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Birth Customs and Midwives Training Policy in Colonial Korea
by
HO So Yeon

The aim of this paper is to be a first step in clarifying the conflict
between the midwifery policy and customs in colonial Korea by
investigating the restoration of the traditional birth customs in Korea and
the development and characteristics of the midwifery system established as
a hygiene policy in colonial Korea.

The midwifery policy of Japan was transplanted to colonial Korea in 1914.
For colonization to succeed, it was necessary not only to send people but
also to transplant the culture of the home country to make the lives of
colonists easier. As a result, new facilities, occupations, and other
infrastructure were constructed in the colony. However, it is obvious that
the colonized people did not accept aspects of the transplanted culture
obediently, and there were conflicts between transplanted culture and native
customs. The problem is that the structure of the colonized people’s
thinking, that is, their customs, which would be considered primitive hygiene
before the enforcement of the new hygiene system, has not previously been
noted in the history of hygiene research.

Previous researchers have focused only on the result-the fact that the
midwifery system of colonial Korea could not be established--consequently
their arguments dwelt on how to explain the reason for that failure.
Therefore, most previous studies either examined the process of enforcement
and the impositions of the colonial authorities and how the colonized resisted
them or made conclusions based on concepts like “compressed modernity.”
Furthermore, an issue plaguing these studies is that they simplified actual
events and led to the exclusion of the colonized from their place in history.
Thus, the purpose of this paper is to clarify actual events by examining
what existed before the midwifery system was carried out and what the
goals of the midwifery system were.

(763)



In this paper, the following four more specific questions were addressed to
meet those goals. First, whether there were midwives in Korea in the first
place, and what kind of childbirth customs existed in Korea. Second, to what
extent the Governor-General recognized Korean birth customs when
enforcing the modern midwifery policy in Korea. Third, what was the intent
of the policy of the colonial authorities and how they used the information on
the Korean birth customs to justify their intent. Fourth, what was the state
of the midwifery training system that was implemented before the issue of
“Midwifery Regulations” in Korea.

The conclusions drawn from the above questions are as follows. First, in
Korea, it was customary to hire a family member, female relative, or an old
woman in the neighborhood, who was traditionally called a san-gu-an FERE,
and entrust midwifery to her. However, in the media, Korean birth customs
were written off as superstitions and positioned as barbaric. In addition,
Japanese experts at the time highlighted Korean childbirth customs as
undeveloped and creating a situation that required the Japanese to save the
miserable Koreans. They also used this paradigm to argue that Japan had to
dispatch Japanese midwives and needed to train midwives in Korea in order
to save Koreans from their “misery.”

On the other hand, one of most important features of the midwifery
system implemented in colonial Korea was the establishment of a rapid
training course. The midwifery training system, which began in the era the
Residency-General, was launched not only in Gyeongseong in Korea in 1913
but also in several local medical institutions called jahye-iwon F&FEPERE. The
colonial authorities also set up an “intensive midwifery training course” at
the jahye-iwon to speed up the training. The main goals of this “intensive
midwifery training course” were to train military police and police officers’
families as “midwives” in a short period of five months and to dispatch them
to rural areas. However, no matter how urgent this training was, the main
purpose was the transplantation of Japanese people.

Based on the above results, the midwifery system of colonial Korea can be
seen as a policy that reiterated the rhetoric that Japanese had a
responsibility to civilize colonial Korea and as one designed to benefit the
Japanese who were transplanted in Korea rather than one to improve the
hygienic environment of Korea.

Key Words; Colonial Korea, midwives, birth customs, hygiene system,
modernization
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