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On Several Questions for Korean ‘Picture Brides’ in Hawaii
during the Period 1910-1924

Aigyung Yang(Korean Women's Development Institute,

Director of Gender Impact Assessment Center/Research Fellow)

1. Introduction: Is it real that the number of 'Picture Brides' reached around 1,0007?

The first official immigration of Koreans to Hawaii was dated back to January 13th,
1903 with 102 people arriving at Honolulu Harbor. So far as known by U.S.
immigration office records, the female ratio marked 13% or less among these 102
people, most of them followed their husbands or brought their children only. Until
Japanese restriction stopped immigration on July 1905, the total of 7,266 Koreans
immigrated to Hawaii by 65 ships, including 637 women. That is, except for 541
children, the number of men makes 6,048.

The fact that the gender ratio of Korean immigrants to Hawaii besides children
reaches almost 10:1 has been emphasized importantly, since it could explain the
main reason for so called 'Picture Brides’, the distinguishing state to characterize
the immigration feature during the 15 years since 2nd period immigration started in
1910 until Asian immigration were restricted in 1924. That is, the serious imbalance
of gender ratio increased the number of unmarried Korean men and they could not
but bring their brides from their mother country. It is obvious that the most
important media for marriage remained picture only, which created the new word
'Picture Bride’

It is not certain for the number of these 'Picture Brides’ on most references related
to Korean immigration to Hawaii during 1910-1924. The claims vary from less than
500 to 1,115 (Jeon Chang-Sung, 2001) based on U.S. population census, yet general
agreements mentions around 1,000 people. This number of around 1,000 Picture
Brides is surprising considering the number of passport issued to enter Hawaii
marks only 1,930 total. This number of around 1,000 Picture Brides is surprising
considering the number of passport issued to enter Hawaii marks only 1,930 total.
Since Japanese forced annexation of Korea in 1910 Japan controlled issuing
passports for Hawaii, and the passport issued for Korean is the clue to judge the

immigrants situation to Hawaii. The references for the period shows quite a number
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of people issued for ‘Re-entry, and it is clear that excluding this number reduces
the passport issued for immigration to make the number of female immigrants
considered to be Picture Brides more noticeable. These became the circumstances
for reference so far to name the Korean immigrants to Hawaii during the period
1910-1924 as 'Picture Brides'.

However, does this correspond to the historical fact? Is it true that majority of the
immigrants to Hawaii during this period were female, and most of them were
Picture Brides? Also, is it true that their grooms were so old compared to the
brides? This study is to question on these points. It is because that the numbers of
Picture Brides are so widely different and most of all there is no certain clues to tell

most of the female immigrants during this period were actually Picture Brides.

2. Examination on situation for 1910-1924 Korean passport issued to Hawaii :

Possibilities for exaggeration on the number of Picture Brides or the age of groom

As mentioned above, the study planned to estimate the numbers of Picture Brides
based on the references from Japan Ministry of Foreign Affairs on Japanese
passport issue status for Hawaii to Koreans during the period 1910-1924. The
reference reveals 6 status including passport holder’'s name (in English and Chinese
character), passport subscriber's name (in English and Chinese character) and
relationship, residence, date of issue, and other notes. The relationship status
written for example as ‘wife’ tells the passport holder’'s gender and relationship
with the subscriber. The problem here is, with the written fact as ‘wife’ only does
not clarify whether the female mentioned is the picture brides of the subscriber or
his wife who had been left in the mother country.

For this, the study proceeded to compare the reference with other data that listed
the names of early Korean immigrants to Hawaii during 1903-1905.

This method might contain problems too. Identified as same person from the name
and residence could be different people in fact, and also it is difficult to assume
exactly on the wives of male immigrants who do not appear on both reference. Yet
this method is sure to narrow down the data and lead to conclusion one step
closer to the reality. While comparing the two, the data with higher credibility was
the first reference. It is because the first reference writes the names both English
and Chinese character which enables better preciseness than the latter with English

names only.
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Lastly, the given period for this study was too short to compare all the immigrants
from the two references, and thus the study clarifies again that it is based on
examining only a part from the whole data. This means that the contents of the
study should be quite limited. Under these limitations and premises, the study
examined the 55 people listed on the first page of 1,933 who issued passport in the
first reference in comparison with the second data, with the result as follows;

First, the number of Picture Brides or presumed as so among total of 55 who
issued passport revealed to be as low as 3 or up to no more than 23. Based on the
cross checking the subscribers for the first 55 who issued passport from the first
reference with the second data, more precise relationship between the passport

issued and subscribers are as below;

) ) Number
Category Presumption Basis Sample Case
of People
] ~|dThe subscriber Ahn, Chi-Seon for

Not clear - The male passport subscriber for his | ) .

) ) Kim, Shin-Il who issued passport on
whether to be  wife does not have first entry record, )

February 1913 is not found on 14

Picture Bride or |and there is no basis to tell the wifeis | ) ) )
immigrants list during the period

1903-1905
OThe subscriber Ahn, Won-Gyu for

Lee, Jeong-Seong who issued

not already married one or to get married

passport on April, 1912 is described as

a 26-year-old widower, so the newly

] issued is possible to be a Picture

- The first entry record of the passport Brid
ride.

subscriber says ‘ widower’ so the ]
OThe subscriber Chae, Soo-Bo for

newly issued is possible to be a

Apparent to be | ) Kim, Ae-Shin is described as
Picture Bride
either Picture ] ) ‘ widower’ on immigration list 1905.
] - Some married with a spouse happen )
Bride or already ) . ) Yet based on the fact that Kim,
) ) to be written as widower; for this case ) ) )
married wife Ae-Shin described as a * wife’ and

he could have subscribed for the
- Chae, Sung-Yoon a probable son of
immigration passport of the already o
his issued passport together on

September 1912, Chae, Soo-Bo

chould be married with spouse not

married wife

widower’  as written, with high
possibility of Kim, Ae-Shin to be his

married wife
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Very likely to be
a Picture Bride

- The first entry record of the passport

subscriber says ‘ single’ soheis
likely to have subscribed for the

bride-to-be

UThe subscriber Ahn, Jeong-Soon for
Park, Je-Ok who issued passport on
July 1918 is described as a
17-year-old * single’ , so the newly
issued is possible to be a Picture Bride

already married

wife

Very likely to be |

- Passport issued by male subscriber
with the first entry record to be
married’ s likely for his already
married wife

- More clear when accompanying

children

OThe subscriber Ahn, Chi-Woon for
Kim, Jeong-Hye who issued passport
on January 1913 is described as a
22-year-old ‘* married’ , so Kim,
Jeong-Hye is likely to be his married

wife

Re-entry of the
passport

subscriber

- The first entry record of the passport
subscriber is whether found or not
found.

Re’

- Additional notes marked * to

signify re-entry passport

LJAhn Gyo-Jeom who issued
‘ RE’ -entry passport in April 1923 is
immigrants with family including wife or|
children as described on the entry

record on 1905.

Passport for OThe subscriber of Ms. Jung who

- The relationship is clearly described

accompanied issued passport on January 1914is 3
) as mother/son, etc.

family passport her son Ahn, Won-Gyu
OThe name of subscriber for Whang,

Record unclear - The name of the passport subscriber (Gyung who issued passport on July

for any case is unclear to compare the references. [1913 is not clear and unable to cross
check with early immigrants list

Total 55

To tell the approximate number of Picture Brides among Korean female
immigrants to Hawaii during the period 1910-1924 based on the result above, the
closest assumption among the existing study is by Lee, Duk-Hee(2003) to be
around 700 people; yet it is not possible to simply declare so until comparing the
total data one by one. Still it is worth to bring up that the number of Picture Brides
used to be exaggerated too much.

Then, what is the background for the numbers so exaggerated? The possible reason
could be found by previous examination too, as follows in the second remark.

Second, the existing comments are likely to be exaggerated referring that since
most of the early immigrants during 1903-1905 were ‘unmarried male in 20's" it is
inevitable to be in need of Picture Brides. As already pointed out by Lee,
Duk-Hee(2003), this aspect is also appeared in this study too. Reviewing the

subscribers above for 55 who issued passport, 14 male subscribers in their 20’s are
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appeared in early immigrants list, and only 1 of them is described as unmarried.
Among the other 13, 8 male subscribers were married with a spouse, and other 5
were widowers. It is quite natural phenomenon considering the early marriage
customs of the days, while modern eyes in familiar with more singles in their 20's
might have felt different to exaggerate the fact.

Third, the existing opinions saying that the grooms waiting for Picture Brides were
so old as to be ’‘middle-aged or even older is possible to be another
overstatement as well. Some references show that the average age difference
between Picture Brides and the grooms were around 15 years, and it is true that
this age gap was often cited to describe and maximize the desperate status of
Picture Brides. Among the above 55, the 3 most likely to be Picture Brides are not
contain of their age, yet it is possible to estimate the groom’s age from the first
entry records that they are appeared to be 29/31/32 years old per each. The age is
clear to be far from 'middle-aged or even older’, and thus the existing comments
on their age gap are likely to be exaggerated. The Japanese society in Hawaii where
Picture marriage was said to be popular actually experienced the social issues of
divorce for the age gap; the fact Korean society had worries only and no serious
problems occurred backups the assumption as well. The Japanese society with
longer history for immigration to Hawaii is more likely to suffer more for the age

difference of Picture Bride couples.

3. Final : Suggestions on studying early 20th century Korean female immigrants to

Hawaii

The early 20th century Korean immigrants to Hawaii started the history of Korean
official overseas immigration, and the study has examined some questions for
so-called 'Picture Bride’ among the female immigrants during the period 1910-1924.
It is no doubt that this study is from so limited time and reference that the
contents may leave some on correctness. Looking forward to further studies on this
subjects, here are some suggestions and opinions occurred while preparing the

study;

Firstt I do look forward to find more vigorous studies on Korean female
immigration to Hawaii. For this I suggest the mutual cooperation and research

between female researchers in both Korea and in Hawaii. These cooperative
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researches will make significant progress in reference accessibility and legibility. Not
to mention the media reporting that Korea will experience population decrease
while transformed into multi-rational heterogeneous society, the expression ‘Global
Village Family’ became not strange any more. The studies on our historical
experiences during last century will teach us a lot.

Second, I expect more precise and accurate examination for several basic
references on Korean immigration to Hawaii. For example, references on early
immigrants list during the period 1903-1905 or passport issue during 1910-1924
examined here above require more analysis by precise statistics with error

cross-check to reveal more actual circumstances around the early immigrants.

Third, I expect more special interests from more government organizations related
to Korean immigration to Hawaii, for example National Institute of Korean History,
the Independence Hall of Korea, Ministry of Education, and Korean Foundation. I
could not find special attention on female immigrants among commemorative
project for the 100th anniversary of Korean immigration to Hawaii. 34 spots in
Hawaii were examined for overseas independence movement site exploration, yet
not a single research was related to females. Neither exist the female related
contents on site explanations. The international conferences did not contain any
female related agenda at all. It is beyond understanding considering the fact that a
certain period in Korean immigration history to Hawaii is called as ‘Picture Bride’
period. These circumstances show that our history is still centered to male only. We
need to keep the meaning or 'Bring the history back to women, and bring women

back to history’ (G. Lerner) together with all related to history.
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