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#1: Educational Practices

Background: Prior to Japanese rule of Korea, education was limited to private academies for the aristocracy, or wealthy Koreans.   Following the takeover of Korea, the Japanese administration introduced universal education patterned after the Japanese school system, with a system of elementary, middle and high schools, culminating at an Imperial University in Seoul, a major city in Korea.  The students typically wore uniforms in the style of the Japanese military.  As in Japan itself, education was viewed primarily as an instrument of "Imperial Citizen Forming" with a heavy emphasis on moral and political propaganda.   Classes focused mainly on teaching the history of the Japanese Empire as well as glorification of the Imperial (Royal) House of Japan. The history of Korea was not part of the curriculum. As in Japan itself, students were made to worship at the school's Shintō shrine regardless of their religious beliefs, and bow before portraits of the Emperor, and copy the Imperial Decree on Education.  In the 1930’s, as the Japanese administrative policy shifted more strongly towards absorbing Koreans into the Japanese culture, all classes were taught in Japanese with Korean language becoming an elective.  Later, this policy was replaced by a “Penalty Point” system whereby students were academically penalized for the use of the Korean language during school time.  Eventually the use of Korean language was “forbidden in all schools and business.” 
Korean First-Hand Accounts: 

Kang Sang Wook, physicist – We lived in many different towns and I attended many different schools, but it was always the same.  Every morning of every school day, sun, rain, or snow, we began with an assembly on the school grounds for attendance and announcements.  Every single day the principal gave a speech and we all bowed east towards Tokyo and the Emperor and shouted “Long Live the Emperor!”  About five or six times a year, they brought out a special scroll containing the Emperor’s proclamation…All of us kids were supposed to bow our heads and not look upon the sacred words of the Emperor.  Each of these special days had its own speech and we had to memorize them in class.  But kids, you know, are not the least bit impressed with speeches, and we made games out of them.  However, we didn’t dare mock the Emperor or his speeches in public.
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Ch’oe Kilsong, teacher – After the Second World War started, every morning during the morning assembly we bowed our heads toward the east where the Emperor was supposed to live, and we recited the oath.  Our principal supervised this, but when he was away, I had to do it.  When I had to direct the school to bow to the east, it really bothered me.  I didn’t like it at all.  I’m not sure why, but inside I thought, you rascal, while outwardly I still had to bow my head.

#2: Religious Restrictions

Background: In 1939, the Governer-General who ruled Korea made a new decree that Koreans were now required to worship at Japanese Shinto shrines.  Shinto ceremonies were not religious, the government said; they simply honored the Emperor.  However, since the Japanese considered their Emperor a living god, his ancestors were also gods.  Bowing at the shrines honored the living Emperor by honoring the hundred and thousands of his god-ancestors.  Whether one attended the ceremonies appears to have depended on many factors.  In some areas, police pressure to attend the shrines became severe, and intimidation took many forms, from closing churches, beating church officials, and denying food rations.  Shinto shrines in Korea were typically a hilltop shrine or small shrines in workplaces and schools.  
Christians gained the reputation of being anti-Japanese, partly because some groups refused to bow to the Japanese Emperor or the gods of the Shinto shrines.  The local Neighborhood Association leaders watched those who attended church and then harassed them, persuading them not to attend – sometimes with words, and sometimes by withholding food ration cards, prison, or death.

Korean First-Hand Accounts: 

Kang Sang Wook, physicist – What did a shrine look like?  As you walked up the hill, before you got to the shrine itself, you came to a red gate, just standing there.  I mean, usually a gate serves as an opening in a wall, but there never was a wall, just the gate.  Farther up the hill, in a clearing where all of us could stand, was a little house very much like a small Buddhist temple, with the doors closed.  From a building next door, the priest came out dress in full ceremonial attire – very impressive, great robes and a scepter – and he stood in front of the shrine.  My teacher told us that inside was a statue of one of their goddesses, the sun goddess, but I never actually saw inside.  It was like the Holy of Holies, very sacred.  The priest shouted, “Bow,” and we all bent over from the waist with flat backs, and that’s it, that’s all.  It was over.  What took so long was you had to climb the hill and then walk back down.
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Yi Okhyon, housewife – Those who opposed going to the shrine expected prison and torture.  Our church people felt terrible about it.  Our pastor opposed Shinto worship, but the leader went, anyway.  They did that because the police said if we didn’t bow, they would close the church.  My husband had to go.  He had been in prison already and the police watched his every move.  He’d come back and tell us that he’d gone, but once there, he just said some bad things under his breath and came away.
#3: Military Obligations
Background: The Second World War raged, and Japan needed help.  First they engaged Koreans in labor draft, forcing men, women, and children to collect war donations, join “voluntary” labor corps, and work in mines, construction sites, and factories.  Toward the end of the war, the military draft policy put Korean men into armed fighting units.  Against this, whenever possible, Koreans continued their passive resistance by hiding, ignoring the summons, or finding essential home-front jobs.  More often, no loopholes existed and no escape was possible.  For students in junior and senior high school, part of their school day became a time of forced labor, right in the schoolroom or outside in factories or in the countryside.  This work went on during the school year and also during vacation.  Each neighborhood group had to form a Women’s Association to support the war.  Once a month they met, and as a group, went out to the fields to work, collected materials for the war effort, sewed towels, or stitched encouraging words in black characters on small towels.  From 1944, about 200,000 Korean males were inducted into the army. The number of Korean military personnel was 242,341, and 22,182 of them died during World War II.
Korean First-Hand Accounts: 

Kim P. (Anonymous) – I received the military draft notice, abut I really didn’t want to go into the army.  I was married and we had a child, but that didn’t make any difference to the Japanese.  They wanted all the help they could get.  I went to my aunt several villages away.  I stayed in hiding for six months and then the war was over.  My parents got in trouble because I ran away.  The police went to my house every single day, demanding to know where I had gone.  
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Kang Sanguk, physicist – The Second World War was going on, and up in the far north we thought the United States was going to start bombing us.  Planes did fly over, and that silver streak in the blue sky, I remember, was so pretty.  Whenever those planes came, the school had an air raid and sent the students home.  So we children asked, “Are we going to have an air raid today?”  You know how kids are, they don’t want to study.  Well, I didn’t learn much during those days.
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Kim Wonguk, officer – That summer our group spent three weeks refurbishing an airfield.  We carried away rocks, smoothed out the runway surfaces – all physical labor.  In the middle of this work, my Japanese supervisor and I went out to have dinner and drinks together.  Once he had some liquor under his belt, he started muttering, “This airfield we are building, after we are defeated, it may become a Russian airfield or even an American one.  So why are we working so hard, building it?”

#4: Name Changes & Oaths

Background: In 1939, in order to bring about a “more perfect union,” the government encouraged aged Koreans to abandon their Korean names and change both their family and personal names to Japanese.  The order was never officially made a law, so that the Japanese could say the Koreans changed their names “voluntarily.”  However, the vast majority of families all complied and changed names because without a Japanese name, citizens could not enter schools, get jobs, or obtain food ration cards.  The government stopped issuing permits and the postmen stopped delivering packages to those with Korean names.  However, many Koreans built into their new names some ingenious reflection of their Korean name, hometown, or significant family attribute. 

The Japanese required Koreans to recite the “Pledge of the Imperial Subjects” at all public gatherings, whether religious, educational, or social. – “We are the subjects of the great empire of Japan.  We shall serve the Emperor with united hearts.  We shall endure hardships and train to become good and strong subjects of the Emperor.”
Korean First-Hand Accounts: 

Yang Songdok, electrical engineer – Every family had big discussions whether to go along or resist.  My eldest brother, who took over the rice dealership, didn’t change his name because he was dealing mostly with other Koreans.  But for those of us who had to go to school or get jobs, we had to come up with new names.  This was just a tactic to make Koreans into Japanese.  They didn’t do this blindly, you know.  They had very sinister plans.  The purpose of changing names was obviously to make us sound Japanese, so that the younger generation would know nothing but the new names, and their thinking and their attitudes would becomes Japanese.  This was all part of their long plan to eliminate Korean culture.
Yi Chaiem, housewife – My grandfather, the scholar, after we were forced to change names, was so upset he would not eat or even drink for many days.
Pak Songpil, farmer – I couldn’t stand anymore persecution, so I finally changed my name to Otake.  My name signifies that I was born in Taebyon township in the house with the bamboo grove in the back.


#5: Comfort Women
Background: As the war expanded and losses began to mount, the Japanese government issued orders for female "jeongshin-dae" (a Japanese-coined term meaning "Voluntary Committee Body Corps," which refers to committing ones entire being to the Emperor). The Japanese imperialists seduced 11 to 14 year old girls by saying that they would send them to middle school. Some schoolmasters threatened their students by saying that if they didn't join the "jeongshindae," they would withhold their diplomas. The "jeonshin-dae" were divided into two groups -- labor brigades and military comfort women. In fact, however, the division between the labor brigades, which worked in military factories, and the comfort women was rather hazy. The women working in military factories were often forced to become comfort women. The Japanese imperialists openly recruited for the "jeonshin-dae," even placing advertisements in the newspapers.  The "Comfort Stations," or military brothels, were run by the Japanese military. They were temporary structures, built to be moved easily. They were ten rooms long, and each room was big enough for two people to use.  The Japanese imperialists didn't give more than two condoms to each woman.  Historians estimate the number of comfort women between 10,000 and 200,000.  After the war, shame kept these women silent, and only recently have they begun to tell their stories.
Korean First-Hand Accounts: 

Kim Pongsuk, housewife – When I was about twenty, the local Neighborhood Association – the watchdog group, spy network – came to verify my age and marital status.  I had no choice but to acknowledge that I was young, single, and living at home.  The next thin I knew, the local police came and summoned me to appear at the elementary school yard on a certain date.  A lot of girls got called also, all about the same age, and the Japanese told us that we would serve the Emperor and the great cause of the Japanese empire by becoming nurses and taking care of the Imperial soldiers.  They told us that they pay would be very good and we would be well taken care of.  Some girls were really very excited…

The men lined up outside the barracks doors where the women were, and took their turn.  The girl just lay there inside.  Each door had a long line of men waiting their turns.  The women, on the wall near her head, used chalk or a pencil to make a mark for each soldier that entered.  She thought she would be paid that way, but it turned out they were not paid anything at all.
#6: Freedom from Tyranny

Background: In the summer of 1945, rumors chased each other through the air.  People listened and watched but dared not comment.  August 7, (Aug. 6 in western hemisphere) America bombed Hiroshima; August 9, Russia declared war on Japan; August 10, America bombed Nagasaki; and by August 15 Japan surrendered and Korea was released from Japanese control. 

Koreans reacted to their sudden freedom with tears and laughter, guns and flags, confusion and hope.  People, by long habit quiet and restrained, suddenly showed a surge of emotions.  Women stood outside their doors, waving, hugging complete strangers.  Men waved Korean flags, freshly pulled from ingenious hiding places.  Many sang the country’s patriotic songs.  Many Shinto shrines quickly became objects of anger.  Crowds rushed up the steps pas the gates, carrying axes and ropes.  They tore down the wooden shrines, hacked them to pieces, and right there on the wide courtyards, they burned them to the ground.

Korean First-Hand Accounts: 

Kim P., Anonymous – When the war ended, everyone stopped using Japanese and started speaking Korean again.  I was young, and I had never spoken Korean in my entire life.  Since I didn’t know a single word of Korean, I repeated the sixth grade just to learn to speak my own native language.
Yang Songdok, engineer – There were about five hundred young Korean men in Shanghai at that time.  Of those, only five were engineers, including me.  We met in a theater.  When we sang the Korean anthem tears streamed down our faces.  We made Korean flags out of any paper we could find, and waved them furiously.

Yi Caheim, housewife – After liberation, I saw a Japanese mother in tattered clothes with a baby on her back, walking along the road.  I really felt sorry for her.  I also remember the Japanese primary school principal in Yangju county.  He was killed by Koreans right after the war ended.

Kang Sanguk, physicist – In our north part of the country, when the Japanese packed up to leave, no one really knew how to rule in their place.  People tried to police themselves and in some areas it worked better than others.  Terrible things happened in some places where anti-Japanese nationalists let out all their frustrations.
Japanese soldier with “volunteer” Korean soldier whose hands are tied





Shinto shrine





Korean classroom where Japanese alphabet is being taught





Men being promised a free train ride by a Japanese soldier if they change their names





Comfort Women in a military brothel, or “Comfort Station”





Japanese flag being taken down in Korea after surrender announcement








