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Series Editors’ Preface

‘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.” So wrote
the Chinese political thinker Chen Duxiu, a future founder of the Chinese
Communist Party, in 1915. His words expressed a feeling that was in some
ways new and exciting in the China of the early twentieth century, that it
might not be in the venerable Confucian elders of the country that salva-
tion lay, but rather in the contributions of the next generation. That sense
of excitement runs through this groundbreaking collection of essays which
gives a powerful and often surprising view of the power of youth to shape
modern history. The transnational element is at the heart of the enterprise,
and as the editors point out, youth often considered itself more transna-
tional than the older generations, with dreams and aspirations that pointed
to mobility and possibility. Transnational organizations, of course, were also
central to the idea of youth self-actualization, the Boy Scouts being among
the groups that found a place in locations as far apart as Japan and Belgium.
But flows were not always structured in terms of organizations; music was
a force for youthful encounter, as was fashion. (The stilyagi (hipsters) of the
mid-Cold War period who caused such a stir in buttoned-up Moscow made
enough of a splash to be remembered decades later in a hit 2008 Russian
film.) Many of the key themes of modern social history are here, race and
gender among them. For young women and men also imagined themselves
in a whole variety of ways, some sharing similarity of taste and preference
across cultural and geographical boundaries, others tied up in phenomena
deeply shaped by their own location. For transnational youth, the global
and the local came together in powerful and often unexpected ways.

The study of youth is a field still in formation. What youth is, when it
begins, and when it ends, remain questions yet to be fully answered. In
our own century, when medical advances and hygiene have meant that it
is commoner to live into later decades than our ancestors could have imag-
ined, we should remember that the idea of a lengthy youth lasting into
one’s 20s might have seemed odd to generations who might expect to live
only into their 40s or a little beyond. The twentieth century marks the first
historical occasion when large swathes of youth around the globe, even in
parts of the world where life expectancy had been low, were able to conduct
lives long enough to make youth a topic worthy of study. Despite the wars
and destruction that marked that last century, the emergence of youth as a
subject of enquiry should be a cause for celebration. That a collection such
as this could exist, showing connection, flow and influence between youth
in different places and different times, should also be celebrated.

X
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The Transnationality of Youth

Richard Ivan Jobs and David M. Pomfret

In the early twenty-first century, the world witnessed an extraordinary
spate of protests led by young people acting within and across transna-
tional networks. More adept at manipulating social media and less invested
in the status quo than older cohorts, youth emerged at the forefront of a
series of attacks upon conventional paradigms, standard models and estab-
lished political, economic, and social hierarchies. While their character
and content defied easy description or analysis, these events appeared to
some commentators to underline the significance of youth not only as a
media-ready concept and political category but as a social group capable of
giving expression to distinctively new, transnational ways of thinking and
acting.!

In this book we argue that these recent developments should be recog-
nized less as the genesis and more as the latest stage in the development
of the transnational practices of the young. While it has been well-estab-
lished that the invention of youth as both a life-stage and a social group
is a component of industrial modernity, it should be emphasized that this,
too, was a transnational process. Whether we consider the association of
the young and youth with radical ideas of revolution in the late eighteenth
century, or the efforts to define adolescence in the late nineteenth century,
or a discernible pop culture based on leisure and consumption in the late
twentieth century, the history of youth is a transnational one.

Transnational Histories of Youth in the Twentieth Century investigates these
historical roots, by examining the connections between youth, both as a
cultural category and social body, and the forging of the modern world
order. Given that a striking feature of the previous century was the socio-
logical fact of young people on the move, studying youth as they reached
across national borders and boundaries brings together two of the most
remarkable historical phenomena of the century. Young people embodied
and exploited the global shifts and flows that accompanied the acceleration
of commercial and cultural exchange defined through trading networks,
the expansion of empires, or the mastery of new technologies of travel



2 Richard Ivan Jobs and David M. Pomfret

and communication. Meanwhile, it was in modern cultures and contexts
of transfer and exchange that new understandings of youth took shape,
both as an individual life-stage distinct from that of childhood or adult-
hood and as a social collective distinguished from the larger ‘adult’ social
order. This book considers how locales such as clubs, hostels, and ocean
liners, as well as specific formal and informal practices, from dancing and
hiking to writing and protesting to musical production and consumption,
were all implicated in this process. How did they connect with, and define
new meanings of, youthful transnationality? And to what extent was youth
intertwined with forms of social ordering, such as cultures of colonialism
or even the disciplinary organization of new professional bodies for scien-
tific study?

This book elaborates on the mutual idioms of youth and ‘the modern’, with
their common focus upon mobility, malleability, transition and transforma-
tion, as they challenged and informed debates about citizenship, nationhood,
and cosmopolitanism, and inspired new rationales for the reorganization
of society. The young themselves fashioned and disseminated ideas about
being or becoming modern as part of this global process. Although these
ideas and identities, as well as the sites upon which they were elaborated
and contested, were often ephemeral, this book reveals the enduring signifi-
cance of young people’s contributions as social actors defined in terms of
age and connected across distinctively youthful networks. It explores such
connections through a number of case studies addressing these key themes
in different settings.

To engage the global dimensions of youth transnationality, this volume
draws together essays dealing with a variety of settings and the movements
of young people within and between them. It features research with a truly
global reach. By setting this global history in and between local contexts,
it reveals China, the Middle East, South America, Asia and Africa, as well as
Europe and the United States, as critical sites in this modern history. Through
an interdisciplinary crossing of scholarly fields and geographical specialty,
our aim is to rethink approaches to the social practices and symbolic mean-
ings of youth and the youthful mobilities that defined and redefined it. The
book contributes to scholarly debates on globalization, transnationality, and
cosmopolitanism not only by bringing new perspectives defined in terms of
age to bear upon the literature, but by also drawing from different locales to
those more commonly considered.

There is good reason to trace the global genealogies of youth cultural
practices as they manifested themselves locally. Youthful activities, mobili-
ties, and identities were produced in a complex dynamic between local and
national contexts, and across trans-colonial and metropolitan networks,
sometimes affirming but often also challenging ideas of ‘youth’ as a
coherent category or experience. Studying the young can reveal the signifi-
cance of age to the complex valences of transnationality. Moreover, the use
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of a transnational approach can reveal the unexamined but fundamental
ways in which the accelerated contacts and interactions of the twentieth-
century world had a profound impact on the lives of the young and the
formation of youth as a social body. Notions of youth had different mean-
ings in different global contexts, in large part because these ideas were
inflected in new directions by the crossing of borders. Thus, not only were
young people on the move, so too were conceptualizations about what it
meant to be young.

Moving formations: defining youth in the modern world

This raises the question of what, specifically, counts as ‘youth’. The field of
the history of children and youth is now well established and a rich body
of historical scholarship exists documenting the emergence and develop-
ment of youth both as a symbolic and a sociological component of indus-
trial modernity.? This literature shows that the ways in which youth was
culturally constructed and performed remained highly varied over time
and space. Youth’s own boundaries remained rather dynamic. The contri-
butions collected here deal mainly with individuals and groups who were
biologically young, but sit between childhood and adulthood. They do not
rely upon some a priori, sociological definition of ‘youth’ or a legalistic or
biological one that affixes a determined age. Instead what counts as youth
here is whatever contemporary actors understood that category to mean.
While youth was often biologically determined, it is always historically so.
Even those who were not biologically young, in their thirties say, could also
at times lay claim to membership of youth by embodying its symbolic quali-
ties, as we shall see.

While a vast literature has exposed the shifting constructedness of
‘yvouth’, this volume demonstrates that transnationality was essential in
distinguishing youth as a social group from that of children and adults.? In
much of the scholarship dealing with the subject of youth in the twentieth
century the emphasis has remained on national or state-centered perspec-
tives. Many studies have focused on adult agents who sought to channel,
contain, and direct flows of youthful activity. In most cultures and socie-
ties, the modern era brought a finer segmentation of life stages for those
approaching adulthood. The ‘discovery of adolescence’ in the nineteenth
century culminated in its gradual extension across class lines. Young
people’s growing visibility and social differentiation in urbanizing milieux
made youth valuable as a concept enhancing the legibility of populations
in the eyes of modernizing states. But in this period young people were
also often assigned distinct roles with a view to tapping the vibrancy and
dynamism they were assumed to possess by virtue of their age. Youth was
often conceived of as a vanguard, and could be called upon to embody or
serve a variety of ideologies, political projects, and aspirations.* Whether
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the vision of the nation was imperial, socialist, or nationalist, ‘youth’ was
heralded across the twentieth century as a salve for social pathologies such
as cultural fragmentation, individualism, or racial degeneration, among
others.

While one of the striking features of the twentieth century was the invest-
ment in youth of a remarkable degree of redemptive coherence and agency,
as several chapters in this volume demonstrate, an equally striking feature
of even such ‘national’ youth movements was how quickly they exceeded
such confines and traveled along global networks. Youth movements quickly
transgressed the boundaries of the nation-state, as well as those delimiting
race, class, and (though less often) gender. So it was that ‘Scoutey Boys’, for
example, and other equivalents of Robert Baden-Powell’s import to Britain
from its empire were re-exported to the world, to the extent that by 1922,ina
little over a decade, the first world census of the Boy Scout Association could
claim over one million members for the organization.® That this movement
quickly exceeded national bounds was amply demonstrated by the vast
public celebrations such as the international jamborees that drew young
people together across borders in unprecedented ways, and the variety of
meanings that they ascribed to these new forms of transnational sociability.
In recent years, the history of children and childhood has also experienced
a ‘global turn’ but there has not yet been any equivalent ‘turn’ in relation to
youth.® While acknowledging the relational and interconnected nature of
histories of youth, children, and adults it is our contention that the betwixt
and betweenness of youth - those neither wholly child nor adult but some-
where in between — merits study. Examining the transnationality of youth
can help historians to reflect in more sophisticated, fine-grained ways upon
such differences, for an important distinction setting these three life stages
apart is the comparative autonomy, freedom from adult responsibility and
flux of youthful agency, as expressed through the transnational activities,
mobilities, and identities that this collection explores.

Transnational maneuvers: toward new histories of youth

In the last two decades the concept of the transnational has come into
academic vogue as a means to explain the present condition and/or process
of globalization. Across a variety of disciplines, scholars have found the dislo-
cations and transferals inherent to transnationality valuable as an analyt-
ical tool. They have, for example, used this perspective to question identity
and to critique the binarisms of colonial discourse. Historians, in particular,
continue to write primarily within well-established national paradigms, but
they have also begun to address the question of how moving beyond the
singular nation-state as the primary category of analysis can enhance our
understanding of the past.” Conceptions of transnational history vary but
most examine units smaller or larger than nations that extend across and
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pervade national borderlines.® Although transnational history has grown
from the roots of national history and a critique of the comparative method,
it affords a perspective allowing nations to be seen as ‘fragile, constructed,
imagined’.’ The advantage of this approach is to bring out connections,
reveal heterogeneity, and lay bare intricate processes and negotiations.

World history and global history differ in important ways from the tran-
snational perspective. Where global history seeks to explore the main prob-
lems of global change over time with a particular line of inquiry concerned
with the diverse histories of globalization, transnational history seeks to
decenter the nation as the primary frame of historical inquiry by stud-
ying the movements and flows of people, ideas, things, and institutions
across national or other defined borders. The modern nation-state remains
an essential component in this history, but one which cannot contain
or exclude dynamic historical phenomena at its borders. Transnational
history differs from international history where the relationship between
nation-states is the primary focus of study as well as comparative history
which seeks to explore similar historical developments in different socie-
ties (often nations) in search of revealing patterns. While the individual
essays in this volume each adopt a transnational perspective, considering
the collection together as a whole reveals interesting comparative and
global dimensions.!°

While transnational studies and the study of youth have both been areas
generating substantial interest among researchers, students, and lay readers
in recent years, very few have yet brought together youth and transnation-
ality as the starting point for historical investigation. By placing youth
at the center of the transnational dynamic, these essays move discussion
beyond existing scholarship, which tends toward a top-down, institu-
tional approach often defined by the organizing paradigm of the nation.
By revealing the diversity of experiences and strategies uncontained by
national boundaries (which nevertheless gave meaning to the category of
youth and the lives of young people) this book sets out to offer a useful
complement, and corrective, to established national histories of youth. It
aims to examine the symbolism and mobile agency of youth both as a social
body and as a cultural concept from a transnational historical perspective.
It provides new insight into the study of transnationality and the study of
youth through a coherent methodological approach foregrounding concern
for context, continuity, and change while emphasizing particularity rather
than universality and utilizing an archival evidentiary base. To achieve
this, we reevaluate the role of young people, youth, and youth cultures in
the temporally — and geographically — specific past processes which have
produced the globalized present. This book, by analyzing the meaning of
youth embedded within transnational social and cultural systems, reveals
important historical contingencies of the twentieth century.
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Locating youthfulness in transnational mobility

Making a case for age as a useful analytic tool on the grounds of global ubig-
uity is an important contribution of this book. However, it is not our conten-
tion that twentieth-century youth, as a group, were somehow ‘uniquely’
transnational. Empirical data quantifying youthful transnational mobility
that might support such a claim is lacking. The twentieth century began
and ended with an unprecedented global movement of peoples, not only
of the young. But studies of the waves of migration that bookended the
century do suggest that transnational movement by young people formed
part of a more general explosion of migratory movement that characterized
its first decade.!

We know remarkably little of how these waves of migration intersected
with experiences of youth or age, even though many of the migrants were
young. Remarkably enough, in spite of the recognized importance of youth-
fulness to twentieth-century international migrations, whether occasioned
by war, trans-oceanic travel, indentured or bonded labor, seasonal work
or the fragmentation of vast empires, one contributor to scholarship on
migration studies has observed, ‘it is rare to find this key factor the focus of
debate’.!? Earlier studies of transnationality neglected age, focusing mainly
upon the structural factors driving global movements of populations and
capital.’® In recent years, scholars, notably anthropologists such as Cati
Coe and her collaborators, have identified this lacuna and interest in a new
research agenda foregrounding age has begun to grow.' But among those
interested in the histories of children and youth in migration movements
the tendency has still been to deal more specifically with children within
the institution of the family, rather than youth beyond it.!> For this reason,
when Akira Iriye looked to set down an agenda for future research in his
Global and Transnational History: The Past, Present and Future (2013) he iden-
tified the need for studies of youth and age as a way of moving the field
forward.®

The work of scholars of migratory movements usefully raises the question
of what was distinctive about youth transnational mobility in the twen-
tieth century. Earlier work suggests that as societies modernized from the
eighteenth to the twentieth century, if anything, mobility appears to have
become more evenly spread across the age spectrum. This was especially
evident in the twentieth century when rising life expectancy put older
cohorts on the move. But what the twentieth century did bring, in contrast
to earlier periods, was opportunities to move both more swiftly and more
frequently across borders and over much larger distances. Where previously
migratory movements tended to be over shorter distances, from country-
side to cities, for example, the application of new technologies to transport
inspired a sense that the world was both becoming a smaller place and that
it was spinning faster on its axis.



The Transnationality of Youth 7

Gradually and unevenly, to be sure, a variety of other changes brought
a finer segmentation of age, while travel and mobility also put youth on
the move, helping to disseminate and increase the visibility of taxono-
mies distinguishing the young from adults. Mass education provided an
essential basis in which this sense of difference was grounded, not only
in that it delayed young people’s entry to the workplace but also because
it encouraged the deferral of marriage until later in life. Meanwhile the
nation-state’s intervention would serve in this century to fix and institu-
tionalize life stages and boundaries in law with greater consistency across
national lines. This process was accompanied by economic and social
changes that disrupted older notions of a ‘life cycle’, and these transforma-
tive shifts reinforced associations of youth with independence and access
to a less spatially constrained world.

Thus in certain times and places it does appear that younger people
displayed a more pronounced tendency toward transnational mobility.
Efforts to assemble large conscript armies in the century’s two great wars from
1914-18 and 1937-45, for example, triggered the transnational and global
mobility of large numbers of male youth on an unprecedented scale. On
the other hand, the scale of this warfare and the exposure and involvement
of noncombatant populations in it blurred boundaries between civilians
and soldiers and thus also awareness of wartime mobility as a distinctively
‘vouthful’ experience. While soldiers were often young, war tended to
flatten out and obscure the particular youthfulness of this mobility because
the exigencies of conflicts often put older people and a broad array of adult
institutions on the move as well.

While youth did not necessarily move more, neither did they neces-
sarily possess some essential tendency to develop transnational imagi-
naries more readily or enthusiastically than did others. Instead, what the
essays here reveal is that young people often saw themselves as being
especially transnational. They were therefore inclined to configure their
own mobility as a special and distinct privilege of their age. In this way
age made an important difference to what they saw as the quality of
their own activity, mobility, and identity. Youth who made a break from
their families and pays nataux stood at a temporal juncture before what
they often imagined to be the greater confinement of marriage, family
formation, and career. This encouraged them to explore the possibility
of configuring transnationality in terms of quite different relations and
obligations, beyond the family and other adult institutions, for example,
to peer groups of a similar age. It also allowed them to envisage their
actions in the present as being both somehow ‘freer’ and as possessing
greater potential historical weight and momentum. In these ways young
people imagined their transnationality as distinctive to other varieties
lived and articulated by children and adults, as many of the contributions
to this volume show.
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From the early twentieth century, youth already inhabited a life stage
associated, in many cultures, with ‘transition’, ‘preparation’, or ‘education’.
This was a period in which private benefactors devoted substantial levels of
funding to providing larger numbers of young people with ‘international
experience’. The late nineteenth century had already seen experiments
setting youth on the move for the purpose of study abroad. Chinese students
enrolled in universities in the United States, Cambodian and Vietnamese
students visited France to study at the Ecole Coloniale, Malayan students
holding Straits Settlements scholarships enrolled in British universities.
However, these were small beginnings compared with what the study abroad
movement would grow into in the twentieth century.!” In affluent societies
and among the more affluent sections of less wealthy societies, travel abroad
organized by schools or other institutions came to be regarded as affording
young people an experience that derived its value in large part from the age
of those involved. By this time with the adaptation of steam technology to
maritime transport the costs of long distance travel were falling. As travel
became more affordable it came to be seen not only as a practice of the rich,
but as one that might also enrich youthful minds. The crossing of borders
during youth began to be defined in terms of an essential ‘preparation’ for
the crossing of thresholds in adulthood.

In the first half of the century these transfers occurred in a world still
defined by the global phenomenon of empire. But the postwar process of
decolonization shattered these fragile and increasingly anachronistic unities
and brought new nations into being. Often, it was those who had explored
opportunities available to them in their youth to travel to metropoles via
imperial networks who were in the vanguard of fashioning these new
nation-states. Men such as Lee Kwan Yew, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, and
Tunku Abdul Rahman acquired what the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has
referred to as ‘cultural capital’, in the educational institutions of former
colonizing powers and drew upon this as they moved into high office. They
did so at a time when the Cold War was dramatically reshaping transna-
tional mobility.

In much literature on globalization this geo-political shift has been
configured in terms of attenuating flows of capital and cross-border move-
ment, literally and symbolically. But it hardly put an end to migration. And
as we shall see, in many ways the Cold War stimulated the elaboration of
new networks of youth transnationality.!® On either side of the Iron Curtain
desires that youth should substantiate ideological affiliations animated a
variety of official and unofficial projects.’® As we shall see, youth cultures
continued to cross borders, flowing through the narrowest of conduits and
stimulating new, multivalent subcultural styles. By the time the Communist
hegemon collapsed the freer movement of people and capital brought a vast
upsurge in transnational mobility. In an era of global backpacking, youth
circulated through the old heartlands of the Soviet Union’s Eastern Empire
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clutching rail passes and guide books. Young people continued to be specifi-
cally associated, in particular times and places, with the pleasures and possi-
bilities of transnationalism, defined as distinct from those available to or
useful for children or adults.

Chimeric freedoms: youth identities and sensibilities in practice

It may not initially appear likely that people separated in space, living in
and formed by vastly diverse cultures and entirely different societies, whose
lives were striated by multiple boundaries, might be capable of forging
a sense of shared identity around a category as transient as age. It is our
contention that by focusing upon the ‘what’ and the ‘where’ of these prac-
tices, sensibilities, and communities, and in the historical specificity of
their interconnections, we are able to raise a notion as seemingly nebulous
as ‘youth transnationality’ to the status of a governing paradigm for this
project. In this book, cities represent important contexts for the develop-
ment of such social and cultural systems, as well as nodes or stopping points
linking networks within which the young elaborated transnational prac-
tices. Recently, scholars working in urban studies have begun to track the
connections between categories and cultural representations of age, class,
gender, and sexuality, and also young people’s roles in the socio-political
affiliations of modern cities.?° However, less attention has yet been given to
the flows between such sites. These essays engage with the role and meaning
of specific places within networks of transnational youth that have rarely
been considered, but which linked Washington, DC with Dar es Salaam,
Leningrad with London, or Hanoi with Saigon, Canton, Hong Kong, Tokyo,
Singapore, and Paris. They also, as in the case of the essays by Chatani and
Manzano, investigate networked links forged by young people between
rural and urban space. Such an approach brings to bear a new perspective
upon engagements with the social and cultural history of urban networks,
‘global cities’ and their hinterlands, which have almost entirely overlooked
the variable of age.?!

The essays collected here also reveal how the ethos of a transnational
and diasporic way of life could, when put into practice, run up against and
become enmeshed with other social values related to social class, gender,
sexuality, and generation. One important advantage of the transnational
perspective is that it may throw the emphasis onto the agency of the indi-
vidual and group, and this brings into focus the fault lines of identity, and
the social categories upon which power relations are defined and played
out. Scholars have tended to overlook age as a variable compared with
other standard analytic categories.?? However, by focusing on the category
of youth alongside nation, race, class, and gender as an explanatory vari-
able, Transnational Histories of Youth in the Twentieth Century aims to unsettle
those categories by exploring new dimensions of them. Such a maneuver is
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potentially productive in that it can reveal the importance of age as a vari-
able working in tandem with these others to reproduce or challenge power
relations, and it can bring to light connections between cultures, life-stages,
and life trajectories.

Transnationality, rather like ‘youth’, has often been associated with prac-
tices conceived of as liberatory and ‘counter-hegemonic’.2® As the contribu-
tors show, scores of young people drew inspiration from the notion that
through a transnationality of age they might join larger unities, and network
themselves into larger, global, and even epochal shifts. And yet, very often
such hopes were dashed as the idea of a broader transnational youth sensi-
bility, and more especially its associated freedoms, proved to be chimeric. In
some cases, as several of the essays collected here reveal, youth institutional
practices reinforced or reproduced the nation even as those manipulating
them were tantalized by the prospect that it might be exceeded. ‘Youth’
represented an ideal of modernity, a category upon which nationhood and
projects explicitly transgressing its borders were structured. Quite often, as
the contributors to this volume show, it was those young people who were
particularly adept at crossing boundaries who devoted themselves to imag-
ining new national futures, and to putting them into practice.?* These kinds
of contradictions and their capacity to destabilize are foregrounded in this
volume, both with reference to the actions of individual young people and
representations of them as a collective.

Reconnecting other dimensions of identity with those of age, this history
of young people shows how, on the one hand, transnational practices of
youth might promote new forms of solidarity challenging dominant
narratives of class, race, gender, or nation, but often enough they failed to
undermine or reduce asymmetries of power, and simply reinscribed them.
Globe-spanning transnational networks of connection between people of
different cultural backgrounds did not automatically produce the same
kinds of ‘cosmopolitan’ openness, and the result of these engagements
was not, in the end, the untrammeled transfer of homogeneous (counter)
cultural regimes.2’

This gap is especially noticeable in relation to power asymmetries struc-
tured upon gender. While youth offered a terrain upon which young women
might carve out pioneering roles and contest profoundly unbalanced power
relations, this book shows that the broader picture was one in which the
activities, mobilities and also the identities of transnational youth of the
twentieth century were (with some notable exceptions) overwhelmingly
gendered male. In cultures and practices of youth, young men dominated.
In the historical record the agency of male youth is often easier to detect
than that of female youth. Even today the very term ‘youth’ retains a strong
masculine resonance. While gender is foregrounded in several chapters of
this book and young men and women appear throughout it, this volume
shows that the category ‘youth’ was more often invoked in an exclusionary
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way, one which circumscribed women and girls’ access to what power could
be eked from it. Thus, while transnationality has often been conceived of as
liberatory and ‘counter-hegemonic’, rarely did those who acted in the name
of the young live up to such high-flown ideals.?%

Such asymmetries also developed along class lines. In 1903 The Straits
Chinese Magazine, published in Singapore, could inquire on behalf of
its upwardly mobile, English-speaking, readership, ‘Which is the better
educator? Travel or Universities’.?” In spite of what the magazine described
at the start of the new century as the spread of ‘fast and comfortable and
comparatively cheap locomotion’, opportunities for young people to
directly experience transnationality through travel grew only gradually and
unevenly across the period. Travel remained in many respects an elite prac-
tice, even if at certain times and places, as Valeria Manzano points out with
reference to southern Latin America in the 1960s, young people remained
deeply reluctant to identify it in such terms.

While mobility was a key dimension of twentieth-century youth transna-
tionality, not all of those who participated could travel in a literal sense. The
fact that many young people were unable to directly access travel networks
themselves brings to the fore an issue that has less often been emphasized in
studies of transnational mobility, which is immobility, and the local. This
collection pays attention to the multivalent ways in which, on a material
level, the literature, symbolism, and imagery of youth transnationality was
accessed even by those who, by definition, lacked mobility. Ideas of youth,
youth culture, and youth practice circulated throughout the twentieth
century, evolving in close relation to commercial culture and the technolo-
gies through which it was delivered. This allowed even those young people
who were not literally on the move, to write and re-write, imagine and
re-imagine the meanings of youthfulness on their own terms, participating
in a global conversation of ideas and practices related to being young. As the
contributions of Lanza and Silverstein show, in the late twentieth century,
when young people exploited wider access to the networked technologies of
media and music to articulate visions of their transnational youth, they did
so without necessarily needing to leave their immediate locale.

Activities, mobilities, and identities: constituting
transnationality

The book is organized into three parts. In Part I, ‘Activities’, the focus is
on young people’s encounters with transnationality through the struc-
tures of organized leisure and professional associations, themselves an
endemic feature of modern times. In much existing scholarship these
institutions are usually studied for what they reveal about visions of the
nation, or of the young as articulated by the organizers rather than the
young participants themselves.?® However, the chapters included here
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explore the extent to which young people themselves developed and
engaged with transnationality through a variety of institutional activities
and practices.

Sayaka Chatani demonstrates how through the seinendan (state-run
village youth groups) peasant youth came to represent the model national
citizen throughout the growing Japanese empire. She argues that this privi-
leged position created a space in which rural youth could pursue their
own agendas and desires, notably by exploring ties with foreign counter-
parts, and developing networked connections across borders through an
ersatz 4-H club. In her chapter on Mexican youth in the Boy Scout move-
ment, Elena Jackson Albarran argues that through cross-border travels,
the uniformed young emerged as the healthy, active, moral embodiment
of the modernizing, post-revolutionary nation. The boys involved saw
their participation both as a way of engaging with a global, transnational
youth culture and of redefining or rejecting visions of Mexican society as
static and old fashioned, even as, in many ways, Scouting reinforced them.
Examining the transnational agenda of the Girl Guide movement from the
perspective of Malayan girls, Jilian Christina Wu argues that in colonial
and postcolonial Singapore, Guiding activities provided valuable resources
from which new models of ‘modern’ girlhood could be fashioned and lived
out. Finally, Heather Ellis shows in her chapter how the young leftist scien-
tists of the British Association for the Advancement of Science imagined
the internationalism of their scientific endeavor to be intricately tied to
the internationalism of Marxism. She shows how science and communism
were seen at the time to be ideologically suited for one another through the
shared emphasis on youth and internationalism. Moreover, she argues that
these young British scientists came to imagine a militarized masculinity as
central to their professional identity which emerged through the transna-
tional contacts of scientific networks.

The chapters in Part II, “Mobilities’, consider the movement of the young
across national and regional boundaries for a host of purposes — work,
leisure, settlement, or activism — and in a variety of contexts. Together, the
chapters in this section reveal the profound political ramifications of the
circulations, flows, and relocations of mobile youth. Whether as students
and intellectuals traveling across imperial networks, as backpackers or revo-
lutionaries, the mobility of the young across national and regional bounda-
ries called into question (if only in many cases to reaffirm) the social and
political integrity of the nation-state.

Taking up the case of young Vietnamese traveling to France in the
interwar period, David M. Pomfret argues that this group identified travel as
essential to achieving the personal and political transformations necessary
to bring about an end to French colonial rule. Focusing upon ‘circularity’
and the spaces in between departure and arrival, he shows that youth-on-
the-move conceived of themselves and were so conceived, on account of
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their age and mobility, as embodying a kind of nation-in-waiting. Richard
Ivan Jobs examines the interpersonal interactions of the European youth
who traveled abroad in the context of postwar reconstruction. Imagined
as ‘cultural ambassadors’ effecting national reconciliation, he argues that
their informal interactions gave rise to a youth travel culture constitutive
of a new, democratic ‘Western’ Europe. Valeria Manzano shows how in the
1960s young women and men from Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay followed
a new ‘revolutionary road’ that took them to the most impoverished regions
of South America. In the process, she argues, they engaged directly with
the meanings of their own youthfulness, rejecting contemporaneous
‘Western-led’ transnational variants and fashioning alternatives to which
mobility was essential. Andrew Ivaska focuses on the everyday, affective life
of young people in the ‘global sixties’ hub of Dar es Salaam, arguing that
while the networks of political activists crisscrossing this African site were
interconnected, transnational, and young, such traits were also central to
the political opportunities they opened up, the challenges they posed, and
the complications and limits they faced.

Part III of the volume, ‘Identities’, examines the self-image of the young
and the ways in which the production and representation of youth drew
upon transnational understandings of age articulated and circulated within
global networks of migration, popular culture, and media. The chapters
reveal the ways such ideas and practices of youth interacted with local
contexts and norms, and show how complicated such cultural transfers
were on the ground, as the young manipulated and adapted discourses of
youth to their own specific needs and purposes.

Adriana Brodsky examines how Sephardi youth in Argentina, ascribed
a central place in the Zionist project during the 1960s, lived in, navigated,
shaped, and interpreted multiple diasporas. The result of their cross-border
mobility was the sense of being part of a diasporic community of youth
capable of residing in multiple spaces — an Israeli in Argentina as much as
an Argentinian in Israel. Coherent national identities were not found on site
but made on the move; and even then, they were not essential but rather
improvised and contested. Juliane Fiirst traces youth cultures across the Iron
Curtain to examine what happened when transnational flows of informa-
tion and youth cultural practice broke down or were stymied. Focusing on
the case of the stiliagi of the 1940s and 1950s and the hippie movement of
the late 1960s and 1970s, she shows how ‘youth’ as an idea was transformed
in the Soviet Union through the process of cultural transfer, and mutated
under local conditions, often from an imaginary template, into new, hybrid
forms. Fabio Lanza traces the development of the Tiananmen Square demon-
strations of 1989 from initial protests to a global media event. He argues
that, in the process of staging their ‘youth’ before a global audience and
through engagements with transnational pasts, the very concept of ‘youth’
was vulnerable to reinterpretation in ways that diverged from the meanings
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which the young protestors themselves preferred. Finally, Paul Silverstein
focuses upon the emerging musical genres of new Berber folksong, Arabic
rai, rock, and rap to show how youth in North Africa and France utilized
musical production and consumption to map out alternate political soli-
darities transcending the nation-state, across the Mediterranean as well as
across the Atlantic, so much so that their strategic transnationalism became
a kind of everyday commonplace.

Locating youth transnationality

Notwithstanding the book’s thematic organization, its chapters intersect in
terms of theoretical approach and focus. These contrast with other tran-
snational histories that have often tended to focus upon state-level strate-
gies of rule.?” They contrast also with earlier transnational histories that
tended to focus upon obviously international organizations, such as the
United Nations.?® A particular emphasis throughout this collection is on
the micro-level engagements of individuals — bridging across contexts and
institutions, and engaged with broader social, political, and economic proc-
esses.?! The chapters privilege interpersonal relationships and highlight the
close and emotion-laden personal ties connecting individuals within and
across space. The contributions illustrate how individual experiences, their
continuities and discontinuities, relate to interpretations, however fragile
and ephemeral, of communities built around age. Such an approach chimes
with recent calls for studies adopting a global purview, but integrating both
micro- and macro-determinants into their analysis.

The production of youth as a concept and social body was fraught with
tensions and contradictions between ideology and practical exigencies,
between state and non-state actors, local and central government, indig-
enous resistance and colonial indigenization. A consequence of this, and
another key theme explored in many of the chapters, is the instability
of the very category ‘youth’. As several chapters contend in this volume,
exploring the shifting relationship between institutional spaces and the
‘field’ becomes a way of highlighting the unstable frameworks governing
youthful identities. Fabio Lanza and Paul Silverstein, in particular, pick up
on the themes of the uncertainty of youth. Though the notion of youth as
homogeneous remained enduringly attractive, not least to young people
themselves, several of the chapters in this volume suggest how it proved
fundamentally flawed as it presupposed in theory a uniformity of meaning
that was often absent and a shared sensibility that ran up against a variety
of obstacles in practice.

By tracking the way young people reinterpreted imported ideas and styles
associated with youth and recounted experiences of mobility, Transnational
Histories of Youth in the Twentieth Century emphasizes that youth cultures
were never simply diffused from the West or imposed, even in colonial
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contexts, in any straightforward way. Many of the chapters offer an exam-
ination of how the young contributed to processes of globalization that
transcended Western culture and contexts. They bring to light more varied
entanglements of individuals and groups across national boundaries: from
Vietnamese students’ engagements with a Gallic-inflected modernity in
Paris, Hanoi, and Haiphong; to African youth socializing with African
American youth in Dar es Salaam; to the tensions aroused by young middle-
class Argentinians engaging with the impoverished indigenous peoples of
the Andes. This book thus draws attention to the complex outcomes of
the situated encounters between Western and non-Western knowledge
initiated by young people. As Juliane Fiirst makes clear in the case of the
Soviet Union, these practices had a much wider impact than their rather
small membership would immediately suggest, not only because the young
generation aged and acceded to positions of social and political power in
post-Soviet times, but because at the very moment of their inception they
provided bridges of cultural knowledge and common understanding for
a generation engaged in the process of transforming what it meant to be
Soviet.

There is much to be gained by looking at the young on their own terms,
as active historical agents, engaged in processes enmeshed with the adult
world and adult-created institutions, in ways that do not simply emphasize
being young as a phase preparatory to being adult. In this view, as Mary
Bucholz has pointed out, youth becomes less of a trajectory and more of
a practice of age.*? This book aims to move beyond a tendency evident
within humanities and social sciences research more broadly to identify
youth, and especially adolescence, as a mere staging ground for adulthood,
a preliminary phase, rather than a definitive category of experience in its
own right.

Young people institutionalized and expressed youthfulness through
patterns of behavior and ways of being, all of which tended to take place in
specific spaces. This process of defining and enacting youthfulness often
corresponded to the creation of defined and enacted spaces as well, exem-
plified perhaps by the youth hostel. Within such spaces, the young consti-
tuted youth as a set of practices, not merely ideas, calling boundaries into
question even as they were drawn into existence. In order to examine this
relationship more closely many of the contributors grapple with the issue of
what constituted transnational space. They engage with the key question of
not only what but where was youthful transnationality.

Accordingly, some of the contributions make the point that youthful
mobility and sociability were not defined only by points of origin, destina-
tions or even by nodes in the transnational networks across which young
people moved, but sometimes by the spaces in between. As transnational
agents, the young participated in a reconfiguring of the relation between
center and periphery. Though they started off in particular locales, they
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were defined and defined themselves by their movement into others,
thereby breaking with stable connections between space and identity. As
several chapters show, the problems of nation-building proved so intrac-
table that transnationality gave rise to the sense of being part of a ‘third
culture’, somewhere between origin and destination. From this perspec-
tive, spaces of youthful transnationality could appear at best a haven, at
worst as some kind of halfway house. This was often the case in colonial
contexts, where nationalism often depended upon the reassertion and
exploration of age as a manifestly fluid rather than fixed identity, and the
boundaries of the nation that young people drew were, in consequence,
fleeting, informal and lacking in political status. A key consequence was
the early affirmation and subsequent development of a kind of ‘enclavism’
of age, that was often as much defensive and discreet as it was aggressive
or provocative.

Together, the essays in Transnational Histories of Youth in the Twentieth
Century provide a comparative, transnational framework for rethinking
youth, the nation, mobility, and modernity in the twentieth-century world,
thereby extending the scope of previous scholarship, which has tended
to focus on discrete regions, empires, or national contexts. By adopting a
global, transnational, and comparative perspective, a key aim of this project
is to reveal the varied ways in which the emergence of international youth
cultures and transnational globalization have been, and remain, mutually
constitutive. The outcome, a history of youth and transnationality during
the twentieth century, can help us begin to understand young people’s roles
as agents of change in the shaping of the modern world.

We hope that this book may point the way toward a future agenda
in research. While our concern has been to ensure that this volume is
expansive a volume as possible in its scope, its subject matter is so broad
and diverse that it is not possible to treat it comprehensively. Moreover,
the exigencies of publishing meant that we were unable to include many
aspects that we originally had hoped to address. A variety of impor-
tant topics and issues in the history of youth transnationality are not
discussed here in depth such as war and work or religion and spiritu-
ality or crime and justice. There is much more to be said about migra-
tion and passage, technology and communication, sex and gender, or
race and class, for example. And although we have striven to ensure that
a variety of nations and regions are represented herein, many parts of
the world have not been included or have been addressed only tangen-
tially. Notwithstanding these inevitable omissions and underemphases,
we hope that this volume may serve as a provocation to future histor-
ical work in these and other salient areas. Such new studies will help to
further illuminate the rich and mutually constitutive histories of youth
and transnationalism.
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Youth and Rural Modernity
in Japan, 1900s-20s

Sayaka Chatani

At the turn of the twentieth century, social leaders in Japan and around the
world saw the development of youth movements as having an essential role
to play in the creation of modern society. In their eyes, youth represented
the potentiality of modernity. An industrializing Japanese society ushered
youth to the fore in a variety of ways. By the 1920s, elite students in the
modern school system, highly trained in Western knowledge and destined
for careers as bureaucrats, were referred to as ‘the engine of the nation’.
Other students led socialist and communist movements as self-styled
‘vanguards’ of society. On the street, an increasing number of culturally
subversive urban youth — sometimes called ‘moga’ (modern girls) and ‘mobo’
(modern boys) — embodied modern consumer culture and urban decadence.
But while these archetypes of youth prevailed in big cities, the countryside
also witnessed the rise of youth - pure, strong, and hardworking agrarian
youth came to symbolize Japan’s masculine empire.

While the image of rural youth usually does not connote cosmopoli-
tanism, the birth of ‘rural youth’ as a social category reflected a dynamic
interaction between local and transnational contexts in many of the same
ways that ‘students’ or ‘urban youth’ did. Although historian Louise Young
claims that big cities, particularly Tokyo, were the face of modernity while
rural areas became ‘modernity’s Other’, the majority of people in this era
interpreted and experienced ‘modernity’ from the perspective of the coun-
tryside.! ‘Rural youth’ was the central protagonist in public imaginings of
rural-based modernity.

The key institution responsible for fashioning ‘rural youth’ into pillars of
the nation was the seinendan, or village youth association.? Because almost
all rural villages had for centuries used youth associations in the organ-
ization of labor, reformers in the Meiji period (1868-1911) could quickly
organize them into seinendan that bore ‘native Japanese’ characteristics.
Although the Boy Scouts became popular among middle-class families
in the cities in the early twentieth century, the much longer history and
extent of village youth associations meant that they better served the goal
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of nation-building in the eyes of state bureaucrats. At the same time, like the
Boy Scouts, the seinendan were participants in transnational movements.
Their organizers eagerly incorporated Western models of youth training,
and their members regarded themselves as a modern force. In effect, the
seinendan played a similar role to the Boy Scouts in Mexico and the Girl
Guides in British Malaya as discussed by Elena Albarran and Jialin Christina
Wau in this volume. They shaped a new nationalism and citizenship, linked
transnational movements with national and local contexts, and established
the category of youth as a new social identity.

Because the seinendan played a pivotal role in nation-building they attracted
the attention of policymakers and bureaucrats. State officials expected
village-level seinendan to revitalize the rural economy and spread national
consciousness among the masses after the war against Russia in 1904-5.
Between 1915 and 1941, the state centralized and strengthened the national
network of seinendan.® As the Japanese army expanded its conquest of China
in the 1930s, youth in the seinendan, together with ex-soldiers in the reservist
groups, came to be identified as a domestic stronghold, both of nationalist
ideology and military personnel. With their close links to the military, ‘rural
youth’ embodied by the seinendan were a predominantly male-gendered cate-
gory.* Indeed, the historian Richard Smethurst and many Japanese scholars
have viewed the seinendan movement primarily in terms of its relationship
with the military.® For these scholars, the spread of the seinendan in the 1910s
and 1920s indicated a growing militarism in the countryside while Japanese
cities became key sites in the development of contentious liberal politics.

Is it possible to identify young men’s individual subject positions within
the state-led seinendan mobilization? Should their participation in these
institutions necessarily be viewed as a form of indoctrination by the state
and the army? Tackling these questions brings the historian face-to-face
with a number of methodological challenges. The voices of village youth
are often submerged in the historical record beneath the clamor of nation-
alistic propaganda. The majority of seinendan members were young farmers
who did not have the means to leave their home villages — they had no
choice but to join the village seinendan, so pervasive and influential were
these organizations at the local level. The difficulty in locating their voices
has led many scholars to view these youth as obedient subjects fixed within
tight and deeply conservative hamlet orders, easily manipulated by village
administration and army officials.

I argue in this chapter that, on the contrary, the popularity of the seinendan
derived from the hopes village youth harbored that they might alter their social
statuses and allow for the achievement of a ‘rural modernity’ — defined fluidly
in terms of the denial, transformation, or imitation of urban modernity. Rural
youth were aware of the power of state propaganda and global trends, and
they used both eagerly to pursue their own agendas. The intentions of village
youth can be traced in their writings and private activities — particularly in the
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ways they defined the categories of ‘youth’ and ‘rural youth’, their decisions
to adopt, or not, the state’s rhetoric, and their techniques of interpreting and
utilizing transnational forces for their local and personal agendas. For many
of them, the seinendan provided an alternative to the school-based career
path. They reimagined Meiji’s popular idea of ‘risshin shusse’ (‘rising in the
world’), which usually implied that urban careers based on a school diploma
were something only hardworking rural youth could achieve. They turned
nationalism and transnationalism, both considered specifically ‘youthful’
traits, into a weapon to fight social battles. They tactfully used the discursive
value of rural youth to increase their political leverage with (and against) the
social establishment. Like those to whom Richard Jobs and David Pomfret
refer in the introduction to this volume, Japanese village youth viewed them-
selves as especially transnational. As possessors of this self-image, these young
people embarked upon travels in a space of the transnational imagination
and transgressed various bonds and borders in spite of their limited geograph-
ical mobility.

One example, that of a young man named Kat6 Einojo, who lived in a
farming village named Aratanome in Miyagi prefecture in northern Japan,
shows us how village youth invested in notions of the ‘rise’ of rural youth as
arebellious act. As alandlord’s son, Katd enjoyed wealth and status that were
not available to the average village youth. He used it to attempt to create a
group based on the generational identity of youth, named the Aratanome
4-H club. The club was a product of the complex interactions between Kato,
the family and hamlet orders, and the national seinendan movement, within
a wider, global context marked by the growing prominence of youth. As is
generally the case with social histories, individual examples cannot be seen
as ‘representative’ — but privately formed youth groups like the Aratanome
4-H club were certainly not unusual in other parts of Japan. Kat6 Einojd’s is
just one story among many, but it reveals how young men in the country-
side had the motivation and in some cases also the means to take advantage
of state mobilization for their own benefit. By the 1920s, the discursive rise
of ‘rural youth’ and the spread of the seinendan paradoxically created a space
of freedom for village youth and provided them with a kind of moral capital
which they deployed against urban youth and older generations.

Yamamoto Takinosuke’s Inaka seinen

The modern rural youth group movement in Japan started in the area
around Hiroshima. In 1896, Yamamoto Takinosuke, a 24-year-old school-
teacher, self-published a book entitled Inaka seinen (Rural Youth). Like
many of the young male population of his time, Yamamoto had evaded
conscription, probably because of his poor eyesight.® Poverty forced him
to abandon his dream to continue his studies in middle school or to go to
Tokyo. Instead, he had to count himself lucky to be able to work within the
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village-level administration and a local elementary school. Inaka seinen was
a desperate lament about the life of youth in the countryside, giving voice
to Yamamoto’s growing frustrations. In the previous six years he had striven
to inject life into local youth groups:

Although [the youth of the city and the country] are both youth, one
kind is embraced warmly and another is abandoned on the street. The
so-called ‘country youth’ are the ones who have been abandoned. They
are without school name or school diploma...Despite the fact that they
are the majority of the youth of the nation, they are neglected and left
out of the discussion.’

Yamamoto was reacting against what he viewed as a growing imbalance
between the attention devoted to youth in urban areas (particularly students)
and in the countryside. The late 1880s and early 1890s saw the burgeoning
of magazine publications targeting urban youth. The scholar Kimura Naoe
argues that seinen (youth) became a new category in opposition to soshi, the
mob-like violent youth who had engaged in radical political demonstrations
during the Freedom and Popular Rights Movement of the 1880s. The most
powerful source for the new idea of seinen was Tokutomi Soh6 and his maga-
zine, Kokumin no tomo (The Nation’s Friend). In 1887, the magazine featured
a series of articles entitled ‘The Youth of New Japan and the Politics of New
Japan’, which Kimura calls ‘a manifesto for the magazine’.? In these articles,
Tokutomi Soh6, who was only 24 years old at the time, assigned responsi-
bility to (college and high school) students to become the engine of a new
Japanese politics.” He named the magazine after the American publication,
The Nation, which he read avidly while attending the Do6shisha English
School in Kyoto. Tokutomi became a widely read journalist who introduced
Western thought to Japan through magazines and other outlets.!” 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 10-15 to larger ones with
thousands of members. They produced youth magazines, many of which
imitated the design, format, and language of Kokumin no tomo."!

Yamamoto Takinosuke was one of many inspired by the new discourse
on seinen defined by urban intellectuals. Tokutomi and other young writers
revamped the image of ‘youth’, which had been an inferior category within
the rigid age hierarchy of the Confucian social order, into a protean force
capable of shaping modern Japan. But by the time Yamamoto 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 inspiration’, Yamamoto
complained. ‘They use the phrase “for the sake of the youth of the whole
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nation”, but only consider their [urban] consumers...no one is really
passionate about inspiring the youth in the countryside’.!

For the frustrated Yamamoto, ‘youth’ was a generational category and
an identity that transcended the social divide between urban and rural.
He called on the reader neither to detest nor fear urban youth. The real
cleavage he perceived was the one between the young, ‘progressive reformers
by nature’, and the old (r0butsu, or literally ‘old things’), who were ‘back-
ward, lazy, corrupt, and indecisive’!® In order to fulfill their responsibility
together with urban youth, rural youth themselves were in need of reform
and guidance. In his eyes, rural youth lacked a national consciousness and
were ‘wasteful, lazy, weak, sly, obscene, servile, undetermined, reckless, and
irresponsible’, though he thought that the social circumstances of farming
villages had made them that way.!* Yamamoto advocated reorganizing tradi-
tional hamlet youth groups, which had existed all over the country for more
than a few centuries, in order that they might reclaim their much-dimin-
ished functions as educators and moralizers of young people.’> According to
Yamamoto, by helping to disseminate simple but important practices — such
as rising early, climbing mountains, taking cold baths, wearing only cotton
clothes, reading newspapers, and avoiding early marriage — youth groups
could reinvigorate rural youth.

Yamamoto’s lament about rural life stood in sharp contrast to Meiji
fiction, which romanticized rustic life and waxed poetic about the superi-
ority of farming villages over cities. Tokutomi Roka, Miyazaki Koshoshi, and
Kunikida Doppo exalted the pure and moral life of rural society in opposi-
tion to the emptiness of urban life. ‘Freedom is found in the mountains
and forests’, Kunikida Doppo wrote in 1897.1° Yanagita Kunio, the founder
of modern Japanese ethnology, also viewed the countryside as the reposi-
tory of Japan’s native culture. Yanagita, then a bureaucrat of the Ministry
of Agriculture and Commerce, was alarmed by the widening gap between
urban and rural society in terms of material development. His agrarian
romanticism grew stronger as he went on a ‘pilgrimage’ to rural villages and
began to write more as a folklorist.!”

For Yamamoto, the discourse of a morally superior countryside had done
little to boost the self-confidence of the rural population. He described the
mindset of villagers who 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
‘country bumpkins (inaka mono);’ they have changed the name from
inaka (countryside) to chihd (local) without notice, and avoid uttering the
word inaka... When discussing the budget for the education of a village
I know, some argued that, in determining the qualifications of elemen-
tary school teachers, since local teachers do not use the correct pronun-
ciation, we should abolish [the recruitment of local people] and recruit
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teachers from Tokyo. Our language in the countryside has been gradu-
ally corroded by shallow urban language — no inaka language, no inaka
morals, and in the end they even deny being inaka.'®

The feeling of being left behind was exacerbated by the extreme poverty
of many rural areas. 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,
nation-wide deflation during the 1880s had already forced many small farmers
to sell their land and revert to tenancy.?’ The impoverishment of farming
villages alarmed the government, especially after the Russo—Japanese War
in 1904-5 drained national resources. In addition to measures taken by the
Agriculture and Commerce Ministry, the powerful Home Ministry launched
the Local Improvement Movement (1906-18) and implemented a number of
programs to raise agricultural productivity and farmers’ morale.

Inaka seinen revealed that young people in the countryside recognized the
urban orientation of Japan’s modernization. In his work Yamamoto strug-
gled toredirect attention toward impoverished rural peripheries. The greatest
potential outlet for agrarian youth’s desire to be modern found expression
in Japan’s concurrent effort to build a world-class empire. The seinendan
movement grew by collaborating with national leaders, who demanded
that youth become healthy, hardworking, and patriotic imperial forces.
‘The youth are the source of dynamism of nation and society, therefore the
seinendan are the source of social activities’, argued Guidelines for Local Youth
in 1912, one of many almost identical publications contributing to the
discursive valorization of rural youth.?! It continued by arguing that, in ‘the
international competition [that had been] increasingly harsh’, rural youth
were supposed to emerge as a symbol of the Japanese empire, which was ‘a
small island country, but was never humiliated by foreign countries and
just defeated a global power’.2? By 1910, when Japan colonized the Korean
peninsula, most policymakers and bureaucrats viewed their nation as a full-
fledged competitor in a world of aggressive empires. The seinendan, like the
Boy Scouts in the British colonies, started to spread in newly obtained colo-
nies, championing imperial and militaristic power among a new generation.
Rural youth served the new self-image of an emerging transnational empire
by publicly symbolizing Japan's competitiveness in a global struggle.

The seinendan as an alternative path

In the course of the 1900s and 1910s, seinendan advocates gained popular
support. For Japan’s national leaders, eager to demonstrate an alternative to
Western civilization and an Asian model of imperial power, the dual char-
acter of an organization with ‘premodern’ roots enrolling ‘modern’ rural
youth suited their purpose. They found the seinendan an ideal form of mass
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mobilization equivalent to the Boy Scouts in larger cities. The seinendan
provided the overarching structure within which apparently contradictory
goals could be accommodated. They kept young people in the remote coun-
tryside while fostering their desire to connect with the global community of
modern youth. They taught the young self-discipline while allowing them
to rebel against the establishment. They engaged youth in military prepara-
tion while de-emphasizing the presence of the army.

However much their interests may have varied, seinendan advocates
shared an interest in preventing the urbanization of village youth
by emphasizing moral training (shilyd). One of the major concerns for
national and local leaders alike was the mass migration of young people
to big cities. This was seen as particularly alarming because of the way in
which urban life changed the body and personality of the migrant. One
author on youth education described:

Those who migrate to cities soon experience a deterioration of their
health ... Moreover, 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.?

Commentators who discussed rural youth often voiced concern over their
movement from the countryside into urban centers. But how could this be
stopped? Many argued that the seinendan, defined as an institution for shiiyé
of the young, would serve this goal by offering moral guidance. By awakening
a spirit of communal service, youth would remain in the villages. Guidelines
for Local Youth argued, ‘the youth must rouse awareness and valor, discipline
themselves, and willingly devote themselves to local development. Here
what is needed is the training of young talent’. Exemplary seinendan activi-
ties included putting up bulletin boards that advocated frugality, punctu-
ality, the correct use of the Japanese language, and education. It argued that
youth training should share the same spirit as national conscription - ‘the
spirit of sacrifice, beautiful morals of obedience, good customs of simplicity
and thrift, and an ethic of discipline and moderation’.?* Public morality
and love for the nation would offer young men a sense of fulfillment and
prevent them from fleeing to cities.

The moral training offered by the seinendan served the goals of various
government ministries. The main strategy of the Home Ministry in the Local
Improvement Movement was to boost the morale of farming youth and
guide them toward the better management of agriculture and household
industries. The Ministry depended on the voluntary labor of local youth
to build basic infrastructure and also counted upon them to reform old
customs that appeared irrational and wasteful.2® The Ministry of Education
sought to extend its influence over youth by institutionalizing graduates
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of elementary schools. After conducting a survey of the academic achieve-
ments of elementary school students in Tokyo in March 1905, education
officials realized how quickly their abilities deteriorated after they graduated
from school and how low their success rate was in the conscription exam.
The seinendan appeared to offer a viable institutional format through which
the state might prolong graduates’ association with the school system.2°

World War I gave a new incentive to Japanese military officials to promote
the seinendan. Under the initiative of Tanaka Giichi, then the chief of
Administration Bureau of the Army Ministry, the government standard-
ized local youth groups and established a nation-wide seinendan association
in 1915.% Tanaka witnessed the mobilization of various youth groups in
Europe during the Great War, and was convinced that a firm grip on youth
was important if the nation was to avoid a major ideological upheaval during
any future conflict. The strength of German troops, in particular, left a
deep impression on him and other government leaders despite their even-
tual defeat and Japan’s own confrontation with them in China. Norisugi
Yoshihisa, a top government official specializing in youth education, 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
which 38,400 went to war. Moreover, most of these students volunteered to
join the military’, he stated. In contrast, in Japan during the wars of 1894
and 1904, ‘college students who volunteered to fight were extremely few’.
In Germany, even elementary 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 knowing no fatigue!’?® Officials such as Tanaka and Norisugi envi-
sioned that the network of seinendan, along with the army reservist asso-
ciations, would undergird nationalism and produce healthy soldiers in the
countryside per the German example.?’ Economic, academic, military, and
governing needs converged upon the moral training of young men in the
countryside who had graduated from elementary school and were soon to
take the conscription exam.

It is hard to know, and impossible to generalize, about how young people
in the countryside viewed the heightening ideological and political inter-
ests that concentrated around the village seinendan. But one observable fact
is that the number of youth groups skyrocketed after 1905. Youth groups
increased by about 1,000 every year and numbered more than 7,000 by
1912.3° In 1918, the Ministry of Education recorded the total number of
youth groups as 18,482, with their members reaching almost 2.9 million -
the seinendan expansion reached its peak and remained at the same scale
until the end of World War I1.3!

The rapidity and scale of the expansion of the seinendan cannot be
explained merely by the fact that the army and state officials encouraged
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the formation of these groups. One major catalyst was the widespread excite-
ment about Japan’s hard-won victory against Russia in 1905. Exhilaration
at this outcome spread across the country and encouraged youth to pass
the conscription exam. Joining the seinendan and attending study sessions
raised their chances of becoming successful conscripts. The rapid rise in
the number of seinendan groups also reflected the strength of the roots
that they shared with pre-Meiji hamlet youth groups. Although Yamamoto
Takinosuke had argued that traditional youth groups no longer functioned,
they were still the most important governing institutions in rural hamlets.
In fact, the Meiji government initially banned the traditional hamlet youth
groups because they appeared too autonomous, and were not only in charge
of community policing, village festivals, and fire control, but were also
sometimes engaging in violent mob-like, politically motivated acts. These
hamlet-based youth groups did not suddenly disappear, but instead changed
their names and adjusted their activities in accordance with the new poli-
cies of the Meiji state.3?

On the surface, seinendan groups that had formed in the countryside
appeared to share a uniform set of activities and purposes. They typically
consisted of elementary school graduates and were headed by school-
teachers. Around 1910, the Ministry of Education started to gather infor-
mation on various youth group activities and published lists of ‘model
seinendan’. Its ‘Report on Conditions of Youth Groups in Western Prefectures’
(1910) argued that all of the 56 selected groups had similar programs: study
sessions, monthly meetings, competitive production of agricultural goods,
physical exercise, and improvement of public morals.?* Other lists of ‘model
seinendan’ also gave standard goals: study sessions aimed at improving the
success rate at the conscription examination and regular meetings intended
to improve community spirit.*

These national surveys, however, failed to register the popularity of one
particular activity promoted by seinendan: night study groups, or yagakkai.
Gunma prefecture alone, where the total population was less than one
million, counted 11,061 night study groups in 1909.35 A booklet of night
study group regulations from Shinjo in Akita in the northeast region from
the same year, written with brush and ink, provides a glimpse of its goals
and study plan. As new form of the Shinjo seinendan, this yagakkai unani-
mously agreed to impose mandatory participation upon all male residents
under 20 years of age in the village. It had two teachers: one was respon-
sible for teaching classical Chinese texts and composition, and another
who taught arithmetic. Twelve organizing members took responsibility for
management, and another twenty-one members co-signed the new regula-
tions. The yagakkai functioned almost as a regular school, except that it
adjusted its hours to the farmers’ schedule. The teachers offered 48 hours of
classes per month, dividing students into three levels: preparatory, regular
first-year, and regular second-year. The regulations required members to
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take graduation exams and expelled them if they missed classes more than
three times 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 these yagakkai regulations — there was no
mention of conscription or public morals - although the age limit matching
the conscription age corresponded to the military’s need. The Shinjo
yagakkai’s goal was phrased in broader terms: to catch up with the trends
of the time and to prepare for Japan’s exposure to external influences. The
section of the regulations that outlined its main purpose indicated that,
‘together with the post [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 the youth group into
a study group was a way to bring modernity to the village. For youth in
Shinjd, the goals that government officials envisioned, such as improving
the conscription rate and abandoning old customs, were the means to an
end: the achievement of rural modernity. They considered that the key to
modernity lay in opportunities to learn. Education defined success in Meiji
society, which drove many rural youth to migrate to the cities in the first
place. Youth studied classical Chinese texts. Despite such limits to their
conceptualization of what constituted ‘modern’, the night study group
provided the possibility — no matter how slight it might have been - that
those who did not have time or money to continue attending school might
pursue an alternative path toward becoming educated.

This aspiration to succeed remained the main source of energy animating
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 seinendan newsletter in Akita quoted the politician Nagai Ryftaro,
who pointed to the biographies of such well-known figures as Lenin, James
MacDonald, and Mussolini as evidence that youth could become powerful
politicians by working hard, even if they could not attain a formal higher
education.?8 Rural youth wrote many essays that called for patience and dili-
gence. Titles such as ‘A Youth’s Roar: Life is Effort’ and ‘Success Comes from
Hard Work’ appeared in almost every issue of their newsletters.?’

Rural youth reimagined ‘risshin shusse’ (‘rising in the world’), a phrase
often used to describe mobility pursued through education and accession
to bureaucratic positions in the cities, in terms of their own path toward
becoming modern farmers and villagers. Career success while living in rural
villages was no mere fantasy. They saw real models of farming youth climbing
a social hierarchy traditionally determined by family pedigree or wealth.
Military service was one of the main sources of such new opportunities.
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Conscripts acquired a more complete education in writing and reading,
and were also trained in more advanced techniques of surveying and map
reading. For many young men the army offered opportunities for promo-
tions based on their abilities, which often gave them a greater sense of self-
achievement than a patriotic sense of serving the nation. Moreover, soldiers
who went abroad to fight in northern China or were stationed in Taiwan and
Korea could revel on return in their new status as the most cosmopolitan
figures in the village. Their achievements while in service helped returned
soldiers secure positions in local offices and other institutions. Agricultural
schools to which mid-level farmers could send their sons also expanded
during the course of the 1920s. The graduates of these schools rose in the
social hierarchy, becoming agricultural experts and teachers.*° These model
figures showed young men in the countryside that ‘rural youth’, defined
by their specialized knowledge in agriculture and military training, could
pursue new career paths of their own. The seinendan was the first step on
this path to success.

Youth identity and rural modernity

World War I marked the start of the rapid centralization of village seinendan
groups. Government officials supervised their training methods, ideologies,
awards, and communication across the country. But, as in the spontaneous
nature of the night study groups phenomenon before the war, the stand-
ardization of seinendan did not mean that youth blindly succumbed to state-
centered mobilization. Quite the contrary, many young people continued to
undertake their own activities, often beyond the scope of officials’ control.
The young took advantage of national networks and the improving status
of youth in village affairs, even though they were still constrained by the
boundaries of village society. For them, youth group activities provided a
window onto national and global spaces beyond their own villages.
Centralizing forces grew stronger over the course of the 1910s and 1920s.
Yamamoto Takinosuke, Tanaka Giichi, and officials of the Home and
Education ministries reorganized the locally formed youth groups into a
national network. Government funding encouraged many youth groups to
adjust their goals to closely match those proclaimed at the national level,
especially the goal of improving success rates in the conscription exam.*!
Shilyddan (The Moral Training Group), a rapidly expanding network of
educators led by Hasunuma Monz0, offered blueprints of youth training
programs for seinendan activities. In August 1915, for example, shilyodan
gathered 83 young people and conducted the first ‘mock self-rule village’
training at Lake Habara in Fukushima for eight days. The participants were
assigned to small tents representing households and ran both the house-
holds and the village through consensus-building exercises. The shilyodan
educators adopted the use of tents from German Wandervogel activities and
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torches from the British Boy Scouts, and also taught Shinto-style misogi
prayers in the water.*> Tazawa Yoshiharu (‘father of the seinendan’), the
first director of the Greater Japan National Seinendan Association founded
in 1924, enthusiastically incorporated the training of shilyddan. Their
methods of teaching frugality, hard work, and a communal spirit became
the mainstream of training throughout the prewar period, to the extent
that Yamamoto Takinosuke argued that shiiyddan were the executive leaders
of seinendan.*?

While the impact of these forces of standardization on the life of rural
youth varied, one phenomenon stood out: young people in the villages
began writing. Seinendan members all over the country produced an enor-
mous number of newsletters (seinendanpd) during the 1920s and 1930s.
These took different formats; some were collections of handwritten essays,
while others were well-formatted works obviously edited by professional
publishing companies. Some had a larger number of essays written by youth
themselves compared to others that mainly served the function of a news
bulletin board. Around 1.3 million issues of the newsletters produced in
various locations have been deposited in archives today.**

The medium of seinendan newsletters gave rise to new practices of identity
construction among ‘rural youth’. The phenomenon was analogous to the
proliferation of youth magazines in the 1890s. Kimura Naoe points out the
importance of the act of writing in the creation of youth (seinen) in Meiji,
arguing that for seinen, the act of writing itself — filling the easily acces-
sible media with youthful slogans — rather than the content of their writing,
nurtured youth identity.*S Similarly, seinendan members used the act of
writing and the space of newsletters to define and practice their identity as
‘rural youth’. One commonality in their writings was to regard youth as a
distinctive group that had always existed in history. One newsletter put it
in the following terms: ‘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 the grave responsibility of carrying out social reforms’.46
They 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 addi-
tion to the act of writing, acts of philosophizing became another interest of
rural youth.*’

Knowledge of foreign counterparts also became an important attribute
of seinendan members. 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 feel-
ings of admiration for and rivalry with these groups. The hierarchical
passage of information from the center to localities was not the only path
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of foreign influence. Many rural youth spontaneously learned about and
adopted foreign movements at the grassroots level. Another youth news-
letter in AKkita, for example, published a letter from Mussolini addressed
to Japanese youth. Mussolini praised the Japanese empire for absorbing
Western culture and introduced the Blackshirt Fascist youth to the reader.*®
Youth often used expressions from foreign literature. 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.*’ Youth absorbed the information filtering through from outside
their actual living space — whether national or transnational — with consid-
erable eagerness.

Another factor that helped their identity as a distinctly rural youth to
gain coherence was the destruction of the urban capital in the Kanto Great
Earthquake of 1923. Witnessing the devastation of metropolitan Tokyo,
many observers questioned the value of material wealth and the definition
of national strength. One young farmer recorded his belief in his diary that
this natural disaster had been destined to happen to punish 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. It seems
that Heaven found it necessary to chastise them with a natural disaster
in order to protect the nation.>°

The government policy of seinendan standardization, the destruction of
urban modernity in the earthquake, and the ability of young people to
make contact with the outside world gave rural youth a sense of belonging
to the national and global stage. This expanded the space of imagination
for rural youth far beyond the hamlet boundaries. Many other elements
associated with centralization affected this new identity. New military-
like uniforms, flags, and seinendan songs created by nationally famous
composers symbolized the network of modern youth. Although the earlier
youth groups had struggled to bring modernity to the countryside, by the
1920s their communications took on a new assertiveness as they inflected
the definition of ‘success’ — even ‘modernity’ — away from an urban-cen-
tered one hinging upon higher education toward a rural-based lifestyle
instead.
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Katd Einojo’s 4-H club: rural youth and social tensions

The discursive importance of rural youth peaked in the 1920s. At this time
the heightening attention paid to youth mobilization appears to have
influenced