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a halt with the armistice agreement between

North and South Korea, a devout Christian,
Evangelical farmer couple from Oregon, Harry and
Bertha Holt attended a film screening showcas-
ing rather tragic circumstances of children born
to US soldier fathers and South Korean mothers
during the US military involvement in the Korean
War 1950-1953, organised by leading Evangelical
missionary organisation, World Vision (The Adop-
tion History Project, n.d.). In her 1956 memoir, The
Seed from the East, Bertha Holt recounts,

I n 1954, the year after the Korean War came to

“We saw before us the tragic plight of hun-
dreds of illegitimate children. Gl-babies...children
that had American fathers and Korean mothers...
children that had been hidden by remorseful moth-
ers until it was no longer possible to keep their
secret. Finally the children were allowed to roam
the streets where they were often beaten by other
children who had never known Koreans with blond
hair or blue eyes. (ibid.).”

World Vision encouraged everyone in the
audience to sponsor a child in South Korea through
their sponsor program (ibid.). However, sponsoring
a child in South Korea did not prove to be enough
for the Holts. In October 1955 the Holts landed in
New York bringing with them 12 mixed-race chil-
dren from South Korea out of which the Holts ad-
opted eight themselves (Chung, 2021: 63). This
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event marked the beginning of the next 70 years of
the Holts’ facilitating adoptions from non-Western
countries to the West. From South Korea alone, the
Holts were responsible for more than half of the
approximately 200,000 transnational adoptions to
the West, mainly to the US, from the 1950s to to-
day (Hubinette, 2005: 61).

The Holts’ affiliation with Evan-
gelical Christianity and their strong religious mo-
tivations serve as the point of departure for this
essay. The main aim is to explore the role of re-
ligion in the foundation of transnational adop-
tion from South Korea to the US during the early
Cold War years. More particularly, | ask, how have
Evangelical motivations and beliefs influenced the
beginnings of transnational adoption from South
Korea. | demonstrate that transnational adoption
emerged in wake of the expansion of Evangelism in
the US and in South Korea, and was underpinned
by mutual geopolitical interests in East Asia during
the first years of the Cold War. Informed by Talal
Asad’s idea that religion cannot be separated from
power, but at the same time cannot be reduced to
a mere disguise for political power (Asad, 1993:
16), | argue that religion, in the form of Evange-
lism, intersected with political interests and played
an influential role in the formation of transnational
adoption as a practice of producing and exercising
authority in highly political contexts.

In the first part of the essay, | delve deeper into
Asad’s understanding of religion as a space for hu-
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man practice as this notion informs my argument
and | outline what | mean by religion as a prac-
tice of producing and exercising authority. Next,
| describe the religious and political climate in
the US and in South Korea during the early Cold
War years with a particular focus on Evangelical
expansion and the intersection with anti-commu-
nism. | then move on analyse how the Holts, ex-
emplified in Bertha Holt’s memoir, with the use of
religious authority, advanced the idea of adopting
South Korean children in the US. Lastly, | discuss
how religious, Christian interests intersected with
political powers that sought to strengthen ties be-
tween the US and South Korea as part of a mission
for promoting global Christianity and a commu-
nism-free world.

Religion as a Practice of Producing and
Exercising Authority

Masuzawa (2005) argues that historically the
study of religion has been dominated by essen-
tialising descriptions of non-Western religions fo-
cused on concrete facts and seemingly objective
realities (p. 2). In his historisation of the study of
religion Talal Asad (1993) similarly analyses how
Western scholars influenced by modernity ideals
have spurred a theoretical search for the essence
of religion that has resulted in a conceptual sep-
aration of religion and power (p. 116). Asad bor-
rows from Said (2003) and states that the problem
is that societies of the Orient would be deemed
‘backwards’ or ‘primitive’ if they didn’t follow the
trajectory of the modern disenchantment proj-
ect, meaning the separation of the religious from
the secular, including in politics, law, and science
(ibid). In the study of religion of today, Asad
claims, scholars have rejected both the essential-
ising analysis of religion as well as the idea that re-
ligion somehow only belongs to ‘lesser-developed’
societies. Instead scholars seek to understand re-
ligion as “[...] a distinctive space of human practice
which cannot be reduced to any other” (p. 115).

In what follows | concur with Asad and un-
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derstand religion as a space for human practice. If
religion is to be understood as a space for human
practice or “[...] as an activity rather than a state of
mind [...]” (Keane in Baffelliand Caple, 2019: 5), that
space also holds capacity for the exercise of pow-
er or authority. Baffelli and Caple (2019) suggest
that religious authority is expressed in the “[..]
authority to act as media, making sense-able and
cognizable that which remain beyond the senses”
(p. 5, italics in the original). In my analysis below, |
thus understand the practice of religious authority
as the privilege to interpret and make sense of the
world. Furthermore, | focus on the practice of re-
ligious authority in highly political contexts. Asad
(1993) stipulates that religious power cannot be
conflated with mere political power (p. 116). How-
ever, in line with DuBois (2011) who puts forward
that religion is both an agent of political change
and a symptom of it (p. 7), | argue that religious
interests intersected with political interests and
shaped mutually beneficial relations between the
US and South Korea in the early Cold War years,
illustrated in the foundation of transnational adop-
tion.

The Cold War and Political Mobilisation of
Evangelism

Turner and Salemink (2015) claim that schol-
ars of religion only rarely include Christianity in
definitions of so-called Asian religions despite it
being present in several East and Southeast Asian
countries (p. 4). Particularly in South Korea, Chris-
tianity has enjoyed wide success. Protestantism
has the country’s largest following with more than
19% of the population identifying as Protestant
Christians in 2015 (Choi, 2020: 279). Although Prot-
estantism was introduced already in the late 19th
century, it wasn’t until a series of Evangelical cam-
paigns took the country by storm in the 1950s that
the expansion took off (ibid.). Since then, Chris-
tianity has been deeply entangled in the modern
political development on the Korean peninsula.
South Korea’s first president, Syngman Rhee, was



a fervent Evangelical Presbyterian (Park, 2007: 2),
the democracy movement of the 1980s was heav-
ily supported by Christian churches (Chang, 1998:
438), and in the current political climate success
almost always entails a devotion to Christiani-
ty (Choi, 2020: 280). As such, any expectation of
growing secularisation in the development of the
modern nation state has been proven wrong in the
context of modern South Korea (ibid.).

Helen Jin Kim (2022) connects the success
of Protestantism and specifically Evangelism in
South Korea to the propagation of Evangelism in
the US in the pretext of the early Cold War Years
(p. 3). Kim claims that the Evangelicals suffered a
blow in an early 20th century struggle between
Protestant liberalism and fundamentalism in the
US. However, she also writes, against the back-
drop of the Cold War and the heightened fear of
communism, Evangelical missionary organisations
such as World Vision started to gain headway
(ibid.). Kim points to one of the reasons being that
Evangelical missionaries, as staunch opponents
of atheistic communism, travelled in the footsteps
of the US army’s foreign wars against commu-
nism and operated in countries such as South Ko-
rea with heavy US military presence (p. 9). Some
Evangelicals framed the war against communism
as a holy war in which they saw themselves with
a divine mandate to convert as many people as
possible to ward off the ‘Anti-Christ’ represent-
ed by North Korea (p. 13). Kim concludes that the
interchangeability between the Evangelical fight
for conversion and against communism was well
received by the US public and gave rise to sig-
nificant expansion (p. 6). According to Kim, the
propagation of Evangelism in the US cannot be
separated from the geopolitical pretexts of the US
which in turn also connects it to the rise of Protes-
tantism and Evangelism in South Korea during the
same time (p. 14).

In a similar vein, Han (2009) demonstrates
how Evangelism in South Korea came to be con-
flated with the US-backed fight for freedom, first
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from Japanese colonialism during the Pacific War
and later from communism (p. 26). During Evan-
gelical prayer rallies the ‘spirit’ of the freedom
fight was invoked and the US military intervention
was constructed as God’s extended arm. In oth-
er words, ‘God’s will' was designated as the main
reason for Korean sovereignty (p. 27). Han thus
argues that the configuration of Protestantism
and Evangelism in South Korea is innately linked
to geopolitical interests of both South Korea and
the US. As I'll demonstrate below, it is within this
political and religious climate that the exercise of
religious authority propelled the first transnational
adoptions to take place.

Kim (2022) stresses that the expansion of
Protestantism and Evangelism in South Korea is
not merely a matter of US neocolonial hegemon-
ic powers ‘forcing’ South Koreans to convert en
masse. Nor are South Koreans to be perceived as
‘free global agents’ at liberty to consume whatever
religion available (p. 17). Rather, Kim suggests, we
should look at the success of Protestantism and
Evangelism in South Korea as a result of historical
processes in which ‘historical subjects’ have inter-
acted with each other in transpacific exchanges of
ideology, aid, allyship, and people (pp. 14-18). Here,
Kim asserts, the orphan emerges as a figure of in-
terest, as a mediator in such processes (ibid., p.
13).

Agents of Evangelism and Cold War
Politics

Eleana Kim (2009) writes, citing Lisa Malkki,
that children with their presumed innocence of-
ten serve as symbolic neutralisers to ‘depoliticise’
highly charged political contexts and adds that
“[...] actual children in adoption mediated geopo-
litical relations between states” (p. 3, italics in the
original). Below | analyse how transnational adop-
tion, brought forward by religious motivations
and interests, has shaped South Korean and US
relations, focusing on the early Cold War years as
those years mark the beginnings of both adop-
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tions and the proliferation of South Korean/US al-
lyship. But first | explore how Evangelicals, Bertha
and Harry Holt, grew a following and motivated
Americans to adopt through the production and
exercise of religious authority.

Historian and sociologist of religion Soojin
Chung (2021) suggests that to understand how
Harry and Bertha Holt went from sponsors of chil-
dren in World Vision’s sponsorship programme to
becoming the founders of a movement prompting
thousands of Christian US families to adopt, we
need to examine their so-called “founding myth”.
In a religious context, Chung claims, a founding
myth is characterised by ‘revivalist’ language of
life-changing moments in which ‘God’s foresight’
or ‘will’" is expressed (p. 59). This is also the lan-
guage Bertha Holt uses when she describes her
motivation to adopt.

When Harry and Bertha Holt returned home
after their meeting with World Vision the stories
of the mixed-race children in South Korea kept
haunting Bertha Holt (ibid.). In her memoir she de-
tails how she began to nurture a dream of bringing
some of those children to their home in Oregon
while she waited for her husband to share his opin-
ion. She writes,

“On Friday, April 15th, Harry voiced the bur-
den on his heart. [..] “Every night when | go to
bed, | see those pictures all over again. It doesn’t
make any difference where | am or what I'm doing.
| think about those kids over there. | look out here
at this beautiful playground God has so generous-
ly given us and something inside of me cries out at
the thought of those poor little babies starving to
death, or being thrown into dumps to be gnawed
by rats.” (ibid.: 60).”

As Bertha Holt expected, her husband had
been thinking her exact thoughts. Bertha Holt de-
scribes the moment as life altering as if she had
experienced an epiphany, “As | listened to Har-
ry repeat almost word for word the very things |
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had told myself could be done, | realized that God
was working in our hearts. Only God could bring
about such a miracle.” (The Adoption History Proj-
ect, n.d.). Thus Bertha Holt frames their desire
to adopt as God’s will, a divine calling to her and
her husband to save the children of South Korea.
Here Bertha Holt frames her wish to adopt as in-
spired by the divine. Her wording is significant as
Chung (2021 argues Bertha Holt’s use of words
like “miracle” and “dream” is characteristic for the
Christian tradition of describing God’s direct com-
munication with “humanity” (p. 60). Such language
use can be seen as legitimising the Holts’ desire
to adopt as indeed a calling brought on by divinity
(ibid.). Chung elaborates that the doctrine of call-
ing was already an ingrained part of Evangelical
teachings.

By framing their mission as sacred and legiti-
mised from the highest place, the Holts eventually
gained a sizable following of ardent believers who
helped them spread the word of the ‘divine ap-
pointment’ to adopt (p. 62). Hence, with reference
to Baffelli and Caple (2019), the Holts assumed re-
ligious authority by acting as mediators, interpret-
ers, and sense-makers of God'’s will.

Religious interests also played a hefty role in
how the Holts conducted adoptions and exercised
religious authority in practice. Notably, for sever-
al years Holt only allowed Christian Protestants,
preferably Evangelicals to adopt (p. 58). Catholic
or Jewish couples were referred to other adoption
organisations by the Holts (Oh, 2005: 174). Like-
wise, Tobias Hubinette (2005) points to how the
Holts exercised authority by prioritising adoptive
parents’ religious beliefs over parental capabilities.
Couples who had been rejected by other organisa-
tions as unsuitable adopters were accepted by the
Holts as long as their religious orientation aligned
(p. 61. Accordingly, religion and the assumption of
religious authority heavily impacted the initiation
of large-scale transnational adoptions from South
Korea.

In what follows, | focus on Cold War politics



to show how transnational adoption was brought
forward by mutual religious and political interests
across the pacific. Clarissa Oh (2012; 2005) and
Eleana Kim (2009) highlight portrayals in US pop-
ular media and Christian outlets of the devastating
impact of the Korean War on children in South Ko-
rea. The plight of the mixed-race children, born to
US soldier fathers posted in South Korea and Ko-
rean mothers, was specifically illuminated and im-
ages of destitute war waifs dominated the media
coverage (Oh, 2012: 35). Kim (2009) elaborates
that as more news about the Holts’ successful
mission to bring back children to the US came out,
more and more Christian couples began to show
an interest in adopting (p. 11). Fuelled by the me-
dia-invoked images of hungry orphans and com-
pounded by religious ardour, believers stressed
both the Christian and patriotic duty to care for
what were seen as half American children and en-
couraged the US public and government to take
responsibility (Oh, 2012: 35). Oh (2005) claims that
the Holts were not particularly preoccupied with
patriotic commitments. To them fulfilling their as-
sumed divine duty to save the children of Korea
and place them in Christian homes was the prior-
ity (p. 174). However, as discussed above, the US
experienced an Evangelical upsurge in those early
Cold War years. Proponents of a certain strand of
Evangelism were very much absorbed in nation-
alistic and patriotic concerns, specifically regard-
ing the fight against communism (Kim, 2022: 13).
Additionally, Oh (2005) contends that apart from
Evangelism, a particular brand of religious patrio-
tism, dubbed ‘Christian Americanism’, also gained
a stronghold among the US public during those
years (p.162). Oh describes Christian Americanism
as “[...] a fusion of vaguely Christian principles with
values identified as particularly American” (ibid.:
162). Even though it was never a fully formulated
doctrine, the idea of a conflation between Christi-
anity and patriotism was still supported and pro-
moted to the white, middle-class by US churches
and government (ibid.). Oh asserts, that no matter
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the Holts’ own inclinations, they soon became the
figureheads of a movement to save the children
of South Korea for devout Evangelicals and sup-
porters of Christian Americanism alike (p. 175).
The US media used words such as ‘crusade’ and
‘mission’ to describe the Holts’ endeavours while a
US Congressman likened the Holts to the ‘Biblical
good Samaritan’ (ibid.). | argue that by doing so
the Holts were granted religious authority by key
figures in the US public. The newfound authority
soon intersected with political power when they,
after a year of lobbying for more lenient immigra-
tion laws, saw a special ‘orphan bill’ that secured
transnational adoption from South Korea passed
in Congress in 1957 (Hubinette, 2005: 62).

On the South Korean side, state policies co-
incided with the newly found interest in South Ko-
rean children in the US. President Syngman Rhee
worked towards national unity after the armistice
agreement of the Korean War. According to Kim
(2009), the mixed-race children did not fit the im-
age of the government’s ethno-nationalistic nation
building programme, ‘one nation, one race’ (p. 12).
In 1953 Syngman Rhee wrote a letter to the South
Korean ambassador to the UN to stress that:

“We are most anxious to send as many of our
orphans to the States as possible. In particular we
desire to have adopted those children of Western
fathers and Korean mothers who can never hope
to make a place for themselves in Korean society.
Those children should appeal to Americans more
than Koreans. (ibid.: 12).”

When the Holts offered their assistance the
South Koreans were already used to and relied on
Christian missionaries for social welfare services.
It was Christian missionaries who largely tended
to the substantial needs of the children during and
after the Korean War (Chung, 2020: 18; Hulbinette,
2005: 2). Hence, | suggest that with the author-
ity on welfare already in place for Christian or-
ganisations, the South Korean government read-
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ily accepted the Holts as adoption operators on
the basis of their religious dedication and in spite
of their inadequate experience with child welfare.
Thus, once again religious authority translated
into practical and political power.

Apart from solving the ‘problem’ with the
mixed-race children, the South Korean govern-
ment had further motivation to establish ties with
the US. Woo (2015) suggests that in the Cold War
political climate in Asia, South Korea perceived
themselves to be in a vulnerable position between
communist North Korea and China (p. 30). Koo
(2021 highlights that North Korea already taunted
South Korea for letting foreigners father children
and the South Korean government feared that
the mixed-race children would become a political
tool for North Korean advancement (p. 565). Con-
sequently, the Rhee administration came to see
transnational adoption as an opportunity to curb
the North Korean ridicule and strengthen ties with
the US (Woo, 2015: 30). Oh (2005) highlights how
religious media in the US would portray South Ko-
reans in refugee camps and children in orphanag-
es as keen Christian believers, endlessly studying
the bible, singing hymns, and engaging in prayers.
As Oh points out, the South Koreans were config-
ured as ‘good’ Christians pitted against ‘evil’ com-
munism (p. 167). Against such a backdrop, adopt-
ing South Korean children could be construed as
a chance to affirm Christian values while at the
same time creating a bulwark against the per-
ceived communist threat and to further US geo-
political interests in Asia (Woo, 2015: 31; Oh, 2005:
167). In that sense transnational adoption can also
be seen as an alignment of religious and political
values across the Pacific.

To the South Koreans the adoptions were
equally valuable as a realisation of familial and
ideological kinship with the US for security (Woo,
2015: 31D. | discussed above how both South Ko-
rean and US Christians, bound by mutual inter-
ests, worked for the propagation of Evangelism
as a bulwark against the communist threat (Han
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2009; Kim 2022). Within the environment of mu-
tual geopolitical and religious interests, transna-
tional adoption of mixed-race children emerged
as a possible practical way of furthering Evange-
lism. The children could serve as bridges between
the countries and their conversion to Christianity
would mark US empire building, enable South Ko-
rean nation building schemes, and align the two
nations. In the case of transnational adoption, re-
ligious motivation to secure conversions and au-
thority to gain a following and carry out adoptions
thus intersected with political interests and power
in both South Korea and the US.

Conclusion

In this essay | have explored the role of Chris-
tianity and Evangelism in the foundations of trans-
national adoption from South Korea during the
early Cold War years. | have pointed to the rise of
Evangelism in both the US and in South Korea and
how those stories are connected by US militarism
and mutual geopolitical interests. Borrowing from
Asad’s (2003) notion that religion is a space for
human practice invested in power and Baffelli and
Caple’s (2019) understanding of religious author-
ity, | have argued that transnational adoption was
propelled by the production and exercise of reli-
gious authority in the form of a revivalist founding
myth. | have also demonstrated how religious mo-
tivation and authority through transnational adop-
tion intersected with political interests and some-
times translated into political power in the context
of the Cold War.

In reality, one may argue that the first adopt-
ed children were subjected to a forced deportation
of racial others, backed by religious and political
support. Critical scholars across the humanities
and social sciences have also documented how
the Holts’ calling turned into a global undertaking
of ethically dubious character when the West’s de-
mand for babies quickly outgrew the actual sup-
ply. They point to how the Holts and other private
operators sourced children through unethical and



illicit means such as the coercion and bribing of
birth parents, local authorities, and social welfare
personnel (Kim, 2015; Kim & Cho, 2014; Lee, 2022).
Even to this day, joint Christian right-wing forces
in the US and in South Korea still exercise religious
authority to promote adoption and shape South
Korean adoption policies. They shun regulatory
legislation as communist, and reference ‘God’s
will" when they advocate and enable questionable
and also unlawful adoption practices (Morrison,
2021). The connection to the Holts in the early
days of transnational adoption from South Korea
is palpable. After all, it is the same religious zeal,
hinged on the near same politics that characterise
promoters of adoption today in a Korea still split at
the 38th parallel.

Jane Mejdahl holds a master’s degree in Anthropol-
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finishing a master’s degree in Asian Studies, Lund
University.
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