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Preface and Acknowledgements

This project began with a casual conversation over coffee one afternoon. Both 
of us had done research on the encounters between Western missionaries and 
indigenous women (in Korea, in the case of Hyaeweol Choi, and in the Pacific, 
especially Vanuatu, in the case of Margaret Jolly). Our conversations pointed 
out a number of similarities and differences in the nature and impact of 
Christian missionary work on the formation of new domesticities and gendered 
modernities.1 The differences in local histories and cultures proved to be crucial. 
Comparing notes was an illuminating experience, learning about different 
values and practices between Asia and the Pacific: very different architectural 
features, bodily practices, marital ideals, and positions of women within 
social hierarchies. Moreover, the differential salience of “written” and “oral” 
traditions in Asia and the Pacific offered an important methodological issue 
in how to analyse the dynamic interactions between indigenous people and 
Western missionaries. To our surprise, with only a few exceptions,2 there was 
very little research that brought together the gendered dimensions of Christian 
missionary encounters in Asia and the Pacific from a comparative perspective. 
And so, from our casual conversation came the idea of convening a conference 
where scholars of Asia and the Pacific could meet to discuss the diversity and 
complexity of missionary encounters and further investigate the ways in which 
local people vernacularise and appropriate Christian messages.

In preparation for the conference we held informal seminars with interested 
faculty members and graduate students at The Australian National University, 
and we found one central recurring theme embedded in the dynamic, multi-
directional interactions between Western missionaries and women in Asia 
and the Pacific. That recurrent pattern centred on the idea of domesticity 
and its paradoxical meanings and practices. In August 2012 we organised 
an international conference at The Australian National University called 
Paradoxes of Domesticity: Christian Missionaries and Women in Asia and the 
Pacific with the goal of addressing these questions. It attracted historians, 
anthropologists, literary scholars and ethnomusicologists as presenters and 
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discussants. It brought together many senior scholars with several emerging 
researchers including postdoctoral fellows and graduate students. It offered an 
exceptionally fruitful and stimulating platform for a comparative study across 
the regions of Asia and the Pacific representing periods from the nineteenth 
century onwards. The results of our robust and vibrant debates are reflected in 
all the chapters in this volume.

We must express our deep appreciation to several institutions and individuals 
who have helped to bring this volume to early fruition. We are extremely grateful 
to the Academy of Korean Studies for providing funding towards the conference, 
administrative assistance and the publication of this volume, which came through 
a generous grant funded by the Korean Government (MOE) (AKS-2011-BAA-2106) 
on Transnational Humanities in Korean Studies, a project that is directed by 
Hyaeweol Choi. We are also indebted to the Australian Research Council which, 
under the auspices of the Laureate Project held by Margaret Jolly, Engendering 
Persons, Transforming Things: Christianities, Commodities and Individualism in 
Oceania (FL100100196), provided support for field and archival research and 
contributed towards the costs of the conference and preparation of this volume. 
We thank the Research School of Asia and the Pacific of The Australian National 
University for funding the visit of Professor Holly Wardlow, who gave the public 
lecture “Paradoxical Intimacies” as part of the conference. We also express our 
gratitude to Daniel Chua for his efficient and gracious help in administering the 
conference website, finalising the program, organising publicity and catering, 
and Nicholas Mortimer for assisting with travel and conference administration. 
We are exceptionally fortunate to have had the excellent assistance of  
Dr  Carolyn Brewer in copyediting and ensuring stylistic continuity in the 
volume and reproduction of images. We thank the two anonymous readers for 
ANU Press for their insights and enthusiastic approval and Professor Stewart 
Firth, chair of the Pacific Editorial Board, for his swift and decisive direction. 
Mitiana Arbon and Nicholas Mortimer provided the original cover design. 
Finally, we extend our thanks to all of our contributing authors for their full 
conference drafts and for their gracious and timely responses and revisions 
based on our suggestions. We could not have done this without them.
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