 

American-backed Republic of Korea in the South, Korean families were likewise divided, and, 

on both sides of the peninsula, individuals were targeted and persecuted for their political 

activities and allegiances. American-educated student leaders like Helen Kim, Syngman Rhee, 

Henry Chung DeYoung, and Kim Kyushik tried unsuccessfully to mitigate growing tensions 

between both sides and reunify their country under one flag and government, as they had so long 

envisioned and dedicated their education, careers, indeed, their lives, to. Dr. Kim and Chung 

                                                 
6 Helen Kiteuk Kim, Rural Education for the Regeneration of Korea. New York, 1931. 4.  
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remained steadfast supporters of Syngman Rhee throughout his Presidency of the Republic of 

Korea that began in 1948. Kim Kyushik, the former delegate to the Paris Peace Conference, was 

abducted by North Korean forces with the outbreak of the Korean War, and died in North Korea 

as a political prisoner.7  

  The tragic fate of Kim Kyushik was one not unfamiliar to Koreans throughout the Korean 

War. Families were torn apart in an instant, never to be reunited. To this day, Koreans who 

experienced Japanese colonization and lived through the Korean War are loath to share their 

memories, too painful sift through and relive. If there is a glimmer of hope to find, however, it is 

the shared, uncompromising belief in one’s education to uplift and empower. Through their 

education abroad, young Koreans learned of a more just way to govern a republic; through their 

education in the United States, Koreans students became leaders of their communities, of their 

institutions, of their nation. And through their American education, the first diaspora of Korean 

immigrants to the United States built communities throughout the country, and especially along 

the Atlantic Coast, founded on a patriotic allegiance to their new home and the utmost veneration 

of the institutions that had taught them, and would teach Korean-Americans to come.  

 Their activism and assertion of their Korean identity in the United States built the 

foundation by which the Korean-American community was founded. In New York City, the 

education and activities of its Korean students wove through different networks and groups, 

bringing them together. Whether visiting Korean and non-Korean students in different parts of 

the country to sustain friendships and make new ones, organizing annual conferences and 

meetings to commemorate and publicize the March 1 Movement, building interethnic coalitions, 

publishing editorials and essays on their experiences, or using their graduate degrees to their 

                                                 
7 “Kim Gyu-sik,” Biographies, Wilson Center Digital Archive, 

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/resource/modern-korean-history-portal/kim-gyu-sik 
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fullest extent in Korea, as teachers, pastors, doctors, or choosing to stay in the United States – all 

the while asserting and defending their Korean identity – the boundaries that would otherwise 

inhibit them became diffuse and malleable. Their activism transcended colonial proscriptions on 

their ability to express and share elements of cultural heritage and pride. Their agency beat down 

barriers to entry imposed on them by racially-restrictive immigration policies. Weaving through 

and across lines, whether geographic or ideological, Korean students’ transnational and 

transcalar work towards independence has had lasting influence on the formation of New York’s 

Korean-American community. 

  This work offered a first glimpse into the leadership and activism of Korean students in 

New York City and other parts of the Atlantic Northeast during the Korean colonial period. 

Opportunities abound to look further into the student activities during Korea’s independence 

movement throughout other parts of the country, and likewise connecting their experiences to 

networks of American churches, philanthropic organizations, and educational institutions that 

helped them succeed. Such investigative pursuits shed invaluable light on our present moment, 

giving us pause to reflect on the noble aims of higher education in this country for a global 

audience. To the first wave of Korean students to America, studying in this country gave them 

the opportunity to dream of a new nation and the necessary skills to realize that dream as its 

leaders and community-builders. Their belief in the power of American higher education to open 

their minds to dream anew formed the bedrock of their community, and continues to inspire 

international students to study in the United States today.  

 

 

  



152 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

 

Abelmann, Nancy. The Intimate University : Korean American Students and the Problems of 

Segregation. Durham: Duke University Press, 2009. 

 

Barrett, James R. "Americanization from the Bottom Up: Immigration and the Remaking of the 

Working Class in the United States, 1880-1930." The Journal of American History 79, 

no. 3 (1992): 996-1020.  

 

Bevis, T. and Christopher J. Lucas. International Students in American Colleges and 

Universities: A History. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. 

 

Bu, Liping. Making the World Like Us : Education, Cultural Expansion, and the American 

Century. Perspectives on the Twentieth Century,. Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2003. 

 

———. “The Challenge of Race Relations: American Ecumenism and Foreign Student 

Nationalism, 1900-1940.” Journal of American Studies 35, no. 2 (2001): 217-237. 

 

Burrows, Edwin G. and Mike Wallace. Gotham : A History of New York City to 1898. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1999. 

 

Caprio, Mark. Japanese Assimilation Policies in Colonial Korea, 1910-1945. Korean Studies of 

the Henry M Jackson School of International Studies. Seattle: University of Washington 

Press, 2009. 

 

Center for Korean Research, Columbia University. http://ckr.weai.columbia.edu/about-ckr/. 

 

Cha, Marn J. Koreans in Central California (1907-1957) : A Study of Settlement and 

Transnational Politics. Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, Inc., 2010. 

 

Cha, Paul S. “Unequal Partners, Contested Relations: Protestant Missionaries and Korean 

Christians, 1884-1907.” Journal of Korean Studies 17, no. 1 (2012): 5-37.  

 

Chang, K.S. Pacific Connections: The Making of the U.S.-Canadian Borderlands. Berkeley:  

University of California Press, 2012.  

 

Chung, David and Kang-nam O. Syncretism : The Religious Context of Christian Beginnings in 

Korea. Suny Series in Korean Studies. Albany: State University of New York Press, 

2001. 

 

Choy, Bong Youn. Koreans in America. Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1979. 



153 

 

 

Cieslak, Edward Charnwood. "The Foreign Student in American Colleges; a Survey and 

Evaluation of Administrative Problems and Practices." "Originally a thesis submitted to 

Wayne University ", 1955. 

 

Clark, Allen D. History of the Korean Church. Seoul: Christian Literature Society of Korea, 

1961. 

 

Cremin, Lawrence A. A History of Teachers College, Columbia University. The Bicentennial 

History of Columbia University. New York,: Columbia University Press, 1954. 

 

Cummings, William K. and Philip G. Altbach. The Challenge of Eastern Asian Education : 

Implications for America. Suny Series, Frontiers in Education. Albany: State University 

of New York Press, 1997. 

 

Daniels, Roger. Asian America : Chinese and Japanese in the United States since 1850. Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 1988. 

 

Davies, Daniel M. The Life and Thought of Henry Gerhard Appenzeller (1858-1902), Missionary 

to Korea. Studies in the History of Missions. Lewiston, N.Y., USA: E. Mellen Press, 

1988. 

 

Dittrich, Klaus. “The Beginnings of Modern Education in Korea, 1883-1910.” Paedogogica 

Historica 50, no. 3 (2014): 265-284. 

 

Dolan, Thomas and Kyle Christensen. “Korean Ethnic Identity in the United States, 1900-1945.” 

Journal of Global Initiatives: Policy, Pedagogy, Perspective 5, no. 2 (2010): 73-86.  

 

Ecklund, Elaine Howard. Korean American Evangelicals : New Models for Civic Life. Oxford ; 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2006. 

 

Ekbladh, David. The Great American Mission : Modernization and the Construction of an 

American World Order. America in the World. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2010. 

 

Ewha Womans University. “Spirit of Education.” http://www.ewha.ac.kr/ewhaen/intro/object.do. 

 

Fisher, James Earnest. Pioneers of Modern Korea. Seoul: Christian Literature Society of Korea, 

1977. 

 

Fukurai, Hiroshi and Alice Yang, “The History of Japanese Racism, Japanese American Redress,  

and the Dangers Associated with Government Regulation of Hate Speech.” Hastings  

Constitutional Law Quarterly 45, no. 3 (2018): 533-576. 

 

 

 



154 

 

Goodman Jr., George. “Harry Edmonds, who established International House, is dead at 96.” The  

New York Times, July 8, 1979. https://www.nytimes.com/1979/07/08/archives/harry- 

edmonds-who-established-international-house-is-dead-at-96-a.html. 

 

Gordon, Edmund W., Beatrice L. Bridglall, and Aundra S. Meroe. Supplementary Education : 

The Hidden Curriculum of High Academic Achievement. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2005. 

 

Hammack, David C. Power and Society : Greater New York at the Turn of the Century. 

Columbia University Press Morningside ed. Columbia History of Urban Life. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1987. 

 

Hanin Iminsa Yæon'gu P°yæonch'anhoe (U.S.). Han in the Upper Left : A Brief History of 

Korean Americans in the Pacific Northwest. 

 

Hoare, James. Historical Dictionary of Democratic People's Republic of Korea. Second edition. 

ed. Historical Dictionaries of Asia, Oceania, and the Middle East. Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield,, 2019. 

 

Hodgson, Godfrey. More Equal Than Others : America from Nixon to the New Century. Politics 

and Society in Twentieth-Century America. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 

2004. 

 

Hofstadter, Richard and Walter P. Metzger. The Development of Academic Freedom in the 

United States. New York,: Columbia University Press, 1955. 

 

Houchins, Lee and Chang-su Houchins. “The Korean Experience in America, 1903-1924.”  

Pacific Historical Review 43, no. 4 (1974): 548-575.  

 

Hsu, Madeline Yuan-yin. The Good Immigrants : How the Yellow Peril Became the Model 

Minority. Politics and Society in Twentieth-Century America. 

 

Hurh, Won Moo and Kwang Chung Kim. Korean Immigrants in America : A Structural Analysis 

of Ethnic Confinement and Adhesive Adaptation. Rutherford N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson 

University, 1984. 

 

Hyun, Bong H., “The Life of Dr. Philip Jaisohn (1864-1951),” Philip Jaisohn Memorial 

Foundation, http://jaisohn.com/dr-philip-jaisohn/ 

 

Im, Chandler H. and Amos Yong. Global Diasporas and Mission. Regnum Edinburgh Centenary 

Series. Oxford: Regnum Books International, 2014. 
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