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Women and Modernization in Meiji Japan:
A Study of Paradoxical Processes of Intercultural Adaptation
in Tsuda Umeko and Ishii Fudeko
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(Nippon Bunri University)

Abstract. The purpose of this paper is to examine, discuss, and illustrate two paradoxical
processes of intercultural adaptation in Tsuda Umeko and Ishii Fudeko in the context of
modernization in Meiji Japan. In the Meiji period (1868-1912), these two Japanese women
experienced Western life. Tsuda Umeko (1864-1929) went to the U.S. when she was seven
years old as part of a Meiji government mission from 1871 to 1882. When she came back to
Japan after an eleven-year stay, she established the Women’s English College in 1900, as the
first private women’s school offering higher education in Japan. In 1880 Ishii (Watanabe &
Ogashima) Fudeko (1861-1944) was sent to France and Holland when she was nineteen years
old under the order of Empress Shoken. After marrying with Ishii Ryoichi (1867-1937) in 1903,
she devoted herself to mentally-handicapped children’s education. First, 1 will introduce
Tsuda’s letters written to Mrs. Lanman between 1882-1883, which focus on her paradoxical
attitudes towards the foreign missionaries’ attitudes in Japan and Korean people’s behaviors.
Although Tsuda complains that missionaries look down on the Japanese way of life, her
conceptualization of the Korean way of life is almost identical to the missionary critique. Next,
I will introduce Ishii’s speech notes after representing Japan at the 1898 Convention of the
General Federation of Women's Clubs in Denver, Colorado in the U.S., which focus on her
personal account of the immigrants to the U.S. Although Fudeko cares for the
mentally-handicapped children excluded from the dominant culture in Meiji Japan, she
stresses that the immigrants should be assimilated into the dominant culture in the U.S.

Despite Tsuda and Ishii’s considerable devotion and achievements to develop both women and
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mentally-handicapped children, who were ignored by the government, both are alike in the

contradiction in their processes of intercultural adaptation.
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...0Oh, women have the hardest part of life to bear in more ways than one. Even in
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America | often wished | were a man. Oh, how much more so in Japan! Poor, poor
women, how | long to do something to better your position! Yet why should I, when
they are so well-satisfied, and do not seem to know any better? (Furuki, Althaus,

Hirata, Ichimata, lino, lwahara, and Ueda, 1991, p. 23)
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...Strange truly, and though I often long to see you all again and be back in America, |
would not have anything different, for | feel I must be of use, not because | know much,
but because | am a Japanese woman with an education. Truly, there is much to be

done for the women of Japan. (Furuki et al., 1991, p. 29)
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One thing, when | see or talk to the missionaries and foreigners in general, but
Americans in particular, is their excessive narrow-mindedness, and their want of
appreciation of anything whatever good in Japan or anywhere outside of America and
American ways. | like America, but | must allow at /east a few things superior in Japan,
and | am sure, one who had seen neither one country or the other, and who could be an
impartial judge, would be in favor of one as much as the other. ... And yet all the
foreigners like nothing Japanese, and think American everything is unsurpassable.

They truly look down on us, and it makes me very furious.... (Furuki et al., 1991, p. 51)
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