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Note on Transliteration and Translation

I used the Revised Hepburn for Japanese terms, names, and titles, the McCune-
Reischauer for Korean, and the Hanyu pinyin for Chinese. Exceptions were made
whenever I found that the individuals preferred using different spellings for their
names. In those cases, I attached the romanization in the McCune-Reischauer or
the Hanyu pinyin in the notes. I followed the standard order of Asian names (the
surname followed by the given name) except for the names of scholars who pub-
lish mainly in Western languages. For example, Kato is the surname and Einojo
is the given name in Kato Einojo.

I used widely accepted English place-names, including Tokyo, Seoul, and
Taipei. To be historically accurate, Seoul was called Keijo and Taipei was Tai-
hoku during the colonial period. I consistently used “Seoul” and “Taipei”
in citations as well. Likewise, I used today’s place-names mainly instead of
colonial-era names. In today’s Taiwan, however, Wade-Giles is more com-
monly used.

Pinyin Wade-Giles Japanese
AT Xinzhu Hsinchu Shinchiku
R Guomindang (GMD) Kuomintang (KMT)

I used the same English terms for administrative units in Japan, Taiwan, and
Korea. The administrative system changed over time, but to avoid confusion, I
consistently used the terms below:

Japan: % [ken] prefecture
—T17 [shi] city
—#F [gun] county
—H] [cho] town
—F¥ [son] village
—HBIE IR F1NTF- [buraku, 6aza, koaza] hamlet
(e.g., Miyagi prefecture—Shida county—
Shida village—Aratanome hamlet)
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Taiwan: /I [zhou] province
—Tl7 [shi] city
—AiF [jun] county
4 [jie] town
—[ [zhuang] village
—KZF/NF [dazilxiaozi] hamlet
(e.g., Xinzhu province—Zhudong county—
Beipu village—Beipu hamlet)

Korea: 18, %= [to/do] province
—113, Al [s1] city
—AiF, - [kun/gun] county
—&, & [dip] town
—[1, ¥ [myon)] village
—H 7] [ri] hamlet
(e.g., Sounth Ch’'ungch’dng province—Nonsan county—
Kwangsok village—Ch’6ndong hamlet)

I used the term elementary school consistently, but the original terms varied
as follows:

Japan: /NEERS, B 2R (1941-1945)

Taiwan: A 22FE (ZINFHE for Japanese settlers), [3 545 (1941-1945)

Korea: il (/N for Japanese settlers), /NFHE (1938-1941),
B [ A (1941-1945)
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Introduction

NATION-EMPIRE AS GLOBAL
AND LOCAL HISTORY

On October 7, 1943, a twenty-one-year-old man living in the countryside of
colonial Taiwan wrote in his notebook, “I am turning into a passive person work-
ing at the institute. I have to become a volunteer soldier next year!”! The man’s
name, in Mandarin Chinese pronunciation, was Xu Chongfa, and his family was
of Fujian Chinese descent. Working as an instructor at Xinzhu province’s youth
training institute, Xu used that notebook primarily to record—in Japanese—his
daily activities and his impressions of wartime youth training. In the midst of
work-related details, these two sentences abruptly appear. This little, and almost
accidental, introspective note provides a glimpse of Xu’s worldview. And it puz-
zles us. What did he see in the idea of volunteering for the Japanese army?

Xu’s expressed frustration makes sense, considering how extremely difficult
it was to become a volunteer soldier. The Japanese Empire launched the volun-
teer program in Taiwan in 1942, a year before Xu’s diary entry. In its first year,
425,961 young people applied for just one thousand open spots. That number
rose to 601,147 in the second year, and then to 759,276 for two thousand available
spots in the third year. According to the 1940 census, the total male population
in the main age group targeted for this program (seventeen to thirty years old)
was 633,325—this means that virtually everyone in the target age group, as well
as those outside of it, applied by the end of the war. The majority of applicants,
particularly in its initial phase, came from farming families, who constituted 42%
of Taiwan’s total population, despite the fact that volunteer soldiers were paid
far less than porters hired by the military.? The highly competitive nature of the
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program produced the phenomenon of “volunteer fever” across the island and
even created a “blood-application culture,” so named because many individuals
signed applications in their own blood to express their “pure loyalty.”> Although
to a lesser degree, the volunteer fever seen in rural areas of Taiwan was paralleled
in colonial Korea, where the same program began in 1938. In the first year, 2,946
Korean men applied for four hundred open spots; by 1943 there were 303,394
applicants for sixty-three hundred slots.*

Undoubtedly, these figures in official statistics included many cases of decep-
tion and coercion hidden beneath the word volunteer. But many testimonies in
both Taiwan and Korea give evidence of the widespread desire among youth
to become volunteer soldiers. An eager response like Xu’s was not uncommon,
although he might have been more passionate than most because he considered
himself an exemplary Japanized youth. Xu was in charge of training hundreds of
other Taiwanese youth to become qualified as volunteer soldiers. His students,
in their personal and public writings, expressed firm support for the Japanese
war effort and belief in the Japanese moral virtues, seeking to demonstrate their
heartfelt loyalty to the Japanese emperor. Today, academics have been attempting
to record and analyze the experiences of colonial soldiers in the Imperial Japa-
nese Army.> However, when it comes to the volunteer soldiers, we have very little
record of the motivations and attitudes of the great majority of candidates who
applied but were turned down.

We can raise a variety of questions about the phenomenon of the volunteer
fever and postcolonial recollections of it. But the questions central to this book
are the most basic of all. How did young men in the colonies become passion-
ate about their colonizer’s nationalism? Why did they feel compelled to apply to
the volunteer soldier program? In fact, why on earth did anyone, whether in the
metropole or the colonies, embrace a presumably imposed ideology and express
willingness to fight for a cause so irrelevant to their immediate interests?

Half of the story is easily traced. State bureaucrats, politicians, and activists
devoted a great amount of time and energy to guiding young generations in
that direction. In the Japanese Empire, the seinendan (village youth associations)
became the main vehicle of top-down youth mobilization. The seinendan began
as hamlet social organizations, widely seen in rural Japan, that governed peas-
ants’ lives for centuries. Thanks to the prior spread of these groups, the Meiji
government (1868-1912) not only found a way to organize and educate young
people (roughly age twelve and twenty) but also gained access to even the most
remote rural communities. In colonial Taiwan and Korea, Japanese imperialists
did not initially find any equivalent of these traditional youth associations, but
they copied the seinendan format of youth organization, trying to make it as
deeply rooted in rural communities as possible. By the 1930s, across the empire,
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seinendan groups were expected to serve state and social leaders’ goals to trans-
form the young rural masses into ideal Japanese imperial subjects—hardwork-
ing, healthy, and productive modern farmers loyal to the state and the emperor.
During its military expansion on the Asian continent and then in the Asia-Pacific
War from 1937 to 1945, the imperial state relied on these “youthful pillars of
the empire,” Japanese and non-Japanese, to supply military and industrial man-
power. Its obsessive effort to organize native youth was extended to the newly
occupied territories in Southeast Asia during the war.® To state officials, agrar-
ian youth represented the grassroots forces that would resolve the rural poverty
and national predicament, bind Asia together, and shoulder the empire’s heavy
burdens.

What Japanese officials hoped to achieve in youth mobilization is not the pri-
mary focus of this book, however. My foremost goal is to shed light on a less
clear dimension of the story, namely the local social dynamics that determined
the value and meanings of youth programs from the viewpoints of participants.
The operations of the seinendan were heavily conditioned by rural social con-
texts, resulting in a unique dynamic distinct from that of the urban-based Boy
Scouts or competitive middle schools. The seinendan carried the idealized image
of “rural youth” (ndson seinen), which embodied masculinity, modernity, and
moral superiority over urban culture. Such an image of rural youth had great
appeal for many average-class young villagers. But within the vast imperial net-
work of the seinendan, young people lived in diverse social and cultural contexts
that gave different meanings to the rural youth discourse and their membership
in the seinendan. What value did they find in imperial youth programs? How
did youth training affect their social relationships? How did it lead to colonial
volunteer fever? Ultimately, what did the adoption of Japanese nationalism mean
to youth in the Japanese and colonial countryside?

A large portion of this book examines the histories of young men and their
changing social surroundings in villages of northern Japan, Okinawa, north-
ern Taiwan, and southern Korea from the late nineteenth century to the mid-
twentieth century. I hope that a comparison of local histories will bridge some
chasms that bizarrely exist in the studies of Japan and its empire. The most obvi-
ous one is a geographical divide. Despite the classic calls to consider the deep
link between the metropole and its colonial societies, studies that cut across the
Japanese Empire remain rare.” The imperial spread of the seinendan not only
offers a useful anchor that brings together different parts of the empire; it also
underscores the importance of transcending today’s national boundaries to flesh
out the larger dynamic of empire building. Another gap is a conceptual twin of
the geographical divide. Modern nation building, empire building, and totalitar-
ian wartime mobilization have been compartmentalized as different themes. In
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the Japanese Empire in particular, they were inseparable from one another. The
processes and experiences of youth mobilization show the close overlap of these
dimensions.

The result of bridging these gaps is a major remixing of historiographies and
the uncovering of previously ignored links. The rise of youthful rebelliousness
in 1920s Japan has not been juxtaposed with the spread of anticolonial youth
groups during cultural rule in Taiwan and Korea. One might never have imag-
ined that how ex-conscripts in Japanese villages wrote their résumés in the late
1920s could have anything to do with how hundreds of thousands of young men
in the colonies would apply to the volunteer soldier program later. Even stark
differences between these societies, such as in the schooling and literacy rates,
are accorded new meanings when we compare their consequences. The new link-
ages offer some suggestive implications for studies of other colonial empires.
But they are especially important in the case of Japanese imperialism, because
close linkage was the defining characteristic of the Japanese Empire, which had
an extremely strong drive to homogenize diverse populations into a category of
“Japanese.”

Japan’s Nation-Empire

This translocal study of youth mobilization takes a new look at Japan’s assimila-
tionism. A number of scholars have already analyzed the intellectual genealogy
of the assimilationist principles envisioned by Japanese politicians and theorists,
along with their policies full of dilemmas, contradictions, and fluctuations.® Here,
instead of unpacking debates about Japanese assimilationism, situating Japan in
the global context will explain why Japanese leaders and colonialists from top to
bottom, despite their diverse positions and disagreements, widely shared a drive
to homogenize imperial subjects and aspired to form a nation across imperial
domains—or what I call a “nation-empire.”

For policymakers in Meiji Japan, building a nation and building an empire
meant essentially the same thing. They commonly believed that the empire was a
powerful version of the nation-state. In his lecture on Japanese colonial policies
in 1914, Gotod Shinpei elaborated on the relationship between nationalism and
imperialism. Educated in Germany, Goto had established the colonial adminis-
tration in Taiwan in 1898 and became the first president of the South Manchuria
Railway Company in 1906. He was thus one of the most qualified experts of
his time on Japanese colonial policies. Goto viewed imperialism as something
that grows out of nationalism and argued that Japan finally joined the trend of

» .9 <

European “national imperialism”:° “Nationalism, having arisen in the nineteenth



NATION-EMPIRE AS GLOBAL AND LOCAL HISTORY 5

century, became truly a major political force. This force provides the strong with
a supreme weapon, but it is clear that, for the weak; it is rather a suicidal weapon.
The result of competition for survival among European powers is that weak
states were forcefully assimilated as nationalism arose. The extreme cases include
Ireland, Finland, Poland, Bosnia, and Herzegovina.”'* Arguing that population
pressures turned strong nations into colonial empires, Goté continued, “Japan
was unaware of the trend of the nineteenth century in which the transition from
the rise of nationalism to national imperialism generated the need for colonial
policies.” As a result, in his view, Japan was improperly prepared to enter the
world of empires."

Goto was not alone in his view that a modern empire developed from a
nation. We can see a similar assumption in the social Darwinist perspective,
which spread across the world during the nineteenth century. In Japan, Kato
Hiroyuki delivered a theory of “survival of the fittest” as the basic character of
world politics and influenced many leaders in Japan and Asia by the 1880s."> A
Chinese reform activist, Liang Qichao, for example, used a similar conception of
national imperialism and the social Darwinist view to explain China’s situation
under European imperial powers."

Both Gotd’s understanding of national imperialism and the social Darwinist
worldview reflected two dominant political trends of the late nineteenth century:
aggressive imperialism and racial theories. When Meiji Japan was established in
1868, the dismemberment of Africa and the Pacific was violently accelerating.
Jennifer Pitts has argued that European imperialists in the nineteenth century,
compared with their predecessors, shared a widespread sense of “cultural or
civilizational confidence.”"* They had long developed an ideological legitima-
tion for overseas expansion, drawing on the language of liberalism and univer-
salistic morality to claim that they were bringing civilization to non-European
“barbaric” peoples. But by the late nineteenth century, the “nation” came to be
defined increasingly in terms of racial or ethnic coherence, leading to anticolo-
nial nationalisms and challenging the earlier logic of legitimacy for European
imperialism."” Meanwhile, in imperial capitals, theories of racial differences came
to dominate colonial policymaking as well. Even a presumably “color-blind”
assimilationist empire like the French in Algeria increasingly viewed colonial
populations in racial terms.' In this environment, Japan embarked on modern
statehood as a new nation and an empire simultaneously.'” Not only that, the
crosscutting forces of empires and racial and ethnic nations pushed Japan in
one particular direction: toward the nationalization of its colonial empire, or
“nation-empire” building.'®

Born out of the late nineteenth-century global context, Japanese assimila-
tionism stood upon its own racial-ethnic assumptions, somewhat different from
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those of the French Empire. For many Japanese colonial rulers, racial, ethnic, and
cultural assimilation (doka) was a sui generis logic of legitimacy." In the French
mission civilisatrice, the avowed goal of assimilation was the implementation of
French republicanism, which the French claimed was universally applicable. In
Japanese colonies, racial and ethnic descriptors defined the goal of assimilation;
in other words, the goal was to integrate colonial people into the “Yamato race.”*
For this reason, intermarriage, especially between Japanese women and Korean
or Taiwanese men, was officially encouraged as a way to expand the Yamato race.
The definitions of “Japanese nation” and “Yamato race,” the envisioned degrees of
assimilation, and the advocated means to achieve it lacked consistency. Neverthe-
less, Japan’s assimilationism presumed the goal of making the colonized similar
to the colonizer rather than making the colonized better in the universal scale of
civilization—although the difference between the two disappeared when empires
measured the “cultural level” of the colonized.?!

Most of the Japanese colonial strategists assumed a continuation between the
integration of Ezo (Hokkaido, 1869), Ryukya (Okinawa, 1879), and Karafuto
(1905) and the acquisition of “outer territories,” including Taiwan (1895), Korea
(1910), and Nany6 (South Seas or islands in the Southern Pacific) (1919). They
envisioned Korea as a colony of agricultural settlements similar to Hokkaido.?
Okinawans often heard the phrase “Okinawa is the eldest son, Taiwan the second,
and Korea the third.”* In speeches and essays, the sameness of racial and ethnic
origins across these domains was emphasized repeatedly. The first governor-
general of Korea, Terauchi Masatake, defined the assimilation policy in the 1910
Proclamation of Annexation: “It is the natural and inevitable course of things
that the two peoples [of Korea and Japan] whose countries are in close proximity
with each other, whose interests are identical and who are bound together with
brotherly feelings, should amalgamate and form one body.”*

This discourse of sameness increased in importance and became the premise
for Pan-Asian unity over time. The kéminka policy implemented in Taiwan and
Korea between 1937 and 1945, often translated as “imperialization” or “impe-
rial subjectification” policy, sought to achieve racial and ethnic reprogramming,
or “Japanization.” Aggressive Japanization policies were already familiar to Oki-
nawan people in the Meiji period, to the extent that historians call it Okinawa’s
kominka.” The kominka demanded that Okinawans, Taiwanese, Koreans, and
many more imperial subjects in other places speak, eat, walk, think, and die like
ideal Japanese subjects.

The aspiration for nation-empire building was also evident in the large rul-
ing apparatus constructed, which resembled that of the nation-state. Among the
empires, Japan deployed by far the largest number of colonial bureaucrats per
capita. Colonial bureaucrats in Korea numbered 103,225 in 1942 for a population
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of roughly twenty million and 86,212 in Taiwan for a population of about six mil-
lion in 1940.% By contrast, slightly more than 1,200 British bureaucrats worked in
the elite administrative division of the colonial service in Africa, governing for an
estimated population of forty-three million. The Indian Civil Service had 1,250
covenanted members for a population of 353 million.?”” In French West Africa,
the colonial bureaucracy averaged five hundred French officials for a population
of fifteen million in the 1920s. Indochina, with nearly 21.5 million people, had
a larger bureaucracy, but it still numbered only five thousand.?® In addition to
government officials, schoolteachers and semi-governmental organizations facil-
itated intense rule over colonial people. Moral suasion (kyoka) groups operated
simultaneously in Japan and its colonies to teach emperor-centered nationalism
and modern living customs. Youth training programs were considered a part of
this dense ruling apparatus.

Japan’s deviation from the European norm of colonialism became clear par-
ticularly during the interwar years. All empires became increasingly sensitive to
their international reputation in the system created under the League of Nations,
in which they set standards for ethical colonial rule and monitored one another’s
practice. In this new international arena, indirect (associationist) colonial rule, a
policy propagated by Lord Lugard in his 1922 The Dual Mandate in British Tropi-
cal Africa,became the norm even for non-British empires. Imperial propagandists
depicted indirect rule as more humane, more feasible, more far-sighted, and less
costly than assimilationism or segregation.”” Amid this shift in the global norm,
however, the Japanese government paradoxically confirmed its assimilationist
stance.” The “Wilsonian moment” of 1919—the Korean mass demonstrations
for independence and the Taiwanese movement for self-rule—propelled Japan
to seek more sophisticated means of assimilation rather than turning to indirect
rule.’ In response to the Korean independence movement, Prime Minister Hara
Takashi argued that “the desire of most Koreans is not for independence, but to
be treated as equals of the Japanese. I intend to see to it that the Koreans have
such equal opportunities in education, industry, and government position, as
well as to undertake reform of local government along the same lines it has pro-
ceeded in Japan.”*? During the total mobilization for World War II, Japanization
became a moral goal that would distinguish Japanese from Western imperialism.
The governor-general of Korea, Minami Jird, argued that the initiation of mili-
tary service in Korea was another step toward fully uniting Japan and Korea. He
declared, “Our country’s rule of Korea is fundamentally different from colonial
policies of Western powers.”*

The bottom-up analysis of youth mobilization in this book evaluates how
this stubborn orientation toward assimilationism was experienced by ordinary
people at the grassroots level. Going beyond the overlay of national discourse,
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the juxtaposition of village cases shows the continuity and simultaneity, as well
as fundamental gaps, between “domestic nationalization” and “colonial assimila-
tion” with great concreteness. The premodern roots of the seinendan appealed
to Japanese imperial leaders, who emphasized their departure from the West-
ern model of imperialism. But at the same time, it meant imposing a Japanese
method of social engineering onto the alien environments of colonial villages.
How seinendan-style youth groups were received and translated in their local
contexts gives us a glimpse of the diverse local reactions to Japan’s assimilationist
drive.

Switching our viewpoint from the empire to mobilized youth also helps us to
reexamine our assumptions about the powerful imperial state. The strong drive
for nation-empire building and the signs of successful mobilization tend to create
the image of a domineering, controlling, and hegemonic state machine. However,
the processes of youth mobilization in villages, even in the metropole, were full
of unexpected and convoluted results. We will see how clueless and ineffective
officials and activists often were in their effort to influence village societies. The
real puzzle of Japanese assimilationist rule is thus not why Japanese policymak-
ers pursued that goal contrary to the global norm, but how the Japanese Empire
achieved a degree of success in Japanizing young men across its colonies despite
its fragile status as a mostly foreign colonizer.

Assimilation as Ideological Mobilization

Japanese assimilationist policies were lopsided in stressing the homogenization
of people’s behaviors and the fostering of loyalty among imperial subjects. Educa-
tion was the primary means used. Japanese teachers in the countryside, whether
in Japan or its colonies, made every effort to instill national consciousness by
teaching children the “correct” Japanese language and preaching to them about
the ancient lineage and glory of the emperor. From the viewpoint of students,
Japaneseness was measured mostly by their demeanor alone. They were expected
to show their blind worship for the emperor, speak accent-free Japanese, and be
hardworking, hygienic, thrifty, and obedient. Among colonial populations, Japa-
nization required an acquisition of prescribed Japanese habits so that they would
become automatic reactions, not the result of processed thoughts.
Transforming people’s behaviors and possibly consciousness was not a politi-
cally neutral act, to be sure. Postcolonial scholars of Taiwan and Korea emphasize
the enforced subjugation of colonial peoples under policies of assimilation, espe-
cially during the Japanization period. Leo T. S. Ching has pointed out that Japa-
nization concealed the inequality between “natural” and “naturalized” Japanese



NATION-EMPIRE AS GLOBAL AND LOCAL HISTORY 9

with regard to political and economic rights.** Korean historians often use the
term ethnic cleansing to express the oppression of Korean collectivity.® Subju-
gation and differentiation through Japanization were not limited to the formal
colonies. For ethnic minorities and rural women in Japan, nationalization and
assimilation meant a construction of the category of barbaric selves, such as
“primitive Okinawans,” contrasted against the idealized “Japanese.” It also meant
turning themselves into cheap and productive laborers useful to Japanese labor
markets.*® For young men in villages of marginalized northern Japan, national-
ization triggered dual feelings of self-loathing for being backward peasants and
self-worth as pillars of Japanese agrarian ideals. On all fronts of assimilation, as
Ching argues, the category of “Japanese” was constantly being negotiated.

If we view the issue of Japanese nationalization and assimilation as power
politics engaged in the transformation of individuals, we can discern new oppor-
tunities for comparison with different kinds of polities beyond colonialism. Most
of today’s scholars of modern histories view the concept of power not in terms
of the means of violence exercised but as a measure of the control exerted over
people’s hopes and desires. The role of the modern state in power politics in par-
ticular has become the center of scholarly investigation. We have adopted a vari-
ety of concepts, such as hegemony, discipline, persuasion, and governmentality,
to identify the modern state’s invisible control over individuals. These concepts
have yielded new avenues by which to analyze even the most brutal totalitarian
regimes in history. Studies of fascist and communist regimes have shown how
the state exercised a pervasive cultural power in addition to violence and terror:
Fascist Italy established what Victoria de Grazia has called a “culture of consent”
through Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro, the national leisure organization;” the
Nazis promised happiness and success to the members of the Volksgemeinschaft
(community of the people);*® and Stalinism offered a utopian socialist civiliza-
tion to industrial workers.* Historians have also been eagerly locating the agency
of individuals in their maneuvers, support, or resistance vis-a-vis the state.

This approach has been attractive to historians of Japan’s colonial assimila-
tion as well. Todd A. Henry, who offers a nuanced ethnography of public spaces
in colonial Seoul, for example, views Japanese assimilation as “contested experi-
ments of colonial governmentality” and frames his analysis in the binary of “the
structures of Japanese rule” and “the multivocal agency of the subjects who filled
its cracks.”* Takashi Fujitani also regards wartime integration policies in Korea
as an extension of governmentality.* The application of state power theories
to Japanese colonial rule, especially Fujitani’s juxtaposition of Koreans in the
Japanese Empire and Japanese Americans in the United States, has broken the
conventional “imperial-colonial” divide and opened up a new possibility for
comparisons with various kinds of rule.
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This book goes a step further. Instead of assuming the dichotomy between the
power of the modern state and the individuals who maneuver within it, I situate
both the state and people in ever-changing, intertwined layers of social relation-
ships. Here I join the recent revival of scholarship that asserts the importance of
social dynamics in studying totalitarian governance. Since Alf Liidtke’s call for
documenting the “everyday history” of ordinary people under Nazi Germany
in the 1980s, the field has expanded and revealed the vibrant sphere of people’s
activities.** More recent scholarship has not only sharpened the analytical edge,
by investigating people’s social identity, bonding, grudges, and aspirations, but
has also expanded the geographical scope, reaching Mao’s China and Kim 11
Sung’s North Korea, for example.” These studies have shown the heterogeneity
of the social sphere and led us to sometimes question the “totalitarian” nature of
these regimes. This book will not settle for revealing the wide social appeal of the
state ideology or diverse social activities hidden beneath seemingly domineering
state control over private lives. It will claim that the transformation of individuals
to make them extremely useful to the state, even their internalization of a state
ideology, was a product of changing social relationships.

By internalization of a state ideology, for lack of a better phrase, I refer to the
phenomena in which people became emotionally attached and committed to a
set of beliefs and a value system that the state strongly promoted. Other scholars
might prefer using different terms, such as identity conversion, or even brainwash-
ing. But the former of these alternatives presumes the mutually exclusive nature
of (ethnic) identities, and the latter neglects the fluidity of people’s attitudes. My
own expression could be misleading, too, if it gives the impression that people
swallowed static ideas imposed from outside. Rather, they actively shaped the
ideology by appropriating the ideas to their personal and social contexts.** But
it was still quite obvious to the subjects of mobilization, especially in the colo-
nies, that a large part of the ideology came from the imperial state. Whatever
co-optation ensued, there remained an awareness that by using the rhetoric of
the imperial state, the subjects made themselves increasingly available to the state
mobilization machine.

The word internalization might also invite epistemological critiques. Can we
gain access to people’s inner thoughts, and if so, how? People’s mindsets could be
impossibly fragmented. Just as Jan Plamper warns researchers of popular opin-
ion in Stalinism about “the mind-boggling diversity of human thought, utter-
ance, and action,” it is impossible to measure the degree of ideological belief in
any individual.*® This is why I look for signs of emotional attachment, instead
of searching for people’s “true voice.” Close attention to social relationships is
central in teasing out the formation of emotions surrounding Japanese imperial
nationalism in specific local contexts. I hope that a comparative study like this
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one can rescue us from both the sea of suprahistorical individualistic particu-
larities and the predetermined dichotomy between the state and its subjects and
allows us, however incompletely, to uncover the social mechanisms of ideological
mobilization.

The Social Mobility Complex

This decentering of the state in our inquiry is not intended to deemphasize the
political nature of nationalization and assimilation. But it shifts the locus of poli-
tics down to people’s eye level. Various kinds of social tensions specific to geo-
graphical and economic conditions, gender, and generations emerge as central
in this type of investigation.

One critically important social tension arises from the perception of urban
dominance widely held by rural residents. As in many other parts of the world,
the city-country binary became a dominant trope in Meiji Japan. Louise Young
has observed that in contrast to those who cherished the ideological value of
the countryside during the Tokugawa era, Meiji leaders firmly believed in urban
supremacy. Cities, particularly Tokyo, became the face of modernity, and the
countryside was considered “modernity’s Other.”*¢ I argue that as important as
visions of urban modernity (and urbanites’ rural nostalgia) was the new sense
of being backward and being neglected shared by rural residents. After all, the
majority of people lived in rural areas—roughly 70% of Japanese and 80% of
Taiwanese and Koreans lived in the countryside in the 1930s.*” They viewed
urban modernity and urban culture as their “Other.” Such perceptions by rural
populations were transnational. It is not a coincidence that in the early twentieth
century, precisely when symbols of urban modernity dominated popular media
and discourse, agrarianism gained currency as a powerful form of nationalism
across the globe.

Despite the pervasiveness of the urban-rural binary, few historians have given
much thought to the psychology of rural residents confronting urban-centric
development as an element that defined the era.*® A mere focus on the rural sphere
does not necessarily reconstruct that aspect. For example, Richard Smethurst
argued in a classic work that the rural seinendan and army reservist groups pro-
vided robust support for militarism in prewar Japan. He attributed this fact to the
unchanging, feudalistic, and obedient nature of village communities, reinforcing
the image of the backward and problematic countryside.* The tendency to per-
petuate urban hegemony is more blatant in writings on colonialism in general.
David Prochaska, in his work on settler colonialism in French Algeria, explicitly
stated, “Cities are more important relative to the countryside, and the European
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urban dwellers are more important than the European colons of the Algerian bled
(countryside),” because “the urban centers of Algeria played a disproportionately
important role in the history of the colony. It was here that settler society was
first and most fully elaborated, it was here that Algerian nationalism arose and
took root. In short, what went on in the cities largely determined what went on in
Algeria as a whole. Whoever controlled the urban centers . .. controlled to a large
extent what went on in the colony itself.”*® Although not as explicitly expressed,
this mindset seems to prevail among many historians of Japanese imperialism.
There is a heavy emphasis on colonial capitals in the English-language histori-
ography, and “colonial modernity” often refers to advanced technologies, urban
landscape, intellectual discourses, middle-class lifestyles, and mass media, all of
which were distant images for the majority of colonial populations.™

For sure, colonial capitals were fascinating places. But unless we look beyond
the urban centers, we cannot even interpret the position of the capital in colonial
society, let alone grasp the larger picture of colonial dynamism. As a histori-
cal fact, Prochaska’s view of cities as a microcosm of the entire colony was not
shared by Japanese colonizers of the 1930s. Colonial agents keenly studied how
rural populations lived under Japanese rule. Villages experienced colonialism in
many different ways. On the one hand, as many Marxist scholars have empha-
sized, the exploitation of peasants was systemic.” On the other hand, with fewer
interactions between the locals and Japanese settlers, the boundary between “us”
and “them” revolved less around the colonizer—colonized divide. As we will see,
more than their hatred of the colonizer, their antagonism toward urban resi-
dents and intellectuals occupied many village youths’ minds. In the 1930s, their
convoluted feelings of envy, resentment, and rivalry vis-a-vis their urban coun-
terparts became a social glue among seinendan members across the empire. By
appropriating the global and imperial discourse of agrarianism, many youth in
the countryside attempted to imagine a rural modernity—defined fluidly by the
denial, transformation, or imitation of urban modernity. In short, the trope of
an urban-rural binary created a specific social dynamic and sentiment among
young people in the countryside, one that enormously affected how imperial
policies of nationalization and assimilation reached them.

Another social tension worth emphasizing is that between generations.
The elevated status of “youth” (Japanese: seinen, Mandarin Chinese: gingnian,
Korean: ch’ongnyon) since the late nineteenth century and during the most of the
twentieth in East Asian public discourses coincided with the global emergence
of “modern youth” as the main protagonist of modernization and revolutions.
Before that global moment, different classes, occupations, locations, and genders
had developed their own ways of conceptualizing age progression and organiz-
ing age groups. But in most parts of neo-Confucian societies, the idea of youth,
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expressed in various terms, was locked within the spectrum from childhood to
seniority and was rarely highlighted as the most important part of a lifespan or
the most noteworthy age group. The hierarchy of generations was highly impor-
tant in regulating people’s everyday lives because it specified the status and roles
of individuals in familial, social, and sexual relationships.*

“Youth” came to life as an independent category when society underwent
massive changes in the late nineteenth century. The use of the Japanese term
seinen to specifically refer to the new category of “modern youth” is said to have
originated in an 1880 translation of the name of the Young Men’s Christian Asso-
ciation. Although the term itself had appeared in earlier texts, its use for the
YMCA dramatically changed its connotation, soon generating a whole genre of
seinen magazines and theories about seinen.> This attention to new youth grew
rapidly by absorbing various concerns of the time. Youth was primarily viewed as
the main driver of modernization by social commentators like Tokutomi Sohd,
who encouraged them to develop a national consciousness and acquire Western
knowledge. For state officials, “youth” also became a graspable category that gave
legibility to the abstract masses. They regarded guiding this impressionable sec-
tion of the population as key to mass control. People living under national and
imperial formations and rapid industrialization were also experiencing an unfa-
miliar and unexpected social phenomenon: a distinct divide between genera-
tions.” A decade of difference in birth years now meant a substantial difference
in experiences and mindsets. In short, the mixture of hope and anxiety about
living under dramatic social changes was reflected in the growing discourse of
youth.

The modern concept of youth thus had a universalizing effect across classes
and locations but created a new social tension between generations. The imag-
ined universality of youth was a driving force behind various uniformed youth
groups in the twentieth century, be it the imperial and colonial Boy Scouts,
Mussolini’s Opera Nazionale Balilla, the Hitler Youth, or the Soviet Komsomol.
Studies of these groups observe that the new generational perceptions were the
cause, not the result, of their popularity, although the groups themselves further
widened generational divisions.*® At the same time, as we will see throughout
this book, the idea of youth itself was also heavily modified according to the
particular social and individual context. The seinen discourse certainly awakened
many village youth in the Japanese Empire, but how young people digested it and
how it changed their lives varied significantly. Young villagers’ engagement in
the politics of becoming modern youth was another factor that determined the
processes of nationalization and assimilation.

Finally, another major source of social tensions, regrettably not exam-
ined thoroughly in this book, was gender. Becoming a modern youth, which
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specifically had a male connotation, presupposed departure from the previous
way of reaching manhood. Because manhood and manliness had been closely
intertwined with the hierarchy of age, redefining the statuses of age groups inev-
itably affected gender formations. In Japanese villages, the premodern hamlet
male youth groups already functioned as a place where young men who had come
of age (around fifteen sai) experienced and developed masculinity.”” Participa-
tion in social duties, group entertainment, and control of the sexuality of female
villagers—all activities carried out through the local youth group—elevated the
masculine quality of individual men and confirmed overall male domination in
village affairs.® In establishing the modern seinendan, many became extremely
eager to reform the previous customs of the hamlet youth groups, including
how their sexuality and masculinity should develop; premarital sex came to be
abhorred in public discourse, and the introduction of army conscription in 1873
redefined the source of manliness.” Nonetheless, both in practice and as a sym-
bol, the masculinity-producing character of the seinendan was barely changed
from before the Meiji period. At the same time, the construction of masculinity
was no longer constrained by village boundaries but was influenced by national,
imperial, and global elements. Mastering and deploying the rhetoric of Japanese
imperial nationalism became a part of the gender-defining process. Similarly,
the seinendan formed in the colonial countryside intervened in the processes of
gender construction specific to individual localities.

The reason why I have not been able to undertake a more thorough analysis
of gender politics surrounding rural youth mobilization is that manliness was
defined by too many contradictory factors. Being youthful and disciplined and
having experienced military service, being rural rather than being an effemi-
nate urban and intellectual youth, prizing hard work and thrift in contrast to
the popular image of modern girl, and being knowledgeable, eloquent, quiet, and
cosmopolitan all boosted a young man’s masculine qualities. Although young
men had various kinds of “Other” conceptions against which they asserted mas-
culinity, young rural women rarely became the opposite pole. Men occasionally
gave women a space in which to participate in the construction of “rural” and
“youth” and to express female views, but men usually did not have to negoti-
ate with women about how masculinity was attached to being either “rural” or
“youth.” In short, the politics of constructing manliness overlapped too many
social battles while engaging too little with the opposite gender. This character-
istic of the politics of masculinity prevented me from demarcating its contours.
I hope that future studies with other vantage points will present a more critical
analysis of rural politics of both masculinity and femininity.®

The case study chapters of this book (chapters 2,3, 5-8) focus on how vari-
ous social tensions, including the ones described above, affected the lives and
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worldviews of young men in the countryside, and how they shaped the processes
of nation-empire building at the grassroots level. I use the term social mobility
complex to refer to the mechanism in which many social elements came together
to push young men into the embrace of Japanese imperial nationalism. I have
chosen this name because the core of the mechanism was the perception of
upward social mobility. But this mechanism was not derived from a pragmatic
calculation of material interests. Rather, the emphasis rests on the sense of one’s
self-transformation from perpetual peasant to success-seeking modern youth.
This was usually triggered by the availability of new jobs or opportunities to
graduates of youth training institutions that enabled them to continue building
up their credentials as “model rural youth.” Tangible benefits were important
because they changed the psychological state of young farmers. For the same
reason, class mattered. The main protagonists of the social mobility complex
were young men in the “middling class” in each village society. In the Japanese,
Korean, and Taiwanese countrysides, new methods of agricultural production,
land reforms, the decline (or consolidation) of traditional landlords, and many
other factors gave birth to this new social class especially around the mid-1920s.%
Those in the middling class cultivated a sufficiently large area of land and secured
arelatively stable source of income. They were wealthy enough to send their sons
to at least six years of elementary school and often the additional two-year upper-
level program. But they were not affluent enough to be able to pursue higher
education in cities. In subsequent chapters, I sometimes use the phrase minimally
educated or little educated to describe this group in contrast to those who contin-
ued further in their formal education. However, the reader should remember, as
the historian Yoshimi Yoshiaki argues, that those who graduated from the upper-
level program “had quite a high level of knowledge” and “were probably better
at writing than those who go on to university nowadays, and the proportion of
graduates was also roughly similar”*? Sons of middling-class families equipped
with high levels of literacy formed the most ambitious group in each village dur-
ing the interwar years. Not coincidentally, this group of young men provided by
far the largest supply of soldiers, exceeding its demographic proportion.®’
Accompanying the perception of social mobility was the collective identity of
“rural youth” that spread across the countryside. This was made possible through
the expansive communication sphere in newsletters and other publications that
circulated among seinendan members. The shared identity and confidence of
rural youth in turn implanted a sense of moral superiority relative to intellectu-
als, urban youth, and older generations among participants. In the construction
of this moral superiority, Japanese agrarian nationalism became the common
token. Young men enthusiastically appropriated it in their local contexts and
internalized it when they deployed the rhetoric in their writings and speeches.
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The emergence of this mechanism was perhaps not clearly noticed even in con-
temporaries’ eyes, yet it rendered a quiet revolution in many young villagers’
lives. Far from being obedient and feudalistic as they are often labeled, these sup-
porters of Japanese militarism and agrarian nationalism in the countryside were
subversive, career-seeking, and outward-looking modern beings.

The writings of those who thrived in the social mobility complex show that
the process was filled with emotions, including joy, a sense of bonding, resent-
ment, grievance, envy, and jealousy. Their emotional attachment to Japanese
nationalism—which I view as synonymous with their internalization of the ide-
ology—transpired through their experience of sharing these emotions by using
the prose of the state. This might remind historians of emotions of the formation
of what Barbara H. Rosenwein calls an “emotional community.”** Our inquiry
does not concern the boundaries of emotional communities or youths’ peculiar
emotional discourse, however. In this study, the widespread sharing of emotions
proves the centrality of social relationships. In youth training institutions, youth
were defined as the target of discipline—the opposite of emotional beings. But
their iron discipline was a product of their emotions, shared in their local social
complexities. In other words, emotions not only indicate young people’s strong
embrace of the ideology but also underscore the grassroots, haphazard, fluid
nature of ideological indoctrination.

Villages and Individuals

This book offers multiple comparisons. One of them is between representation
and people’s experiences. I analyze the discursive construction of “rural youth”
among national leaders in Japan and among colonial intellectuals in Taiwan and
Korea in chapters 1 and 4, respectively, in order to provide a contrast with village
experiences. How that representation ceased to function in empire-wide pro-
grams, including soldiering in the Japanese military, is explored in chapter 9.
Throughout, “rural youth” indicates the discursive entity, and “village youth” and
“agrarian youth” signify actual people living in the countryside.

Most of the book consists of a comparison of three villages: Shida village,
Shida county, in Miyagi prefecture, Japan (chapters 2 and 3); Beipu village,
Zhudong county, in Xinzhu province, Taiwan (chapters 5 and 6); and Kwangsok
village, Nonsan country, in South Ch’'ungch’dng province, Korea (chapters 7
and 8). These concrete cases demonstrate how discourse interacted with peo-
ple’s real-life desires and emotions. Implied in the village cases is a comparison
between “inner territories” (naichi), as the main islands of Japan, including Oki-
nawa, Karafuto, and Hokkaido, were called, and “outer territories” (gaichi), or the
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formal colonies. I have placed the word so-called before these terms in the part
titles because the naichi—gaichi divide is not necessarily useful in understand-
ing the lives of village youth. This was particularly the case in Okinawa, which I
explore in the Interlude following chapter 3.

One might wonder how representative of Japan, Taiwan, and Korea these vil-
lages are and how comparable they are to one another. I did not aim to find a
representative village for each country, although I believe that these villages share
characteristics with many other villages. Nor did I seek perfect comparability
among the three villages beyond the observation that they were equally small and
peripheral in national-imperial politics. The primary goal of comparing villages
is to suggest a new way to dissect the empire. These villages exhibit the diversity
of experience within present-day national boundaries and even within a single
village. Equally important, they show patterns that prevailed across the empire.
Unless we recognize microlevel patterns, we will remain puzzled as to how the
empire could, despite its coercive character, ideologically mobilize such a huge
proportion of young populations across its domains.

Individuals’ accounts are useful because they reveal subtle changes in their
social positions. I introduce one or two men in each case study. In the Shida chap-
ters, I discuss the case of Kato Einojo (1904-1987). Kato was the eldest son of a
landlord, and thus not an example of an average farmer. He kept detailed records
of his private youth group, called the Aratanome 4-H Club, as well as documents
on village administration and wartime mobilization. Personal accounts of aver-
age farmers of the 1920s and 1930s are hard to obtain, but his group journal
and local administrative documents provide the voices of some farmers in his
vicinity.

In Taiwan, I focused on the stories of Xu Chongfa (1922—) and Huang Yuanx-
ing (1925-). Huang and Xu belonged to the average class of village youth in
Xinzhu. After elementary school, both went to a number of youth training pro-
grams in the late 1930s and early 1940s. They insisted on speaking Japanese dur-
ing the interviews, even though I spoke with their families in Mandarin Chinese.
In the aftermath of the war, Xu, who (as noted at the beginning of this chapter)
had been an instructor at Xinzhu province’s youth training institute, brought
home a library of personal letters from trainees, instructors’ notes, attendance
records, newsletters, and photo albums the night before the Guomindang force
came to confiscate the facility. Thanks to his collection, I was able to examine an
unusually abundant amount of personal details.

In Korea, I was fortunate to locate and interview Kim Yong-han (1920-).% Kim
grew up as the eldest son of a family in Kwangsok village, South Ch’ungch’6ng.
After elementary school, he participated in youth programs and obtained jobs in
local administration as a model rural youth. He kept a few photos and records of
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his youth training and, as a local historian, collected a large number of materials
from the colonial period. During our interviews, we constantly switched between
Korean and Japanese. In comparison with the interviewees in Taiwan, Kim was
far more cautious in narrating his involvement in colonial mobilization; he had
remained in touch with few friends from this period partly because many left the
region during and after the Korean War. At the same time, he emphasized the
importance of youth training in the formative years of his life. He sang Japanese
military songs in public and wrote down the lyrics without any request from
me. He also criticized Korean Marxist historians, saying, “They don’t know the
real situation of the countryside,” thereby illustrating confidence in his firsthand
knowledge of village affairs.

Altogether, the stories from these individuals and villages show us how micro-
level social tensions and relationships formed the social mobility complex and
haphazardly came to support Japan’s goal of nation-empire building. Having
embraced the national-imperial ideology, however, village youth encountered a
major challenge once they joined pan-imperial programs. During their military
service in particular, many of colonial youth paradoxically aspired to “become
truer Japanese” in order to prove their non-Japanese ethnic pride (chapter 9).
The mobilized youth continued to face turbulence after the demise of the Japa-
nese Empire. The individuals’ stories again offer a stable anchor in our analysis of
the dramatic shifts in the postwar period, as described in the Epilogue.

I am fully aware that, along with their questionable generalizability, the
materials I use, particularly oral histories, have a risk of inaccuracy and require
consideration of how memories were constructed and narrated. My role as an
interviewer—a female Japanese researcher studying (at that time) at an Ameri-
can institution—might have influenced what interviewees said and how they
phrased it. I assume that postcolonial situations, especially interviewees’ rela-
tionships with the new rulers and the growth of Taiwanese and Korean national-
isms, affected their narratives. Despite these issues, the interviewees provided a
vivid picture of everyday life in the countryside that we could not hope to gain
from archival materials. Being able to see their expressions and hear their voice
tone helped me discern more than I could through colonial official reports and
newspapers—and besides, printed sources have their own issues of questionable
accuracy and reflect the intentions of unidentifiable authors. The personal his-
tories contained herein reveal a wide range of emotions formed in interviewees’
immediate social relationships. They give us a clue to the puzzle of why these
people aspired to become model rural youth and how the youth mobilization of
the Japanese Empire operated with such intensity and scale.
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NATIONAL TRENDS

Among the many semi-governmental institutions that Japanese bureaucrats
supervised in the pre~World War II era, the seinendan (village youth associa-
tions) were among the most impressive successes in terms of their scale. By the
1920s, almost every village had a seinendan, which included virtually all eligible
people—young men between their early teens and late twenties who had com-
pleted elementary school. Their national network spread like a cobweb, and
county-, prefecture-, and nation-level federations regularly organized sport and
training events.

For state officials eager to reach the rural masses, the seinendan were both a
means and a goal. Unlike uniformed youth groups in other countries, the seinen-
dan were deeply rooted in village communal life. They organized labor sharing
during farming seasons, took charge of seasonal festivals and volunteer work,
imposed rules and regulations on their members, disseminated news, and gath-
ered spontaneously after a day of farming. Traditionally, the village youth asso-
ciations were also where young men entered the age of sexual interests and con-
duct, reaffirmed male dominance in village society, and enjoyed a great degree of
autonomy that was tacitly approved of by other villagers. In the twentieth cen-
tury, the seinendan received more supervision from officials and functioned as
the major venue of top-down mobilization of farm youth. The state depended on
village seinendan groups to discipline youth, who were often labeled as impres-
sionable and immature, and create ideal Japanese subjects. Through the politi-
cal and economic upheavals of the 1930s, seinendan members carried the heavy
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burden of agricultural production increases, unpaid infrastructure maintenance,
and military service, and with devotion they lived up to the reputation as the bas-
tion of nationalistic ideology. The influence of the seinendan in rural life was so
widely recognized that they even challenged the centrality of academic instruc-
tion provided by the school system.

Institutions like the seinendan, locally grounded and nationally controlled at
the same time, were indispensable in state officials’ pursuit of nation building,
not only in Japan but also in colonies such as Karafuto, Taiwan, Nanyo, and Korea.
In their minds, the development of the seinendan was analogous to the con-
solidation of state domination. The government began promoting village youth
associations after the Russo-Japanese War in 1904-1905, during which many vil-
lages observed youths’ substantial day-to-day support for the war. After World
War 1, the army urged the government to standardize the associations under
the name of seinendan and established the Seinendan Chaobu as their overall
headquarters. By the late 1910s, the scale of the seinendan reached its height,
numbering eighteen thousand groups and 2.9 million members; these figures
remained roughly steady until World War II. In 1921, the seinendan constructed
the building of the Japan Youth Center (Nippon Seinenkan) in Tokyo with dona-
tions created by the labor of seinendan members across the country. Legally a
public foundation that collected financial contributions, managed investments,
and operated hostel facilities, the Japan Youth Center became the new headquar-
ters of the seinendan, and it has been providing the largest amount of funding for
regional and national seinendan activities ever since. In April 1925, the seinendan
network was turned into the Greater Japan Seinendan Federation (Dai Nippon
Rengod Seinendan), which officially incorporated the seinendan federations in
Taiwan and Korea in 1938." It was renamed the Greater Japan Seinendan (Dai
Nihon Seinendan) in 1939 and was merged with similar national organizations
of younger boys and young women to form the Greater Japan Seishonendan (Dai
Nihon Seishonendan) in 1941.2

Behind the familiar story of state-led mass mobilization were, of course,
diverse motivations embraced by everyone involved. Even the government’s
desire to control village youth was far from monolithic, as different ministries,
such as Home, Education, Agriculture, and Army, envisioned their own goals.
Intertwined with officials’ interests was the enthusiasm of intellectuals and social
activists who applied ideas of developmental psychology, imperial youth mobi-
lization, and agrarianism to seinendan training programs. What miraculously
unified the diverse voices was the unique and capacious concept of “rural youth”
(noson seinen). This term connoted healthy, masculine, and patriotic national
“pillars” (chitken) and became an essential symbol in everyone’s rhetoric. Soon
it became a weapon for young farmers themselves. By internalizing the symbolic
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power attached to rural youth, young men in remote hamlets imagined a new
community extending beyond the village and even the nation, and they some-
times challenged established authorities.

The success of the seinendan in becoming a national movement thus owed
much to the fluid discourse of rural youth. By embodying the image of model
rural youth, the seinendan made it possible for various groups to pursue contra-
dictory sets of interests—creating strong soldiers while deemphasizing the pres-
ence of the army, keeping young people in the remote countryside while fostering
their desire to connect with the global community of modern youth, and teach-
ing them self-discipline while allowing them to rebel against the establishment.
This multidimensionality and flexibility contained in the function of seinendan
institutions attracted almost all factions of national leaders, village notables, and
young people themselves.

Yamamoto Takinosuke’s Inaka seinen

Despite the intensive state oversight, the seinendan always maintained an image
as grassroots institutions. The main reason for this was their rural and com-
munal character inherited from pre-Meiji hamlet youth groups (often called
wakamonogumi or wakarenchii). But the bottom-up image also was attributable
to Yamamoto Takinosuke, a young country dweller who founded the national
seinendan movement at the turn of the twentieth century. His career as the
“mother of the seinendan” started in 1896, when he was a twenty-four-year-
old schoolteacher in Hiroshima. He gave birth to a massive movement by self-
publishing a small book, Inaka seinen (Rural youth).?

Yamamoto’s life at the time of writing the book was typical of that of aspiring
young men in the countryside. Like many others, he had failed the conscrip-
tion exam, probably because of poor vision.* Poverty forced him to abandon his
dream of either continuing on to middle school or going to Tokyo. Instead, he
had to settle for working at a village administrative office and elementary school.
Inaka seinen begins with a lament about the life of youth in the countryside,
expressing Yamamoto’s growing frustrations after six years of trying to inject
life into local youth groups. In his writing, rural youth became a distinct cat-
egory separate from their urban counterparts: “Although [the youth of the city
and the country] are both youth, one kind is embraced warmly and the other is
abandoned on the street. The so-called ‘rural youth’ are the ones who have been
abandoned. They are without school name or diploma. . . . Even though they
constitute the majority of the youth of the nation, they are neglected and left out

of the discussion.”
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Yamamoto was reacting against what he viewed as a growing focus on
students in urban areas. The late 1880s and early 1890s saw the burgeoning
of commercial magazines targeting urban youth. The scholar Kimura Naoe
argues that seinen (youth) became a new category as an alternative to soshi,
the mob-like youth who had engaged in violent political demonstrations dur-
ing the Freedom and Popular Rights movement of the 1880s. The most influ-
ential source of the new understanding of seinen was the popular journalist
Tokutomi Soho and his magazine, Kokumin no tomo (The nation’s friend).
This magazine was named after the American publication The Nation, which
Tokutomi read avidly while attending Déshisha English School in Kyoto.® In
1887, it featured a series of articles titled “The Youth of New Japan and the
Politics of New Japan,” which Kimura calls “a manifesto for the magazine.””
In these articles, Tokutomi, only twenty-four years old at the time, envisioned
high school and college students as the engine of a new Japanese politics. He
claimed that youth had been principal agents in historic events, including the
Meiji Restoration, and that their energy should not be misguided as had been
the case with the violent soshi.® The voice of Kokumin no tomo echoed around
the country and reached far beyond urban intellectuals. Many young men
formed associations in cities and provincial towns, ranging from small groups
of ten to fifteen people to large organizations with thousands of members.
They produced youth magazines, many of which imitated the design, format,
and language of Kokumin no tomo.’

Yamamoto was one of many inspired by the new discourse on seinen. Less
than a decade later, however, when he wrote Inaka seinen, the widening gap in
status between urban and rural youth made this discourse appear hypocritical.
“Most of the so-called youth magazines published in the cities have no argument,
use beautiful and well-crafted language, and yet do not convey sincerity or inspi-
ration,” Yamamoto complained. “They use the phrase ‘for the sake of the youth
of the whole nation, but they consider only their [urban] consumers. . .. No one
is really passionate about inspiring the youth in the countryside.”"

Despite his frustration, Yamamoto still perceived “youth” as an identity of
utmost importance that should transcend the urban-rural social divide. He
called on the reader neither to detest nor to fear urban youth. The real cleavage
was between the young, “progressive reformers by nature,” and the old (robutsu,
literally “old things”), who were backward, conservative, corrupt, and inde-
cisive.!! To fulfill their responsibility together with urban youth, rural youth
needed reform and guidance. In his eyes, they lacked a national consciousness
and were “wasteful, lazy, weak, sly, obscene, servile, undetermined, reckless, and
irresponsible,” although he blamed the social circumstances of farm villages for
making them that way.!? Yamamoto proposed reorganizing traditional hamlet
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youth groups, which had existed for several centuries but which he thought
had lost their ability to educate and train young people. Simple but concrete
guidelines—rising early, climbing mountains, taking cold baths, wearing only
cotton clothes, reading newspapers, and avoiding early marriage—would bring
new life to rural youth.

In his conclusion, Yamamoto earnestly encouraged village youth to disci-
pline themselves and develop a region-wide community. “I believe in a great
new movement of the nation in which, from the corners of the Kurile Islands to
the tip of Taiwan, hundreds and thousands of rural youth groups and millions
of strong village youth will unite, communicate with one another, mutually
associate, and mutually collaborate.”!? Even though Japan was still fighting bat-
tles to conquer the mountains of Taiwan, Yamamoto’s book already presented
the blueprint of an imperial network of rural youth. Through his writing, the
birth of the seinendan movement was embedded in the imagination of Japan’s
nation-empire.

Agrarian Nationalism

Yamamoto’s activism is usually considered the starting point of a nationwide
movement to revive old hamlet youth groups and transform them into modern
seinendan. But the main reason why the seinendan gained wide support and grew
rapidly over the next half-century was that many leaders in Japan’s modernizing
society viewed developing strong rural youth as crucial. One important group
among these leaders was the advocates of agrarian nationalism. Although the ori-
gin of anti-urban pastoralism can be traced to earlier eras, rapid modernization
and industrialization during the Meiji period raised new concerns about social
changes. As a flip side of urban supremacy widely embraced by Meiji leaders,
many bureaucrats, urban intellectuals, and landlords developed various strains
of agrarianism (nohonshugi). They believed that urban culture and industrial
capitalism corroded national spirit, that agriculture was the basis for prosperous
and harmonious nation, and that the purity of the nation was preserved in the
countryside." One of the most influential agrarians, Yokoi Tokiyoshi, a professor
at the Tokyo Agricultural College, emphasized the moral, ethical, and physical
strength of farmers. He argued:

In my opinion the vitality of a country is fostered by its middle-class
families; it is particularly well developed among farm families. Such
qualities as innocence, sincerity, obedience, vigor, fortitude, trustwor-
thiness, earnestness, and robust health are appropriate for soldiers and
for defending the country. Don’t farmers excel in these qualities above
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all? Although you cannot make a country out of land alone, the country
must not become separated from the soil. Therefore the farmers, who
have the closest connection with the land, love it the most and thus love
the country the most."

Already apparent in this passage from 1897 was the view of farmers as the
basis of the nation’s military strength. Yokoi even argued that the Way of the
Farmer was the heir to Bushido, the Way of Warrior.'® Army officials had already
identified the simple way of life in the countryside as preferable to urban liv-
ing styles for preparing healthy and obedient soldiers, and Yokoi’s agrarianism
corroborated their belief. Not all agrarians agreed with Yokoi, but as the army
grew confident in its power to influence domestic and international politics after
victories in international wars—in 1895 against Qing China, 1905 against Rus-
sia, and 1915 against German troops in China—agrarians and army officials
increasingly shared common interests and goals. By the early 1930s, when Japan
launched its aggression on the Chinese continent and established Manchukuo in
northeast China, agrarianism provided the ideological basis that facilitated Japa-
nese farmers’ support for imperial expansion. Kato Kanji, the main proponent of
agricultural migration to Manchuria, argued in 1936:

Nothing is more important than hardening the spirit of Japan, the
spirit of Yamato. Accordingly, precisely by taking charge of agriculture as
Japanese and devoting themselves to increasing the prosperity of the
country, the true farmers living in this faith will for the first time be
able to become imperial farmers. For this reason the farmers must for
a time spring up, lay aside their sickles, and take up swords. The unity
of agriculture and the military is a natural thing. The true farm spirit is
the spirit of Yamato."”

Other agrarians criticized this alliance between agrarian and militaristic goals.
Atthe same time, however, they also envisioned communalism and collectivism in
farm villages—the values emphasized by army leaders—as a powerful antidote to
the poisons of urban corruption and moral decay.'® Yanagita Kunio, the founder
of modern Japanese ethnology, though he criticized Yokoi as an extremist, also
viewed the countryside as the repository of Japan’s native culture. Yanagita, as
a bureaucrat in the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce, was dismayed by
the widening gap in material development between urban and rural society. His
agrarian romanticism grew stronger as he went on a “pilgrimage” to rural villages
and began to write more as a folklorist. Popular Meiji novelists also romanticized
rustic life and waxed poetic about the superiority of farming villages over cities.
Tokutomi Roka, Miyazaki Koshoshi, and Kunikida Doppo exalted the pure and
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moral life of rural society in contrast to the emptiness of urban life. “Freedom is
found in the mountains and forests,” Kunikida wrote in 1897." The folkloric turn
and pastoral romanticism in Meiji fiction—both of which were produced mostly
by urban intellectuals—contributed to the deepening stream of agrarianism in
imperial Japan.

Yamamoto Takinosuke’s Inaka seinen reflected both an embrace of agrarian-
ism and a critique of pastoral romanticism. For him, the discourse of a morally
superior countryside had done little to boost the self-confidence of rural popu-
lations. Yamamoto described the mindset of villagers that detested everything
“rural”:

The worship of cities among country people has remained unchanged
now and in the past. . . . People consider it the greatest shame to be
called inaka mono (country bumpkins); they have changed the name
from inaka (countryside) to chiho (local) without notice, and they
avoid uttering the word inaka. . . . When discussing the budget for
education of one village I know, some argued that, in determining the
qualifications of elementary schoolteachers, since local teachers do
not have correct pronunciation, we should abolish [the recruitment
of local people] and recruit teachers from Tokyo. Our language in the
countryside has been gradually corroded by shallow urban language—
no inaka language, no inaka morals, and in the end they even deny
being inaka.*

Vividly voicing his exasperation, Yamamoto’s writing reveals the psychology of
many rural residents who internalized the urban—rural binary and self-imposed
shame as the backward “Other” of Meiji modernity.

The feeling of being left behind was exacerbated by the extreme poverty of
many rural areas. Due to the new tax system, the effects of the monetary econ-
omy, and the deflation of the 1880s, tenancy increased from about 27% of ara-
ble land in 1868 to 45% in 1908.?! Famine repeatedly struck Japan’s northern
regions, where poverty was widespread.”? Although conditions in Hiroshima,
where Yamamoto lived and wrote, were not as severe as those in northern Japan,
the nation-wide deflation of the 1880s had already forced many small farmers to
sell their land and revert to tenancy.” The poverty of farming villages alarmed the
government, especially after the Russo-Japanese War drained national resources.
In addition to measures taken by the Agriculture and Commerce Ministry, the
powerful Home Ministry launched the Local Improvement Movement (1906—
1918) and implemented a number of programs to boost agricultural produc-
tivity and farmers’ morale. Agrarianism, as a means to promote diligence and
discipline among farmers, was invoked every time Japan faced a rural crisis
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throughout the decades before 1945. The village youth associations were consid-
ered the perfect carrier of such agrarian ideals.

Youth as the Target of Reform

Another social force that contributed to the spread of the seinendan was the
global trend advocating that youth should be exposed to nature. Around the
turn of the twentieth century, many industrializing societies witnessed the for-
mation of youth groups. Robert Baden-Powell launched the British Boy Scouts
movement in 1908 to respond to the epidemic of “the weak, stunted, over-
excited, and too often diseased” children in urban cities.* The Boy Scouts
spread across the British Empire and beyond (including Tokyo), together with
the idea that going back to nature would bring healthy bodies and masculine
patriotism to decadent urban youth. A less structured movement, the German
Wandervogel, resembled the Boy Scouts in their pursuit of a clearly anti-urban,
anti-materialist mission. The rise of these youth groups reflected concerns that
were present worldwide: elites’ fear of moral decay, sexual promiscuity, and
juvenile delinquency among urban students, as well as the boredom felt by
middle-class youth themselves. In Japan too, “bad youth” in large cities came
to be recognized as a social problem by the second decade of the twentieth cen-
tury. Behaviors of both slum children and the students at prestigious middle
schools were scrutinized by middle-class reformers, becoming the target of
“correction.”®

Globally, youth groups shared a tendency to embrace pastoral romanticism
and the assumption that young people have universal traits across regions. One
irony for seinendan supporters was in these experts’ observations, “youth” usu-
ally meant urban youth. Japanese social reformers drew on the world-famous,
cutting-edge theorist of the time, G. Stanley Hall, the American founder of the
field of child psychology. In 1910, scholars translated into Japanese Hall’s 1904
seminal work, which explained stages of children’s development by using the
recapitulation theories of social Darwinism, moving from savagery to civiliza-
tion. “Adolescence,” a new key term that referred to young people, was considered
a dangerous and turbulent period that determined whether children return to
their primitive ways or are transformed into civilized people.?® The theory of
adolescence triggered pedagogical discussions about possible interventions by
adults and gave academic legitimacy to youth-tutelage organizations. Despite
their view of rural youth as the antithesis of urban “bad youth,” social reformers
in Tokyo, too, categorized seinendan members as “adolescents.” After all, they
based their idea of adolescence on little empirical analysis of Japanese youth, let
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alone Japanese village youth.”” Nonetheless, advocates of the seinendan gained
strength from the global “scientific knowledge” that developed in the field of
child psychology.

Moral Suasion, Self-Cultivation,
and Social Education

Agrarians held various opinions regarding the role of army and state officials in
fostering harmonious rural communities. Experts on child development also
debated how adults should intervene and prevent the crisis of adolescence. All
their lectures to seinendan members, however, delivered the same message: you
must work hard, and hard work is sacred. Yanagita Kunio argued retrospectively
in 1930 that “what brightened the future of new Japan [in the Meiji period and
the Taisho era of 1912-1926] was the development of the seinendan,” and that
their foremost strength was their work ethic. “They demonstrated robust and
pleasant labor for road repairs, tree planting, or rescue operations,” Yanagita
wrote. “The pleasure of engaging in collective labor with a cheerful mind was
a healthy interest and stimulation for the members as well.”*® “Hardworkism”
(kinroshugi) characterized seinendan activities and was reinterpreted count-
less times during cycles of economic and wartime mobilization in the first half
of the twentieth century. To ensure that the principle of hardworkism would
prevail, state officials and social activists used various campaign terms, such
as kyoka (moral suasion), shiiyo (self-cultivation), and shakai kyoiku (social
education).

Hardworkism became the core principle of the seinendan mainly through
the advocacy of the Hotokukai (Society of Repaying Virtue). The Hotokukai
began in the late nineteenth century in the form of local organizations seeking
to implement the teachings of Ninomiya Sontoku (1787-1856), a philosopher
and practitioner of agrarian morality. His followers preached honesty, diligence,
frugality, communal values, and most importantly, harmony between moral
and economic incentives by emphasizing the virtue of labor. Top officials in the
Home Ministry established the movement’s national body, the Chud Hotokukai,
in Tokyo in 1905 to merge Ninomiya philosophy and daily life reforms pursued
by the government. Hotokukai branches quickly spread through the nation to
such an extent that, by 1911, there was reportedly no local area without one.”
The Chuo Hotokukai had deep institutional connections with the seinendan.
It established its youth division in 1916, which quickly became an independent
body, the Seinendan Chaobu. This organization functioned as the headquarters
for the local seinendan between 1916 and 1922.%
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The emphasis on discipline preached by local Hotokukai groups was useful,
from state officials’ point of view, in promoting governmental kyoka campaigns.
Originally a Buddhist and Confucian term, kyoka in Meiji Japan meant ideologi-
cal education to create diligent and loyal subjects dedicated to the cause of the
nation.”" In the Local Improvement Movement after the Russo-Japanese War,
local officials and leaders conducted various moral suasion campaigns in both
urban and rural communities.”> The movement’s ideological principles were
summarized in the Boshin Imperial Rescript (1908): emperor-centered nation-
alism, hardworkism, and the spirit of frugality. Through kyoka campaigns, these
values became familiar rhetoric in people’s everyday lives. The Hotokukai took
charge of designing many kyoka programs and regarded the seinendan as the
engine of kyoka in rural villages.

In order to turn young farmers into reliable pillars of Hotokukai-led kyoka pro-
grams, seinendan leaders and schoolteachers conducted shiiyo (self-cultivation).
As an umbrella term for nonacademic youth education, shiiyd usually meant
reading and listening to tales of “the spirit of sacrifice, beautiful morals of obedi-
ence, good customs of simplicity and thrift, and an ethic of discipline and mod-
eration.”” Through shiiyd, seinendan members were supposed to understand the
importance of agriculture and develop a passion for improving the conditions
of rural villages. Shiyo was also considered a measure to curb mass migration by
youth to large cities, a grave concern for officials and agrarian activists alike. “City
fever” (tokainestsu) was harshly criticized by seinendan advocates because of the
way in which urban life changed the body and personality of the migrant: “Those
who migrate to cities soon experience a deterioration of their health. . . . More-
over, those who have already acquired the taste for urban life do not return to the
village no matter how difficult their lives are, and even if they move back, there is
little possibility that they will become good farmers.”** Thanks to their internal-
izing of Hotoku discipline through shiiyo, seinendan members were expected to
remain in the countryside and undertake kyoka campaigns in the village.

In the 1920s and 1930s, kyoka campaigns and shiiyo programs further
expanded under the title of social education (shakai kyoiku), a term coined by
officials in the Ministry of Education in 1920 to promote education among
working teenagers.? Officials had been recognizing the need for academic guid-
ance outside school ever since the Russo-Japanese War. A survey of the academic
achievements of elementary school students in 1905 Tokyo showed how quickly
their abilities deteriorated after they graduated from school, leading to their low
success rate on the conscription exam.* In the 1920s, facing increasing political
activism by socialist and communist leaders, widespread tenant disputes, and
growing labor movements, the Ministry of Education set up a bureau of social
education (1924) to expand the education of working teenagers outside school.
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The ministry then launched a program called Kyoka Total Mobilization in 1929
to take a stronger initiative in kyoka campaigns rather than leaving them to activ-
ists and semi-private organizations.”

The emphasis on social education reflected a conscious effort by state officials
to engage with an increasingly complex society. Norisugi Yoshihisa, an educa-
tion official who founded the social education administration, theorized about
society and the purpose of social education in many of his writings. “A critical
discovery in modern scholarship, an equivalent of the discovery of a new conti-
nent by Columbus, is that of the fact and concept of ‘society,” he argued. He con-
sidered it miraculous that social education became part of the ministry’s work
in 1920, because “until several years [before then], government authorities did
not have a good feeling about the word ‘society’ itself.”** For him, society was
“an organic group consisting of people who share a collective purpose.” Thereby
merging the concept of society with public and state interests, he defined the
goal of social education as helping individuals to attain the qualities to be good
members of society, including the spirit of social cooperation, public service,
and self-reliance.” In effect, social education represented a continuation of pre-
vious kyoka and shiiyd programs in a more institutionalized fashion, and both
of these terms remained central in social education. Norisugi and other educa-
tion officials continued to regard the seinendan as the main institution of social
education. They viewed the deep roots of youth groups in village societies as best
suited for the goal of transforming the members and villagers into modern social
and national citizens.

The Influence of the Military
and Taisho Democracy

The rising importance of the concept of society, as expressed in the term social
education, reflected state bureaucrats’ urgent concern to reformulate the govern-
ment’s relationship with the people. In the 1920s, the public sphere expanded
and challenged Japan’s old statesmen-dominant polity, particularly in the forms
of contentious politics—rivalries between political parties, tenancy and labor
disputes, and growing socialist and communist activities—that arose during the
period of “Taishd Democracy.” Rural problems were at the heart of these ten-
sions. All the major political parties advocated the “revitalization of farming vil-
lages” during electoral campaigns, politicizing the anti-urban and anti-capitalist
sentiment that was widespread among rural residents. Unable to differentiate
their policy goals, parties created a situation of a “competition of enthusiasm”
and further propelled the rhetoric of agrarian ideals.*
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Another aspect of the Taisho Democracy was that intellectuals and liberal
activists criticized the developing influence of the military over politics and soci-
ety. The seinendan played a unique role in this milieu. Born out of Japan’s war
against Russia, the seinendan were the key institution bridging the army and
the rural population. At the same time, however, many village seinendan mem-
bers saw their groups as a means by which to participate in contentious politics.
Because of this apparent dual role of the seinendan—shouldering the army’s
goals and bringing democratic activism to the grassroots level—historians’
evaluations of the function of the seinendan are also divided. Scholars such as
Oe Shinobu and Richard Smethurst regard the spread of the seinendan as an
indicator of rising militarism, whereas others, including Kané Masanao, Okado
Masakatsu, and Ogushi Ryukichi, see it as a sign of growing democracy.!

Without a doubt, the army’s involvement was indispensable in the devel-
opment of the seinendan. A top Meiji leader, Yamagata Aritomo, was hoping
to promote the socializing effect of military training when he set up the army
conscription system in 1873. Yamagata’s protégé Tanaka Giichi, who would later
serve as both army minister and prime minister, established the Army Reserv-
ist Associations (zaigo gunjinkai) in 1910, linking former conscripts throughout
the country. These leaders viewed the army as “the final national school” that
teaches loyalty, discipline, and patriotism among the population.*> World War I
prompted Tanaka, then the chief of the Administration Bureau within the Army
Ministry, to strengthen and nationalize the seinendan. Tanaka studied the mobi-
lization of various youth groups while visiting Europe during the Great War,
and he was convinced that a firm grip on youth was of critical importance to
help the nation avert a major ideological upheaval during wartime. He energeti-
cally promoted this view in his writings, including his 1915 book, Social National
Education: “Youth education is not just an issue of pedagogy, but that of national
survival. On this large point, all nations share the same conclusion. Therefore,
people in every nation have realized that youth, who shoulder the future of the
nation, must be guided with special purpose and caution, not overly emphasizing
academic or physical education. It is a trend to believe that this is most needed to
develop the nation. At the same time, all nations also share the conclusion that
guiding them appropriately strengthens the national defense.”** Tanaka’s expe-
rience abroad and his concerns at home facilitated the nationalization of the
seinendan.

The strength of German troops in particular left a deep impression on Tanaka
and other government leaders despite these troops’ eventual defeat in World War I
and Japan’s confrontation with them in China. Norisugi Yoshihisa was in awe
of the degree of mobilization of students and youth in Germany: “In the prewar
period, there were 60,346 college students [in Germany], of whom 38,400 went



NATIONAL TRENDS 33

to war, which amounts to 64%. Moreover, most of these students volunteered to
join the military.” By contrast, in Japan during the wars of 1894 and 1904, “college
students who volunteered to fight were extremely few.” In Germany, even elemen-
tary school students became “soldiers fighting in the farming fields.” Norisugi
quoted a German slogan, “The ridges of the farming fields are your trench, the
potatoes that you plant are your supply, the weeds in the fields are your enemies
to defeat, and we are German soldiers who know no fatigue!”** Officials such
as Tanaka and Norisugi envisioned that the network of seinendan, along with
the Army Reservist Associations, would similarly ensure national sentiment and
produce healthy soldiers in the countryside.* This belief was strengthened in the
face of radicalizing leftist activism among urban college students in the 1920s.*¢

The army’s active involvement in youth education did not stop with the
seinendan and Reservist Associations. Ugaki Kazushige, who succeeded Tanaka
Giichi as army minister, established youth training centers (seinen kunrenjo) in
1926. Attached to elementary schools, youth training centers targeted working
male youth between the ages of sixteen and twenty. In close collaboration with
the village seinendan, they provided eight hundred hours of instruction in aca-
demic subjects, vocational training, and military drills. They were considered a
part of the expanding emphasis on social education and strongly stressed shiyo.
Although enrollment was not mandatory, the army encouraged farm youth to
participate by allowing shorter conscription terms for graduates. Touting agrar-
ian nationalism as a core principle, youth training centers, like the seinendan,
spread mainly in the countryside. Their goal of “improving youth’s qualities as
superior national and public subjects” and their methods of agricultural and
military training showcased the fusion of agrarianism, military goals, and social
education.”” In the early 1930s, the idea of governmental youth education trav-
eled to colonial Korea with Ugaki. As governor-general in Korea from 1931 to
1936, he launched an agrarian campaign with a strong emphasis on rural youth
training, including the establishment of village youth associations and youth
training centers.

Under Taisho Democracy, however, the extension of the army’s influence over
youth education in the name of shiiyd alarmed many politicians and seinendan
advocates. The 1915 decree on the seinendan, issued after Tanaka Giichi’s pow-
erful lobbying, stirred controversy because it limited seinendan membership to
those between the ages of twelve and twenty. Even though the decree defined the
seinendan strictly as an institution of self-cultivation designed to spread patrio-
tism, to many people the age limit signaled a link to conscription. In the National
Diet, a Seiyiikai politician, Hikita Eikichi, harshly criticized the army’s intentions:
“I cannot help but oppose the attempt to put more than thirty thousand youth
associations in Japan under the control of military officers.” He argued that the
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village seinendan often included men up to age forty, or even over fifty, and that
therefore the age standardization would destroy these groups.*

In the face of such criticism, army leaders tried to tone down their interest in
youth education and emphasized the development of physical strength in young
citizens instead. Tanaka Giichi himself argued, though not convincingly, that
preparatory military training would potentially harm the army (because youth
might lose their earnestness by the time they entered the army) and that youth
education should focus instead on enjoyable physical exercise and the building
of bodily strength.* Army officials constantly denied that they were seeking to
foster a military ethos in youth training centers. For instance, Nagata Tetsuzan,
an army officer who had written a famous report on the prospect of all-out war

«

mobilization in 1920, argued that youth training centers “were not born out of
a stupid idea to turn people into incomplete soldiers through incomplete mili-
tary education” but rather “to prepare youth with robust bodies and mentalities
instead of teaching them battle techniques in peacetime, and to send those of
best quality to the military camp and educate them according to the needs of
the time.”™

Other advocates of the seinendan also attempted to establish an image of
them as disassociated from the army. One successful form of public advertise-
ment in this regard was the construction of the Meiji Shrine (Meiji Jinga) in
Tokyo by seinendan members. Tazawa Yoshiharu, a top official in the Home
Ministry (later called the “father of the seinendan”), organized this proj-
ect between 1919 and 1923. A total of 16,443 volunteer youth traveled from
seven prefectures, camped outdoors, cooked for themselves, and engaged in
strenuous construction labor for ten to fifteen days at a time. The construc-
tion was more dangerous and tougher than the volunteers had originally imag-
ined. Many were injured or became sick during their service. Yet in the eyes of
Tazawa and top leaders, this project not only provided free construction labor
to the government but also “spiritually linked the Meiji Shrine to the seinen-
dan”?' The Meiji Shrine symbolized the direct and deep connection between
the emperor and rural youth, and this symbolism gained increased importance
during World War II. Even village youth in the colonies learned about the
construction project as a model case of youths’ hardworkism, and the shrine
became a must-see site during their study trips to Japan.”* Through this project,
as well as sports festivals and other events held at the Meiji Shrine Stadium, the
seinendan emphasized their tie to the imperial household—a presumably more
acceptable kind of patriotism than militarism among Taisho-era populations.
The historian Hirayama Kazuhiko argues that it had the effect of concealing
the military’s involvement in youth programs under the surface of emperor-
centered nationalism.*
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In addition to these efforts, some policy changes took place in response to
public concerns about the military’s influence on the seinendan. A 1920 govern-
ment decree emphasized the “autonomy” of seinendan members and changed
the upper age limit to twenty-five. “People-centered and people-based (minshu
minpon) ideologies—or the so-called ideologies of democracy” triggered this
change, Moriya Eifu, another official of the Home Ministry involved in seinen-
dan nationalization, later explained.* In fact, this decree marked the beginning
of a new phase called the “autonomy movement” in the institutional history of
seinendan. Although the army did not loosen its grip on farm youth, the rise
of socialist and communist activism gave many young people more political
leverage in local and national politics. Some seinendan groups, most famously
those in Nagano prefecture, sought greater independence from the bureaucratic
national network for young people and local branches, and others attempted to
increase youths’ responsibility within the given institutional framework.

The Popularity of the Seinendan in
the “Success” Paradigm

It is hard to know, and impossible to generalize about, how young people in the
countryside viewed the heightening ideological and political interests—agrarian
nationalism, moral suasion and self-cultivation, and military needs—that con-
verged in the village seinendan. But we do know that the number of youth groups
skyrocketed after 1905. Maeda Ujird observed the figure increased by about one
thousand every year and reached more than seven thousand by 1912.° In 1918,
the Ministry of Education recorded the total number of seinendan as 18,482,
with almost 2.9 million members.*

The rapidity and scale of the expansion of seinendan cannot be explained
merely by the fact that the army and state officials encouraged the formation
of seinendan groups. One catalyst was the widespread excitement about Japan’s
hard-won victory against Russia in 1905. The nationwide sense of exhilaration
motivated young men to pass the conscription exam. Joining local seinendan
and attending their study sessions raised the chance of becoming successful
conscripts. At the same time, the rapid rise in seinendan groups was also a sign
of their continuity with pre-Meiji hamlet youth groups. Although Yamamoto
Takinosuke argued that traditional youth groups no longer functioned effec-
tively, they were still an important governing institution in many rural hamlets.
In fact, the Meiji government initially banned traditional hamlet youth groups
because they appeared too autonomous, taking charge of community policing
and fire control and sometimes engaging in violent mob-like political acts. These
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hamlet-based youth groups did not suddenly disappear; rather, they changed
their names and adjusted their activities in accordance with the new policies of
the Meiji state (as will be discussed in chapter 2).%

On the surface, seinendan groups appeared to share a uniform set of activi-
ties and purposes. They typically consisted of elementary school graduates and
were headed by schoolteachers. The “Report on Conditions of Youth Groups in
Western Prefectures,” compiled by the Ministry of Education in 1910, argued that
all fifty-six groups cited as models had similar programs: study sessions, monthly
meetings, contests involving agricultural goods, physical exercise, and kyoka
activities aimed at improving public morals.”® Other lists of “model seinendan”
also showed standard goals: study sessions designed to raise the success rate on
the conscription examination and regular meetings intended to build communal
spirit.”

These national surveys, however, failed to register the popularity of one par-
ticular activity promoted by the seinendan: night study groups, or yagakukai.
Gunma prefecture alone, where the total population was less than one million,
had 11,061 night study groups in 1909.%° A booklet of night study group regula-
tions from Shinjo in Akita prefecture, also produced in 1909 and written with
brush and ink, provides a glimpse of its goals and study plan. A new form of the
Shinjo seinendan, this night study group unanimously agreed to require manda-
tory participation by all male residents under age twenty in the village. It had two
teachers: one was responsible for teaching classical Chinese texts and composi-
tion, and the other taught arithmetic. Twelve organizing members took respon-
sibility for management, and another twenty-one members co-signed the new
regulations. The study group functioned almost as a regular school, except that
it adjusted its hours to the farmers’ schedule. The teachers offered roughly forty-
eight hours of classes a month, dividing students into three levels: preparatory,
regular first year, and regular second year. The regulations required members to
take graduation exams and expelled them if they missed class more than three
times in a year. Members had to pay a form of tuition every month, consisting of
either a batch of homespun straw rope or six pairs of straw sandals.®!

None of the standard reasons given in the national surveys to explain youth
group activity appeared in Shinjo’s night study group regulations—no mention
of conscription or public morals—although the age limit matching the conscrip-
tion age corresponded to the military’s need. The Shinjo night study group’s goal
was phrased in larger terms: to catch up with the trends of the time and be ready
for Japan’s new exposure to international society. The section outlining its pur-
pose argued, “Now, along with the postwar [i.e., following the Russo-Japanese
War] development, the need for learning is even more evident. Despite that, what
is this condition in which we still cling to the obsolete system?”** Transforming
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the entire group into a study group was a way to bring modernity to the village.
For youth in Shinjo, the goals of improving the conscription rate and abandon-
ing old customs were means to the end of achieving rural modernity. They felt
that the key to modernity lay in opportunities to learn. Education defined success
in Meiji society, and this fact caused many village youth to migrate to the cities
in the first place. Shinjé youth studied classical Chinese texts, which national
leaders considered an antiquated body of knowledge. Despite such gaps in their
conceptualization of what constituted “modern,” the night study group provided
a possibility—no matter how slight—of pursuing an alternative path of educa-
tion for those who lacked the means or time to continue attending school.

The aspiration to succeed remained the main source of energy for many
seinendan groups in the 1920s. Youth in the countryside criticized the prevalent
“city fever” because the “real road to success” was hard work, not formal schooling.
“I'would like to say to youth who study by themselves [without going to school]—
Never despair, carry out your original goal!”® One town’s seinendan newsletter
in Akita quoted the politician Nagai Ryttard, who pointed to the biographies of
such well-known figures as Lenin, James MacDonald, and Mussolini as evidence
that youth could become powerful leaders by working hard, even if they could not
attain a formal higher education.® Many young people wrote essays that called for
patience and diligence. Titles such as “A Youth’s Roar: Life Is Effort” and “Success
Comes from Hard Work” appeared in almost every issue of their newsletters.®

These essays show that village youth reimagined risshin shusse (rising in the
world) to accommodate their own paths as modern farmers and villagers. The phrase
risshin shusse usually described social mobility pursued through education and posi-
tions in bureaucracy in the cities. The popularity of the phrase reflected Meiji’s “suc-
cess” paradigm, in which individuals’ morality and success were interlinked with the
nation’s prosperity. But success soon ceased to be monopolized by upper-class men
who had access to higher education. In the discourses created in mass magazines,
middle-class men and women, through their devotion to shiyo, could also experi-
ence success.”® Likewise, in their writings, seinendan members turned themselves
into the truer protagonists of the success paradigm. Now success was no longer an
urban affair. Deeply immersed in agrarian ideals, village youth claimed the central-
ity of the rural sphere in the success of individuals and the nation alike.

Youth Identity and Rural Modernity

In the institutional history of seinendan associations, World War I marked the
start of the rapid nationalization of village seinendan groups. Government offi-
cials supervised their training methods, ideologies, awards, and communication
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across the country. The standardization of the seinendan did not necessarily
work against youths’ personal interests, however. It expanded the sphere of com-
munication among them, thereby providing village youth with the rare oppor-
tunity to develop their own discourses.

The forces of standardization that operated during this period are hard to
miss. Government funding encouraged many youth groups to adjust their goals
to closely match those proclaimed at the national level.”” The Shayodan (Self-
Cultivation Group), a rapidly expanding network of educators led by Hasunuma
Monzd, offered blueprints of new youth training programs for seinendan activi-
ties. The Shuiyodan emphasized youth initiatives and group exercises. In August
1915, for example, it gathered eighty-three village youth for the first “mock self-
rule village” training at Lake Habara in Fukushima over eight days. The partici-
pants were assigned to small tents representing households, and they governed
the households and the village through consensus-building exercises. Shayodan
educators adopted the use of tents from German Wandervogel activities and
torches from the British Boy Scouts, and also taught Shinto-style misogi (purifi-
cation) prayers in the lake water.®® Tazawa Yoshiharu, one of the founding lead-
ers of the Greater Japan Seinendan Federation, enthusiastically incorporated the
training approach of Shuyodan. Its methods defined seinendan activities, to the
extent that Yamamoto Takinosuke argued that the Shityddan were the executive
leaders of the seinendan.®’

Although the impact of these forces of standardization on the lives of farm
youth varied, one phenomenon stood out. Young people in the villages began
writing. Seinendan members all over the country produced an enormous num-
ber of newsletters (seinendanho) during the 1920s and 1930s. They took dif-
ferent forms: some were collections of handwritten essays; others were better-
formatted works that had obviously been edited by professional publishing
companies. Some had a larger number of essays written by youth themselves,
compared with others that functioned mainly as a news bulletin board. Today,
1.3 million issues of seinendanhé produced in various locations have been
archived.”

The medium of seinendan newsletters gave rise to a new practice of identity
construction, that of “rural youth.” This phenomenon was analogous to the pro-
liferation of youth magazines in the 1890s. Kimura Naoe describes the impor-
tance of the act of writing in creating the concept of seinen, arguing that for these
youth, the act of writing itself—filling the easily accessible media with youth-
ful slogans—rather than the content of the writing, nurtured seinen identity.”!
Similarly, seinendan members used the act of writing and the space available in
their newsletters to practice their social identity as rural youth. One commonality
in their writings was their view of youth as a distinctive group that had always
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existed in history. As one newsletter put it, “Now society, which had forgotten
about seinen for a long time, has recognized the power of seinen again. Whether
it was thanks to the seinen’s own power or the force of the time, either way the
seinen who have been quietly thinking and quietly disciplining themselves are
now expected to take on the grave responsibility of carrying out social reforms.””?
Members also used seinendan newsletters to develop more abstract philosophies.
The appearance of essays like “Why Thou Dost Live” and “Hope Is the Life of
Youth,” which had no reference to practical problems, revealed that, in addition
to the act of writing, such acts of philosophizing was becoming another attribute
of rural youth.”

Gaining knowledge about foreign counterparts also became an important fea-
ture of modern rural youth. Leaders and bureaucrats in Tokyo often introduced
German and other European youth groups in the national seinendan journal
Teikoku seinen (Imperial youth), flooding almost every issue with their feelings of
admiration for and rivalry with these groups. The hierarchical passage of infor-
mation from the center to localities was not the only path of foreign influence.
Many farm youth spontaneously adopted foreign movements at the grassroots
level. Another youth newsletter in Akita, for example, published a letter from
Mussolini addressed to Japanese youth. Mussolini praised the Japanese Empire
for absorbing Western culture and introduced Italy’s own Blackshirt Fascist youth
to readers.” Young newsletter writers often used expressions from foreign litera-
ture, and Goethe and Tolstoy were two of their favorites. “As Goethe says, the fate
of Germany rests on the shoulders of German youth. ... The development of our
desperate village now rests on our shoulders, the shoulders of youth,” wrote a
seinendan member.”” They absorbed the information coming from outside their
living space—whether national or international—eagerly.

Adding to these participants’ intensifying identity as rural youth was the
destruction of the urban capital in the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923. Wit-
nessing the devastation of metropolitan Tokyo, many writers began to question
the value of material wealth and the definition of national strength. One young
farmer wrote in his diary that this natural disaster had been destined to happen
to punish a sinful urban culture:

Of late the vainglorious striving of [those] city people had reached
extremes that caused poor, simple farmers no end of anxiety. With their
elegant clothes and their gold teeth, gold rings and gold watch chains,
they flitted from one lavish social affair to another. They would go off
on trips to the seashore or the mountains to escape the heat . . . and
tour the famous sites. But now all that has vanished as if in a dream,
consumed by fire, and suddenly they find themselves reduced to misery.
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It seems that Heaven found it necessary to chastise them with a natural
disaster in order to protect the nation.”

In a surprisingly elaborate manner, this diarist recorded his surging anti-urban
sentiment instead of a feeling of national unity in the face of a massive disaster,
as if Tokyo had been his ultimate enemy.

The government policy of seinendan standardization, the ruination of urban
modernity in the earthquake, and young people’s ability to make contact with
the outside world gave village youth a new sense of belonging at the national
and global levels. Many elements associated with nationalization affected their
new consciousness. New military-style uniforms, flags, and seinendan songs cre-
ated by nationally famous composers embodied the network of modern youth.
Although the earlier youth groups struggled to bring modernity to the country-
side, by the 1920s, they had turned the definitions of modernity and success from
an urban-centered phenomenon conditioned by higher education to a rural-
based lifestyle, displaying new assertiveness in their sphere of communication.

The Politics of Age

The rise of rural youth as a new social category in and outside the seinendan
encouraged young farmers to engage in various social confrontations in the
1920s. Many participated in tenant disputes, rice riots, and socialist and com-
munist activities, directly challenging the police and national seinendan leaders.
In the institutional history of the seinendan, these confrontations are considered
parts of the “autonomy movement.” Despite the broad scope of their activities,
both youth themselves and seinendan bureaucrats viewed the new assertiveness
of these farmers in terms of generational conflicts, rather than as rural residents
opposing urban dwellers, local branches confronting the central bureaucracy, or
leftist ideals challenging capitalist—industrialist state goals.

Most famous in the autonomy movement were the members of the Shimoina
county youth group in Nagano prefecture. They argued that their youth group
was a voluntary, autonomous group not controlled by bureaucrats or military
cliques and that youth, “the engine of social progress and creation of history in
any era,” shared “the same stance with the general masses.” They incorporated the
arguments of Oyama Ikuo and Yamakawa Hitoshi, liberal and socialist thinkers
of the 1920s, in asserting that youth education should adopt “scientific research
methods” and that youth deserved “freedom to study social issues of all regions,
past, present, and future.””” The Shimoina youth group was greatly influenced
by the Liberal Youth League, formed in 1921 to put Yamakawa’s socialism into
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practice in the Shimoina region. With this league’s members, the youth group
organized demonstrations to demand universal suffrage and oppose the Peace
Preservation Law, and it invited Oyama Ikuo, Fuse Tatsuji, and other high-profile
social activists to speak about youth’s autonomy.” To resist bureaucratic control,
the Shimoina youth group refused to join the Greater Japan Seinendan Federa-
tion for more than a year after the federation was established in 1925. Shimoina’s
example inspired some seinendan groups in other regions, particularly those in
provincial towns that were already exposed to leftist activism, to resist official
control as well.”?

The issue of age limits again became a central point of contestation in the
autonomy movement, but from a different perspective from previously. Now
the youth, seeking to block the potential influence of older leaders, insisted that
membership be strictly limited to those under age twenty-five. The Shimoina
youth group articulated a strict generational principle, stating that “the seinen-
dan have to be for the youth and by the youth” during a discussion on “Meth-
ods of Establishing Autonomous Seinendan” at the Second National Seinendan
Convention held in 1923. At the 1925 convention, Okano Kenzd, a representative
from Kanagawa prefecture, criticized Tazawa Yoshiharu’s presence and participa-
tion in the discussion: “We would like someone who has children or grandchil-
dren to refrain from making comments. We would like, just among us young
people, to discuss things slowly and thoroughly and proceed with the convention
spiritedly” His remark was met with applause from the audience. The argument
for a maximum age limit was presented at multiple conventions, but the bureau-
crats voted it down each time.®

The initiative among young people to politicize their age shows how the cat-
egory of youth had become a force of its own by the 1920s. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, education experts and government officials had defined
the stage of life between childhood and adulthood—adolescence or youth—as
something distinctive. By the time of the autonomy movement in the 1920s, both
youth education experts and seinendan bureaucrats had realized that this demar-
cation of youth and adolescence as a separate and independent category had
become a double-edged sword, now providing a weapon for youth themselves.
Many young people rejected the prevailing culture of seniority, no longer wor-
shipping the model of “experienced farmers” (r6n0), exemplified by Ninomiya
Sontoku, as agrarians and Hotokukai activists had envisioned.®! They started to
believe that being under twenty-five years old granted them a particular legiti-
macy and power to challenge the establishment in the spheres of family, village,
and state.

By the mid-1920s, the national seinendan movement and the discourse of
rural youth had come a long way since Yamamoto Takinosuke’s publication
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three decades before. The neglected and abandoned rural youth of Yamamoto’s
conception had now attained an unshakable reputation—with ample self-con-
fidence—as the vanguard of rural-centered modernity and the major source of
national strength. Many state officials, activists, scholars, and political parties had
a stake in the ways in which the seinendan were growing. Operating mostly from
the headquarters and working at the national level (with the exception of Shi-
moina’s autonomy movement), however, these facilitators of the national trends
had little sense of how village-level seinendan actually affected young people’s
worldviews and daily lives.

When examining Japan’s assimilation policy in its colonies, scholars rarely ques-
tion how assimilation or nationalization occurred within Japan in the first place.
Tracing the path of the national seinendan movement sheds light on a few little-
known elements.

Most important, the spread of emperor-centered nationalism, which itself was
simultaneously a device and a goal in creating a national consciousness, did not
happen simply because it was imposed on people through the Boshin Imperial
Rescript, school curricula, and propaganda. Rather, it resulted from intermedi-
ary concepts like “rural youth,” which not only carried the ideology but directly
attracted people and groups with differing visions. The capacious idea of rural
youth often mediated conflicting interests but also generated new tensions. One
example is the overlap of interests between the army and youth in adhering to
the age limit. The army’s demand for an age limit on seinendan membership
generated a new consciousness about age among young people, eventually trig-
gering the autonomy movement against bureaucratic control. The concept of
rural youth remained extremely fluid, being deployed for and against the estab-
lishment by various parties.

Another element apparent in the seinendan movement is that ideological
education was a continuous process. Such terms as kyoka (moral suasion), shityo
(self-cultivation), and shakai kyoiku (social education) flooded Japanese society
throughout the pre-1945 period. The increasing emphasis on these terms, as well
as the rapid institutional expansion of the seinendan, mirrored state officials’
perceived need to counter the rise of society in the 1910s and 1920s. Exactly at the
time when colonial governments were redesigning assimilation policy in Taiwan
and Korea through cultural rule, the home government was experimenting with
new strategies to assimilate youth in Japanese rural peripheries.

The seinendan movement also confirms the ties between the military and
rural societies, but not as Smethurst has explained them. Rather than repre-
senting feudalistic traditional communities, the seinendan symbolized a break
from them. The attraction of the seinendan for village youth derived from the
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possibility of achieving rural modernity, for which the presence of the army was
essential. Specifically, the military pressured state officials to allocate resources for
youth education in the countryside. The military’s influence, however, was not
limited to institutional support, the type of education given to pre-conscripts, or
the modern uniform and discipline that impressed so many people. In a world
of aggressive empires, where military capability determined a nation’s strength,
Japan’s series of victories in war created the hegemonic image of a world-class
military in the countryside. When army officials called on rural youth to shoul-
der the burdens of the empire, many village youth responded enthusiastically,
imagining their new role as exceeding their village boundaries, reaching toward
the empire and the world.

However, these national trends, already full of intertwining interests and
unintended consequences, were all merely background items to the young people
who actually participated in the village seinendan. Major institutional changes,
such as the 1925 establishment of the Greater Japan Seinendan Federation, did
not necessarily mean much to them. How the seinendan functioned and what
they meant to the lives of youth in the village context will be our focus in the
following chapters.



FROM MOBILIZATION TO THE
SOCIAL MOBILITY COMPLEX

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Japanese national leaders viewed Japan
through multiple lenses. The country was a newly centralized nation-state lag-
ging behind the Western powers, an emerging empire in East Asia, and a potential
liberator of nonwhite colonized peoples. Focusing on a small village in northern
Japan, Shida in Miyagi prefecture, we see how politics was even more multilay-
ered. Japan’s imperial expansion, its state policy to boost rice production, and
Miyagi’s position as a regional leader among the often marginalized northeastern
prefectures (Tohoku region) generated a mix of hope, pride, self-designation,
and feelings of both superiority and inferiority in the minds of local leaders.

The central goal of this chapter is to show how the changing political and eco-
nomic surroundings affected the lives and psychological states of village youth dur-
ing the first three decades of the twentieth century. This has to begin by confronting
the conventional perspective that flattens Tohoku regional history in a singular
narrative of stagnation. Unlike Japan’s western region, where the rural social hier-
archy based on landholding largely collapsed by the early 1920s, Tohoku saw the
persistence of landlords” power and the lack of diversification of cash crops. Such
a structural profile has created an image according to which the social hierarchy in
the Tohoku countryside resisted change even in the 1920s.! On the other hand, it
is old news that the countryside experienced modernity in its own way.? What we
need here is a perspective that sensitively accounts for diverse elements, including
the location and industries of the village as well as factors of class, generation, and
gender, that created a complicated mosaic of people’s experiences.

44
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The age relationship gives us one such angle that reveals significant shifts in
village politics. In the mid-Meiji period, the public discourse on youth as agents
of modernity reached even the most remote areas of Tohoku. New youth groups
emerged by absorbing the nationwide energy and discourse of modern youth.
Yet the term youth (seinen) obtained specific meanings only through the filter of
village dynamics. Naturally, both village society and the connotations of “youth”
underwent multiple changes. In their early stages, Meiji’s village youth groups
served landed leaders in their modernization projects. After World War I, youth
gained more leverage against established authorities. In Shida village, a relatively
wealthy young man, Kato Einojo, captured this moment of the rise of youth.
Kato’s initiatives and his private youth group, called the Aratanome 4-H Club,
embodied the simultaneously conservative and rebellious characteristics that
defined these groups led by relatively privileged youth.

A critical change in the social environments for average farm youth also trans-
pired in parallel to the development of Katd’s movement. Many elements came
together to generate a mechanism, which I call the “social mobility complex,”
that greatly altered young men’s social prospects and worldview. It started as a
side effect of a governmental program—namely, youth training centers (seinen
kurenjo), built by the army in 1926, produced new employment opportunities.
This change in social advancement, in combination with the expansive discur-
sive space of the seinendan network where village youth shared their emotions
and aspirations, made village youth view themselves differently—no longer as
perpetual farmers but as success-oriented career seekers. This powerful marriage
between practical benefits and identity construction was likely an unintended
consequence from state officials’ point of view. But it massively affected young
people’s lives and consciousness. By the end of the 1920s, youth could confront
older generations and the landlord-centered village system from a very different
standpoint previously unavailable to them.

Zooming in on one Tohoku village helps us see the socioeconomic role of
young men that the popular concept of adolescence could not possibly capture. It
also demonstrates that what we know as the spread of national consciousness—a
central component of the process of nationalization or assimilation—did not
mean that one’s awareness as a national subject overrode other kinds of con-
sciousness. Rather, it depended heavily on the development of other, more
immediate, social identities. The case of rural youth mobilization, in which the
awareness of being a proud “rural youth” prevailed among young men, showcases
such a social process of creating national beings.

A focused social history also tells us how ideologies operate at the grassroots
level. Even in the Japanese countryside, the content of the emperor-centered
national ideology has less power to explain how and why young people were
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mobilized than the social function of the same ideology. Exposed to teachings
on the myths and glory of Emperor Meiji, young men in the countryside natu-
rally exhibited a variety of responses and nonresponses. But nationalism, often
interpreted freely, was passionately deployed when they fought social battles—
whether the goal was to challenge older generations, overturn urban centrism,
or advance their career prospects. This attitude, seemingly a pragmatic use of a
state ideology, was nonetheless a product of their psychological and emotional
reaction to a rapidly modernizing society. Identifying the emergence of the social
mobility complex clarifies how people’s pragmatic and emotional incentives were
intertwined amid the spread of Japanese agrarian nationalism.

Shida Village, Miyagi, and Tohoku
in Modern Japan

Although remote rural villages evoke an image of old, conservative forces resis-
tant to change, they were as much the products of modern governance as were
the cities. Shida village came to life as a community only after modern central-
ized rule reached the countryside. In the local government system constructed
in 1888-1889, the Miyagi prefectural government amalgamated thirteen hamlets
between and adjacent to two small rivers, the Shibui River in the north and the
Tada River in the south, to create the new administrative village of Shida. This
village was at the northeast edge of Shida county, twenty-eight miles (forty-five
kilometers) north of the prefectural capital, Sendai. From 1889, the village head,
village administrative office, and electoral village assembly governed Shida until
it was absorbed into Furukawa city in 1950.*

Shida was often labeled a typical “pure farm village.” Geographically, it was
mostly flat with good access to water and transportation thanks to the Tada River.
Its population grew from 505 households and 4,428 residents in 1888 to 1,145
households and 7,710 residents in 1950.* More than 80% of the villagers engaged
in rice production. As of 1950, rice paddies covered 70% of the total land.” The
northern half of Miyagi prefecture (called Senhoku) was, and still is, one of the major
rice-producing centers in Japan. But even relative to other areas of the prefecture,
Shida village’s industry and landscape were markedly rice-centered.

The region had been exporting rice to Edo (now Tokyo) even before the
beginning of the Meiji period in 1868, but that did not mean that it would
become a large production center in the new era. Only after the Meiji state, with
the 1873 land tax law, began to collect taxes from uncultivated land did land-
owners become keen to use every bit of their land.® Miyagi-brand rice became
synonymous with “coarse and bad rice,” the staple food for lower-class urban
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MAP 2. The location of Shida village

populations during the Meiji period.” This was partly because natural disasters,
particularly cold weather and floods, often affected the harvest.® The low qual-
ity of rice also resulted from the lack of good drying techniques, which caused
the product to deteriorate rapidly in quality during transport.’ Nitobe Inazd, a
prominent agricultural economist, once argued that the northern part of Japan
was not suitable for cultivating rice.'® Yet new agricultural policies demanded that
northern prefectures concentrate on rice production from the 1890s onward."
The process of overcoming these obstacles to meet the national goal of fukoku
kyohei (enrich the country, strengthen the military) appeared to lie at the heart of
landlord-tenant relationships, the frictions between villagers and the Miyagi pre-
fectural government, the expansion of (agricultural) education, and the spread
of youth training institutions in this area.'?

Political leaders in the Tohoku region often harbored feelings of inferiority as
the nation marched toward modernization. The establishment of the Meiji state
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in 1868 and rapid nation and empire building only highlighted the region’s mis-
ery. Tohoku was on the wrong side during the Boshin War, a civil war in which
new forces seeking to dismantle the Tokugawa shogunate and build an emperor-
centered polity defeated their opposition in 1868—-1869. Tohoku (in an alliance
called Ou Reppan Domei) fought what would become the national army, led by
the “Seinan” (southwest) forces of the Satsuma and Choshi domains.! After this
defeat, the domains of the region were dissolved and virtually colonized by the
new centralized state. Many among the samurai-bureaucrat class had no choice
but to migrate to Hokkaido as agricultural settlers. Those more fortunate became
landholding farmers at home, and Shida and its surrounding villages had a num-
ber of these former samurai landholders. “Despite the fact that those who were
called ‘rebels’ in the Seinan War [of 1877] now receive preferential treatment, the
‘rebels’ in the Tohoku war have not had their names cleared even today. . .. Noth-
ing is more telling than this single fact,” Sugawara Michiyoshi, a politician from
Sendai, lamented as late as 1933." The memory of the Boshin War and Tohoku’s
low status in Meiji politics haunted Tohoku intellectuals for decades.

Even the celebratory year of Japan’s victory against Russia, 1905, was a time
of devastation for the Tohoku region, making local intellectuals resentful of the
new empire. A series of unusual weather patterns—a warm winter, a cold spring,
snowfall in May, followed by harsh summer heat, continuous rain, and early
frost in September—battered the region, severely damaging the crops and caus-
ing famine. Shida county had exported 46,200 koku of rice outside the region in
previous years, but in 1905, it produced only 8,790 koku, not enough to feed the
county’s residents even for a few months.”” Hangai Seiju, an intellectual from
Fukushima, the main source of rebels in the Boshin War, expressed his anger at
the abandonment of the region in his 1906 book Tohoku of the Future. Hangai
contrasted the lack of interest in Tohoku with the excitement given to the outer
territories. “Rather than the exploration of Hokkaido, the management of Tai-
wan, or intervention into Korea, the recovery of Tohoku should be the first pri-
ority,” he argued. He attributed Tohoku’s misery to Tokyo’s inferiority to Osaka,
viewing the expansion of the empire as driven by the centuries-old aggressiveness
of Osaka merchants.'®

Resentment regarding the country’s southwest-centric development was
not the only reaction among Tohoku leaders. They themselves also embraced
many of the backward images attached to them. “Laziness” was the feature most
commonly pointed out, even by the future prime minister Hara Takashi, who
was initially elected to office from Miyagi.'” The Miyagi Educators Journal often
discussed the problematic characteristics of Tohoku people. One teacher listed
twenty-five deficiencies: lacking time consciousness, ignorant of the sacredness
of physical labor, lacking a spirit of cooperation, poor in public morals, finding
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little value in trust, having wasteful customs, incapable of self-rule, and so on.'
Revealing the attitude of social reformers toward the Tohoku masses, this list
resembled many descriptions by Japanese colonizers of the people of Okinawa,
Korea, and Taiwan.

Among Tohoku populations, Miyagi residents developed a complex dual self-
image, positioning themselves at the center and periphery of politics at the same
time. Miyagi, of the six prefectures in Tohoku, did not view itself as solely a
marginalized periphery. Its people often expressed great pride in Miyagi as the
cultural and historical center of Téhoku. The Mutsu Sendai domain had been
the third largest in the country during the Tokugawa period, and its founder, Date
Masamune, was a legendary military hero of the late sixteenth century. In the
name of Date, Miyagi residents were proud of the Sendai garrison’s reputation
as one of the strongest in the army. This recognition of Miyagi as the center of
Tohoku created a perceptual gap between leaders in Miyagi and those in the rest
of the region. This mixed reputation and self-image drove Miyagi’s social leaders
to attempt to break out of their geographical constraints and place themselves in
a larger framework of imperial Japan. “Miyagi prefecture should not remain in
the position of “Tohoku’s Miyagi prefecture,” another author in Miyagi Educators
Journal argued, continuing, “[It is,] indeed, ‘a Miyagi prefecture of the Greater

Japanese Empire.”"

The Elementary School Youth Group
under Landlord-Led Reforms

The year 1905 was a key moment for farm youth in Miyagi and around the coun-
try. The simultaneous occurrence of the Russo-Japanese War and a large-scale
famine brought about a notable change in the villages of Tohoku. The Miyagi
prefectural government adoted an act to promote youth groups in 1906, hoping
thereby to both strengthen the military and restore rural economies.?® Inspired
by Yamamoto Takinosuke’s call for revitalizing rural youth groups, advocates
exalted the power of young leadership and the autonomy of youth groups. But in
reality, young generations in villages obtained neither leadership nor autonomy.
Rather, they were integrated into the landlord-led reforms of labor relationships
and rice production.

The Russo-Japanese War triggered a surge of new youth groups in the coun-
tryside in the first decade of the twentieth century. Miyagi, too, witnessed an
expansion of various youth organizations—groups of elementary school gradu-
ates, youth clubs, and night study groups—as the war unfolded. Youth gatherings
and night study groups had existed even before the war, but in the prefectural
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report compiled in 1905, the officials noted that their nature had shifted. War-
time youth groups sent off the conscripted soldiers and welcomed the returnees,
provided manual labor for the families who had lost men in the military, helped
illiterate families to exchange letters with their fathers and sons in the battlefield,
and organized collective funerals for the war dead.”!

These youth groups had already been preparing their members for the con-
scription exam, but becoming successful conscripts now moved to the forefront
of their proclaimed goals. From its 1873 implementation, army conscription
had been receiving ambivalent reactions from populations. On the one hand,
obtaining an upper grade (koshu) on the thorough conscription exam was a rare
honor that the state bestowed on only a handful of applicants in each village.
Doctors tested recruits on over a hundred physical disorders. The recruits were
also required to take an academic examination, which included reading a given
passage and performing arithmetic calculations using an abacus.?” Even in the
late 1930s, when the army was frantically recruiting soldiers, only about 15%
of its entire cohort consisted of upper-grade recruits. No family wealth or sta-
tus altered one’s chance of achieving this honor, and the label, once achieved,
remained attached to a man for the rest of his life.”” One’s exam performance
thus had an enormous impact on one’s social identity.

On the other hand, the prospect of serving in the army horrified many. In
reality, because the army used a lottery to choose draftees from among those
who passed the exam, despite the title of universal conscription only 10% of the
age cohort had to serve in the Russo-Japanese War.** But precisely because the
odds were fairly low, the conscription system created a sense of unfairness among
those who had to bear a three-year disruption in their lives.”® As a consequence,
morale posed a problem. During the Russo-Japanese War, many youth in Miyagi
evaded conscription; officials reported that eighty-nine young men in Shida
county’s registry had somehow disappeared.”® The regional newspaper Kahoku
shinpo regularly reported “unpatriotic” incidents and “people with sunken spir-
its” in the military. In the battles, soldiers rebelled against their superiors, gen-
erals “shamelessly” surrendered when their subordinates were being killed, and
officers committed suicide.”” The news reports on these incidents concluded
that the government needed soldiers of better quality and greater morale. Youth
groups were supposed to serve this goal.

But the other urgent need, for devoted farmers who could restore rural econo-
mies, was the one that mainly defined the nature of youth groups in Tohoku
villages following the Russo-Japanese War. Immediately after the war, the Home
Ministry launched the Local Improvement Movement, on behalf of which village
officials and schoolteachers implemented various kyoka (moral suasion) cam-
paigns. Two new youth groups emerged in Shida village in this context. One of
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them, the “Shida elementary school youth group” was organized by the school’s
principal, Mikami Hajime. He restructured a previously existing study group of
graduates into this new “youth group” designed specifically to nurture “the spirit
of hard work and thrift.” With Mikami as head of the youth group, schoolteach-
ers as directors, and local notables as accountants, the youth group adopted the
moral teachings of the Hotokukai (Society of Repaying Virtue) and educated
fifty-four graduates of the elementary school in that year.”®

Agriculture and academic studies were two pillars of their activities. The
members cultivated forty thousand square meters of rice paddies and ten thou-
sand square meters of vegetable fields to earn their collective profits. After the
first year, they deposited fifty yen of profits for future use. The participants
also created a pool of money to buy books, paper, ink, and oil lamps for their
night classes by selling straw products that they produced together over twenty
days of labor. Night classes were offered between October 15 and December 24,
when farming was off season. The young men were divided into three levels and
studied reading, composition, shityo (self-cultivation), abacus arithmetic, and
agriculture. For those who would soon take the conscription exam, the teachers
offered two months of intensive sessions on Japanese, mathematical calculation,
and the handbook for new conscripts.”

Award ceremonies honoring model youth were important occasions for boost-
ing awareness of the kyoka campaigns. In Shida, Kadowaki Choshiro became
an exemplary awardee in 1907. A twenty-year-old farmer at the time, Kadowaki
had lost his parents when he was nine and could not afford to finish even the
upper-level years of elementary school. When his grandfather fell ill as a migrant
worker in Iwate, Kadowaki traveled to bring him home and take care of him.
By “studying hard, farming diligently, and contributing greatly to youth group
activities,” Kadowaki became a model of the agrarian campaign.’*® The whole
Shida elementary school youth group was honored by the Miyagi’s governor in
1909 for contributing to the improvement of education and living customs.”

It is not a coincidence that the new youth group was formed among gradu-
ates of the elementary school. Schools were the core institutions responsible for
producing subjects of the nation, especially in remote villages.”* The physical
presence of the Imperial Rescript on Education of 1890, usually enshrined in a
designated place at each school, symbolized the direct connection between the
school and the national authenticity embodied by the emperor. Village notables
exercised significant influence in the elementary school’s operations. The vil-
lage administration, consisting of well-off landed families, built and managed
the school as an engine of modernization.” Established as an attachment to
the elementary school, the youth group also took on the modernization effort
advanced by village notables.
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The youth group, however, was more than just a mere functionary of kyoka
campaigns. One of its important functions was to help local landlords transi-
tion from traditional to modern landlordship.** The 1870s goal to “enrich the
country, strengthen the military” created the need for abundant rice that low-
paid laborers could afford.* To respond to this national need, landlords enforced
agricultural innovation while seeking to reduce their financial burden.*® Reach-
ing the peak of their power from the 1890s to the early 1900s, landed notables
found the youth groups useful in promoting reform and securing free labor. In
the name of “financial independence through cooperative cultivation,” youth
groups recultivated abandoned land and became a collective tenant for the vil-
lage administrative office.” The creation of “common land,” a widely observed
phenomenon from the 1880s to the 1910s, began with the land reform intended
to rescue poverty-stricken tenant farmers by providing jobs.*® The tenants cre-
ated new rice fields that became the public property of hamlets. Soon the village
administration office centralized the hamlet-owned fields and rented them to
tenants through written contracts. The profits created, which were usually depos-
ited in the village credit union, went from there into public investments, such as
education and infrastructure. This combination of transactions transferred the
responsibilities previously fulfilled by the landlords in a private capacity to the
village administration while securing continued dominance for the landlords.*
The youth groups exhibited a microcosm of this transition. Encouraged to cre-
ate and cultivate the common land and to deposit the profits in the credit union,
they helped to transfer the private conduct of the major landlords to the village
administration.”’ In fact, the achievement of youth groups was assessed by the
size of land they cultivated and the amount of deposits they made in the initial
decade. Shida county’s 1912 summary of county affairs showed only the area of
land occupied, membership, and deposits of each youth group, saying nothing
about their night classes or conscription success rate.*!

The youth groups also assisted the landlords in introducing new agricultural
methods. Landlords formed local agricultural associations (n0kai) to promote
new technologies, such as new varieties of rice and fertilizer, and to imple-
ment land reorganization. Kame no o became the most popular breed of rice
in Tohoku, since it grew fast, resisted cold weather, and could tolerate a large
amount of fertilizer. But adopting new kinds of rice and changing the familiar
methods of cultivation often met with resistance from farmers. For them, trying
a new method was a life-or-death gamble. To enforce agricultural reforms, the
prefectural government enacted a law to allow police coercion and penalties. The
use of coercion at sword point, called “saber agricultural governance,” made it
unmistakably clear that the agricultural reforms had become a policy goal, lead-
ing the Miyagi government to intervene in the previously private negotiations
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between landlords and tenants.*? To align with this effort, the Shida elementary
school youth group used part of its fields for experimental agriculture to test new
seeds and fertilizer.”” In contrast to raw coercion, the youth group gave a positive
and progressive image to the adoption of new agricultural methods.

In short, in the eyes of landlords, the Shida elementary school youth group
represented the model tenant farmer. Its members were supposed to acquire
the virtue of hard work through collective cultivation of common land and an
innovative spirit from new agricultural methods. At the same time, from pre-
fectural officials’ point of view, promoting new youth groups was a measure to
counterbalance the excessive influence of landlords. In the period following the
Russo-Japanese War, local landlords, whose power had ballooned as agents of
modernization in the past two decades, began seeing a backlash from tenants and
government officials. In the increasing tension pertaining to leadership of agri-
cultural reform, the youth group proved useful for the landlords who attempted
to maintain their influence, but also for local government offices that wanted to
keep their power in check.*

The function played by youth groups in the tension between landlords and
local governments, albeit central in village affairs, never surfaced in the discourse
on rural youth training. Activists who promoted local youth groups emphasized
only the educational effect of disciplining adolescents. Tomeoka Kosuke, the
founder of a famous farming school, argued in the Miyagi Education Journal
that youth groups were useful in providing continuing education, encouraging
time-consciousness, and providing leisure to rural youth, but failed to discuss the
youth group’s position in local power politics.*

Transforming Hamlet Youth Associations

In 1905, the year when the Shida elementary school youth group was established,
the village administrative office organized a separate, the “Shida village youth
group.” In contrast to Mikami’s group, which gathered select youth, the village
youth group cast a wide net, absorbing the traditional youth associations of the
hamlets. Its activities overlapped with those of the other group, as both offered
night classes and engaged in common land cultivation.*® These two groups repre-
sented opposite characteristics embodied by village youth: Mikami’s elementary
school youth group had a more modern face, symbolizing the new administra-
tive village unit, whereas the village youth group preserved continuities from the
disestablished but deeply rooted hamlets.

During the Local Improvement Movement, the advocates of youth groups
emphasized the novelty of those youth groups that emerged in the era following
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the Russo-Japanese War. They highlighted that these groups differed from the
previous groups, particularly the student groups prevalent in urban areas dur-
ing the 1890s. These student groups were inspired by Tokutomi Sohd’s call for
youth to be an engine of the modern nation. They imitated Tokutomi’s The
Nation’s Friend, publishing essays, stories, and poems in their journals and hold-
ing lectures and public speeches to spread enlightenment thought. In Miyagi, the
Fudodo village youth group and the Hoppo youth group exemplified this trend
of the 1890s. Both were open exclusively to elite youth; the former consisted of
sons of upper-class families, and the latter required two internal references to join
the group.”” These youth groups in Miyagi demonstrated that Tokutomi’s influ-
ence had reached Miyagi’s remote areas, but also that this movement was strictly
confined to wealthy, well-educated youth.

The persistence of the pre-Meiji form of youth associations, too, was a con-
cern to new youth group advocates. Yet these associations were more deeply
integrated into the local society and did not simply disappear. Fukutake Tadashi
argues that Tohoku’s hamlet organizations evolved around a vertical hierar-
chy with the hamlet landlord (the “main family,” or honke) at the top and its
branch tenant families beneath it, resembling a kind of clan-based community.*
These farmers governed themselves through multiple community agreements
(keiyakuko). The local historian Got6 Ichizo, in his fieldwork on various forms
of agreements, argued that they were “the supreme decision-making institution
of each hamlet.” Their agreements were the iron law of mutual support in every
aspect of community life—marriages, funerals, irrigation, harvesting, educa-
tion, festivals, and so on—and being excluded from them meant ostracism from
the community.* Age and gender associations in the hamlets were organized to
support this keiyakuko-based governance.”® The age ranges and names of these
groups varied from hamlet to hamlet. Many male youth associations had the old
names of wakashiigumi and kuwasukiko and included those between fifteen sai of
age and the mid-thirties, or even the early forties. Initiation into the hamlet youth
association was a significant moment in a man’s life. It meant that he had become
a mature and responsible member of hamlet society, gained access to hamlet
property, and was allowed to marry.”' In some hamlets where only the eldest son
from each household joined their traditional youth associations, it also meant
that he would eventually represent his household in community agreements.

Meiji officials banned these hamlet youth associations in 1877, calling them
obsolete and violent. They were considered inappropriate partly because they
preserved old customs, such as premarital sexual conduct and costly funerals,
which Meiji social activists sought to reform. It was also because these traditional
youth groups were the most powerful physical resource of the hamlet. They took
charge of hamlet patrols, rescues, and fire control. Meiji officials believed that
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their degree of autonomy sometimes went too far, especially when they report-
edly engaged in political campaigns, ousted certain officials, and forced villagers
to provide them with alcohol and meals. “It is of concern if the [new] youth
group holds too much power, because youth associations of the past exercised
too much power and there were many examples of their causing problems,”
Tomeoka argued.* In its effort to control the means of violence, the Meiji state
could not allow local youth groups to maintain such power and autonomy.

Shida village officials’ establishment of a village youth group in 1905 reflected
their admission that these traditional hamlet youth associations still existed and
played an indispensable role in the village. Even though the new village office
appeared to have taken over the administrative function from the previously
separate hamlets, the hamlets often maintained their basic purpose as organic
units of governance, and community agreements continued to regulate villag-
ers’ everyday lives.” The hamlet youth associations, even after the ban by the
Meiji government, continued their gatherings under new names, such as “agri-
cultural society” or “fire-fighting group.”>* The new village youth group absorbed
these hamlet youth groups as its branches. As a result, the age range of village
youth group members in Miyagi’s 1909 survey was notably broader (fifteen to
forty years of age) than what government officials in Tokyo expected (fourteen
to twenty).”> Many retained features of the traditional associations, such as
hierarchical age relationships within the youth group or the initiation ceremony.
The continuity was also manifested in a rapid expansion of group membership
on paper. Within five years of its establishment, the Shida village youth group
had 635 members. Takeuchi noted that, because of the heavy dependence on
traditional hamlet youth associations, “activities of the new [village-level] youth
groups lacked originality and inevitably became inactive.”*

Despite these observations, the emergence of village-level youth groups signi-
fied important changes in rural societies. One of them was a further step toward a
male-dominant social system. Military conscription had already raised the value
of young male bodies, and the effort by the Meiji state to establish new codes of
law also institutionalized patriarchy.”” The village youth group was part of this
trend that enhanced the position of men. Unlike the hamlet age groups, which
tightly organized both male and female residents, the activities of new youth
groups targeted primarily males.

The village youth group also mirrored the transformation of the familial-
labor relationship in the hamlet community. For centuries, the main landlord
family (honke) did not just rent out rice fields to nearby farmers, but also formed
the core of an organic community, blurring the distinction between family and
non—family members.® A number of young tenants in Tohoku started their
farming life as apprentices of the honke, and their coming-of-age and future land
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holdings were determined through their relationship with the honke.* Especially
in Tohoku, where the practice of agricultural wage labor did not spread as in
the western region, the sentimental tie between the honke and its subordinate
farmers remained strong in the Meiji period. During landlord-led reforms, the
dominance of the honke institution continued. But the new labor relations based
on written contracts ended the traditional life cycle of many tenants, and the new
youth groups replaced apprenticeship during the transitional period. In other
words, while the village office represented the new landlord class and regulated
tenant farmers through written contracts, youth education also ceased to center
around the familial-labor relationship and became a public enterprise under the
supervision of the village administration and the elementary school.

The Influence of World War |

The nature of village-level youth groups shifted again when the political and
military role of male youth entered another phase. During the 1910s and 1920s,
the younger generation around the country joined in political rallies and dem-
onstrations in line with various ideologies. In the meantime, Japan participated
in World War I as an ally of Britain and fought German troops in China. As the
Japanese military witnessed the new scale of mass mobilization in Europe during
the war, its eagerness to intervene into people’s everyday lives expanded greatly.
Step by step, village youth groups were institutionalized. Receiving orders
from government ministries in 1905, 1915, and 1918, local governments stan-
dardized youth groups and created networks. In 1910, the new Shida elementary
school principal unified the previous two groups.®’ The new Shida village youth
group was officially named Shida Village Seinendan in 1916.9* The establishment
of the network continued from the village level to the county and prefectural
levels. In May 1911, Shida county held a youth association convention for the
first time. More than two thousand young men from one town and nine vil-
lages of the county gathered in Furukawa town middle school. The county head,
Iwabuchi Toshio, gave an opening speech and read the 1890 Imperial Rescript
on Education. It was announced that the main purpose of the federation was to
“promote unification and communication between all seinendan in the county”
through common projects, awards, lectures, sports events, and various learning
and discipline-enhancing activities. The army’s direct involvement was clear by
its presence at the ceremony. An attending army officer gave an hour-long talk,
titled “On Military Education,” and discussed the “physique, mentality, [and]
obedience” that were “demanded in the youth groups from the military’s point
of view.” After talks by the officials, three seinendan members gave five-minute
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speeches. One of them, Sugawara Rikizo, a fourteen-year-old farmer from Shida
village, talked about the Boshin Imperial Rescript of 1908, which preached
emperor-centered nationalism and the spirit of hard work. The officials gave
him a special prize because “his speaking attitude, intonation, and pronunciation
were impressively clear and fluent, and the way in which he moved the audience
of more than two thousand people proved his superb performance.”®

Another sign of the army’s influence was the renewed attention to physical
exercises and sports events. In November 1916, the Miyagi Prefecture Seinendan
was launched; its network extended across 222 village and town youth groups and
involved more than thirty-five thousand members. The prefecture-level seinen-
dan’s main activity was large-scale sports events. Its inauguration on Novem-
ber 12 accompanied a sports festival, in which five thousand youth who had
won their local competitions participated.® Sports events held by elementary
schools and youth groups had been the most popular entertainment in rural vil-
lages since the early Meiji years. These prefecture- and county-level competitions
inspired both young participants and spectators and enhanced the popularity of
the seinendan.®
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FIGURE 2.1. The Inauguration of Miyagi Prefecture Seinendan Federation

Miyagi kyoiku (December, 1916): preface. Photo reproduced courtesy of the University of Tohoku Library.
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Military conscription also gained a new spotlight. After the war, national
leaders increased the pressure on the seinendan to produce healthy soldiers. At
conscription exam sites, the examinees who had a sexually transmitted disease,
astigmatic eyes, or poor general health were viewed as disgraces to their village.
If they could not read a passage from a school textbook, the examiner faulted
their seinendan group by asking the examinees, “Did you go to night classes?”
and “Which teacher was in charge?”®

Even among well-off landlords, military experience became a new source of
prestige. Many landlords enhanced their social status by gaining experiences as mil-
itary officers, as well as by their commitment to agricultural reform. In Shida vil-
lage, Kadowaki Yoshio embodied both pathways. He was born into a wealthy family
in 1872, joined the military in 1894, and was promoted to private first class in the
military police. He fought in Taiwan, seizing aborigine-owned land, and traveled
extensively during the Russo-Japanese War. On his return, Kadowaki established
the army reservist group in Shida village in 1910 and took charge of veteran affairs
for the next thirty years. He became Shida village representative of the agricultural
association in 1906, served as the village head from1912 to1917, and was one of the
strongest forces promoting agricultural reforms during the Local Improvement
Movement.”” Kadowaki represented the modernity in many ways in the villagers’
eyes: he had received higher education, visited foreign places, been decorated as
a military officer, and promoted new agricultural techniques. As a local notable,
Kadowaki preached the agrarian ethos to young farmers.*® Village leaders of the
new generation depended on the dual emblems of military background and agri-
cultural innovation rather than the mere fact of being landholders.

The Rise of Rural Youth in the 1920s:
Kato Einojo
After the Russo-Japanese War, the seinendan institutions had experienced mul-
tiple rounds of mobilization by the army and other state ministries. The estab-
lished importance of the agrarian—military ethos appears to have regulated the
lives of seinendan members—or so village leaders, army officers, and state officials
intended. But in the 1920s, the increasing attention to rural youth education, as
seen in chapter 1, paradoxically created an autonomous sphere of activities for
village youth. Many young men found empowerment in their improving sta-
tus in village affairs. For them, youth group activities provided a window onto
national and global spaces beyond their hamlets and villages.

Sons of relatively wealthy families could use their new leverage as rural youth
more readily than average farm youth could do. Kato Einojo in Aratanome
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hamlet, Shida village, is a good example. Born in 1904, Kato was the first son
of the second-largest landlord family in the village; his family held more than
forty hectares in 1928.% In 1926, he formed a youth group with over a dozen
neighborhood youth between the ages of fifteen and twenty-six, including several
family employees and women. Katd always wanted to study in Tokyo and “fly
into the larger world,” according to his son. However, because Katd’s father, Kato
Hisanosuke, expected him to take over as head of the family, he was not allowed
to pursue a college education in Tokyo as his two younger brothers did. Instead,
he was sent to an agricultural school in Sendai after graduating from the upper
level of the local elementary school.

Kato Hisanosuke was a leader in agricultural innovation and an admired local
notable, but Kato Einojo did not find attractive the chance to follow in his foot-
steps. Instead, he ran away from home and enrolled in the Tokyo School of For-
eign Languages, living with his sister, who was married to an aircraft engineer.
After a few years, Kato Hisanosuke came to Tokyo and forced Einojo to go back
to Miyagi. Kato Einojo remained bitter about his father’s actions throughout his
life. Back in Shida, his only outlet for his youthful rebelliousness was to establish
a new youth group. At the same time, his knowledge of art, literature, foreign
affairs, and agriculture intrigued his peers in Aratanome. So did his knowledge of
how to use Western cutlery and play golf. Besides his exuberant charisma, he pro-
vided a free space for the neighborhood youth to hang out. His parents resided
separately in nearby Nakaniida hamlet, where they started a new rice threshing
and shipping company. The Katé family’s original house in Aratanome, with its
spacious garden, became a perfect place for the neighborhood youth to gather
and play various sports.”

One fascinating aspect of Katd’s youth group was its name, the Aratanome
4-H Club. When Kato discussed with his friends what to call their gatherings,
he remembered that his teacher at the upper-level elementary school, Takahashi
Gunyji, had once mentioned the 4-H club in the United States, which emphasized
youth training through rural life. Takahashi was a young intellectual who had
just graduated from normal school. Kato deliberately avoided using the common
nomenclature, seinenkai or seinendan. To him, the initiative of youth themselves,
not any affiliation with the government, represented the group’s core charac-
teristic. He also felt alienated from the official purpose of seinendan training
because his short stature had prevented him from passing the conscription exam.
The name “4-H Club” expressed his connection to the outside world and his
liberation from the rules of a landlord family and hamlet. It also symbolized
the cultural leadership of a nonmilitary figure with agrarian ideals. The mem-
bers held more than sixty evening gatherings during the first fourteen months
of operation. Kato gave lectures on scientific developments, international affairs,
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architecture in Tokyo, Japanese economic policies, and social issues. He assigned
two members to give a speech at every gathering. For many members, this was
their first experience of speaking in front of an audience. After sharing their
knowledge with each other and practicing public speeches, they played cards and
listened to music on Katd’s gramophone, a rare possession in the countryside.

After five years of these activities, Kato wanted to start a new group project,
publishing a journal. He picked the title Omoto (Rhodea) an evergreen plant that
represented eternal youth. At one gathering, Kato suggested that the members
write essays together and watched them struggling with paper and pen. “I feel
sorry hearing them sighing deeply in front of the distributed paper,” he wrote
in his own essay on that occasion, “but it is ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’
Opportunities do not come twice. Without struggle, we do not become men with
humanity.””! Group members wrote poems and essays about their work, families,
gardens, and daily lives. One member who spelled his name as Naoji in Roman
characters wrote about the 4-H Club: “Writing an essay is not easy . . . The leader
said, ‘try writing anything that comes to your mind as it is’ . . . what on earth
should I write about? . .. Since the inauguration of the club, the knowledge of the
members has improved a lot. We take turns giving speeches, and now we have
reached the point of writing essays for a journal. It feels delightful, as if we had
become big scholars or something.””

Kato Einojo’s lack of interest in the Shida village seinendan did not imply
that the 4-H Club was antagonistic to the hamlet and village order. In Omoto,
Kato expressed strong agrarian ideals and respect for those who performed mili-
tary service, much as the seinendan did. One of the group’s first activities was to
save money through collective labor, such as selling eggs. The government had
been campaigning to promote savings around the country, and Kato believed
that labor and savings projects would allow youth to learn self-discipline as well
as helping the national economy. The organization of the 4-H Club followed
the standard format of the seinendan, despite the club’s more voluntary nature.
The members agreed on formal regulations and rules, elected executive members
with limited tenure, and held three kinds of meetings (regular, convened, and
executive). They also worked closely with the patrol group of Aratanome hamlet.
The patrol group consisted of the heads of households in Aratanome, who tra-
ditionally supervised the pre-Meiji youth group and hamlet affairs in general.”
Katod’s leadership position replicated the teacher’s role in the village seinendan.
Although the 4-H Club was no doubt an enjoyable and collegial experience for
its members, their relationship with Kato was undeniably hierarchical. As such,
the 4-H Club in Aratanome was a new phenomenon that occurred outside the
official purview, but it combined many features of the old hamlet youth group
and the new seinendan.
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The Aratanome 4-H Club exemplifies how youth from relatively well-off
families incorporated the global and national discourse of rural youth and
attempted to create their own groups. In its social context, it mirrored the
changing position of landlord classes as well. After the series of famines during
the Meiji era, agricultural production steadily increased during the 1920s and
expanded the fortunes of the middling farmers, who cultivated between one and
five hectares of rice paddies either as landowning farmers or as relatively well-
off tenants. Unlike during the Meiji era, agricultural advancement now relied
less on the initiative of landlords, and more on public research centers and gov-
ernment investment in larger-scale irrigation and land reforms. The agricultural
association, originally the league of landlords, turned into an institution that
promoted new agricultural techniques to support these middling farmers. It
was not a coincidence that Kato Hisanosuke, witnessing the changing status of
his family, felt compelled to start a new business. Furthermore, starting in the
mid-1920s, tenant farmers organized large-scale disputes all over the country
to secure their tenancy rights. Many of them won permanent cultivation rights,
which dramatically limited the landlords’ power, increased their tax responsibil-
ity, and virtually ended their tight control over village affairs.” In the late 1920s,
observing the collapse of the organic hamlet communities that evolved around
the landholding main family, the village office emphasized the old slogan of
“united village” (zenson itchi) in an attempt to alleviate class confrontation in
the village.”

Kato Einojo had a stake in this changing environment. Still holding a grudge
against the older landlord system that had forced him to abandon his dreams of
living in the city, he might have felt that he was a participant in the new rural
dynamism. The strong emphasis on youthfulness in the 4-H Club provided
him with a new community to replace the old landlord-tenant hierarchy that
had previously dominated hamlet affairs. Perhaps he felt proud of creating
new ties with villagers while his father had a harder time maintaining the old
ones. Yet, at the same time, Katd Einojo’s leadership in the 4-H Club relied on
urban experiences that were available only to the sons of landlord families.
Regardless of Katd’s intentions, the club helped the village administration to
mitigate confrontation between different classes and secure the overall status
of the landlord class.

The Aratanome 4-H Club’s detachment from class confrontation stands out
in light of the involvement of many village youth in tenant disputes in the 1920s.
Since these conflicts often affected entire village or hamlet populations, many
seinendan groups and their members had no choice but to participate. In Toyo-
sato village in Miyagi, for example, the seinendan leader played an active part in
bringing the tenants’ demands to the village assembly in 1927.7¢ In some cases,
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youth undertook radical leftist activism. For example, Inomata Yajird, once
famous as a model farmer in Miyagi and winner of a youth speech contest in
the early 1910s, turned to socialist activities in the 1920s. Inspired by activists’
calls for a peasant uprising, he started a tenant union in his home village. He
was arrested and tortured repeatedly during the police crackdown on Commu-
nist Party members in 1928.”7 The Shida area was relatively slow in joining these
movements, but by 1930, even Shida village had two major disputes, with more to
follow in subsequent years.”® Before the tenant disputes spread, the surrounding
region was already a site of contentious politics. Various political parties rallied
in adjacent Furukawa town in the 1920s.” Furukawa was home to the nationally
famous liberal thinker, Yoshino Sakuzo. The same town elected Akamatsu Kat-
sumaro, a Socialist Party leader, to the House of Representatives in 1928.% It is
hard to imagine that Katd Einojo accidentally could have been unaware of these
lively political movements in neighboring Furukawa. He seemed to have deliber-
ately maintained his youth group as a circle of neighborhood young people and
avoided getting involved in class struggles of any kind.

Because of the intense confrontation between the government and leftist
activists, political polarization appeared to define youth activism in the 1920s
and early 1930s.*! In historians’ eyes, the youth groups of the two opposing
camps were fighting proxy battles over access to the masses. More noteworthy,
however, was the variety of motivations and the strong presence of localized
agendas on both sides. Economic and labor relationships were only some of
the factors that drove youth to leftist politics. Generational conflicts, anti-
urbanism, family tensions, and other divisions in hamlet society motivated
their decision to join a youth group of one or another political leaning.®* As a
result, political leaders were sometimes surprised to see former model youth
participating in tenant disputes, while, conversely, many rebellious youth
ended up in conservative positions. The unpredictable nature of youth had
already alarmed the officials during the rice riots of 1918, which were sparked
by the skyrocketing price of rice. Top government officials like Tanaka Giichi
and Tazawa Yoshiharu expected the seinendan and army reservist groups to
help the government maintain social order during the chaos. Yet more than
10% of about eight thousand arrestees turned out to be seinendan members.*
As we shift our focus from national politics to the social dynamics of young
participants, it becomes clear that the apparent political polarization was
merely one of many manifestations of an expansive space of freedom that was
opening up for village youth. Kato Einojo was rebelling against his own envi-
ronment too, except that his rebellion took the form of deploying his modern
knowledge to create a strong generational community, rather than engaging
in political demonstrations.
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The Social Mobility Complex

For average farm youth who did not have family wealth or status like Kato, it was
the emergence of the social mobility complex, which was triggered by the expan-
sion of youth training institutions in 1926, that altered their social opportunities
and allowed them to challenge the established authorities.

Youth training centers (seinen kunrenjo), which spread in 1926 and became
youth schools (seinen gakko) in 1935, were not the first schools that took charge
of training working youth. Since the beginning of the Local Improvement Move-
ment, educators in the countryside had made determined efforts to establish
a supplementary vocational school in every elementary school. In Miyagi, 210
vocational schools had been built by 1926.% In Shida, the village head, Kadowaki
Yoshio, decided to set one up in 1915.% At these schools, elementary schoolteach-
ers continued to give a few hours of instruction every week to their graduates,
helping them to maintain their academic level and improve their agricultural
skills. By the early 1920s, the village had an upper-level elementary program, the
supplementary vocational (agricultural) school, and the youth groups to super-
vise farm youth.%

Although the wide array of youth programs had already existed, the army
and its minister, Ugaki Kazushige, advocated establishing youth training cen-
ters. Because supplementary vocational schools educated only youth under age
sixteen, the army sought to strengthen contacts with all youth under the con-
scription age of twenty through this new institution. To facilitate participation,
tuition was free and graduates could shorten their military service requirement
from two years to eighteen months. Through youth training centers and their
emphasis on shiyo and agrarian education, the army attempted to improve the
quality of conscripts while satisfying the public demand for demilitarization that
was spreading in the 1920s.*” Miyagi prefecture quickly established 244 centers in
July and August 1926, including one in Shida village.®

How did the new youth program affect the life of young villagers in the con-
text of the 1920s? The biggest difference was not in the content of education;
the combination of military and agrarian ideals was not a novelty, and the new
program would not suddenly make it more attractive than previously. More
significant was the new means of supplying the education. Hundreds of village
youth found employment as temporary instructors in the newly established
youth training centers. Supplementary vocational schools already had a chronic
problem in finding appropriate teachers. Because of financial constraints, ele-
mentary schoolteachers were responsible for vocational classes, but those who
had attended normal schools had very little experience in agriculture. “Looking
at the reality of agricultural education at the elementary school, [teachers] just
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After elementary school, most male graduates in the countryside enrolled in the village seinendan. The students
in these post-elementary programs thus overlapped with those in the seinendan. The conscription examination
was a requirement for all male citizens of twenty years of age, but until the late 1930s, those who actually served
the army were a minority, with an acceptance rate of one out of five at best.
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follow pages of the agricultural textbook as if it was a reading class, let fifty to
sixty students cultivate only one hundred square meters of practice farms in their
wooden sandals, . . . or make them clean the campus or water system to kill time,”
an advocate of vocational education in Miyagi complained in 1925.% In the new
centers, teachers had to give military-style physical training as well. Moreover,
students at youth training centers (and at youth schools, built after 1935) were
working-age farmers who were not easy for regular schoolteachers to teach.”
To solve the problem of finding teachers, villages hired people who had expe-
rienced both farming and military service as part-time instructors. Each youth
training center usually had about three or four of these instructors in addition
to five or six regular schoolteachers. This means that, in Miyagi, more than 750
army reservist members were training younger generations at a time. The centers
also switched instructors every few years. Outside Miyagi, the ratio of reservist
instructors was 10% higher, creating even more jobs.”! In national statistics, more
than 40% of youth school instructors lacked formal qualification as teachers.”

A few elements of this recruitment made “rural youth” into a new career path.
More important than the number of job slots created, the requirement to prepare
a résumé gave farm youth the first opportunity to apply a narrative of career
development to their own lives. The newly hired instructors filed their résumés
at the schools, and the schools reported all of them to the prefecture. Thousands
of these youth, who would otherwise have remained nameless even in local histo-
ries, suddenly appeared as individuals with self-narrated career records in Miya-
gi’s prefectural archives. Their résumés were simple. They were born around the
time of the Russo-Japanese War and graduated from the upper level of elemen-
tary school. Some attended supplementary vocational school for another year or
two. Most continued on directly into family farming and all had passed the con-
scription exam and served in the military. Some described in detail advances and
awards they received during their military service. Within a few years, schools
started hiring them. Despite the relative simplicity of these résumés, through
compiling them, farm youth began to find meaning in these experiences and to
view themselves as career-seeking professionals.

Another element that made a difference in youth’s lives was financial reward.
Their promised salaries varied between twenty and sixty yen for fifty to one hun-
dred hours of physical training instruction a year.” The resulting hourly rate was
equivalent to that of full-time substitute male teachers in Miyagi’s elementary
schools.” Although the payment was often delayed, this salary was significantly
higher than the payments received for government-provided relief in rural vil-
lages of the depression.”” Accompanying the monetary compensation was social
recognition as school instructors. Schoolteachers were often the only intellectuals
known to farm youth. To become full-time teachers, they needed a degree from
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competitive programs in either a middle school or a normal school.”® With the
expansion of youth training centers, farm youth without teacher training were
recruited and suddenly gained an opportunity to be called sensei.

In effect, the establishment of youth training centers—a typical discipline-
building institution from the state’s viewpoint—empowered average farm youth
in a way totally unexpected by army officials. Fulfilling the dreams of army lead-
ers, it helped to consolidate the route from the seinendan to the youth train-
ing center, army conscription, and the reservist group as a ladder of continuous
development, but this became meaningful to farm youth only if they had a pos-
sibility of reaching the next step. The prospect of developing a career through this
route broke open a major crack in the confinement of rural social immobility
for average- to-lower-class farm youth. Even though new holes had been appear-
ing in the glass ceiling of rural communities since the late nineteenth century,
most seinendan members were still stuck beneath it unless they had either family
wealth, some major achievement during their military service, or access to higher
education (including local agricultural schools, which became increasingly avail-
able to sons of above-the-median farm families in the 1920s). Becoming a cog
in army-led institutions was a very different kind of self-empowerment from
that sought by Kato Einojo (the son of a landlord) or the “autonomy of youth”
envisioned by leftist activists. But they developed an equally powerful sense of
self-worth as rural youth and expressed it in the discursive space of seinendan
newsletters, which circulated at the village, county, prefectural, and national lev-
els. In these forums, they celebrated the superiority of rural youth and, with
greater conviction, reinterpreted risshin shusse (rising in the world) in terms of
rural-based careers.

I view this mechanism by which farm youth transformed themselves from
perpetual farmers into success-seeking modern rural youth and developed a
common identity with their peers as a defining component of the social mobil-
ity complex. The term rural youth no longer meant a sector of the population
or an idealized image of national subjects, but instead, became a type of career
field that one could pursue. After teaching experience in the youth training
center, many young people continued up the career ladder, becoming full-time
teachers in elementary schools, technical advisers in agricultural research cen-
ters, and seinendan leaders. In addition to holding formal job positions, they
could advance their quality as rural youth by participating in short-term train-
ing events, lectures, and workshops. Similar to certificates from formal schools,
training as model rural youth was widely appreciated, and these youth’s records
and reputations were readily transferable between localities and jobs.””

This alignment of career consciousness, social identity, and shared confi-
dence connected village youth to state ideologies of anticommunism and
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nationalism and would eventually produce an ideological stronghold for state
and military goals. But instead of repeating the prose of the state, young villagers
created their own versions of nationalism by combining agrarian, anti-urban,
and anti-intellectual elements. Sato Kesao, a seinendan member in Edano vil-
lage, Igu county (southern Miyagi), was convinced that “today, the city-centered
material civilization has already declined, and the time has come for the revival
of rural-centered spiritual culture.” In his view, leftist activists were urban prod-
ucts. “Have any of the left-leaning thinkers so detested these days come from
hardworking rural villages? If there is [one], he is just instigated [by others].
In any period, such thoughts are generated from a corner of the materially and
spiritually impoverished city.”*® Mori Shigeshi, another member of the Edano
Seinendan, demanded in a handwritten essay a pension for farmers equivalent
to that for retired government officials: “Our empire is an agricultural nation
as we all learned in elementary school. . . . It is a contradiction in logic and
ignorance of humanity that farmers, the foundation of nation building, . . . are
left without any pension.”®® Their claims advanced state-sanctioned agrarianism
even further and viewed urban-centrism as the fundamental problem. These
seinendan members did not shy away from pointing out that the state itself was
sustaining that problem.

Through the lens of the social mobility complex, we can observe how local
contexts determined the ways in which state programs affected young people’s
lives. Now that advances in the military could facilitate rural youth careers back
home, military service (and not just the conscription exam) gained important
new value. Those who were eager to establish their careers volunteered for the
navy instead of waiting for army conscription. Many served in the military with
greater willingness or enthusiasm, not necessarily because they dreamed of serv-
ing the nation or the military, but because a record of military service offered bet-
ter longer-term life prospects.'® The village seinendan were also accorded new
meanings, as they became young people’s gateway to social mobility. State offi-
cials continued to attribute youthful enthusiasm for the seinendan to successful
discipline and indoctrination, without observing how specific aspects of youth
institutions interacted with social dynamics. In fact, officials were desperate to
control these youth, as illustrated by the excessive institutional structure in the
countryside: by the 1930s, the seinendan, a supplementary vocational school, a
youth training center (later a youth school), and an army reservist group existed
in each village to supervise only a few hundred young people. These institutions
were managed by the same small group of village leaders and teachers, and, in
the reality of participants’ everyday lives, their activities and regulations were
indistinguishable. Even after elementary school education became widespread,
and the language of emperor-centered nationalism became hegemonic in public
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discourse, the state was still compelled to incessantly test the loyalty and national
quality of young villagers through the 1920s and 1930s. In the end, an unin-
tended result of establishing career paths for rural youth, not the tightening of
the reign, brought a critical change to young people’s mindsets and their relation-
ships with state programs.

The example of seinendan development in the Tohoku countryside reveals a
considerable discrepancy between the understanding of leaders in Tokyo about
how village youth were being assimilated into the national culture and actual
experiences at the grassroots level. The overall success of instilling agrarian and
militaristic nationalism in village youth made it appear that plans and programs
were functioning as intended. Perhaps national leaders like Tazawa Yoshiharu
and Ugaki Kazushige believed that, through the seinendan or youth training
centers, they were establishing a direct tie between young men in the country-
side and the emperor or the army that transcended hamlet, village, and regional
social relationships. But as we have seen in the Shida village case, village youth
groups were always conditioned and characterized by the local dynamics of the
villages. In the first decade of the twentieth century, the new village youth groups
facilitated a transition from traditional to modern landlord-tenant relationships.
This process reminds us that despite the discursive tendency to view rural youth
as the target of education, or “adolescents” in the language of developmental
psychology, village youth actually had a larger socioeconomic presence. In the
post—World War I era, the rural youth discourse culminated in the national scene,
which was appropriated and aggressively deployed by Katd Einojo as he chal-
lenged the previous hegemony of the landlord family represented by his father.
It is, however, the emergence of the social mobility complex that brought about
a quiet social revolution to the majority of village youth. Drawn by new employ-
ment opportunities, they applied a new narrative of career development to their
farming lives, consolidated their belief in the central role of rural youth in local
and national economy, and shared their identity of being rural youth through the
seinendan’s print outlets.

This process was, indeed, one of nationalization, as it transformed young
people formerly restricted to hamlet-based roles into modern rural youth who
transcended multiple local boundaries. Farm youth came to enthusiastically
exchange agrarian values and nationalistic expressions. But the mechanism that
generated their expressions was more complex and locally grounded than sheer
ideological preaching. Here again, the idea of rural youth, which mediated con-
flicting interests but also generated new tensions among national leaders, spread
deep and wide at the grassroots level, playing a part in the transformation of
young people themselves.
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The local story also suggests an empire-wide simultaneity in some respect.
While the colonial governments in Taiwan and Korea were alarmed by the expan-
sion of the public sphere in the 1920s, local and national officials in the metro-
pole were also facing increasingly unruly social movements. Across the empire,
officials deployed different means to control populations, balancing tactics of
opportunity, discipline, and oppression. In Japan, village youth became the
immediate target of control but, at the same time, obtained new social leverage
against established powers. Eventually, the social mobility complex produced an
ideological support base for state officials fighting socialism and communism.
This alignment of the interests of village youth and the goals of state officials was
aresult of the convoluted interactions among many layers of social relationships,
along with associated psychological reactions and counteractions. The detailed
causes and effects involved in such a social mechanism can only be imagined at
best by fleshing out their local contexts and individual circumstances.

Before we leave this chapter, a brief look at young women’s experience is war-
ranted. The social mobility complex was decisively male-dominated in character,
but young women were not totally left out in the rise of rural youth, although
they experienced it on a smaller scale. Some villages established study groups
for female elementary school graduates also around 1905.'" After World War I,
activists and teachers believed that young women should obtain shiyo and the
spirit of hard work so that they would become hardworking wives and healthy
mothers.'? In 1917, a national network of young women’s groups, called shojokai
(maidens’ groups) was established, and they were transformed into the Greater
Japan Young Women’s Seinendan Federation (Dai Nihon Rengo Joshi Seinen-
dan) in 1927.!° The founder of the shojokai network, Amano Fujio, argued that
the shojokai were the mother of the seinendan, and “if ‘young men’ (seinen)
are the element of national energy, ‘young women’ (shojo) are the source of
that energy”'® In the 1920s, many young women participated in the discur-
sive space of rural youth through seinendan newsletters. Like their male coun-
terparts, young women were hired by supplementary vocational schools and
youth schools where female students obtained skills in sericulture, household
accounting, sewing, cooking, and other home sciences. Their views and experi-
ences deserve a separate narrative from male-centered ones. But it could be easily
imagined that because schooling was less common among female farmers, forms
of education that occurred outside the realm of formal schooling had a more
significant impact on women in their pursuit of a rural modernity.



TOTALITARIAN JAPANIZATION

The emergence of the social mobility complex for young men in 1920s Miyagi was
not isolated from Japan’s imperial affairs. Time and again, the imperial expan-
sion exacerbated the feelings of marginalization experienced by Téhoku people,
which fanned village youth’s burning desire for rural modernity and achieve-
ment. Over the course of the 1930s, as Japan entered the era of large-scale mass
mobilization, the empire and young people’s lives in the countryside became
more immediately linked. Not only were more Japanese youth sent to imperial
frontiers as soldiers and agricultural colonizers, but the intensive mobilization
across the empire also caused the experiences of youth in various localities to
converge further. We see more similarity and simultaneity in nation-empire
building across wider regions in this period.

It is hard to miss the linkage between global and imperial contexts and
the courses taken by the seinendan in Miyagi. The international debate over
colonial associationism and assimilationism, for example, was paralleled by
a domestic debate about localization and nationalization in youth training.
In both debates, the dual goals of emphasizing local culture and spreading
national-imperial identity created considerable tension. Over the course of the
1930s, Japan’s home and colonial governments simultaneously strengthened
assimilationist stance. Once the Second Sino-Japanese War started in 1937, the
empire-wide seinendan and other youth programs underwent rapid institu-
tional amalgamation to reflect accelerating nation-empire building. The local
seinendan received the most intense supervision from the national-imperial

70
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headquarters, and participation by all eligible youth became mandatory at
youth schools in the Japanese countryside. Across the empire, whether people
called it kominka or wartime mobilization, the state engaged in totalitarian
Japanization, frantically endeavoring to shape the thoughts, behavior, and
demeanor of village youth.

The degree of ordinary people’s compliance and participation is a point of
debate in studies of different types of totalitarian regimes.' Japan’s wartime
regime exhibited several common characteristics of totalitarian rule: the state’s
effort to merge the public and private spheres, forceful imposition of state ideol-
ogy, oppression of individual opinions, and punishments for even minor dissent-
ers. As in European cases, Japan also enjoyed wide public support for the state’s
war effort, at least at its initial stage. The empire’s expansion was exciting, even
for many Tohoku residents who had previously loathed it.? Their everyday lives
were colored by news and imaginings of faraway imperial frontiers. Seinendan
members—as future soldiers, agricultural pioneers, and peers of Hitler Youth—
were the core protagonists of rural-centered imperialism. The phrase model rural
youth increasingly evoked admiration and prestige in village society. In a way,
their reputation mirrored the trust placed in the totalitarian imperial state by
wide swaths of the population.

Switching the perspective from structure and discourse to village social envi-
ronments, however, reveals that the concept of compliance does not grasp peo-
ple’s lived experiences. Given the multidimensional social battles, the resistance—
collaboration paradigm, in which compliance and participation tend to be situ-
ated in the ambivalent middle, explains so little of people’s actions. Nor does
the focus on individual agency or freedom capture the issues at stake for village
youth. The largest part of village youth’s mental struggle seems to have been a
battle to establish their self-worth. Amid the chorus of propaganda, their identi-
ties were shaped through local, national, generational, or gender tensions. Take
Kato Einojo’s passionate involvement in wartime mobilization. Because of the
political capital he had developed through his Aratanome 4-H Club and his
previous use of the images of youth and farmers as symbols of rebellion, Kato
viewed the increasing responsibility placed on him during wartime not as a sud-
den invasion by state power but as a step forward in his ongoing pursuit of social
leadership. For younger men, however, the totalitarian environment and their
inevitable deployment for battles and in industrial labor in the 1940s compli-
cated their sense of self-worth: they were heroes and dispensable at the same
time. Even if they managed to remain in their villages, youth schools no longer
presented viable career routes. The space of expression had been diminished. The
social dynamics of villages were again undergoing a significant change, remov-
ing young men from the driver’s seat of social mobility. In short, although the
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discursive emphasis on rural youth continued until the end of the war, the social
mobility complex for young men had already collapsed years earlier.

The presence of such social battles reveals at least two things. First, even when
the state seemed to eliminate any private or social sphere and directly controlled
individuals, social contexts still produced tangible feelings of joy, pride, resent-
ment, and desperation that affected their attitudes toward state mobilization.
Second, constantly changing social dynamics created lingering effects on differ-
ent generations. Katd’s personal synchronization with rural youth discourse in
the 1920s led to his home-front enthusiasm a decade later. By the same logic, the
demise of the social mobility complex for young men in the early 1940s presaged
an eventual collapse of the popular basis for the regime sooner or later. The spiral
of shrinking popular support from the pillars of state mobilization and expand-
ing coercive control signaled the beginning of the end for such a regime.

Rural Youth in the Great Depression

Beginning in the 1910s, the discourse of rural youth flourished across the empire.
In the 1930s, it reached another peak. People in Tohoku felt particularly strong
sentiments regarding the category of rural youth during this decade, a period
when they experienced the dual hardships of economic difficulty and wartime
mobilization.

Japan had already been in an economic crisis before the global depression hit
in 1929. Rice prices fell in most years of the 1920s, and many banks and busi-
nesses collapsed in 1927. The Great Depression delivered another blow to the
market, causing the value of agricultural products to plummet by almost half
between 1929 and 1931. During the 1920s, a large number of people had moved
from rural Japan to urban centers, widening the gap in social environments
between cities and countryside.’ But in the 1930s, unemployment forced many
urban migrants to return to their home villages, in turn creating the problem of
excess population in the countryside.* Frustration born of rural poverty led to an
upsurge in tenant disputes. Rural problems were so widespread that after a coup
attempt by young military officers on May 15, 1932, one of the arrested officers
made a famous statement, attributing his participation to a desire “to help the
families of the soldiers from T6hoku.”

Tohoku, indeed, embodied the nation’s economic struggles in a particularly
gruesome way. In 1932 and 1934, the region was hit by unusually cold weather,
which caused two devastatingly poor harvests. The scale of devastation wreaked
by these famines was reported widely as a national tragedy. Photos of starv-
ing infants and exhausted mothers and stories of thousands of schoolchildren
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developing impaired vision because of malnutrition appeared in regional and
national newspapers on a daily basis for months.® In Aomori prefecture alone,
more than twenty-four hundred girls were reportedly sold into the sex industry
or factories by their families in 1933.7 Shida county, Miyagi prefecture, experi-
enced massive rainfall in summer 1932, which worsened the already severe dam-
age to crop yvields, leading to chronic food shortages.® In 1934, Shida again faced a
combination of cold weather and water damage. Particularly hard-hit was Kashi-
madai hamlet, where 65% of the farmland produced absolutely nothing, driving
the farmers to the edge of starvation.® This emergency led to another surge of
tenancy conflicts in Shida in the early 1930s.'° After the price of rice plunged dur-
ing the depression, landlords demanded that tenants compensate for the deterio-
rating quality of rice by providing a larger amount. Kahoku shinpo reported that
this demand imposed “blood-sucking pain” on farmers and after the Mass Party’s
involvement, the Shida area reportedly became “the hottest region of peasant
disputes in the prefecture.”!!

Tohoku received overwhelming sympathy, but this seemed to be another con-
firmation of the region’s inferior status within the empire. In the early 1930s,
heavy industry dictated Japanese labor and capital markets.'? “The famine [of
1934],” the historian Kerry Smith argues, “was in many ways a reminder of just
how wide the gap had become between the modern, developed sector and the
countryside.”*® Urban intellectuals believed that more modernization—rational
and effective farming—was the only remedy for Tohoku’s plight. Agencies, such
as the Home Ministry and the semi-governmental Imperial Agricultural Associa-
tion, conducted various studies of the situation, its causes, and possible solutions.
Some of them characterized the tradition of Tohoku agriculture as the source of
the problem, pointing out its “simple management,” “primitive land use,” “back-
ward use of labor,” and “inferior agricultural productivity.”'

The Farm, Mountain, and Fishing Village Economic Revitalization Campaign
was launched nationally in 1932 as a government response. But this campaign’s
content reflected the gap between still discursively powerful agrarianism and
the diminishing influence of the rural economy in the national balance sheet.
Agrarian activists, the army, and the Ministry of Agriculture asked the cabi-
net for a larger budget to help farmers and even prompted the press to make
“the village problem” national news in 1932." But Finance Minister Takahashi
Korekiyo instead cut the budget for emergency rural relief from 366 million yen
in 1933 to 235 million yen in the following year. His decision came from the
observation that the countryside had turned from a major source of tax revenue
into a large financial burden since World War I. In direct contrast to further
investment of national resources, the “self-revitalization” (jiriki kosei) campaign
received enthusiastic support from Takahashi and other policymakers. It exalted
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the familiar Hotoku philosophy of moral uplift, which emphasized individu-
als’ responsibility for maintaining sound management in rural households and
village society. The campaign sought to produce maximum results through an
ideological mobilization while spending little money.'

In response to this campaign, local leaders in each village and hamlet pro-
moted the spirit of self-help and pushed the limit of productivity through labor-
and fertilizer-intensive agriculture. Shida village’s participation in the movement
also emphasized self-reliance and sought to overcome villagers’ massive debt
without government help. As one expression of this self-reliance, the village head,
Katd Hisanosuke, father of Katd Einojo of the Aratanome 4-H Club, established
a cooperative called the Two-Eight Society in 1934. He encouraged the villagers
to commiit three hours every night to home manufacturing on top of a full day
of farming between fall and spring, save 20% of the profit gained, and use the
remaining 80% to pay taxes. Involving almost all the households of the village,
the Two-Eight Society also tried to reform everyday customs and reduce spend-
ing on weddings, funerals, and other ceremonies."”

The younger generation took on many responsibilities in the Economic
Revitalization Campaign. Instructors at elementary and youth schools, many of
whom viewed themselves as model rural youth, participated in managing the
campaign.'® The Agricultural Association targeted youth in the management
improvement projects, and the Ministry of Agriculture called these local pro-
grams “youth movements.”"” In addition to their direct involvement in the official
campaign, youth sought to improve village morale by providing entertainment.
In Shida’s neighboring village of Onuki, for example, seinendan members man-
aged to bring in popular motion pictures for evening screenings. Even though
they could not afford to hire a narrator (benshi), villagers watched new samurai
films in an outdoor theater set up by the seinendan. Youth also presented ama-
teur plays, music, and vaudeville performances at seasonal festivals.?! The sports
festivals organized and performed by the seinendan remained to be one of the
biggest social events in rural villages, and nearly all residents came to watch and
participate in the games. Onuki village youth humorously turned even the gov-
ernment slogan of “self-reliance” into the name of a sport.*

At the discursive level, the category of rural youth continued to symbolize
a bright and hopeful future in the eyes of both government officials and vil-
lagers. Seinendan activities in each hamlet and news of the conscripts from the
village who were fighting for recently established Manchukuo were often the
only encouraging news helping the villagers to briefly forget the reality of their
rural conditions.” In newspapers, photos of young men in military, seinendan,
or youth training center uniforms represented the modern force in the coun-
tryside, offering a visual contrast to the reports on the largely unemployed and
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starving population. Youth speech contests, usually called yiben (eloquence)
competitions, were widely reported, often accompanied by photos of a young
man on the podium in front of an equally young audience. In the 1929 Miyagi
prefecture—level competition, the speeches “A Roar of a Young Man” and “Rescue
a Small Rural Village” received the first and second prizes, respectively.* Other
newspaper reports praised rural youth for helping villagers to complete tax pay-
ments, rescuing neighbors from a fire, diligently attending youth training centers
and youth schools, and conducting shiiyo roundtable discussions.?

These symbols of youthful leadership impressed villagers to such an extent
that affected the mindset of lower-class farm families. In the late 1920s, the gen-
erational and economic class that had grown powerful through the social mobil-
ity complex—graduating from the upper level of elementary school, maintaining
decent academic ability but without the means to continue an education, and
owning or renting farmland to engage in cultivation as farmers—now became
the pillars of the new rural campaign.?® Once their status was solidified in the
1930s, those in the lower strata whose sons had barely finished the six years of
elementary school recognized the career of model rural youth as an optimal
choice for upward mobility. Between 1930 and 1935, enrollment and gradua-
tion rates in the upper level of elementary school suddenly expanded despite the
dire financial situation of many villages, demonstrating the robust expansion of
education among lower-class farming families.”” These families prioritized giv-
ing an extra few years of education to their children and having them enter the
path toward becoming model rural youth over turning them immediately into
members of the labor force.

The Hamlet Soldier

Public emotions attached to the category of rural youth also burgeoned in accor-
dance with the expanding military needs of strong soldiers. In the early 1930s, the
Economic Revitalization Campaign and military mobilization virtually merged
into one. Together they produced a torrent of programs, slogans, and regulations
that overwhelmed the rural population. In fact, war was intrinsic to the success
of the rural campaign. Scenes of soldiers returning to rural villages, for example,
reminded villagers that rural life was part of a bigger imperial effort. Villages
organized parades and ceremonies, in which injured soldiers’ reunions with their
families became a spectacle for public consumption. Kahoku shinpé reported the
“ecstatic welcoming” happening in every village and town. The reports usually
did not discuss where the soldiers fought or what they had done, but focused
instead on their returning with honor (and on the deaths of others in battle)
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instead.” In this atmosphere, army conscription began to carry the seriousness
of combat as the decade progressed.” In 1936, two young men in Shida county
submitted blood-signed applications, and other examinees shaved their heads at
the conscription exam site to demonstrate their determination. The newspaper
described that year’s conscription exam as “reflecting the time of urgency.”*

The army consciously linked rural villages and battlefronts to reinforce the
image of the “hamlet soldier” After the Manchurian Incident in 1931, farm
youth began participating in daily military drills. The annual army inspection
of young men became another local spectacle.”” Hundreds and thousands of
youth, mainly students at youth training centers, engaged in large-scale combat
games, reportedly using real weapons.’ Schoolchildren observed these prac-
tices, inflating the excitement about the war and about the prospect of becoming
soldiers.”> Women also took part, serving as nurses.** Once conscripted, enlisted
men were organized according to their home regions to maintain cohesion of
the unit. Soldiers were encouraged to write to seinendan members back home.”
Schoolchildren also wrote letters of comfort to the soldiers on the front lines
under their teachers’ instruction. Through these measures, soldiers simultane-
ously achieved respect in rural society and experienced social pressure to fight
and die with honor, and the villagers incorporated scenes of war and death into
their everyday lives.*

Localization and Nationalization

As the “hamlet soldier” and “village Japan” were being constructed simultane-
ously through the tie between rural villages and the army, youth training institu-
tions underwent further nationalization. In the late 1920s, the national seinen-
dan network helped young people to imagine themselves as main agents of rural
modernity and pillars of the empire. At the same time, the transformation of
their consciousness took place within the locally grounded social mechanism of
upward mobility. Being closely linked to both national and local levels of Japa-
nese society, the seinendan and other youth training institutions were caught in
the vortex of nationalizing and localizing forces. Seen differently, this tension
resembled that occurring between associationism and assimilationism as inter-
national society debated the new norms of colonial rule. Across the globe, the
appreciation of “pure” local and native cultures and the promotion of national—
imperial identity grew alongside each other. Japan was not an exception to this
trend. Possessing a dual self-image of both leading the regional culture and being
marginalized on the national-imperial scene, Miyagi’s youth educators exhibited
complex reactions to this debate.
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In the late 1920s and early 1930s, a wave of localization set the tone. Local his-
tory, folklore, and folk art movements became popular across Japan.”” Especially
in educational practices, localization and decentralization arose as a nationwide
movement.*® Many articles published in the Miyagi Education Journal argued
that one’s love for a native place (kyodoai) should be the basis for education.”
Elementary schools put up slogans such as “Understand one’s native place, love
one’s native place, and develop one’s native place” and hung paintings of Miyagi’s
legendary general, Date Masamune.*® Authors in the journal embraced a new
appreciation of the Tohoku dialect, which had been a target of correction ear-
lier in the century. Asserting that even “the Tokyo language is another dialect,”
one teacher stressed the importance of regional dialects, arguing that “it is not
standard Japanese that vividly expresses the emotional lives of local people, but
the language of the native place, or in other words, the dialect.”*' In this context,
the local quality of the village seinendan gained huge traction. “The essence of
youth training centers is clearly the educational facility of the state. . . . All the
educational methods conducted by the educators there are based on a set of laws.
In comparison, the seinendan are completely private groups and are not subject
to any legal constraints,” Nagato Raizd, a social education official in Miyagi pre-
fecture, contended, adding, “The seinendan, viewed from their history, emerged
with various local characteristics of each village and town, as well as of each
region.”*

Nevertheless, despite Nagato’s perception, the seinendan’s emphasis on the
localities owed much to nationalizing forces. The seinendan received as much
supervision by prefectural and national officials as did the youth training centers.
Government ministries had eagerly intervened in seinendan activities even before
1925, when the Greater Japan Seinendan Federation was established as a national
network of local seinendan. In the Shéwa period (beginning in 1926), Emperor
Hirohito frequently visited the ceremonies and sports festivals of seinendan
members, emphasizing the direct tie between rural youth and the imperial state.
The network of seinendan became a single body, the Greater Japan Seinendan, in
1939 and expanded to integrate groups of younger children (shonendan) in 1941.
Through these national networks, local cultures represented by village seinendan
units were studied, compiled, and presented.® The premise of locally driven and
centuries-old seinendan was itself a product of nationalization of the seinendan
institutions.* This dynamic of local characters defined and promoted for con-
sumption by urban intellectuals and bureaucrats reminds us of the production
of colonialist knowledge and ethnographical studies.

Conveniently for prefectural authorities, agrarian values concealed the inher-
ent contradiction between the localizing and nationalizing forces. Every nonur-
ban region claimed its value based on its commitment to agriculture and fisheries
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production, the moral quality of villagers, and the presence of strong, healthy
young men. Shida county was no exception. Kahoku shinpo’s specialized local
report in 1936 featured Shida county “in the throne of agricultural Miyagi.” It
emphasized that Furukawa city, famous for tenant disputes and political contes-
tations between socialists and the government, had overcome its earlier difficul-
ties and united for the revitalization of Tohoku.* The phrase “pillars of youth”
(chiiken seinen) appeared in the middle of the page, stressing the high morale
of young men and army reservists.” By emphasizing these typical agrarian ele-
ments, local leaders appeared supportive of nationalizing and decentralizing
forces at the same time.

The tension came to the fore, however, in the perceived role of rural youth.
Whereas the term rural youth symbolized local pride and agrarian supremacy
when it appeared in the regional newspaper, that same phrase produced a differ-
ent image for urban educators—the target of reform. A research team measured
the levels of intelligence of young people in an academic test in 1938, claiming that
scores were significantly lower in the countryside than among city youth. In a case
study of Shirai village, Chiba prefecture, the team stated that “81% of male and
78% of female youth have below-average intelligence.”*” Perhaps sensing urban-
ites’ condescension toward rural youth cloaked in the praise of localities, Miyagi
educators emphasized the value of local culture in supporting the nation. “Native
place is the nation (kokka),” one schoolteacher emphasized, continuing, “Superior
Miyagi people, from the national point of view, are superior Japanese people.”* In
measuring the importance of Toéhoku to the nation, some referred to the rivalry
between the east and the west, which Hangai Seiju had highlighted in 1906 when
he warned against westward imperial expansion. “We must not make Tohoku into
Kansai-style [Osaka, Kyoto]” because “Tohoku is, and has to remain, the root of
Japan,” argued Itdo Hydgo, a schoolteacher in Miyagi.* Proud of his origins in
Fukushima, the president of the Tokyo Science Museum also claimed in 1938 that
“the culture is shifting from Seinan [southwest] to Tohoku [northeast].”*

These claims by Tohoku educators paradoxically revealed the difficulty of
countering the nationalizing trend in youth training. As Nagato Raizo pointed
out in an earlier quote, youth schools (previously youth training centers) did
increasingly become the vehicle of uniform education over the course of the
1930s.>' Many young teachers in these schools faced mounting pressure to apply
cookie-cutter methods, which quickly diminished their ability to attract younger
generations. Each school struggled to raise attendance rates; village administra-
tors had to lure students in and manipulate the numbers. “The primary goal
is to raise the attendance rate, and training itself is of secondary importance,”
argued a schoolmaster in Iwadeyama, Miyagi, in 1934. They achieved nearly per-
fect attendance by reducing the frequency of training from four to two times
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per month and by sending reminders to families in advance.”> Among students,
young farmers were still considered exemplary, but teachers had a harder time
recruiting youth in other industries. “The attendance of youth in commercial
business is nearly zero,” Kahoku shinpo stated in 1935.% As the war progressed,
the army demanded greater standardization of training in youth schools. Kahoku
shinpé reported in February 1941: “To respond to the current international situ-
ation, complete the goal of ‘all citizens are soldiers, and overcome the difficulty
of the times, the Sendai Army Division’s headquarters decided to focus its energy
on youth military drill. As a guiding principle in youth schools, it will correct
the students’ thought and behavior that had varied according to region-specific
conditions by adopting the set principle based on encouragement of the Japanese
spirit and imperial rescripts.”>*

On the same page of Kahoku shinpo, the Sendai garrison boasted that Miyagi
had the highest enrollment rate in youth schools among Tohoku prefectures at
99% of 43,320 eligible youth.” Village officials worked so hard to keep up with
the unrealistically high expectations to the extent that the numbers on paper
ceased to mean anything. Shida village recorded the largest number of youth
school students in 1941, with 304 (and 65 graduates), but it had lost track of the
size of its enrollment by 1942.°° At a time of full-scale war mobilization, even
modest statistics of the population of young male attending youth schools seem
to have become too bothersome to compile. The energy of village officials was
redirected from training to the constant allocation of manpower to the military,
agriculture, and heavy industries.

By 1943, the nationalizing forces completely overwhelmed the localizing ones.
Even the “model farm villages,” which used to represent the beauty of the locale
at least in theory, were now leveled with the word “standard” (hyojun). Three
hundred “standard farm villages” were established throughout Japan to “perform
appropriate agricultural management and nurture farming families that conduct
robust and long-term agriculture in response to the demands of the nation.””
The government gave subsidies to these select villages to encourage the standard-
ization of other villages. Local characteristics that were once praised as the basis
of national culture disappeared from this new program and, overall, from the
wartime planned economy in the early 1940s.

Japanization in All of Life

These forceful nationalizing measures in the Japanese countryside were part of
an empire-wide movement to turn all people into ideal Japanese subjects, or
what was called kominka in the case of the colonies. Regardless of the location,
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state officials imposed Japanization in a totalitarian manner in the late 1930s and
the first half of the 1940s. One clear empire-wide commonality in the method
of Japanization was the emphasis on the bodily acquisition of nationalistic
spirit. “Native village education,” Miyagi educators’ favorite slogan—which was
originally intended to shift resources toward developing local identity—became
instead a method of inculcating nationalism in young people through everyday
life.

Eliminating the boundary between formal training time and private life
marked a decisive departure from previous kyoka campaigns toward totalitarian
Japanization. Schoolteachers and seinendan leaders had always aimed at influ-
encing the lifestyles of children and youth, but mere influence was no longer
enough for a nation in wartime emergency. To merge home and nation, “inte-
gration of training and everyday life” (kunren no seikatsuka, seikatsu no kurenka)
became a new teaching philosophy in the Funaoka Youth Training Center in Shi-
bata county, Miyagi, in 1935. Army officers of the Sendai garrison applauded
its “forward-thinking” training as they viewed the center’s activities, mainly
“military-style” agricultural practices. They also visited the students’ homes to
study how their changed behavior at home affected other family members.*

The so-called China Incident of 1937, which initiated Japan’s all-out war
against China, intensified this trend of integrating military training and everyday
life. Kahoku shinpé declared in large fonts that the situation of total war was an
“Unprecedented National Crisis,” which made “Youth’s Mission Critical.”*® The
Shida County Seinendan held a convention of its two thousand members, just
like thousands of other seinendan groups around the empire, to pronounce a
state of emergency and take an oath of commitment to the war effort.® “All of the
activities of youth in Shirai village have to be filled with national significance and
penetrated by the spirit of devotion to the state,” argued the 1938 previously cited
study on rural youth education.®! This document emphasized that the seinendan
should focus on the “collective practice of daily life” (shidanteki seikatsu jissen)
as a means of intensive moral training.®

To implement this “collective practice of daily life,” many youth training insti-
tutions turned themselves into a dojo (a training facility for martial arts), where
individuals received strict supervision of every aspect of their daily routine while
living together.® In December 1938, Kato Hisanosuke made a large donation
to build a dojo in the local Hachiman shrine yard, in the hope of “producing
youth with iron bodies and iron spirits.” The dojo served multiple purposes as a
center of youth’s self-cultivation: it was an exercise facility for male and female
village youth, a venue for lectures and speeches, a place to practice martial arts,
and a memorial hall commemorating the China Incident with photos of the vil-
lage’s heroic war dead.® As the war front expanded, elementary schools were



TOTALITARIAN JAPANIZATION 81

also turned into dojos that emphasized bodily acquisition of nationalistic spirit
over academic learning. “A 180-degree change in education!!,” a schoolteacher in
Sendai advocated in 1942. “It is extremely outdated if you regard only intellec-
tual instruction as the value of schools.” Against the criticism that “school beats
bells and drums, having too much religious flavor,” this teacher stressed that the
“training of all aspects of children’s lives” required integration of training and
everyday life.® Many youth schools adopted the dojo-style training as well. A
teacher at a youth school in Kurihara county reported in November 1943 that
the school’s mission was to “make youth aware of the meanings of their work and
their mission at their workplaces and complete their mission, through every pos-
sible means, with burning loyalty in response to imperial benevolence.” The train-
ing content ranged from radio listening comprehension and military marches to
monetary savings and lectures on imperial agrarianism.® In the 1940s, the prior
emphasis on the local in native village education was replaced by a stress on the
young body that knew no separation between private and national spheres. A
cornerstone of Japanization programs, this training method was adopted widely
across the Japanese Empire.

Rural Imperialism

While the radical Japanization of this period aimed at consolidating the “nation”
part of the nation-empire, the seinendan were expected to bring the presence of
the “empire” down to villages. Japanese agrarian nationalism had always been
linked to Japan’s territorial expansion. But after imperial control over Manchu-
ria in the 1930s magnified the discourse of an agriculture-centered imperialism,
the link between the seinendan and the imperial frontiers became more direct
and robust. Schoolteachers argued that the seinendan in the 1930s differed from
those in Meiji times: “Today’s Japan displays a superlative presence as a cham-
pion of East Asia and world leader, so the seinendan in the Japanese country-
side should not remain in the era of wakarenchii (hamlet youth associations),
seinenkai (youth groups in Meiji), or shojokai (young women’s groups in the
1910s) as in the thought of the early or mid-Meiji period.”®” They envisioned a
transformation of the seinendan to match the expanding scale of imperialism in
the late 1930s.

In fact, through government programs that encouraged migration to Man-
churia, the empire of the 1930s affected the everyday lives of rural Japanese in a
novel way. Manchuria was called “the new paradise” and presented as a panacea
for widespread rural problems in the 1930s. Japanese villagers had faced a short-
age of arable land especially when the rural population expanded during the
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depression.®® To ease this pressure, the agrarian activist Kato Kanji, with sup-
port from the Kwantung Army (or Kantogun, the Japanese army stationed in
northeastern China) and commanders Ishiwara Kanji and Tomiya Kaneo advo-
cated and launched the Manchuria colonization program in 1932.% The program
provided Japanese farmers with military drills and agricultural training at the
Uchihara training center in Ibaraki prefecture and then relocated them as armed
agricultural colonizers. After sending 423 farmers from the Téhoku region and
Nagano prefecture to Manchuria in the program’s first year, the central govern-
ment planned to send millions of farmers in the following ten years.”” The media
introduced success stories of emigrants in one issue after another, popularizing
Manchuria as a destination.”

Between 1932 and 1936, the Miyagi prefectural government sent 12,419 emi-
grants according to its official record, a fifth-largest group in the country.” In
reality, Miyagi officials, even while they frantically recruited volunteers, had no
concrete evidence that Manchuria was the solution to rural poverty. Kimura
Tadashi, who headed the Miyagi Prefecture Town and Village Heads Associa-
tion, did not conceal his lack of confidence in a 1931 speech: “I know nothing
about Manchuria. I have been told only that Manchuria has limitless land and
limitless resources. There is always an insistence that Manchuria is Japan’s life-
line, and that we must protect the rights and interests earned in the battles of
1904-1905. It is a very abstract thing.””> Nonetheless, mobilization accelerated
every year. The prefectural government set up a “Miyagi village” in Manchuria,
consisting of a few settlers from each village of the prefecture, so that emigrants
had more than immediate kinship to rely on. Some villages promoted migra-
tion more enthusiastically than others and created their own “branch villages” in
Manchuria. Nango village, also called the “best migration village in Japan,” was
the first in the country to plan a branch village.” Nango’s move fanned Miyagi’s
“migration fever” and encouraged other villages to hold lectures, motion picture
showings, and hamlet meetings to emulate Nangd’s collective colonization of the
continent.”

Since the target population for emigration was young male farmers, the
seinendan played a central role in mobilization. They were the most reliable
organization to prepare model migrants from the viewpoint of the government
and the Kwantung Army. Bureaucrats, particularly those in the South Manchuria
Railway Company, were concerned about the risks of a large number of unem-
ployed youth going to Manchuria with dreams of easy money. The magazine Ie
no hikari warned that there were an increasing number of waitresses from cafés
and bars, as well as prostitutes—symbols of urban decadence—in Manchuria.”
To encourage the migration of farm youth for agricultural colonization, all lev-
els of government offices worked with the corresponding levels of seinendan
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associations. At the national level, the Japan Youth Center in Tokyo hosted a large
celebration in 1932 to mark the departure of a group of migrants.”” In 1937, the
Greater Japan Seinendan Federation established a “colonization department”
to facilitate overseas migration and submitted to the cabinet a policy recom-
mendation to establish the Youth Colonization Volunteer Corps for Manchuria-
Mongolia (Manmo Kaitaku Seishonen Giyagun, hereafter the Volunteer Corps).
The seinendan leaders used every available venue to promote the Volunteer
Corps, such as advertising them in the official seinendan journal Seinen (Youth),
the Japan Youth Newspaper, and the popular series The Youth Cards, among oth-
ers. In 1938, more than twenty thousand young men joined the Volunteer Corps
and relocated to Manchuria.”

The prefectural level of seinendan associations had already been taking youth
to the frontier of the empire. Since 1925, the Miyagi Seinendan had been orga-
nizing observational trips to Manchuria and Korea. These trips supposedly pro-
vided an opportunity to “transcend national borders, reflect upon the state of our
empire, feel the customs of the continent, correct our perceptions of Manchuria
and Korea, mourn at the battle sites, and see the activities of compatriots.””® After
the Manchurian Incident in 1931, 206 participants from these trips formed the
Miyagi Youth Manchuria—Korea Society to show their firm support for those
“who risk[ed] their lives defending the lifeline of the Yamato race.” The society
initiated a variety of publications, lectures, and study groups.®® Miyagi seinen
(Miyagi youth), the official Miyagi Seinendan newsletter, was the main forum for
its activities. In fact, Miyagi seinen and the Miyagi Education Journal constantly
reported impressions of Manchuria, Korea, and occasionally Taiwan submitted
by teachers and youth who visited these places. Their experiences of riding the
trains with passengers of different ethnicities, passing through dangerous zones
where the Japanese were often attacked by bandits, and walking among the neon
signs, bars, and jazz music in Jilin depicted the adventurous atmosphere of their
trips from Korea to Manchuria. At the same time, this unfamiliar space filled with
flashy hypermodern symbols did not feel completely foreign to these visitors
because of the presence of Miyagi settlers there.® The travel participants often
obtained help from Miyagi business owners regarding accommodations, meals,
and tour guides.

Reports on the agricultural settlement in Manchuria similarly employed a
combination of the unfamiliar and familiar. “We use the machines of Western
nations for agricultural tools, which are unimaginable in Japan,” wrote a settler
from Miyagi in the fourth migration program.®? Through having Miyagi’s fellow
natives introduce their experience, the “unseen scale” of agriculture in Manchuria
became more comprehensible to young readers. Hyung Ok Park has argued that
the Korean farmers who settled in the Kando region of Manchuria functioned as
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cells in the “osmotic” expansion of the capitalist empire.®* Miyagi’s emigrants to
Manchuria created a similar process of osmosis in that these migrants enlarged
not only the literal boundary of the empire but also the conceptual boundary of
Miyagi’s rural villages.

At the village level, fraternal bonds that grew among seinendan members
served to bring the larger imperial state closer to village everyday life. Many
young people who immigrated to the colonies continued to submit essays to
their home village’s seinendan newsletters. Some newsletters allowed overseas
contributors to give a “real account” of the empire. Especially in the 1920s, when
youth migration was not yet a widely prevalent phenomenon, seinendan mem-
bers living in outer territories were a rare source of firsthand accounts. In the
Akita City Seinendan newsletters, for example, Sato Yitaro, a member living in
northern Korea, shared his observations. Cautioning the reader against the mis-
taken image of Koreans, Sato described the “real” Koreans as “loyal and humane,”
although “some have the slyness of the loser of a war.” His chauvinism was appar-
ent in his conclusion that “it was sufficient for those in the past to just be the
conqueror (seifukusha), but we have an additional duty now: the assimilation of
the conquered (hiseifukusha).”®* Over time, as rural youth became an established
identity category, the concept helped shift the emphasis from foreignness to
familiarity. Kanno Sukeo, a settler in Taiwan, submitted his essays to the seinen-
dan newsletter of his home village, Edano, in Igu county, Miyagi, around 1935.
Kanno gave no sign of being a settler other than the word “Taiwan” in front of
his name. His essay deplored the fact that people with high morals often fell into
poverty. It downplayed the unique environment of living in Taiwan by focusing
on the universal concerns of rural youth.* Essays like this one flattened various
experiences in the empire and shrank them into one narrative of struggling rural
youth. Through these exchanges and the personal ties that grew among seinen-
dan members, the expansive empire became a familiar, graspable world to them.

In short, Japan’s conquest of Manchuria gave rural villages pioneer status, and
young generations in the countryside nurtured a deep sense of agrarian imperial-
ism. They came to believe that their responsibilities extended from their hamlets
and villages, beyond the Japanese archipelago to the frontier land of northern
China and Manchuria. They were told to “love their native place” because “the
earnest love for their native place” was “the mother of the development in the
continent.”® They were also told to “raise self-awareness” as imperial settlers in
the continent and to abstain from alcohol, violence, and arrogant behavior so
as to cultivate admiration for Japan among Chinese locals and Korean settlers.®”
All aspects of their lives, even their weddings, were mobilized to advertise impe-
rial settlement. Nang6 village chose thirteen brides for migrant volunteers and
conducted a group wedding in February 1937. The wedding ceremony at the
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Nang6 Shrine was intended to “further propel the accomplishment of the village
goal,” that of “emigration to Manchuria.” The brides wore monpe work trousers
and “absolutely no makeup,” to symbolize the spirit of Manchurian migration.®
Thus, village seinendan members found themselves in the midst of the emigra-
tion campaign, as both mobilizing forces and mobilized subjects.

In addition to their ties to Manchuria, the seinendan symbolized imperial
power through their connection with the Hitler Youth. Fascist movements in
Europe had already captured the attention of young and old alike, as well as the
ideological right and left in Japan in the 1920s and 1930s.* Both the national
seinendan magazine Seinen and village seinendan newsletters viewed Mussolini
and Hitler as superior leaders. In September 1938, the seinendan and the Hitler
Youth exchanged visits to tour around each other’s empires.”® Twelve members of
the Hitler Youth, headed by Reinhold Schulze, were welcomed enthusiastically by
Japanese crowds at every stop during their three months of travel in the Japanese
Empire. Their brief stop at Sendai on September 11 became a regional spectacle.
Kahoku shinpo published photos of German youth in the famous Jugend uni-
form. It declared, “The five hours the Hitler Jugend spent in Sendai, the city of
forests, was filled with expressions of Japanese-German friendship by all 220,000
residents. Enthusiasm for the youth of our ally followed and boiled hot. Sendai
was plunged into a whirlpool of breathtaking excitement for five hours.”' The
Shida village newsletter also reported on the visit: “The Jugend sang the German
national anthem to the Sendai Seinendan musical band, and then [the seinen-
dan] sang ‘Kimi ga yo’ (the Japanese national anthem) in return.” After a series
of speeches, “to introduce the local arts, the city seinendan performed a sword
dance, the young women’s seinendan sang ‘Sansa shigure, and it finished with a
children’s performance. The Jugend sang the Nazi party song, the Jugend song,
and so forth. In a harmonious atmosphere with a stream of solemn feeling, we
gave three shouts of banzai (long live) for Germany, and Mr. Schulze led three
shouts of banzai for the Greater Japanese Empire.”** The appearance of the Hit-
ler Youth impressed the public and raised the Japanese people’s confidence in
seinendan associations as representing a global power on a par with Germany.
These exchanges symbolized a new vision of internationalism and were reported
even in remote villages like Shida.

Individuals and Social Relationships

How did village youth react to these intensifying forces of agrarian, imperial,
and military mobilization? This is a difficult question to answer. Wartime state
and army officials desired to more directly and hierarchically control young
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villagers, leaving little space for individual expression of personal views. Local
contexts and personal motivations were deeply submerged under nationalistic
slogans. Even retrospectively, those still alive today are not willing to share their
memories of participating in and supporting state mobilization. In actuality, all
generations were physically occupied by the requirements of producing agricul-
tural and industrial goods, conducting military drills, attending neighborhood
meetings, and compensating for the loss of manpower to military conscription.
One witness who joined the seinendan in 1943 in Shida village recalled that he
was too busy with farming and attended seinendan activities only occasionally.”
The challenge of sheer survival and increasingly paranoid state policies created a
dark age for aspiring young villagers. Even when the state seemed to exert perfect
control over everyday life, however, we can still detect how social contexts sur-
rounding individuals shaped the ways in which they engaged in the mobilization.

Most noticeably, the generation who lived through the rise of rural youth
in the 1920s made the transition to wartime rural imperialism and militarism
without a major rupture. The personal records of Kato Einojo, the landlord’s son
in Shida village, indicate no major shift but only an acceleration of his belief in
the power of rural youth. Kato had become a semi-public figure by the late 1930s,
and his life revolved around active involvement in war mobilization. His full
embrace of wartime rhetoric tells us that public enthusiasm for war mobilization,
at least partially, stood upon the foundation of social dynamics that developed
prior to the era of all-out war.

Kato Einojo, already thirty-three years old when Japan launched the war
against China in 1937, took Japan’s “state of emergency” seriously, since he was
a pillar of Aratanome hamlet. Having failed the conscription exam in the 1920s
because of his height, he remained in the village through the 1940s, serving in
many official positions related to agricultural administration, education, and
hamlet governance. After completing a lecture course on “the Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere” in June 1941 and another called “Leadership in the Time
of Crisis and Self-Awareness of National Subjects” in October 1942, he became
the head of village sonendan (adult associations) in 1943.%

Kato had already acquired considerable skill and a reputation as a hamlet
leader through the experience of leading his Aratanome 4-H Club. Once he took
charge of hamlet affairs, he frequently wrote and circulated hamlet newsletters
to report donation quotas, surveys to be conducted, rules of the new national
health insurance, venues and quantities for rationing of goods, and detailed plans
for agricultural cooperatives.” These writings reveal his excitement in playing a
leadership role that had already been apparent in his earlier youth group activi-
ties. The rebelliousness that had characterized his youth group, however, was
replaced by new confidence as a figure of authority. Kahoku shinpo reported on
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Katd’s leadership in promoting the war effort in 1943, as he gathered heads
of households to explain the grave national food shortages. Promising to
contribute 20% of his own rice holdings to the hamlet’s donation quota, he
begged others to join him. He also argued that “it is a shame for farmers” to
receive rice rations. Under Katd’s initiative, Aratanome residents took a col-
lective oath that they would consume other foods in case of a rice shortage in
their households.*

Slogans about youth and farmers continued to attract Katd’s attention.
Omoto, the youth journal he edited in 1931, had already expressed the feelings
of proud young farmers and their determination to work hard in such contribu-
tions as “a farmer’s poem” and “a letter to the enlisted soldier.” When the empha-
sis on youthfulness and hard work intensified under wartime mobilization, Kato
quickly adopted the ubiquitous rhetoric of “fighting rural youth.” “Youth is the
heat and oil for the flame of our leaders!” declared the cover of the meeting min-
utes of the Shida Country Imperial Rule Assistance Association in May 1941.%
Kato printed the “oath of food production increase” taken by the Shida Village
Sonendan in handouts:

Today food is also a weapon

We know that one grain of rice and barley, or one piece of potato, is
equivalent to one airplane and one flying bullet that can determine vic-
tory or defeat in the war.

We are farmers

As we face the severe war situation and enter the harvest season, autumn
is the time we farmers must all stand up. We shall do our best to reach the
production goal, firmly determined to complete the hamlet’s assigned
obligation of agricultural donation.

Farms are our final battleground

Regarding them as our fighting field, we rely on each other and help
each other to overcome hardship. We make an oath to the world that
we shall absolutely achieve food production increase for the sake of
victory.*®

Katd regularly pasted articles in his scrapbooks that elevated the importance of
farmers, including one from Yomiuri hochi shinbun written by a leading econo-
mist, Tominaga Yoshio. This article stressed the significant role played by the
farming population of fifty million people in Japan, Taiwan, and Korea, and it
demanded that they sacrifice more, particularly by giving up their own food
consumption to “even out the levels of hunger of all national subjects.” Kato
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underlined these points in red pencil.”” He also made a number of handwritten
notes on Hotokukai (Society of Repaying Virtue) lectures, perhaps in prepara-
tion for his own lectures to hamlet residents.

While Kato adopted a leadership role as an extension of his previous youth
activities, others experienced a significant break from the previous period. Will-
ingly or not, those whose social status had been considered inferior earlier—
children and unmarried female farmworkers in particular—found themselves
in a new race for empowerment. A children’s magazine, Weekly Junior Nation
(Shitkan shokokumin), preached that children were even more responsible than
adults for carrying out the war and shouldering the future of the empire. Chil-
dren who grew up during wartime later wrote that they felt “happiness and
pride” as they internalized this rhetoric and sought to become a “perfect impe-
rial subject.”!® For some, reaching a decision in favor of self-mobilization was
a convoluted process. A memoir written by an individual, Satd Tadao, relates
a number of anecdotes in which, as a boy, he unintentionally enraged elemen-
tary schoolteachers through behavior that, in adults’ eyes, represented refusal to
revere the emperor. These incidents usually consisted of frivolous actions, such
as tapping a ruler against a desk in rhythm when students practiced songs for the
late Emperor Meiji’s birthday celebration. Satd was otherwise a diligent and loyal
student who had memorized imperial myths as instructed. When he received a
reprimand, his personal admiration for his teachers, not his love for the nation,
generated grave self-remorse. When he reached the age of eligibility (i.e., four-
teen) to volunteer for the navy, shortly before the war ended, Sato applied to
become a military pilot against his mother’s wishes. According to his memoir, he
did so primarily out of extreme resentment toward a school principal who had
labeled him as unpatriotic when Satd did not immediately lower his head upon
unexpectedly hearing Emperor Meiji’s tanka poems. Becoming a soldier was a
way to prove the principal’s judgment wrong and gain a sense of superiority over
him.'"! For Sato, wartime mobilization consisted of a series of emotional battles
with adults, especially teachers.

Young female farmworkers also faced, and sometimes contributed to, a
shakeup in the social hierarchy. Onuki village’s female seinendan members estab-
lished a “nonmarriage alliance” and pledged not to marry men who failed to
attend military drills at youth training centers, saying, “Without military drills,
they are not men!” They found a way to counter the dominance of masculinity
by turning their marriage decision into a way to judge their male counterparts,
at least symbolically.’®? It is beyond our ability to grasp their motivations and
the effects of these acts, but it is clear that forms of nationalistic frenzy became
the surest means to affirm people’s social status. From the state’s viewpoint, all
people’s individuality was supposed to blossom through their direct ties with the
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empire. However, it is social tensions—such as those between generations, gen-
ders, and regions—that created the seemingly symbiotic relationship between
individuals and the state.

Indeed, the escalating wartime mobilization challenged some of the estab-
lished social statuses. The last years of the war destabilized the long-standing
social dominance of urban over rural Japan, as cities suffered critical food short-
ages and were targeted by daily air raids.'” Urban populations rushed to find
family connections in rural villages so that they could flee the cities. The govern-
ment began arranging the evacuation of urban children in June 1944, and by
September 1944, Shida county had accepted 714 schoolchildren plus 78 teachers
and staff, mostly from Tokyo.' Scholars have argued that the nationwide phe-
nomenon of evacuation (sokai) overturned the prevailing resentment toward cit-
ies among the rural population. Many urban residents suffered greatly through
the sudden displacement and formed bitter memories of their sokai experi-
ence.'” For Kat6 Einojo, the shift in the urban—rural relationship had a personal
dimension. Two months before Japan’s surrender, Kato agreed to host twenty
students from Tohoku Imperial University in Sendai, along with a professor of
law, Nakagawa Zennosuke, in a community center attached to the Aratanome
shrine.' They put up a sign that read, “The Aratanome branch of the Law and
Literature Department of Tohoku Imperial University.” Katd’s records do not say
whether he felt any sense of superiority over the displaced urbanites, stating only
his belief in the increasing responsibility of rural villages. But under the extraor-
dinary circumstances of wartime, Kato Einojo’s failed dream of seeking higher
education in a city seemed to have been ironically reversed as refugees from a
university sought his help in his home village of Shida.

The Collapse of the Social Mobility Complex

The social hierarchies of rural areas also were being redefined, because the “pil-
lars of youth” had left their villages, causing the demise of the social mobility
complex. Despite the alarm about population pressures in the 1930s, the agricul-
tural population sharply declined in the late 1930s and early 1940s. The num-
ber of soldiers in the Japanese military increased exponentially, from 278,000 in
1931 to 7.32 million in 1945. According to a study of postwar survey statistics,
more than 45% of the entire age cohort of males who were born between 1916
and 1920 were drafted.'” The continuing governmental efforts to send farm-
ers to Manchuria and war-related heavy industries also absorbed young people.
Nango village, which eagerly promoted emigration to Manchuria, saw a rapid
shrinkage of its tenant population, to the extent that landlords suffered shortages
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of workers in 1941 and 1942.' The diminishing numbers of village youth are
shown in simple demographic statistics. In 1930, the dominant demographic
group in the agricultural sector was young men between fifteen and twenty years
of age. This was particularly true in Tohoku, where these teenagers were presum-
ably responsible for the overpopulation that needed to be eased through migra-
tion.!” In comparison, a 1948 study of Shida village pointed out that “the size
of the male population in their twenties and thirties dropped precipitously” and
argued that “this speaks vividly of the demographic change during wartime.”'°

The loss of manpower in Shida village came mainly from military casualties.
From 1944 to 1945, the number of registered deaths almost doubled from 125 to
220 (causes unspecified).""" A village history of 1950 lists 240 soldiers who died
in Manchuria, on islands in the Pacific, in Okinawa, and elsewhere between 1937
and 1946—approximately 8% of all male residents. Many others came home
maimed. The numbers convey the gravity of wartime loss, especially when com-
pared with the twenty soldiers who died during the sixty years of the Meiji and
Taisho periods combined.'? Kato Finojo’s hamlet newsletters tell of Aratanome’s
struggles in dealing with declining manpower as well as the deaths of its young
soldiers. Katd often reported news of Shida village’s group funerals held at the
elementary school, requesting that hamlet residents raise a mourning flag.!"> He
also asked every remaining male resident between twenty-one and fifty years old
to attend the inauguration of the Patriotic Labor Corps in September 1943, orga-
nized to compensate for the declining number of available workers.'"* In 1944,
the village organized several “Military Assistance Emphasis Weeks.” Schoolteach-
ers and village officials, including Kato, visited the families of conscripts to hear
the details of their circumstances.

With very few young men remaining in rural villages, older men and women
moved to the forefront of village management. The sonendan (adult associa-
tions), consisting of those who had passed conscription age, took over the roles
formerly played by the seinendan and provided volunteer labor and leadership in
farming.'" Kat6 Einojo took positions in the Shida Village Sonendan and became
a manager of Shida County Sonendan in May 1943. Young women also played an
increasingly large role in the labor force. In 1939, when women of age seventeen
and eighteen formed a “young ladies’ corps” (otome butai) to go to villages in
Fukushima and helped their silk production, a newspaper featured a large photo
of young women lining up at Furukawa station as a striking piece of news.''® But
within a few years, female labor mobilization became the norm in Japan, as in
other countries, and “reinforcement corps” (engun) for agricultural production
became a synonym for young women’s labor units.!'”” Young women formed the
teishintai (female volunteer corps) and took the place of the seinendan in the
final stage of the war.'"®* Women authored most of the memoirs that recounted
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the sufferings of everyday life on the home front—surviving serious shortages of
food and basic materials, working in fields and factories in abysmal conditions,
teaching students war slogans, panicking in air raids, and finding the burned
bodies of their children in the shelters.!"® By contrast, after they returned home,
young men often had difficulty sharing their experiences outside the circle of
their peers, a phenomenon we will examine in the Epilogue.

The Japanese countryside underwent an era of youth mobilization that stretched
from the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 to the peak of the Asia-Pacific War. As
seen in chapter 2, many factors leading up to the 1920s produced the social
mobility complex, through which young men in the countryside enthusiastically
promoted their own versions of the Japanese national-imperial ideology. In the
1930s, the symbolic value of rural youth continued to rise. State and army offi-
cials managed to integrate rural youth training into their nationalization efforts
while heavily depending on seinendan networks and activities to create grass-
roots supporters of the imperial and militaristic cause. Throughout this process,
the discursive emphasis on rural youth as true pillars of the nation-empire con-
tinued to accelerate until the end of the war. Paradoxically, however, the intensive
mobilization had been causing young people to leave their home villages since
the late 1930s, emptying the social mobility complex of its protagonists. The
grassroots mechanism of youth’s self-mobilization was long gone when the war
ended in August 1945.

The wartime experiences of village youth in Miyagi were closely tied to the
empire. Many of them became conquerors on Japan’s behalf, committing aggres-
sion on the Chinese continent, in Southeast Asia, and on islands in the Asia-
Pacific region. Agrarianism helped rural residents to imagine imperial expansion
as primarily their project, developing rural imperialism. Japanese village youth
also became main targets of totalitarian Japanization, the homeland equivalent
of kominka for colonial populations. In consolidating both nation and empire—
which shared almost the same boundaries in the assimilationist vision of the
Japanese Empire—village youth across the imperial domains were disciplined
and mobilized simultaneously.

Under such empire-wide mobilization, the phase of totalitarian Japanization
greatly altered the equation of the social mobility complex. From the beginning,
the complex stood upon a peculiar balance between social opportunities and
submission to the state. That balance tilted during this period, affecting people in
different ways. For those who participated in the rise of rural youth in the 1920s,
like Kato Einojo, war mobilization validated their earlier assertion of agrarianism
and youthful leadership. By contrast, younger generations, who had no chance
to avoid military or labor deployment, had to prove their self-worth through
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ostensibly nationalistic acts. Some young female farmworkers started to expe-
rience greater social leverage, though it also was propped on a fragile balance
between opportunities and submission. Through this peek into people’s every-
day lives, another aspect of totalitarian mobilization becomes apparent. In an
environment where the label of “unpatriotic” was so quickly used to denounce
others, interpersonal tensions inevitably intensified, creating a highly charged
atmosphere. Contrary to the state’s attempt to reprogram individuals as national
beings, wartime mobilization roused local-level emotions, rather than overwrit-
ing them with a national-imperial identity.



INTERLUDE

Okinawa’s Place in the Nation-Empire

Before we move on to local cases in Taiwan and Korea, some reflections on rural
youth mobilization in Okinawa may help to illuminate the nature of assimilation
in different parts of the Japanese Empire.

Many scholars of the modern history of Okinawa use the term colonization
to describe the nationalization and marginalization that occurred there. The
term fits for multiple reasons. After the establishment of Okinawa prefecture in
1879 in place of the former Rytkya Kingdom, Okinawans remained in a state of
limbo of integration under the Preservation of Old Customs Policy for about two
decades. Despite the policy’s name, this period saw the previous ways of Ryakya
governance quickly removed by a foreign ethnic group, the Yamato people (as
those from Japan’s main islands were called), who instituted policies that served
the interests of the main islands of Japan. One such policy was to replace rice-
centered agriculture for local consumption with sugarcane cultivation.! The Jap-
anese school system was introduced and run by Yamato teachers, although most
of the Okinawan population remained outside it and sons of the Ryukyu gentry
class continued to study Confucius classics.? Political representation or citizen-
ship rights were extended extremely slowly to include Okinawa. After these two
decades, Yamato officials attempted to rapidly convert Okinawan populations
into loyal, hardworking, Japanese-speaking imperial subjects, which historians
aptly call kominka (Japanization), borrowing the term from the history of war-
time Taiwan and Korea. As in the formal colonies, students were punished if
they used the uchinanchu, the native Okinawan language, in school. Racial and
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ethnic discrimination against Okinawan people persisted throughout the pre-
war and postwar periods. In effect, Okinawa suffered the longest colonial-like
period in Japanese history, stretching at least into the 1970s.? It is not surprising
that a postcolonial intellectual outcry has occurred in the writings of Okinawan
history. These historians fight, rather fruitlessly, against the public forgetting of
the Okinawan experience in today’s Japanese politics much as historians of Alge-
ria have raised their voice against French policymakers regarding the myth of
decolonization.

Despite such uniqueness of Okinawa, its Japanization process during the pre-
war years shares many elements with that of other peripheries of the main islands
of Japan. The most decisive element that made Okinawa closer to the metropole
rather than to the colonies was the relatively early initiation of military service. In
1885, it became mandatory for students in the normal school to participate in six
weeks of active service; in 1898, military conscription was applied to Okinawan
men. If Okinawa’s economic conditions had been similar to Miyagi’s, the pres-
ence of the army and the national goal to improve the conscription success rate
through youth training centers could have affected the social position of youth in
the countryside. Another element that distinguished Okinawans from Taiwanese
and Koreans was Okinawans’ stronger drive for national assimilation, influenced
by the labor market of the 1920s. Although both Korean and Okinawan laborers
constituted the cheap labor used to support industrial production in Japan, Oki-
nawans faced a relatively more flexible structure of ethnic discrimination. The
historian Tomiyama Ichir6 has discussed the process of Okinawans’ “self-loss”
because the labor markets incentivized Okinawan laborers to actively hide their
Okinawan background and act as ideal Japanese workers to elude discrimina-
tion.” Notwithstanding the cruelty and insensitivity that characterized this pro-
cess, it offered a path to self-assimilation that was not available to the Taiwanese
and Korean working classes in Japan.

Thus Okinawa embodied a blurring of metropole and colonial positions.
But Okinawa’s perceived status was not exactly midway between Japan and its
colonies or “semi-colonial.” Rather, it often suffered an even more subaltern sta-
tus than colonial Taiwan and Korea. The imperial government invested more
resources in ruling and establishing large-scale industries in Taiwan and Korea.
Whereas spectacles of urban modernity in Taipei and Seoul impressed visitors,
Okinawa’s capital, Naha, suffered the notoriety of having massive red-light dis-
tricts, a manifestation of “barbaric” old customs from the viewpoint of social
reformers.® In 1908, a serious debate took place among Japanese politicians as to
whether Okinawa should be ruled by the colonial governor of Taiwan. The idea
generated an angry response in Okinawan newspapers, but it also led to a realiza-
tion that being in the inner territories on the official map was the sole source of



OKINAWA’S PLACE IN THE NATION-EMPIRE 95

self-esteem for Okinawan leaders relative to the colonial populations.® In essence,
Okinawa found itself at an extreme margin of both the Japanese inner and outer
territories throughout the prewar period. Along with the Ainu in Hokkaido and the
aborigines (seiban) in Taiwan, Okinawans provoked an image of savagery in the
national-imperial public imaginations.

In this social, economic, and political position specific to Okinawa, how did
the discourse of youth and the movement to produce model rural youth through
the seinendan function? How did village youth in Okinawa—ryouth at the triple
peripheries of the nation, empire, and prefecture—react to the discursive rise
of youth? In Okinawa too, the idea of seinen became a focal point of contesta-
tion between the state and various sectors of local society. The question of who
defined the meaning of youth became analogous to that of who could determine
the future of local communities, thereby triggering the widening of not just a
generational divide but also class, regional, ethnic, and ideological cleavages.
Recently, Wendy Matsumura has related the history of Okinawan peasants in the
light of their active anti-capitalist struggle.” The division among the state, local
leaders, and peasantry, which occupies a central place in her work, is manifested
in our story as well.

One notable consideration is that although some conditions in Okinawan
rural society were favorable to promoting the category of ideal and modern rural
youth, they did not lead to the formation of a social mobility complex for village
youth. In other words, young people could not pursue career developments while
remaining in rural villages or share pride in being model rural youth with peers
in other regions. The most decisive factor hindering this opportunity was the
economic devastation of the 1920s, which occurred on a scale rarely seen else-
where in the empire. Young Okinawan villagers were encouraged to relocate to
major industrial areas, unlike their counterparts in Tohoku, who were prevented
from migrating to cities.

This Interlude briefly examines characteristics of youth mobilization that
unfolded in the Okinawan setting. The Okinawan case shows that the existence of
premodern communal age groups did not always help the seinendan to penetrate
the countryside. It also demonstrates that state programs to assimilate and mobi-
lize village youth did not automatically lead to the rise of rural youth. Many social
conditions had to be aligned to allow a social mechanism of youth empowerment
and mobilization to emerge and develop. In other words, state policy in pursuit
of nation-empire building was heavily conditioned by local social dynamics.

The institutional trajectory of the seinendan in Okinawa reflected the trend seen
on the main islands of Japan. Around the beginning of the twentieth century,
newspapers and education journals began reporting the formation of local “youth
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groups” (seinenkai) that aimed to “reform customs.”® The Russo-Japanese War
(1904-1905) encouraged more night study groups and youth groups to emerge.
In 1912, Kunigami county, the large rural district in the north, reorganized its
county youth group by referring, for the first time, to the Boshin Rescript (1908),
which offered an ideological principle to village youth associations around the
country. In 1916, a prefecture-level federation of seinendan was established in
response to the 1915 national decree that called for nationalizing and standard-
izing village youth associations.

Despite this linear institutional development, the seinendan did not eas-
ily establish the image of modern rural youth in Okinawan villages. In Miyagi
and elsewhere in Japan at large, the seinendan came to dominate the discourse
and activities of village youth by overriding two rival groups: the youth groups
popular among more educated, urban young people in the 1890s and traditional
hamlet youth groups that preserved old rural customs. In Okinawa, however, the
term youth continued to represent both the most modern, urban, educated group
of Okinawans and the robust continuity of the traditional social order of rural
communities through the first few decades of the twentieth century. Advocates
for the development of model rural youth through the seinendan had a harder
time bridging these conflicting images.

There are several reasons for the continuing strength of these opposing images
of youth. The modern image of youth in Okinawa did not just emerge from the
national discourse on the rise of seinen inspired by Tokutomi Soho in the 1890s
(see chapter 1). Rather, young leaders, mostly from families of the gentry in the
Rytkya Kingdom, who had obtained modern education in Tokyo formed a polit-
ical faction during the transitional phase under the Preservation of Old Customs
Policy. Confronting the older generations of Okinawans who resisted Japanese
rule and tried to align with Qing China, the “youth faction” (seinenha) advocated
rapid assimilation to Japan. The core members of this faction established the
main newspaper in Okinawa, Ryikyii shinpo, which promoted Japanization as
the only means of survival. They accepted that assimilation implied political sub-
ordination, arguing, “Assimilation of our people, regardless of whether it occurs
in tangible forms or in intangible ways, and without debating whether it is good
or bad, means becoming similar to other prefectures of the inner territory in
every aspect.”® Their evidently cynical tone notwithstanding, this determination
to achieve assimilation bears a resemblance to that of colonial intellectuals. This
faction became a dominant force particularly during the Qing-Japanese War in
1894-1895. Thus youth as a representation of the pro-Japanese force had a larger
political presence in Okinawa than student groups in other parts of Japan.

The youth groups established by Okinawans in the Meiji period were out-
lets of these highly educated youth and embodied the specific position that they
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occupied in Okinawan society. On the one hand, they served as spokespeople for
Okinawa and fought prejudice. They propagated the great potential for assimila-
tion of Okinawans to Japan in and outside the prefecture. The Okinawa Seinen-
kai, established by Okinawan students studying in Tokyo in 1890 in order to
“present the status of Okinawa prefecture to the world,” performed this role most
saliently.'® It claimed that “the history of our prefecture in relation to the mother
nation is not like Taiwan’s, Karafuto’s, or Korea’s, but teaches us that we have
familial kinship with the Yamato race.” It simultaneously encouraged people in
Okinawa to quickly adopt Japanese national consciousness and sought to dispel
the image of Okinawan savagery often held by outsiders."

On the other hand, these youth groups’ modernization effort was often
ignored in local (particularly rural) societies, which operated according to tradi-
tional communal rules and ties. Through night study groups and youth gather-
ings, these youth attempted to teach villagers the standard Japanese language and
alter old living customs, particularly the premarital sexual conduct that was com-
mon in youth gatherings called maashibi.’? A teacher in Ogimi village reported in
1912, however, that night study groups in villages “appear and disappear, appear
and disappear, like bubbles and illusions.”"* These young men were confronted by
the absolute power of the older generations in villages. Some night study groups
had to dissolve, according to Ryuikyii shinpd, because of the conflict between old
and young villagers.' Tha Fuya, one of the most influential public intellectuals
in Okinawa, pointed out the modern youth’s lack of leverage as late as 1921: “No
matter how loudly youth speak [to villagers], unless those in their fifties become
willing, no reform is possible,” and those in their fifties “do not understand stan-
dard Japanese.”"®

The efforts of these educated youth met a major challenge because the second
kind of youth, who remained protectors of traditional communal organizations,
prevailed in rural villages. Okinawan rural communities had generally organized
cooperation and adopted regulations through age- and gender-based groups in a
similar way to Miyagi and other parts of Japan. Groups of working-age men (often
called nisézuri) took charge of fire control, labor sharing, patrolling, festivals, and
so on. One element that distinguished the Okinawan nisézuri from traditional
hamlet youth groups on the Japanese main islands was their continuing power to
execute communal laws even after the turn of the century. As late as 1919, when
the seinendan had replaced hamlet youth groups and largely detached young
men from the means of village governance and violence in other parts of Japan,
many Okinawan communities still depended on the nisézuri to punish outlaws.'®
Moreover, the age range of the nisézuri was too wide (fifteen to sixty) to cor-
respond to the official regulations governing the seinendan (twelve to twenty or
twenty-five). In 1915, when the government issued a decree to standardize village
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youth associations, those in Okinawa still included men in their sixties.'” This sit-
uation rendered the image of youth not youthful at all, as these associations still
contained the most powerful layer of villagers, mostly old men. But even among
younger people, the custom of moashibi gatherings remained popular despite
the frantic attempt to ban it by modernizing reformers, and many young villagers
still could not hold a simple conversation in standard Japanese even in the 1930s.
Another sign of the strong continuity of traditions is that small children and
youth embraced a more authoritarian age hierarchy, as assumed in traditional
Okinawan villages, than the seinendan usually witnessed in other prefectures.'®

These conflicting representations of youth overshadowed the seinendan’s
effort to create hardworking, nationalistic, and modern cadres of rural youth,
composed of pre-conscripted young male villagers. The promotion of the seinen-
dan became a pressing agenda for prefectural officials, however, when they faced
the difficulty of turning Okinawans into functional Japanese soldiers. Since the
inception of military conscription in Okinawa in 1898, the army had complained
incessantly about the inability of Okinawan men to communicate in Japanese.
The standing army in Okinawa depicted Okinawans as “incomplete in the under-
standing of the imperial national polity,” “slow and sluggish, not agile,” “poor in
military ethos and disliking being soldiers.”" Local officials viewed the education
of future conscripts through the seinendan as a solution to this problem.

In fact, the militarization of Okinawan youth in general had been a distinct
area of collaboration and contestation among different representations of youth.
In some areas of militarization, all forces came together. Most typically, sports
events (undokai) held by schools and youth groups became popular in villages
across Okinawa as a source of entertainment before universal military service
began.” The physical strength, discipline, soldier-like masculinity, and commu-
nal bonding exhibited in these events were intended to impress the audience.
All competing forces—modern reformist youth, traditional communal pillars
of youth, and seinendan advocates—encouraged the spread of sports festivals to
promote their own goals.

At the same time, military conscription was an issue that divided these forces,
and conscription exam sites (particularly in Kunigami county) often exhib-
ited volatile tensions. Many local residents, including the examinees’ families,
gathered at the sites in an inebriated state and watched as the police and army
conducted the examination. This environment readily produced violent clashes
between the authorities and the crowd. The Motobu Incident of 1910 was one of
such instances. Officials viewed the “riot” by local residents at Motobu’s conscrip-
tion exam site, perhaps accurately, as an expression of resistance to the “Yamato”
state’s intervention in the life cycles of young villagers.?! In this confrontation
between Japanese officials and local communities, modern educated youth
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found an opportunity to separate themselves from state authorities. Criticizing
the decision by prefecture officials to tighten control over local youth groups
and strengthen the seinendan network immediately after the Motobu Incident,
they argued that state control was an infringement of youth’s autonomy. “Youth
groups are supposed to respect each other’s freedom,” and “they should be fam-
ily-like groups spontaneously established based on the accumulation of indi-
vidual desires,” a letter to Ryiikyii shinpo argued. Using the vocabulary commonly
employed by youth leaders of the autonomy movement, the letter criticized the
“supremacy of bureaucracy” (kanken banno shugi).”

Experiences in military service, by contrast, were often a turning point of
nationalization for individual Okinawan men. They encountered more direct
and harsher discrimination in army units composed mostly of people from
other prefectures.”? A few Okinawan soldiers who knew Japanese had to work
as interpreters to relay commands from their superiors to other Okinawans.*
To prove their level of nationalization to army members from other prefectures,
many Okinawan conscripts reportedly became fervently loyal to the emperor,
volunteering for the most dangerous missions.” Regardless of the accuracy of
such reports, military service exposed many Okinawan farm youth to the outside
world and forced them to recognize Okinawa’s position in the structure of the
empire. As the number of army ex-conscripts increased, so did support for the
seinendan, particularly for their function of teaching young men military disci-
pline and Japanese.

To expand the army’s presence in very young villagers’ everyday lives, military
exercises offered a spectacle of military drills and performances, much like those
in Miyagi. In 1914, Rynkyii shinpo reported the reactions of schoolchildren after
they observed a military performance at their school, noting that “118 [boys]
wish to become soldiers, 15 wish to become generals, 130 wish to become cav-
alrymen, 48 wish to do a military exercise as soldiers,” while 48 boys concluded,
“I'm lucky to have been born as a man.” Many girls also said they would want to
become cavalrymen and army generals had they been men, and 68 girls “regret-
ted having been born as women,” some of whom even blamed their parents for
this misfortune.?

Over the course of the 1910s, supported by the ongoing militarization of
the younger population, prefectural officials attempted to turn local youth
groups into more metropole-style seinendan and promoted their goals of cre-
ating nationalistic and hardworking model rural youth. They introduced a set
of concepts designed to enable the state to inspire young villagers and influ-
ence their social relationships, including self-cultivation (shiiyo), love for one’s
native place (aikyoshin), and hardworkism (kinroshugi) of individuals, for exam-
ple.” Through youth training, prefectural officials linked Okinawa to the larger
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nation-empire. “Youth education is directly connected to the matter of national
survival,” they emphasized, requesting that educators “reflect upon the mission
of the empire,” which had become “the leader of Asia.”*

The divergence in the rise of rural youth in Okinawa, despite the accelerating
efforts by the prefectural government, was caused by chronic, widespread famine
in the 1920s. This famine was called “the sotetsu palm hell” because many people
resorted to eating the fruits of sotetsu (sago) palms, despite the accompanying
risk of death by liver failure. The devastating poverty resulted from Okinawa’s
economic vulnerability in the fluctuating global sugar market. To make things
even worse, after the price of sugar plunged in the 1920s, the imperial government
concentrated its effort on expanding the sugar industry in Taiwan and deprived
Okinawa of a means to develop a sustainable economy. Under these circum-
stances, Okinawan village youth had no choice but to emigrate in search of jobs
as laborers. The economic historian Tomiyama Ichird has shown that Okinawan
village populations moved mainly from the countryside to urban areas inside
the prefecture during the 1910s, but the economic devastation following World
War I triggered mass migration, both male and female, to cities in the Japanese
metropole. The average age of migrants also shifted from the thirties to the late
teens and early twenties.” The Naha police counted about six to seven hundred
young people leaving the countryside of Okinawa to find paid jobs outside the
prefecture in the month of January 1925.%° In 1926, nearly 12% of the total popu-
lation registered in Kunigami county lived outside the prefecture.’

The need to migrate for sheer survival diminished the appeal of the com-
mon seinendan rhetoric of agrarian supremacy. Nonetheless, some seinendan
advocates condemned the urban migration of young villagers. In an essay titled
“Detest the Meaningless Migration” in a seinendan newsletter of Nago district,
the author depicted young people’s intention to migrate as “dreaming of an
effortless life.”*? Such anti-migration rhetoric only widened the distance between
the reality of Okinawan village lives and the empty slogans of the national seinen-
dan movement.

By the 1930s, it was clear that the attempt to expand the seinendan among aver-
age farm and working youth had failed. The long period of economic depression
worsened the class gap in the Okinawan countryside, and the category of those
who could remain in the village and attend the seinendan narrowed to a relatively
affluent class. The village seinendan still took charge of seasonal festivals and
sports competitions, but the Kunigami county seinendan became a study group
among select farmers on the topic of agricultural management, attended by only
one or two men per school district.” In this environment, average farm youth
did not establish a sphere of communication or cultivate a traveling identity as
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modern rural youth. Instead, their social ties developed in the location where
they landed as migrants, typically urban slums and factories in Osaka.**

The careerization of rural youth, which took place through the expansion of
youth training institutions in Tohoku, did not happen in Okinawa, either. In
1926, following government policy, a youth training center (seinen kunrenjo, later
turned into the youth school, seinen gakko) was established in each elementary
school. Of ninety to one hundred instructors in the entire Kunigami county,
twelve to twenty-five were hired from among army reservists, and the rest were
elementary schoolteachers.”® These figures were too small to inspire youth to
regard teaching as a realistic career option. The lack of opportunity to build a
career as an agricultural professional further diminished the possibility of turn-
ing “rural youth” into a career path.

In essence, unlike the villages of Miyagi during the 1920s and early 1930s,
Okinawa did not see an improvement in social status or an increase in the social
leverage of village youth. Rather, in the early 1930s, some of the village seinen-
dan in Okinawa became more detached from the mainstream seinendan of the
metropole. Influenced by leftist activism, they became the central force orga-
nizing political protests against state and prefectural policies. One example was
the Arashiyama Incident of 1931-1932, in which a coalition of village seinen-
dan members protested against the government’s plan to build a leprosy sana-
torium in Arashiyama, Haneji village.* Another well-known incident was the
Ogimi Village Administration Reform Movement, which started during the same
years. Young men in Kijoka hamlet in Ogimi village established a self-proclaimed
“soviet commune” and demanded tax reduction, welfare improvement, and
increased accountability by village administrators.”” Both movements involved
thousands of villagers and outside supporters and obtained major concessions
from the authorities. Wendy Matsumura frames these events in the context of
peasants’ struggle to maintain means of survival and “full participation in politi-
cal and economic life.”*® Indeed, they seem to represent young villagers’ stronger
attachments to peasant communities, rather than the rise of a separate genera-
tional identity.

The extent of military mobilization in the 1940s and Okinawa’s tragedy of
becoming a combat zone once American troops landed in April 1945 are well
known. In the late 1930s, military drills became the sole activity in the seinendan
and youth schools. The local historian Fukuchi Hiroaki has published detailed
accounts of many kinds of mobilization that targeted Okinawan children and
youth. Recruitment for the Young Volunteer Corps for the Development of
Manchuria-Mongolia started in Okinawa in 1938, albeit on a relatively small
scale. Of those who received training to go to Manchuria at the famous Uchihara
training center in Ibaraki prefecture, many came home and formed the Patriotic
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Agricultural Corps (Hokoku Noheitai), recruiting many more Okinawan chil-
dren to support food production. In October 1944, after a massive air raid, the
army recruited Okinawan youth school students between twelve and seventeen
years old to form the home village defense corps (gokyotai) and expand guerrilla
warfare.” Between January and March 1945, every man and woman was called
to join the defense force as a soldier or a nurse. More than twenty-five thousand
people were conscripted between the summer of 1944 and the end of the war,
according to official records, and more than half of them died during the Battle
of Okinawa.*

The memoirs of people in Okinawa reveal that, during this intense mobili-
zation, the perceptual divide between Yamato people and Okinawans widened.
Many Okinawans continued to have difficulty communicating in Japanese.
Because of persistent discrimination, conscripted Okinawan laborers and sol-
diers were frequent targets of violence by people from the metropole. During the
Battle of Okinawa and in its immediate aftermath, surviving Japanese soldiers,
who hid in the mountains and lived as desperate bandits, committed several
massacres of Okinawan villagers, claiming that the locals were “spying on behalf
of the enemy”*! Ironically, however, once Americans occupied the villages, the
former linguistic disadvantage became a ticket to survival. Ability to speak the
Okinawan uchinanchu proved that the speakers were noncombatants and distin-
guished them from “Japanese spies” disguised as Okinawan residents, preventing
them from being seized as prisoners of war."

This brief look at how ideas about youth developed and were contested in villages
of Okinawa serves as a prelude to our forthcoming examination of the complex-
ity of colonial situations. As in Miyagi, the role of youth had dual faces of mod-
ernization and historical continuity, but in Okinawa the duality was situated at
two ends of a far wider spectrum between pro-Japanese assimilating forces and
robust resistance against it. Therefore, attempts to define the role of youth stirred
unbridgeable social and political tensions to a degree unfamiliar to mainland
seinendan advocates. As an early experience of colonization, the Okinawan case
also suggests the importance of recognizing rural-urban differences in colonial
dynamics. Although forces of Japanization were felt more imminently and visu-
ally in the cities, rural regions experienced colonial politics in the form of severe
social tensions. Competing concepts of youth triggered heated social battles in
the countryside, though they did not necessarily become explicitly ethnic con-
frontations.

The Okinawan case also illuminates how, in the 1910s, military recruitment
and the presence of the army served as a catalyst in the spread of the seinendan,
even in the villages filled with social tensions. But those factors alone could not
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replicate the social mechanism of producing a local basis of nationalistic enthu-
siasts. In the 1920s, the series of youth training programs failed to bring about a
social revolution in young farmers’ lives, either in career prospects or in shared
self-esteem as rural youth, because of Okinawa’s marginalized position in Japan’s
imperial economic policy. Without a mechanism that allowed state policies to
interact with the social dynamics of village youth, the state’s use of young human
resources during wartime, especially in light of Okinawa’s deadly battles, was
largely exploitative and without redeeming benefits.

Through the lens of youth mobilization, Okinawa’s position in Japan’s nation-
empire becomes clearer. It was not the exemplary big brother to the other colo-
nies as it often claimed. It was rather an extreme periphery in the unfortunate
position of being a part of the inner territories. It neither enjoyed the autonomy
of territories untouched by the imperial state nor received attention from inter-
national eyes concerned with monitoring colonial practice. From an early point,
the majority of Okinawan youth sought survival by migrating to various parts of
the Japanese Empire and beyond, experiencing the empire from angles very dif-
ferent from those of farm youth who, albeit against their will, remained in their
native villages through the 1920s and 1930s.
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COLONIAL INTELLECTUALS

The rise of youth in discourse was a global phenomenon. In Asia, the metaphor
of the human lifespan gave colonial intellectuals a vocabulary that explained
their society’s status in a social Darwinian world. Childhood, youth, and old age
represented the nation’s vulnerability, vitality, and weakness, respectively. Liang
Qichao, a leading reformer in late Qing China, famously applied this metaphor
in his 1900 work Young China. Liang argued that as a dynastic empire, China was
old and weak, but as a nation-state, it was young and had hope for the future.
“If youth of the entire nation act youthfully, China will become a country of the
future, its progress without bounds,” he wrote, “but if youth of the entire nation
act like the aged, China will become a country of the past and will soon meet its
demise. Therefore, the responsibility for the day rests completely upon our youth
alone™

The concept of rural youth—the stronghold of imperial nationalism in Japa-
nese public discourse—took on symbolic meanings for anticolonial intellectuals
in Japan’s own colonies as well. But for them it represented a powerful counter-
force against imperial aggression. Highly educated Korean and Taiwanese stu-
dents studying in Japan and China, influenced by Tokutomi Sohd’s argument
that the Meiji Restoration was a youthful achievement, saw youthfulness as the
secret to national strength. They were also inspired by political ideologies popular
in the early twentieth century, mainly socialism and communism. These students
joined in the global wave of youth activism, interacting with reformers in Japan,
China, and sometimes the Soviet Union. This internationalism, however, split the
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anticolonial movements. On the one hand, so-called nationalist youth advocating
for nation building through modernization and social reform viewed the recent
expansion of the seinendan in Japan as a model to emulate. Socialist youth, on
the other hand, criticized these “bourgeois” enlighteners for romanticizing the
countryside and highlighted the exploitation of colonial peasants. Despite their
rivalry, these colonial intellectuals developed a large discursive consensus on the
importance of mobilizing rural youth to restore national sovereignty.

As in Okinawa, these intellectuals encountered insurmountable challenges in
pursuing their political goals. Besides their ideological beliefs, their generational
identity as youth forced them to struggle on multiple fronts. They battled against
Japanese colonizers, older generations, traditional landlords, and other anticolo-
nial groups in a battle over issues of legitimacy and leadership. For them, more
than the crackdown by colonial police, the widening gap between students and
farmers constituted a major obstacle. As they intensified their attempt to align
with young peasants in the countryside, they discovered to their dismay that
urban students and impoverished, illiterate tenant farmers had little in common.
Even those who joined the youth group movements in larger provincial towns
were stuck in their own politics in the local social contexts, instead of operating
as agents of youth leaders in Taipei or Seoul.

In retrospect, this chasm between the two widely discrepant social worlds of
intellectuals and peasant youth, respectively, provided an opening for Japanese
activists to pursue seinendan mobilization. Despite the confrontations and crack-
downs, the colonial authorities never sought to suppress the youth-centered dis-
course and agrarianism spread by anticolonial youth. Instead, by investing more
resources and deploying familiar methods of seinendan mobilization, colonial
officials further propelled the trend. In other words, imperial youth mobilization
in the 1930s to some degree built upon the conceptual foundation established by
anticolonial intellectuals of the 1920s.

Korean Students and Modern Youth

Just as the seinendan movement in Japan was part of a global trend of youth
mobilization, so too were youth movements on the Korean peninsula. Japan
constituted a large component of the international context that affected Korea.
Since the mid-nineteenth century, Japan had been the focus of profound interest
among Korean leaders as it simultaneously represented the possibility of an inde-
pendent Asia and a serious threat to Korea’s own independence. Japan rapidly
transformed itself from an old feudal system into a modern Western-style polity,
aggressively absorbed Western knowledge, and intervened in Chinese and Korean
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politics. It turned Korea into a protectorate by 1905 and formally annexed it in
1910. Yet despite the heightening political tension, the pressing threat of Western
imperialism and the proximity of Tokyo led many Korean leaders to look to Meiji
Japan as a model.

The concept of youth (ch’ongnydn) as an engine of modernity was introduced
to Seoul by Korean students studying in Japan. Ch’oe Nam-son is an illustra-
tive example. Having been sent to Japan by the Chosén government in 1904
at age fourteen, Ch’oe avidly read Japanese and Western magazines in Tokyo.
Upon his return, he started a mass magazine, Sonydn (Youth, 1908-1911), as a
pioneer of the genre in Korea. Inspired by Taiyo (The sun), a popular Japanese
magazine in the 1900s, Sonyon published literary and social commentary aimed
at urban youth. In some ways, it possessed a novelty similar to that of Tokutomi
Sohd’s Kokumin no tomo (The nation’s friend), a famous youth magazine and
catalyst of youth movements in 1890s Japan. After working on a number of youth
and children’s publications, Ch’oe started another youth magazine, Ch’6ngch’un
(Youth, 1914-1918).? Through these magazines, writers like Ch’oe Nam-son and
Yi Kwang-su, both of whom would become influential cultural leaders of Korea
in the subsequent decades, sought to inspire youth to become the protagonists
of a modern society.” Korean-language newspapers embraced the youthful forces
of the time. In both of Korea’s main newspapers, Hwangsong sinmun (Capital
gazette) and Taehan maeil sinbo (The Korea daily news), the number of articles
that discussed ch’ongnyon increased rapidly during the course of the first decades
of the twentieth century.

In contrast to most other colonial societies, where the image of immature and
innocent infants was often used to describe indigenous populations, publications
in Korea at the turn of the century defined Korea as an old, debilitated nation:
“Our nation Korea is more than four thousand years old—politics is old, the
bureaucracy is old, people are old, like a man of seventy or eighty years.” Its age
was also associated with corruption and laziness, which the present day’s strong
and healthy youth were “responsible for cleaning up” to “realize the world of
reform and civilization.”® The authors making these comments were well aware
that the new attention to youth was a worldwide phenomenon, not unique
to Japan. In a 1905 article called, “Advice to Youth,” in the Capital Gazette, the
author divided human life into four stages, in the same way that the American
scholar Stanley Hall and others conceptualized it at the time, and argued that
the second stage, youth, was the key period for education. He explained that
“civilized and educated men in the Western powers studied youth education and
designed youth groups,” and that “this wave has reached Japan, China, and also
our Korean capital.”” To these Korean authors, youth education was a new global
standard of civilization to which Korea should be ready to adjust.
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These authors established the category of youth by contrasting the progres-
sive nature of young people to the incompetent older generations. In June 1910,
Yi Kwang-su, then an eighteen-year-old student studying in Japan, captured
the feelings of intellectual youth in an article, “Circumstances of Korean Youth
Today,” published in Sonydon. “We youth do not have predecessors who can teach
and lead us as older generations did,” he argued, continuing, “It is a fact that nine
out of ten schools are clearly not qualified to teach us.” His unfavorable view of
earlier generations was probably attributable to the failure of a series of modern-
ization attempts: the Kapsin Palace Coup (1884), the Kabo reforms (1894-1896),
and the Independence Club Movement (1896-1899). These attempts did not
succeed either in their original purposes or in preventing Korea from losing its
national sovereignty. In a country surrounded by multiple imperial forces and
on the verge of annexation by Japan, Korean youth, “compared to those in other
countries or other times, need to make tens or hundreds times more effort” to
construct a new nation. Yi added that “whether we youth are aware of our own
situation determines the line between the prosperity and decline of the Korean
nation.” This was surely a time of crisis, but also an opportunity for youth to
achieve greatness because “it is a time like this that made Napoleon a Napoleon,
and Washington a Washington.”®

The drive to educate themselves was common among these educated youth.
Yi Kwang-su advocated “self-training and self-cultivation” (chasu chayang),
both individually and in groups. Yun Chi-ho, an American-educated Christian
leader, established a youth group among students in 1909—which the par-
ticipants called “one large spiritual circle of committed youth”—to exchange
knowledge and become leaders of society.” Similar kinds of intellectual youth
groups had existed among Korean students studying in Tokyo since the 1890s."°
Although they were not as numerous as the youth groups formed across Japan
in the 1890s, reports of voluntary gatherings and lecture events involving “moti-
vated youth” in the Korean homeland often appeared in newspapers in the 1900s
and 1910s."

Some of these youth groups embraced the idea that young generational force
was more important to successful nation building than national roots or tra-
dition. Meiji Japan, in their view, presented a strong case study of the linkage
between youth initiatives and national independence. Despite Japan’s colonial
rule over Korea, fascination with the Meiji leaders’ success in repelling Western
imperialism persisted in the writings of Korean students. “The day when the
American fleet arrived in Urawa Port was, indeed, a crisis that challenged Japan’s
national survival . . . and the Japanese nation analyzed this enormous problem
and brought about a breakthrough. . . . No one but the Japanese nation—[or
rather] Japanese youth—solved their own problem. We have to be like Japanese
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youth of forty or fifty years ago, rather than like those of today,” a student study-
ing in Japan wrote in a 1918 essay.'?

Many of these students engaged in anticolonial movements, but they also
believed that Korea should deal with its crisis by emulating Japanese youth who
had faced a similar challenge half a century earlier. Korean nationalist youth
regarded the modern nation-state as a product of generational achievements
in the world of social-Darwinian competition."”” They turned for inspiration
to the youthful figures in Japan’s recent history or to Europe’s empire builders
rather than to their ancestors in the long allegedly continuous history of Korea.'*
Embracing a strong generational identity and a strictly modern temporal percep-
tion, these youth believed that the value of youthfulness transcended geographic,
ethnic, and racial divides and would be critical to their anticolonial activities,
which culminated in the March First Independence Movement of 1919.

Local Youth Groups after the
March First Movement

The March First Movement sparked changes in colonial rule and triggered a
new form of youth activism in Korean society. Urban youth—mostly students—
played the leading role in the movement. Inspired by Woodrow Wilson’s speech
on self-determination, Korean students in Seoul (also in Tokyo) drafted declara-
tions of independence, conducted school strikes, and led street demonstrations
that spread across the peninsula within a couple of weeks.” The official record
states that nearly thirteen thousand students enrolled in both public and private
schools participated in the movement.'® The literary leaders who created Korea’s
youth discourse were actively involved in organizing the nationwide mobiliza-
tion. They included Ch’oe Nam-son, whom the colonial authorities described as
“the person most trusted by youth and students.”"”

After these demonstrations were quelled, Korea saw a surge of youth groups
at the county level. “At least ten youth groups are being created around the
country every day, and there are more than seventy groups just in Seoul right
now,” the newspaper Tonga ilbo reported in June 1920.' Both Korean reporters
and colonial officials described the rapid growth of youth groups as “sprouting
like bamboo shoots after a rain.”'® The government counted 251 youth groups
(ch’ongnyonhoe) in 1920, 446 in 1921, and 488 in 1922.%° It was not an exaggera-
tion when Tonga ilbo wrote in December 1922 that “purely social youth groups
flourish and have reached more than five hundred in number. Every county is
witnessing an expansion of youth groups, and including religious youth groups,

there are more than a thousand such organizations.”*
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The rise of youth groups in county capitals reflected a number of changes
underway in Korean society in the post—-March First period. One was the forma-
tion of new alliances between traditional landlord families and younger elites
outside Seoul. During the demonstrations, the student generation began to
collaborate with local landholding leaders. Many sons of the landed class were
attending schools in urban areas, and through their student networks, the landed
class also mobilized rallies in rural areas. In fact, 56% of arrests during the move-
ment were of people in the agricultural sector, whereas students and teachers
composed only 13% of those arrested.?? The eventual failure of the indepen-
dence movement caused the student leaders to realize that they needed to expand
their popular support in the countryside so as to achieve their goal of recovering
sovereignty.?

At the same time, the explosion of youth groups also reflected the denser ties
developing between local leaders and colonial authorities under a new colonial
policy called “cultural rule,” which was intended to expand education and pro-
mote the cultural assimilation of the Korean population. This policy attempted
to placate anti-Japanese forces by allowing Korean-language publications and
giving Korean leaders greater access to capital and governance. It made possible
the launch of two new national newspapers in April 1920, Tonga ilbo and Choson
ilbo. These publications created a new social medium for Korean provincial lead-
ers and served as a catalyst for the spread of local youth groups, which gleaned
information from the newspaper reports and copied each other’s approach.
Typically, the landholding class, who had donated a significant sum of money
for organizing a youth group formed a preparatory committee. For an associa-
tion’s inauguration ceremony, they organized events such as sports festivals and
public lectures. Their attitude toward colonial authorities was ambivalent, if not
overtly friendly. They invited colonial officials to participate—the county head,
the president of the financial union, the chief of police, school principals, and
other powerful figures in the county.* Combining slogans equally popular to the
Japanese seinendan and the YMCA, they stated that their goals were “to improve

» <

mind, spirit, and body of the youth,” “to expand modern education,” and “to
improve social morals.” They pledged to engage in lectures, debates, amateur
plays, tennis competitions, and night schools for uneducated villagers.* In short,
these groups represented a shared sphere for colonial officials and local notables.

These youth groups not only mediated between colonial officials and
Korean leaders but also bridged generations of local leadership. The example of
Chaenydng county in Hwanghae province shows that through the new county
youth groups, the traditional local (landed) leaders sought modernization while
maintaining the previous social hierarchy. In Chaenydng, a small number of
landlords initiated a youth group movement in May 1920. These leaders worked
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as Tonga ilbo representatives in the region and formed the Chaenydng landlord
association at the same time. They advocated for modern education, arguing that
“we should alter the previous use of the hyanggyo (local Confucian academy)”
and “establish a school that could teach new customs and new thinking, some-
times provide lectures and debates, and spread new knowledge.”*® Rather than
challenging the old Confucian social order, the scholar Tsuji Hironori argues,
this youth group facilitated collaboration between old and new forces in the local
community.”” Perhaps these groups also provided a way to reabsorb highly edu-
cated but jobless youth back into the local social order.”® These youth groups,
led by multiple generations and supported by both Korean and Japanese leaders,
played a mediating role among many parties in county politics.

Young intellectuals in Seoul who were more overtly anticolonial did not over-
look the opportunity to network with these local youth groups. They established
the Korea Youth Group Association (Chosén Ch’dngnyonhoe Yonhaphoe) in
December 1920. Soon one-fifth of the local youth groups on the peninsula had
joined this national association.” The core organizers of the association were
well-known anticolonial activists, such as Chang Tok-su, Kim Myo6ng-sik, O
Sang-giin, Kim Sa-guk, and Yi Yong, some of whom were also known as writers
for Tonga ilbo.”® They had come to embrace a Korean national consciousness,
socialist ideas, or both while studying in Japan and became vocal negotiators with
the colonial authorities upon returning to Korea. O Sang-gtin, the association’s
president, pointed out the need for such a national organization that could “unite
the spirit, principles, and activities” of important local forces.*' To improve coop-
eration among youth groups, the association planned to support publications,
lectures, workshops, night schools, and sports festivals. It placed the strongest
emphasis on the reform of old customs and on supporting youth’s schooling.*
Although the organization recruited fewer members than the leaders were aim-
ing for, their connection with Tonga ilbo allowed them to exercise considerable
influence over other groups that paid close attention to their voices and activities.

One would easily notice that the activities and structure of both individual
youth groups and the national Korea Youth Group Association resembled those
of the Japanese seinendan. These young nationalists had witnessed the expansion of
the seinendan institutions and their agrarian nationalism in Japan and so the
seinendan served as their clearest reference point. “European countries, follow-
ing Germany, are all trying to organize youth groups. Especially in a country
like Japan, they ally with people who have prominent social stature to organize
youth groups everywhere and train youth,” wrote O Sang-giin a few months after

launching the association.*

In Japan and other countries, youth groups devel-
oped in each and every village, spreading like a cobweb. Considering that, our

current status may not be a cause for pride, yet as a newcomer, the growth [of
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youth groups] in such a short period is a world record,” wrote Tonga ilbo on the
association’s second anniversary.* Despite their empire—colony relationship—or
perhaps because of it—the seinendan format was attractive to young Korean
intellectuals who hoped to nurture national consciousness among the wider
population, just as it had been to state officials and social reformers in Japan.

Taiwanese Students between Japan and China

While county youth groups were spreading on the Korean peninsula, similar ideas
regarding the social role of youth also circulated among intellectual youth in
another Japanese colony, Taiwan. Taiwanese students studying in Tokyo started a
journal, Taiwan qingnian (spelled as Tdi odn chheng lidn; Taiwan youth), in 1920.
Like the rapidly growing youth groups in Korea, this journal reflected the post—
World War I global slogan of self-determination as well as Japan’s new cultural
rule, which was also introduced in Taiwan. As the first organized voice advocat-
ing self-determination and Taiwanese nationalism, Taiwan gingnian occupies a
unique place in the modern history of Taiwan. The publication’s editors explicitly
described both its writers and its target audience as youth.

The term “youth,” or gingnian, first appeared in Taiwan earlier than the
journal itself and represented the generation educated in Japanese and Chinese
institutions. The “youth sector” became a common phrase in Taiwan nichinichi
shinpo, a bilingual newspaper of the colonial Government-General of Taiwan
(GGT), in 1905. It referred to a group of city youth who had obtained a mod-
ern school education and Japanese language skills in addition to training in the
Chinese classics. Since the acquisition of Taiwan in 1895, the GGT had been
attempting to subvert the prestige of the civil service exam previously offered by
Qing China and supply a new status symbol with its own institutions. Toward
this end, the GGT established an elite Japanese language school and gave titles
of honor to local leading figures. By 1905, a decade of colonial rule and Japan’s
recent victory in the Russo-Japanese War had encouraged the development of a
small group of bilingual youth among the upper classes. Taiwan’s traditional elite
classes expected those in the youth sector to more effectively negotiate with the
colonial authorities.

The new focus on youth, however, had the effect of disturbing the traditional
age-based hierarchy common among the Taiwanese upper class. The new gen-
eration envisioned a transition from the privilege of seniority to youth-centered
nation building. Chen Boyu, for example, wrote in an article titled “Taiwan’s
Youth Sector” in October 1905, “There are old people (Iao), youth (zhuang), and
children (you).” He explained the division of ages in classical Chinese terms, but
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then claimed that “those who represent the nation (guomin)” and “take on the
great responsibility” are the youth—expressed in the new term gingnian. Chen
did not extol the masculine, militant characteristic of youth that the Japanese
public was celebrating at the time. Rather, he warned readers against the danger
of reckless acts that had characterized Taiwanese youth’s resistance against the
Japanese, as well as the meaningless deaths of many Japanese soldiers fighting
the Russians. Youth should observe the “large forces of the world” and “become
citizens of the greater nation”; to achieve the nation’s goal, they should “never
give up, but study.”*

The youth sector worked more closely with Japanese colonizers than the older
leaders expected. They formed youth groups in the 1910s under the auspices of
colonial authorities. These groups compensated for a shortage of schools rather
than nurturing anticolonial alliances. Around this time, new Taiwanese leaders
like Lin Xiantang, supported by Japanese social activists, called for a movement
to “reform the old customs” and “learn the Japanese language.” To become part
of this trend, an increasing number of local elites created groups for highly edu-
cated youth.* This initiative expanded the scale of the youth sector and gener-
ated among these youth a more collaborative attitude toward the GGT.

To this steady expansion of GGT-sanctioned youth education, the journal
Taiwan gingnian delivered a powerful blow. Contrary to the pro-colonial char-
acter of these youth groups, the Taiwanese students in Tokyo tied the category
of youth specifically to Taiwan’s national consciousness. More than the Taiwan-
ese writers, the Japanese contributors, including the famous Taisho democracy
activist Yoshino Sakuzo and Meiji University professor Izumi Akira, exhibited a
greater anti-government attitude and advocated for the value of Taiwanese eth-
nic identity. “Taiwan is not the GGT’s Taiwan. I demand that Taiwanese people
be self-aware of being Taiwanese,” Izumi argued, and in the inaugural issue of the
journal, he defined their goal as a “self-ruled Taiwan.”*

In reality, the task of building an ethnic consciousness was anything but
straightforward. Nationalist activists allied with the students abroad established
the Taiwan Cultural Association as their operational base in Taiwan in October
1921. Very quickly, this association became the largest body of anticolonial activ-
ists. But the students in Tokyo and activists in Taiwan faced a challenge unknown
to their Korean counterparts. Their conception of Taiwan started from a bitter
realization that it was a tiny island located at the periphery of the world.*® To make
up for this sense of inferiority, they naturally traced their heritage back to China,
priding themselves on the magnificent history and culture of the Han Chinese.
“The 3.5 million current Taiwanese residents are part of Han ethnicity, which
enjoys a long history of more than four thousand years,” Lin Chenglu claimed in
an article on the self-awareness of Taiwanese youth, continuing, “Needless to say,
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we are totally different from the eighty thousand uncivilized barbarians inhabit-
ing the Central Mountains and Taidong mountainous region.”* Even Cai Peihuo,
who was more reflective about Taiwanese discrimination against the aborigines
in his advocacy for equal treatment of the Taiwanese, proudly presented the “Han
group’s distinctive features” as “loving peace, admiring ancestors, valuing sub-
stance, and forbearing.”*°

These Taiwanese youth were drawn to the anticolonial revolutionary move-
ments of early 1920s China. A pioneering magazine for these Chinese move-
ments, Xin gingnian (New youth), first published in Shanghai in 1915 as Youth
Magazine, was an obvious source of inspiration. The journal of the Taiwan Cul-
tural Association reprinted a copy of the article “Call to Youth,” which the lead-
ing revolutionary Chen Duxiu published when he founded Youth Magazine. It
included this passage:

Youth is like early spring, like the rising sun, like trees and grass in bud,
like a newly sharpened blade. It is the most valuable period of life. The
function of youth in society is the same as that of a fresh and vital cell
in a human body . . . I only, with tears, place my plea before the young
and vital youth, in the hope that they will achieve self-awareness, and
begin to struggle. What is this self-awareness? It is to be conscious of
the value and responsibility of one’s young life and vitality, to maintain
one’s self-respect, which should not be lowered. What is the struggle?
It is to exert one’s intellect, discard resolutely the old and the rotten,
regard them as enemies and as the flood or savage beasts, keep away
from their neighborhood and refuse to be contaminated by their poi-
sonous germs.*!!

The connection with Chinese youth activists, however, posed an ironic chal-
lenge to the Taiwanese elite youth who valued the heritage of Han culture. Chen
Duxiu and other Chinese authors were waging a war against the Confucian
system of knowledge and governance. Attracted to their revolutionary attitude,
Taiwan minbao, the main newspaper of the Cultural Association, also adopted
vernacular Mandarin Chinese as the main language of publication in 1923. But
Taiwanese intellectual youth still quoted ancient sages and warriors in the origi-
nal literary Chinese.* They hesitated to deny Confucianism at large, fearing that
it would undercut their self-definition as great Han descendants. Simultaneously,
they offered a passionate voice in favor of liberating women and reforming the
oppressive family system, conceptually separating this aspect of modernization
from their longing for national roots. But in these areas of social reform, Japa-
nese activists and even the colonial government were a step ahead of the Chinese
reformists.



COLONIAL INTELLECTUALS 117

The most notable characteristic of the vision of these young Taiwanese intel-
lectuals was their rejection of a social-Darwinian world. Their diasporic iden-
tity crisis, split between their embrace of China’s great historical heritage and an
urge for modern reforms that often justified Japanese dominance, drove them
to value their very in-between-ness. “Taiwan’s new youth are equipped with the
unique character and capacity to become the middleman for realizing Japan—
China friendship,” Zhou Taoyuan argued in the third issue of Taiwan qingnian.
He deplored the neglect of Taiwanese youth by these two nations, questioning
whether “it is because the government authorities are afraid of too much poten-
tial” of Taiwanese youth, or because “Taiwanese youth have not sought develop-
ment abroad owing to a lack of discipline and energy.”** The ideal of perpetual
world peace that circulated globally after World War I was not mere utopian
rhetoric for Taiwanese youth. Their self-worth rested in pursuing cooperation
between nations—particularly Japan and China—and not in the severe com-
petition assumed in the social-Darwinian framework. The editors saw “justice,
humanity, freedom, and peace” as characterizing the coming new era, and they
called for Taiwanese youth to realize this ideal.** This vision stood in stark con-
trast with the concept of survival of the fittest, which their Korean counterparts
embraced.

The attachment of Taiwanese youth to mainland China also shaped their
critique of older people, which was significantly milder than that expressed
by Korean, Chinese, and Japanese youth of the same period or even the Tai-
wanese youth sector prevalent earlier. The articles published in Taiwan gin-
gnian and Taiwan minbao called on youth to attain’ self-awareness, defining
them as the most important agent of social reform. But they rarely expressed
antagonism toward older generations. The youthful characteristics praised
by activists in Japan and Korea may have been vague and inconsistent, but
Taiwanese youth’s respect for the old constituted a significant obstacle to
demarcating their generational category, however eagerly they appropriated
the word gingnian.

Japan as a colonial oppressor was the only clear “Other” for these Taiwanese
youth. Instead of opposing the old, they worked against “conservative” forces,
which referred to the oppression of the colonial government and the Taiwan-
ese elite who curried favor with it.*> Goyo shinshi (government-hired gentle-
men) were their nemesis. The confrontation centered on two policy areas: equal
access to education for Taiwanese and Japanese students and the establishment
of a Taiwanese parliament, modeled after Irish home rule. Adding legitimacy to
their anticolonial identity construction were the crackdowns conducted by the
GGT. Once branches of the Cultural Association began spreading around 1924,
reports on violence, arrests, and oppression by the GGT filled the pages of Taiwan
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minbao. These reports and experiences, in turn, nurtured a common identity as
Taiwanese youth.

At the same time, Japan was an obvious modernizing model. The leaders
of the Meiji Restoration appeared just as heroic in Taiwanese eyes as they did
to Korean youth. “Look at the era of the Meiji Restoration. 1td, Okubo, Saigo,
Itagaki, Niijima [sic] were steadfast among the youth,” Wu Keji argued, contrast-
ing them to those “lacking patriotism and group spirit” in the new Republic of
China.*® Along with the Meiji Restoration, establishing constitutional politics
and winning the Russo-Japanese War “all depended on youthful enthusiasm and
struggle,” another author claimed in 1924.%

The Japanese seinendan drew the attention of Taiwanese youth in the same
way as they had attracted the notice of O Sang-glin in Korea. Xu Qingxiang
published an article titled “Encouraging Local Seinendan,” which expressed
his admiration of the wide network and activities of Japan’s seinendan. Their
volunteer labor during the construction of the Meiji Shrine particularly
impressed him. “Dear wise youth, please look at how actively youth in every
city, town, and village [in Japan] work and how earnestly society gives guid-
ance and support to them,” he begged the reader. Xu did not even modify
the state-centric organization of the seinendan when advocating for it in Tai-
wan; he stated that the members should be “elementary school graduates,”
and the head of each seinendan should be “the village head or school prin-
cipal whenever possible.” This was the first time that Taiwanese youth dis-
cussed the importance of enhancing local culture and enlightenment. In other
words, attention to the countryside was generated through a discussion of the
seinendan.*®

Accompanying the rising popularity of the Taiwan Cultural Association,
youth groups spread across Taiwan during the 1920s. But the association had dif-
ficulty in counting the exact number of affiliated youth groups. Since many local
groups of the youth sector established in the previous decade were also endorsed
by colonial officials, they frequently maintained a sort of dual allegiance. The
historian Chen Wen Sung details the activities of the Yanfeng youth group in
Caotun, Taizhong, which the Cultural Association described as the most “solid”
youth group. Even in this case, the Japanese village head Atsumi Kanzo endorsed
the Yanfeng group and gave speeches at its ceremonies until it officially became
a branch of the leftist Taiwanese People’s Party in 1927.% It embraced a Chinese
revolutionary spirit, as expressed in its 1924 statement of purpose, which quoted
the first half of Chen Duxiu’s “Call to Youth.” The founding members erected
a Yanfeng youth group building directly in front of the village office, as if to
embody the group’s simultaneous association and confrontation with colonial
authorities.™
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The leaders of the Taiwan Cultural Association tried to differentiate their youth
groups from the previous GGT-led ones in various ways. Since both waved the
banner of modernization—abolition of old customs of funerals, marriage, fam-
ily hierarchies, and so on—they competed to claim that they truly represented
the Taiwanese population. Taiwan minbao put the slogan “The only organ of
public opinion of the Taiwanese” before its name. By 1926, “study group” (dush-
uhui) had become a popular name for youth groups, mirroring many similar
groups formed in mainland China.’' Backers of study groups claimed that most
of the other youth groups (gingnianhui) advanced interests of colonial officials,
whereas study groups were independent and would “conduct real measures to
respond to society’s needs.”** These assertions paradoxically reflected the diffi-
culty involved in obtaining recognition among wider populations and legitimiz-
ing the struggle against colonial authorities. As in Korea, the central body of the
Cultural Association stood clearly against the colonial authorities, but the local
branches often remained ambivalent and more subject to politics among local
leaders.

Socialist Youth Groups and the Question of Age

In both Korea and Taiwan, colonial officials, anticolonial leaders, local notables,
and youth all had a stake in shaping youth groups to meet their needs. As a
result, competition for influence was not limited to that between colonial and
anticolonial forces. Youth mobilization was complicated by various factors, but
one of the greatest sources of chaos was the split in the anticolonial camp at the
national level. This division became evident when socialist youth loudly asserted
a position separate from the enlightenment movement and self-strengthening
programs advocated by so-called nationalist youth leaders.

In Taiwan, this split was symbolized by a change in leadership of the Tai-
wan Cultural Association in 1927. In the early 1920s, a number of Taiwanese
students, including Lian Wenxing and Jiang Weishui, came into contact with
Japanese socialist figures like Yamakawa Hitoshi and Sakai Toshihiko. Others
decided to devote themselves to communism while studying in China. For
example, Chen Duxiu met a Taiwanese student, Xu Naichang, in Shanghai and
helped him travel to Moscow as a Chinese citizen.> “Every year since the estab-
lishment of the Cultural Association, influences from the Chinese Revolution,
the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, Comintern activities, and anarchism and
communism in Japan steadily grew in the enlightenment activities conducted by
the Cultural Association,” the colonial police recorded.> After an internal power
struggle between Lian Wenxiang, Jiang Weishui, and Cai Peihuo in 1927, Lian
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came to represent the Cultural Association and established the implementation
of communism as its goal. Jiang, Cai, and other previous leaders who did not
embrace communist class struggle left the association and formed the more
moderate (but still left-leaning) Taiwanese People’s Party. The previous leaders
denounced the communist forces for their inflexible political orientation, refer-
ring again to the Meiji Restoration, in which “merchants and masterless samurai
allied with the nobles.. .. these facts provide a good lesson for Taiwan’s liberation
activists to learn from.”*

In Korea, the split within the elite circles transpired even earlier than in Tai-
wan. A leadership battle arose due to mounting frustration about stagnant youth
activism at the local levels. In March 1921, an editorial in Tonga ilbo stated that
“observing the current status of each youth group, we see almost no activities
or development, because of (1) the difficulties in maintaining the group owing
to the trouble in collecting membership fees and (2) the lack of projects and
activities.””” The national association also lost steam in the second year. Yi Kang
explained in retrospect, “To write down activities between the first anniversary
[of the Korea Youth Group Association] and the third general meeting in April
1922, I tried hard to dig up the material I have, and I asked my friends who were
committee members, but pitifully, I did not find anything worth noting. If I have
to write something, it would only be an increase in member youth groups and
the four issues of the journal Aséng .. .I cannot help but feel sad at how stagnant
the youth movement in Korea was during this time.”®

The harshest criticisms came from the socialist youth who collaborated with
nationalist leaders in establishing the Korea Youth Group Association. From
the very beginning, they fought what they considered the “bourgeois” forces
led by the Tonga ilbo group. Accusing them of corruption and lack of activism,
the socialist youth attempted to oust their founding leaders, O Sang-gtin, Kim
Myodng-sik, and Chang Tok-su, at their third regular meeting in April 1922. After
this no-confidence motion was voted down, the leading leftist group, Seoul Youth
Group, and those pursuing a vision of class struggle quit the Korea Youth Group
Association altogether. Instead, they held an All Korea Youth Party Conven-
tion (Chon Choson Ch’ongnydondang Taehoe) with seventy-four youth groups
in March 1923. This drastically changed the climate of youth politics. Those
remaining in the Korea Youth Group Association tried to address the increasingly
heated issues of peasants and workers, but they could not stem the socialist tide
created by the Seoul Youth Group. In February 1924, the association decided to
rejoin the Seoul Youth Group, and together they formed the Korea Youth General
Alliance (Choson Ch’ongny6n Ch’ongdongmaeng).* This time the leadership of
the Seoul Youth Group, as well as the main goal of class struggle, became clear
to everyone.
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Korean youth, in comparison with their Taiwanese counterparts, had already
shown a strong generational identity and antagonism toward the old. When the
socialist youth groups gained momentum, they pushed the concerns about age
to another level by introducing a new question: what is the age limit that defines
youth? In Japan, the age-based politics that unfolded in the autonomy movement
developed from the army’s intervention in setting an age limit for the seinen-
dan. Youth in places like Nagano generated a new consciousness about age and
demanded that people over twenty-five years old not intervene. In Korea, on
the other hand, the question of age came from a greater distance. It reflected
a debate developing among international Communist leaders about whether
youth should be in leadership positions as the vanguard of social revolution or
subordinate to the Communist Party. When the theory of youth as vanguard sub-
sided and the party set a clear age limit for Komsomol membership at fourteen
to twenty-three years old, leftist youth groups in Korea rushed to establish age
limits as well.®* The Korea Youth General Alliance also introduced an age limit of
thirty, later changing it to twenty-seven.®'

The strict age limit did not strengthen the power of youth leadership but
instead became another tactical weapon in the competition among them. From
the beginning, the Communist Party in the Soviet Union had set an age limit for
Komsomol membership in order to contain the power of youth. Leftist leaders in
Seoul, in turn, used the age constraint as a tool in their power struggles for recog-
nition by international Communist authorities. On some occasions, they attacked
the Seoul Youth Group as promoting vanguard-like youth groups that assumed
too much leadership in all sectors, such as workers, peasants, and women, against
the decision of the Communist International;** at other times, they criticized it as
insufficiently progressive or young. Pak Hydng-bydng, a thirty-year-old leader of
the Korea Youth General Alliance, was condemned as “the old president” by other
committee members.®® In short, when socialist leaders brought in the question
of age from the outside world to strengthen their legitimacy, they simultaneously
imported the volatile climate of global youth discourse, which did not help the
situation in Korea.

At the county level, the strict age limit affected the politics of youth groups in
a different way. In county capitals, conflicts between leftist youth and traditional
notables were erupting everywhere. Socialist youth raised the question of age—
insisting that youth group members ought to be young—as the first measure
of progressive reform (hyodksin). Since youth groups were collaborative forums
that linked the worlds of local officials, the traditional upper class, and the newly
educated, many groups allowed membership up to age forty, and even people
older than forty had a say in the groups’ activities.* Leftist youth saw this situa-
tion as a problem and deployed the age argument to eliminate interventions by
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unwelcome forces. Around 1925, one youth group after another adopted a new
age limit, usually thirty years old, to replace the original committee members.®®
Through such progressive reforms, they attempted to shift the priority of their
activities. In Chaenyong, for example, landed leaders preferred to invest resources
in industry-stimulating projects, whereas socialist youth wanted to operate night
study groups for illiterate peasants and women. Illiteracy remained a serious
problem in rural life and the biggest obstacle to mass mobilization.®® Although
the question of age was a double-edged sword for leadership circles in Seoul,
setting an age limit allowed country-level leftist youth to distinguish themselves
from the older, more powerful, traditional upper class that did not share the goal
of mobilizing the wider masses.

The Agrarian View of Nationalist
and Socialist Youth

In Korea’s intense youth politics, local youth groups were valued not only as
branches of their movements. At the beginning of the 1930s, the countryside
began to hold ideological importance in efforts to preserve national purity.
Korean nationalists eagerly adopted and promoted the global discourse of
agrarian romanticism through the 1920s. Korean agrarians, like their Japanese
counterparts, deepened an anti-capitalist and anti-urban ideology, imagining
the rural villages as the basis for a new Korea.”” A student in the 1930s, Young
Hook Kang, recalled the popular belief among nationalist leaders: “In those days,
we were fond of reading novels such as Yi Kwang-su’s Hiik, Yi Ki-yong’s Kohy-
ang, and Sim Hun’s Sangnoksu, etc. The major theme of these novels was the
enlightenment movement in the countryside. The nationalist leaders in these
days appeared to have believed in the possibility of maintaining our national
identity and national spirit in the Korean farmers, whose lives had deep roots
in Korean soil.”%

Many leftist leaders fought the idealized view of the countryside and shed
light on the cruelty of colonial—capitalist exploitation of Korean peasants. Starting
in the late 1920s, left-leaning literary authors and critics, such as Yi Song-hwan,
Kim To-hyon, Pack Chol, and Hong Hyo-min, repeatedly called for engaging
the countryside in new literature. The debate developed in several theoretical
directions; some asserted the enlightening role of literary works in guiding peas-
ants, whereas others defined peasant literature as part of proletarian literature.
Confronted by the lack of literacy, they debated the challenge and mission of
intellectual authors and attempted to counter the romanticized image of the
countryside. Yet they shared with nationalist-agrarians the assumption that the
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future of Korean independence rested in the hands of peasant masses and in the
rural countryside.®®

The growing attention to rural areas stimulated other forces, particularly
religious groups, to strengthen their rural programs. The historian Albert L.
Park has shown that, between 1925 and 1937, the YMCA, the Presbyterians,
and the Ch’dondogyo (Religion of the Heavenly Way) all pursued the recon-
struction of rural Korea into “a heavenly kingdom on earth” through commu-
nity building.” Particularly active was the Korea Farmers Company (Choson
Nongminsa), operating under the Chondogyo Youth Party, which was also a
member of the leftist Korea Youth Group General Alliance. They formed coop-
eratives and provided night classes in rural villages.” Articles to inspire youth
in the countryside appeared in the 1920s in their periodicals, Farmers (Nong-
min) and Korean Farmers (Choson nongmin), as well as in Tonga ilbo and other
newspapers.

These publications, although they provided a means for intellectuals to con-
vey their messages to village youth, never became a forum for the uneducated
agrarian youth themselves. For instance, “A Letter Sent to Rural Youth,” which
appeared in Kaebyok, another journal published by young Chondogyo activ-
ists, betrayed a vast discrepancy between urban and rural contexts. The author
explained, “I am not writing this letter in a desolate field or a boring rural village
in which all you find is collapsing old houses like where the reader might live. . ..
The city I currently live in is the capital of Korea, and the center of modern cul-
ture in Korea” After showing an understanding of the hardship of life in rural
villages and excitement of urban centers, it argued, “cities flourish and develop by
exploiting rural villages . . . [Becoming city people] means becoming an exploit-
ative class . . . If you still want [to come to the city], I would rather like to discuss
whether turning from an exploited class to an exploiting class really means the
improvement of personality.””* This author assumed the moral superiority of
rural life, but his moral argument denied rural populations a way out of their
poverty.

Many articles on rural education targeted students who would visit their
home villages over summer vacations. “Experience farming,” “observe the lives
of lower-class people,” and “try real labor” constituted the advice given to those
students.” They were also encouraged to fight rural illiteracy by teaching young-
sters the Korean alphabets, even though summer was the busiest farming time of
the year. Overall, these suggestions were meant to help students achieve a better
understanding of rural life and develop wholesome personalities, not necessarily
to empower farm youth. These articles could not conceal the gap between elite
activists and the most youth in rural villages, who were uneducated, poor, caught
in family farming, and left outside the national youth movement.
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In Taiwan too, attraction to the countryside grew in the rhetoric of nationalist
and leftist activism. The post-1927 Cultural Association identified the develop-
ment of “culture in farm villages” as the top priority in its activities.” As in Korea,
the most powerful images of the countryside among young intellectuals came
from literary works. The new proletarian literature that described rural back-
wardness and colonial exploitation dominated the scene, with superstitious old
people, opium-addicted youth, corrupt policemen, and exploitative landlords
among the common themes.”” The nativist literature movement widely shared
the perception that the majority of the Taiwanese population were miserable
farmers.

Despite various authors’ serious engagement, the nativist literature in Tai-
wan produced more confusion than agreement on what constituted Taiwanese
national origin, however. The matter of language was particularly complex,
raising such questions as whether vernacular Mandarin was appropriate for
Taiwanese readers and whether the use of the Holo (today called Taiwanese or
Minnan) language would separate Taiwan from mainland China.”® These ques-
tions never disappeared from intellectual discourse and later, particularly in
the 1970s, became central in the second nativist literature debate. In addition
to this issue of defining Taiwanese ethnic nationality, leftist authors, like their
Korean counterparts, faced difficulty in filling the gap between themselves and
the majority of rural farmers. A representative leftist writer in Taiwan, Yang Kui,
deplored that “[our works] cannot go beyond the circles of literature-loving
youth. This proves that today’s New Literature and proletarian literature lack
mass-ness. They exist merely as an ivory tower.”””

In short, although the concept of rural youth became critical for both nation-
alist and socialist youth leaders in Korea and Taiwan, it neither mitigated ideo-
logical differences nor bridged the gap between national leaders and youth in
the countryside. The local youth groups spread widely in provincial capitals and
towns, but very little in remote villages. Despite the efforts of intellectual youth,
they did not establish a mutual communication sphere with youth in the coun-
tryside, most of whom were illiterate and did not have access even to local youth
groups or youth journals. Unable to align with village youth, students started to
blame farmers as immoral and irrational. Young Hook Kang, the Korean student
who had embraced nationalist-agrarian ideals earlier, expressed this alienation in
his memoir: “As time passed, we had to acknowledge the crude fact that farmers
and the countryside were not a repository of national spirit and conscience as
some national leaders had hoped. As long as their lives were not threatened and
the social order maintained, they seemed rather indifferent to the nature of their
leadership. In my observation, the Korean farmers were so amenable that they
had no difficulty in adapting themselves to Japanese rule. Thus, I was driven to
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despair by thoughts of the possibility of losing our national identity forever.””®

To students like him, the indifference of the peasants to the anticolonial effort
appeared as a grave betrayal.

Attempts of Colonial Governments

The colonial governments in Taiwan and Korea did not remain silent as agrarian
ideas and youth groups sprouted in their territory. In fact, colonial authorities
actively participated in shaping youth discourse and agrarianism among urban
intellectuals. With regard to the goal of formulating an image of rural youth as
pillars of modern society, anticolonial forces and colonial officials were in an
unintended collaborative relationship, and their political rivalry accelerated rural
youth mobilization. But the rural youth programs of colonial bureaucracies, with
greater institutional resources, aimed to step more directly into the social dynam-
ics of rural populations.

The experiences of the Japanese seinendan naturally determined the direc-
tions of youth-centered agrarian ideals advocated by colonial officials. In Octo-
ber 1926, the Government-General of Taiwan established a bureau of education
(Bukyokyoku), a new office dedicated to the education and kyoka of Taiwanese
youth; “social education,” a recent trend in Japan, was named the central task of
the bureau.”” The new head of civil affairs, Goté Fumio, designed many of the
bureau’s programs. In Japan, Goto was known as a top leader of seinendan asso-
ciations. Holding an executive position in the national seinendan bureaucracy,
he emphasized the importance of centralizing youth education.®® Under his lead-
ership, the years 1926 and 1927 saw many government surveys and studies on
Taiwan’s local youth groups, women’s groups, and other community organiza-
tions that encouraged agricultural and neighborhood cooperation.?' Goto also
increased the number of local officials specializing in educational affairs, invited
Japanese seinendan leaders like Tazawa Yoshiharu to Taiwan, and suppressed
activities of the Taiwan Cultural Association and Taiwan minbao.®

Together with the bureau, the Taiwan Education Association, as well as vari-
ous kyoka groups and Shuyodan groups that spread at the provincial and county
levels, played a large role in promoting the emphasis on rural youth. They pub-
lished teaching materials that highlighted the power of youth and the countryside,
importing the ideas publicized by seinendan leaders in Tokyo. A common say-
ing from Japanese agrarianism—“If nature is our god, those who are embraced,
cared for, and given the most benefits by that god are people in rural villages”—
was often repeated in “youth readings” distributed by these offices.* The colonial
effort to standardize agrarian youth groups steadily progressed over the course
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of the 1920s and 1930s. In 1930, when kyoka reached its peak of importance in
the governance of Taiwan, the GGT officially issued an act to standardize youth
groups throughout the island.®

In Korea, parallel to the agrarian discourse developed by nationalist, socialist,
and religious activists, the Government-General of Korea (GGK) also adopted
agrarianism as the core ideology of its operations. In the 1920s, colonial officials
produced a series of studies on Korean rural lives. In 1922, for example, Kon
Wajird, an architect and folklorist then specializing in Japanese rural houses and
a student of Yanagita Kunio, traveled through Korea to study living conditions.
With his trademark detailed sketches, he offered a fresh look at Korean housing
in both urban and rural settings. Throughout his study, he stressed the rationality
and natural beauty of Korean houses, and sometimes their superiority to those of
the Japanese. In the introduction to his report he wrote, “I saw slums. I saw that
they were unexpectedly beautiful . . . not like the filthy ones we see in Japan.”®
In the countryside, he was fascinated by the ondol (floor heating): “In Korea, no
matter how primitive the house is, there is ondol. Japanese primitive houses do
not even have tatami mats.”® Other scholars studied different aspects of Korean
rural life.’” Most famously, Zensho Eisuke, the GGK’s leading researcher on
Korean affairs, compiled massive volumes on various kye (community agree-
ments), hamlet organizations, social customs, and clan-based communities, as
well as Korean economy and industry in the 1920s.%® These studies gave the GGK
a basis for its attempt to revive traditional communal organizations in the rural
campaigns of the 1930s. Colonial officials viewed them as basic units for imple-
menting Japanese kyoka campaigns at the grassroots level. From a larger histori-
cal point of view, the praise of colonial local cultures was typical in empires of the
time, but unlike others, Japanese colonialists celebrated them to further facilitate
their assimilationist goal.®

The GGK also began reining in youth groups in provincial towns in the 1920s.
The clear continuity from the March First Movement to local youth groups
alarmed colonial officials, who were concerned about their political intentions.
Almost simultaneously with Japan, the colonial government in Korea planned
workshops and programs of social education, targeting local youth group mem-
bers in the early 1920s.”° In 1922, for instance, when the Ministry of Education
conducted a survey on “the situation of social education centering on schools”
in thirteen prefectures in Japan, the GGK collected the same surveys from local
offices in Korea.”® Many government programs emphasized building a sense of
community spirit to keep youth away from political opposition. In South Cholla
province, officials invited forty-six youth group leaders to a five-day “Youth Self-
Cultivation Lecture Series” in November 1921, offering such lectures as “The

» «

Basic Principles of Cultural Rule,” “Current Affairs of Youth Groups in Japan,”
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“Finances in Rural Villages,” and “Responsibilities of Local Youth” and show-
ing motion pictures on the local improvement activities in the province.”” The
GGK also paid for trips by about thirty selected youth group leaders across Korea
to visit model youth groups in Japan. The officials reported with satisfaction
that many of the participants were impressed by the passionate lecturers and the
achievements of the Japanese seinendan.”

The emphasis on agrarianism intensified when the GGK promoted a program
called “graduate guidance” in the late 1920s and the early 1930s. Each elemen-
tary school chose “training-worthy” graduates from farming families and made
them the visible symbol of rural youth.”* Throughout the 1930s, as the colonial
measures to counter rural poverty increased in number and intensity during
the depression, the GGK further integrated model rural youth into agricultural
cooperatives and kyoka campaigns.

In these programs, colonial governments in both Taiwan and Korea further
propelled the conceptual emphases on youth and agrarianism that had been
developed by anticolonial intellectuals. They had the upper hand because they
monopolized the resources, means of violence, and experiences of the Japanese
seinendan. But as we will see in the coming chapters, permeating village societies
was equally as challenging, if not more so, for Japanese colonialists as for intellec-
tuals. Their incessant efforts did not bring immediate results. Not until well into
the 1930s did colonial programs start to synchronize with local social conditions
and trigger the social mechanisms of empowerment.

In colonial Taiwan and Korea as in Japan, rural youth became a powerful social
construct by the late 1920s. Colonial intellectuals attempted to create a rural basis
for their own nation building by aligning with young peasants in the country-
side. Japan’s seinendan network offered a model for these leaders to emulate.
In generating their youth and agrarian discourses, however, they found them-
selves subject to an intense interplay of transnational influences. Japan, China,
the Soviet Union, and the Western powers inspired them with political ideologies
and sometimes provided them with institutional support. These transnational
forces in turn produced splits and confrontations within anticolonial leadership
in Taipei and Seoul. Unlike the situation in the Japanese seinendan, which grew
by absorbing conflicting interests as they defined the role of rural youth, here the
similar goal of creating ideal rural youth did not help youth leaders to overcome
the differences between their visions.

The biggest challenge for anticolonial youth activism was the gap between
highly educated youth and illiterate rural farmers. Students increasingly felt frus-
trated by farm youth, while farm youth remained neglected in youth politics
in Taipei and Seoul. The fact of colonialism exacerbated this situation. Under
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arbitrary and inherently exploitative foreign rule, social conditions varied tre-
mendously across the territory. This discrepancy made it more difficult for
urban intellectual youth to engage with the social dynamics of rural societies.
The temptation for youth leaders to blame village youth’s ignorance did not help
to bridge the gap, either. As we will see, village youth lived in more intricate webs
of social relations and emotions than central leaders ever imagined. In fact, their
envy of and grudges toward urban elites constituted some of the main motiva-
tions for farm youth to eventually join colonial programs. The anticolonial youth
leaders’ failed attempts demonstrate that an ideological movement alone, even
one with a strong instinctive appeal of national independence or emancipation
of impoverished peasants, cannot produce viable mass mobilization. That goal
required a variety of social elements to emerge together, which was beyond the
ability of any single mobilizing force to generate on its own.
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FINDING RURAL YOUTH IN TAIWAN

The largest obstacle for Taiwanese anticolonial intellectuals, as seen in the previ-
ous chapter, was the difficulty of integrating village youth into their movements.
Their repeated emphases on youth and rural did not resonate in the social envi-
ronments of remote villages. To the colonial government, the chasm between
the urban and rural social spheres did not offer an advantage for the colonizing
enterprise. On the contrary, the need to manage unfamiliar and diverse social
relationships posed a similar or greater challenge to the Japanese. After all, they
were foreign occupiers.

In fact, the Government-General of Taiwan (GGT) faced a puzzling phenom-
enon in its pursuit of assimilationist policies. In Taiwan, basic infrastructure to
implement nationalization—elementary schools, moral suasion groups, and
youth groups—spread relatively smoothly in comparison with Korea.' But these
institutions were slow in transforming previous social values and people’s ways
of life. Colonial directives seemed to be easily accepted at first, only to be ignored
later. The facade of quick acceptance meant, as colonial officials soon realized,
nothing but people’s indifference toward colonial authorities, particularly in
the countryside. Making Taiwanese people conscious that they belonged to the
empire, and ultimately making them care about it, became the primary goal
of assimilationist programs, especially in rural youth mobilization. This goal of
turning indifference into emotional commitment was not achievable by merely
preaching to villagers. It required colonial agencies to find ways for their ideol-
ogy to seep into grassroots social relationships. The first few decades of trial
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and error in colonial youth mobilization, starting around the Russo-Japanese
War of 1904-1905, were about figuring out the ever-changing local dynamics of
rural villages, and then influencing them through young pillars of nation-empire
building.

Such a process of assimilation was not necessarily dissimilar to the national-
ization process in the countryside in Japan, except for one element inherent in
colonialism: the lack of state legitimacy. There was, literally and perceptually, a
great distance between the imperial center and people at the colonial periphery.
But the challenge of understanding and shaping colonial society did not arise
simply from the fact that the Japanese were foreign intruders; it also derived
from Taiwan’s unique social conditions. Because Chinese migrants had arrived
in Taiwan and colonized coastal towns and remote mountainous villages at dif-
ferent times over the centuries, when Japan invaded Taiwan in 1895 it confronted
a great variety of social dynamics based on class and racial relationships. On the
one hand, the coastal capital of Xinzhu province, Xinzhu city, resembled a town
in mainland China, in terms of its deep-seated stratification according to social
class. In these provincial cities, anticolonial intellectual youth established local
youth groups, as discussed in chapter 4, and tried to reach the rural population
from there in the 1920s. By contrast, a newly conquered mountain village, Beipu,
in the same province had not established a stable social order by the late nine-
teenth century. Village life revolved around ongoing racial tensions between the
Chinese Hakka and the indigenous Saisiyat. After 1895, Hakka leaders used the
presence of the Japanese to secure their control over the mountains, which were still
a source of wealth and adventure. In these villages, where youthful leadership
had been the norm in previous armed conquests, the phrase rural youth did not
provoke the same marginalized image as in Japan or Korea at the turn of the cen-
tury. This diversity in social environments produced difficulties in implementing
uniform programs across the island.

In these efforts to build bridges linking the local society and the colonial
government, Japanese elementary schoolteachers played an indispensable role.
They had taken root in remote villages since the earliest stage of colonization and
became a prime source of direct contact between villagers and the Japanese peo-
ple. It is through their eyes that we can obtain a glimpse of colonial village societ-
ies of that time, albeit tainted by their biases. In Xinzhu province, schoolteachers
became major advocates of seinendan-style youth groups. They taught Japanese
agrarian nationalism and tried to develop model rural youth as pillars of villages
and the empire. At the same time, their leadership also revealed the weakness of
rural youth groups in Taiwan up to the early 1930s. Despite the premise of the
“locally driven” seinendan, village youth groups were “led” by teachers or land-
lords, rather than representing an autonomous space for participants themselves.
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Since they did not create job opportunities, their activities alone did not produce
a social mobility complex like the one seen in Miyagi either. Nonetheless, teacher-
led rural youth mobilization up to the mid-1930s succeeded in spreading hard-
workism, frugality, and the ideal image of rural youth in Taiwanese villages—
desirable traits of Japanese subjects from the perspective of GGT officials.

In a nutshell, until the Second Sino-Japanese War started in 1937, rural youth
mobilization in Taiwan experienced only an incremental development without
a major breakthrough. The series of failures of colonial programs during this
period reflect a typical struggle of a “weak” colonial state seeking to carry out
social engineering. But colonial attempts did begin synchronizing with local
social dynamics by the 1930s—namely, the combination of the increasingly
stratified social hierarchy in mountain villages, now void of the previous fron-
tier character, and the relatively high schooling and literacy rate that helped to
transmit the idea of model rural youth. Paying attention to how local dynamics
consumed top-down youth mobilization efforts, whether anticolonial or impe-
rial, will help us to make sense of Taiwanese responses to colonial rule, which
exhibited considerable diversity that eludes simple classification on the spectrum

from resistance to collaboration.

Youth in Xinzhu City and Beipu at the
Turn of the Twentieth Century

Once Japan’s colonial rule over Taiwan started in 1895, establishing the authority
of the imperial state among local leaders and restructuring social values accord-
ingly became a leading policy priority. In Xinzhu city on the northwest coast of
Taiwan, society was regulated mainly by class divisions. Chinese settlement in
this area had begun in the late seventeenth century. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury, wealth generated from trade, the mastery of Chinese classics, and the privi-
lege of passing the Qing civil servant examination defined the upper class—in
other words, their social status depended on the Qing sources of prestige. After
1895, the GGT sought to find a way to replace the authority of Qing civil ser-
vice and neo-Confucian education with new institutions. Along with elementary
schools, early youth groups in Xinzhu city functioned as one of the institutions
that enhanced the upper-class status of the wealthy and the educated.

Japanese elementary and language schools were the first colonial institutions
that aimed to provide a new source of status and privilege. Modern schools spread
relatively quickly, and by 1904 their popularity equaled that of the shufang, pri-
vate Chinese schools run by local literati.> However, schools did not immediately
function as a status signifier. In 1903, a Japanese elementary schoolteacher in
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Xinzhu city, Hayashi Genzaburo, observed that the new school system had dis-
rupted the previous avenues of generating social status in a way that Japanese
officials did not expect. Families of Chinese descent had not abandoned the idea
that the Chinese classics were the most authentic body of knowledge, so they sent
their sons to shufang rather than to the Japanese school.?> Only after their children
grew up and recognized the need for Japanese language education did they enter
the elementary school. As a consequence, students over age fifteen constituted
more than 44% of the total of 255 students in Hayashi’s school, and they were
increasing in number every year. But because the supply of elementary schools
was far smaller than the demand, the Japanese introduced an age limit for admis-
sion. Hayashi raised concerns about what would happen to these youth who were
willing to study in school but were deprived of the opportunity. In his eyes, many
had already lost discipline and hope, falling into a nihilistic and hedonistic life-
style. Hayashi contended that “it is the fault of the Japanese that they strayed from
the right path,” because previously, when the Qing-style elite course was still in
place for urban students, they had no free time for drinking, playing, or wasting
money. The Japanese had destroyed the life cycle for middle- and upper-class
youth without providing alternative pathways.*

Instead of elementary school diplomas, the term “youth sector” defined
the new privileged class of the transitional period (as seen in chapter 4). The
youth sector of Xinzhu began appearing in the government bilingual newspa-
per Taiwan nichinichi shinpé (Mandarin Chinese: Taiwan riri xinbao) in 1906.
The term referred to a new generation that had acquired both Chinese- and
Japanese-style education. Youth connoted modern attitudes distinct from those
of previous eras, and it specifically challenged the seniority assumed in the Con-
fucian value system. It also signified a new group formation, defined loosely by
similar educational backgrounds and business (or academic) relationships with
both Japan and China.’ To enhance their privileged class identity, these young
people organized youth groups in Xinzhu city. A number of “motivated youth”
set up a youth group to “pursue learning and advocate civilization” in a temple
in Xinzhu city in 1911, for example. They gathered every Sunday to “exchange
knowledge,” particularly of Confucian scholarship, and to learn Japanese, Chi-
nese, and mathematics.®

Whereas the word youth symbolized the new bilingual class emerging under
Japanese rule in Xinzhu city, in the small mountain village of Beipu the Japanese
presence affected racial and ethnic relationships more than class divisions. Beipu,
though only thirteen miles southeast of Xinzhu city, had developed community
dynamics and social values notably different from those of coastal areas.” The
social dynamics in Beipu were defined primarily racial tensions between Chi-
nese Hakka residents and the Saisiyat aboriginal groups living in the neighboring
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mountains. The Hakka colonizers, the Jiang family, had conquered the area for
agricultural settlement only half a century before Japanese rule.® Hakka migrants
arrived in Taiwan much later than the Chinese Holo (or Minnan) people from the
Fujian region, whose presence drove the newer Hakka migrants inland to form
“belt-like residential areas at the foot of mountains, comprised of self-defensive
hamlets, between the Fujianese Holo in the open land and the aborigines in the
mountains.”® Jiang Xiuluan and his armed men seized Beipu and established
the Jinguangfu land development company in the 1830s.'° Jinguangfu operated
like a small government mostly independent of Qing China—deploying anti-
aboriginal patrols, building irrigation systems, facilitating land cultivation, keep-
ing track of tenancy, and collecting rents. During this process, many aboriginal
men waged bloody battles against the Chinese colonizers and were forced deeper
into the mountains."

Perhaps because they were facing more imminent threats from the Saisiyat,
Beipu leaders relatively quickly accepted the Japanese colonizers. The Jiang family
offered valiant resistance at first. When Japan acquired Taiwan after the Sino-Jap-
anese War in 1895, Jiang Shaozu, a twenty-year-old great-grandson of the family
founder, gathered hundreds of armed men to fight the Japanese army.'? But after
his death, Beipu villagers found the presence of Japanese police force useful in
maintaining security against the Saisiyat. The number of permanent Japanese
settlers was small; even in the 1930s, the village had only ten to twelve Japanese
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households with a total of fifty to sixty residents.”” Despite this small number
of Japanese residents, the Jiang family promptly incorporated a Japanese-style
administration and worked closely with the GGT." In 1896, they reorganized
their patrol headquarters into colonial police stations and invited the Japanese to
set up an administrative office in Beipu. In 1899, the Xinzhu police established a
civil defense system (baojia) at the direction of Goto Shinpei, head of civil affairs
in the GGT."® As early as May 1898, local elites and colonial officials set up a
Japanese language school in the village temple Citiangong, which was renamed
Hoppo Kogakko (Beipu Elementary School) five months later.'® To build a new
school facility, the Jiang family and other local leaders contributed a considerable
amount of money."”

Social status in Beipu and other mountain villages in Taiwan had been deter-
mined mostly by the ability to suppress aboriginal forces. The Japanese helped
the Jiang family to consolidate the wealth and status they had achieved through
battles against aboriginal groups. In contrast to their social class remaining
intact, however, racial and ethnic tensions increased in complexity after the Japa-
nese arrived. In 1907, Saisiyat tribesmen and Chinese rebels attacked Beipu and
killed fifty-seven Japanese residents, including schoolchildren, in the “Beipu Inci-
dent.”!® Interethnic mistrust escalated further among the Saisiyat, the Japanese,
and the Hakka after the police executed at least a hundred Hakka residents for
their alleged involvement in the uprising. At the same time, the incident demon-
strated dominance of Japanese armed power. The Japanese police quickly quelled
the uprising and restored order, subduing the rebel forces in less than a day and
reestablishing the aboriginal border patrols in four days." In later years, the Jiang
family and Japanese village authorities used the anniversary of the Beipu Incident
to perpetuate the violent image of neighboring aboriginal men and emphasize
the security offered by colonial authorities. Even in the 1930s, children living on
Beipu’s outskirts were fearful of the sight of Saisiyat people.?

Without realizing it, the Japanese intervened in the hierarchy and tensions
involving different Chinese descendant groups as well. Dai Guohui, a Taiwan-
ese Hakka who grew up in Zhongli, Xinzhu province (and who later became
a historian in Japan), argues that before Japanese rule, Taiwanese society had
been characterized as a “frontier equivalent to the wild West” and that “grudges
and hostilities between [Holo and Hakka] people that had grown in the frontier
history flowed at the bottom of Taiwanese society” during colonial rule. The
Japanese used the blanket label of “Han Chinese,” consequently enabling Hakka
people to seek new opportunities in Holo-dominated communities.*

Compared to the coastal areas of Taiwan, mountain villages like Beipu had
placed less emphasis on the Confucian sense of seniority. Because of the recent
history of armed settlement, the social meanings of old and young differed from
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those in Miyagi, Okinawa, Korea, or even Xinzhu city. Young men had been cen-
tral in founding and protecting the village, as is apparent from records of the
Jiang family, which reveal a high generational turnover in leadership.” Moreover,
rural, indicating mountain regions, signified adventure and wealth, not stagna-
tion or poverty. Contemporary Japanese ideas of rural youth would have had no
appeal to villagers in Beipu. There was no mass migration of youth from villages
to the cities, expressions of a desire for risshin shusse (rising in the world) by
emphasizing youthful characters, or outpouring of grudges against urban intel-
lectual youth, all features that dominated the writings of young people in the
Japanese countryside around this time. The social environment was simply very
different.

The two separate social worlds—particularly with regard to the different mean-
ings accorded to the concept of youth—of Xinzhu city and Beipu generated two
very different responses to the early colonial attempt to establish youth groups.
In 1915, when Japan issued the first decree to establish a national federation of
the seinendan in the metropole, the colonial Xinzhu governor Mimura Sanpei
planned to create a similar network in the province. In the name of celebrating
the twentieth anniversary of Japan’s rule over Taiwan, Mimura established the
Xinzhu Youth Group (Japanese: Shinchiku Seinenkai, Mandarin Chinese: Xinzhu
qingnianhui). By expanding the network across the province, he aimed to “orga-
nize youth groups that include three thousand elementary school graduates, pub-
lic servants, graduates of shufang, and three thousand dropouts of elementary
schools to improve youthful morals and to have them practice the Japanese lan-
guage.”** His plan cast a wide net over both urban and rural residents.

In Xinzhu city, this attempt appeared to achieve initial success before it fal-
tered. The Xinzhu Youth Group started providing night study sessions, mainly
offering Japanese language instruction. Taiwan nichinichi shinpé described these
sessions’ popularity: “Since its establishment, the membership has increased every
day. . . . The first session had 40 people. The second session had 156, of whom
60 had absolutely no previous knowledge in Japanese.”* After a few months,
however, these gatherings ceased to function.” In the 1910s, the youth sector
continued to view youth groups as a status-producing institution. As a result,
Mimura’s attempt to establish an inclusive network, integrating thousands of
dropouts from elementary schools, did not align with the youth sector’s aspira-
tions. Elite youth in Xinzhu city still sought exclusive groups as late as September
1919, when they discussed reviving the Xinzhu Youth Group. They decided to
begin anew with a “gentleman’s group” and another group that consisted of only
middle school graduates and above.” As Xinzhu province did not have a single
middle school until 1922, the membership was necessarily restricted to members
of wealthy families, educated in Taipei or Japan.
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In Beipu, Governor Mimura’s initiative failed for a different reason. The idea
of youth groups did not attract local people even as a status symbol. The villag-
ers did not oppose Mimura’s proposal; on the contrary, they established the first
Beipu Youth Group as one of the earliest such entities among Taiwanese rural
villages. The celebration of Japanese rule accompanied another campaign—
cutting off the Qing-style queue (long braided hair) of all students in the Beipu
Elementary School.” Despite these attempts to facilitate the colonial campaign,
the youth group existed in name only and disappeared quickly.” Little is known
about this short-lived youth group, but the village leaders’ eagerness to follow the
colonial order—without any intention of changing the substance of their ways
of life, as colonial authorities had envisioned—was Beipu’s typical response to
colonial rule.

Xinzhu City Youth Groups in the 1920s

In the 1920s, the Taiwan Cultural Association, the first island-wide organization
that advocated for self-determination for the Taiwanese people, began organiz-
ing local youth groups in provincial cities. The groups’ activities appear to have
had considerable influence over youth in Xinzhu city, driving them to become
involved in battles between colonial and anticolonial forces. Yet a closer look at
the reports about them reveals that status marking remained the central function
of these youth groups.

In 1921, a Taiwanese elementary schoolteacher, Zhang Shigu, and four other
men in Xinzhu city established a new youth group (once again named Xinzhu
Youth Group).” Initially, Zhang’s group exhibited a strong pro-Japanese char-
acter, saying that it would “promote a community spirit, exchange knowledge,
and study Japanese.”*' It gained official support from Japanese school princi-
pals and local officials and provided lectures on aspects of modern social life,
such as “Tax Duties” and “Hygiene for Children.”* In 1925, which the police
authorities described as “the crazy time of public speeches by the Taiwan Cul-
tural Association,” the Xinzhu Youth Group scrapped its ties with the colonial
authorities and joined a branch of the Cultural Association.”® While reform-
ing the youth group, its leaders also started a “Xinzhu Study Group.”** Tai-
wan minbao, the newspaper published by the Cultural Association, promoted
study groups as supportive of progressive self-rule, as distinguished from the
other youth groups that were associated with pro-colonial figures.® Both the
Xinzhu Youth Group and the Xinzhu Study Group declared their support for
the Cultural Association, leading to some arrests and even violence during their
lecture events.*
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In reality, regardless of their institutional affiliation, both groups still func-
tioned as elite youth clubs. The Xinzhu Youth Group did not bother to update
its list of activities, which had involved mainly the reform of the old customs, as
if they were of little importance.”” The group’s main concern, Taiwan minbao
critically reported, was networking. The newspaper warned of the continuing
ties between leaders of the Xinzhu Youth Group and colonial authorities, stat-
ing that “some of the leading members with ambitious minds actively visit the
pro-colonial figures and help them criticize the youth group.”*® Once these youth
achieved their goal of networking through the youth group, according to Tai-
wan minbao, “they all turned inactive.”® The newspaper further reported that
the Xinzhu Study Group had turned into a party after meeting four or five times.
“The organizer uses various excuses to turn a simple dinner into a drinking
party in order to show his hospitality,” one member complained; “this happened
mostly without the members noticing, but it changed an occasion for academic
studies into one for evaluating menus.”*® Despite efforts to restore these groups,
they continued to suffer from a “lack of passion among the executive leaders”
and the presence of “one or two conceited members,” and they ended up being
dissolved soon afterward."!

After the demise of these groups, a few dozen of their members formed a
brand-new Shinchiku Seinendan in 1929, this time with support from Japa-
nese officials, school principals, and local elites. When the Shinchiku Seinendan
turned to the colonial authorities for assistance, it claimed to be getting rid of
old forces and making a “purely young” organization composed of people of
seventeen to twenty-five years old.*> Now “youthfulness” meant being aligned
with colonial authorities, after a short period during which the Cultural Associa-
tion had emphasized youthfulness as a force against the colonial establishment.

The Emergence of “Modern Youth” in Beipu

In contrast to what was occurring in cities, the Taiwan Cultural Association’s
anticolonial activism did not exert much influence on young people’s lives in
rural areas. But new colonial policies of the 1920s, particularly the strengthening
of kyoka campaigns under the Japanese policy of cultural rule, shifted the locus
of youth mobilization from provincial cities to the more remote countryside.
The 1920s, with colonial rule long consolidated, also witnessed a different social
dynamic in the Taiwanese mountain villages from previously.

It is to counter anticolonial movements that assimilationism through
kyoka campaigns became a serious colonial goal in the 1920s and 1930s. The
term kyoka had been widely used in Japan for ideological education to spread
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emperor-centered nationalism, the spirit of hard work, frugality, and modern
living customs. In the Taiwanese context, kyoka campaigns encompassed a
wide range of programs designed to enhance people’s acceptance of the Japa-
nese Empire with a similarly strong emphasis on the reform of daily customs. In
the 1920s and 1930s, all administrative levels had an institution that supervised
kyoka programs. At the national level, the Association of Social Work was estab-
lished in 1920 and the Taiwan Kyoka Association in 1933; Dokokai at the Xinzhu
provincial level and Jinshinkai at Zhudong county and village levels were created
in 1929.

Beipu in the 1920s seems to have embraced kyoka campaigns. For the Jiang
family, taking charge of colonial programs allowed them to claim their role as
local modernizers, influence villagers’ everyday lives, and monopolize govern-
ment funding. In 1919, for example, the Jiang family established an industrial
credit union under the supervision of the village administrative office.*> They
organized various kyoka programs under the auspices of a reform association,
Zhenduohui, created in 1924.** As one of its many reform projects, for example,
Zhenduohui introduced a money offering box in the central temple, Citian-
gong, so that people would not “spend money wastefully” by buying paper offer-
ings to deities and spirits that were burned during prayers.*> A village branch
of Jinshinkai also came to Beipu in 1929. In the village chronicle, written in
1934, Jinshinkai provided a long list of “points of improvement in daily life.”
Beginning with suggestions on clothing (“Do not buy new clothes or garments
frequently”) and marriage (“Use your own home or a religious facility for wed-
dings and avoid restaurants”), the seventy-six points covered customs regarding
funerals, parties, celebrations, gifts, invitations of guests, meals, houses, public
manners, and so on.*®

These kyoka programs not only enabled the Jiang family to extend their
dominance, but also ushered in the leadership of a new generation who had
never experienced the conquest of aboriginal territories. Like Kato Einojo, the
son of a landlord in Miyagi who grew up in a series of kyoka campaigns after
the Russo-Japanese War of 1904—1905, the new generation who grew up under
Japanese assimilationist rule emerged in the governing circle of Beipu. Jiang
Ruichang, a symbol of the Japanese colonial generation—one of the first Tai-
wanese teachers hired by the Beipu Elementary School who had graduated from
the elite normal school—became the village head in 1920. Under his gover-
nance, the Beipu Youth Group, with sixty members, was founded on October 5,
1923, in response to an initiative by the head of civil affairs, Goté Fumio. The
youth group leaders also came from the new generation: Peng Qingqin, a young
public translator; Liu Muzai, a secretary to the Beipu village head; and Jiang
Axin, a young business leader from the Jiang family who had graduated from
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Meiji University in Tokyo.*” The youth group worked closely with both the
dominant Jiang family and colonial authorities. In events like the celebration of
the completion of a new Beipu credit union building in 1930, the youth group
played “the industrial union song,” visually and audibly symbolizing the pres-
ence of the new generation.*

Again, little is known about how villagers perceived the leadership of the new
generation and the Beipu Youth Group, but these youth appear to have shared
many features of “modern youth” embraced by their Japanese contemporary
counterparts. Officially, the youth group operated as another kyoka institution
under the supervision of Jinshinkai, but its role was not limited to activities within
the village. Through the colonial network, the Beipu Youth Group connected the
village to the larger world. Its members practiced sports and formed a musical
band—activities popular as symbols of modern youth across the empire.* The
colonial bureau of education promoted interactions among youth groups across
Taiwan. As a part of such efforts, Xinzhu province organized large-scale joint
sports festivals that brought together four thousand schoolchildren, youth group
members, and schoolteachers.”® News from other parts of the empire reached
Beipu through the youth group. In 1927, the group collected funds for the vic-
tims of the earthquake in Kyoto by organizing a charity concert.”® Through these
activities, youth group members symbolized the rise of the new generation and
its connection to the larger empire.

In sum, although their political orientations appeared to differ and although
they operated within separate social dynamics, the youth groups in both Xinzhu
city and Beipu village developed in ways consistent with the 1920s discourse
of the rise of youth. In both places, the social position of “modern youth” was
monopolized by relatively wealthy and well-educated youth. In Xinzhu city, this
was a continuation from the elite youth sector, marked by both generational and
class divides. But in Beipu, the emergence of modern youth meant a significant
departure from prior practices. The village was now characterized by a solidified
social class hierarchy, not by volatile ethnic tensions. Power and wealth derived
not directly from the mountains, but from modern education and from business
successes attained through collaboration with the empire. In this environment,
youthful leadership no longer suggested an image of masculine armed conquer-
ors, but modernizers and social reformers. In other words, Beipu’s social con-
figuration began to resemble that of Miyagi villages in the 1910s and early 1920s,
where the role of modernizers was transferred from traditional village notables
to the younger generation who embraced a new generational identity, just as in
the case of Katd Finojo. This change also meant that average farmers had little
access to upward mobility. To them, opportunities in the urban areas began to
look like an attractive way out.
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The Turn to Elementary School Graduates
in the 1930s

Against this background of class stratification, Japanese educators started to
apply the model of the Japanese seinendan to Taiwanese youth groups. Elemen-
tary schoolteachers were the single most important agents of colonial youth
mobilization in Taiwanese villages. As local residents, they analyzed Taiwanese
rural society with confidence, criticized government policies, and condemned
local upper classes for leading hardworking village youth astray by importing
urban culture. Their writings reveal how eagerly and blindly they applied the
Japanese experience of seinendan mobilization to the Taiwanese context.

The year 1930 marked a new phase in the development of village youth
groups in Taiwan. Over the prior decade, colonial policies on youth education
had developed incrementally. But the 1930 decree to standardize group names
(using the term seinendan) and establish common rules, including stricter age
limits, reflected the urgency of mass mobilization after the onset of the economic
depression. The Beipu Youth Group, now the Beipu Seinendan, incorporated the
new standard, adopting stricter age limits (fifteen to twenty-five), reducing its
membership to forty, and attaching itself to the local elementary school in 1931.
It also had a new set of written rules, which stipulated the group’s main goal as
nurturing youth to become “loyal members of the nation.”* Like Xinzhu city’s
Shinchiku Seinendan, which sported new uniforms and a new flag at the inau-
guration ceremony, the Beipu seinendan began to appear more uniformed and
disciplined.*

The 1930 decree also brought about a significant shift in the institutional land-
scape among youth groups. It produced both phenomenal growth in the number
of youth groups and a dramatic shrinkage in the total number of participants—
from around fifty groups with seven to nine thousand members in 1925-1926
to nearly one hundred groups but only two thousand members in 1934.* The
overall number of participants declined by 42% between 1930 and 1931 alone.™
The scholar Miyazaki Seiko argues that the precipitous membership decline was
intentional and aimed at suppressing anti-Japanese youth activities—or, in the
language of Japanese colonial authorities, activities of “bad youth.”*

Japanese educators in the countryside of Xinzhu province did not, how-
ever, regard cutting the size of youth groups as a means of social control. They
genuinely felt a need for institutional reform because the groups had not been
developing into motivated, active associations composed of average farm youth.
Miyajima Yutaka, an elementary school principal in Guanxi village, initiated his
discussion of “The Reality of Rural Youth Groups in This Island” in 1932 by
stating, “Youth groups in local rural villages in Taiwan are extremely inactive.
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Currently, most of them exist in name only, showing no activity or development,
and are rather useless things.”” Each youth group covered too broad an area,
had too many members, and thus lacked community cohesion; the age range
(fifteen to thirty-five) was too large; the groups were not well funded; and people
expected the youth groups to produce results in the form of projects rather than
encouraging shiyo.

Another educator from Zhudong county, Matsuo Shoji, argued ironically that
the lack of a visible passion for anarchism, communism, and nihilism among
Taiwanese youth was actually more difficult to handle than the presence of anti-
government activism. “The damage of the economic depression is not being felt
[in Taiwan] as severely as in Japan,” he wrote, and consequently, “we do not really
see among Taiwanese youth group members those, like the ones in Japan, who
pretend to be dangerous thinkers by talking big and who are infected by trendy
ideas” In official records, the unemployment rate remained low in the early
1930s, especially in remote villages like Beipu.®® But the worsening living con-
ditions of tenant farmers had become an issue, and Taiwan saw a rise in the
number of tenant disputes during the late 1920s.%" Still, what colonial educators
feared most was not “dangerous thoughts” like socialism, but the individualistic
tendencies of Taiwanese youth. Matsuo continued, “From now on (or it may be
already so), if we start to find in youth groups those who do not talk big, recruit
others, or engage in demonstrations, but just quietly read and contemplate, then
they would really be threatening as they are extremely difficult to deal with and
beyond the control of simple-minded youth group leaders. They would leave the
youth groups before we knew it.”¢

The Japanese teachers thought that the problem lay in Taiwanese society, not
in their plan for creating the seinendan. Miyajima attributed the inactive nature
of youth groups partially to the absence of similar kinds of groups in Taiwanese
society prior to Japanese rule, whose history as an immigrant society was marked
by “sheer battles with hardship” and made up of “defensive lives constrained
within conquered territories.” Such struggles left the Taiwanese no alternative
but to operate in “defense-oriented, independent, and extremely kinship-centric
groups.”® Miyajima went on to identify two characteristics of Taiwanese social
relations as the largest obstacles. First, youth were “under the strict control of
their parents,” who did not understand the merit of youth groups. Since the par-
ents’ generation had not experienced youth groups themselves, they were not
at all supportive. Second, he claimed, “youth lack admiration for older leaders
[outside their families]. It might be a result of their history in which they only
sought wealth and power, but this is one reason why the youth group leaders have
difficulty in directing the members.”®* While puzzled by this observation, these
teachers did not consider other possible explanations, such as that youth perhaps
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had previously enjoyed greater stature than the teachers assumed. Neither did
they seem to realize that strong kinship-based ties already provided a social orga-
nization that was more solid than horizontally structured youth groups. Overly
focused on the success of the seinendan network in Japan, these colonial teachers
never seemed to ask why Xinzhu villagers would want a seinendan-like youth
group in the first place.

These teachers thought they represented a higher ideal of empire than did
colonial officials, whom they saw as too mired in compromises with the power-
ful Taiwanese upper classes. They expressed their dissatisfaction with the sons of
the landlord class, who were the primary members of the youth groups in the
1920s. Miyajima described the children of landlords as the source of almost every
problem in village youth groups:

Most of the landlord youth who make a living by renting out farm-
land to tenant farmers never handle a shovel or a plow by themselves,
but they proceed into higher schooling even after middle school. Even
those without academic ability or talent go to private schools, study-
ing academic theories that have no practical application, and once
they come back to the villages, they turn arrogant and do not under-
stand agriculture, showing little sympathy for the hardship of tenants.
They are often affected by urban culture, become accustomed to luxu-
rious living, despise rural villages, and do not enjoy associating with
rural youth. Many second and third sons leave the village as salaried
workers, and they sometimes become village celebrities after improv-
ing their social status, but usually they are not helpful to the village
as a whole. Instead, some harm the spirit of simplicity and fortitude
by becoming objects of aspiration among village youth in deleterious
ways.®

Miyajima’s frustration with wealthy youth convinced him of the need to recruit
a different type of village youth.

The ideal recruits for the local seinendan, Miyajima and other Japanese edu-
cators in Xinzhu argued, were graduates of elementary schools who helped in
family farming on their own or rented land. The middle school graduates “are
arrogant and disdain their fathers’ occupations,” and “their brains alone have
grown, but they lack practical ability.” By contrast, elementary school graduates
were generally loyal and trustworthy. They were “in the greatest need of guidance

and most worth guiding.”*’

Even if they could not afford to go to elementary
school, those who demonstrated admirable character in Japanese language cen-
ters should be regarded as model youth as well.®® The Japanese educators pre-

ferred youth engaged in agriculture over those working as office clerks or in their
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own business, saying that “agriculture is an occupation that Taiwanese people
look down upon. First of all, we need to inspire the pride of farmers.”®

Emphasizing discontinuity in 1930 was important to these educators as they
sought to put a fresh face on the youth group. Since they were still establishing a
foundation for local youth groups that had no historical roots, “selecting mem-
bers requires tremendous attention,” Miyajima argued. “First and foremost, we
should weigh only the quality of the members, and not be concerned about the
number. ... Ten or so would be enough. Increasing the number is impractical and
would not be accompanied by good results. Making it a group of high-quality
youth would also make the label of youth groups valuable to youth and villag-
ers”” Exclusivity was an important characteristic of elite youth groups (espe-
cially prevalent in provincial cities) in the 1920s. The new goal was to transform
the previously upper-class-dominated youth group into one that was still limited
in membership but based on commitment to the community and ability as farm-
ers, not on class status.

These teachers obviously had in mind the model of Japanese seinendan, which
had formed rapidly in Meiji Japan on the basis of premodern hamlet youth asso-
ciations. In Taiwan, however, they could not create a facade of spontaneously
formed youth groups. Their attempt to transplant the Japanese model created
a dilemma: how could the youth groups represent the villagers, not the colo-
nizer, when all the initiative came from Japanese teachers? Hashinabe Kazuyoshi,
another school principal in Xinzhu, feared that personal biases in the selection
process would make the youth group appear to represent a particular interest
group.” The educators themselves had to be wary of the thin line between their
own favoritism and constructing a definition of model youth that villagers could
appreciate. Here again, they viewed the absence of “dangerous youth” inspired
by socialism as making their task more difficult, not easier. In Japan and Korea,
many youth group members promoted the legitimacy of their groups by posi-
tioning themselves against leftist youth. Without the visible presence of such
“politicized” youth, educators in the countryside of Xinzhu province faced a
more complex challenge in identifying local demands and creating an attractive
picture of model rural youth.

The Japanese teachers’ decision to make elementary school education a key
membership criterion arose from their confidence in the extent to which Japa-
nese schools transformed Taiwanese children. An increasing number of chil-
dren attended at least to elementary school during the 1920s and 1930s. The
Beipu elementary school principal recorded that, in the central part of Beipu,
the schooling rate in 1934 was 77% for male children and 35% for female chil-
dren. Starting in the early 1920s, the school saw 50 to 70 students graduating
every year; by 1934, it produced 1,195 graduates (1,017 male and 178 female),
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of whom 404 (all male) worked in agriculture upon graduating.”? A villager
who attended the school between 1933 and 1939 noted, “Almost every boy,
regardless of whether they were poor peasants or wealthy landlords, could go
to school.”” The school became a space where Beipu residents had close daily
interactions with Japanese teachers, for the first and perhaps the only time.
Their personal connections turned into nostalgic memories later, and many
of the graduates remained in contact with their Japanese teachers even after
they left Taiwan. The deep roots established by the elementary school in the
local community put the Japanese teachers in the best position to influence
Taiwanese children.

At the school, Taiwanese pupils internalized a new social order, embracing
the authority of their teachers and an age hierarchy among students, which
the educators in Xinzhu thought had been traditionally lacking among vil-
lagers. The most obvious achievement of school graduates was ability in the
Japanese language. The spread of Japanese did not come naturally but had
to be enforced through various means, and the topic of Japanese-language
pedagogy generated heated debates throughout the five decades of colonial
rule. When early youth groups started to appear in the 1900s, colonial authori-
ties expected them to promote Japanese language instruction much as village
youth groups in Japan promoted “accent-free” standard Japanese pronun-
ciation. But elementary schoolteachers were the only people equipped with
the skill and willingness to provide Japanese classes either in or outside the
school.™

Various institutions for Japanese language education, and consequently other
assimilation programs, revolved around elementary schools and schoolteachers.
The school became the most reliable institution for seinendan advocates, and the
most familiar site of modern learning for village youth. The elementary school
had already been associated with the earlier Beipu Youth Group. Its members
marched in a musical band and distributed pamphlets to encourage children in
the village to attend the school.”” Both the public learning center (komin koshiijo)
for graduates of the elementary school and the Japanese language center (kokugo
koshiuijo) for school-age (mostly female) children and youth who did not enroll
in the school were created within the Beipu Elementary School in 1931 and 1933,
respectively.”® The centrality of the elementary school in the wide range of educa-
tional programs kept both Japanese and Taiwanese teachers extremely busy and

even feeling “exploited,” as village heads observed.”” “

Everywhere I go, I witness
with my own eyes that teachers today have no time to spare in their lives, and
personally I cannot help but truly sympathize with them,” observed an education
official who visited a number of vibrant seinendan and language centers in the

Xinzhu countryside.”
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Creating Model Rural Youth

These Xinzhu educators, with their respected presence in local society, deployed
the long-tested rhetoric of Japanese agrarian nationalism in their battle against
the social-class hierarchy embodied in the youth groups of the 1920s. They identi-
fied the promotion of shiiyo—through lectures, reading, and character-building
activities—as a particularly important battleground. From their writings, they
appear to have firmly believed that only through shayo would village youth learn
agrarian nationalism and take charge of larger kyoka campaigns. The emphasis
on shiiyd also reflected their desire to detach kyoka programs from dominant
landlords and bestow moral authority on average farm youth.

Shuyd was surely not at the top of the agenda for village youth groups that
operated under landlords’ supervision. Matsuo believed that they engaged in too
many volunteer public projects instead.” This was partly the fault of the colonial
government. Because of the absence of a centralized seinendan network and a
military conscription exam, the GGT had assessed group achievement based on
the numbers of events, gatherings, and participants.** Matsuo pointed out that
“it was a bad idea that government authorities considered only the results of
events and gatherings in selecting the best youth groups.”® When the Shinchiku
Seinendan was designated a model group in 1932, for example, the committee
praised its wide array of activities:

The first day of every month, they have the day of public service and an
early-morning study gathering. Every Saturday they have a military drill
supervised by an assigned officer. . .. They held various events celebrat-
ing the emperor’s visit, a cinema showing for citizens, a harmonica band
performance, a singing and dancing party, and a table tennis tourna-
ment in April. They opened a new youth building and created a group
song in May, and they held a record concert and a debate roundtable in
June, a music festival and early-rising events in July, and a mobile camp-
ing and baseball games in August.®

From Matsuo’s point of view, organizing this extensive series of events did not

«c

necessarily mean successful training of youth. ““Home guidance’ (katei shido)
should be the criterion for a youth group’s success” because the goal of shuyo was
to influence their everyday lives.®

Now teachers could advance the shift toward shiydo more assertively, because
the metropole was embarked on major kyoka campaigns in the 1930s. They pro-
moted “sociable interactions, leisure, and learning” as three necessary core ele-
ments in youth training.** Among their favored training methods, night camping

and mountain climbing were widely implemented. Beipu’s southern wall, Mount
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Wuzhi, was a popular destination for mountain excursions by Xinzhu youth. In
teachers’ eyes, a mountain-climbing trip was full of shiiyo opportunities, as the
youth switched positions frequently according to individuals’ strengths so that
the team would reach the destination as a coherent group without spreading out,
learned to appreciate the beauty and mystery of nature, and did not leave the
slightest bit of litter after stopping for lunch. As the teachers described it, “Climb-
ing in this way would bring about not merely physical exercise, but high-quality
self-cultivation.”®

Contrary to such emphasis on shiiyo, during the transitional period from landlord-
led groups to those composed of model farmers, the seinendan were widely adver-
tised as a modernizing force by both upper-class village notables and schoolteachers,
as well as by colonial authorities. The seinendan increased their social presence in
the early 1930s by organizing popular public events. It was a newsworthy event, for
example, when forty-five members of the Shinchiku Seinendan went on a cycling
tour of northern Taiwan from Xinzhu to Taipei, showing off their bicycle-riding
skill while strengthening their bodies.*® On another occasion, the Xinzhu police
deployed a musical band composed of seinendan members at the front of their
automobile parade, distributing twenty thousand brochures to promote awareness
of traffic rules.®” Seinendan members from various regions demonstrated their mas-
tery of Japanese on the radio show Kokugo fukyii no yitbe (Evening of the promotion
of national language, 1930-1933) twice a week. They presented a dozen different
performances, including Japanese folk songs, marching songs with a Manchurian
theme, conversational skits, and essays composed by the youth themselves.®

As a tool of kydka assimilation campaigns, the educators also promoted
“youth amateur plays.”® In these dramatic performances, participants literally
played model rural youth in front of villagers: they were “artists of soil” who
created vegetables and rice, helped their younger family members to complete
elementary school education even in dire poverty, and encouraged their parents
to abandon superstitious beliefs and trust modern medicine. These plays almost
always included a subplot of young people’s opposition to arranged marriages,
which traditionally involved the transfer of a large amount of money from the
bridegroom to the parents of the bride.” By performing these plays, the seinen-
dan not only spread kyoka messages as a modernizing force but also challenged
traditional elitist norms that frowned on dramatic acting.”!

Helped by the relatively high literacy rate among younger generations, Japa-
nese educators attempted to create a space for communication among Taiwanese
village youth. The new magazine Kunpti (Summer Breeze, 1932—) presented the
colonizer’s messages in the form of essays written by Taiwanese rural youth. This
created a semblance of the seinendan newsletters that Japanese youth circulated
on their own. Many of the essays in Kunpui highlighted the youthful authors’
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desire to rise in the world and argued that success was possible for rural residents
without higher education. One youth group member, Cai Qingzi, asserted that
youth should start saving money as soon as possible, declaring, “Saving is diffi-
cult at the beginning, but the first principle of youth is patience. Those who work
very hard with no distraction would always bloom one day.”**

Xinzhu’s seinendan raised its profile most powerfully in the context of a natu-
ral disaster, just as the Japanese seinendan did by responding to rural famines. On
April 21, 1935, Xinzhu and Taizhong were hit by large-scale earthquakes, which
killed more than thirty-two hundred people and destroyed more than 38,500
buildings.” In response, 623 members from forty seinendan in Xinzhu province
rushed to the severely affected villages in Zhunang and Miaoli counties to res-
cue survivors, dig up bodies, clear rubble, and set up emergency shelters. They
provided food, distributed medicine, and secured lifelines by working alongside
police to rebuild roads and bridges.”* Newspapers and Kunpii emphasized the
sacrifices of these youth who committed themselves to the public rescue mission
despite the damage that their own families had suffered. These youth served as
excellent boosters of the kyoka campaign more broadly. One youth play published
in Kunpii a year later was staged in a post-earthquake rural village in Xinzhu. The
protagonist was a young man who participated in the rescue mission. In the play,
he remained humble about his sacrifice and donated the entire award money
given to him by the Xinzhu governor to earthquake victims. A typical touch of
kyoka appeared in the end when he decided to marry a woman with the same
family name, rebelling against the customary taboo of marrying within one’s
own clan.” Through these media, in Xinzhu as in Tohoku, the seinendan’s roles
in natural disasters were described as heroic and increased public recognition of
the value of rural youth and their masculinity.

Did the rise of rural youth and the establishment of the seinendan for ele-
mentary school graduates create social mobility for average young farmers in
Taiwan? The seinendan alone did not systematically produce job opportunities
as youth training centers did in the countryside of Miyagi. Yet according to the
anthropologist Miyazaki Seiko, the seinendan in not-so-remote provincial towns
began providing social mobility to youth outside the upper class in the early
1930s. In the transition from landlord-centered youth groups to the seinendan
of model rural youth, the youth situated between these classes found a window of
opportunities. In the town of Xinzhuang in Taipei province, where Miyazaki con-
ducted oral history research, the seinendan had members who were elementary
school graduates, but they generally came from relatively well-off families and
few of them engaged in agriculture. Through group gatherings, they established
connections with local notables and officials. The affiliation with the seinendan
allowed them to access jobs in administrative offices that had normally been
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occupied by middle school graduates.”® This example suggests that, although
limited in scale and dependent on an elitist method of networking, the seinendan
in Taiwan began to produce a mechanism of social mobility for less privileged
youth in outside urban areas by the mid-1930s.

Tracing the development of youth groups in Xinzhu city and Beipu shows how
uneven a terrain Taiwan was and how difficult it was for Japanese colonizers to
implement policies applicable to all parts of this small territory. Japanese offi-
cials incessantly applied assimilationist programs, ranging from building new
schools and co-opting the upper classes to standardizing local youth groups. But
the colonial government was essentially a weak state that could not depend on
local enthusiasm to adopt and promote national-imperial ways of life. In Taiwan,
finding rural youth—the reliable pillars of nation-empire building—was unex-
pectedly challenging for Japanese colonial authorities.

Over time, however, the social meanings of rural and youth changed substan-
tially, reflecting shifts in Taiwan’s social dynamics. At the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, the concept of youth—a signifier of a new privileged class educated
in Japanese and Chinese in Xinzhu city—did not resonate in the remote moun-
tain village of Beipu. Nor did the image of rural youth that was developing in
Japan seem attractive to Beipu’s upper-class or peasant youth. Their indifference
was not due to any absence of youth mobilization efforts by colonial officials; on
the contrary, it existed despite Governor Mimura’s initiative in 1915. It derived
from social dynamics conditioned by the recent settlement of Hakka migrants
in the region, whereby the statuses of both rural and youth had already been
highly valued. The example of Beipu shows that establishing youth groups and
preaching agrarian ideologies did not automatically result in successful mobiliza-
tion of village youth. It was crucial for seinendan advocates to grasp local social
relationships that defined the rural population’s desires and aspirations. In the
early 1930s, Japanese educators in Xinzhu, although with a lens tainted by the
model of the Japanese seinendan, analyzed the dynamics of Xinzhu’s rural soci-
ety. By then, even mountain villages had assumed a rigid social hierarchy that
centered on large landed families—a social structure familiar to Japanese eyes.
The teachers believed that in Taiwan too, agrarianism and pillars of model rural
youth would correct social grievances and generate new energy, which would
consequently serve the assimilationist goal of the Japanese Empire.

Without the means to attain career advancement through youth training,
however, members of the Taiwanese seinendan in remote villages in the early
1930s could not benefit form a social mobility complex—the mechanism that
produced a nationalistic population in the countryside of Miyagi. But a few ele-
ments that sprouted during this period laid the groundwork for a version of such
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a complex to emerge shortly thereafter. Those elements included the commit-
ment of Japanese teachers, the high rate of literacy among the younger genera-
tion, the improving reputation of the seinendan, and the communication fos-
tered by the seinendan journal Kunpii. These factors allowed colonial advocates
of the seinendan to gradually promote agrarian values and establish the new
image of model rural youth in the remote countryside.



THE EMOTIONAL BASIS FOR
JAPANIZATION

Seinendan training in Taiwan carried little sense of wartime urgency in the
early 1930s. Kyoka instead remained the central theme. Even the government-
supported youth magazine Kunpii contained more discussion of how to overcome
traditional taboos surrounding marriage than about Japan’s time of emergency.
But the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War on July 7, 1937 impelled Tai-
wan to prepare for military engagement. A flood of news reports on the fighting
in China and the home front efforts in Japan had a major impact on the mood
of youth training. The demand for elementary school education among the Tai-
wanese population increased rapidly, pushing the attendance rate of school-age
children in Xinzhu city from 65% in 1938 to 73% in 1940 and 95% in 1942.!
Youth, and rural youth in particular, were considered the engine of Taiwan’s Japa-
nization efforts. The ultimate goal of the accelerated assimilation campaign was
now to produce reliable soldiers equipped with guns, plows, and Japanese lan-
guage skills. The incredible statistics on the volunteer fever—with 759,276 men
applying for two thousand open slots in 1944—make the Government-General
of Taiwan (GGT) appear to have achieved that goal with ease.

But the process of mobilizing Taiwanese youth was far messier than the statis-
tics on volunteer soldier applicants indicated. It relied on an alignment of vari-
ous social elements that generated a social mobility complex in Taiwan’s remote
villages. As in Miyagi, the process was first triggered by government programs.
After 1937, the GGT and its local offices expanded the seinendan and launched
multiple youth training programs. As Japanese residents were conscripted, these

150



THE EMOTIONAL BASIS FOR JAPANIZATION 151

programs created a career development ladder for Taiwanese local youth and
gave them new employment opportunities. The new sense of social mobility gave
ambitious Taiwanese village youth a starting point for building their version of
the social mobility complex, as youth turned mobilization into opportunities
and, through that process, circulated and internalized the rhetoric of Japanese
agrarian nationalism. This development was accompanied by many paradoxical
changes in youth’s social relationships. Despite the appearance of linear, rapid,
and successful top-down youth mobilization, much of the process did not go as
colonial mobilizers envisioned and was instead shaped by many unpredictable
social contingencies.

The personal stories of two men, Huang Yuanxing and Xu Chongfa, will serve
as our lens to interpret the operating social dynamics. Both came from average
rural families in poor villages of Xinzhu province and became, as they openly
admitted in interviews, firm supporters of the Japanese imperial ideology. Xu,
whom I introduced at the beginning of this book, preserved extensive records
on Xinzhu’s youth training. These two accounts, backed up by various printed
documents, vividly reveal the socioeconomic conditions and gendered experi-
ences that determined their realistic choices as well as their worldviews yet to be
influenced by the final outcome of the war or postwar Guomindang rule.

The details of Huang and Xu’s personal records highlight an important aspect
of the ideological indoctrination of young people that is hard to flesh out in other
case studies in this book: the formation of an emotional basis for Japanization.?
Studies of youth mobilization, unlike studies of children and childhood, have
rarely discussed the emotional component of the process, even though many
extant anecdotes and memoirs describe the emotional experiences in major
youth groups.® This is perhaps because state bureaucrats, social experts, and
young people themselves defined the category of (particularly male) youth in
terms of the target of discipline—the opposite of emotional beings. In the case of
Japan’s colonial history, the entire Japanization campaigns are seen as a methodi-
cal oppression of indigenous ways of life. For historians, the forceful conver-
sion of ethnic identity (even ethnic cleansing) had become common analytical
parlance.* But, as the stories of Xu and Huang show, it was the development
of shared emotions in youth training that ensured young people’s ideological
commitment, self-discipline, and allegiance to the empire. Prewar Japanese
nationalism extolled agrarianism, viewed youth as pillars of the nation, and ele-
vated the value of soldier-like male bodies. These components of the Japanese
national-imperial ideology delivered an emotional emancipation to colonial vil-
lage youth, who had developed a deep grudge against the urban, the educated,
and sometimes older generations in local social contexts. At their youth training
sites, which provided intense bonding experiences, the participants acquired a
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sense of moral superiority and confidence to challenge the social hierarchy. View-
ing the mobilization in this way frees us from an undue fixation on mutually
exclusive ethnic identities. The social and emotional mechanism of creating ideal
Japanese nationals among colonial village youth was, it turns out, not fundamen-
tally different from that in the Japanese countryside.

The War and the Seinendan

With the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War, the Taiwanese seinendan
quickly supported Japan’s cause. In Xinzhu province, 350 leaders of youth groups
and the governor gathered in Xinzhu city on September 17, 1937, to pray at the
Shinchiku Shrine for a Japanese military victory. After their shrine visit, they held
a convention to discuss seinendan activities to support the war effort, concluding
that the seinendan needed new recruitment strategies.” They had been targeting
only those who had graduated from elementary school, did not continue their
schooling, and were willing to join. Xinzhu educators in the early 1930s pre-
sented a good reason for narrowing the scope of participation, to build an orga-
nization of highly motivated youth. But for wartime mobilization, the seinendan
had to transform themselves so as to organize a much larger number of people
and train local leadership to Japanize the entire society.

Colonial officials at the provincial level had already expanded the seinendan
by establishing hamlet branches in each village in 1936. This was probably part
of carrying out the state’s plan to make Taiwan the foothold for the empire’s
southward expansion. In the hamlet branches, all male elementary school grad-
uates were recruited to join the seinendan, and as a consequence, seinendan
membership increased substantially. In 1939, the membership exploded again
thanks to the policy of including those without elementary school education.
Their activities were typical of empire-wide seinendan: providing construction
and agricultural labor, offering Japanese language classes, and promoting kyoka
programs. The anthropologist Miyazaki Seiko explains that the GGT had origi-
nally planned to establish the mandatory seinen gakko (youth school) system at
the same time as Japan did in 1939, but this could not be implemented because
Taiwan had not yet fully established a system of mandatory elementary school
participation. To compensate for the absence of youth schools, the GGT enforced
universal participation in village youth groups instead. Between 1938 and 1939,
the number of youth group members in Taiwan jumped from 62,906 to 269,906.6
The Xinzhu seinendan followed this island-wide trend.” In Xinzhu, the most dra-
matic jump occurred between 1936 and 1938—from 4,851 in 1936 to 14,554 in
1937, and then to 27,638 in 1938.% Xinzhu governors started using the phrase
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“thirty thousand youths in the province” (shitka sanman-nin no seinen) as an
icon that symbolized the strong Japanization movement taking place there.’

The new home front mobilization facilitated the nationalization of the seinen-
dan. In June 1938, for the first time in Taiwan, seinendan institutions created a
central body, the Taiwan Seinendan Federation, to oversee island-wide activi-
ties, and it officially became a branch of the Greater Japan Seinendan Federa-
tion. At its inauguration, participating youth declared four resolutions: “We will
complete the National Spiritual Mobilization Movement. We will volunteer for
patriotic labor (kinré hokoku). We will establish Japanese-speaking villages and
towns. We will perfect the national defense”' A month before this, to emphasize
the role of millions of youth as an engine for the war effort, Governor-General
Kobayashi Seizo had already distributed a message in the form of a gramophone
record, calling on “all young people on this island” to “know the social status that
you have, take charge of things passionately and pure-heartedly, and be ready,
with positive state of mind, to become the salt of the earth.”!!

At the local levels, various semi-governmental groups were streamlined. The
Xinzhu provincial government issued an act to reorganize the seinendan on the
third anniversary of the beginning of the war in 1940. The line of communica-
tion from the provincial government to individual youth was designed to match
the line of command of kyoka associations, including the moral suasion federa-
tions (kyoka rengokai) and hamlet revitalization groups (buraku shinkokai). The
Xinzhu government expected that the seinendan would be part of the Patriotic
Imperial Subjects campaign (Komin Hoko Undo). At the village level, it sepa-
rated young people into two groups, depending on whether they had gradu-
ated from elementary school.'? Those who had not graduated were required to
undergo two to four years of language education first before joining the seinen-
dan. The members gathered regularly in small groups to engage in set programs
of training and volunteer work, wearing the standardized uniform of the newly
centralized seinendan."

The institutionalization of the seinendan in wartime Taiwan both continued
and destroyed the previous effort to permeate Taiwan’s rural societies. On the
one hand, it continued to construct the image of modern rural youth against the
dominance of the landlord class. On the other hand, colonial officials ignored
Taiwan’s social contexts and imposed a one-size-fits-all scheme of imperial
seinendan mobilization. Paradoxically, as in Japan, state officials placed a strong
emphasis on localities while pushing nationalization.* Newspapers and journals
applauded local activities. Shinkensetsu (New Construction), the journal of the
Patriotic Imperial Subjects Association (PISA; Komin Hokokai in Japanese), for
example, often publicized “unique activities” in various villages and towns. Look-
ing back on its three years of campaign activity, the PISA headquarters staff and
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a group of journalists criticized the effort: “Overall the guiding principles are too
abstract. Should we not suggest more concrete things in accordance with each
locality?”'> Whereas propaganda production involved a great degree of grass-
roots participation in Japan, PISA leaders in Taiwan felt that local initiatives were
not up to par.'¢

To achieve the goal of PISA leaders, rural youth again became both a means
and an end. The PISA’s stress on the local characters of training programs arose
from their awareness of the looping dilemma of top-down youth mobiliza-
tion that trapped colonial decision makers for decades. If officials initiated the
campaign on their own authority, youth would participate but would probably
not be interested in the prescribed standard activities. The mobilization leaders
hoped that unofficial local figures would take charge, but those who occupied
managerial positions in the Japanese mobilization scheme were mostly “rich
intellectuals who enjoy[ed] debating ideologies” and “lack[ed] passion in prac-
tice.”'” To solve this dilemma, Japanese officials expressed a greater determina-
tion to expand the training of rural youth who had firsthand knowledge of
their villages: “Regarding youth training, we should teach how they should lead
and improve their particular villages in a more concrete way, and show them
individual cases, including which methods other villages used and what they
achieved. . . . The future of our campaign relies to a great extent on the com-
mitment of these youth. Youth desire excitement and inspiration. We should
direct responsible work to them.”'® Rural youth were considered an alternative
to unreliable local intellectuals and a solution to the problem of stagnant mobi-
lization of the rural masses.

The Xinzhu Province Youth Training Institute

The dilemma of leadership was nothing new.”” Before the Second Sino-Japanese
War, youth leadership training remained small and slow. Colonial officials held
the first Shayodan-style “pillars of youth” camp in Taipei for one week in Feb-
ruary 1935, gathering sixty strong, healthy males under age twenty-five from all
over Taiwan. The participants were required to have finished elementary school
and been active as youth group members for more than two years.” Xinzhu’s
first attempt to provide thorough leadership training was an agricultural training
center established in July 1935. The provincial government built the facility with
eighty acres of land near the beach in Qiding and invited agricultural specialists
to teach thirty young farmers.?!

Thirty young people per year—this was hardly a desirable scale for leader-
ship training, especially after 1937. In August 1938, the Xinzhu officials launched
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a new youth training institute (Shinchiku-sharitsu Seinen Shuarenjo), hereafter
simply shiirenjo) as a more intense disciplining institution than other youth
programs.** Built near the beach of Nanliao, the shiiren;jo selected sixty young
people from village seinendan groups in the province for thirty days of training.”
The instructors scheduled one-month sessions almost back to back so as to train
as many young people as possible. Officials were eager to compare their youth
mobilization efforts to those undertaken by the Nazis. “Even the Adolf Hitler
School is eight years of education, but Xinzhu province’s youth training institute
is going to complete it within thirty days,” they bragged, emphasizing the inten-
sity and effectiveness of the training before it even began.*

The shirenjo adopted a dojo style of training—the popular method in
the metropole that emphasized the bodily mastery of the Japanese national
spirit through group living. The village youth who either volunteered or were
selected to join first underwent a physical checkup.” The teachers organized
the trainees into groups of six, and the youth then completed all activities,
including eating, cleaning, and sleeping, with their groups.? They maintained
a rigid daily schedule that demanded military-like punctuality, starting with
waking up at 6:00 a.m. to the sound of a Japanese drum. Male trainees then
ran to do misogi, a Shinto-style morning prayer in the ocean, wearing only a
fundoshi (loincloth). This ritual became a symbol of the shirenjo. After morn-
ing exercises and a simple breakfast of a bowl of miso porridge, they listened
to lectures on Japanese imperial history, rural village problems, and morally
inspiring stories. Before or after lunch, they performed outdoor activities,
practiced martial arts, worked at the construction site near the Shinchiku
Shrine, plowed new land for vegetables, and marched through the city and
mountains. After an hour or two of leisure time in the evening, they practiced
seiza, a proper sitting position that entails kneeling on the floor with the but-
tocks resting on the heels and the ankles stretched so that the tops of the feet
are pressed flat. Seated in that position, they listened to a concluding lecture
before retiring to sleep at 9:30.77 A female participant recalled that “seiza on
the hard floor was the hardest for farm youth, because their ankles were too
stiffened to stretch flat.”*

The hallmark of the shurenjo was the intense socializing experience, intended
to produce group bonds comparable to the fraternity that Japanese village
seinendan members cultivated over years. Painful training was a key component,
intended to nurture friendship and a feeling of mutual trust. This goal was clearly
manifest in Xinzhu’s biweekly newsletter on youth training, Doké (literally the
same light, but figuratively after the Japanese light). The pain that the trainees
endured was the main topic in their confessional reflections, published in Doko
to underscore the transformative quality of shirenjo training. In a roundtable



FIGURES 6.1. TO 6.4. Activities at the Xinzhu Province Youth Training Institute
(Shinchiku-sharitsu Seinen Shurenjo). Photos reproduced courtesy of Xu Chongfa.

FIGURE 6.1. Shurenjo male trainees in the position of seiza, or formal sitting.

FIGURE 6.2. At the Shinchiku (Xinzhu) Shrine.



FIGURE 6.3. Graduation ceremony for the thirteenth-term female trainees,
January 31, 1944. Behind them is the Matsugane Dgjo, constructed behind the
Shinchiku Shrine in late 1943.

FIGURE 6.4. Female trainees in yukata, a Japanese summer garment.
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interview, the twelfth group of graduates admitted their initial reactions to physi-
cal pains and discomfort:

The seiza sitting was the most painful. The first two times I cried, but
when I listened to the governor’s fifty-minute lecture in seiza, it was surely
painful, but I was happy that I could finally bear the pain for so long.

I used a pickax for the first time during volunteer labor, and I got a
lot of calluses.

Doing misogi in the rain the first few times was very cold, and I
shivered.

I left a few pieces of gobo root at the first meal, but Yamada sensei told
me to eat them all, so I ate them with my eyes closed. I thought I could
not take it anymore.”

These reflections stressed that overcoming the pain together was an important
part of mastering Japaneseness. In combination with photos of their activities,
in which youth are shown exhibiting perfect uniformity and discipline, the vul-
nerability expressed in their remarks gave a personal face to the otherwise fear-
provoking scenes of training and highlighted the friendship that allowed the
members to share their weaknesses with one another.

Discipline was promoted not only through the strict regimen, but also through
deep affective bonding. For the first time in their lives, young people received
intense attention from Japanese instructors. The training site had three full-time
Japanese teachers and one or two Taiwanese assistants. The teachers lived in the
same building, ate the same amount of the same food, and adhered to the same
schedule as the trainees. As expressed in their personal letters, published essays,
and roundtable interviews in Doko, the graduates appear to have developed inti-
mate friendships with the instructors. Some described the teachers’ devotion as
equivalent to parental love: “The teachers even taught us how to scoop rice and
hold chopsticks. Their kindness surpassed that of our parents.” The teachers’
own discipline impressed the trainees: “I cannot forget that Kitamura sensei did
not move even a bit during an hour-long seiza, saying, ‘It hurts everyone in the
same way, but you have to overcome that.”” Some descriptions of their physical
interactions accentuated the level of intimacy: “I will not forget that when I had
a pimple so badly swollen that I did not want to even touch it myself, Yamada
sensei squeezed the pus out for me.”*

Young women’s training in the shiirenjo started in July 1939, after inviting a few
female teachers. Although the women also underwent rigid training that empha-
sized physical exercise, their afternoon activities focused on learning skills and
manners associated with feminine attributes of Japanese culture, including cook-
ing, sewing, music, flower arrangement, archery, and dancing.’® They were taught
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that an action as simple as washing one’s face was an opportunity to develop Japa-
nese spirituality—a misogi for women.” The women had minimal contact with
male trainees, but like their male counterparts, they also developed close personal
relationships with the teachers through living together and strove diligently to
meet their expectations. Huang Chunwei from Beipu, who participated in the first
group of female trainees, described the first week of her experience in her diary.
Although diary writing was part of the training and Huang’s writing was so exem-
plary that it was published in Doko, her entries nevertheless highlight the role of
personal interactions in fostering self-discipline during the training:

July 13. Finally the day of going to the shiirenjo that I long waited
for ... There was a strict physical checkup, and two people did not
pass. I did not know what to say as I saw them going home disheart-
ened. But how happy I was when I could enter the sharenjo! ... A
teacher kindly applied medicine to my head . .. It felt like a mother
doing that . .. July 16 ... I asked Hoshi sensei to teach us dancing
for the women’s patriotic song. I did not memorize it well when I
practiced it by just three of us, so I made a mistake and felt embar-
rassed. July 17 ... We took a bath before our teachers. Since I felt
sorry, I decided not to go in the water . . . July 18 ... I have been
following the teachers’ words very well so far, but I think there are
many things I do not notice ... I hear that some cried when teachers
scolded them, but isn’t that part of our training?*

The teachers’ hands-on instructions and trainees’ respect for them were the
themes permeated in her description.

The shiirenjo taught the trainees to become young pillars back in their villages,
and the seinendan groups were supposed to be the first targets of their influence.
Doko stressed the achievements of the shiirenjo graduates in almost every issue.
An article titled “A Shining Star of the Village, a Warrior of the Soil, a Sharenjo
Graduate, Huang Kunxuan,” featured a model young farmer dedicated to new agri-
cultural technologies and promoting Japanese language education in Yangmei.”*
Another graduate, Huang Rongzhe, implemented activities from the sharenjo at
his seinendan in Zhongli—waking up at 6:00 a.m., running to perform misogi,

> “He became a

and doing morning exercises or voluntary cleaning of the streets.’
totally different person,” noted the principal of an elementary school in Zhudong,
expressing surprise at the change in a former student, Xu Yaocheng’s attitude.
“That introverted, passive, and quiet boy was transformed, in a short period of
time, into such an active and lively young man to the extent that I could not rec-
ognize him. ... If every single seinendan member could go to the training center,

how lively and worthy the Xinzhu seinendan groups would become!”*
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But even if these graduates intended to play the expected role of invigorating
the local seinendan as Doko advertised, in reality their experience at the shirenjo
often had a reverse effect. Certainly, the training there did transform the train-
ees, removing their indifference and making them more committed—but also,
consequently, more frustrated. The graduates were increasingly dismayed at their
inability to transfer their enthusiasm to the still largely indifferent village youth
back home. In a letter to one instructor, a female graduate of the shiirenjo wrote
that she and another institute graduate were “working hard for the seinendan,
but the participation rate is not great. The members are not united, and they are
individualistic and insincere.””” She regarded a shtrenjo graduation certificate
from the institute as certain evidence of a transformed mind. When she dis-
covered otherwise, she felt betrayed: “There are some shurenjo graduates whose
minds are so wicked that I cannot believe they also went to the shirenjo.”*
Meanwhile, many graduates had a hard time transitioning from their intense
bonding experience back into the circles of village youth, let alone being able to
exercise leadership. Another graduate wrote, “When I clean up [the school] with
the school principal in the morning, other people say behind my back, ‘She’s
showing off because she went to the training institute.’ I don’t do it to be praised.
I felt really lonely.”*

The graduates also experienced social alienation in their family relationships.
They were expected to influence their family members, but as a consequence
of their efforts, families became a site of colonial confrontation and negotia-
tion. Their most important task was to encourage their parents to learn Japanese.
Doko published a message from one trainee: “Mother, I thank you and Auntie for
traveling so far from home to visit me at the shirenjo. When Mother visited me
in the office, we talked a little in Taiwanese. I felt really terrible at the time. Since
I had decided that I would speak no Taiwanese during the one-month training
period, I felt embarrassed in front of those outside the room. Mother, please go
to the Japanese language center and study hard. I want you to be able to speak in
Japanese at any time with anyone as soon as possible.”*

Such articles pressured Doko’s young readers to tell their mothers the same
message. One of their goals was to enable their family to receive a certificate as a
“Japanese-speaking household” by educating their older family members.*! For
the older generations in many rural families, who had been able to avoid any
serious interactions with Japanese colonialists, their children suddenly became
the unfamiliar colonial and foreign element in the household. For female train-
ees, acquiring a level of learning above that of their parents meant overturning
the generational and gender hierarchy altogether. The subversive role of young
women was highlighted in the September 1939 issues of Doko, which featured a
series on the female trainee Zheng Liangmei, who had fallen seriously ill and died
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during the second term of women’s training. On her deathbed, Doko reported,
she talked in Japanese to her mother, who could not understand the language,
and sang the Japanese national anthem, “Kimi ga yo.” Doko depicted the tragically
alienating scene, fictional or not, as a heroic achievement by Zheng Liangmei.*

The reports in Doko tell us that the goal of the shiirenjo was to transform indi-
vidual young people into ideal Japanese subjects through ideological indoctrina-
tion and then let them become the source of change in their villages and families.
To be sure, the trainees’ time at the shtirenjo seems to have had a great impact on
them. However, their personal letters reveal that their most intense experience
were social and emotional rather than ideological. Being chosen to go to the
shirenjo became the mark of a new social status. At the same time, the train-
ing at the institute not only generated a sense of bonding; it also reconfigured
social relationships back home in their villages and families and consequently
produced a sense of alienation that neither the trainees nor the instructors had
anticipated. It thereby forced the graduates to shape new self-images that distin-
guished them from other village youth.

The Taiwan Patriotic Labor Youth Corps

How did young people view the rapid change in their social relationships? A
series of interviews that I conducted with Huang Yuanxing and Xu Chongfa in
2011 helped me to situate the experiences of youth training in the context of their
personal lives and social surroundings. In essence, they framed their experiences
in terms of climbing up the ladder of youth training, viewing their shifting social
relationships as a sign that they were successfully overturning social hierarchies.

Huang Yuanxing was born in Beipu on August 24, 1925, the second son in a
farming family of Hakka origin. After his father died, his elder brother became
the main source of family labor. He explained that although his family owned
some land (unlike most of the farmers in Beipu, who rented land from the Jiang
family), “We did not have money, and [that is why] none of my seven sisters
went to school. Instead, five of them were adopted by other families in exchange
for cash.” Huang entered an upper-level curriculum after finishing the six-year
elementary school in March 1939.* But he quit soon afterward because of a “per-
sonal clash” with a son of the Jiang family in the same class, whom he considered
a bully. Moreover, because his family could not pay for him to continue into
middle school anyway, he preferred to help the family by farming. He performed
well in the village seinendan, which he joined immediately after dropping out
of school. When he became the branch leader, the head of the village seinen-
dan (the Beipu Elementary School principal) selected him to go to the sharen;jo.
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“Everything was determined based on the schoolmaster’s recommendation let-
ter,” Huang reflected. He endured a painful time there: “The training was milita-
ristic and strict—they had a very unique training called misogi. . . . There was a
teacher called Nemoto Kenji, who I did not know was Taiwanese at the time, and
he was particularly strict. He often shouted loudly at us.”**

When Huang met Nemoto Kenji at the shiirenjo, Nemoto spoke a sophisti-
cated Japanese, exhibited Japanese mannerisms, and had gained the full trust
of the other Japanese teachers. Only after the end of Japanese colonial rule did
Huang Yuanxing find out that Nemoto had a Chinese name, Xu Chongfa. The
third son of a carpenter in Guanxi village, also in Xinzhu province, Xu was only
three years older than Huang. He was not Hakka, but he grew up speaking both
Hakka and Holo. He too had to give up middle-level education because his family
could not pay for it, but he ordered lectures from Japan by mail and completed
the entire curriculum of the middle school of Waseda University independently
while working as a carpenter. Even when we met more than seventy years later,
he treated the completion certificate that Waseda University mailed to him, on
April 1, 1939, as a personal treasure. Xu became the branch leader of the local
seinendan, and went to the shiirenjo in 1941, at age nineteen. Because of his out-
standing grades on academic exams, Xu immediately became the representative
of the sixty trainees and delivered a speech at the graduation ceremony.

It was the Taiwan Patriotic Labor Youth Corps (Taiwan Kingyo Hokoku
Seinentai; hereafter Labor Corps) that turned youth training into a ladder lead-
ing toward honor and prestige for Huang and Xu. The GGT started the Labor
Corps program in March 1940, gathering two hundred to three hundred men of
around twenty years old, to have them engage mainly in construction labor work
for three months at a time. They went to one of three sites—Taipei, Hualian, or
Taizhong—either to construct shrines, or to work on the highway between Hual-
ian and Taizhong.” The program emphasized mastering Japaneseness through
physical labor: “Through labor-volunteer life and training, let them physically
understand the essence of the Japanese spirit, ‘selfless patriotic service’ (messhi
hoko), and complete their character as imperial subjects by training their minds
and bodies.”*¢

To attach prestige to the Labor Corps program, colonial officials cast it in the
image of military service, which was not implemented in Taiwan until 1942: “In
Korea, they started the volunteer soldier program and achieved a good result. We
should not forget that the result of our Patriotic Labor Youth Corps has a special
meaning. It is a good opportunity to measure the progress of youth in Taiwan.”*
Xinzhu officials repeatedly discussed the similarity between the Labor Corps and
conscription in Doko: “Unfortunately, there is no duty of military service for
youth in Taiwan. The fact that you cannot participate in military service means,



FIGURE 6.5. Xu Chongfa (Nemoto Kenji) at age nineteen. Photo reproduced
courtesy of Xu Chongfa.




FIGURES 6.6-6.7. The Taiwan Patriotic Labor Youth Corps (Taiwan Kingyo
Hokoku Seinentai) in Hualian, September 30, 1941. Photos reproduced courtesy
of Xu Chongfa.
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not only that you cannot directly stand at the frontier of national defense during
these grave times, but also that you do not have an opportunity for the most seri-
ous group education where you obtain training in the real Japanese soul. ... The
Patriotic Labor Youth Corps recently initiated by the GGT is the most appropri-
ate facility for group education.”*® The Labor Corps, like army conscription, was
supposed to provide the socializing effect of creating national subjects.

Around this time, the image of the Japanese army became a notable source
of hegemonic social value even in the colonial countryside. It was already com-
mon to evoke the image of military service in Xinzhu’s shtrenjo and seinendan
activities. “When I was going to join the dojo [shuirenjo]—I hear that Japanese
youth are struck by solemn inspiration when they enter military service—I had
a similar feeling,” one of the first trainees stated on a radio show.*” The shirenjo
instructors themselves also used military images to enhance their program’s rep-
utation: “Citizens were all surprised by the vigorous marching of the sharenjo
trainees, singing military songs in a proud manner in and out of town, [they told
us that] ‘they look exactly like soldiers.”>

Youth had already come to realize that prestige and social alienation were two
sides of the same coin. The Labor Corps program aroused a sense of being select
rural youth among the participants. When they came back from service, they
were called “reservist corps members” (zaigo taiin), echoing the title of respect
given to military reservists (zaigo gunjin) in Japan.”' At the same time, the term
reservist also meant further detachment from their native home and society.
Anticipating another frustrating encounter back home, Xu Chongfa, who joined
the Labor Corps in Hualian, wrote in his diary five days prior to the end of his
service, “When I return to the village, I will have to act differently as a reservist

member. . .. Training will become useless if I get assimilated back in the village.”*

Career Opportunities and the Sense of Rivalry

This ladder of youth programs were not the only reason why the participants
perceived themselves as a select group. After completing these programs, the
graduates gained new job opportunities. Job prospects had a strong psychologi-
cal effect in improving self-esteem, especially by allowing the graduates to gain
a status comparable to that of urban, educated youth, who had had better access
to salaried jobs.

After returning to Beipu from Labor Corps service near Wushe in Taizhong,
Huang found his career prospects suddenly improved. He immediately signed up
for the four-month teacher training program and became an elementary school
assistant teacher in September 1943. In an interview nearly seventy years later,
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FIGURE 6.8. Rural youth training institutional setup in Xinzhu in the late 1930s.
After the expansion of the seinendan in 1936-1937, most of the elementary
school graduates participated in the village-level seinendan. Of the seinendan
members, select youth went on to join other youth programs.
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he justified his participation in colonial youth training, saying, “I was able to
get a job only because I went to the Labor Corps, but only the graduates of the
shiirenjo were qualified to get into the Labor Corps. . . . To go to the shiirenjo,
they had to do well in the local seinendan. . . . I felt lucky that, even though
I could not pursue formal education, I was able to become a teacher just like
those who went to middle school or normal school.” As Japan’s war continued,
an increasing number of Japanese teachers and officials were conscripted, leav-
ing positions open to local youth. Teaching was a popular occupation among the
young people in the village, partly because teachers had a large presence in their
everyday lives, and also because teachers, like policemen, could move on to other
governmental positions.” Although he retained bitter memories about the son
of the Jiang family who had bullied him at school, Huang reflected that he had
made the right decision in pursuing a career through youth training because “I
did well in the end.” He continued as a schoolteacher until his retirement fifty-
seven years later.>

Although Huang Yuanxing’s career development path was more typical, Xu
Chongfa excelled as a model rural youth. After returning from the Labor Corps
in Hualian in 1942, Xu was recruited to become an assistant instructor at the
shiirenjo. The Japanese teachers gave him his Japanese name, Nemoto Kenji,
under which he played the role of the strict, sometimes intimidating, and spirited
teacher until the end of the war. Although he continued to believe in the excel-
lence of Japanese-style youth training, Xu Chongfa also admitted the importance
of job prospects it afforded: “The shiirenjo was popular because the graduates
could become schoolteachers without going to normal school. Women could also
become assistant nurses.” Another Xinzhu resident who did not even join the
seinendan, let alone the sharen;jo, also remembered that “the Shinchiku shirenjo
was famous because the graduates could become teachers.”* In the tightly con-
trolled wartime economy, many people in both Japan and its colonies lost their
jobs. Despite the wartime slogan of “eight corners under one roof” (i.e., a world
united under the Japanese emperor), ethnic discrimination was rife in the job
market across the empire. When “getting a job was extremely hard for Taiwan-
ese people, and it felt like rising to heaven if you could find a salaried job,” four
months of intense training away from home—one month at the training center
and three months at the Labor Corps—offered a golden opportunity to broaden
one’s horizon.*

The fact that these men were seeking practical benefits does not mean that
they viewed the Japanization campaign only instrumentally. Ideological convic-
tion and pragmatism were mutually reinforcing. On many occasions, Taiwanese
youth defined their value and competed with each other according to the metric
of Japanese nationalism. The ranking system of the Labor Corps, for example,
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fanned competitive feelings among youth from different provinces. As in the
military, they all started as second-rank trainees, but received two chances to
move into the first rank and then to a separate upper rank. Xinzhu youth felt
most competitive with those from Taipei province, where the colonial capital
was. A participant in the first-term Labor Corps program wrote to the shirenjo
teachers, “It seems that many are getting sick among the Taipei team, but we on
the Xinzhu team are fortunately all doing well without any accidents. . . . There
was an announcement of our grades on April 23, and nineteen of twenty-four
Xinzhu members passed to the upper rank, whereas eleven of forty Taipei people
did.”*” Newspapers frequently reported the number of upper-rank trainees from
Xinzhu, and the Xinzhu governor also pressured the prospective participants to
achieve even better results.”® Xu Chongfa’s diary from his time in the Labor Corps
is filled with nervous feelings about the rankings: “I have to voluntarily engage
in difficult work and go home as an upper-rank trainee by any means!”* Huang
Yuanxing had similar recollections: “Because the previous draftees from Xinzhu
had achieved a good reputation and outstanding grades, I thought, as a Hakka
youth from Xinzhu, I would do everything to become an upper-rank trainee.”*
He also narrated the history of youth programs backward, saying that the pur-
pose of the shiirenjo was specifically to train Hakka youth to outperform other
Taiwanese in their achievements at the Labor Corps.®!

Provinces and ethnicities were not the only boundaries recognized by the com-
petitors. They also harbored animosity toward urban youth from both within and
outside Xinzhu. “I thought those from urban areas talk a good game, but their
practice does not live up to their words,” one Labor Corps reservist complained.®
By contrast, aboriginal youth, once the formidable Other in Hakka residents’ col-
lective memory, were highly respected at youth training. Labor Corps members
often wrote that the Takasago zoku (aborigines) were “innocent” and “wonder-
ful”®* During his Labor Corps service, Xu Chongfa felt ashamed that his skin
was not suntanned, because the instructors often asked him to build furniture
while others engaged in outdoor labor. Tanned skin became a masculine symbol
of hardworking rural youth, thereby further elevating the image of dark-skinned
aboriginal youth.*

In the same way, the sense of rivalry with intellectual youth grew stronger.
Urban youth who possessed higher academic degrees made Xu and many seinen-
dan youth defensive about their lack of formal schooling. Xu, who was confident
in his academic ability, felt hurt when someone with more education beat him
in youth training: “Qiu Renzhang became the top student among three hundred
of us. Alas, it should not be surprising because he is a middle school graduate.”®
When Xu later became the representative of all the upgraded trainees during the
Labor Corps program, it meant more to him than just doing well as a Xinzhu
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youth; it was also a mark of achievement by someone with only very basic school-
ing. Back in their villages, youth with only elementary education continued to
harbor the same feelings toward the well-educated. Huang Xiuying, a female
graduate of the shirenjo, wrote to Xu in July 1945, frustrated by the intense
competition for positions in the village office. “What is it about a graduate of
the women’s school that makes her superior to me? I believe I am by no means
inferior to her. Seeing the person who wasted three years studying [in school], I
felt really miserable, but society is on their side. Facing this issue, I felt that society
is so pointless.”®

The formation of village youth participants’ social identities and self-esteem
as rural, less-educated, hardworking Xinzhu youth evolved as part of a tightly
bonded community that developed in the shairenjo. In other words, the shiirenjo
became a sphere where personal feelings and political (or ideological) beliefs
became inseparable in the face of various social battles. The graduates called it
“the home of our hearts” (kokoro no furusato), a place where they often came
back and shared the frustrations and excitement they encountered in the Labor
Corps and in their villages. The solemn melody of “Umi yukaba”—an imperial
martial song about being ready to die for one’s lord—represented the bond that
developed among the teachers and trainees, who remained in contact with each
other long after graduation.”” In their letters, they often said that they would
work as hard as possible in volunteer labor and at local seinendan inspections
because they did not want to embarrass their teachers.®® It seems that Xu Chongfa
seems to have revealed his Taiwanese background more openly to female train-
ees and kept in close touch with them, perhaps in hopes of finding a marriage
partner.” These women called him “my elder brother” (anisama) in return and
continued to seek advice from him.

These youth training institutions triggered a mechanism that functioned in
the same way as the social mobility complex we have seen in Miyagi. Although
the institutional setup, the means of providing job opportunities, and the ways in
which youth shared the identity of rural youth differed, Taiwanese village youth
gained a chance to “rise in the world” and challenge the dominance of urban
youth and the landlord class. They received no résumé-writing experience as in
Miyagi (or at least the remaining records give no such indication), but they saw
each training institution as a rung on a career ladder. This opportunity power-
fully transformed young people from perpetual farmers to career seekers.

Seinendan- and shiirenjo-based career opportunities were not available to all
village youth, however. On the one hand, when participation in local seinen-
dan groups became mandatory in 1937, it lost its appeal for upper-class youth
who had appreciated the elitist nature of the earlier youth groups.” Those who
aspired to higher education were not interested in seinendan activities even if
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they resided in the countryside.” The class gap is apparent in many later autobio-
graphical novels written by Taiwanese intellectuals, which often cynically depict
the village seinendan as composed of a group of ignorant peasants brainwashed
by the Japanese colonizers.”” On the other hand, it remained difficult for the
poorest stratum of farmers, those who struggled to survive, to participate fully
in seinendan activities. They could not afford to leave for four months to attend
the shirenjo and the Labor Corps program. During wartime, a new social sphere
opened up mainly for the second and third sons of middling-class families, espe-
cially those who owned a small farm or shop.” Their families could spare their
labor temporarily, but (as was the case for Xu and Huang) they could not afford
higher education. Those who were recognized as model rural youth through the
series of training programs had a good chance to fill the positions that became
vacant when Japanese teachers and low-ranking officials were conscripted and
left Taiwan, even when they were competing against more educated youth.

The Onset of Fully Militaristic Training

In the late 1930s, military drills became central to seinendan activities. The GGT
had been reluctant to promote overtly militaristic training until Kobayashi Seizo
became governor-general in 1936.”* Kobayashi did not immediately plan to enlist
Taiwanese youth in the army, but he regarded military training as the most effec-
tive method of Japanizing the population. Upon his inauguration, he asked the
army to become involved with Taiwanese youth, saying that “it would be doubly
beneficial if we train the finest Taiwanese youth and those who demand mili-
tary service in our army—the smelting furnace of the Japanese spirit—and the
GGT takes charge of those who finish the training and lets them supervise local
youth.””” The army rejected his plan, but at the local level, simple military drills
such as marching and basic commands had already been incorporated in the
training of youth groups.”® At the national level, the outbreak of war in 1937 gave
a go-ahead to seinendan supervisors.

As the war situation worsened, military service commenced in Korea and
Taiwan. When the Japanese cabinet passed the Army Special Volunteer Soldier
Program Act for the colonies in 1938, it was not implemented immediately
in Taiwan, mainly because of concerns about Taiwanese ethnic kinship with
the enemy state, China. In 1941, when the GGT finally decided to implement
the act, army officials planned to initiate conscription ten years later after
examining the results of the voluntary soldier program, but they subsequently
accelerated the timetable, beginning to draft Koreans in 1944 and Taiwanese
in 1945.77
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This delay of recruitment, compared with the earlier start in Korea, stimulated
Taiwanese leaders and led to an overheating of the kominka (Japanization) cam-
paigns.”® The movement to implement the volunteer soldier program was popu-
lar not only among pro-Japanese elites in Taiwan, but also among home rule
activists who had viewed military service as a way to achieve equality between
Japan and Taiwan since the late 1920s. The historian Kondo Masami argues that
the most decisive voice was an editorial in Taiwan shinminpd, formerly the loud-
est anticolonial organ in Taiwan, that appeared on August 10, 1940.” The article
demanded that Taiwanese people “display their passion and sincerity in their
desire for military service.”® Youth were viewed as being responsible for making
military service possible in Taiwan.

To show that they were prepared, local seinendan groups began working closely
with Japanese army officers and practicing army drills. In December 1938, the
Xinzhu province seinendan conducted city- and county-level inspections. Army
Lieutenant Colonel Iwasa Hiroshi, later an instructor at the shirenjo, evaluated
every move made by the youth in these inspections. “Regarding the straight-
standing posture: 1. It is a pity that many move their eyeballs. Stare at one point
and stand still. 2. Stretch the arms out fully. There are some whose mouths are
open.” Doko reported the details of Iwasa’s evaluations so that “the supervisors
and leaders of seinendan would read carefully and learn for future training.”®'

Females also experienced basic army drills. Doko reported that female stu-
dents “used to be shy, and even avoided meeting teachers on the street, but now
female seinendan members do training and troop marching confidently, emulat-
ing their male counterparts . .. During the inspections, they followed Lieutenant
Colonel Iwasa’s orders and commanded the troops in a very impressive way.”
Even though these women would not become fighting soldiers, the officials saw
military drills as an opportunity to teach Japanese discipline and a way to dem-
onstrate that the entire society was ready for military service. The army’s top
official, Tanaka Kiyoshi, lectured on the radio in 1941 that the coming volunteer
soldier program required the entire population of six million in Taiwan—"“the
young, old, male or female” —to be trained properly “as in Germany.” To become
mothers of high-quality soldiers, female bodies were particularly important.®

The Warrior of Language and the
Warrior of the Plow
In the midst of the fever for yet-to-come military service, actual participation in

the battlefields began in the form of civilian military employment (often called
gunpu or porters; officially they were a part of gunzoku or auxiliaries). A far larger
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number of young Taiwanese men became civilian military employees than sol-
diers by the end of the war.* Gunpu held the lowest rank in the Japanese military,
even below conscripted horses and dogs. Their death rate was ten times higher
than that of Taiwanese soldiers.® Officials regarded them as voluntary participants,
but in reality many of them were forcibly drafted, especially at the beginning,
and the military learned of many attempts to escape the draft through residence
registration fraud. Japanese officials consequently turned to the seinendan in an
attempt to recruit those who were somewhat Japanized already. The army also
provided draftees with compensation of one yen a day, equivalent to the starting
pay of a regular salaried job for young people in Taiwan.® This strategy presum-
ably worked, as it yielded a sudden jump in voluntary participation from 103
participants in September 1937 to 1,953 volunteers in October.®”

Among civilian military employees, the vast majority, or tens of thousands of
Taiwanese youth, were hired as translators.® Since the Japanese confused Hakka
with Cantonese, the Japanese army recruited many educated Hakka youth in
Xinzhu province as translators of Cantonese or as schoolteachers to work in the
Japanese-occupied region of Guangdong in southern China. Pan Jinhe, who later
became Xinpu village head, recalled that a group of young members of promi-
nent families, including himself and Jiang Axin, a business leader from the Jiang
family of Beipu, worked for the army in Guangzhou to produce propaganda.
“Cantonese people do not speak Hakka although we encountered a number of
Hakka people and we could communicate with them,” he said. “Because of the
military’s needs, they made us learn Cantonese and become translators. . . . We
Hakka learned it a lot more quickly than the Japanese did.”® Once Japanese forces
occupied Southeast Asian territories in the early 1940s, the scope of recruitment
expanded massively to include less-educated youth. According to the Japanese
government, the total number of recruits dispatched to China and Southeast Asia
numbered 126,750 by the end of the war, although the number of translators
remains unknown.” Xu Chongfa’s second elder brother, Xu Chongyi, was serving
the Japanese military as an interpreter when he died on a battlefield in Burma.

In contrast to those interpreters—who were large in number but whose
recruitment was an ad hoc process—the Taiwan Agricultural Corps (Taiwan
Nogyo Giyudan) was more well-organized and functioned as a formal training
program.” Upon request from the army fighting in mainland China, officials
in Taiwan recruited one thousand Taiwanese farmers who were around twenty
years old to form the Agricultural Corps in April 1938. Their mission was to till
the abandoned land and provide Japanese soldiers with fresh vegetables. They
were stationed in Shanghai, Nanjing, Wuchang, Wuhan, Anqing, or Hankou, for
one year at a time and were also paid one yen a day.”? Their everyday life emulated
life in the army: They had no freedom from 6:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m., and when
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not doing agricultural work, they learned how to stand up straight, respond to
orders, march, raise their hands straight, and look like real soldiers. The program
contained a noteworthy educational aspect, as the military officers not only gave
lectures on the cause of Japan’s war in China but also took the youth to the
destroyed villages to show them the devastation suffered by the “losing side” of
the war.”?

The stories of these youths were similarly symbolic and heroic to those of the
Labor Corps participants retold in the articles of Doko. The editors had already
been stressing that farmers were equivalent to soldiers fighting on a battle-
field.** The Agricultural Corps was the ultimate embodiment of this “warrior
of the plow.”” Many pages of Doko printed letters from the Labor Corps and
the Agricultural Corps participants side by side to report frontier experience.
Membership in the Agricultural Corps was not restricted to the seinendan, but
many from Xinzhu province were seinendan members. They found the agricul-
tural techniques in Chinese villages so primitive that “invigorating production
requires the use of Taiwanese-style agriculture, and clearing and cultivating the
land properly requires the hard labor of Taiwanese youth.””® While developing
their self-image as Taiwanese farmers superior to their Chinese counterparts, the
Agricultural Corps, typical of youth training programs at the time, also provoked
rivalry between provinces. The Xinzhu youth participants proudly reported to
Doko that “we from Xinzhu are leading the other provinces and, with very few
sick people, achieving good results. We enjoy a good reputation. I am so happy
that we are doing better than those from the other provinces.””’

The Agricultural Corps not only provided the first exposure to the battle-
field for many Taiwanese youth, but also introduced them to a new destination
of conquest. Many Xinzhu youth participated in the Agricultural Corps with
the intention of remaining in mainland China after the one-year program and
becoming long-term agricultural colonizers.”® Despite the difficult nature of the
work, the Agricultural Corps presented a new frontier to conquer and colonize
as Taiwan’s mountains were exchanged for with the Chinese mainland, and later
for the jungles of Southeast Asia.

Volunteer Fever

When the volunteer soldier program was launched in Taiwan in 1942, young men
in the countryside viewed it as the new top rung on the ladder of youth training
programs. Its arrival produced volunteer fever across the island, with hundreds
of thousands of men submitting applications each year. Becoming a volunteer
soldier, especially because of the intense competition for openings, represented
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the most prestigious achievement for Taiwanese men who pursued seinendan-
based youth training. In terms of both job prospects and social recognition, the
volunteer soldier program promised to remedy the marginalized position of
farm youth overnight.

In this environment, many young men could not separate their personal urge
to apply from the social pressure on them to do so. The seinendan were posi-
tioned at the heart of social enthusiasm. Members received the most direct orders
and group pressure to apply. After a Japanese school principal encouraged the
seinendan members of Xiangshan village in Xinzhu to apply, for example, every
single member signed the form—male applying for the volunteer soldier, female
for the volunteer assistant nurse.” Other seinendan units submitted their mem-
bers’ applications in groups, hundreds and thousands at a time. The hype about
military service created in the various youth training programs eliminated any
real chance for graduates to decide for themselves whether to apply. Xinzhu’s
official newsletter reported that youth rushed to the counter as soon as the city
hall started accepting applications; it was “almost like a battle scene.” The number
of applicants in Xinzhu reached 20,586 in the first two weeks.'” Being a proud
imperial youth, Xu Chongfa not only felt the need to apply but also desired to
pass the examination, as noted in the introduction to this book.

The seinendan had an amplifying effect on mobilization, in that the partic-
ipants’ volunteer fever motivated other people to join the war effort, thereby
further increasing the social pressure on seinendan members. The female gaze
played a powerful role. In an essay in an official colonial journal, a young woman
named Yang Qinghe expressed her excitement about watching a youth play,
Kokumin kaihei (All national people are soldiers), presented in perfect Japanese
by a seinendan group: “I was moved so deeply . . . It was as if they had shown
me a dazzling thing by suddenly opening a box . . . A feeling of intense surprise
ran through my body. Taiwanese youth have matured so much!” She portrayed
her excitement about seeing and hearing volunteer soldiers as an almost sensual
experience: “Late at night, when I hear military songs sung by those coming back
from military drills, I immediately recognize ‘that is a soldier, and ‘that is a volun-
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teer soldier!”” Yang was even more surprised to hear a Japanese friend expressing
similar excitement about the Taiwanese volunteers.'” Young women pressured
their male counterparts in different ways. Like those in the countryside of Miyagi
who formed a no-marriage alliance against men who had not attended military
drills, 140 female seinendan members in Zhudong county vowed not to marry
anyone who had failed to apply to the volunteer soldier program.'® Similar sto-
ries were reported all over Taiwan.

The prestige that came with being a volunteer soldier transcended the bound-

aries between social groups, elevated the status of rural youth, and exerted pressure
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on intellectuals as well. Literature supporting the Japanization campaign (komin
bungaku) directly connected the image of model rural youth to the volunteer
soldier. In a famous short novel from 1941, Shinganhei (The volunteer soldier),
the young author, Zhou Jinpo, treats the act of applying to join the volunteer
soldier program as the final test in the internalization of Japanese ideology.'®
Although the novel narrates the dilemma of Taiwanese intellectual youth with
deep sympathy, it ends by depicting the triumph of the acts of village youth (sub-
mitting blood applications) over the logic of intellectuals (rationalizing Japa-
nese dominance). Whether or not this idea resonated among readers, the novel
demonstrates that the superiority of rural youth had penetrated the discourse of
intellectuals.

Total Mobilization and Social Change

Compared with previous youth training programs, the volunteer soldier pro-
gram more deliberately promoted changes in social relationships. It provided
average farm youth with the quickest way to escape their peripheral position.
But once total war mobilization started, labor and mandatory army conscrip-
tion destabilized the social hierarchy in unexpected ways. As the imperial
machine’s dependence on colonial youth deepened, the relationships between
colonizer and colonized and between the young and the old exhibited new
dynamics.

The devastation became apparent in the final years of the war. One clear sign
was the recruitment of factory boys (shonenko), which began in 1943. Thousands
of young teens—mostly age thirteen and fourteen—were mobilized to build
aircraft in Japanese navy factories. Boys responded to the earnest and forceful
recruitment calls by their elementary schoolteachers in the Taiwanese coun-
tryside. Promised attractive pay and an engineering diploma within five years,
approximately eight thousand Taiwanese boys headed to the Navy C Factory in
Yamato city, Kanagawa, in Japan. Once trained there, they were sent to facto-
ries across the country. These teenagers found harsh living conditions, severe air
raids, and frequent corporal punishment.'*

The onset of military conscription, although it was not planned when the
volunteer soldier program started, did not surprise the Taiwanese. The govern-
ment put it into effect in September 1944 and started drafting young men in
April 1945, a mere four months before the end of the war. Taiwan had already
experienced severe air raids starting in October 1944. When conscription exams
began on January 16, 1945, Taiwan had just experienced another round of mas-
sive air raids that made their methodical, enormous nature plain to all.'® Xinzhu
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was among the hardest-hit areas.'” Beipu residents remember hearing air raid
alarms almost daily, and children had neither the time nor the inclination to sit
in a classroom or to study.'”

Despite Japan’s lagging fortunes in a war that led to more forceful mobiliza-
tion, official publications advertised conscription and labor recruitment as the
final stage of Japanization. But in propelling such rhetoric, the imperial hierar-
chy separating Taiwanese and Japanese populations was being redefined. The
author Osawa Sadakichi argued that the inevitable next step after mandatory
conscription was to encourage Taiwanese-Japanese intermarriage. He advocated
it to “improve the genes of our offspring by mixing blood” and give the Tai-
wanese “experiences with truly Japanese feelings and environments.”'® Osawa
and other Japanese writers continued to exhibit the colonizers’ chauvinistic atti-
tudes. But as their burdens increased, the Taiwanese began to realize—as their
burdens increased—that they had gained the moral upper hand. In response to
a Taiwanese commentator who argued that perfecting the Taiwanese people’s
Japanese required more cooperation from Japanese residents, a Self-Defense
Group (soteidan) leader, Li Meishu, complained in a roundtable discussion in
Shinkensetsu, “I really want Japanese people to stop using sloppy Taiwanese lan-
guage. Rather than speaking Taiwanese with weird accents, it is more impor-
tant to speak Japanese all the way.”'? His condescension toward Japanese settlers
slipped out in his comment on their inadequate acquisition of the local language.
The devotion of Taiwanese to the imperial cause was feeding a sense of moral
superiority over their colonizers.

Universal conscription was something entirely different from the volunteer
soldier program, or even the recruitment of factory boys with the promise of
a school diploma. The mandatory aspect was the opposite of the exclusivity
accorded to the volunteer soldier, which had been a crucial element in stirring
volunteer fever. Still, the celebration of masculinity and the excitement of war
influenced many rural conscripts. Huang Yuanxing, for instance, readily accepted
his conscription notification, which he received while working as an assistant
teacher at the Beipu Elementary School.'"” But many Taiwanese youth tried to
escape the call to duty. Even in Beipu, where no clear anti-Japanese feeling had
existed since 1907, it was reported that two of thirteen young conscripts swal-
lowed a bottle of soy sauce at their own send-off party and had to go to the hos-
pital. The angry Japanese village head allegedly grabbed two middle-aged men in
the crowd, a barber and a doctor of Chinese medicine, and pushed them into a
car as replacements.'"! Huang did not remember this incident, but he agreed that
some people tried to escape conscription.'> Whatever the truth of these rumors,
they convey the frustration and fear aroused by the fanatical mobilization of the
villagers, who were already subjected to food rationing, the forced donation of
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anything made of metal, and mandatory monetary savings in postal accounts,
not to mention the daily air raid alarms.

Ironically, the best way to escape conscription duty was to become a cog in the
production line of soldiers. A well-known postwar author from Xinzhu, Zhong
Zhaozheng, a Hakka born in the same year as Huang Yuanxing, intentionally
escaped conscription by entering a youth teachers school. This new program
trained students specifically to become teachers at militaristic youth schools, of
which there was a great need in wartime. Zhong was the Other kind of youth to
whom Huang Yuanxing had contrasted himself—one of those educated in mid-
dle school who grudgingly became an elementary schoolteacher in the country-
side of Xinzhu. Typical of educated youth, he maintained a cynical view toward
wartime mobilization. In his autobiographical novels and memoirs, he describes
the youth teachers school as “a crappy school,” because it was full of Japanese
students whose only goal, like his, was to avoid conscription.'

During these last few years of the war, as the military increased its reli-
ance on youth across the imperial domains and yet faced a rising degree of
skepticism in colonial society, colonial officials embraced a strategy of exploit-
ing the gap between the younger and older generations more markedly. They
attempted to maintain the pretense that youth and officials were pursuing the
same social agenda, calling on the “pure” youth to persuade those “ignorant old
parents” who opposed their children’s desire to apply for the volunteer soldier
program.'"* Schoolchildren were presented as a model for the rest of society
in Japanization campaigns. Nagata Tomiki, a teacher at the Beipu Elemen-
tary School, noted that students frequently called each other by their Japanese
names, even in personal letters. Contrasting this situation with adults whom
he heard saying, “Even if we adopt Japanese names, we do not get any rights or
one sen of profit,” the teacher lamented, “Why would they not be able to join
the children and try harder?”'"

Some Hakka parents viewed this generational divide-and-conquer strategy as
a threat to their ethnic heritage and attempted to counter their children’s rapid
Japanization by teaching them about the Hakka’s historical roots. Yet this effort
did not close their generation gap. Dai Guohui recalls that he developed hostility
toward his father, who preached to him about the proud historical origins of the
Hakka in the Central Plain of the Yellow River. “I thought, ‘My father is unedu-
cated and ignorant, is very conceited, likes empty talk, and gives me all kinds
of bullshit orders, and began to despise him.”''® He even took out a Japanese
scholar’s book that his brother brought back from Tokyo and showed his father
that his stories were nothing more than myths or legends.'"” Wartime mobiliza-
tion made both a scientific mind and an unconditional faith in the empire mark-
ers of Japanized youth. By exacerbating the generational divide, state officials
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attempted to maintain the social ground for mutual co-optation with young
people in their effort to extend Japanese nationalism.

During the short period between 1937 and 1945, rural youth mobilization in
Taiwan, situated at the core of a mass mobilization scheme, produced a large
number of volunteers and laborers to assist the Japanese Empire’s war effort
as well as enthusiastic local promoters of Japanization campaigns. From colo-
nial officials’ point of view, youth mobilization was an unmistakable success.
But the outburst of emotions exhibited in the volunteer fever phenomenon
and other social reactions to wartime mobilization could not possibly have
been manufactured by governmental preaching. The personal experiences of
young participants—Ilike those of Huang Yuanxing and Xu Chongfa examined
in detail in this chapter—are essential in analyzing the puzzle of the sudden,
rapid, and large-scale mobilization of Taiwanese society. Their stories make it
clear that local dynamics—whether through village youth’s relationships with
landlord youth, their family finances and occupations, rivalries with urban
intellectual youth, comparative education levels and ambitions for personal
success, or sexual interests—attached social values to colonial youth training
programs.

In the case of the Xinzhu countryside, the ladder of programs—from the vil-
lage seinendan, the shiiren;jo, the Labor Corps, and the Agricultural Corps to the
volunteer soldier program—helped to transform the self-image of village youth
from a perpetual underclass peasants to highly capable, select, career-oriented
rural youth. This was a Taiwanese version of the social mobility complex, like the
one formed in Tohoku Japan a decade earlier. Like Miyagi youth, Xu and Huang
shared a strong identity as proud rural youth and harbored a sense of moral
superiority over urban youth and intellectuals. They employed the rhetoric of
Japanese nationalism in their emotional and personal expressions. The social
mobility complex explains the highly emotional nature of public responses to
imperial mobilization.

There is no denying that much of the local social conditions were products
of state policies. This was especially so in the colonial setting. The colonial econ-
omy was designed to support the metropole, and educational and employment
opportunities directly reflected state priorities. Still, the colonial state had at best
a tenuous influence on the values shared in each family, village, generation, and
ethnic group. At the early stages, colonial officials experienced a long period of
trial and error in youth training programs because they had little knowledge of
how a combination of various state policies would affect local dynamics. Even
with the unprecedented amount of energy put into social engineering dur-
ing wartime, the sharenjo in Xinzhu unexpectedly produced a sense of social
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alienation among its graduates, which paradoxically strengthened their loyalty
to the empire.

During wartime, what aligned the interests of the state and the social dynam-
ics of Taiwanese villages was, again, the versatile and capacious quality of the
concept of rural youth. Young villagers did not aspire to become ideal Japanese
subjects as such, but to become model rural youth. The image of disciplined,
respected, and modern rural youth eventually permeated colonial villages, cre-
ated a social mobility complex, and allowed state officials to engage local societ-
ies. It was not a mere surrogate of Japanese nationalism, however. Rather, the idea
of rural youth had an immeasurable ideological potential of its own. To ambi-
tious young men, it provoked dreams of youthful leadership in an agrarian uto-
pia, a future that seemed more attractive and relevant than the propaganda of the
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere or any of the emperor-centered slogans
cited by youth themselves. Volunteer fever could be considered one expression of
such an expansive imagining of the future shared by colonial youth.

Recognizing the utopian vision embraced by Taiwanese youth may compel
us to question the utility of the familiar lenses of colonialism, wartime exploita-
tion, or even Japanization as means of interpreting their subjective experiences.
Behind their emotional commitment to the imperial state’s ideology, the final
destination of Taiwanese youth’s self-mobilization diverged from imperial goals.
This suggests that, although it functioned as a conveyer of agrarian ideals, the
state did not omnipotently define their subjectivity—on the contrary, youth
defined the value of the Japanese Empire within the framework of realizing their
agrarian dream.



MODEL RURAL YOUTH IN
KOREAN VILLAGES

Korea is often regarded as having been an industrialized colony, in contrast to
predominantly agricultural Taiwan. Yet most of its people lived in farm villages
even in the late 1930s, when the colonial government was investing in heavy
industry in northern cities. Since the 1920s, the agriculture-centered southern
provinces had played an important role in meeting the empire’s needs for food.
As in the governmental campaigns in the metropole, agrarianism became a core
ideology for the Government-General of Korea (GGK), especially in the Rural
Revitalization Campaign, launched in 1932. As with the earlier Local Improve-
ment Movement (1906-1918) and the concurrent Economic Revitalization
Campaign in Japan, military ethos, agrarian ideals, and Japanese nationalism
converged in the youth mobilization that occurred in the Korean countryside
during the 1930s.

Until this agrarian campaign, however, young residents in rural villages were
largely untouched by the urban discourse on the rise of youth, which developed
in the first three decades of the twentieth century (see chapter 4). Although colo-
nial governors and local Korean notables attempted during the 1910s to modern-
ize ways of farming and living in the countryside, neither of them leveraged the
youth discourse in their projects. The youth activism for Korean independence
that was popular in county capitals in the 1920s did not spread to influence farm
youth either. The story of Korean village youth until the 1930s was one of iso-
lation from national movements (with the important exception of the March
First Independence Movement of 1919), from state and county capitals, from the
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idealized image of rural youth, and from opportunities for social mobility. In the
1930s, with the onset of the Rural Revitalization Campaign, the center of gravity
of youth mobilization finally shifted from county capitals to small villages. The
image of model rural youth being the pillars of the village and the empire was
established, consequently affecting social values and relationships as well as the
consciousness of young villagers.

As in the Japanese and Taiwanese cases, an examination of this process
requires sensitive treatments of location-related, generational, and class-based
factors, as well as changes over time. Kwangsok village, in South Ch’ungch’6ng
province, offers us a site with such specificities. Through the lens of Kim Yong-
han, a young villager who grew up in Kwangsok, we can grasp how young men
of a certain class background became protagonists in the development of a social
mobility complex in the 1930s. This mechanism of upward mobility and modern
youth consciousness emerged very differently from the one in the Xinzhu coun-
tryside of Taiwan, however. The Korean countryside was plagued by the slow pace
of elementary education expansion and a low literacy rate under colonial rule,
as well as by the rigid and fine stratification of social classes that had developed
through the centuries of Choson rule (1397-1897). Because of these elements,
only sons of relatively well-off families could graduate from elementary school,
and the social mobility complex was also small in scale compared with its Japa-
nese or Taiwanese equivalents.

Nonetheless, the emergence of model rural youth in Kwangsok shows how,
albeit in relatively limited ways, state programs and rural society began to align
more closely, to an extent that affected the psychology of village youth. I faced
a greater challenge in collecting firsthand accounts of colonial youth programs
in the Korean countryside than in Taiwan, likely because of the widespread fear
of being labeled as pro-Japanese in contemporary South Korea. But the story
of Kim Yong-han, told in his carefully chosen words, reveals how the new gen-
eration and class had the chance to restructure the prevailing social system in
the early to mid-1930s. Like Xu Chongfa and Huang Yuanxing in Taiwan, Kim
associated colonial youth training institutions with career opportunities. Kim
also adopted Japanese agrarian nationalism to assert his superiority over older
generations and characterized his career in local offices as a success story.

Many historians of colonial Korean villages have highlighted the colonial gov-
ernment’s suppression of Korean ethnicity, the capitalist exploitation of tenant
farmers, and the everyday resistance by villagers. Without denying the impor-
tance of such aspects of village life, this chapter presents the more fluid nature
of social interactions, particularly from the perspective of changing generational
relationships. The GGK could not mobilize the rural population for war as it did
without effectively permeating their local societies. Such permeation does not
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mean that there was no resistance, or that all policies were successful or justifi-
able. A social history of rural youth mobilization in Kwangsok reveals multiple
experiences even in a single village while also indicating similarity across the
empire with regard to how young men in certain social positions turned state
mobilization into social opportunities in their local contexts.

Kwangsok Village in South Ch’ungch’ong

Japanese intervention in Korean politics and the Korean economy began before
the formal annexation in 1910. Kwangsok village in the Nonsan region, in the
central part of what is now South Korea, saw a sudden influx of Japanese settlers
at the beginning of the twentieth century. Villagers resisted these settlers’ inroads,
sometimes violently. Despite the colonial tensions, Kwangsok society had many
commonalities with Shida in Miyagi, rather than with Beipu in Xinzhu.

The Nonsan region was a prominent agricultural producer, known for its
massive fertile plain, created by the Nonsan River and the larger Kim River.!
The Nonsan Plain was part of the Sannam (the southern three) provinces,
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which reportedly produced 70% of all rice consumed in premodern Korea.?
The plain yielded nearly forty-five thousand tons of rice annually during the
1930s.? The Kiim River, which runs to the Yellow Sea, had long been an artery
for goods and people. From the seventeenth century until the 1910s, when
new railroad systems replaced water transportation, the commercial hub of the
Nonsan region was a river port town, Kanggyong, the last port large ships trav-
eling the Kiim River could reach.* From there, goods were redistributed further
inland on small boats. Because Kanggyong was also located on the inland route
between Seoul and Cholla, it became a hub of regional circulation. Rice, grain,
cotton cloth, tobacco, fish, and a variety of other products were traded there,
and rice and grain from the region were sold as far away as Seoul and Cheju
Island.”

After the Choson government was forced to open its ports to foreign powers
in the 1870s and 1880s, the commercial opportunities in Kanggyong attracted
dozens of Japanese settlers. Once the Sino-Japanese War in 1895 gave Japan privi-
leged status in Korea, more Japanese merchants came and formed a settler com-
munity protected by Japanese troops. The mixed residence of Korean locals and
Japanese settlers became common in provincial port cities, but the settlers built
their schools and shrines and ran commercial unions separate from the Korean
community. These merchants often ignored the agreements between the Korean
and Japanese governments, illegally acquiring real estate, expanding their busi-
nesses, and virtually creating a foreign concession in Kanggyong. When Japan
formally annexed Korea in 1910, the number of Japanese residents in the town
already exceeded one thousand, and it continued to increase until the 1940s.”

In contrast to the urban settlement in Kanggyong, which generally resembled
the foreign settlements in Chinese port cities, the Japanese inhabiting the Non-
san Plain viewed their migration more as pioneering open land.® They held
this view despite the fact that the southern provinces of the Korean peninsula
were densely populated, making Nonsan by no means open territory.’ The first
Japanese settler in Nonsan, Miyake Suejird, a native of Okayama, moved to Non-
san village from Kanggyong in 1899. He sold Japanese farming instruments to
Korean farmers. Other immigrants followed, and around 1910 the number of
Japanese households surpassed one hundred.'” Nonsan was attractive because
the introduction of railroads gave it easy access to major cities; the travel time
by rail was less than twenty-five minutes to Kanggyong and two hours to Taejon
and Kunsan."

The early settlers emphasized the violence and danger they faced on a daily
basis in a chronicle they wrote in 1914. The pioneer Miyake had to “avoid fiend-
ish insurgents” to conduct his business.'* Nonsan was the frequent target of ban-
dits who torched houses and stole valuables. The Righteous Army (composed of
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anti-foreign local volunteer troops) attacked the Japanese residents in Nonsan
in 1907." The chronicle argued that security was a serious problem for Korean
as well as Japanese residents. In 1906, although there were only eleven Japanese
households, they requested that the provincial government establish a police
post. Episodes in the chronicle, however, reveal the enormous distrust between
Korean and Japanese residents rather than the actual threats posed by outlaws. In
one episode, Korean vendors panicked at the alarm bells rung by the Japanese to
warn of approaching bandits, believing that the Japanese were going to enslave
them as laborers." By not engaging closely with the preexisting Korean commu-
nity and by stressing lawlessness of some natives, the Japanese settlers maintained
a perception of Nonsan as a new frontier to conquer.

This image of an uncivilized land that framed the Japanese settlers’ narra-
tive was not the self-image long held by local notables in South Ch’ungchong.
The area along the Kiim River was once the political and strategic center of
Paekche, one of the ancient Three Kingdoms (52-668). Chinese culture, reli-
gion, and technology were transmitted from this region to Japan.'® Yonsan in
the Nonsan region was considered a candidate for the capital of the Choson
dynasty. The region was famous for its tradition of neo-Confucian scholarship
(the Kiho school), and a many yangban (landlord literati) families lived in the
Ch’ungch’ong provinces—nearly 41% of the entire yangban class in the penin-
sula.'® Even Kwangsok village had twenty-nine yangban families in 1909."7 At
the turn of the twentieth century, these scholarly families viewed themselves
as a bastion against modernization programs promoted by new generations in
Seoul.”® They often looked down on Japanese settlers—many of whom came
from lower social strata—as uneducated, materialistic barbarians."

How did the environment of villages in Nonsan compare with that of vil-
lages in Taiwan and Japan? Kwangsok, a typical farm village on the northern
edge of Nonsan county, was starkly different from Beipu, Taiwan with regard to
the nature of the local community before colonization. Beipu was a frontier for
Hakka immigrants where youthful leadership and physical courage were highly
valued. The presence of conflicts between the Hakka and the aboriginal peoples
afforded Japanese colonizers an opportunity to mediate between them, while
Hakka residents took advantage of the colonial partnership to expand their dom-
inance and business. By contrast, rural areas in Korea had solid class and gen-
erational hierarchies with landlord-literati families standing between the central
state and peasant communities.”” The Japanese settlement in Kwangsok, which
was four times larger than that in Beipu, caused a sudden disruption of the long-
established social dynamic.”!

Japanese schools and schoolteachers in Korean villages did not take root as
quickly as those in Beipu, and the Japanese teachers had very limited interactions
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with their Korean neighbors even in the 1920s. In Korea, the education system
had long been monopolized by the yangban literati class. Distinguished scholars
of the Nonsan region studied at the Nogang Academy and ran their own small
private schools (sodang) in their local towns.”> Their emphasis on the Chinese
classics remained strong. At the same time, Nonsan also saw a quiet movement
for modern education among some literati, especially after the Japanese vic-
tory in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905. For example, the largest land-
holder (about 350 hectares) in Kwangsok, prominent yangban Yun Chi-byong,
established a new private school, the Usin School, in 1911.% The Usin School
provided six years of education to relatively well-off residents, both male and
female, including training in the Japanese language and agricultural skills. Yun
Chi-byong’s son, Yun Hiii-jung, continued to develop its curriculum. But unlike
the school in Beipu in Xinzhu, which was quickly turned into a public elementary
school, the Usin School remained a private institution until 1929.%

Japanese police, not Japanese elementary schools, maintained a powerful
presence in Korean villages, especially during the uprisings of the Righteous
Army before the 1910 annexation and then during the March First Independence
Movement in 1919. In Kwangsok, two hundred people gathered to demonstrate
in Ch’ondong hamlet on April 4, 1919. The Japanese police cracked down on
them, shooting and killing one of the villagers.” The police presence remained
strong through the 1920s. In the late 1920s, a contemporary scholar, Edmund
de Schweinitz Brunner, wrote in a report on rural conditions in Korea: “Japan’s
greatest social influence on the local community is exerted through the police.”
Brunner observed that the police took charge of a wide range of regulations,
from burial permits to passport applications.?® Although the police had similar
functions in Taiwan, at least the Hakka residents in Xinzhu perceived them as
playing a mediating role between them and aboriginal groups, whereas in Korea
the police reinforced the clear gulf between the colonial authorities and local
residents.

The social environment of Kwangsdk, including the role of young people, had
more in common with that of Shida village in Miyagi than with Beipu. Both
Kwangsok and Shida were predominantly rice-growing farm villages, adjacent
to the county centers, Nonsan and Furukawa, respectively. Kwangsok’s access
to provincial cities (Kanggyong, Taejon, and Kongju) was similar to Shida’s
access to Sendai. Both villages had patriarchal family institutions, the yangban
in Kwangsok and landlord families in Shida, which had maintained local labor
relationships and provided certain services to the community.”’ Korean and
Japanese hamlets also enjoyed horizontal ties that allowed peasants to preserve
space somewhat autonomously from the ruling family. Indeed, the Korean social
associations, kye, closely resembled the community agreements (keiyakuko) in



186 PART 2: THE SO-CALLED OUTER TERRITORIES

Miyagi. In addition to the kye, each hamlet (maiil) formed a labor-sharing group
or ture. The ture had a function similar to Japan’s pre-Meiji youth associations, or
Okinawa’s yui or nisézuri, as they were often loosely age-based associations whose
activities were not limited to agricultural labor but included entertaining, danc-
ing, drinking, and other kinds of peer bonding.?® Although extent records on
the role of ture are limited, scholars suspect that ture groups in multiple hamlets
cooperated with one another, even coordinating peasant and political uprisings
in the nineteenth century, in a similar way to political activism of the Japanese
hamlet youth groups in the very early Meiji period.”

Early Attempts at Rural Modernization:
Shinkokai

It is based on these traditional forms of village organization that early attempts at
rural modernization took place. Major initiatives came from colonial provincial
governors. Transferring the Meiji experience of reorganizing hamlet communi-
ties, Ohara Shinzo, a Japanese bureaucrat and governor of South Ch’'ungch’ong,
advocated for the establishment of the shinkokai (Korean: chinhiinghoe, or revi-
talization groups) in 1916—around the same time that the Xinzhu governor
Mimura Sanpei attempted to build youth groups in Taiwan.*® Ohara transformed
the kye into groups to promote the reform of old customs, modernization of
agricultural production, self-cultivation, public hygiene, and so on.”’ Through
the kye, he tried to spread the agrarian ideology of Ninomiya Sontoku in the
Korean countryside. At the same time, he valued the traditional form of authori-
ties. Ohara visited yangban families, proffering government policies in the form
of a written prayer at Confucian shrines to gain support from powerful local
elites. His attempt at rural reform soon slowed, but in 1920 another governor,
Tokizane Akiho, again advocated for the establishment of hamlet shinkokai. By
1923, the provincial government was boasting about the rapid development of
shinkokai, reporting that the number of such groups had increased from 761
(67,482 members) to 1,415 (104,345 members) between 1917 and 1922.3

The foremost agenda of shinkokai groups was to introduce the modern and
rational lifestyle envisioned by Japanese social activists. Under the auspices
of provincial, county, and village officials, these groups produced a long and

 «

detailed list of rules for daily life, such as “Do not forget to clean the toilets,” “Save
some money every month and one-third of supplementary incomes,” “Return
borrowed things as quickly as possible,” “Shoo sparrows away when you walk
along rice paddies,” and the like.”® The list resembles those of kyoka groups in

the villages of Xinzhu, Taiwan during the 1920s and 1930s. The imperial effort
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to transform rural subjects through grassroots kyoka groups—the Hotokukai
in the Japanese countryside, the Jinshinkai in Xinzhu, or the shinkokai in South
Ch’'ungch’ong—took place almost simultaneously across the territory. Unlike
their counterparts, however, the shinkokai at this stage did not place a strong
emphasis on youth. Instead, the colonial governors seem to have relied on senior
leaders who maintained patriarchal power over entire communities.

Youth Groups in Nonsan in the 1920s

Attention to rural youth as a new social category thus did not accompany rural
modernization attempts of the 1910s and 1920s, and the concept remained lim-
ited to urban intellectual thinking. As discussed in chapter 4, anticolonial nation-
alist and socialist activism beginning in the 1920s produced a symbolic image
of Korean rural youth. These activist leaders viewed the spread of local youth
groups in county capitals as a means of expanding their influence and a step
toward integrating the rural masses. The intensifying youth politics of the 1920s,
however, rarely reached remote rural hamlets, let alone mobilized peasant youth.

In fact, rural youth mobilization was not among the main goals of youth
groups in provincial towns. These groups did not manifest brand-new forces,
as anticolonial leaders in Seoul or the Tonga ilbo and Choson ilbo publications
assumed. Certainly, the experience of the March First Movement triggered the
formation of these groups, and their missions were cast in the language of new
political ideologies—self-strengthening, Korean nationalism, class struggle,
and hyoksin (progressive reform). Urban centers of the Nonsan region partici-
pated in this peninsula-wide trend, with the formation of the Kanggyong Youth
Group, the Nonsan Youth Club, the Taejon Youth Club, and many others. How-
ever, a closer look shows that these groups reflected a strong continuity with,
not a break from, local leadership of earlier years. They were organized by local
leaders already in their fifties and even sixties. Before 1919, the established local
notables, colonial bureaucrats, schoolteachers, and county officials had already
begun forming “youth associations.” Many post-1919 youth groups were sim-
ply renewed from these previous groups.** A good example of this was the first
such group in South Ch’'ungch’6ng, Nonsan Youth Group, created in 1917. Its
leader, Ch’oe Tal-sun, was a land survey technician working for the GGK. Ch’oe
continued to preside over the Nonsan Youth Club when it was “reestablished” in
1920.% Its goals echoed the familiar phrases of the Japanese seinendan, such as
“self-cultivation (suyang) of the spirit,” rather than promoting social change or
Korean nationalism.*® The historian Ji Soo-gol (Chi Su-gol) calls these groups
“advisory institutions for county governance””” because the members tended



188 PART 2: THE SO-CALLED OUTER TERRITORIES

to be employed in local offices, including village advisory councils and credit
unions. Most likely the youth groups functioned as networking clubs for these
local elites, rather than as stepping-stones to the remote countryside.

The ambivalent political color of the post-1919 youth groups displayed the
unclear boundary between colonial and anticolonial movements in provincial
towns, as in 1920s Taiwan. They did integrate newer forces, such as students and
leftist activists. The close association of older leaders with the colonial admin-
istration did not necessarily hinder them from supporting the cultural move-
ment advocated by Tonga ilbo and nationalist leaders either. They emphasized
the importance of modern knowledge, self-cultivation, and physical health. They
invited students from Seoul to deliver public speeches and organized amateur
plays to spread enlightenment ideas in opposition to “feudal” customs. In fact,
they did not have to choose between a pro-GGK or pro-nationalist position as
long as they adhered to the enlightenment and modernization goals advocated
by both sides. Potentially, night school courses might have embodied political
leanings, but the youth groups in Nonsan did not provide many night classes.”
Local youth groups often showed their active support for nationalists’ efforts to
establish a private university and promote domestic production.® But these goals
reflected an urban, upper-class vision of national sovereignty and soon foun-
dered without gaining much support from the wider population.

At the same time, being inclusive of all ages, ideologies, and social positions
led to mounting frustrations among youth group members in negotiating their
goals, and battles over leadership quickly became severe. Corresponding to the
discursive rise of youth, age became a major point of confrontation in leadership
battles within and among youth groups. The hy6ksin movement in 1925 sparked
generational conflicts in Nonsan. Younger members viewed the generation in
power as an obstacle to a new Korea. In their eyes, the older members lacked the
will to change the old social order. The young members in Nonsan youth groups
thus advocated new age limits of sixteen to thirty, but they could not expel the
older members. In most cases, older generations remained in power, forcing the
younger forces to break away from the group. By 1927, Nonsan had eight conser-
vative youth groups, two proletariat youth groups, two labor youth groups, and
two “equality” (hyongp’yong) youth groups.** This newly formed collection of
youth groups competed against one another, sometimes resulting in violence.*
The leftist youth groups in regional towns rose and fell until they were crushed
by police forces by the end of the 1920s.

While generational conflicts, cloaked in ideological rhetoric, divided local
leaders in county capitals, in Kwangsok village the only recognizable event that
indicated the influence of the rise of youth was Yun Hii-jung’s activity. In 1923,
Yun, the son of the largest landlord in the village, converted his house to a night
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school classroom to teach Japanese, Korean, math, and the Chinese classics. More
than eighty children and working youth gathered to study. Not much is known
about Yun’s intentions, but like Katd Einojo’s youth group in Miyagi, Yun’s ini-
tiative reveals his sensitivity to the larger changes in urban politics. His focus
on nonprivileged children and youth was certainly revolutionary in the village
context. His brother-in-law, Cho Tong-sun, served as the main teacher.*> A local
historian argues that both sympathized with leftist thought to the extent that
Cho himself and Yun’s family members later migrated to North Korea during the
Korean War.® Perhaps they hoped to practice leftist ideals through engaging the
poor. Perhaps it was their way of asserting their youthful leadership, as Yun and
Cho were both in their twenties. In any case, Yun and Cho still operated within
the confines of the social system of Kwangsok village instead of breaking it. There
is no sign that they advocated for inspiring and mobilizing average village youth
to resist colonial rule. In the end, the discursive emphasis on rural youth among
intellectuals in Seoul had little impact on how youth groups in provincial towns
operated or on the consciousness of average village youth in the countryside.

Rural Centrism in the Assimilationist
Policies of the 1920s

While the rural sphere grew in ideological value in the imaginations of nation-
alist and socialist activism (although not accompanied by effective programs),
the GGK also began conceiving of it as central to its assimilationist goals. Else-
where, I have discussed how colonial officials in Korea came to adopt the “ruralist
paradigm” by the late 1920s, viewing Korean society as consisting mainly of rural
peasants and understanding Korean social problems as primarily rural problems.
With a ruralist mindset, they placed Japan and Korea on the same continuum
of predominantly agrarian societies, and yet they simultaneously characterized
Korea as more rural and thus more important in the ideals of Japanese agrarian
nationalism, and as more primitive and backward as represented by the negative
image of uneducated and impoverished peasants.*

As the GGK pursued assimilationist goals under the cultural rule of the early
1920s, the distinction between urban and rural became salient in the eyes of
colonial officials. In their understanding, the nature of Japanese—Korean interac-
tions differed significantly between the two spheres. Japanese settlers in urban
areas, whom the historian Jun Uchida calls the “brokers of empire,” posed a
great obstacle to the assimilationist effort. Many of them opposed the assimi-
lation programs advocated by the colonial government since the 1910s. Their
attitudes often intensified public hatred for the Japanese.* Although the shock
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of the March First Movement led some settler organizations to promote ethnic
harmony, everyday encounters between Japanese and Koreans in the cities were
characterized by ethnic tensions.*

The GGK perceived the situation in the countryside differently. Although ear-
lier settlers had adopted an attitude of conquerors, Japanese people who settled
as tenant farmers had been cooperating closely with Korean farmers. Colonial
officials applauded these Japanese for building friendships with the locals. One
settler in Kwangsok village, Aoki Kihachi, received a page of praise in the gov-
ernment journal Chosen (Korea) for his assimilation into the community. He
settled in Kwangsok in 1911 and became a tenant on the sixteen thousand square
kilometers owned by the Kunitake Farm Company. The journal stated, “Mr. Aoki
learned Korean as soon as he arrived in Korea, associates with Korean people
with politeness, and does not engage in discrimination. . . . He always does man-
ual labor together with Koreans, does his best to attend their gatherings, never
opposes community activities, invites hamlet residents for drinks and cakes on
New Year’s Day, and never changes his attitude.”*’

The ongoing local-based shinkokai movement also strengthened the GGK’s
confidence in its ability to work with Korean rural communities. After the move-
ment became a national one, the GGK provided funding for establishing county-
and provincial-level networks and gave awards to model hamlets. Kwangsok vil-
lage had one of the most famous groups in Korea, the Kalsan Shinkokai. It was
recognized fourteen times for its activities between 1918 and 1930, featured in
journal and newspaper articles, and even made the subject of a documentary
film. Kalsan hamlet differed from the rest of Kwangsok in that Japanese com-
panies owned most of its land. The large presence of Japanese companies trans-
formed the community and gave rise to a new category of local leaders, Korean
middlemen (mariim). Kalsan’s middlemen, Pang Chong-ku and O Yi-son, estab-
lished a community reform group in 1915, which was renamed a shinkokai when
Governor Ohara issued his decree in 1916. They created a new kye to regulate
customs and finances for funerals, established a private school for children,
banned alcohol, and offered free guidance on new agricultural methods. Kalsan
was highly regarded because neither Pang nor O exploited the tenants, a behavior
widespread among the majority of middlemen in similar positions. Reportedly,
they even redistributed land among small tenants at their own loss.*

Kalsan exemplified a new form of Korean-led, GGK-sanctioned, locally driven
modernization of a hamlet community. Instead of developing out of a traditional
landlord-centered social system, Kalsan’s community structure was built anew.
But other cases in which traditional landlords led the shinkokai also appear to
have displayed an eagerness to take up the government’s approach rather than
an anticolonial line of modernization. These local notables stayed clear of the
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nationalist and socialist movements that were prevalent in urban areas, while
absorbing both the resources of colonial authorities and the inspiration for mod-
ernization derived from all corners in the 1920s.

Observing the shinkokai movement while maintaining an idealized image of
Japanese tenant settlers, the GGK conceived of the rural sphere as the frontier of
its assimilationist rule. Rural youth training was envisioned in this context, as a
means of strengthening colonial rule through programs in rural areas. Youth,
thus far considered as playing a lesser role in the patriarchal rural communities,
became an important target in the new drive for rural mobilization. While crack-
ing down on the leftist and Tonga ilbo-led youth groups in provincial towns,
colonial officials sought to establish the concept of model rural youth as pillars
of the empire through educational programs offered to village leaders in more
remote areas.*’

One critical problem hampered the promotion of seinendan-style gatherings
in Korea, however. The spread of elementary schools, which had been a prereq-
uisite for youth training in Japan and Taiwan, was very slow in Korea. Because
colonial officials did not readily approve the establishment of public elementary
schools, and also because the precolonial tradition linked education to upper-
class male culture, access to elementary education remained extremely limited in
the countryside. Colonial officials even turned their attention to private schools
run by local literati, or sddang, as an alternative basis for developing village youth
groups. In their report on youth group guidance, South Cholla officials argued,
“The sodang is already the place of learning for youth in hamlets and villages
between farming seasons . . . Although the students of sodang do not identify
themselves as youth groups yet, we think that, in the future, they might offer
the most appropriate conditions should we want to form successful [youth]
groups.”*

In Kwangsok village, the colonial attempt to bolster kyoka programs and
establish a basis for rural youth training in the late 1920s bestowed a new sta-
tus on the landlord Yun Hti-jung. His Usin School suddenly came to be rec-
ognized as a facilitator of rural assimilation. The school obtained the status of
a public elementary school in 1929, and it served as a home for youth training
institutions that developed over the course of the 1930s. With increasing govern-
ment support, the ambivalent political character of Yun Hiii-jung became even
more iridescent. Yun also established a shinkokai, but he combined it with the
hyoksin movement, promoting both socialist and government goals at the same
time. Arguing that “the first and critical task of our society is to reform wom-
en’s society,” he established a shinkokai specifically for female villagers.” Yun’s
brother-in-law, Cho Tong-sun, was recognized as a “model shinkokai leader” by
colonial officials in 1929, despite Cho’s leftist orientation. Their acceptance of



192 PART 2: THE SO-CALLED OUTER TERRITORIES

government support shows another example of synchronization between state
policies and individual interests, however paradoxical and ironic this alignment
might appear. They established a typical relationship of “two dreams in one bed,”
if expressed in a common Asian phrase. But instead of weakening their position,
such a relationship aided the colonial authorities in consolidating their presence
in rural societies.

The Rural Revitalization Campaign

In early 1930s Korea, the double urgency of the economic depression and war
was felt much more strongly than in Taiwan. Korean villages became increas-
ingly impoverished each day, and the GGK demanded greater cooperation
from Korean rural labor forces.® In 1932, Governor-General Ugaki Kazushige
launched the Korean version of the Rural Revitalization Campaign. Like the pre-
vious and simultaneous rural campaigns in Japan, it emphasized the ideological
transformation of rural populations into people who would work hard, spend
less, and worship the emperor. Kyoka and social education programs were at the
heart of such ideological indoctrination, and to strengthen these programs the
GGK established an organization called Kyoka Dantai Rengokai (the Federation
of Moral Suasion Groups) in 1935.%

For the GGK, the Revitalization Campaign was not merely an extension of
the Japanese campaigns. Rather, it was a chance to place Korea at a position of
utmost importance in the empire and advertise its effective administration. In an
article in their journal, Chosen, officials situated the campaign amid the increas-
ing international tensions:

The full development of Korea, which is filled with potential, will be a
great contribution toward the goals of securing the empire’s glorious
position and continuing to expand it in the face of the difficult inter-
national situation. If the empire’s authority stays firm and rock-steady,
the peace of East Asia will be maintained, and the uncertainties of the
world will be naturally lessened. Pursuing this grave international mis-
sion of the empire requires the energetic industry of Korea and the souls
of twenty million well-trained masses. Indeed, it must be the case that
“light comes from Korea.” This is the international basis of the Rural
Revitalization Campaign.>

Defined in this grand language, the campaign did indeed mobilize the population
on an unprecedented scale. The hamlet shinkokai promoted reform programs
and the micromanagement of household economies. By 1934, 7,861 hamlets had
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established shinkokai, which then organized women’s groups and (male) youth
groups (shinko seinendan). As in Japan, the campaign in Korea assumed that
Japanese nationalism coupled with Ninomiya Sontoku agrarianism would make
people more productive and self-reliant. Ninomiya’s hardworkism appeared
everywhere in articles in Jiriki kosei iho (Self-revitalization news, 1933-1941), an
official newsletter of the campaign published by the GGK. In addition to farm-
ing methods and techniques, a belief in efficient use of resources, time, and labor
constituted the core of the message.*® By the mid-1930s, Governor-General Ugaki
had definitively announced that the countryside, not the cities, was the champion
of assimilation efforts. He complained that cities “tend to lag far behind farm and
fishing villages in promoting national spirit and self-reliance.”* These repeated
remarks by top officials sought to foster a new awareness of rural leaders and to
shake the supremacy of urban intellectuals and culture.

Atthe same time, the Rural Revitalization Campaign forced the GGK to squarely
face rural conditions. The economic system that enforced the impoverishment
and exploitation of Korean farmers was deeply rooted.”” Since the beginning of
the 1920s—reflecting the policy of exporting Korean rice to the metropole in the
wake of the 1918 rice riots in Japan—the GGK had conducted various research on
the practices of tenancy around the peninsula, and its reports had already uncov-
ered the slave-like conditions of tenant farmers. South Ch’ungch’6ng province
published a report on tenant practices in 1930, confirming once again the prob-
lems that had been well documented since the 1910s, such as the dominance of
landlords and the exploitation of tenants by Korean middlemen to the extent that
they were called “government-generals of the countryside” and “evil demons.”™®
When the depression struck and the price of rice fell in 1931 to only 39% of what
it had been in 1925, rural economies completely collapsed. Although middle-class
peasants had already conducted protests in the mid-1920s to demand tenancy
rights, tenant disputes became smaller in scale, more focused on tenants’ basic
survival, more frequent, and more widespread in the 1930s.% Tonga ilbo described
the rural devastation as “a starving hell.”® No rural campaign during this period
could have avoided taking measures to alter tenant exploitation. The GGK set up
official arbiters in provinces and enacted a tenancy law in 1933, before a similar
law was introduced in Japan, in the hope of spreading long-term, stable tenancy.*'

A Generational Shift in Rural Villages

The measures, goals, and processes of the Rural Revitalization Campaign resem-
bled much of Japan’s nationalization effort right after the Russo-Japanese War.
In Korea, too, the creation of young pillars became a means and a goal in the
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campaign. As of 1932, however, the GGK believed that many Korean youth
groups were still too left-leaning to implement its plan for the comprehensive
mobilization of Korean youth.® In the same year, the GGK notified the provin-
cial governors of “the basic principle” of youth group guidance: “The fundamen-
tal mission of youth groups is to improve personal character and increase physi-
cal strength through the forces of mutual shayo of youth.”® As is apparent from
experiences in Japan, the use of the term shiiyo by state officials was a code for
depoliticization and developing discipline through seinendan-like associations.

To achieve this goal, the government established two programs for young men
in the countryside during the late 1920s and 1930s: the guidance for elemen-
tary school graduates (sotsugyosei shido) and the revitalization of youth groups
(shinko seinendan) under shinkokai supervision. In 1935 alone, the guidance
program worked with 12,736 model graduates, and by 1938, 156,761 Korean
youth had become members of 3,056 shinkd seinendan.®* If the reported num-
bers of participants reflected reality, these programs easily surpassed the reach
of nationalist and socialist youth groups that had grown “like bamboo sprouts”
in the early 1920s. This was perhaps because the target population was not the
most privileged (often urban) youth but elementary school graduates. Although
still limited in scope to young men who could afford elementary education,
these groups under the Rural Revitalization Campaign began influencing vil-
lage dynamics and the consciousness of young participants, eventually allowing
a social mobility complex to emerge.

The story of Kim Yong-han, a villager born in Kwangsok’s Ch’dndong hamlet,
illustrates the experience of a young man living in the new dynamic. Although
he was not wealthy enough to pursue education beyond elementary school, Kim
Yong-han came from a relatively prominent family. His great-grandfather had
been a lower-rank bureaucrat (muban) who took the position of village head in
1900, and his grandfather was a sodang teacher.®® Although most of their land
was lost during the grandfather’s generation, Kim Yong-han’s father attended
the Usin School. Its modern-style education usually positioned its graduates for
promising careers, such as schoolteachers and village officials. But because his
brother-in-law was an imprisoned independence activist, Kim Yong-han’s father
was blocked from obtaining an official job and instead worked at exchange mar-
kets in port towns. Born in 1920, Kim Yong-han faced the combined pressure
of financial difficulty and a proud family lineage. In 1928, he entered the Usin
School, as his father had done before him. When it became a public elementary
school the following year, he passed the exam to become a second-grader. Since
the Kwangsok Elementary School had only a four-year program, he entered the
fifth grade of the Nonsan Elementary School in 1932 and walked three miles
every day to attend until he graduated two years later.*
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Kim received his first official title when he finished the four-year program as
one of the two model graduates of the elementary school. The guidance of gradu-
ates began in ten schools (serving 102 graduates) in Kyonggi province in 1927 as
a pilot program.”” After the pilot’s success, the program expanded to forty-one
schools and nine hundred graduates, and the other provinces adopted the same
program between 1930 and 1932. Kim Yong-han belonged to the first genera-
tion of model graduates in South Ch'ungch’dng province.

As a model graduate, Kim became a walking advertisement for the Revitaliza-
tion Campaign. He had to attend ceremonies as a new pillar of the village. “It
was quite troublesome because every time the school had an event, they called
up model graduates,” he recalled; “no matter how busy you were, you could not
refuse to go.” But he also remembered that “there were many benefits” of his sta-
tus. One of them was easy access to fertilizer and livestock.®” The model graduate
program encouraged new agricultural methods, characterized by the heavy use
of fertilizer.”” With these techniques and knowledge, the model graduates were
supposed to challenge the advantages of wealthier farmers, including the Japa-
nese, and raise the morale of average Korean farmers.”!

The guidance given to these graduates was the first step toward creating pillars
of youth in the Rural Revitalization Campaign, and colonial bureaucrat Masuda
Shusaku called it an outstanding program unique to Korea.”? This guidance, of
course, emphasized self-cultivation in addition to productivity and scientific
farming. Yahiro Ikuo, a leading bureaucrat in Korean rural social work, sum-
marized its intended purpose as “to foster good farmers, good villagers, useful
people, and people who contribute to the village.” The greatest importance was
placed on the spirit of hard work. “Never spare a moment but work” was the core
principle.” In the ideal scenario, the young graduates would transmit their high
morale to their families and communities. Yahiro argued that these graduates
had already had a great impact:

[Among the model graduates’ families] there are many who fell into
financial difficulties because the fathers did not work diligently and
wasted money. Once a model graduate made a serious effort to restore
the family business and showed good results, his father began to work
together with him. So did his mother and younger siblings, leading the
entire family participate in hard work. In another family, even a blind
brother was led to operate a rope-weaving machine and make straw
storage bags with his wife. . . . In many places, graduates teach writing
and math to uneducated children in the neighborhood at night classes.
Others teach how to make compost. This is a spark of the youth’s resolu-
tion to do something [for their communities].”
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The graduates were considered the most authentic grassroots agents in the eyes
of these officials.

The program marked a new phase of village politics in which model rural
youth gained the opportunity to challenge one particularly stubborn sort of
social hierarchy: that based on age. Japanese bureaucrats repeatedly noted that
the rigid age and class hierarchies remained unchanged in the villages. “It is truly
not an easy thing for young people around twenty years old to stand above older
leaders and lead the hamlet,” Masuda argued as late as 1936.”> A government
report claimed that because Korean society “despise[d] young people,” youth
organizations had been hampered in their development.” The graduate guid-
ance program was therefore designed to create new horizontal ties by “recruiting
those who share a same age-cohort feeling.””” Kim Yong-han explained that, as
a model graduate, he did receive unusual respect from villagers. Although he
admitted that the “model graduates did not have the power to guide others” as
the Japanese bureaucrats claimed, the experience planted in him a new identity
as a leader of a new generation.” The program also subtly impacted the class
hierarchy. Most model graduates came from relatively well-off farming families,
but not from the yangban class.” The schooling rate for Korean male children
in the countryside in South Ch’ungch’6ng remained as low as 30% in the early
1930s, and 80% of the villagers were unable to read either Korean or Japanese.®
School graduates in rural villages were thus not average farmers, but members
of a newly emerging “middling class”—those who could attend an elementary
program but who were not wealthy enough to pursue higher education in the
city and a position in the colonial bureaucracy.®!

Being more privileged than average farmers, however, these model graduates
tended to aspire to a nonfarming, more academically oriented career than the
GGK had anticipated. Kim Yong-han wanted to pursue further education at an
engineering school in Japan. He went to a couple of private schools to prepare
for the exam while working part-time as an agricultural instructor hired by the
village administration. At the local Yungjong School, village youth preparing for
various exams assisted one another without a formal teacher. Kim used mail-
order lectures from the middle school program of Waseda University in Tokyo,
as Xu Chongfa in Taiwan did. He tested his progress by sending his sample exam
answers to the Japanese journal Shikenkai (Exam world), which then mailed his
score to him.*

Regardless of his aspiration to leave the village, Kim’s profile as a local leader
expanded when he joined the shinko seinendan. While preparing for the exam
and working as an agricultural instructor, he was selected to become, at the age
of sixteen, a member of the shinké seinendan. Kim explained that every village
shinkokai chose about twenty of one hundred village youth and formed the
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shinkokai seinendan to promote modernization of living customs and agricul-
tural improvement. A Korean schoolteacher became the leader of the Kwangsok
Shinko Seinendan, and its members experimented with modern agricultural
techniques in the school-owned collective farms.* They were also hired by large
landholders for farm work, by which means they earned collective savings. Like
the model graduates, the shinkd seinendan members were given preference in
the land redistribution sponsored by the GGK and in livestock loan programs.
Despite the similarity of these activities to those of Japanese seinendan during
the 1900s and 1910s, Kim Y6ng-han described the agriculture-centered shinko
seinendan in Korea as quite different from the Japanese seinendan, which had
adopted military training early on. In our interviews, he corrected me repeatedly
when I omitted the word shinko in front of seinendan.®

In Kim’s view, the shinko seinendan occupied a leadership position in village
affairs and offered him a higher status than the model graduate program had
done. Membership in the shinko seinendan was restricted to those who were
widely recognized as accomplished farm youth. They wore new uniforms and
caps, increasing their sense of being an elite group. Kim recalled, “Wearing the
uniform made us feel very different. People whispered, ‘He is a model youth.”
Members regularly provided “hamlet guidance,” explaining current affairs and
war situations to the villagers, most of whom were illiterate. Another responsi-
bility of shinko seinendan members was to teach farming techniques to female
villagers. Women were rarely involved in agricultural production before the Revi-
talization Campaign, and many villagers remembered this change as one of the
most revolutionary aspects of the period.® After two years of working in the
village shinkd seinendan, Kim Ydng-han found a job in Taejon, but because he was
also a former model graduate, he returned to Kwangsok village frequently to help
with youth activities.®

Improving the status of young people without disrupting the local order was a
carefully designed goal. Local officials recognized that, in the process of introducing
new lifestyles and a new work ethic, younger generations might encounter opposi-
tion from older, traditional forces. When they were reorganizing hamlet shinkokai
groups, officials tried to include both generations in leadership positions to miti-
gate the tension. Organizing youth in a separate group was one way to increase the
space for youthful leadership without directly confronting the older generation.”
In Kwangsok, the shinkd seinendan developed without disrupting the status of
the powerful landlords. Kim Yong-han recalled, “There was no opposition to the
seinendan’s activities. Our work—mostly instruction in agriculture—did not pro-
voke any resistance.”® Defining the role of the shinko seinendan strictly within
the agricultural production campaign may have helped to avoid the generational
conflicts that were prevalent in urban youth groups of the 1920s.
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As in the Japanese and Taiwanese villages, the elementary school and school-
teachers were the center of both the rural campaign and youth organizations in
Korea. Colonial officials expected schoolteachers to raise the schooling rate and
influence the entire community. The official Yahiro Ikuo explained the “grave
mission” of teachers: “Teachers go around to the model graduates’ homes in their
leisure time, after finishing work on weekdays and on Saturday afternoons and
Sundays. Even on boiling hot or severely cold days, they show up, get a plow,
and take some compost to work alongside the model youth. In fact, they do not
‘guide’ them but ‘work together””® An official in Kydnggi province, Cho Won-
hwan, argued that rural seinendan should develop based on the trust established
between teachers and students. “Only schools can serve as the source of youth
guidance,” he argued; “youth guidance is about unconditionally influencing
youth through the virtue and feeling of the teachers.” Thus, in the 1930s, the
responsibility of teachers extended far beyond teaching the school curriculum.
In some cases, social education was emphasized more than academic subjects.
In the mid-1930s, when the GGK started to support shortened elementary
courses—which consisted of one teacher offering two years of literacy, math, and
vocational education in remote hamlets—Ilocal officials described the appropri-
ate attitude of teachers: “You have to be ready to be a father, not only a teacher, to
children from underprivileged families” and “Your entire family should be ready
to be teachers to the whole hamlet.”! Teachers were considered the approximate
equivalent of religious missionaries of assimilation during the Rural Revitaliza-
tion Campaign.

The Post-1920 Generation

Horizontal networks already existed among village youth in labor-sharing
associations (ture) before Japanese rule. In a way, the colonial rural programs
attempted artificially to reinstall old ture groups among graduates of the ele-
mentary school under colonial supervision. At the same time, the generation
of Kim Yong-han represented a new type of villagers who grew up in a differ-
ent social environment. Born after the March First Movement of 1919, these
young people had no firsthand memory of youth politics, socialist mobiliza-
tion, or government crackdowns in the towns during the 1920s. For them,
colonial rule was an established fact and Japanese settlers were their neigh-
bors. Their future prospects depended on how well they managed within the
existing system.

For this generation, the Japanese were no longer a monolithic colonial ruler—
or the “Other,” as perceived by anticolonial intellectuals of the 1920s—but a
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group with a variety of characteristics. In Kwangsok, Kim Ydng-han developed
amicable relationships with most of the Japanese residents. He indicated in
our interview that they had shared community life with Korean farmers, such
as by organizing seasonal festivals together. “The rent charged by the Japanese
landlords and the Oriental Development Company was half of what the Korean
landlords charged,” he repeatedly claimed. Overall, “the Japanese lived well with
us,” he recalled.” This perception stands in stark contrast to the confrontations
between Koreans and Japanese in the early 1900s and during and after the March
First Movement. Kim'’s interactions with the Japanese as a pillar of youth and a
local official allowed him to observe the dynamics in the Japanese community:
“They still labeled themselves as the former samurai’ class or ‘new citizens’ [for-
mer outcasts],” he remembered, and “those from Tokyo were arrogant,” often
making fun of those from Okinawa.”” His observations of Japanese residents
were sensitive to class, origin, occupation, and personal traits rather than casting
a categorical image of colonial ruler.

In fact, class became the primary source of frustration for Kim, and ethnicity
became a subordinate category to class. Kim Yong-han was not only a mem-
ber of the post-1920 generation, but also in the new middling class. They were
better off than average farmers but resented the distinction between themselves
and those who could pursue higher education toward a bureaucratic career. Kim
Yong-han’s situation was typical of the sons of formerly wealthy but declin-
ing families. As the first son, he was under pressure to recover the family name
and support the household financially. For many like him, the crackdown on
nationalist and socialist activists—mostly college-educated and from the upper
class—in the 1920s opened space for upward mobility. From his perspective, the
Kwangju Student Movement from 1929 to 1931 seemed to belong to a different
class because most of the activist youth came from the upper strata. Once they
were blacklisted, their family members and relatives were blocked from official
positions in the same way as Kim Yong-han’s father had been.” With the harsh
colonial crackdown and the youth training programs that started in the 1930s,
class hierarchy was shuffled, providing new opportunities to young men of his
background.

Overcoming class differences was a goal of other villagers as well. In the course
of the 1930s, average male villagers competed to join this newly emerging mid-
dling class. Many families sought elementary school education despite the finan-
cial burden involved. The schooling rate expanded especially in the average to
lower strata of farmers. Between 1922 and 1932 in South Chdlla, for example,
the schooling rate of owner-tenants increased from 1.5% to 38.8%, and that of
tenant farmers increased from 1.8% to 22.3%, while that of landholding farm-
ers remained the same (68% for landlords, 45% for owner-cultivators). The
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historian Kim Puja argues that the boost in the national schooling rate in the
1930s—from 30% to 47.4% between 1930 and 1937—came from the “schooling
fever” of average- to lower-class farmers in the countryside; it would continue
until the end of the war.”

The identity of model rural youth, separate from that of activist youth, was
also shaped by the cognitive distance from Seoul. In Kwangsok, only the school
and hamlet heads subscribed to one national (Asahi shinbun) and one local
newspaper (Chiisen nippo), and most villagers did not read them. Kim Yong-han
did not even know that there were other newspapers, like Tonga ilbo and Maeil
sinbo, until he was in the fifth grade and the names appeared in a school play. The
shinko seinendan served as an important source of information, teaching him
such things as the achievements of Korean athletes in the 1936 Olympics, news
that he relayed to other villagers through hamlet guidance. Apart from this, Kim
had to depend on relatives in Seoul to send him newspapers. He particularly liked
reading serialized novels in these papers, but he did not know nationally famous
authors, including Yi Kwang-su.”

The limited exposure to news sources not only isolated these youth from
anticolonial activism; it also posed a challenge to colonial authorities as they
sought to promote a sense of belonging to a wider network of rural youth. South
Ch’ungchdng province published monthly newsletters, Kinnan geppé (Kinnan
Monthly) from 1925 and Chinan shinko geppo (South Ch’'ungch’dong Revital-
ization Monthly) from 1934, to encourage kyoka programs in rural villages.”
But these publications did not create a shared discursive sphere as the seinendan
newsletters did in Japan.

Nonetheless, this generation of the middling class suited the GGK’s policy
of social reorganization and its new emphasis on the pillars of youth. The colo-
nial official Masuda Shiisaku divided central village figures into two groups: the
older, wealthier, well-established leaders and the pillars of youth from ordinary
families. He warned that since family reputation and age hierarchy formed the
heart of local leadership, youth should not try to take the place of older lead-
ers. Nevertheless, his article clearly emphasized how to cultivate pillars of youth.
Indeed, it was an observable fact that the Rural Revitalization Campaign gradu-
ally turned middling-class farm youth into leading figures in village affairs. In the
1928 government list of central figures in the shinkokai, almost all were govern-
ment officials or from the landlord classes; in the 1936 list, only 29% came from
these strata.”® Both the GGK and the youth were engaged in a conscious effort
to shift local leadership from traditional figures to younger, less wealthy farmers.

Through elementary schools, the model graduate program, and the shinko
seinendan, Kim Yong-han’s desire for local reputation and access to education
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grew. Kim represented a new generation and a new class who regarded these
colonial institutions as a major part of social reality, rather than as a threat to
their ethnic autonomy as intellectual activists had done in the 1920s. He even
conceived of the colonial programs as a means to recover his family prestige. In
short, the post-1920 generation of children from middling-class rural families
began to discover a social mobility complex. They harbored a new consciousness
as modern youth and sought to build a career out of government youth pro-
grams. Although they did not seem to share a communication space with other
village youth, their pride as model rural youth grew separately from the youth
discourse that circulated in urban areas.

Kim’s example shows how colonial programs in the 1930s opened a small yet
substantial crack in the rigid social system of rural villages. But at the same time, it
also reveals contradictions inherent in state policies. Most decisively, the low rate
of schooling and literacy in Korea, a result of overall colonial rule, prevented colo-
nial officials from establishing the category of model rural youth among average-
class farmers. The competition for admission to elementary school became fierce
among villagers. In South Ch’'ungchdng, schools could accommodate only sixty
thousand students from among 190,000 school-age children in 1936. The news-
paper Choson chungang ilbo argued that the remaining children were in “an illit-
eracy hell”” In this environment, graduates thought of themselves as a select
group and pursued further education opportunities outside their home villages.
Consequently, the meaning of model rural youth in Korean villages was quite
different from how the term was understood in Miyagi or Xinzhu. In the former,
it connoted the possibility for attaining further academic advancement, whereas
in the latter it signified career development outside the school system, although
both were considered alternative routes to higher education, which was available
to only the upper class.

Kim’s experience also illuminates how young men in remote villages mapped
their worlds. On the one hand, Japan was close. Kim subscribed to a Japanese
journal, studied a curriculum from Waseda University, and planned to go to an
engineering school in Japan. On the other hand, Seoul and the discursive world
of Korean intellectuals felt far away. The two leading Korean-language newspa-
pers of the time, Tonga ilbo and Choson ilbo, were unknown even to Kim, who
was an eager reader. At the same time, his association with the shinkd seinendan
did not seem to generate a sense of belonging to the larger seinendan cohort of
the empire. Even retrospectively, Kim believed that the two had been completely
separate entities.

The complicated combination of geographic connections and isolation is
another sign of the power of local contexts. Kim’s worldview was colored by
his ambition for education and economic advancement, as well as his family
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background and his confidence as a model rural youth. This perspective dif-
fered significantly from what Korean nationalist (and socialist) leaders had imag-
ined earlier or the vision that colonial officials promoted. Again, social contexts
determined the meanings of rural, youth, and government programs, despite the
intense political battles that unfolded in urban areas.



8
OPPORTUNITIES AND LOOPHOLES

At first glance, rural youth mobilization in the Korean peninsula, which started
with the model graduate guidance program and the shinko seinendan, expanded
step by step, leading to the recruitment of volunteer soldiers in 1938 and culmi-
nating with army conscription in 1943. One might interpret this series of steps as
a process of steadily intensifying imperial power over Korean native society. But
as we saw in the Japanese and Taiwanese cases, the expansion of youth programs
did not produce a linear, gradual change in youth’s consciousness. Rather, the
process was full of unpredictable results, hidden conflicts, and sudden water-
sheds. The worldviews of village youth were more multifaceted than can be
captured by a colonizer—colonized divide. Even in seemingly clear instances of
resistance or collaboration, assessing what people really sought requires careful
consideration of their social circumstances.

Identifying the presence of a social mobility complex, once again, helps us
make sense of the messy picture of identities, emotions, and motivations in the
Korean countryside. In the previous chapter, through Kim Ydng-han’s story, we
saw how a social mobility complex began to form in Kwangsok village in the early
1930s. An elementary school diploma already gave graduates a sense of elitism,
and the two subsequent youth programs provided the equivalent of a career lad-
der. Model youth had an authoritative voice when they relayed national news to
illiterate villagers, and they revolutionized the role of women by teaching agri-
cultural methods to females. The emergence of model rural youth also triggered
a shift in the age hierarchy in local leadership.

203



204 PART 2: THE SO-CALLED OUTER TERRITORIES

In the mid-to-late 1930s, with the establishment of youth training institutions
at the provincial and peninsular levels, officials tried to turn model rural youth
into nationalistic pillars of the empire. These youth did adopt, often eagerly, the
prose of Japanese agrarian nationalism. But the emotional and social tensions
underlying their embrace of the image of model rural youth were shaped by
Korea- and village-specific social conditions.

We should also note the stark difference, in the Korean case as in Taiwan,
between the volunteer soldier program and mandatory conscription. Village
youth regarded the volunteer soldier program as the most prestigious achieve-
ment available to them. It guaranteed access to salaried jobs, opened doors to
higher education, and garnered absolute respect from villagers. By contrast,
the universal character of army and labor conscription at the height of the
Asia-Pacific War produced an opposite effect devoid of prestige. As the pro-
paganda calling on rural youth to support total mobilization became louder,
it ironically diminished the social value attached to select model rural youth,
driving away ambitious young men. They instead used their ability to find
loopholes in the system to maintain control over their own destinies. In 1943
and 1944, while Xu Chongfa and Huang Yuanxing in Taiwan were moving
up the ladder of youth training institutions and developing new careers, Kim
Yong-han was maneuvering to escape labor conscription. This evasive action
clearly manifested the collapse of the social mobility complex in the Korean
countryside.

Recently, scholars such as Takashi Fujitani and Brandon Palmer have detailed
the recruitment of Korean soldiers and laborers, which involved the use of liter-
ary and cinematic propaganda along with state programs that forcibly integrated
the Korean population into the wartime empire.! Here we invert the perspective
from the state to the recruits. Our focus remains on the social relationships of
young men living in the countryside under total war.

The Expansion of Rural Youth Training
Programs in the 1930s

Following the launch of the Rural Revitalization Campaign in 1932, establishing
youth training institutions beyond village-level programs in the Korean country-
side became a political imperative even before the outbreak of the Second Sino-
Japanese War. An examination of the institutions suggests that the expansion of
youth training progressed seamlessly over the course of the 1930s. The strong
emphasis on agrarianism offered a smooth ideological transition to militarism
without any apparent rupture.
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Besides the graduate guidance program and the shinko seinendan, the Gov-
ernment-General of Korea (GGK) and provincial governments promoted sev-
eral training institutions that specifically targeted young men in the countryside.
Starting in 1931, the GGK organized the All Korea Local Pillars of Youth Train-
ing Session for seven to ten days every year.? In 1933, Kyonggi province estab-
lished the first agricultural training center in Korea.” In South Ch’'ungch’6ng,
the opening of an institution for female youth preceded one for male youth by
two months. At the Rural Women’s Training Center, founded in April 1934 in
Yusong, thirty women age seventeen to twenty-two who had elementary school
degrees spent nice months learning the basics of agriculture, sericulture, apicul-
ture, stockbreeding, and housekeeping techniques.* Yusong’s facility for young
men, the Rural Youth Training Center, served a larger group, sixty men between
the ages of twenty and thirty, also for nine months.® It adopted the popular camp
training method advocated by the Japanese Shuyodan, dividing the trainees into
twelve households consisting of five family members each and forming two mock
hamlets of six households each. Through this self-rule exercise, the participants
were supposed to learn methods of collective farming, agricultural renovation,
effective financing, and a disciplined farmering life.® Within two years, South
Ch’ingch’6ng had built two more rural youth training centers in S6ch’6n and
Yesan, each training thirty young men at a time.”

The main purposes of the training at these institutions were to spread agro-
nomic knowledge and nurture agrarian patriotism. The Yusong Rural Youth
Training Center stated that it would not become a school but would remain a
“training dojo” to teach the “Way of Imperial Farmers.”® The trainees started
each day at 4:00 a.m. with a prayer for the prosperity of the nation ruled by the
emperor.” These institutions displayed Ugaki Kazushige’s famous slogan shin-
den kaihatsu (“spiritual field cultivation,” a pun on the “virgin field cultivation”
policy of Tokugawa-era Japan), which stressed mastering the Japanese spirit.
According to Ugaki, success in agricultural production depended on self-cultiva-
tion through rituals at Shinto shrines and an embrace of religious faith, as well as
learning the virtues of frugality and hard work."

The emphasis on the spiritual education of village youth through these insti-
tutions developed into wartime mobilization after 1937. In September 1937, 241
participants at the All Korea Pillars of Youth Convention gathered at the Chosen
Shrine to pray for the Japanese army’s success. The convention consisted of a
series of lectures on rural youth’s responsibility in the time of war." Policymakers
advocated establishing more “farmers’ dojo” (némin dojo) because “farmers are
the foundation of the nation and the source of people’s fresh blood.” Referring to
German and Italian policies of dispatching urban youth to work in rural cultiva-
tion, an official of South Kydngsang province, Ono Ken’ichi, equated the strength
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of rural youth with that of the national defense. Ono cited the words of a famous
ideologue of the time, General Ishiwara Kanji, that “the basis of the military rests
in the rural village, and the rural problem centers on the issue of morality,” so as
to emphasize the importance of moral education of agrarian youth."?

The Consolidation of the Social
Mobility Complex

Did these youth training institutions in Korea affect young people’s lives as pow-
erfully as those in Taiwan? At the Xinzhu youth training institute, the trainees
developed an emotional bond, on the basis of which they cultivated firm identi-
ties as “Xinzhu youth” and “little-educated rural youth.” While enrolled there,
Taiwanese youth learned to embrace and voice Japanese nationalism as a faith
and a means of competing effectively with urban youth. Some of these charac-
teristics can be seen in the Korean youth institutions as well. They constituted
a similar ladder of career development—from graduate guidance to the shinko
seinendan, and then to the rural youth training center. After graduating from
these institutions, most men obtained jobs as village office secretaries."”

Unfortunately, there are few accounts of what Korean youth experienced and
how they felt at the training centers of South Ch’ungchéng or anywhere else.'* The
Japanese instructors claimed to have developed emotional ties with the Korean
trainees. The head of the Yusdng training center stated, “It is my principle that, as
an instructor, my attitude toward trainees is based on sincerity and a warm heart
as well as a relationship resembling that between fathers and sons.”*® Their train-
ing periods were significantly longer (nine months) than that in Xinzhu (thirty
days). Theoretically, the Korean trainees could have developed a tight sense of
community with one another and with their instructors.

Even if they did form personal bonds, however, a distinct identity as unedu-
cated rural youth probably did not develop. One main reason was that these
trainees were in fact relatively well-educated. Just as model graduates and shinko
seinendan members came from a pool of relatively well-off families in the village,
the trainees at the rural youth training centers were of a new middling class. Even
in 1938, the seinendan represented the “intellectual class” in many villages.'® The
training centers for rural young women, in particular, were regarded as upper-
class institutions. They required an elementary school diploma, the possession
of which was still rare among Korean women in the countryside.'” “[The Rural
Women’s Training Center] was the fashion center of the village. These women,
with the clicking of their high heels on the way to classes, appeared beautiful to
me as a child,” one witness recalled.'®
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These youth attending various training programs did not criticize urban youth
as morally inferior, but they did envy their urban peers’ educational opportuni-
ties. “For seinendan members, graduates of middle schools and other higher edu-
cation were the object of admiration,” Kim Yong-han remembered, “but it was
unimaginable to go to middle school when graduating from elementary school
was already so difficult.”’® Despite the hurdles, Korean youth could hardly aban-
don the hope of educational advancement, which was the most common path for
wealthy youth. This desire ran counter to the intention of Governor-General Ugaki
and Japanese instructors, who deemphasized careers based on higher education.

Yet the colonial state and ambitious youth continued to share an interest in
creating (or being) model rural youth. Kim Yong-han maintained a strong desire
to pursue further education, and when this option proved to be not feasible,
his career path turned to local administration. At each step, his association with
the graduate guidance program and the shinko seinendan was an asset. Facing
increasing financial pressure after his father’s death in 1939 and needing to sup-
port eleven members of his household, Kim first worked in a silk spinning fac-
tory in Taejon. After a few months, a Japanese official in the county office found
out that Kim was a former model youth and referred him to a Japanese coal retail
company, Mikuni Shokai, where he nearly quadrupled his salary. Kim Yong-han
adopted a Japanese name before the official policy of name changes was imple-
mented. He picked Kanayama as his surname because his relatives in Japan had
been already using it, and the storeowner, Nakashima Tochi, added the given
name Eiichi after the famous Japanese industrialist Shibusawa Eiichi. Kim left
his job at Mikuni Shokai after two years because he wanted to take the entrance
exam for an engineering school in Osaka. In the meantime, the Nonsan county
administrative office hired him and persuaded him to stay there and postpone
going to Japan. “I really wanted to start studying, since I was already twenty-one,”
he said, showing me the school brochures that he had requested from Japan. But
his mother fell ill, and the war against the United States started soon afterward.
Kim Yong-han realized that “there was no way I could go to Japan any more.”*

Becoming a village secretary was a popular option for ambitious young men in
the countryside in the early 1930s. In the course of the decade, elementary school
graduates became competitive against people with higher educational diplomas,
outnumbering those with middle schools or equivalent degrees in village and town
administrative posts. By 1937, 86% of village secretaries were either elementary
school or sédang (private school) graduates.” This seemingly subtle change in the
local employment pattern brought with it an enormous psychological effect on the
newly employed youth. A large number of village officials came from families, like
Kim’s, with financial difficulties but prominent backgrounds. The pressure to recover
their family’s lost status heavily influenced their life decisions and ambitions.”
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These young men were extremely eager to pursue higher positions and further
education. They commonly studied mail-order lectures from Japanese universi-
ties, discussed different types of examinations, and often submitted opinions to
the journal Chosen chiho gyosei (Korean local administration), instead of sharing
essays and poems with village youth as their Japanese counterparts did. Reflect-
ing their desire for upward mobility, annual turnover in these positions was high,
reaching 20% in 1937.%

Career savviness characterized Kim Yong-han’s youthful days. At each turn-
ing point in his life, he contemplated multiple career options. He had also tried to
become a village secretary directly upon completing his schooling but the regula-
tions required him to wait until he reached age twenty. At one point, he considered
becoming a police officer because, although the salary was lower than that of village
office positions, police officers appeared to be influential in local affairs. As it turned
out, the background check and physical examination were too strict for Kim. He
then investigated the elaborate requirements to become a teacher. Unlike in Taiwan,
however, in Korea certificates from youth training institutions did not offer any pref-
erential treatment for those seeking a teaching career. It was nearly impossible for
those without middle school or normal school training to meet the requirement of
passing exams in sixteen subjects within three years.” Kim also looked up career
paths available for middle school students out of curiosity. Becoming a military
officer trainee, for example, was “such an accomplishment” for them.? In the 1940s,
when there were more kyoka training programs for local officials and teachers, Kim
viewed them mainly as a tool for promotion.” This career-oriented attitude among
people of his class and generation turned colonial youth institutions into an attrac-
tive route to success and consolidated the social mobility complex. But their primary
aspiration was still to enter a school in the city or in Japan. Thriving in villages was
neither the only nor the most desirable option for them.

Nonetheless, through their pursuit of educational and career development,
many Korean youth adopted the rhetoric of Japanese agrarian nationalism in their
public and private writings. In the journal Korean Local Administration, young vil-
lage officials emphasized a love for their home villages, showing their determina-
tion, as one young official put it, to “remain in a periphery and devote myself to
agricultural development,” “bring benefits and happiness to the village,” and “be
ready to bury my body here.”” The diary of O Chon-bok, a young man who grudg-
ingly became a farmer in South Cholla after quitting an upper-level elementary
program, shows his embrace of Japanese agrarian teachings. While waiting to be
hired by the village office, he repeatedly reminded himself of the sanctity of hard
work to overcome his everyday misery.”® The popular ideas of love for one’s native
place and a dedication to agriculture thus provided a powerful moral justification
for their life situations. They derived pride from the fact that they had overcome
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adversity by studying hard, echoing the typical story of Meiji Japan’s risshin shusse
(rising in the world).” But many appeared to believe that they deserved better, and
their expressed determination to remain in their village often carried a tone of self-
sacrifice rather than representing their embrace of a dream occupation.

Although they did not share an identity as the little-educated, these youth’s
generational identity seems to have grown significantly over the course of the
1930s. Just as the youth groups in county capitals in the 1920s contained a major
element of generational power politics, one could observe a generational divide
in village administration in the 1930s, with village advisers from the old landlord
class on one side and an increasing number of young village secretaries on the
other. As seen in the dynamic of shinkokai leadership, members of the young
generation struggled to expand their power. Despite their advancement in local
offices, they reacted bitterly to the persistence of a strict age hierarchy in village
society, which had driven many youth into clerical positions instead of toward
implementing innovative farming practices in the first place.” Their official posi-
tions gave them a sanctuary from which they could voice their rebelliousness;
for example, they used Korean Local Administration to assert the superiority of

1”

youth. They advocated, “Set up a youth group of village officials!” and “Hire sec-
retaries directly from model youth of the village,” arguing that the youth could
serve better as liaisons between the administration and villagers.*!

In short, the social mobility complex in Korean villages was not just a career-
producing mechanism through which many young men attained positions in
local offices. It was also filled with intense emotions generated by specific social
relationships in which middling-class village youth participated—the pressure to
restore the family fame, a desire for higher education, self-justification using Japa-
nese agrarian nationalism, hopes for career advancement, and an urge to chal-
lenge the older establishment in village society—based on what we can detect
from scattered sources. The impact of youth programs on their lives was undoubt-
edly significant, but colonial officials had very little control over how their policies
would interact with these social and emotional dynamics of the participants. Vil-
lage societies gave meaning and value to colonial programs, not vice versa.

Militarizing Rural Youth

As was apparent from Kim Yong-han’s clear distinction between the Korean
shinko seinendan and the Japanese seinendan, the former functioned mostly at
the hamlet and village levels. Even rural youth training centers brought young
men only into provincial-level associations. In 1937, to strengthen the horizontal
and vertical networks of village youth and establish a direct and deep tie with the
imperial state, GGK officials established a national association of the seinendan.
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In 1937, the GGK Departments of Education, Agriculture, Police, and Home
repeatedly issued notices to provincial governors to expand seinendan insti-
tutions, urging them to transfer their affiliation from the shinkokai to county
and provincial administrative offices. The outbreak of all-out war with China
added a sense of urgency to these notices: “Since the Northern China Incident
... the gravity of the mission of the seinendan has increased day by day ... The
seinendan is the most powerful organization to respond to national crises and
conduct disciplined activities to fulfill social duties. Particularly in Korea, as we
reflect upon the surrounding situation, this need is felt even more deeply.”*? Such
notices emphasized the shared destiny of Japan and Korea in the war. At the same
time, colonial officials hesitated to recruit all village youth, perhaps out of fear
of spawning anticolonial youth movements. They still reccommended limiting
membership to “those with solid principles among graduates of public elemen-
tary schools” while also seeking to expand elementary schools.™

The gatherings of the new seinendan associations were thoroughly militaristic,
aiming to transform young farmers into national soldiers. The inauguration cere-
mony of the Chosen Seinendan Federation took place on September 24, 1938. More
than four thousand seinendan members in their khaki uniforms marched and sang
the Japanese anthem as well as “Umi yukaba,” a song about preparing to die for one’s
lord also sung by Japanese and Taiwanese youth of the same period. They recited the
“Oath as Subjects of the Imperial Nation” (kokoku shinmin no seishi), prayed at the
Chosen Shrine, and gave three shouts of banzai (long live) to celebrate the solidarity
of 150,000 Korean youth. They also visited the brand-new volunteer soldier train-
ing center and met the first Korean recruits. One member from North Kydngsang
expressed his emotional response to the volunteer soldier trainees: “[ When I heard
their words,] so many emotions overwhelmed my heart, and I could only shed tears.
We could not help but pray for their advancement and cry out from the bottom of
our hearts, ‘Volunteer soldiers! Please represent the youth of the peninsula and pur-
sue the mission of an imperial subject. I also deeply understood the degree of seri-
ousness the authorities are giving to the seinendan movement.”** Of course, essays
in official journals such as Korean Local Administration indicate what the youth were
expected to say and not necessarily their personal feelings, but seinendan mem-
bers clearly perceived that their ultimate goal was to become soldiers and that their
endeavors toward this end should be filled with emotion and enthusiasm.

The names of the rising European fascist nations often appeared to promote
a sense of a global youth network. North Kydngsang provincial seinendan asso-
ciations, for example, announced that they had adopted the German Arbeitsdienst
(labor service) as a “groundbreaking” program to train Korean youth.* The new
German phrase gave a fresh image to the old slogan of hardworkism, even though
volunteer labor programs had already been widely practiced in the shinko seinen-
dan all over the peninsula and in other parts of the Japanese Empire.*® A gathering
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of the Chosen Seinendan Federation in April 1939 reminded a newspaper reporter
of “the flourishing of the Fascist group led by Mussolini, as well as the endeavors of
young national heroes who contributed to our nation’s [Meiji] Restoration.” The
article went on to argue that “our Japanese seinendan is based on the Yamato spirit
and is a unique organization which should be separated from the Italian Blackshirts,
but there is no difference in the purpose of nurturing solid thoughts.”*’

Anticipation of the coming military recruitment began to color the local-level
seinendan as well. Kim Yong-han, who continued to participate in seinendan
activities in Kwangsok village while living in Taejon until about 1940, explained
that the membership had a strict age limit of twenty years “because the officials
assumed that members would join the military afterward.”*® He also emphasized
that the seinendan “cultivated loyalty to the state” to support war mobilization.”
Furthermore, their activities also began to have military elements. At the village
level, they largely focused on agricultural production, but at the county and pro-
vincial levels, the seinendan conducted military drills. Once a year, village seinen-
dan members gathered in the country’s capital, Nonsan, for a week to practice
military drills. At the provincial level, an army officer who usually taught middle
school students offered group training in the cities of Kongju and Kapsa.* These
training camps created opportunities to interact with other seinendan members.
The instructors gave prizes based on performance, fostering a sense of rivalry
between groups or counties. These camps were too short to nurture a collec-
tive identity as “rural youth” or “South Ch’'ungch’6ng youth,” however, unlike the
symbolic identification as “Xinzhu youth” in Taiwan.

Military features were even more central in another major institution pro-
moted by the GGK, youth training centers (seinen kurenjo). This was a paral-
lel institution to the one initiated by Ugaki Kazushige in Japan in 1926, which
coexisted or merged with supplementary vocational schools in rural Japan. These
youth training centers (separate from the rural youth training centers in Korea,
which were established by provincial governments) were introduced to Korea
in 1927 to allow Japanese reservist associations to provide military training pri-
vately to Japanese settler youth.*! In 1929, the GGK started building youth train-
ing centers as attachments to elementary schools. Although these centers focused
on Japanese settler youth, a portion (one-seventh to one-third) of the trainees
were Korean men.*? The total number of youth training centers remained low
(around fifty to sixty) in the first half of the 1930s, but in 1938 the GGK planned
a rapid expansion. The youth training center became “the only institution” to
prepare for war a large number of Korean youth, who did not have conscription
duty.”” The GGK had built more than two thousand such centers by the end of
the war, and from 1940 on, every elementary school was supposed to have one
youth training center attached to it.* Its purpose was also rewritten to target
Korean youth: “The purpose of the youth training center is to provide working



FIGURE 8.1. Kim Yong-han at seinendan training in Kapsa, August 5, 1938.
Photo reproduced courtesy of Kim Yong-han.
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FIGURE 8.2. Kim YOng-han at seinendan training in Kapsa, August 5, 1938.
Photo reproduced courtesy of Kim Yong-han.

youth who did not continue into upper school after elementary school, and who
are engaged in some occupation, with teaching and training when they are not
at work, to enhance their quality as imperial subjects, and share their occupa-
tional skills, as well as to conduct basic military training, and increase the nation’s
defensive ability. On this point, it is the equivalent of the youth school in Japan.”**

The emphasis on localities as the flip side of nationalization, widely seen in Japa-
nese and Taiwanese wartime mobilization, became a trend in 1930s Korea as well. The
compilation of local histories and chronicles by schools and provincial governments
became a widespread phenomenon around this time. Writings on South Ch’ungch’6ng
province often emphasized the tie between the ancient kingdom of Paekche and
Japan. Governor-General Minami Jir6 contended that Paekche’s princes had come
to Japan and become top-rank bureaucrats in the Asuka period (592-710), and that
Japanese generals had served the Paekche kingdom. He described these exchanges as
the foundation of naisen ittai (Japan—Korea Unified Body).* The unique historical
background of South Ch’'ungch’dng, often emphasized in youth training activities in
the province, served to undergird an empire-wide national consciousness.

The nationalization of the seinendan, the expansion of youth training centers, and
the local chronicles all aimed to nurture an identity as Japanese national-imperial sub-
jects. Youth, particularly the model rural youth targeted by these movements, incorpo-
rated the increasingly nationalistic and militaristic tone into their expressions, but they
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still viewed these mobilizing effort within the framework of their own career develop-
ment. As the GGK and the Japanese army increased their dependence on youthful
manpower, young men realized that both their social opportunities and the risks of
submitting themselves to the state were expanding. The volunteer soldier program in
Korea, launched as an experimental pilot in 1938, was thus characterized by various
kinds of expectations, hopes, fears, and tensions among all parties involved.

Volunteer

Jobs at local offices soldier program
: (1938)

S \

South Ch'ungchdng
Province Rural Youth training
Youth Training center (approx. 1938)
Center (1934)

Model Graduate
Guidance Program
(approx. 1932)

Elementary school
upper-level program

Elementary school

FIGURE 8.3. Rural youth training institutional setup in Nonsan in the mid-to-
late 1930s. The shinko seinendan became prevalent between 1932 and 1934,
and it was detached from the shinkokai and became the seinendan in 1937.
Those who went through these series of youth training were a select few in each
village. The seinendan became an all-in organization in 1941 on paper.
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The Elite Volunteer Soldier Program

The Korean Special Volunteer Soldier System was introduced in February 1938,
three years before its analogue in Taiwan. As noted in the introductory chapter
of this book, the first year of recruitment saw nearly 3,000 Korean youths apply-
ing for 400 open slots; the numbers of applicants and slots increased to 303,394
and 6,300, respectively, in 1943.*” Although the applicant—slot ratio did not rise
as high as that in Taiwan, many Korean applicants, either voluntarily or forcibly,
submitted applications signed in blood as well. In August 1944, the volunteer
soldier program was absorbed into the conscription system and the first group
of Korean conscripts entered the Japanese army in December 1944.%

The introduction of military service in Korea arose more from the need
for a boost in kyoka campaigns than from a shortage of military manpower.*
Consideration of the military recruitment of Korean youth began even before
the war itself, but no early plans set the goal as to improve combat capac-
ity.” In fact, the number of slots the Chosengun (the standing army in Korea
and a part of the Japanese army) prepared in the program’s early years was
too small—four hundred in 1938 and six hundred in 1939—to be consid-
ered a serious expansion. Opinions Concerning the Korean Volunteer System,
a thirty-five-page report submitted to the Ministry of the Army in Tokyo by
Chosengun officials in June 1937, also stated that “it is absurd opportunism
to regard the volunteer program as a sheer means to increase manpower.”>!
Instead, the primary goal was the socialization effect of training select Korean
youth in the Japanese army, as both governors-general Ugaki Kazushige and
Minami Jir6 had believed since much earlier in their careers. These young men
were expected to enhance the morale of society and propel forward further
Japanization of the population. Another Chosengun report expressed confi-
dence in the role that the Korean volunteer soldiers would play in their home
villages: “Including Koreans in the army and making them directly experience
and foster the imperial spirit will not only train and develop the volunteers’
own spirit, but will also have a tremendous impact on society after they are
discharged and will help them start to play the role of pillars of Korean youth
back their home.”*? Rather than an analysis based on observations, this was a
statement of faith commonly held by officials around the empire, as seen in
Japan and Taiwan alike.

The timing of introducing military service appeared optimal to GGK officials
with the beginning of the Sino-Japanese War.>® After all, Japanese officials had to
be cautious about handing weapons to Korean youth, who had exhibited more
active anticolonial engagement than their Taiwanese counterparts; they had not
forgotten the March First Movement two decades earlier or the more recent
Kwangju student movement. The GGK and the Chosengun carefully assessed
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the Korean people’s reaction to the new war situation. On the one hand, many
Korean intellectuals had been demanding that the GGK open a path for military
service for Korean youth and, subsequently, suffrage for the Korean population.™
On the other hand, there were “those who consider that the Japanese would strip
them of their rights and exploit them as cannon fodder on the battlefield.”>

Colonial officials aimed to fend off both reactions. At the same time, some
of the demonstrations in support of military service opportunities for Koreans
struck colonial officials as sincere and genuine. The colonial police department
reported on a meeting attended by thirty-three renowned Korean intellectuals
in Seoul in November 1937 to launch a movement to introduce military service
in Korea. The report described that the participants as saying that “considering
the international situation in East Asia, Koreans would remain an inferior race in
East Asia if they missed this opportunity to stand up and serve in the military as
Japanese citizens.”*® Although the police and Chasengun decided to disallow the
movement, “looking at the way they began the meeting with the Oath as Sub-
jects of the Imperial Nation and ‘Long Live the Emperor, as well as the sincere
attitude of the presenters, the atmosphere of the place seemed more serious than
at any time previously.”” This optimistic and celebratory tone prevailed as the
empire entered the war, which provided a favorable environment for initiating
the recruitment of Korean youth.

As primarily a kyoka institution, the volunteer soldier training center also
adopted dojo-style training. During six months of group living, the select train-
ees endured a rigid schedule from 5:30 a.m. to 9:45 p.m.*® They prayed for the
emperor, recited the Oath as Subjects of the Imperial Nation, and sang “Umi
yukaba.” Every morning and every afternoon contained three to four hours of
training, which consisted of spiritual lectures, academic subjects such as history
and economics, military drills, and volunteer (construction) labor. They finished
each day with seiza formal sitting to “reflect upon the day’s instructions” and pray
“for the safety and repose of their parents.”” The training center implemented
“comprehensive lifestyle guidance,” which viewed even mealtime as an opportu-

»

nity to acquire Japanese mannerisms (“Do not make noise while eating,”“Do not
waste a drop or a grain of food”), learn hygiene and health (“Wash your hands,”
“Chew thirty times before you swallow”), gain scientific knowledge (of nutrition,
digestion, and parasites), and contemplate about larger national issues (agricul-
tural renovation, the science of fertilizer, national food security), and so on.®* As
such, physical training was only a small part of the trainees’ daily life. The main
focus was to instill a solid identity as Japanese subjects through conforming to
an idealized Japanese regimen.

As was repeatedly emphasized in army officials’ reports, the graduates of the

volunteer soldier program were expected to exercise leadership roles in village
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society. In August 1939, provincial governments set up “promotion corps”
(suishintai), consisting of the discharged volunteer soldiers, graduates of the vol-
unteer training center who were waiting to serve in the army, and youth who had
attended other youth training institutions. They received special treatment as
local leaders, and the emblem on their shirts symbolized their elite status in the
countryside. By November 1940, fifteen hundred young men worked in promo-
tion corps to facilitate wartime mobilization. Many of these youth also became
the heads of patriotic units (aikokuhan) that connected each household to the
mass mobilization machine throughout Korea.®!

At the same time, relative to youth trained in local institutions, the volun-
teer soldier enjoyed unparalleled prestige and obtained a clearly different status.

«

Even though many participants in the “volunteer fever” had been more or less
coerced to apply, once selected as volunteer soldiers they were treated as national
heroes.®” This was by far the most admirable achievement available to village
youth, to the extent that every time Kim Yong-han mentioned anything about
the volunteer soldier program in interviews, he could not help but repeat that
“volunteer soldiers boasted of their status so much!”** Newspapers devoted their
entire front pages and more to reporting on the inauguration of the volunteer
soldier training center, calling it “a historic first step” and “an epoch-making
event in the history of the rule of Korea.”®* The deployment of such propaganda
by the GGK and Korean intellectuals alike contributed to the volunteer program’s
renown and bestowed peninsula-wide attention on the select trainees. The train-
ees also received cash from the “special volunteer soldiers support associations”
and wealthy notables in their home counties. One trainee was reportedly sent off
at the train station by a crowd of more than four thousand people, and another
received more than eight hundred yen in gifts.

The establishment of the volunteer soldier program and the nationalization of
the seinendan and youth training centers were closely linked to each other. Most
of the volunteer soldiers were from the agricultural sector and had graduated
from six-year elementary schools. This pool of youth overlapped with mem-
bers of the seinendan.® The GGK described the seinendan as the “central force”
of national mobilization that would make the volunteer soldier program and
universal education possible.®” Applicants to the volunteer program were also
encouraged to go to youth training centers beforehand because then the train-
ing at the volunteer soldier training center was “like a review.”®® The seinendan
also took advantage of the volunteer program’s prestige as a way to attract public
attention. It was not coincidental that the inauguration of the Chosen Seinendan
Federation took place only three months after the nationwide celebration of the
volunteer soldier training center, where the seinendan members had an arranged
meeting with the brand-new volunteer soldier trainees.
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Through these institutions, the GGK sought to align itself closely with the
young men of Korea. “The old leaders long grounded in the Chinese classics are
deeply affected by the thought that ‘soldiers should be despised.’ They could not
understand the volunteer soldier program,” said Governor-General Minami.®
Emphasizing the generational divide, the GGK attempted to establish direct ties
with Korean rural youth. Resembling the ways in which being “young” conferred
a superior status in the wartime Taiwanese and Japanese countryside, the mascu-
line body of the volunteer soldier was viewed as symbolizing a dramatic change
in status for young rural Korean men.

A unique feature of the reception of the Korean volunteer soldier program,
however, was that youth viewed it in the context of their aspirations for edu-
cational achievement. From the beginning, flashes of academic prestige asso-
ciated with the program inspired the participants. The first group of trainees
lived on the campus of the Imperial University of Keijo, Korea’s only national
university, for three months until the training center’s facility was completed.
The instructors noticed that the trainees were awed by the academic setting and
felt deeply proud of this experience.”” Many of the trainees planned to continue
their schooling, especially in the military establishment, after their service. In an
interview, trainees stated with regard to their prospects after serving that “I am
not sure about the situation yet, but would like to go to the upper school in the
army,” and “many of us want to go to military officers’ school in Tokyo or other
army-related schools.””" Choson ilbo reported that some of them, indeed, were
later admitted to the army’s engineering school.”

The trainees’ desire for school-based careers was not what the GGK origi-
nally intended. Colonial officials had expected to recruit youth from upper-class
and educated families and turn them into pillars in their local areas, because
they were the main military service proponents.”® The result was the opposite.
They ended up recruiting mostly rural agrarian youth and turning them into
youth who wanted more schooling. GGK officials adjusted their expectations
and soon took advantage of these men’s ambitions, but without hiding their
contempt for the wealthy class: “The fact that sons of those with high status,
academic degrees, or wealth are extremely few [among applicants] shows that
Korea still has a tendency to look down upon military service. People of the
wealthy and leading classes enthusiastically welcomed the proclamation of the
[volunteer soldier] program. But when it comes to volunteering, do they not
commit a contradiction by recommending others but not allowing their own
sons [to apply]?””*

The GGK’s disappointment at upper-class youth only increased the value of
rural elementary school graduates. Comparing them with most middle school
graduates—the vast majority of whom did not even apply—an editor of Maeil
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sinbo declared, “I express respect for the pure patriotism of elementary school
graduates” who rushed to apply.” At the local level, too, middle school gradu-
ates were notorious for their laziness and low productivity when hired by village
offices.”® Their poor reputation convinced the GGK even more firmly of the reli-
ability of model rural youth.

In addition to being as a step toward educational advancement, the volun-
teer program brought improved job prospects, especially for the early trainees.
Like their Taiwanese and Japanese counterparts, they were promised a special
advantage in obtaining employment in the police force or local administra-

tion upon their discharge.””

Early applicants encouraged one another to apply,
saying that they could become village secretaries afterward,” Kim Yong-han,
who also applied but did not pass the examination, recalled.” For the first few
years, not all volunteer soldiers entered the military after their training. If they
returned to their home villages as the First Reserve and became village secre-
taries or police officers, they were exempted from further military service.”” In
other words, seen better in retrospect, one way to avoid military service, which
would soon become mandatory, was—ironically enough—to graduate from
the volunteer soldier training center early on and become settled as a local

official.

Youth under Total Mobilization

As we have seen, the various youth training programs focused on elementary
school graduates to cultivate a reliable layer of national pillars during the 1930s.
But the war drove the GGK to build a more inclusive network for total mobiliza-
tion. Soon the youth programs were transformed into institutions that would
reach every young male villager, with a series of new regulations and programs
in the 1940s moving toward total inclusion.

Although historical scholarship has tended to depict the state as steadily
intensifying its control over the population through the 1930s and until the
end of the war in 1945, from the viewpoint of Korean youth, total mobilization
was not a continuation of previous programs. In fact, it reversed many social
opportunities that they had acquired, forcing them to seek new strategies for self-
advancement, or at least self-preservation. Model rural youth like Kim Yong-han
maneuvered to avoid military and labor conscription by choosing which cog of
the war machine they would become.

Total mobilization on the Korean peninsula was largely managed by the Korean
League for National Spiritual Total Mobilization (Kokumin Seishin S6doéin
Chosen Renmei).* Established as a peninsula-wide governmental organization
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in 1938, it built a network of aikokuhan (patriotic units) to reach every house-
hold in Korea. The aikokuhan, similar to the tonarigumi in Japan or the baojia
strengthened in Taiwan, facilitated mutual cooperation and policing among ten
or so households to fulfill the mandatory contributions of rice and metal, reform
daily customs, and reinforce thought control.*’ Compared with the shinkokai
under the Rural Revitalization Campaign, which were voluntary organizations,
aikokuhan groups were compulsory and left little space for individual villagers’
initiative.

In actual programs and goals, the spiritual mobilization did not depart
much from what former governor-general Ugaki Kazushige founded in the
1930s. His famous slogan of shinden kaihatsu (spiritual field cultivation) func-
tioned as the moral basis of the new movement.* In 1939, Korean agriculture
was damaged by a severe drought, and more than half the farming population
harvested less than 30% of their average annual yield. Even the drinking water
in wells dried up.® To recover from the famine and turn Korea into a “military
base for the continent,” increasing agricultural production became an even
more urgent task assigned to the villages. Journalists echoed the importance
of “the reorganization of agriculture” to accelerate the programs initiated by
the Ugaki administration.** Although industrial production expanded in the
northern part of Korea to meet military needs, agrarianism and the “farmers’
spirit” did not decrease in importance in the campaign. Agrarian ideals and
militarism were still twins. “The farmer’s dojo is a military camp for farmers,”
argued Watanabe Toyohiko, who happened to be a former director of educa-
tion in Miyagi and who became an expert in agricultural development in the
GGK bureaucracy.®

The seinendan were also transformed from institutions focused on the mid-
dling class into an all-inclusive network. In January 1941, the director-general
of administration, Ono Rokuichiro, issued a decree to reorganize the seinendan.
Now called the Chosen Seinendan, it included all male youth between the ages
of fourteen and thirty who were not attending school and also, for the first time,
unmarried female youth age fourteen to twenty-five.* As a departure from the
earlier seinendan, now the central goal became teaching uneducated children
and youth the Japanese language and military discipline.*” This instruction was
intended to compensate for the lack of universal schooling, which was widely
proposed by both Korean and Japanese leaders as a prerequisite for military ser-
vice and total mobilization. Even with a rapid increase in school facilities, the
enrollment rate for Korean children barely reached 50% in the 1940s.*® The pre-
vious seinendan for elementary school graduates were renamed seinentai (youth
corps) and functioned as branch units of the Chosen Seinendan. The new regula-
tion encompassed the earlier emphases on emperor-centered nationalism, unity
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between Japan and Korea, group discipline, and improvement of agricultural
production. It also stated that the main feature of the new organization was a
commitment to nurturing “the ideologies of national defense.”® To achieve this
goal, the youth corps and youth training centers were expected to closely coordi-
nate their military training programs.

On paper, with the help of the network of aikokuhan, the expansion of the
seinendan led to a rapid increase in participants. At the same time, the depar-
ture from the pre-1941 seinendan was so significant that it widened the gap
between reality and the fantasy of official statistics. Kim Yong-han argued that
the years when he participated (1936-1940) were the most active for the village
(shinkd) seinendan, but as war mobilization progressed, many youth had to
leave their villages for military or industrial service. Based on his experience,
Kim did not believe that the village seinendan functioned as a mandatory insti-
tution, although he knew it had started to recruit youth with no schooling.”
For him, the term village youth groups continued to refer to the former, exclusive
groups of model youth until the end of the war. Consistent with Kim’s recol-
lection, other evidence suggests that the expansion of the seinendan met with
difficulty. Newspapers of the time reported that many Koreans mistrusted the
intentions behind the mandatory seinendan participation, worrying whether
it would result in young men sent away for forced labor and young women
being deported to Manchuria for forced marriages.” Overall, the establishment
of a universal seinendan system to train uneducated youth seems to have failed
entirely.

The peak of total mobilization for the young male population was manda-
tory military conscription, which began in Korea at the request of the Tokyo
government in 1944.°2 The conscription program differed fundamentally
from the volunteer soldier program in a way that resembled the Taiwanese
case. Minami Jiro had already expressed his desire to implement universal con-
scription in Korea when he became governor-general of Korea in 1936.% The
announcement of the conscription program in 1942 was thus not a surprise,
but it triggered a mixture of reactions throughout the peninsula. For Korean
intellectuals, the conscription decree provided leverage for negotiation when
they pressed for suffrage and universal education. In fact, they gained approval
from Tokyo on both issues near the end of the war.”* For young men them-
selves, the decree gave little incentive other than the hope that they might be
better fed in the army than in their villages should another famines like those
of 1939 and 1942 occur.

Despite more than a decade of intensifying effort, the kyoka campaigns had
not prepared impoverished Korean farmers for mandatory conscription. The
increase in elementary schooling in the 1930s came too late. In the 1940s, more
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than 70% of the male population of conscription age did not understand Japa-
nese.” If recruited, they would need basic training in the Japanese language.
Because the new seinendan made so little progress in addressing this problem,
the GGK hurried to find a solution on the eve of the start of conscription. In
Japan and Taiwan, this was not a significant problem, since elementary schools
were widespread and because night schools and the seinendan helped to main-
tain the graduates’ academic level. Lacking a similar capacity, the GGK had to
start a new program in 1942, the renseijo (training facility), for youth with little
schooling. At the renseijo, working youth received Japanese language train-
ing for twelve hours a week, or six hundred hours a year.”® But this makeshift
program had little effect. In 1944, 68% of conscription-age youth still did not
understand Japanese and the government had to administer the conscription
exam in Korean.”

Since the government also intended to use Korean human resources for indus-
trial labor, the scope of army enlistment was much narrower in Korea than in
Japan.*® Still, the loopholes in the system had the effect of filtering out those
with sufficient means to maneuver through it. As a result, the majority of con-
scripts came from the poor strata of farm families, who then lost manpower in
the already desperate rural conditions. Korean conscripts were deployed mostly
in administrative roles and as rear support troops, and many anecdotes indicate
that Korean youth frequently evaded the conscription exam or deserted from
the army.” Japanese officials issued a statement describing this situation as nor-
mal, pointing out that Japan encountered similar resistance even in its homeland
when it first implemented universal military service in the Meiji era.'® But this
admission only underscored the difficulty of recruiting Korean youth from poor
families and transforming them into reliable soldiers.

The mobilization of civilian military employees (gunzoku) and forced labor
that absorbed young men from rural villages took place on a larger scale. As in
Taiwan, many people hired as civilian military employees between 1937 and
1941 had relatively high educational background or technical skills. They served
as interpreters, technicians, sailors, and drivers.'*" After 1941, the scale of recruit-
ment expanded. Some Koreans became prison guards monitoring prisoners of
war in Southeast Asia and were convicted as Class B or C war criminals by the
Allies in trials after the war. Others became construction laborers and built mili-
tary bases on newly occupied islands in the South Pacific.'”> Between 1937 and
1945, Japan employed 4.1 to 7 million Koreans as laborers, either in private
companies or in government agencies, and then later as conscript laborers, who
were essentially subject to conditions of labor slavery. Millions were relocated
to Japan, China, Manchuria, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific. Since the families
of labor conscripts were not allowed to talk about the draft, villagers did not
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know exactly how many men served as laborers or where, but Kim recalled that
“most of my seinendan friends either went into the military or were recruited
as laborers.”'®

The result of this labor mobilization—with nearly 10% of the Korean popu-
lation being forced to relocate—was a rapid disappearance of people from the
countryside.' Combined with voluntary migration, it left almost no young
people of around twenty years of age remained in the southern parts of Korea by
1943, according to a mobilization officer. The age makeup in a village in South
Cholla in 1944 reflected the disappearance of both male and female laborers,
mostly age between twenty and forty.!®® The likelihood of leaving the village
deprived new institutions like the all-in seinendan and renseijo of having any
real effect on village life. In this situation, the social mobility complex had evapo-
rated, reflecting the end of village youth leadership both in ideological terms and
as available manpower.

The Last Dream of a New Frontier

As wartime mobilization engulfed the lives of a great number of Koreans, mid-
dling-class youth found themselves in a difficult position. The emphasis on
youth, which had earlier helped them to counter (at least psychologically) the
age hierarchy in village society, continued in slogans and propaganda. But in
this time of “national emergency,” it had a new meaning—a demand that youth
submit to state control.

Ironically, those trained as model rural youth became the individuals most
capable of finding and exploiting the loopholes in the mobilization system.
Becoming a village secretary, for example, provided young people with some pro-
tection from mobilization. Another option, especially if they clung to a dream of
educational success, was to join a prestigious program like the volunteer soldier.
The GGK created a few new programs with the promise of academic advance-
ment to co-opt their sense of elitism.

Kim Yo6ng-han found himself in a rapidly changing social environment. He
had jumped successfully from one position to another during the 1930s. When
the Pacific front of the war began in late 1941, he was working at the Non-
san county office. He was content with his work, recalling that “many villagers
envied me because I was only twenty years old or so and had already become
a local official.”'* As the war progressed, he noticed that the “Japanese were
disappearing” from his workplace as they were conscripted into the military.'"”
In 1944, he was surprised to hear the news that even the son of his Japanese
superior, who was studying at the Imperial University of Tokyo, had become a
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volunteer student soldier.'”® When military conscription was about to start in
Korea, Kim missed the mandatory conscription age by one year. A common fate
for someone in his situation was labor conscription. Like many other youth in
his position, Kim studied the exemption rules carefully. “Village and town secre-
taries, police officers, and higher-ranking officials were exempted.” He recalled.
“Many middle school graduates suddenly rushed to apply for positions of vil-
lage secretary for this reason.”'® His official job in Nonsan county, however,
would not exempt him.

Kim found a way around the rules by securing a new position managed by the
county office. He explained, “The county office needed me to stay, so it sent me
to a local unit of the Air Defense Guards. It did that with many good employees.”
He first had to pass an exam on the identification of different models of aircraft,
but once he joined the Air Defense Guards, it had guaranteed him an exemption
from labor conscription. His life as a guard involved three-hour shifts around
the clock, alternating between training, watching, and resting. He considered it
“exactly the same as the military, with uniforms and caps all provided, like the
seinendan.” Some former seinendan members also joined local units, which con-
sisted of seventy to one hundred guards each.

Joining the Air Defense Guards not only helped Kim to remain in Nonsan
county but also offered the possibility of promotion. “The supervisor told us
that, if Japan won, the guards who worked hard would receive the Eighth Order
of Merit,” said Kim, noting how honorable that would have been. In the end,
there were no serious air raids in Korea, but only a few minor bombings near
Nonsan, which destroyed a bridge and construction materials. Kim Y6ng-han
was still serving in his unit when he heard the news of the Japanese surrender in
August 1945.'1°

Besides seeking to escape army and labor conscription, many middling-class
youth chose to join other programs outside Korea that would potentially bring
them better social status and job prospects.''’ Manchuria, which appeared to
many as a solution to the domestic problems troubling both Japan and Korea—
lack of resources, interethnic tensions, and persistent rural poverty—was depicted
as a new frontier for model rural youth. The imperial government initially set
up the Young Volunteer Corps for the Development of Manchuria-Mongolia
for Japanese young men, but the corps also started recruiting Koreans in 1940.
The GGK described this program as laying the foundation for the development
of Manchurian agriculture and the realization of Manchukuo ideals of racial
harmony. Admission was highly competitive; elementary school graduates age
fifteen to twenty were eligible. Those selected spent eight months of training
in Kangwon province and three more months in the famous Uchihara train-
ing center in Ibaraki, Japan, followed by eighteen months at training facilities in
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Manchuria. The program provided only three yen in salary per month in addi-
tion to basic daily needs. The greatest benefit of participation emphasized by the
GGK was that Korean youth would share the experience with Japanese youth,
embodying racial harmony.'"? The stress on the power of youth on the new fron-
tier and the strict qualification requirements boosted the program’s repute in the
eyes of middling-class youth, quite unlike the mass migration of poorer peasants
to Manchuria that the GGK promoted simultaneously.'?

Another frontier advertised by the GGK to ambitious village youth was the
Japanese countryside. Especially after the beginning of the Pacific War, traveling
to Japan for an academic or career goal became something unimaginable, forcing
Kim Y6ng-han to abandon his plan to study in Japan. Unless people had signifi-
cant capital of their own, study trips through the seinendan or local village offices
were the only way to visit Japan. Seventy years later, Kim still wished that he could
have gone on a study trip to Japan as a model seinendan member; no such pro-
gram existed in Kwangsok village. What did help to increase the morale of youth
like Kim was the Korea Agricultural Patriotic Service Youth Corps, founded in
1940, which dispatched farm youth to Japan to learn Japanese agricultural prac-
tices. Fifteen times between 1940 and 1944, groups of between twenty and three
hundred men were sent to rural Japanese villages and lived for one month, most
of them living with families whose sons or fathers were away or had died in the
military. The participants were selected from among the graduates of rural youth
training centers.

A journalist, Kagawa Tomomi, called these youth corps members the “troops
of the sacred plow” because they marched in an orderly fashion in their military-

like uniforms, sporting a seinendan-style flag.'*

In addition to capitalizing on
Korean youth’s desire to travel to Japan, the program produced many so-called
beautiful anecdotes, depicting the harmony between Japan and Korea for propa-
ganda purposes. GGK officials reported such comments from the participants:
“I was so moved because the families welcomed us in the rain as if we were
returning soldiers”; and “Japanese elderly people work very hard. They work
nearly three times harder than Korean youth. I wonder how they can work so
much.”'"> Women’s labor and the centrality of ancestral worship intrigued these
youth."¢ Japanese families also offered enthusiastic comments about the sin-
cerity and diligence of the Korean youth they hosted. They were often amazed
by the young Koreans” mastery of the Japanese language and their politeness.
Many villages were initially uncertain about accepting Korean farmers, but after
they lived with the trainees, “their doubt turned to gratitude. . . . The villag-
ers understood the real Korean people.” Other typical reports stated, “An aged
grandmother was exhilarated to have a Korean young man as if her grandson
had come back,” and “Our bonds deepened over the short period of one month.
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We grew close to each other, and it felt as if I was sending my own son off at his
tearful departure.”'”

Despite these concerted efforts to maintain the morale of ambitious village
youth, the contradictory reality of intensifying total mobilization diminished
their enthusiasm. At the county office, Kim Yong-han witnessed the sabotage of
mobilization efforts by government agencies and villagers alike: the provincial
government rarely provided the full amount of food stipulated under rationing
guidelines to county or village offices, and villagers often tried to escape the man-
datory contribution of food and other materials. In this widening gap between
the state and villagers, the model rural youth who had earlier managed to bridge
both worlds as pillars of the empire lost their leverage in village society. State
efforts to align with model rural youth were at an end.

Did the social mobility complex in South Ch’ungch’dng, which flourished for
ashort period of time in the 1930s and very early 1940s, instill an identity as Japa-
nese subjects in village youth? This is a difficult question to answer today because,
unlike Xu Chongfa and Huang Yuanxing in Taiwan, their Korean counterparts
generally avoid the topic to protect themselves from being branded as colonial
collaborators. Yet descriptions of Kim Yong-han’s everyday life indicate that they
usually did not react against the rhetoric of Japanese nationalism. Kim’s favorite
reading was battlefield reports written by a popular Japanese author, Hino Ashi-
hei. He also enjoyed a lecture by Japan’s leading agrarian activist and scholar,
Yamazaki Nobuyoshi. Kokumin soryoku (Total strength of the nation), the GGK’s
wartime magazine, was Kim’s primary source of news. He remembered being
greatly inspired by a story in that magazine about an entire class of female stu-
dents at Maizuru (Muhak) Woman’s High School in Seoul who applied to join
the women’s volunteer corps (teishintai).!'® Like Taiwanese and Japanese village
youth in the early 1940s, Korean youth like Kim incorporated the prose used by
the state into their lives, finding even entertainment and inspiration in them. But
youth programs lost traction as a source of social opportunities for Kim, and
he did not feel the same pressure to become a volunteer soldier as Xu Chongfa
did. Nonetheless, in his youth training and his pursuit of a successful career,
he came to accept the rhetoric and ideology of Japanese nationalism through a
psychological mechanism similar to that produced a nationalistic population in
other parts of the Japanese Empire. It was despite the brutality of total mobiliza-
tion—not because of it—that a group of ambitious youth internalized a sense of
Japanese agrarian nationalism based on their aspirations and emotions that they
experienced within their immediate social surroundings.

As in Taiwan, the ladder of career development and a shared identity of model
rural youth in Korea emerged out of a series of youth programs designed by
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state officials. In Korean society as well, the prestige of the volunteer soldier
program gave widespread recognition to the category of rural youth and solidly
confirmed their route to success. Although the participating youth’s ambitions
did not diverge much from urban, school-based career development, rural
youth became a highly respected label in assimilation programs. Again, as in the
Taiwanese and Japanese cases, state policies constituted only half of the mecha-
nism; it was social contexts specific to each particular class, generation, and
location that attached certain value to the state programs. State officials’ inabil-
ity to predict reliably what social dynamics would result became apparent in
the actions of model rural youth as the war situation became more demanding.
The total nature of the mobilization, including civilian military employment,
labor conscription, and patriotic unit networks, had turned ambitious youth
away from the imperial cause of war rather than leading them to embrace it.
More crucially, in this period, a large number of Korean young men relocated
outside their villages. Despite the intensifying institutional effort, mobilization
did not lead to an expansion of the social mobility complex but, instead, to its
demise.

Behind the appearance of strong pragmatism in the Korean case lay impor-
tant psychological and emotional aspects of mobilization. Much of these
young men’s emotion had little to do with their perceived connection to the
imperial state. But they used the rhetoric of Japanese agrarianism to express
their grievances and aspirations generated in their local contexts, making
their association with the state ideology more and more emotionally charged.
I contend that the Japanese nationalism expressed by Korean youth during
the 1930s and the early 1940s was no less real than that of their Japanese and
Taiwanese counterparts. The combination of a desire to pursue success and
a feeling of moral superiority was at the heart of their internalization of the
Japanese ideology.

Before concluding, I should make a brief albeit perhaps obvious observation
on the postwar political label of “pro-Japanese collaborators.” The issue of col-
laborators and traitors has been a sensitive political topic especially since the
democratization of South Korea in the 1990s. The presidential truth-finding
committee identified thousands of “pro-Japanese collaborators” in 2005, based
on the assumption that the upper strata of Koreans exploited the lower strata by
selling their ethnic identity for personal benefit.""® But evidence shows that class
dynamics were much more complex. In the 1930s, all classes tried to achieve
better lives through government mobilization, and among them, the new mid-
dling class, to which Kim Yong-han belonged, was particularly successful. More
important, Korean ethnic identity, however strongly embraced, did not bring
with it as a moral obligation to resist colonial mobilization for most people. Kim
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did not think that he had pursued his career at the expense of the Korean ethnic
community. Until the war was over, he did not see Koreanness and Japaneseness
as mutually exclusive. The social mobility and dynamics of rural villages, as seen
from the viewpoint of agrarian youth, cannot be captured by the retrospective
definition of “collaborators” and “betrayal against the Korean nation.” Rather,
they reveal the fluid and amorphous nature of identity in the actual lives of vil-
lage youth.'



Part 3

CONSEQUENCES






AS YOUNG PILLARS OF THE
NATION-EMPIRE

Most of the village youth in the seinendan across the Japanese Empire were trained
locally and did not have the chance to meet their counterparts from other parts
of the empire. Yet even without physical encounters, many of them shared an
idealized self-image of rural youth and used similar rhetoric of national-imperial
agrarianism. Through their institutional connection to the larger youth network,
some of these youth satisfied their desire to prove their self-worth and their curi-
osity about the larger world. In many ways, the local process of creating model
rural youth served the empire’s pursuit of assimilationist goals, or nation-empire
building. In short, the phrase “young pillars of the empire” denoted a very vaguely
imagined community that enhanced a sense of empire-wide coherence and unity.

Seinendan leaders and state officials sought more than grassroots produc-
tion of model rural youth, however. Hundreds of thousands of disciplined young
men in uniform provided a picture of great symbolic value when the empire was
undertaking frantic efforts of mass mobilization. In the late 1930s and early 1940s,
model rural youth from various localities were brought together at seinendan
conventions to visually embody pan-imperial solidarity. Top seinendan officials
went further by establishing trans-ethnic youth leadership encompassing Japan,
China, Manchuria, Burma, and other parts of Asia in 1943 to realize the imperial
goal of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.!

Another major propaganda resource was the colonial volunteer soldier pro-
grams. The multiethnic sections of the military helped to advertise the strength
and ideal of an integrated empire. These programs in turn offered a small group
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of village youth a chance to visit another part of the empire and interact with their
counterparts. Such programs and events became opportunities to turn an imag-
ined community into an actual one, composed of rural youth from the empire.
How did they experience these encounters with each other? Did their emotional
bonds transcend ethnic, cultural, and colonial boundaries? Ultimately, was the
project of constructing a nation-empire materialized in these programs?

This chapter examines the reactions of the participants in the pan-imperial pro-
grams and their experience as young pillars of the empire. Most of them arrived at
the programs with high hopes, regarding themselves as select, capable, exemplary
rural youth. But their experiences did not straightforwardly enhance their impe-
rial identity as officials claimed. As they found themselves regulated by new social
dynamics in these programs, they constantly remapped their positions in new struc-
tures. Such subtle changes in their self-perceptions are not easy for historians to
detect. The voices of those undergoing change, though not totally muffled, are par-
tial and scattered. The available sources present obvious difficulties. For example,
the youth’s “diaries” were not the hidden voices of inner selves, but took the form
of essays being developed for possible publication. As Aaron William Moore has
shown, diary writing was an educational tool that promoted self-discipline and
enforced the internalization of the narratives that surrounded the diarists. As a
medium that connected public discourse, ideological teaching, and personal expe-
riences, their diaries are evidence of the thorough intermixing of these elements and
do not allow us to isolate the writers’ individual feelings, if they were separable at
all. It is even harder to analyze their diaries here than in previous chapters because
we have so little information about the family, village, and social contexts of these
individuals. That leaves us without a grasp of their personal stakes. Besides, pan-
imperial seinendan events were designed to temporarily ignite the pride of rural
youth and produce imperial bonding, and their long-term impact was a separate
issue. Any passion emanating from the diary entries would not necessarily indicate
a long-lasting embrace of youth’s mission as the pillars of the nation-empire.

“Memory” has other issues. A number of survivors wrote memoirs and retro-
spective essays, or were interviewed by scholars decades later about their experi-
ences as (colonial) soldiers. With regard to our goal of tracing the consequences
of national-imperial identity construction, the problem here is not about the
factual accuracy of their accounts, but the layers of interpretations that indi-
viduals attached to their experiences so as to maintain coherent life narratives.
All aspects of soldiering—Iliving in harsh conditions with Japanese cohorts, kill-
ing enemies, witnessing the death of friends, learning about the empire’s defeat,
and returning home—and the drastic regime changes of the postwar period
required repeated adjustment of their narratives. Most of the retrospective writ-
ings are somewhat confessional in nature, as the writers sought salvation through
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addressing irreconcilable chapters of their life. Yet, by piecing together the frag-
ments of their experiences, they formed a narrative arch stretching from the
cause of their actions (why they applied to the volunteer soldier program) to
the consequences (how they survived the postwar period). One discovers that
the reasons for volunteering stated retrospectively in their memoirs, having been
reframed over and over, exhibit a slight difference from those constructed based
on the pre-1945 sources or from the personal stories of Xu Chongfa and Kim
Yong-han. Most noticeably, in these memoirs, volunteering is detached from the
ladder of youth training. Such a difference should not discredit either narrative as
incorrect, but it highlights how central and troubling their military experiences
became in the writers’ retrospective life narratives.

At the same time, these interpretative issues make their diaries and memoirs
rich sources that reveal the writers’ deep relationships with ever-changing social
contexts. Rather than dismissing their accounts as untrustworthy or unrepresen-
tative, I invite you to imagine the twists and turns in the youth’s surroundings
and their consciousness. This chapter does not intend to thoroughly examine the
many things that happened during and after the war to hundreds of thousands
of youth deployed abroad; that task deserves its own separate investigation. Here,
with a few examples of firsthand accounts, we remain focused on young people’s
fluid and confusing self-perceptions and the social tensions that affected them.

Both policymakers of the empire and the former model rural youth of the
colonies soon realized that bringing people together from colonizing and colo-
nized societies had an ironic, reverse effect on the construction of the nation-
empire. The personal accounts show how fragile the concepts of “model rural
youth” and “pillars of the empire” became once colonial youth were integrated
into a genuinely Japanese-dominated social structure outside their home villages.
The rhetoric of Japanese nationalism and self-sacrifice dictated the public dis-
course during wartime. Amid the seemingly continuous use of the same rhetoric,
colonial youth bitterly realized that they had hit the limit of assimilation. At that
point, the divide between colonizer and colonized emerged as the central social
tension in their lives. In response, colonial youth replaced their former emphasis
on becoming model rural youth with an aspiration to “become truer Japanese.”
Contrary to the literal meaning of the term, the new expression signified their
awareness of unbridgeable ethnic divides, not a success of nation-empire building.

Visiting across the Empire

In the 1930s, as the empire was consolidated, the leaders of the seinendan aimed
at impressing young people with the expansive imperial sphere and the diversity
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of its populations. Those who had become model rural youth in various locali-
ties were expected to imagine a new community, that of the young pillars of the
nation-empire. To facilitate this understanding, the seinendan scaled up their
exchange programs. A select few seinendan members from Taiwan and Korea
visited the naichi (inner territories), and those in Japan often toured in Korea
and Manchuria. As envoys from rural villages, the participants recorded and pub-
lished their observations in official journals and newsletters back home.

Seinendan conventions were the most symbolic of such occasions. In November
1928, the Greater Japan Seinendan Federation held its fourth convention in
Kyoto, in order to officially celebrate the enthronement of Emperor Hirohito.
This became the first opportunity for a small number of seinendan members
from major colonial branches to gather with their Japanese counterparts at a
single venue. The ceremony had 842 participants, including four from Karafuto,
two from the Kantd (Kwantung) region in northern China, six (and two teachers)
from Taiwan, and fifteen from Korea. These representatives from colonized ter-
ritories shared accommodations with eleven Japanese seinendan members (from
Gunma and Iwate) in the Myoshin Temple. The Taiwanese delegates consisted
of two Japanese settlers, three men of Chinese-descent, and one aboriginal man.
The Korean team was composed of eight Koreans and seven Japanese.” In a report
published in the journal Korean Social Work, Suzuki Yoshiaki, a young Japanese
settler in South Hamgydng province in Korea, claimed that the youth delegates
from various places built warm friendships with one another: “Because many of
us were from the colonies, we shared characteristics of living in the colonies, hit
it off immediately, and had lively conversations as if we had known each other
for a decade.” He was impressed by the Taiwanese members’ mastery of Japanese,
their rich knowledge, and their quality as model rural youth, in no way inferior
to that of other participants. By contrast, Suzuki was dismayed to hear of the
politicization of village youth that prevailed in late-1920s Japan. He emphasized
the apolitical and “pure” nature of the colonial seinendan to make a contrast: “In
Gunma prefecture, where political competitions are severe, [seinendan activi-
ties] strongly reflect that character. They said [seinendan members] had acted as
running dogs of political parties at the time of the election,” wrote Suzuki, “but
it is reassuring that in Korea, Taiwan, and other [outer territories], the seinendan
would not become the prey of politicians.”

Official seinendan conventions always placed a strong emphasis on the role
of youth in establishing a new kind of empire. Suzuki summarized the speeches
of twenty-three seinendan members: “In memory of the accomplishments of
the Meiji Restoration, three million young people across the empire must unite
and start a national movement for the establishment of the Showa Restora-
tion.” Suzuki, in his own speech, raised the issue of the ethnic assimilation of the
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empire. Although settler youth did not necessarily share the same experiences as
native Korean village youth, he felt compelled to represent Korea to the crowd
of seinendan youth. He described “the sadness and misery of losing the mother
nation held by Korean young people” and declared that “we [seinendan] youth
must form a one and inseparable body with [Korean youth] under the newly
[constructed] Japanese ethnicity and circulate young bloodstreams.” The reports
indicated that Japanese seinendan members responded to his words with enthu-
siastic applause.®

The best-advertised instance of an empire-wide seinendan gathering was the
fifteenth convention held in September 1939. For the first and last time, a city
of the outer territories, Seoul, was chosen as the venue, symbolizing the official
integration of Korean and Taiwanese seinendan federations into the Japanese
network during the previous year. Four thousand Korean seinendan members
welcomed 952 members and leaders from Japan, thirty from Taiwan, thirty from
Manchuria, and twenty-five from five parts of China. The convention stressed
the solidarity of seinendan members across the empire in preparation for the
intensifying war.® The members declared, “We shall further strengthen the unity
of imperial youth [through the principle of] the Japan—Korea Unified Body, and
we will consolidate the bond of a thriving Asia (kéa) widely with youth of fellow
East Asian nations. . . . The completion of the establishment of the East Asia New
Order is on our shoulders.”” The program was filled with usual rituals: bowing
in the direction of the imperial household and the Imperial Ise Shrine, singing
the Japanese national anthem, delivering speeches, conducting joint marches
and exercises, and visiting the Chosen Shrine. Reflecting its emphasis on Asian
solidarity, the convention organized a reception of the “Japan-Manchuria-China
youth representatives” as a centerpiece of the event.?

The intended goal of developing the idea of a united cohort of imperial youth
and boosting the morale of young people in support of war appears to have
been successfully achieved to some degree. We have very few personal accounts
that indicate the participants’ impressions of these programs. But those that do
exist show signs of excitement and the embrace of a trans-ethnic youth iden-
tity. According to a handful of official diaries written by a few participants from
Nagano, Japan, the Japan-Manchuria-China reception did make a deep impres-
sion. One diarist wrote that the youth representatives “roared” their determina-
tion to deliver the ideals of friendship and peace and that their enthusiasm “filled
the convention hall.” The same diarist was most touched by a visit to Korea’s new
volunteer soldier training center. He observed that the Korean trainees “had an
extremely strong consciousness of being Japanese,” and “there was no sense of
being ethnically different. No distorted emotion could be found; I could see only
the determined expressions of youth who are truly fired up with mutual love as
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imperial sons.” These scenes, in his account, brought tears to the visitors’ eyes and
stirred “feelings of respect and awe.”?

Another participant from Nagano emphasized the special role of seinendan
members from both Japan and Korea vis-a-vis the general population of colo-
nial Korea. He regarded the main purpose of the seinendan convention as to
inspire residents of Seoul through spectacles. He wrote, “The large musical band
performed by the Korean seinendan attracted the attention of passersby, and
the spirit-stirring march of the Japanese seinendan must have inspired intense
feelings in Korean and Japanese residents.”'” In his narrative, youthful leadership
distinguished Korean seinendan members from ordinary residents of Seoul. The
experience affected Taiwanese members similarly. Decades later, for example, one
participant from Taipei province, a graduate of the Taiwan Patriotic Labor Youth
Corps, proudly shared his memory of being selected to attend the fifteenth con-
vention, showing his photos and memorabilia to his interviewer, anthropologist
Miyazaki Seiko."

The large-scale seinendan conventions and events, where hundreds of mem-
bers got together for several days, provided a typical “eventful” moment of iden-
tity production.'? The youth were urged to, and were often eager to, demonstrate
their identity as the empire’s model youth. Even on such occasions when their
seinendan identity was actively being performed, however, the extent to which it
eliminated ethnic cleavages is questionable. On the contrary, the mutual encoun-
ters often had the effect of hardening regional and ethnic boundaries. Traveling
to the metropole, although it kindled excitement, also placed colonial youth in an
alien environment, which could disrupt their image of a shared community. The
trips from Taiwan, in particular, were designed to impress the participants with
the gap between the metropole and the colony. Taiwan’s colonial journal, The
Friend of Social Work, in its report on the 1928 seinendan convention, focused
on the participants’ reactions to Japan’s advanced technology and culture—the
majesty of the Kobe port, the miracle of new machinery exhibited at the Yahata
steel mill and the Osaka Expo, and the heartfelt politeness of a female elevator
operator—while mentioning the seinendan event only briefly."

The recollections of visiting Japan provided by Xu Chongfa, a sharenjo
instructor analyzed in chapter 6, offer further evidence that the central goal
of these visits remained that of clarifying the metropole’s dominant position,
even in later years. In 1942, Xu was one of the sixteen graduates of the Taiwan
Patriotic Labor Youth Corps who participated in the volunteer service of plant-
ing rushes (to be used for the roofs of the Imperial Ise Shrine). Xu crossed the
ocean in the midst of war, sailing through the darkness to avoid air raids by the
Allies. He remembered working with participants from Korea and Manchuria.
Aside from describing Japanese and Korean youth as “hardworking brothers,”
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however, he had no substantial interactions with them.' Instead of deepening a
shared identity as rural youth with his counterparts as the officials emphasized,
the event made him view the participants along ethnic lines, defining himself as
representing a backward Taiwan. In his report published in Xinzhu province’s
Doko, the boundaries between Japan and Taiwan—the developed and the under-
developed—occupied his attention, replacing his usual emphasis on the “rural,”
“little-educated,” Xinzhu youth. The dichotomy led him to write of his return
to Taiwan that “It felt like coming to China.” His expression aroused an uncom-
fortable feeling in his friendly readers. One of his former students wrote to him,
“Calling our native home ‘like China’! That is mean, teacher.”*®

Aside from the large events and annual conventions, colonial seinendan youth
also made longer-term visits to the metropole, which were supposed to further
transform these young people into Japanese-style model rural youth. In Korea, a
handful of farmers (three to seven) with elementary school diplomas received a
scholarship from the Korea Education Association (Chosen Kyoikukai) each year
and worked for “model landlords” in Japan for one year. This immersion pro-
gram started in 1931, primarily to transfer agricultural management skills, long
before the larger but shorter-term Korea Agricultural Patriotic Service Youth
Corps began in 1940 (see chapter 8).'® Other village youth also joined locally
arranged study visits to Japanese villages on an ad hoc basis. Their diaries and
reports appeared in almost every issue of the journal Bunkyo no Chosen between
1933 and 1938. Writing reports was an important part of the training, as they
learned how to use the vocabulary of agrarianism that tied together the Japa-
nese and Korean countryside. They described many detailed measures of Hotoku
agrarian morality that regulated Japanese villages, pointing out traits of Japan’s
rural communities. One frequently highlighted characteristic was the physical
strength of Japanese farm women. One participant from South Kyongsang prov-
ince related an anecdote in a roundtable discussion: “No matter how fast I reaped
rice, the [host mother] caught up with me. ... In the end, with my back hurting,
arms about to fall off, and eyes not functioning, I lost to her in our competi-
tion.”"” The youth noted the importance of religion, in the form of worshipping
ancestors and neighborhood deities, in promoting diligence and frugality. Some
observed that religious customs protected rural virtue from the influence of
urban decadence. The high literacy rate and common practice of reading news-
papers in ordinary farm families also surprised them.'® By elaborating on these
characteristics, as expected by the program, the participants narrated themselves
as missionaries of imperial agrarian morality from the metropole back to Korea.

These long-term interactions, however, did not necessarily create bonds that
transcended ethnic lines any better than the annual conventions did. Suddenly
transplanted into a village of strangers, the colonial youth inevitably felt a sense
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of isolation, along with the pressure of the social and imperial hierarchy that
was imposed upon them. Their published reports, showing only their positive
impressions of Japanese families and criticizing their home villages as underde-
veloped, betray the stressful nature of highly monitored (and self-monitored)
daily life. Above all, a mixed community of model rural youth does not appear
to have been constructed. No report contains any mention of participating in or
mingling with the local seinendan despite the writers’ observations about that
institution. That fact alone shows how limited the integration of the Korean
trainees into Japanese village society actually was. In fact, two Korean trainees
fled their assigned village in August 1933, claiming that “there was nothing to
learn about, the master was irrational, and his attitude was extremely discrimina-
tory and abusive.” In Bunkyo no Chosen, their escape was discussed by another
trainee, who condemned the escapees as an “awful failure, an embarrassment
to Korean youth.”"® As late as 1940, officials in charge continued to fear that the
Korean participants might flee. They taught the Korean youth to “never use the
Korean language,” so as not to generate suspicion among Japanese hosts, and to
“never raise trivial ideas of dissatisfaction and complaints just because the lan-
guage and customs are different.”?® Such admonitions reveal the frequency with
which discrimination and even abuse awaited the Korean participants.

In Manchuria

The preceding programs, as well as most of the local seinendan activities of this
period, involved careful monitoring of the participating youth, for both disci-
plinary and protective purposes. To achieve the overarching goals of raising
the morale of farm youth, fostering their loyalty to the empire, and preparing
them for mass mobilization, seinendan members had to be reasonably well fed,
well dressed, and well behaved. Once they went outside the protective shell of
such “training” and became real cogs of the land-grabbing, empire-sustaining
machine, however, they encountered conditions that shook the fundamentals
of the ideological and religious beliefs they had absorbed in the seinendan sys-
tem.

One occasion where the line between training and active deployment disap-
peared, especially for Japanese members, was the armed agricultural settlement
in northeast China through the three-year program of the Youth Colonization
Volunteer Corps for Manchuria-Mongolia. Although this was nominally a train-
ing program, the participants, mostly between the ages of fourteen and twenty-
two, often fell outside governmental protection in the demanding environment
of training camps. Their lives as armed agricultural settlers rarely led to the
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realization of ethnic harmony or participation in an imperial brotherhood of
East Asia, as officials claimed.

For many boys in the economically devastated Japanese countryside, the fron-
tiers of Manchukuo, a symbol of Japan-led pan-Asian solidarity and the long-
standing “lifeline” of the empire, stimulated their desire for adventure. Manchu-
kuo itself was a young nation, and youthfulness appeared to be the most crucial
quality for a new kind of state building. In fact, the main far-right organiza-
tion advocating for revolutionary state building in northeast China in the late
1920s had been called the Manchurian Youth League (Manshu Seinen Renmei).
Its founders considered themselves analogous to the “youth in the Meiji Resto-
ration” and regarded their political activities primarily as a youth movement.
The youthful Meiji Restoration had been a popular image in the publications of
Tokutomi Soho during the 1880s, but in the late 1920s it gained new momentum
among right-wing activists.”! The centralized, large-scale youth training of the
population under the Concordia Association (Kyowakai), the dictatorial party of
Manchukuo that had evolved out of the Manchurian Youth League, gave Man-
chukuo’s mass mobilization a fascist character.?

Once the Sino-Japanese War began in 1937, youth training centers were estab-
lished across Manchukuo, offering dojo-style group living programs. Within a
few years, 140 youth training centers housed twenty-five thousand trainees of
Japanese, Korean, Chinese, and Mongolian origin. Other mass organizations
developed around these centers: the boys’ groups (shonendan) for those between
ten and fifteen years of age and the youth groups (seinendan) for those between
sixteen and nineteen. Once they turned twenty years old, they were supposed to
become regular members of the Concordia Association. In 1939, about seven
hundred thousand young people in the boys” and youth groups, as well as in pri-
vate and local youth groups, officially formed one national federation under the
control of the Concordia Association.”” Manchukuo’s political leaders envisaged
producing three hundred thousand youth leaders (graduates of youth training
centers), five hundred thousand seinendan members, and thirteen million mem-
bers of the Concordia Association by 1947 as a mass base of Concordia rule.*

The village youth from the Japanese countryside in the Youth Colonization
Volunteer Corps for Manchuria-Mongolia, who amounted to over eighty-six
thousand young men trained across ninety-four camps by 1945, were also inte-
grated into the structure of Manchukuo’s youth organization.” Despite the cele-
bration of multiethnicity as the corps’ underlying ideological premise, however,
their exchanges with Manchukuo’s other groups of young people were extremely
limited. Nor did they have regular interactions with local Chinese residents, aside
from their dependence on Chinese labor to build their barracks and acquire daily
necessities.
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Unfortunately for the youth corps, even before the camps were set up, the way
in which the Japanese had forcibly acquired the land and houses from their for-
mer Chinese owners at well below market value had aroused widespread resent-
ment among the locals.”® The youth corps members themselves, who had no
knowledge of the long-standing tension over the land and property, immediately
understood how naive the slogan of ethnic harmony sounded in reality. “When
I first arrived in Manchuria, Manchurian peasants gave us a peculiar look as if
we had come to bully Manchurians,” one member from Ibaraki prefecture wrote
in his report. He did not hide his own antipathy toward them: “I was surprised
at how extremely filthy they appeared and thought that the realization of ‘Five
Races under One Union” wouldn’t be easy.””” Many corps members continued
to dislike the local peasants, and their lack of respect was sometimes reflected
in criminal behavior, such as theft and assaults against their Chinese neigh-
bors.?® With such widespread hostility, even Shin Manshti (New Manchuria, later
Kaitaku), the official journal of the youth corps, failed to create a facade of inter-
ethnic friendship. Occasional mentions of other ethnic groups only exacerbated
stereotypes. Even in an essay titled “Friends in Manchuria,” the author warned
the reader that “I should perhaps rewrite the title as ‘friends in Manchuria who
could not become friends.”*

Living as part of a military-like group in an alien, harsh environment surely
affected the psychology and interpersonal dynamics of the youth corps. Man-
churia’s climate, particularly in the north, and the material conditions at the
camps were far more severe than the youth had initially anticipated. One gradu-
ate recalled, “At thirty degrees below zero [Celsius], the body parts exposed to the
air got instantly frozen and suffered from frostbite. ... Underneath the snowsuits
were massively infested by lice.” Food shortages were the most serious threat for
teenage boys. “Those who did not steal food died of malnutrition. . . . We some-
times killed and ate dogs and cats.” The youth’s health deteriorated as they expe-
rienced dysentery and pneumonia. Depression caused by homesickness, which
they called ronkonbyo (colonization sickness), disabled many younger members
so severely that they could not work or even communicate with others. Bul-
lying based on seniority was pervasive. Trainees questioned the official inten-
tion of teaching agricultural colonization. In one interview, a former participant
recalled, “Teachers had no experience in large-scale farming . . . There was no one
who could improve productivity . . . Five instructors for three hundred trainees
cannot, from the beginning, provide monitoring and guidance. In short, such a
plan was a total farce.”*

These living conditions triggered participants’ defensive instinct and led to the
formation of small communities based on their home villages as vital survival
units. “There was a certain wall even between villages [among the trainees],” one
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youth said later. “If there was some distance [between home villages], it pro-
duced conflict.”* Not until the youth returned home did their experiences fos-
ter a group identity as graduates of the corps. While in the barracks, they had
few interactions with other Japanese corps members in different locations, let
alone their late-arriving Korean counterparts. There was no chance to nurture a
shared sense of imperial brotherhood in this program. Ironically for the ideals of
Manchukuo, their group consciousness was directed toward their home villages
instead.

Life as Soldiers

Becoming a soldier in the Japanese military was a decisive moment when mobi-
lized young men moved beyond the training stage and experienced the end result
of pursuing a career as model rural youth. The military experience crucially
altered their life narratives. For colonial youth in remote villages, as discussed in
chapters 6 and 8, becoming a volunteer soldier was the most prestigious achieve-
ment possible. But what awaited these select youth were the cruel and often irra-
tional treatments of soldiers, routinized violence based on seniority, day-to-day
ethnic discrimination, disease, fatigue, starvation, and death at battlefronts in
extreme climates. Joining the Japanese army as volunteer soldiers landed these
youth in a massive paradox of self-achievement and exploitation.

In a large and complex organization like the military, with its operations
spread throughout Asia and the Pacific, the personal experiences and memo-
ries of individual soldiers varied significantly. According to the Japanese gov-
ernment’s records, 4,525 Taiwanese and 19,830 Koreans had become volunteer
soldiers by the end of the war.”> When the many other forms of mobilization are
included, an estimated 207,183 Taiwanese men and 377,404 Korean men were
deployed (as soldiers and civilian military employees in the army and navy) by
the war’s end. Among the 257,404 Korean men in the army, 58.7% remained in
Japan and Korea, 30% were deployed in China and Manchuria, and about 6.7%
joined the Japanese forces in Southeast Asia and on islands in the Pacific.”> We
do not have a rich pool of detailed accounts from colonial soldiers, despite the
extensive efforts by scholars to capture individual memories. Nonetheless, those
available confirm that soldiers faced a very different life from the dynamic of
youth training.

Many of their reflections start with the question of why they had applied to
become volunteer soldiers. This is in fact one of the most challenging areas of
memory, destabilized by the problem of determining in retrospect the degree
of their own decision-making agency.** After their experiences in the army,
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ex-soldiers generally concluded that volunteering had not been an ideal option.
Many attempted to explain the external factors that inhibited their capacity to
make the right decision. The most commonly mentioned factor but also the
most difficult one to articulate was the social atmosphere, including ideological
indoctrination. One interviewee stated, “I was willing to do many things with-
out questioning because I had received Japanization education since I was small.
Because I was born after the annexation of Korea, I had no understanding that
the Japanese were forcibly ruling our nation. . . . I thought only that we would
fight for the peace of Asian peoples. I intended to fight in accordance with the
slogan of the ‘Japan—Korea Unified Body.” As another described it, “There was
no reason not to follow the instruction because I was repeatedly told that joining
and dying in the Greater East Asia War would bring peace to Asia since before
I turned twenty.”* Yet another reflected, “It is natural for those [born in the late
1930s onward] to say ‘Japan is an enemy; but we, who lived through the colonial
period, are different. We had completely become imperial subjects.”*

The presence of schoolteachers was significant in creating the social pressure:
“We thought teachers were like gods. We said ‘yes, yes’ to everything [they said].”*
At the same time, their descriptions of the social atmosphere included the posi-
tive image attached to volunteer soldiers. Volunteer soldiers were celebrated as
“like heroes of the village” and received special treatment from the village office
and the police. Children often dreamed of becoming one someday when they
saw volunteer soldiers playing a trumpet at the top of a hill.*® These aspects
made it difficult for them to separate their own desires from the social pressure.
The ex-soldiers’ memoirs and interviews reflect bitter postwar judgments, but
their descriptions of the social atmosphere tell us that the powerful dynamic was
operating in wartime villages that drove young people to join volunteer soldier
programs, as shown in previous chapters.

Some of the ex-soldiers recognized their decision to volunteer as the most
optimal choice among few practical alternatives. As one former soldier recalled,
“The police and the village head said, ‘Go to the volunteer soldier program, and
tried to persuade me almost every day. . . . They promised good arrangements for
my family too, so I considered it as employment. In retrospect, I was deceived.
I didn’t want to go because I might die in the military. But because we were so
poor, I [applied out of the feeling of] ‘God damn, [I don’t care] whether I live
or die!”* Another survivor wrote, “I graduated from elementary school in the
midst of social pressure [to volunteer]. I could not continue higher education
because of financial difficulty, and there was no decent employment for Koreans
during the war. But it was too depressing to do totally devastated colonial agricul-
ture. I didn’t know what to do with my youthful energy, and out of desperation, I
could not resist the pressure and applied.”*® Many other interviews indicate that
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the associated career prospects provided a powerful material and psychologi-
cal incentive. “I submitted the volunteer soldier application after I was told that
I could become a clerk at the county office, which inspired my heart. ... [When my
application was accepted], I was extremely thrilled, thinking that I could finally
become a true Japanese, partly because I had been attracted to the sophisticated
look of the military uniform of Japanese soldiers.”*! Both young people and local
officials often viewed applying as a self-evident necessity for model rural youth.
The logic of persuasion—"“because you are the model youth of the village, you
of all people must apply”—was used as a compliment and a form of pressure at
the same time, much as academically gifted students today are pushed to apply
to the most competitive schools.*

Korean and Taiwanese youth who joined the Japanese troops discovered
that ethnic discrimination was rampant. Unlike Japanese conscripts, colonial
soldiers did not form their own units according to their origins. Instead, they
were individually incorporated into Japanese-dominated platoons. For most of
the colonial volunteer soldiers, this was their first experience of living within
a genuinely Japanese social structure, and most of the Japanese soldiers had
never previously interacted with colonial youth. Violence and bullying pre-
vailed in daily life, perpetuating the dual rule of ethnic hierarchy and seniority.
By 1943, the fear that day-to-day discrimination might turn Korean volunteer
soldiers against the empire had grown so great that top army officials circu-
lated a detailed warning within the army. They banned the use of a deroga-
tory phrase (senjin) for Koreans, raised awareness about their linguistic barriers
and cultural differences, and ordered all troops to “absolutely avoid prejudicial
hatred,” and to treat Korean soldiers with “the heart of a loving father.”* This
lengthy warning, in addition to a number of official reports on the situations
of colonial volunteer soldiers, reveals the semi-institutionalized nature of eth-
nic discrimination to the extent that it was threatening to military discipline.
Individual accounts also attest to its pervasiveness. The orders from above had
little impact on the well-established culture among soldiers. In place of senjin,
regular phrases such as Chosenjin (Korean person) and hanto (the peninsula)
began to be used in derogatory fashion.* Similarly, the Japanese soldiers often
described the Taiwanese with a term used to despise Chinese people, chankoro.*
One Taiwanese soldier recalled that discrimination against Koreans was harsher,
although ethnic prejudice against Taiwanese soldiers was also normal.*® Many
Korean soldiers deserted their camps; some committed suicide.*”

The extant stories do cover the full spectrum from integration to alienation
of colonial soldiers. Two factors had a huge impact on colonial soldiers’ fate:
sheer luck and his ability to speak Japanese fluently. Sometimes, especially if
they had a supportive superior, they could be confident that they would receive
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fair treatment. For instance, some Taiwanese soldiers remembered the protec-
tion provided by an exceptionally generous Japanese superior.*® Similarly, some
former Korean soldiers stated that they did not personally experience ethnic
prejudice. One interviewee noted, “No one could escape violence in the Japanese
military. Because I was poor at home, I didn’t consider [life in the Japanese army]
particularly tough. ... [Even when charged as a war criminal by the Allies] I didn’t
feel any differently [because of my Korean origin]. I never felt discrimination in
the military. I worked really hard [to avoid discrimination] as well.”*

Since the quality of the superior to which one was assigned depended on luck,
mastery of the Japanese language was a more reliable predictor of a colonial sol-
dier’s future. Fluent speakers of Japanese tremendously improved their situations
because they could hide their Korean or Taiwanese ethnicity under a tacit policy
of “don’t ask, don’t tell.”*® Conversely, less-educated conscripts had greater diffi-
culty in the Japanese army. Former Korean soldiers who grew up in the metropole
observed that “those [conscripts] coming from the peninsula were particularly
miserable.”*! The army eagerly integrated Koreans who willingly behaved as ideal
Japanese soldiers, promoting them to higher ranks. As a consequence, the gap in
experiences and perceptions between those fluent in Japanese and the majority of
conscripts who remained at the lowest strata grew huge.”” The differential treat-
ments of Korean soldiers based on their language abilities and self-assimilation
into the Japanese social order manifested the operations of what Takashi Fuji-
tani calls “polite racism”—the kind that guided the self-reflexive subjects toward
the normative choice of becoming ideal imperial subjects.”” At the same time,
however, those promoted still faced frequent incidences of “vulgar racism,” a cat-
egorical and static characterization that left no possibility of assimilation, despite
their proven loyalty and excellent performances.™

The most noticeable change in the consciousness of colonial youth, although
probably not a predictable one before they joined the military, was the rapid
formation of ethnic pride. During youth training, the trainees developed a self-
identification based on local social divides, whether it was rural as opposed to
urban, Xinzhu youth rather than Taipei youth, elementary school graduates ver-
sus highly educated youth, or young pillars in contrast to the old generations.
In the army, on the other hand, they experienced a direct juxtaposition of their
Korean or Taiwanese selves and Japanese others. Being part of a minority group
often causes strong group bonds to develop, and daily discrimination ignited
aggressive antagonism against the ethnically Japanese in many cases. This ethnic
pride was expressed in a convoluted way, however. In many people’s accounts,
Korean and Taiwanese soldiers aspired to become “truer Japanese” and “more
ideal Japanese” than regular Japanese soldiers. Not at all a sign of the ultimate
success of Japanization as it sounds, it was an expression of ethnic rivalry, as the
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colonial youth viewed “becoming ideal Japanese” as a way to prove their superi-
ority over their Japanese counterparts.®> Memoirs of Korean soldiers reveal the
paradoxical feeling of outdoing the Japanese by being superior Japanese. One
wrote, “My motto was to be exemplary for other soldiers. I was obsessed with the
idea, ‘T shall not lose to Japanese people.”*® Another Korean survivor wrote that
he felt more competitive when facing discrimination than he was treated well.
“It was a strange feeling,” he explained, but he was convinced that “if I have to
[serve the military], I should do it extremely well,” because he viewed success in
the military as a weapon against those who saw him through prejudiced eyes.””

The development of ethnic pride through living among Japanese people, as
well as the desire to excel in the imperial system to prove their superiority, was
exactly what upper-class colonial youth had been experiencing since the early
1920s. In Japanese-dominated institutions of higher education and bureaucracy,
they were largely detached from the social divides that village youth felt keenly;
instead they faced the binary of colonized and colonizer. Compared with rural
populations, educated youth had more divisive reactions to Japan’s assimilation-
ist rule, some engaging in anticolonial activism and others eagerly integrating
themselves into Japanese intellectual circles as a way to overcome the ethnic
boundary. Colonial volunteer soldiers repeated that experience of binary divi-
sion in the military; the more interactions with the Japanese they had in their
cohort, the more frustrated they became, especially knowing that they were a
select few from their own society.

On the front lines, where survival was extremely difficult, Korean, Taiwanese
and Japanese soldiers sometimes developed an esprit de corps out of their horrific
experiences of starvation, disease, and the psychological suffering they endured
due to abandoning their weakening comrades.>® But in many instances, the lack
of mutual trust between Korean soldiers and Japanese superiors was exacerbated.
Memoirs of Korean soldiers who fought in the jungles of New Guinea show both
the disappearance of ethnic boundaries and increasing tension, depending on the
situation. In the Japanese army, the presence of Korean volunteer soldiers grew
larger as the torturous war of attrition continued. Many observed that Korean
soldiers survived better: “Korean volunteer soldiers were more robust and stron-
ger, so they never collapsed. [We were all] young, around twenty years old, and
could find and eat any food. . . . [Korean] volunteers survived diarrhea well, but
Japanese soldiers died quickly because of their especially weak intestines.”* Being
physically fit model rural youth, as opposed to urban, well-educated, and fragile
Japanese youth, reappeared as an advantage: “The first to die were intellectuals
among first-year soldiers. Those who had lived a luxurious life had no immu-
nity. . . . Korean soldiers, except by bullets of the enemy, did not die easily”® In
one squadron, “the final survivors were only thirty people, of whom 40% were
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Korean volunteers.”®' The Korean soldiers used codes to communicate with and
cared for each other: “Japanese officers gave suspicious looks, saying that Koreans
tend to unite, but at the final stage, we had no other choice but to unite.” The
increasing reliance on Korean volunteers made Japanese superiors vulnerable.
“Even with the order of collective suicide, there was no reason for us to kill our-
selves. Compared to Japanese soldiers, volunteer soldiers still retained physical
strength and the power to fight, so [Japanese superiors] could not ignore us.”
When the Allied troops scattered leaflets that stated, “Korean volunteer soldiers,
surrender to the U.S. military. Your safety is guaranteed,” many Japanese officers
were shaken by the possibility that their Korean soldiers would abandon them.®

August 15, 1945

The war claimed an enormous number of casualties. According to the Japa-
nese records, approximately 2.4 million Japanese soldiers and civilian military
employees died in overseas battles. So did 30,304 Taiwanese and 22,345 Korean
soldiers and employees.®* Those who lived to see August 15, 1945 had various
reactions to Japan’s defeat, which marked not only the end of the war but also of
an empire. In retrospect, it was bound to come any day. But for many colonial
soldiers, the news came as a shock.

For colonial youth who had spent their formative years in Japanese youth
training and the military, liberation was not a straightforward concept. Isolated
from the boiling celebrations that spread immediately throughout the cities and
villages of Korea and Taiwan, colonial soldiers in deployment processed the fact
of Japan’s defeat amid their Japanese cohort. Kim Ki-bong, a young Korean vol-
unteer pilot in training in Oita prefecture, considered August 15 an unforgettable
turning point in his life. Listening to the emperor’s announcement of Japan’s
unconditional surrender to the Allies on a cheap radio, he could pick up only a
few words and had no clue as to what the broadcast meant. The group of Japanese
students—fifteen and sixteen years old like Kim himself—still believed in Japan’s
eventual victory and denied the news. Kim had also “vaguely thought that there
would be battles on the homeland” before the end of the war. The sudden end
was hard to swallow and felt anticlimactic. In his memoir, Kim recalled that he
shared with Japanese trainees a feeling of dismay at the “unpredictably early sur-
render,” but “from there, our subjective thoughts diverged in separate directions.”
Kim’s decision to become a pilot had been grown out of his convoluted determi-
nation to “be truer Japanese” as a means to prove his self-worth. The knot of eth-
nic pride and subjugation was finally untied when he could realistically imagine
the future of an independent Korea: “First, I was relieved by my liberation from
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a sure death, and second, the joy of achieving independence, an earnest desire of
the Korean people, gradually occurred to me.”® This shift from shock and dismay
to hope was common among colonial soldiers. Another Korean volunteer soldier
stationed in Hokkaido has also reflected, “I was convinced that, if Japan lost,
I would not be able to go home alive. But suddenly the situation changed and [the
troop was] dissolved. I was extremely lonely. I did not really understand for what
Ilived and I fought for. . .. The liberation of August 15 was amazing. [It brought]
a hope that I could live as a true human being from then on .. .The passion to do
truly worthy work for my own people occurred to me.”®

The colonial soldiers were stuck with the Japanese troops at least for the next
few days while all beliefs, assumptions, and hierarchies were turned upside down.
The position of the volunteer soldier—once their proudest achievement as model
rural youth—no longer had any meaning, and, in fact, the former colonizer’s
military was the strangest place where they could be. The Japanese who had
enjoyed superiority over their colonial counterparts fell into the most vulnerable
position. In Kim Ki-bong’s pilot training school, sons of the Japanese settlers in
the outer territories, who, “generally speaking, held a greater sense of prejudice
and hatred toward us Koreans and Chinese than the boys from mainland Japan
did,” went into a panic. They had suddenly lost their homes, their status, and the
basis of their lives.”

The switch between superiority and vulnerability was more dramatic for
soldiers stationed in Seoul. O Rim-jun, a Korean volunteer soldier who had
grown up in Japan, experienced the end of the war in Seoul as part of the forces
preparing for a possible invasion by the Soviets and Americans. Compared with
standard colonial volunteers who had a home in Korea and whose attention
shifted from war and Japanization to Korea’s independent future, O could not
easily reconcile his “half-Japanese” self-identification, especially in the environ-
ment of the liberated colonial capital. During the war, his fluent Japanese had
helped him merge into the Japanese cohort and launch a promising career. But
on August 15, his internal coherence was shattered. He felt lost, with “a shock
of being hit in the brain,” when, all of a sudden, the Korean T aegtikki (national
flag) flooded the city. While looking at Korean people overloaded on trucks and
exhilaratingly shouting, “Manse, manse!” (Long live) to celebrate the liberation,
O was still in his Japanese army uniform, holding a gun, being ready to fire on
the masses if ordered to do so. His sense of guilt for being on the side of the colo-
nizer and his lack of Korean language comprehension became a new source of
his self-shame. In his memoir, he described the “collapse of a half-Japanese soul,”
borrowing the words of a Korean soldier charged with war crimes: “For Japanese,
however much criticized and condemned, it is possible to have some consolation,
or pride, about having sacrificed themselves and fought for the mother nation,
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but we Koreans did not even have that consolation. Rather, trying to think in that
way itself triggers nothing but a burning remorse.”®

While O’s subjectivity suffered in the retreating colonizer’s troops, Mura-
matsu Takeshi, a Japanese soldier who had grown up in Korea, also happened
to be in Seoul on August 15 and experienced the overturning of social posi-
tions in the midst of the Korean celebration. As he was heading home on
the train, several Korean soldiers mistook him for a compatriot and started a
conversation with him. “I instinctively judged that I must hide my Japanese
nationality,” Muramatsu wrote in his memoir. In polite, military-style Japa-
nese, the soldiers looked at the badges on his uniform and asked him: “You are
a rank candidate, sir. Would you tell us what we should do from now on after
going home? I want military superiors like you to give us directions on how to
build a national military.” He answered, “Although we have lost our weapons,
we have our independence. We have the national flag. . . . Let’s go home and
meet our people in our home villages. The great elderly of our villages will
guide us.”® To survive the major reversal of his imperial position, Murakami
now had to fake his ethnicity and voice the Korean ethnic pride symbolized by
older generations, who had been despised as a hindrance to colonial Korea’s
future just a few days earlier.

The failure to build an actual community of model rural youth in pan-imperial
programs clarifies what the Japanese “nation-empire” really was. It was an aspi-
ration rather than a fact; a driving force, not an end result; an illusion and an
assumption. Local dynamics that fostered youth’s eagerness to embrace the
national-imperial ideology notwithstanding, the empire lacked the power to real-
ize the promise of the integration of select youth even for propaganda purposes.
Perhaps some of the alienating effects of programs that brought youth to a new
environment were inevitable. More critically, however, widespread ethnic preju-
dice failed most colonial youth. Behind the multiple slogans of the emperor-
centered multiethnic nation, pan-Asian solidarity, and ethnic harmony, most of
Japanese society unsympathetically rejected those who lacked perfect command
of the Japanese language and customs.

But failure in one aspect hints at tremendous success in another. Considering
the harsh environments of some of these programs, the fact that many of the
mobilized youth still dutifully followed imperial directives demonstrates the pow-
erful foundation that youth training had constructed. This foundation was most
saliently exhibited by how Taiwanese and Korean volunteer soldiers expressed
their new sense of ethnic pride. Despite their isolation from one another, so many
of them aspired to “become truer Japanese” as a way to prove their ethnic group’s
superiority over ordinary Japanese soldiers. The metric of Japaneseness was firmly
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internalized by these youth through the dynamics of the social mobility com-
plex before they joined the Japanese military. That metric continued to determine
their method of surmounting obstacles even in the face of promise-breaching
ethnic discrimination. Because of these complicated and convoluted perceptions
of ethnic integration and segregation that appear in youth’s expressions, a cursory
look at their memoirs and interviews confuses the reader. Only through an inves-
tigation of how model rural youth had been produced does the psychology of
volunteer soldiers become at least partially interpretable.

The issue of colonial soldiers has left some of the deepest historical scars in
postwar East Asia. Japan’s defeat created a tragic turn of life for many colonial
soldiers and laborers. In Manchuria, thousands of Koreans, along with Japanese,
were captured by the Soviet army and subjected to forced labor for years. In China
and across Southeast Asia, about three hundred Taiwanese and Korean soldiers
and civilian military employees were charged as Class B and C war criminals
in postwar trials conducted by the Allies. Those who managed to return home
suffered difficult consequences as well. Because all Koreans and Taiwanese auto-
matically lost their Japanese nationality in the postwar international arrange-
ment, the former colonial soldiers could not participate in the pension system
that the Japanese government offered to Japanese ex-soldiers and their families.
Their salary deposits in the Japanese postal system virtually vanished.” Even after
the Japanese government passed a law to redress the issue with former Taiwanese
soldiers in 1987, it offered only approximately two million yen (about eighteen
thousand U.S. dollars) to those who had been severely injured and to bereaved
families, a trivial amount of compensation for their grave sacrifice.”’ Another
fifteen years passed before their South Korean counterparts received a similarly
small amount of compensation.”” But the inadequacy of Japan’s financial and
legal settlements with former “young pillars of the empire” constitutes only one
dimension of the issue. These colonial youth’s relationships with the empire were
too complicated and intense to be articulated in legal terms. Their decolonization
was greatly hindered because their postcolonial sentiments lost an outlet and an
audience once postwar political turmoil set in.



EPILOGUE
Back in Villages

What happened to many village youth, and particularly the individuals featured
in this book—XKato Einojo, Xu Chongfa, Huang Yuanxing, and Kim Yong-han—
once the war was over? In the preceding decade or two, their lives had evolved
around the rise of rural youth and, consequently, nation-empire building. They
had obtained the ability, the opportunity, and the emotional foundation with
which to challenge the establishment in their immediate social surroundings by
incorporating the prose of Japanese agrarian nationalism. During the war, their
careers as rural youth helped to fuel the engine of Japan’s mobilization machine.
Precisely because of their deep association with the imperial war effort—even
though they lacked a decisively life-changing experience as soldiers deployed
on the battlefield—the end of the empire brought about an equally dramatic
turning point in their lives. New regimes hurriedly attempted to scrap previ-
ous beliefs and values. New nationalisms arose. Where did the Japanese Empire’s
model rural youth find their place?

To us, as we read their stories many decades later, the issue of continuity and
rupture across the year 1945 is an intriguing one. In particular, the question
of how we identify the colonial legacy in postwar Taiwan and Korea is highly
political in nature. To those who lived through this period, however, continuity
was a given, everyday condition—one’s life can only continue on—within which
political ruptures transpired. They had no choice but to bring their whole bag-
gage of consciousness and past experiences they had acquired into the new era.
Does this mean that many of their subsequent life decisions should be considered
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a colonial legacy? Although continuity is certainly a key factor in tracing their
immediate postwar experiences, I tend to have doubts about placing a heavy
emphasis on a supposed colonial legacy. Just as “imperial control” does not fully
capture the nature of their youth training under Japanese rule, neither does the
idea of colonial legacy suitably encapsulate their diverse thoughts and experi-
ences in its aftermath.

Japan

Through the final stage of the war and its aftermath, the local seinendan showed
astonishing resilience. The village-level seinendan suffered from the sharp
decline of young populations, and many halted their activities, but the institu-
tions themselves survived the war. This was despite the dissolution of the national
body, the Greater Japan Seishonendan, two months prior to the war’s end. While
receiving the government direction to expand the gakutotai (student corps) to
further centralize youth mobilization, seinendan leaders kept the local seinen-
dan intact. Even Japan’s surrender in August 1945 had little impact on its basic
format at the village level. As of the end of August 1945, Miyagi prefecture was
still appointing youth school teachers and seinendan leaders."

On September 25, the Japanese government, before the American Occupa-
tion bureaucrats under the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP)
determined the policy direction of postwar education, issued a memo to encour-
age the regathering of village youth. “As the war ended, the gakutotai were dis-
solved, and male and female youth were left unorganized in their social life,” it
stated, adding, “New youth groups should get rid of the so-called government-
manufactured and militaristic colors of the previous time and aim to develop the
characteristics of local groups (kyodoteki dantai).”* Although the memo empha-
sized “spontaneous development” and “youth’s initiatives,” it also contained a
long list of articles stipulating the appropriate age range, required qualifications
for group leaders, and so on. As Sheldon Garon observes, many methods of kyoka
survived through the regime change of the postwar period. Social education, in
which the seinendan had played a major part, reemerged as the centerpiece of
efforts to promote “national morality” as early as October 1945.°

The SCAP attempted to minimize government involvement in civil society
in postwar Japan, but American bureaucrats were not unified in their reactions
to the revival of the seinendan. In the postwar constitution, drafted by SCAP
staff and enacted by the Japanese parliament in 1946, Article 89 barred the
government from financially assisting “charitable, educational, or benevolent
enterprises not under the control of public authority” The Social Education
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Law (1949) prohibited even local governments from taking a leadership role
in social education.* In a somewhat contradictory action, however, officials in
the Civil Information and Educational Section (CIE) under the SCAP earnestly
supported the reemergence of local and national seinendan. CIE officials viewed
the local seinendan as equivalent to recreational youth clubs that were popular
in the United States. The diary of one seinendan leader in Fussa city, Tokyo,
recorded how delighted CIE officials appeared to be when they saw the activi-
ties of his local seinendan, such as reading books, debating, singing songs, and
practicing dance. That positive attitude of American officers relieved the youth.
The diarist noted, “I shook hands with foreigners twice. Alas, how [different] are
the current feelings from those at the end of the war! I had never ever imagined
shaking hands with them. The antagonism that had been hiding in the bottom
of my chest seems to have been blown away at once. Now it feels like I can [move
toward] democratization.”

The CIE endorsed the prefectural and national networks, too. Russell L. Dur-
gin, a missionary who had lived in Japan for thirty years while presiding over the
Japanese YMCA, served the CIE as officer for youth organization and student
activities and became a trusted adviser to the postwar Japan Youth Center.®
Postwar seinendan leaders depicted Tazawa Yoshiharu, the “father of the seinen-
dan,” as a type of a democratic leader who had resisted the militarization of the
seinendan in prewar years, and the CIE reinforced that image.” Durgin’s succes-
sor, Donald Marsh Typer, in a speech to officials of the Japan Youth Center, called
on them to “revive the Tazawa spirit!” Typer praised the continuity of the Japan
Youth Center, reflecting on its history of “having been built by volunteer work
and donations of more than a million members” and defining the sole reason for
its existence as “to continuously serve youth in Japan even today.”® Government
involvement in organizing other civic groups also expanded. The CIE established
and supervised the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, YMCA, YWCA, and 4-H Club. Under
their auspices, in 1951, seinendan leaders established a new national body, the
Japan Seinendan Convention (Nihon Seinendan Kydgikai). In the same year,
the CIE created a communication network including all youth organizations,
through which it promoted recreational clubs, panel discussions, and debates,
implementing American theories of “group work.”

American-style activities, despite the eagerness of the leaders in Tokyo to
incorporate them, never became deeply rooted among young people in the
countryside. Among the different types of youth organizations established in
this period, the seinendan continued to be the core of youth activities in vil-
lages.'® Rather than indicating youth’s resistance to the introduction of liberal
democracy, this result underscores the fact that the local seinendan reemerged
out of grassroots initiatives, not in response to any instructions from Tokyo or
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the Occupation forces. The end of the war and the empire brought about a major
shift in the social environments of villages. One immediate change was that
young people who had left their homes as industrial workers, colonial settlers,
and soldiers came back. In some villages, these youth gathered privately every
night to share their wartime experiences, leading to the re-formation of a village
seinendan. In other places, a few people took the initiative to formally resume
seinendan activities."! Many started their seinendan as night study groups.'? With
the demobilization of the army reservist groups, gakutotai, and neighborhood
associations, as well as the virtual end of youth schools and other dojos, they
returned to gathering organically to heal their wartime traumas.

Indeed, young people were processing complex feelings about the new era.
They reacted emotionally to the humiliation experienced by ex-soldiers in the
immediate postwar society. Many of youth in the postwar seinendan had them-
selves been repatriated from the battlefield and were subject to a public discourse
that viewed them as collaborators with those practicing militarism or as useless,
unemployed, and violent criminals harming peace and democracy. “Once I came
home, I received chilling looks as a returnee,” one essay in a seinendan newslet-
ter in Nagano read, “and endured the sadness of seeing my comrades falling into
crimes one by one in the face of hostile treatments!”"> The rage against people
who had mobilized youth for war and then reversed their attitude after the war
often came out in their writings. One returnee wrote, “While denying the dignity
of those who died in battles and considering it as someone else’s business, they
say cheerful things like democracy and the construction of a new Japan. I cannot
trust such things at all.” But at the same time, as the historian Kitagawa Kenzo
argues, the self-reflection and critical thinking exhibited by young people of this
period went beyond bitter resentment. Another young man wrote, “More than
holding a grudge against ‘those who deceived me’. . . I had a stronger feeling of
doubt about ‘myself, who had been deceived.”™ One educator in Nagano stated
in 1948, “Because they felt the war more deeply and closely than anyone else,
[young people] trust only what they can see with their own eyes, and what they
can do with their own hands.”*®

The local seinendan, restricted to a certain generation and protected from
outside authorities, provided a safe haven for these young men, who desper-
ately needed to interact with peers who shared similar experiences and feelings.
While functioning as a site of confession and commiseration, many seinendan
groups focused on tangible projects that kept the members away from politi-
cal debates. Most notably, they devoted much effort to organizing performance
events (engeikai) of music, dance, and manzai comedy shows.'® The engeikai
became a widely seen phenomenon in villages and cities across the nation. The
performances, however, included songs popular during the war, as if youth
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were attempting to forget about the reality of the defeat, provide a new cathar-
sis to replace wartime heroism, and express the sense of freedom acquired only
through the end of the wartime regime, all at the same time.

Seinendan youth soon returned to many other old forms of activities. They
organized volunteer work for their communities, set up study groups, gave
awards to model youth, promoted agricultural experiments, and held speech
contests, but they peppered these activities with postwar slogans of liberalism
and democracy. In the records left by Kato Einojo, whose story we examined
in chapters 2 and 3, both a big rupture and the underlying continuity between
prewar and postwar village life are apparent. Katd Einojo, as a sonendan leader
in Shida county, experienced the hardest time of his life during this period. He
was purged from official positions. He let go of most of the land of his family’s
heritage to tenant farmers and fought a government committee in court regard-
ing his ownership of the remaining land. The Kato family no longer enjoyed the
status of major landholders in the village, and their wealth shrank further as
Kato Einojo launched new businesses that failed.!” At the same time, the village
as a whole continued to embrace agrarianism as the main guiding principle for
the postwar period.'® In May 1946, the Shida county seinendan started the Osaki
Farmers’ College (Osaki Nomin Daigaku), which offered training in agronomy,
farm management, and rural cultural improvement to young pillars of the Osaki
region (including Shida). It declared that it would “renew our culture to follow
the completely new era.” And yet its slogans, such as “The culture of farm villages
leads to Japanese culture, and its progress leads to national progress,” recycled the
phrases of prewar agrarianism. The continuity of agrarian ideals in society meant
that Kato did not entirely lose his political capital. He was invited to participate
in the lectures and events of the Osaki Farmers’ College to unofficially supervise
village youth training."” With the end of the purge in 1951, he was elected to a
seat in the Osaki city council the following year and quickly rehabilitated his life
narrative of being a devoted local leader.

Despite the grassroots initiatives that revived the village seinendan, official
support from government staff was still valuable to them. Sasaki Wakuri, the
head of Miyagi’s social education section, received numerous requests from vil-
lage seinendan groups to attend their ceremonies, dispatch a lecturer to their
night study groups, and provide official endorsement of their projects.? In fact,
the familiar symbiosis of the local seinendan and state authorities sometimes
grew too strong and alarmed observers. Behind their continuous search for the
appropriate relationship between village youth and the government, a concern
about remilitarization rose in many people’s minds. One can observe the wide-
spread concern in a heated debate over the issue of youth classes (seinen gakkyi),
another program initiated locally by young villagers to replace wartime youth
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schools. Since their initiation in 1947 by the seinendan in Yamagata prefecture,
youth classes had been adopted across the Tohoku region. The idea spread and
led to a national movement, with 13,628 classes and 892,087 students as of
1952.2 When the Ministry of Education planned to set up legal regulations and
financial aid for youth classes, however, the proposal aroused opposition among
seinendan members as well as activists.”> Miyahara Seiichi, a professor at the
University of Tokyo and one of the firmest voices against the government plan,
argued, “Youth classes under city, town, and village administration have become
thought-guiding institutions. They have become a framework for rearmament.
There remains none of the spontaneity we saw in the early youth classes.”** The
government’s regulations of youth schools were nonetheless put in place in 1953.
Large-scale seinendan activities continued to stir fears of remilitarization.
Some of the issues that the seinendan attempted to tackle required bureaucratic
planning. The massive unemployment in rural villages was one such issue. In
1951, for example, a column in Asahi shinbun discussed two sets of statistics, one
on the sharp increase in unemployment in villages and the other on the youth-
heavy demographics of rural populations (“youth” referred to those between
age fifteen and twenty-five). Calling it the “second-and-third-son problem,” the
author argued that “in the prewar era, [these youth] could pursue a route to be
military officers, but they no longer have that option. There were so many appli-
cations to the National Police Reserve. Even if they want to, they have no oppor-
tunity outside their villages.”” In response to the rural unemployment problem,
the Japan Seinendan Convention launched the Youth Movement for Industrial
Development (Sangyo Kaihatsu Seinen Undo) in the same year, obtained a sub-
stantial budget through the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry in the follow-
ing year, and encouraged youth to cultivate new land and learn new farming
technologies. The Japan Seinendan Convention claimed that the movement was
modeled after the Civilian Conservation Corps of the American New Deal, but
it received criticisms because the program reminded the public of the volunteer
labor corps and the youth corps dispatched to Manchuria during wartime.
Thus the biggest challenge for both leaders and local members of the postwar
seinendan was to separate themselves from the militaristic past while maintaining
continuity in institutions, agrarian values, and local fraternity. Almost all news
reports about the seinendan evaluated the degree to which they departed from
their prewar form. Observers offered little discussion or consensus on what “pre-
war form” meant, however, and they inconsistently pointed to different aspects.
Some newspapers criticized the apparent revival of excessive bureaucratic con-
trol over the seinendan, while characterizing village youth as a democratic force
that would resist top-down control.”” Other observers criticized the persistent
“feudalistic character and customs” of seinendan instructions and village society
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while, again, defining young people as progressive agents of reform.? Still
others viewed the youth themselves as “undemocratic, old-fashioned, and retro-
gressive.” A seinendan member in Miyagi discussed how closely the village seinen-
dan reflected the feudalistic characteristics of village society and how nostalgic
seinendan leaders remained “for their lost imperialistic authority.”” There was
also a wide gap between the print media, which situated the seinendan within the
postwar movement to spread the value of liberal democracy, and the local com-
munities, which expected more continuity in youth’s role. “Local people’s ideas
about the seinendan, generally speaking, are generated based on the seinendan
activities of the old era,” one seinendan member in Miyagi reported after con-
ducting a survey in 1958. “Many people say that the previous seinendan were
better” because “they were orderly and disciplined.”*

In sum, the lack of consensus on what had gone wrong in the pre-1945 period
created confusing interpretations of the characteristics of village youth, the
new role of the seinendan, and the definition of “the establishment” in post-
war society. Young people’s initiative (jushusei) was loudly propagated in every
possible venue, but behind that emphasis lay constant negotiations between the
departure from and continuity with the past.

It was also through the seinendan that village youth erased their previous
colonial links. Even though many of them had been living in Japan’s previous
outer territories, any reference to the former colonies was completely dropped
from their printed discussions, let alone any reflection on their experiences in the
colonies as imperial settlers. But as in the prewar period, the seinendan played an
important role in demarcating the imagined national contours, now by exclud-
ing the outer territories and asserting Okinawa’s inclusion. The seinendan stood
at the forefront in the long-term movement calling for the return of Okinawa
from the American Occupation forces, whereas the issue of former colonial
soldiers never captured their attention. After all, youthful initiatives appeared to
be conveniently compatible with Japan’s new political agenda.

Taiwan

The immediate postwar period brought political turmoil to Taiwan, which was
beyond the imagination of Japanese youth even if they had cared about the for-
mer colonial society. As in the Japanese countryside, Taiwanese youth organized
themselves in preparation for the transition, but they were soon to be subjected
to a new authoritarian rule, which also frantically attempted to mobilize young
people and construct a Chinese national identity. Youth activism was split along
political lines, and many young people in a suddenly chaotic social order survived
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by swimming through repoliticization programs. Thanks to increasingly open
discussion about the 228 Incident and Guomindang (GMD) authoritarianism in
the past two decades, we can obtain more information about the social upheavals
created by postcolonial and neocolonial politics.

Xu Chongfa, the instructor at the Xinzhu youth training institute discussed
in chapter 6, was conducting an inspection visit at a small youth training unit
on the day of Japan’s surrender. Since the facilities of the Xinzhu youth training
institute were heavily bombed, youth training had been conducted more locally
and in smaller groups since early 1945. Xu missed the broadcast of Emperor
Hirohito’s message but learned the news in the evening when he returned home.
“The world before me turned completely dark when I thought about what on
earth we should do and what Taiwan would become,” he wrote three weeks later
in a letter to his former students.”’ While mentally processing the end of an era
during these three weeks, Xu received a few letters from his former students, who
felt equally at a loss. He decided to apologize to them in his letter: “I encouraged
you arrogantly, saying, ‘Work hard, strenuously, powerfully, attack the Americans
and British hard, and win, win over the battles in East Asia!’ But it all became a
lie. I am painfully ashamed. But a trivial person like me could only tell you what
I read and memorize in magazines and books—I told you only what I believed
and felt, yes, exactly! Please do not think ‘what the hell, that teacher only told us
lies. Forgive me!!”*?

Immersed in a sea of remorse, all Xu could do was, yet again, to repeat the
announcement by the Japanese authorities, appreciating the emperor’s tough
decision and encouraging the Taiwanese people to calmly accept the end of
the war and to become a bridge between China and Japan in the future. Before
I could ask, Xu Chongfa explained to me the rationale behind the Japanese sur-
render, saying that “after the atomic bombs, because the emperor did not want
to sacrifice more lives, he made a brave decision for us.”** He shared the same
narrative with many Japanese people of the same generation, strongly influenced
by the discourse that the Japanese rulers created at the time of the defeat.

Huang Yuanxing, Xu’s student, also featured in chapter 6, was more reserved
in giving his impressions of Japan’s surrender. He was serving his conscription
duty in Taizhong and did not hear the news of the defeat immediately either.
“At the army camp in Taizhong, people were talking about it in Minnan [Holo]
Chinese, so I did not understand what they were talking about. I learned the
news the following day.”** Huang came back to Beipu despite the limited trans-
portation available, “looking like a remnant of a defeated army,” although he
had not left Taiwan to face enemies on real battlefields.”> With few news sources,
some people in remote villages still did not realize, a month later, that the war
had ended.*
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But the war was over, and the colonizers were leaving. Aside from emotional
farewells and personal dramas occurring between Taiwanese and Japanese
residents, people were generally elated about the end of colonial rule. “There
was no reason to worry about social order,” one villager in Xinzhu remem-
bered, “since we were so happy to go back to China.”*” Wu Zhuoliu, a well-
known Taiwanese author, described people’s feelings during the few months
before the Chinese rulers arrived in October 1945: “They maintained the peace
impeccably in the political vacuum. . . . The psychology of Taiwanese people
was a sort of demonstration to Japanese people, that is to say, ‘Look, our state,
our nation!’. .. One can say that the Taiwanese and the Japanese competed for
moral superiority for fifty years. To prove this point, one can raise an example
that social order in Taiwan was never inferior to that in Japan proper, and our
acts and attitudes, including not telling a lie and being faithful, were even more
complete than theirs.”*

One prevalent expression of the Taiwanese people’s willingness to maintain a
perfect social order and to welcome the arrival of Chinese forces was the forma-
tion of the “Three Principles of the People Youth Groups” (sanminzhuyi qing-
niantuan; hereafter sanqingtuan). Crowned with Sun Yat-Sen’s famous doctrine
(Three Principles of the People: nationalism, democracy, and the livelihood
of the people), the sanqingtuan were originally established in 1938 by Chiang
Kai-shek and other military officers trained in the Whampoa Military Academy
as a youth division of the GMD. The GMD had launched the New Life Move-
ment in 1934 in the hope of producing a mass revolution. Four years later, the
sanqingtuan, which gathered youth between age sixteen and twenty-five, were
built to help Chiang’s continuous desire to mold the minds of the masses.*
Its vision of youth mobilization, presumably copied from the Soviet Union,
Germany, and Italy, was quite similar to that of Japanese leaders in its focus
on transforming young minds and bodies into fighters in a political-military
struggle.®® Taiwanese independence activists, operating during these years in
mainland China and fighting the Japanese to liberate both China and Taiwan,
voluntarily set up a branch of the sanqingtuan within their own liberation army
in 1942. This signaled the “GMD-ization” of the major Taiwanese activist group
led by Li Youbang and others.*!

Once the Japanese were gone, Taiwanese intellectuals—especially those who
had previously engaged in the Cultural Association and leftist anti-Japanese
activities—quickly made contact with each other to form new groups under
the name of sangingtuan. Zhang Shide, a former activist of Taiwan’s Peasant
Union who joined the Whampoa Academy afterward, came back to Taiwan
and took the lead.”” Most importantly, the Taiwanese sanqingtuan, unlike
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those in mainland China, developed without the GMD’s direct involvement,
nor was it limited to youth. The number of sanqingtuan members grew rap-
idly, reaching thirty thousand by March 1946 and easily exceeding the number
of GMD party members, which remained at 1,215 in the same month. In fact,
the two came to represent very different interests. The historian Ho I-Lin
argues that the bifurcation of the upper classes during Japanese colonial rule
between left-leaning activists and conservative landholders reappeared as a
division between the sanqingtuan and the GMD party.’ Wu Xinrong, a leader
of the sangingtuan, recalled that “since the organization of the sanqgingtuan
was made out of the [former] Cultural Association and the Peasant Union,
the members naturally embraced progressive thoughts. . . . As a consequence,
the organization had confrontations with the [GMD] party and had conflicts
with the government.”** This political division was further exacerbated once
the Whampoa group of military officers and GMD party leaders arrived in
Taiwan from China.*

But such distinctions in political orientation become blurry as we look at the
sanqgingtuan groups formed away from the center. In Xinzhu city, a branch of
the sanqingtuan, established in the city hall built by the Japanese, had a slight
leaning toward Cultural Association activism. A twenty-eight-year-old civil
servant, Chen Cheng, joined the group because “everyone said the sangingtuan
was a good organization, and all the older generation participated.”*® For him,
“everyone” consisted of a circle of friends, including his chess partner Huang
Jitu, whose father, Haung Wancheng, was a former local leader of the Taiwan
Cultural Association. Despite that political lineage, people gathered mainly to
share information useful for day-to-day survival, rather than to engage in politi-
cal activism. Chen Cheng had never heard of the Three Principles of the People
until he joined the sanqingtuan. He recalled, “The youth group did not have
active programs, but people gathered every once in a while to have a discussion. . ..
The situation of that time was somewhat strange,” so a number of young partici-
pants were “in charge of collecting information outside and reporting it back.”*

The group’s political character was even less relevant in more remote places.
In the county capital, Zhudong town, local notables from the Japanese period,
the Song and Liu families, collaborated to form a sanqingtuan group so as to
maintain social order. Composed of the previous seinendan and soteidan mem-
bers, this group experienced a smoother transition from the Japanese period
than groups in the urban center, which hinged their identities on their previous
anti-Japanese activism.* In remote villages like Beipu and Guanxi, people also
vaguely remembered the sanqingtuan as being “made up of former seinendan
and soteidan.”* This is not surprising, since the village leaders and institutions
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from the period of Japanese rule remained in power. In Beipu, for example, Jiang
Ruichang, a symbol of the Japanized generation, became village head again in
August 1945.%°

The most pressing issue for local youth at the time was to learn Mandarin
Chinese, which was determined to be the new “national language.” The govern-
ment’s Sinicization programs (zuguohua) included the condemnation of Japa-
nization education as “enslaving education,” the formation of a Chinese national
identity, the embrace of the Three Principles of the People, and the adoption
of Chinese customs and ethics. Mastery of Mandarin Chinese was the starting
point.”! Xu Chongfa did not remember joining the sanqingtuan, but his Chinese
practice book shows that he attended language lessons offered by a “sanminzhuyi
youth group” in October 1945.5? In class, he learned Chinese phonetic symbols
(bopomofo) by attaching the Japanese phonetics (katakana) next to them. Huang
Yuanxing also faced the need to learn Chinese as quickly as possible. After Japan’s
surrender, he immediately returned to his teaching position at the Beipu elemen-
tary school only to find that “teachers’ authority had been turned upside down.”*
He went to night school to learn Chinese and taught children the next morning
at school the material he had just learned.>

The island-wide network of the sanqingtuan thus absorbed a wide variety
of urban elite activists, local leaders, and people who were just beginning to
learn Mandarin Chinese. Across this whole network, the celebration of Youth
Day, on March 29, 1946 highlighted a still-joyous reunion between the GMD
and Taiwanese locals. Students, youth group members, and the general popu-
lation gathered in Taipei, Jilong, Xinzhu, Taizhong, Jiayi, Tainan, Gaoxiong,
Pingdong, Hualian, and other cities to commemorate the seventy-two revolu-
tionaries who were killed in an uprising in Guangzhou during the revolution
of 1911. Xinzhu city held a Chinese speech competition among students and
youth group members, and Gaoxiong city had a musical parade to distribute
pamphlets that delivered a GMD message to Taiwanese youth.® In newspa-
pers, Chiang Kai-shek told all “Chinese” youth to “celebrate the victory in
our anti-Japanese war,” and announced that “our nation has entered a new
phase, and our revolution has reached a new step.” Now youth’s grave mission
was to “protect the independent and equal national status [equal to those of
other strong states], and to establish a unified, democratic, strong, and peace-
ful nation.”*

The amity between the GMD and Taiwanese locals did not last long. Because
the locals expected to finally obtain self-rule and gain access to political and social
opportunities, the GMD’s authoritarian control and monopoly over official posi-
tions enraged them. At the local level, people witnessed the messy and corrupt
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ways in which the GMD officers seized Japanese properties as well as their daily
misconduct, from skipping to the front of the line at bus stops to requesting
bribes at every opportunity.”” Meanwhile, food production dropped dramati-
cally, and the unemployment rate skyrocketed, and the GMD government had
no effective rectifying measure for either problem. Social grievances and political
tensions were growing day by day.*®

The central leader of the sanqingtuan, Li Youbang, found himself in a difficult
position when he published an essay, “A New Agenda for Taiwanese Youth” on
New Year's Day in 1947. In this piece he admitted that Taiwan’s youth were full
of suspicion, wondering “why our national economy does not appear prosper-
ous, but rather declining day after day; why our administrative facilities are not
like what we desire, but rather looking exhausted, . . . peace is not realized, and
democracy is yet to be complete.”*® Soon afterward, the 228 Incident broke out.
It started when a police officer beat and injured a female black-market tobacco
vendor in Taipei on February 28, 1947. People immediately went into the streets
to protest against excessive policing, and when the GMD authorities fired bullets
at them, it turned into large demonstrations spread across the island, gaining
further momentum when protesters occupied the radio station and called for a
mass uprising.®® During the chaos, Taiwanese local leaders in all the major cities
formed “committees for the settlement of the 228 Incident” and demanded a
concrete set of political reforms from the GMD government. This did not put
an end to the violence. Additional GMD troops landed in Taiwan on March 8,
massacring and torturing members of these settlement committees and other
Taiwanese, often indiscriminately. From this point, Taiwan entered the era of
the “White Terror,” during which GMD authorities terrorized and prosecuted
political dissidents in various ways.

Ever since the tragic 228 Incident, the sanqgingtuan has lost its place in
Taiwanese history because it became a politically sensitive subject for both GMD
supporters and anti-GMD local elites. The GMD’s governor of Taiwan, Chen Yi,
saw sangingtuan leaders as the main instigators of mass uprisings and guerrilla
attacks.®’ In fact, whether they were the initial instigators or not, they subse-
quently organized armed forces and conducted guerrilla warfare against GMD
soldiers in Jiayi and Taizhong.*? In the GMD narrative of Taiwanese history, the
name sanqgingtuan represented these dangerous radicals. On the other hand, the
sanqgingtuan was also a reminder for the opposing Taiwanese elites that they had
welcomed the GMD and willingly adopted the term sanminzhuyi (Three Prin-
ciples of the People) back in 1945. “In retrospect, it was an organization taken
advantage of by [the GMD],” the previously cited Chen Cheng claimed in his
memoir.”* Both camps came to deny association with the sanqingtuan.
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Perhaps for this reason, it was difficult to elicit comments from Huang
Yuanxing and Xu Chongfa about their involvement in the sanqingtuan. Both
of them told me that they stayed away from violence during the 228 chaos. Xu
recalled, “Because they knew that I used to be a youth training teacher, villagers
came to the door every day and asked me to lead the anti-GMD forces.” At the
time, he was helping at his brother’s new lumber factory back in Guanxi village.
“But I did not want to get involved in violence. I left home very early and came
home very late, or hid inside so the villagers could not find me.”** For Huang
Yuanxing, the land reform that the GMD conducted was a more memorable
experience: “They seized the Jiang family’s land and properties and sold them
to poor peasants at low prices.” He purchased large curved panels taken from
the Jiang family’s mansion and decorated his bedroom with them. He contin-
ued, “The Jiang family’s wealth shrank a lot, and so did other rich people’s.
Those who opposed the GMD were doctors and landlords, not poor people.”®
Whether it was a contemporary observation or an afterthought, Huang settled
on an interpretation that explains Taiwan’s political bifurcation in terms of eco-
nomic classes, but not in the fashion that many of today’s anti-GMD citizens
would expect.

The sanqgingtuan’s role in the 228 Incident did not diminish the political
importance of youth. Rather, it drove the party to develop a firmer grip on young
populations. Officials still celebrated Youth Day on March 29, 1947, calling on
Taiwanese youth to reflect upon the recent incident while giving thanks for the
“generous measures” taken by the government. They preached to Taiwanese youth
that “the fundamental way [to prevent such an event from happening again] is
reeducation of the Taiwanese, changing the Japanese poisonous education of the
past. Particularly important is to learn the language and literature, history and
geography, ethnic spirits and our own ethics, transforming Taiwanese comrades
into complete Chinese both in name and practice. This is the most urgent issue
for Taiwan.”*® This indoctrination of youth was reminiscent of Japanese war-
time mobilization, so it is little wonder that people called it the “new kominka
movement.”"’

Since the government had virtually disbanded the sanqingtuan in Taiwan
after the 228 Incident, it was up to new youth organizations to carry out the new
kominka. Once the majority of GMD officials and officers had migrated to Tai-
wan in 1949, the party reorganized youth institutions with a new emphasis on
anticommunist warfare. Youth Day in 1950 saw the establishment of the Taiwan
Province Youth Volunteer Group.®® In April, a number of college students in Tai-
pei organized the Chinese Youth Anti-Communist Anti-Soviet League.® Finally,
the inauguration of the China Youth Anti-Communist Corps (CYC) on Youth
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Day in 1952 completed the nationalization of youth training institutions.”” The
CYC defined youth as “the pioneer of the time” and announced that “without

1”

youth, there is no revolution!” It listed three fundamental characteristics of the
organization as “educational,” “mass-oriented,” and “war-ready.”’! Together
with mandatory military drills in schools, the CYC’s summer and winter mili-
tary camps and daily training established a militaristic tone of youth training
consistent with the GMD’s continuous wartime rhetoric.”

Certainly, the Taiwanese people’s adjustment to GMD rule—and their vari-
ous sentiments that accompanied it—could not be understood separately from
their experiences of the Japanese period. But it is nearly impossible for observ-
ers to fathom how their colonial memories drove them to certain decisions and
emotions. Xu Chongfa did not fight the GMD, but he also declined its offer to
become chief of the education department in the Xinzhu province. Maybe he
regretted his deep association with the ideological mobilization conducted by
the Japanese authorities and wanted to avoid stepping into the same quagmire
a second time. Or maybe he still felt loyal to the Japanese and his students, and
therefore he believed that becoming a GMD ofticial would appear hypocritical.
Or he might have been simply tired of politics and wanted to concentrate on
family business.

Huang Yuanxing justified GMD rule by emphasizing its effective land reform,
but his quick acceptance of the GMD might have been his only way to survive as a
schoolteacher. Perhaps Hakka populations felt differently about the GMD, being
more afraid of the political dominance by the Holo people, which the Japanese
presence had restrained, and thus they aligned with the GMD more readily.”
Regardless of how he viewed the new era of authoritarian rule, the scene felt
familiar to him when he observed students’ military drills conducted at school.
In fact, when the government started recruiting Taiwanese soldiers in March
1950, many of the new recruits, as well as the instructors, were people trained
by the Japanese institutions. Zhang Shulin, a Hakka military officer from Xinpu,
another rural village in Xinzhu province, recalled that the Taiwanese soldiers
were already well-trained and enjoyed singing Japanese military songs. Zhang
was supposed to enforce Sinicization and condemn Japanese education, but he
let his soldiers sing in Japanese.”

These local stories tell us that the Taiwanese were far from monolithic in
their associations with the GMD, and that the grassroots experiences of their
transition from Japanization to Sinicization require careful study. Individuals’
reactions to the GMD were by no means predetermined. Just as under Japanese
colonial rule, myriad social conditions and local contexts influenced their reac-
tions to GMD control.
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Korea

The post-1945 period, even before the tragedy of the Korean War began, turned
out to be a tremendous disappointment to people in the Korean peninsula, to say
the least. Their enthusiasm for an independent nation was quickly curtailed by
the division of the peninsula. In South Korea, the fragmentation of Korean poli-
tics, the severe anti-leftist oppression, and the reinstatement of colonial bureau-
cracy by the American Occupation, which started in September 8, 1945, denied
many people their hopes for a new regime.”

As in postwar Japan and Taiwan, youth continued to be a critically important
sector of the general population in Korea. On both sides of the thirty-eighth par-
allel, youth represented a break from the past, and youth organizations became
the core of new political and social programs. Especially in South Korea, post-
1945 youth activism became intertwined with the complex web of political fac-
tions as well as with the rise of terrorist tactics in political fights. In contrast to the
dominant presence of youth on the political scene, however, ordinary people’s
involvement in youth organizations in local towns and villages remains too sen-
sitive a topic to discuss openly. The memory of civil violence during the Korean
War and the fear of being labeled as “red” or “pro-Japanese” seem to have forced
many people to actively forget the details of this period.

Kim Yong-han, whose story we learned in chapters 7 and 8, was also
extremely hesitant to give a personal narrative of his actions and thoughts
during the postliberation period. Instead, his oral history shifted to a general
impression of the local town. Kim returned to the Nonsan county office imme-
diately after the war and continued working “without a break of even a day.” On
these days, he presumably reflected on the implications of Japanese surrender,
the overturning of previous beliefs, and his career prospects in the new era,
but none of these topics came out in the interview. Instead, he emphasized
the calmness and continuity that prevailed in provincial towns. The Japanese
returned home in an orderly fashion, and many Koreans, including himself,
hosted farewell parties for their Japanese friends. He attributed the absence
of violence against Japanese people to deterrence by the still-stationed Japa-
nese army. According to his account, once the new military government (the
United States Army Military Government in Korea) replaced the local admin-
istration and the police in Nonsan in the fall, there was no longer any concern
about social order. Perhaps as a conscious decision, Kim’s post-1945 life was
concentrated on providing higher education to his two younger brothers and
cousin, all of whom went to prestigious universities. He showed me a few cop-
ies of the pamphlet Declaration to the Korean People, distributed in the name of
George R. Hodge, the commanding general of the military government, dated
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September 29, 1945. But scribbles on the back show that to his family, this his-
toric document that marked the beginning of the new era was a source of paper
for his brother’s biology homework.”

The first few weeks of continuity that Kim witnessed were most likely pre-
served by local volunteers. In the same way as many Taiwanese locals volun-
tarily organized the sanqingtuan to preserve peace and order, many young men
in Korea established security-maintaining forces across the peninsula. In Seoul
alone, about thirty thousand young people joined such forces.”” These groups
had various names, some of which reflected curious similarity to the names
of units of wartime Japanese mobilization, such as haktodae (student corps),
ch’ongnyondae (youth corps), and chawidae (self-defense corps). In the mean-
time, central leaders of the transitional Committee for the Preparation of Korean
Independence (CPKI) established the Peace Preservation Corps (ch’iandae) and
engaged in the “peace preservation movement.” The ch’iandae dispatched stu-
dents to provinces for the purpose of institutionalizing the local security corps.”
As in the case of Taiwan’s sanqingtuan, local ch’iandae groups were an expression
of enthusiasm for the anticipated onset of self-government. They transcended
political allegiances and included both anticolonial fighters and those who had
served the imperial government.”

Self-governance, indeed, characterized township politics in the postlibera-
tion era. Across the peninsula, in pursuit of this goal, local leaders established
“people’s committees,” which were also eventually incorporated into the national
CPKI network. In Nonsan county, the newly formed people’s committee, headed
by Cho Tong-sun, conducted an official ceremony to transfer county adminis-
tration from the (colonial-era) county head to the people’s committee.** Cho’s
profile reflected the ambivalent political complexion of the committee. Cho had
been a left-leaning figure yet was actively involved in colonial shinkokai activi-
ties. The Japanese had even given him an award as a “model shinkokai leader.”
His brother-in-law Yun Hui-jung, a famous landlord of the region, was among
the eighteen members of Nonsan’s people’s committee (see chapter 7). We sim-
ply cannot know what the committee’s ideological goals were, if it had any, but
outside observers found the organization confusing. “An Investigative Report on
the Situation of South Ch’ingch’dng Region,” compiled around this time, called
the committee a group of “bad youth” who obstructed the administration. It
argued that “the majority of the leaders [of Nonsan’s people’s committee] were
a pro-Japanese faction without particular ideology, joined by a few communist
members.”®! Regardless, the committee exhibited a determination among local
leaders to attain self-rule. For the few short weeks until the military government
reinstalled previous officials, the people’s committee symbolically took over the
county office.
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In many places, the local ch’iandae functioned as a security force for people’s
committees. Bruce Cumings links the massive scale of local volunteer forces
to discharged soldiers, laborers, and youth group members, as well as released
prisoners after liberation. In Seoul, many of fifteen thousand former soldiers,
thousands of young people, and some sixteen thousand released prisoners (in
South Korea) participated in the peace preservation movement in August 1945.
Others returned home, contributing to a significant increase in the population
throughout the country.® Unfortunately, there is very little surviving informa-
tion at the village and county level to tell us the precise composition of local
ch’iandae members.

The political value attached to the term youth (ch’6ngnyon) is hard to miss
in the immediate postwar politics of South Korea. The burgeoning of politi-
cal activities carried out by various student and youth leaders was more than a
revival of the heated youth politics of the 1920s. Y6 Un-hydng, who accepted the
Japanese request to guarantee a peaceful transfer of government and established
the CPKI in August 1945, had predicted that the emotional outbursts of edu-
cated youth (i.e., those with a middle school diploma or above) would pose the
gravest security concern after the Japanese surrender. He observed that they had
harbored the deepest resentment, fear, and animosity toward the colonial system,
which discriminated against them and ended their future prospects.®* His predic-
tion was right, in that they filled the transitional period with an explosion of new
political movements. Within a month of the end of colonial rule, members of
youth groups who took part in the peace preservation movement began splitting
into left- and right-leaning groups and developed into a full matrix of ideological
factions. Besides their ideological commitments to communism or anticommu-
nism, their beliefs regarding the appropriate decolonization process (especially
regarding the treatment of “pro-Japanese capitalists” and former bureaucrats),
and their attitudes toward the American-Russian plan of Trusteeship—based
rule of Korea created a highly contested and often violent political scene among
them.® Youth was no longer an age category, but a label that indicated militant
activism in which a wide range of generations participated.

The leftist groups, in particular, garnered remarkably wide public support.
Their popularity and strong advocacy corresponded with the increasingly “rev-
olutionary” direction taken by the CPKI and local people’s committees. Starting
from a youth corps affiliated with the Korea Communist Party, leftist lead-
ers continued to absorb various youth groups, forming the All-Nation Youth
General Alliance (in December 1945), Korea Democratic Youth Alliance (April
1946), and Korea Democratic Patriotic Youth Alliance (June 1947). With a cen-
tralized organization, they called for the total elimination of Japanese influ-
ence, the purge of “traitors,” the consolidation of united working youth, and
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reunification with North Korea.®> Although the American Occupation banned
the Korea Democratic Youth Alliance in May 1946 and its activities went under-
ground, the organization still had 826,940 members as of May 1947, according
to an American intelligence report. While conducting its activities mostly under
the radar of the Occupation forces, a successor group, the Korea Democratic
Patriotic Youth Alliance, hoped to expand its membership to two million by
August 1947.%¢

Initially overwhelmed by the leftist momentum, rightist youth leaders
soon developed major political power as well. They gained force through the
return of right-wing nationalist leaders like Syngman Rhee and Kim Ku and
by absorbing youth who had deserted from the north. In December 1945,
they formed the Korea Independence Promotion All-Nation Youth General
Alliance to confront the more strongly centralized leftist youth movements.
Among many right-leaning youth groups that emerged, the National Society
for Independence Promotion Youth Corps exhibited a significant presence. Its
official membership amounted to three thousand individuals, spread across
South Korea, and its members served the personal and political goals of Syng-
man Rhee. The military government also used rightist youth activism for its
own purpose, supporting the Korea Minjok Youth Corps to strengthen security.
The Northwest Youth Corps, formed by mainly those escaping Kim Il-sung’s
regime, quickly became famous for its thug-like violence against communist
activists. Factional fights and mergers among these groups continued before
they were either eliminated or unified by the Syngman Rhee regime in the early
1950s. With their terrorist tactics, many became a major part of the state’s own
terror-producing machine, working along with the police and the military to
suppress communist activities.®’

Living in the countryside of South Ch’iingch’6ng, however, Kim Yong-han
perceived youth politics of this period as nothing more than a mild confronta-
tion.® “An Investigative Report on the Situation of South Ch’tingch’dng Region”
listed a number of leftist youth groups but also pointed out the continuity in
leadership of local notables from the colonial period. Based on this report, the
historian Chi Su-gol concludes that in Nonsan county, the rightist youth groups
supported by wealthy local notables remained more powerful than the opposing
“revolutionary” youth.® Overall, Cumings’s analysis also described the transition
to the American Occupation in South Ch’ungch’ong was relatively orderly.”

Other regions did not enjoy the same calm transition. Taegu uprisings in
October 1946, for instance, spread to other towns of North and South Kydngsang
in the following month, causing Hodge to impose a martial law. Youth groups on
both right and left exacerbated the violent nature of the confrontation.”* During
1947, Syngman Rhee and his allies sent rightist youth groups, particularly the
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Northwest Youth Corps, to suppress villages and towns that showed an incli-
nation toward leftism. These young thugs armed the local rightist youth and
destroyed leftist elements. A similar dispatch of the Northwest Youth Corps to
Cheju Island in 1948 eventually ignited an island-wide uprising. For months,
Cheju residents suffered from mass-scale atrocities by the police and the North-
west Youth, with tens of thousands of people dying.*>

North Korea, which more eagerly purged colonial collaborators and bureau-
crats, ironically preserved more continuity from Japanese-style uniform youth
mobilization. Youth represented one of the most important mass collectives. Kim
II-sung’s regime, built upon Kim’s legacy of anticolonial resistance, absorbed
local initiatives for self-rule and quickly established firm central leadership. Espe-
cially in rural peripheries, people’s postliberation energy was directed toward
a ground-up social revolution. As the regime pursued building strong links
between local communities and the central government, the Sintijju Incident of
November 23, 1945, an event in which middle school students protested against
communist control of school authorities, made Kim Il-sung particularly keen on
connecting with youth.” Shortly thereafter, the government turned the Commu-
nist Youth League into the Democratic Youth League (DYL), whose membership
in official records exceeded one million by February 1948 and included 80.5% of
all eligible youth by the end of the year.”

Advocating the elimination of pro-Japanese elements and mass dissemina-
tion of the new ideology, the DYL nevertheless displayed a striking parallel to
the prewar Japanese seinendan. Most of its members had little education, and
DYL membership offered them upward social mobility. The DYL emphasized
dismantling the culture of seniority and bestowed a new responsibility on youth.
It celebrated the sacred nature of labor rather than higher school education.
Members not only received training but also served local needs for construc-
tion and labor mobilization. Local DYL groups instilled in young people a group
identity that transcended the political affiliation.?> At the same time, with its local
enthusiasm and other measures that promoted the participation by the poor, the
scale and popularity of the DYL far exceeded anything that Japanese colonizers
of Korea could have imagined.

When the Korean War started in June 1950, triggering rounds of brutal massa-
cres in local towns and villages, even Kim Yong-han’s narrative could not ignore
the cruelty of the time. Calling it “a tragedy for our nation,” Kim noted that both
leftists and rightists were killed, depending on which side was dominant side that
day.” Youth group members in particular became the targets of executions and
retaliatory killings. According to one study, 17,274 members of the Northeast
Youth Corps were killed or lost family members.”” A large number of other right-
ist and leftist youth also fell into the spiral of retaliation. As no systematic data on
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the violence exist, we know about it only through anecdotes, local research, and
some photographic documentation of executions.”

The continuity from colonial volunteer soldiers to police and military recruits
in South Korea during this period added darkness to the already tragic killings.
For the families of the slaughtered, their colonial backgrounds of many of the
killers evidenced the inherent evil of those in uniform. One notorious example
was Kim Chong-won, a former sergeant in the Japanese army. Despite American
opposition, he was appointed commander of the martial-law regime in Pusan
and given other top positions by Syngman Rhee, after which he went “berserk” in
executing thousands of political prisoners and anyone who showed the slightest
sign of disobedience. Cumings refers to him as “Mr. Massacre.””

These infamous examples created an essentialized image of former colonial
soldiers, and thus leaving many of them in a quagmire. For them, working for
the police or the military was the only job opportunity in the midst of severe
unemployment. Whether it was their own desire or not, their job entailed kill-
ing people and finding a way to survive while being targeted themselves. The
memoir of O Chong-ch’dl, a former colonial volunteer soldier, shows how his
connection with the Japanese army haunted him before and during the Korean
War. On returning from New Guinea, O worked at a town office in South
Cholla, but soon quit the job because of relentless accusations by leftists, who
said, “You were a volunteer soldier for Japan! Those who betrayed the nation
are not qualified to work for the town.” He joined the police in Mokpo, but
once the North Korean army passed the thirty-eighth parallel, the head of the
provincial police department asked O to organize and command policemen
to fight on the front lines because “you have Japanese army experience.” While
participating in the “red hunt” of the region, O attempted to acquire a fishing
boat to escape to Japan, thinking that he could rely on his Japanese friends from
the deployment in New Guinea, but abolished the plan when he heard that
North Korean soldiers had occupied the ports. Through luck and deliberate
maneuvers, O avoided being dispatched to the battlefront, and once United
Nations forces landed in Inch’dn, he returned to South Cholla, only to find that
his entire family had been slaughtered by local leftist radicals. In his memoir,
he claims that because he became the appointed head of the county police at
this point, he suppressed his impulse for retaliation. In the end, he concluded,
“because I was a volunteer soldier, my family paid a terrible cost.”'® His record
as a volunteer soldier not only lost its original honor and prestige, but turned
into the gravest menace in his life.

In sum, in the Koreas the symbolic category of youth continued to weigh
heavily in postwar nation building. It was North Korea that inherited the Japa-
nese imperial style of rural youth organization. In this system, the state continued
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to view youth as both grassroots allies and targets of control, but for youth, a
mechanism similar to the social mobility complex might have become newly
available. Meanwhile, in South Korea, youth came to mean revolutionary radi-
cals who did not hesitate to use violence. In the volatile political conditions,
many who had been in the Japanese military were trapped in the vicious circle of
violence in one way or another.

In this context, Kim Yong-han’s repeated emphasis that colonial model rural
youth were strictly agricultural in nature makes sense. During the Korean War,
the dividing line between colonial youth training and military experience had
to be consciously articulated in order to keep Kim and people like him out of
the spiral of violence. Even among those who were climbing up the same ladder
of career success under Japanese rule, the end results of it varied significantly
depending on whether they served in the military, as shown by the differences
between Kim Yoéng-han and O Chong-ch’6l. As in Taiwan, the postliberation
experiences of former model rural youth in Korea defy easy generalization.

When I began studying the Japanese Empire, I was fascinated by the apparent
continuity in the impetus to mobilize youth between Japanese rule and post-
war Korean and Taiwanese societies. Digging deep into the history of seinendan
mobilization and tracing how the militaristic ideology took root in colonial
societies seemed a promising way to investigate the so-called colonial legacy.
Doing social history was a journey of challenging every assumption I had. Many
dominant analytical concepts quickly lost their usefulness while lesser-known
social tensions emerged as critical. As I encountered rich human experiences
shaped by intertwining historical contingencies, I grew more and more intol-
erant of clean typologies that describe the power of the state over society and
individuals. The Japanese Empire, which once seemed so domineering and
methodically controlling, now appears as an unorganized, haphazard, and frag-
ile state that depended heavily on a variety of social forces to create and main-
tain its nation-like hegemony. That does not mean, however, that society was the
secret power holder. After all, society is never a single entity; it never stops being
fragmented, diverse, and fluid. Because of the uneven and amorphous nature
of both state and society, various forces cut across these spheres and constantly
merge and clash, not allowing us to easily identify how one element led to another.

Introducing the concept of a social mobility complex was my humble attempt
to shed light on the alignment of various tangible and intangible elements that
made ideological indoctrination possible. Many historians tend to assume that
ideological teaching alone produced patriotic imperial subjects. But that link is
not self-evident. What was the chance of success when Japanese teachers started
teaching children in Taiwan and Korea that they should worship the Japanese
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emperor? Others think that colonial youth hid their true intentions behind a
facade of obedience. But as we have seen, they were not any less sincere or oppor-
tunistic in expressing Japanese nationalism than were their Japanese counter-
parts. The ideology of Japanese agrarian nationalism was actively adopted and
embraced by certain sectors of society at certain points in history, enabling the
state’s pursuit of nation-empire building from below. To understand why and
how this happened, I resorted to a social-historical explanation that stresses the
emotional effects produced by new opportunities for upward social mobility.

As we have seen, the social mobility complex generally emerged around youth
training institutions, because they offered, sometimes accidentally, new job
opportunities. The prospect of building up a career triggered the transforma-
tion of consciousness in individuals, from perpetual farmers to career-seeking
modern youth. At the same time, the expansive communicative space available
through the seinendan (or among local officials in the Korean case) fostered the
new identity of model rural youth. This shared identity in turn nurtured a sense
of moral superiority over those with higher education, urban residents, and older
generations. Through such collective sharing, the ideology of Japanese imperial
nationalism was reshaped, absorbed, and emotionally charged. The precise ele-
ments and emotions that constituted the social mobility complex show a great
variation across localities, but identifying this microlevel mechanism allows us to
view the Japanization of young villagers as the result of a wide range of historical
factors, not an immediate product of state policies.

To some readers, the differences across the cases might be the most illumi-
nating findings. As discussed in the Introduction, there was a widespread drive
for assimilation across the Japanese Empire, in pursuit of the establishment of
a nation-empire. Reflecting this emphasis, bureaucrats made almost simultane-
ous efforts to introduce similar methods of rural mobilization across the empire
beginning in the mid-1910s. Total Japanization in particular, launched in the late
1930s, is best grasped as an empire-wide imperative. But within that movement,
local reactions and subsequent developments varied significantly. Clearly, differ-
ences existed between Japanese and colonial villages. The prioritization of the
metropole in imperial policies significantly determined the prevailing social con-
ditions in Taiwanese, Korean, and Okinawan villages, such as the slower spread of
school education, extremely scarce access to higher education, systemic poverty,
and ethnic discrimination in the job market. Much of the resentment felt by
colonial village youth came from deeper social institutions of seniority, urban-
centrism, class hierarchy, and so on, but many imperial policies exacerbated their
grievances. To state the obvious, the empire did not rescue these youth from
indigenous social dynamics through assimilative rural youth mobilization, as
colonial educators imagined. Rather, as seen most clearly in the Okinawan case,
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colonialism manifested itself in severe social, not ethnic, tensions in the coun-
tryside. Taiwanese and Korean villages saw the eventual emergence of a social
mobility complex, but one with a colony-specific character. In Miyagi, the com-
plex was relatively more inclusive because it developed based on the longstanding
presence of hamlet youth associations open to most youth, whereas in Taiwan
and Korea, it was more exclusive and competitive. The window of opportunities
available for colonial agrarian youth was much more limited, although the exclu-
sivity was a necessary component to create a new social status in colonial villages.

The differences between Taiwanese and Korean experiences were no less
significant. The interactions of precolonial social conditions, the presence of
Japanese settlers, and state policies produced different kinds of values and images
of rural youth in Beipu and Kwangsok. In contrast to the Taiwanese mountain
villages, which displayed characteristics of a frontier society, old rice-producing
villages in Korea shared more similarities with their Téhoku counterparts in
many ways. But in other ways, because of the much slower spread of elementary
schools and language education in Korea, the protagonists of the social mobility
complex in the Korean case—more academically oriented, above-median village
youth—differed from those in the Taiwanese and Japanese cases. These differ-
ences underscored diversity across the empire.

At the same time, a common pattern was present. The similarity among the
Miyagi, Taiwanese, and Korean cases explains the dynamics of empire-wide mass
mobilization and highlights lesser-known characteristics of Japanese imperial-
ism, especially the importance of agrarianism. These cases revealed how central
the rural areas became in Japan’s assimilation and nationalization. More pre-
cisely, more than the sheer size of rural domains, the growing binary between
urban and rural determined how the imperial state interacted with populations
and found a way into their everyday lives. Without the widespread sense of inferi-
ority and grievance among rural residents against urban-centered development,
agrarian nationalism would never have attracted such wide support. This finding
offers a new interpretation of the ideological premise of Japanese imperialism.
Historians have often argued that the famous slogans of Pan-Asianism and the
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere were not mere rhetoric or propaganda,
but guiding principles that determined the course of imperial policies. Perhaps
that was the case among intellectuals and policymakers, but this book has shown
that a more concrete image of model rural youth and agrarianism, rather than
abstract images of an integrative empire, was more widely embraced by ordinary
people in the countryside.

Another implication is that the connectivity across the empire came from all
directions. Village youth built expansive mental geographies. Education opportu-
nities in the metropole, particularly Waseda University’s popular correspondence
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curriculum, were of monumental importance in the life narratives of both Xu
Chongfa’s and Kim Yoénghan’s. Colonial seinendan members were regularly
exposed to news of the metropole, even though Taipei and Seoul were foreign
to their life experience. Conversely, Japanese village youth received personalized
accounts of the outer territories through seinendan newsletters, which might
have more powerfully motivated some of them to join the youth corps in Man-
churia than official propaganda could have done. These day-to-day links with
other parts of the empire made it possible for youth to envision a sense of impe-
rial brotherhood. In some cases, their youthful identity transcended the imperial
borders. Their exchanges with the Hitler Youth, or even their readings of Tolstoy
and Goethe, profoundly affected the shaping of their self-image as transnational
beings. But precisely because of their imagined ties and their high self-regard as
model rural youth, the Japanese army’s failure to deliver the promised assimila-
tion to colonial volunteer soldiers felt like more than a betrayal. The result was
convoluted expressions of newly formed ethnic pride against the Japanese, as
seen in the phrase “becoming truer Japanese.”

In examining the processes of youth mobilization, we have also seen how
Japanese assimilationism encompassed an emphasis on local culture and grass-
roots communities, rather than an elimination of them. As discussed in the
Introduction, Japan’s adherence to assimilationism was in a stark contrast to
the global norm of associationism during the 1920s. But the tensions between
local particularism and national-imperial universalism appeared in Japan and
its colonies in the same way as in other colonial empires. The revival of kye in
Korea, the development of a Xinzhu identity in Taiwan, and Miyagi’s native
village education closely corresponded to the global appreciation of native
traditions. Again, the ideological device of agrarianism translated the local-
izing forces into the nationalizing effort without revealing inherent contradic-
tions. Becoming model Taiwanese and Korean rural youth—the associationist
direction from other empires’ perspective—was seen as analogous to becoming
ideal Japanese. In other words, agrarianism turned associationist tactics into
essential tools of assimilationist policies.

From a world-historical viewpoint, however, the stories examined in this book
are not merely about one version of imperialism or the question of assimilation-
ism or associationism. Most of the everyday social tensions seen in our village
cases were part of regional or global trends; the politicization of generations,
rural devastation, urban migration, the critique of capitalism, and the merg-
ing of nativist and modernist orientations were all transnational phenomena.
Such structural and cultural changes went hand in hand with a major politi-
cal change, namely, the search for a new form of political domination beyond
the familiar forms of nineteenth-century empires. Japan’s attempt to establish a
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nation-empire is better situated in this broader understanding of the course of
the early twentieth century. Even before they established experimental Manchu-
kuo in 1932, Japanese leaders actively presented their empire as the embodiment
of a new kind of modernity, power, and legitimacy, much as newborn socialist
states and fascist regimes—or even old empires—made similar proclamations.
The lives of young farmers in the Japanese Empire thus went beyond typical
“colonial” experiences and became part of the global search for a new form of
mass politics. For this reason, I found it was appropriate to unchain the local
experiences from an imperial-versus-colonial framework and shift the focus to
how the state, individuals, and social forces fluidly interacted with one another.
Where the modern state seemed to historians to be extending its tentacles over
the lives and consciousness of its subjects, people themselves lived in much more
complex power relationships. Our focus on grassroots experiences has shown
how provincial the position of the state could be in people’s mental worlds, even
when they stood at the forefront of state-led mobilization and embraced the
state’s ideology.

As I return to the question of postcolonial continuity, I am baffled by the super-
ficiality of my original instinct. Like many abstract concepts, “colonial legacy”
became too imprecise a term to use. Obviously, colonial rule left deep imprints
in post-imperial and postcolonial polities and societies. The lack of effort by
the Japanese government to acknowledge its moral and financial responsibility
for those mobilized, exploited, and brutalized under its imperial rule and make
equitable restitution continues to hinder a meaningful reconciliation with East
Asian nations. Despite the major rupture of August 1945, the Taiwanese, South
Korean, and North Korean regimes were all consciously built upon the Japanese
systems. Historians, politicians, and people in general have good reason to pur-
sue a resolution by redressing the lingering effects of imperialism. But at the same
time, the emphasis on a colonial legacy appears to overestimate the power of one
state to shape the overarching social values and systems. As I have argued repeat-
edly in this book, the social mechanism of rural youth mobilization was more
multidimensional, more diverse, and more locally grounded than anything that
state policies could possibly produce on their own. Complex webs of causes and
effects determined people’s life choices, making the definitions of “traitors” and
“collaborators” impossibly amorphous. In the end, to my own surprise, rather
than adding clarity, the approach of decentering the state taken in this book fur-
ther muddied the issue of colonial legacy by preventing us from separating the
guilt of the empire from other forces.

In my rounds of interviews, I touched the surface of personal postcolonial
sentiments. Thinking back on the rich array of my interlocutors’ verbal and
nonverbal expressions, which were often beyond my ability to fully comprehend
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or explain, I cannot help but think that there remains a critical gap between
political movements to redress the colonial legacy and former colonial youth’s
incommunicable feelings and reflections. I do not claim that this book has filled
that gap. But it has attempted to identify the long-neglected contexts—Ilocal and
global, structural and contingent—that are crucial in any effort to understand
former model youth’s experiences. Their stories have invited us to view the para-
dox of opportunities and exploitation in the age of extremes from their perspec-
tives. This book is one response to that invitation.
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INTERLUDE: OKINAWA’S PLACE IN THE NATION-EMPIRE
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ON THE ARCHIVES AND SOURCES

I consulted multiple national, local, and personal archives in various locations
during my research for this book. There exist rich materials to explore in the field
of Japan’s prewar and wartime youth training, and a lot of them have become
readily available through reprints, microfilms, and digital databases. At the
same time, the search for personal and village histories made me realize that a
substantial amount of local sources are not archived in any institution.

A large number of the primary sources on the policies, surveys, contemporary
theories, and guidelines on youth education in Japan have been reprinted in Kindai
Nihon seinenki kyoiku sosho by Nihon Tosho Senta. The official Seinendan Fed-
eration’s magazines, Seinen and Teikoku seinen, have also been available through
Fuji Shuppan’s microfilm sets. The Japan Youth Center has published multiple
versions of the history of the seinendan. Some include such useful details as the
minutes of annual conventions, related laws, and newspaper reports. I had access
to these reprints in the libraries of Columbia University and Waseda University.

As of 2011, Professor Tani Teruhiro at Tsuruga Junior College hosted the
massive collection of village seinendanhé (seinendan newsletters), including
some from Manchuria, Okinawa, and Taiwan, but it has been transferred to the
Japan Youth Center in Tokyo since then. Again, as of 2011, the archives of the
Japan Youth Center were not cataloged, but consisted of boxes of random sets
of documents, The Youth Cards, youth newspapers, and other various materials.
Some of the documents were about local seinendan branches as well. They were
available for viewing when I made a request.
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Many other nation- and local-level sources, including for colonial policies,
are available at government archives and libraries in Tokyo. Ono Rokui-
chiré materials at the Modern Japanese Political History Materials (Kensei
Shiry6shitsu) in the National Diet Library, for example, include policies on youth
mobilization in colonial Korea. In addition to sources at government institu-
tions, a big collection on colonial Korea is at the Yiiho Bunko of the Toyo Bunka
Kenkyiijo (Research Institute for Oriental Cultures) in Gakushiiin University.
The library of the Taiwan Kyokai in Tokyo has rare historical publications that
were not available anywhere else. To find sources on Okinawa, the Hosei Univer-
sity Institute for Okinawa Studies is probably the best place in Tokyo.

The robust tradition of local history compilation across Japan, particularly
that in Miyagi, provides researchers with many gems. The Miyagi Prefectural
Archives houses extensive original documents dating from the Meiji period, of
which I found those on education particularly rich. All the census data and local
history chronicles are readily available there, too. Miyagi’s important regional
newspaper, Kahoku shinpo, can be accessed in microfilms at the Miyagi Prefec-
tural Library. Unfortunately, however, the prints between August 1912 and June
1918 are permanently lost (likely because of air raids) and thus are unavailable
in microfilms, too. The library of Tohoku University has an impressive collection
on the regional history. There I made use of the entire original copies of Miyagi
kyoiku (or former Miyagi Kyoikukai zasshi). The Miyagi Seinen Kaikan also
keeps boxes of documents related to prefecture seinendan activities in storage,
although they were not preserved well or cataloged at all. For details on Kato
Einojo, I obtained the help of the local history office of Osaki City Hall. Katd’s
family donated his personal archives to the city and I was allowed to view them
in their office. Shida village meeting minutes were also available for viewing.
Some of these sources are reprinted in Furukawa city history chronicles. The
local historian Goto Ichizo offered me a copy of Katd Einojo’s youth group jour-
nal, Omoto, via Osaki city officials. These local officials helped me visit and inter-
view Kato Haruhiko (Katd Einojo’s son) as well. The staff of the Furukawa-Shida
district community center also helped me contact a few elderly men residing in
the area for interviews on the village seinendan.

In Okinawa, too, the prefecture and municipalities have strong local
historical sections. The Okinawa Prefectural Library has the best collection
of regional newspapers in addition to rare primary and secondary sources.
The University of the Ryukyus Library houses a number of original copies of
youth group journals. As in the rest of the country, local officials have com-
piled detailed village and town histories, and many include oral histories. They
were particularly helpful, given that many sources were lost during the war.
After consulting the published local histories, I visited Nago City Library, the
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Nago city history office, and the Ogimi village history office to view more local
sources, including many self-published memoirs and autobiographies. Intro-
duced by the community center, I was able to interview a number of elderly
residents in Ogimi village. I found the residence of Taira Einosho, a former
seinendan leader of Ogimi village, in Aichi prefecture and visited him for an
interview as well.

Both Taiwan and South Korea have faced political upheavals that made it risky
to keep personal and local historical documents. But movements to compile local
histories have been emerging. In Taiwan, I found a periodical by local historians,
Xinzhu wenxian, particularly useful. Through that journal I contacted a local
historian, who provided information about another historian in Beipu, who
introduced me to Huang Yuanxing, who took me to Xu Chongfa. Xu’s personal
archive of the Xinzhu Province Youth Training Institute was beyond anything
I had expected. It included many issues of Doko, personal letters from students
to Xu, attendance records, photo albums, teachers’ notes, his diaries, and other
materials, all of which are completely unique data. Through Huang and Xu,
I met other Beipu residents and former seinendan members. Beipu’s local back-
ground was relatively easy to find thanks to the heavy-lifting work of local his-
torians. Histories of the Jiang family and ethnographical research on Hakka life
in Beipu are particularly rich. I also obtained help from researchers at National
Chiao Tung University (Jiaotong University) and National Central University to
gain access to a Saisiyat community. I interviewed a Saisiyat-descendant family
and obtained memoirs about Japanese rule, although I did not include a section
on aboriginal society in this book.

In Taipei, the largest collection of sources on Japanese colonial rule is located
in the Taiwan Research Center of the National Taiwan Library in Yong’an. There
I browsed through many sources and narrowed down my case study to Xinzhu.
The center’s website offers databases of digitized images of publications from
the colonial period (available offsite after initial registration). The digital archive
of Taiwan nichinichi shinpé (Taiwan riri xinbao) was available in many major
libraries. For other newspapers and primary sources, I visited the libraries of the
National Taiwan University and Academia Sinica.

Village and personal histories of the colonial period were more difficult to
gain access to in Korea. After browsing many municipal history volumes and
consulting a number of researchers, I first decided to examine the case of Naju
city in South Cholla. With the help of Naju city officials, I interviewed several
old residents. The Naju officials also offered me many volumes of their histori-
cal research that I could not find in Seoul. Unfortunately, in the end, I acquired
very little information about youth mobilization there. I then decided to find
Kim Yong-han, whose interview appears in Chibang iil salda (Living the local),
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published by the National Institute of Korean History. I visited his residence in
Taejon a number of times to interview him and borrowed his personal photos
and documents. His home village, Kwangsok, does not have a history compila-
tion section in the administration. I walked around and talked to village residents
on the street, but the mega-scale relocation during the Korean War made this
tactic unproductive. However, Kim Yong-han’s personal archives and materi-
als available at the National Archives (Kukka Kir6gwon) and libraries in Seoul
provided me with sufficiently rich information on the background of the village
and the region.

In Seoul, my primary go-to place for sources was the National Library of
Korea. Its website also offers a great range of colonial-period publications in
digital form. The libraries of Seoul National University and Yonsei Univer-
sity also had rare newspapers and other primary sources from the colonial
period. The website of Korean History Database (Han’guksa teit’ beisii; http://
db.history.go.kr) offers a massive amount of digitized sources on different
periods of Korean history, including those of the Japanese colonial period.
Official documents and multiple periodicals, including the entire issues of
Tonga ilbo between 1920 and 1962, are searchable and downloadable through
their website.
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