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Reports from Japan in the Early Meiji Era
by American Female Missionaries

SAITO, Motoko

American Protestant churchs in 19th century devoted themselves to foreign missions.
During the last half of the century, woman’s foreign missionary societies were organized
in almost every denomination and many female missionaries were sent out to heathen
countries. Those female missionaries eagerly wrote reports about the geography, his-
tory and culture of the countries they were in and their reports appeared in periodicals
published by each woman’s foreign missionary society. It is said that many American
women then gained knowledge about foreign countries mainly through those periodicals.

This paper aims to study the reports written in the early Meiji era by American fe-
male missionaries stationed in Japan. As the most suitable case study, the reports in
Heathen Woman’s Friend which was the periodical of the Woman’s Foreign Missionary
Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church are examined. The Woman's Foreign Mission-
ary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church was the largest woman’s foreign mission-
ary society among all denominations and started to send their missionaries to Japan in
1874. By the end of Meiji era, 83 women had come to Japan. They chose diverse topics
for their reports covering history, geography, culture, social customs, religion, nature,
women, children and so on.

This paper discusses a series of reports written from 1878 to 1880 by one Mary Holbrook.
What Holbrook wrote strongly reflects the standard or culture which Victorian society
in 19th century America expected of women. Holbrook described many kinds of plants
she had seen in Japan. This is a good example showing the breadth of knowledge Vic-
torian women had obtained. Learning botany was widely considered one of the marks
of a culturally educated middle class woman. As both Holbrook and her readers had
in common knowledge of botany, what Holbrook wrote about plants probably helped the
readers image the landscape of Japan more richly. Besides plants, Holbrook commented
at length about the health condition of people in Japan and the hair style of Japanese
women. These were also interesting topics for women in Victorian America.

Through the reports, Holbroock made much of the middle class American women’s
concern for hygiene and health. But, on the other hand, she criticized the Victorian life
style which restrained women mentally and physically. This means Holbrook assessed
her own culture relatively due to being in Japan, geographically removed from Victori-
an society.

As what Holbrook wrote: showed, the reports by female missionaries greatly relied upon
and contributed to a commonality of knowledge and interests among middle class wom-
en in Victorian America. This makes the reports understandable and good materials to
learn about Meiji era Japan.

Key words: American female missionaries, reports from Japan, early Meiji era, Victorian
women





