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Coexistence and An International
Trading City in the Late Period of the
Northern Wei Dynasty

Jin Yeoul CHOI

Abstract

This paper examines the formation of Luoyang, the capital city of the Northern
Wei Dynasty, from a multicultural perspective. For this purpose, I use Chinese his-
torical records, such as 4 Record of Buddhist Monasteries in Luoyang, which con-
tains demographic information about this ancient Chinese city, as well as physical
evidence, such as epitaphs and relics. The main findings of this research indicate
that Luoyang was a cosmopolitan city where Xianbei rulers, Chinese officials,
Central Asians, Goguryeo people, Turkic nomads, Arabs, and Africans known as
Kunlunnu all coexisted. Also, thanks to its inclusiveness Luoyang could accommo-
date cosmopolitan venues, such as the Sitong Market, the international market lo-
cated in southern Luoyang, where Confucian traditions, Buddhist architecture, and
cultural forms of nomadic and Central Asian origins were integrated. With these
findings, this paper is among the first studies of Luoyang’s multiculturalism and
provides a basis for critical investigation into the origins of cosmopolitanism in
East Asian history.
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Introduction

Chang’an, the capital of the Tang dynasty, is widely recognized as an in-
ternational metropolis. It was home not only to temples of Zoroastrian-
ism, Nestorian Christianity, Manichaeism, and Islam, but also to foreign
monks and scholars from Silla, Balhae, and Japan. However, fewer for-
eigners resided in Chang’an than in Luoyang. According to records in 4
Record of Buddhist Monasteries in Luoyang (Luoyang qgielan ji, LQJ),
Luoyang, the second capital of the Northern Wei dynasty, was home to
diverse ethnic groups, with at least 9.1% of its population being from the
Western Regions. In fact, more than 10% of the capital city’s population
were foreigners, an anomaly in premodern China when global exchange
was significantly more constrained. Taking this into account, several
scholars have analyzed Luoyang’s characteristics as an ‘international
city,”" highlighting the multi-ethnic presence, the linguistic diversity, and
the vibrant coexistence of Xianbei nomadic, Han Chinese, and Central
Asian cultures (Choi 2015, 135-78; Choi 2017, 1-18). While previous
studies have established Luoyang as an international city defined by
multi-ethnic and multicultural coexistence, they have largely overlooked
a specific analysis of the underlying factors that led to its emergence as a
global metropolis. The central premise of this paper is that by investigat-
ing the underlying factors behind Luoyang’s rise, we can effectively
highlight its status as a cosmopolitan metropolis comparable to the Tang
Dynasty’s Chang’an.

Driven by this inquiry, this study explores the historical background
that facilitated Luoyang’s transformation into a thriving cosmopolitan
hub. First, I examine the characteristics of Luoyang, the ‘international

Many scholars referred to Chang’an, the capital of the Tang dynasty, as an international city, but
this differs from the concept of an international city used today. In this paper as well, Luoyang is
designated as an international city due to its characteristics of diverse settlements, the coexistence
of various cultures, and its role as a space for international trade; however, since this term has
not yet been established academically, it is used as a provisional concept. Therefore, it may differ
from the concept currently in use.
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city,” by analyzing the coexistence of multiple ethnicities, languages, and
cultures, as well as the presence of an international market. Next, I inves-
tigate the background behind Luoyang’s becoming a multi-ethnic resi-
dential area during the Luoyang period of the Northern Wei from the per-
spective of its inclusive policy toward conquered peoples. Finally, I eval-
uate the impact of Emperor Xuanwu’s open trade policy on the influx of
Western merchants and the exchange of Western goods and culture in
Luoyang.

This paper holds significant historical value as it reaffirms the
multi-ethnic distribution and multicultural coexistence of the Northern
Wei’s capital, Luoyang. Furthermore, it demonstrates that Luoyang func-
tioned as a cosmopolitan precursor to Tang-era Chang’an.

Cosmopolitan City Luoyang: Coexistence Of
Multiple Ethnic Groups, Languages, And Cultures

A large number of foreigners, including non-Xianbei ethnic groups, re-
sided in Luoyang, contributing to its diverse population. The demograph-
ic distribution of Luoyang during the latter half of the Northern Wei dy-
nasty testifies this residential diversity. The Xianbei ruling class resided
in between thirty and forty residential wards known as /i (2), including
Wangzifang (£-¥%7), the ward for royal princes, and Yongkangli (/A
#). Similarly, high-ranking ethnic Chinese officials maintained their own
grand mansions throughout Luoyang (Chang 2002, 330-41; Choi 2015,
144-47). Beyond the Xianbei ruling class and the Han Chinese popula-
tion, Luoyang’s demographic landscape was further enriched by diverse
ethnic groups from across Eurasia. Foreigners who surrendered or immi-
grated to the Northern Wei were assigned to specific residential wards:
those from the southern regions were settled in Guizhengli, while north-
ern nomadic peoples were settled in Guideli. Similarly, those from the
eastern regions were arranged to move to Muhuali, and those from the
Western Regions, referred to as Xiyi (% %), were to be reside in Muyili
(&%) (LQJ, 3/160-1). Furthermore, both archaeological excavations
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and historical records confirm the presence of a diverse international
population in Luoyang, including Arabs, Turkic nomads, and people
from Goguryeo. Particularly noteworthy are the terracotta figurines
known as Kunlun-yong (%), which scholars identify as representing
individuals of African or South Asian descent (Choi 2014a, 263—69; Choi
2015, 143).

According to the LQJ, the total population of the capital during the
late Northern Wei dynasty was approximately 109,000 households (hu)
(LQJ, 5/349). Within this demographic, 10,000 households resided in
Muyili, a district specifically designated for merchants, singers, and
dancers from the Western Regions (LQJ, 3/160-61). Furthermore, over
3,000 households (jia) of defectors from the Southern Dynasties were
settled in Guizhengli (%.E2) (LQJ, 2/117). Given that jia (%) and hu
(B) were equivalent household units in the historical records, it can be
inferred that the 10,000 households in Muyili-primarily composed of res-
idents from the Western Regions—accounted for approximately 9.1% of
Luoyang’s total registered households. This significant percentage clear-
ly underscores the city’s prominence as a major international hub and a
center of cross-cultural exchange. If we incorporate defectors from the
Southern Dynasties—the Chinese regimes founded in the Yangtze River
Valley—the proportion of foreign and non-local residents rises to at least
11.9% of all registered households. This conservative estimate further so-
lidifies Luoyang’s standing as a diverse global metropolis (Choi 2014a,
265-66, and footnote 100; Choi 2015, 142—43). This figure significantly
exceeds the modern demographics of major East Asian capitals, such as
Seoul, the capital of South Korea, where foreign residents account for
1.39%, and Beijing, the capital of China, where the foreign population
remains around 1% in the 2010s. In this sense, Luoyang functioned as an
unprecedented international hub, characterized by a foreign residency
rate significantly higher than that observed in major contemporary East
Asian capitals (Choi 2017, 2-3).

A multitude of ethnic groups brought their native tongues to the
capital, creating a vibrant linguistic tapestry of Xianbei and Chinese dia-
lects. Consequently, Luoyang became a cultural salad bowl where no-
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madic traditions, Chinese customs, and Western influences intertwined
and flourished side by side. The historical materials that show Emperor
Xiaowen’s language policy are the imperial edict issued in 495 (the nine-
teenth year of the Taihe era) and the conversations between Emperor
Xiaowen and his officials in the Biography of Yuan Hui, Prince of Xian-
yang (A% L), in the History of Northern Wei (2%, WS) (WS, 7xia/177
and 21shang/536). An analysis of these two records reveals certain prag-
matic exemptions in the regulations: First, the prohibition was applied
only within the zhaoting ($73£), that is, the court; while the policy was
strict for the elite, non-officials of non-Han population and Xianbei offi-
cials over the age of thirty were permitted to continue using the Xianbei
language. This can be reversely interpreted as a ban on the Xianbei lan-
guage and the forced use of Chinese. While regulations theoretically
banned non-Han languages in private, historical accounts of individuals
like Yu Jin (73%), Yuan Wenyao (suxi%), Changsun Jian (&%), and
Daxi Shi (i %) provide evidence that the Xianbei tongue remained in
active use. Their linguistic habits suggest that the transition to the Han
language was far from complete in the private lives of the Xianbei aris-
tocracy. This implies that the ban on Xianbei speech remained largely
nominal. Despite the imperial mandate, many Xianbei elites—even those
at the heart of political power—still spoke non-Han nomadic languages,
illustrating a persistent attachment to their linguistic heritage. Evidence
of Luoyang’s linguistic diversity is further bolstered by scholars and
monks like Bodhiruci (£42i#% %) and Miduodaoren (% %:iE A). The latter,
a confidant of Emperor Xiaoming, utilized his command of Xianbei, Chi-
nese, and languages of the Western Regions to bridge cultural gaps at the
highest levels of government. Such cases suggest that multilingualism
was common among the foreign residents of Luoyang, with many speak-
ing a hybrid of Indic, Iranian, and Sinitic languages (Tang 1959, 145;
Zhu 2005, 510; Choi 2014b, 204-208; Choi 2010b, 199, 203-25; Choi
2014c, 148-52; Choi 2024, 119-45).

Next, let’s look at the coexistence of Xianbei, Chinese, and Western
Regions’ cultures. The people of various ethnicities in Luoyang ate their
own food, and the foods of the grassland nomads, such as meat (mutton),
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milk tea, and milk porridge (Zhang and Wei 1999, 345-46; Lu 2006,
121-22; Zhai 2009, 34; Choi 2010c, 404—05) coexisted with the foods of
South China, known as the Jiangnan region, from which many Chinese
refugees migrated during the Northern Wei dynasty, such as tea, slices of
raw fish called Kuai (#&), and seafood (Zhang and Wei 1999, 325, 329—
31), as well as the foods of other ethnic groups, such as grilled nomadic
or Western Regions’ meat and soup, boiled giang, mozhi ($5%), a Gogu-
ryeo meat dish comparable to modern Korean bulgogi,? lamb soup, and
‘Hu’ soup (Lu 2006, 97-126). The musical traditions of the grassland no-
mads, the Han Chinese, and the Western Regions did not merely coexist;
they actively influenced one another and were ultimately integrated into
the official court music. This synthesis reflects the Northern Wei’s insti-
tutional embrace of its diverse cultural heritage (Sui Shu (hereafter SS),
14/313—14; SS, 15/378). A wide array of foreign performance arts flour-
ished in Luoyang: Buddhist liturgical music and instruments were intro-
duced alongside nomadic traditions such as the Huibo-le (3@7%%%) and the
vibrant Chile dance (##)#) (Choi 2010c, 413—15). Furthermore, diverse
musical instruments from the Western Regions, including the Auxiao (#
#), the Qiang flute (5£%), and various other Central Asian flutes, became
immensely popular among the city’s residents, deeply influencing the lo-
cal cultural fabric (Zhou 1991, 9; Luoyangshi wenwugongzuodui 1991;
Ye 2000, 988; Li 2007, 114b—15a; Yan 2007, 32-3; Liu 2011, 4a—5b).
Confucian ceremonial buildings, such as the Mingtang and Biyong, co-
existed with Buddhist temples in Luoyang. Many Buddhist temples were
built in the architectural style of the Western Regions. The cultural land-
scape of Luoyang was further enriched by the arrival of acrobatics and
magic from the Western Regions. These spectacular performances capti-
vated the public, reflecting a society that was highly receptive to and fas-
cinated by foreign marvels and exotic traditions (Kakeda 2006, 24-5;
Choi 2016, 355-56).

In addition, the Sitong Market (mi@7) (LQJ, 3/161) meaning open

2 For Qiminyaoshu meat processing method, see Wang (2005, 13-19).
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to all directions, and located to the south of the city, was a vital nexus for
communal meetings and economic exchange among the many ethnic
groups residing in Luoyang. The jade and jeweled bowls owned by the
royalty of Northern Wei, as well as the gold and silver vessels, silver-
enamel wares, jade urns, and crystal bowls favored by Yuan Chen (7T¥),
Prince of Hejian (77 £) and grandson of Emperor Wencheng, were pre-
sumably acquired through trade with the Western Regions or purchased
at the Sitong Market. The Sitong Market stood as a vibrant symbol of
Luoyang’s international stature. Here, the Xianbei aristocracy was deep-
ly fascinated by the craftsmanship and luxury of goods traded from the
Western Regions, making the market a crucial site where foreign pres-
tige and imperial power converged (Jia 2013, 29a-9b).

Northern Wei Dynasty’s Recruitment of
The Conquered Non-Tuoba Ethnic Peoples and
the Relative Openness to Multiple Cultures

After occupying Zhongshan, the capital of Later Yan, in 398, Emperor
Daowu (g #4), the founding emperor of Northern Wei, compelled
360,000 people, including the ruling class and subjects from the six east-
ern provinces (%), to Pingcheng and its vicinity. According to the Wei
shu (WS), this group consisted of Han Chinese nomadic groups under the
Murong clan (%K), Goguryeo people (% 4 &), and other ethnic tribes
(WS, 2/31-2). After emerging victorious in their campaigns of expan-
sion, the Northern Wei dynasty’s rulers displaced a large number of con-
quered peoples and settled them in Pingcheng and the National Capital
Region (% #).° In particular, Emperor Taiwu, the third emperor of North-
ern Wei and a formidable warrior-ruler who unified northern China, relo-
cated fifty thousand households from Tongwan (%4t %), Longcheng (FE3k)

3 For research on Northern Wei’s immigration policy, see Ichisada (1953, 394-422), Koga (1973),
Maeda (1973, 19-48), Li (1999), and Li (2000).
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and Guzang (4¥), the capitals of Xia, Northern Yan, and Northern Li-
ang, respectively, and captive Chinese people of the Liu Song dynasty,
the first of the Southern Dynasties founded by Liu Yu, to the surrounding
areas of the capital (Maeda 1979). The people of the fallen nations did
not merely become subjects of oppressive rule; rather, their former ruling
class was integrated into the Northern Wei’s ruling structure, allowing
the coexistence of old and new elites within the imperial government.

Zhou Yiliang, a scholar of the Northern and Southern Dynasties,
observed that the Northern Wei emperors actively recruited talent from a
diverse array of sources. By absorbing intellectuals and administrators
from conquered states, various nomadic tribes, and the Han Chinese elite
of North China, the dynasty successfully bolstered its administrative ca-
pacity and political legitimacy. Zhou noted that the emperors of Northern
Wei appointed officials from the former Han Chinese elites of the East-
ern Jin and Liu Song, as well as non-Chinese nomadic and pastoral peo-
ples from the Later Zhao, Former Qin, Later Qin, Later Yan, Xia, and
Northern Liang. This differed from the rulers of the Eastern Jin and the
Southern Dynasties, who favored the early northern émigré ruling class
while rejecting the powerful local families of the Jiangnan region. They
marginalized those who immigrated later from the North, denouncing
them with the derogatory term huangcang (#4£) to question their status
and lineage. In contrast, the Northern Dynasties’ eventual unification of
the Southern Dynasties was a feat made possible by their inclusive poli-
cies of integrating conquered peoples and diverse ethnic groups into the
ruling class (Zhou 1988, 555-58).

A Chinese scholar also revealed that the Tuoba rulers of Northern
Wei recognized the monarchic clans and ruling classes of conquered or
surrendered states as part of their dynasty’s hierarchy. They were treated
with high regard in multiple aspects, including government positions, in-
termarriage, economic status, law, and funeral rites (Ding 2015). The vet-
eran officials of Later Yan for instance, made significant contributions to
the establishment of the Northern Wei’s foundational systems. Likewise,
ethnic elites provided the blueprint for the dynasty’s civil service, ritual
music, legal frameworks, entertainment protocols, and calendrical sys-
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tems, ensuring the continuity of governance in North China (Choi 2013,
160; Tao 2016). Among them were: An Qu (4%/%) and his son An Tong
(% F]), alongside Shan Shi (#:4%) and his son Shan Gan (££4z), both from
Kroraina (#-& in WS), the successor state to Loulan (##]); Che Yiluo
(£477%), Che Xie (£8k), Che Bozhu (244 %), Che Boli (&:%#]), Che
Luodu (#:%#r), and their descendants, from Karashahr (&% 2/ in WS)
(Choi 2016, 338—40).

Moreover, previous research in Korea has analyzed the Monument
of Emperor Wencheng’s Southern Tour (SUk##i %) and pointed out
that the jinshiguan (¥i+5%)—attendants and guards close to the emperor,
similar to the Mongol Empire’s keshig—were drawn from various ethnic
groups. Analyses of the lineages appointed to these positions show that
the emperors of Northern Wei integrated people from the Xianbei, Ga-
oche (& #£), Xiongnu (£4x), Xiehu (22#), Tuyuhun (=£%%), Rouran (F
), Di (), Qiang (%), and the Han Chinese into the ruling class (Choi
2007, 53-8; Choi 2016, 263-69). As the capital of early Northern Wei,
Pingcheng was a cosmopolitan center where numerous tribes lived to-
gether, and diverse cultures coexisted.”

The cosmopolitan spirit of the early Northern Wei dynasty contin-
ued with the strategic move to Luoyang. Although Luoyang was viewed
through a Sinitic lens as the sacred center of the world, it did not become
a closed enclave. Instead, the inclusive hiring practices of the Pingcheng
era continued, allowing Luoyang to function as a unique space where no-
madic energy and traditional Chinese centralism merged, fostering a di-
verse ruling class that transcended ethnic boundaries. Wang Su ( E7)
(WS, 63/1407), Xiao Baoyin (& %) (WS, 59/1313-14), Xiao Zan (#
#), also written as Xiao Zong (#47) (WS, 59/1325), Pei Shuye (342¥)
(WS, 71/1567), Xiahou Daoqian (Z1%id &) (WS, 71/1583), Xi Fayou (
&) (WS, 71/1587), Wang Shibi (E#45) (WS, 71/1588), Jiang Yuezhi
(ziz) (WS, 71/1589), Chun Yudan (##F3€) (WS, 71/1592), Li Miao

4 The coexistence of multiple cultures and the maintenance of Xianbei culture in Pingcheng in the
first period of Northern Wei can be seen in Choi (2010a, 283-326).
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(&%) (WS, 71/1594), and others, defected to Northern Wei and were ap-
pointed to important official positions. In particular, Wang Su, a member
of the Langya clan—a prestigious family of the Southern Dynasties—
contributed significantly to the reform of the Northern Wei government
system (Nan Qi shu, 57/998). Together with Liu Fang, he introduced the
Southern ritual systems and drafted the master plan for the construction
of Luoyang, the new capital established after Emperor Xiaowen’s trans-
fer in 493 (LQJ, 3/146).

The emperors of Northern Wei not only accepted the ruling classes
of conquered nations but also took women from those states’ royal fami-
lies as empresses and concubines, integrating former enemies into the
very heart of the imperial family. For example, Emperor Daowu’s Qatun
Murong (#%KK) was a woman from Later Yan, Emperor Taiwu’s Qatun
Helian (#r:# K) was from Xia (&), and Emperor Wencheng’s Empress
Feng (/& K) from Northern Yan. All of them came from royal clans of
states associated with the Sixteen Kingdoms. Emperor Mingyuan (%7¢
#) did not have an empress, but he made the daughter of Yao Xing (%k)
his concubine. Yao Xing was the king of the Later Qin, one of the Six-
teen Kingdoms that dominated the Guanzhong region (B F). Founded by
the Qiang people, this state was a key regional power before its elites
were incorporated into Northern Wei’s ruling class. Jennifer Holmgren
noted this trend, arguing that the appointment of empresses from con-
quered states was frequent in the Northern Wei’s initial phase. She point-
ed out that this practice carried a clear political motive: to gain the loyal-
ty and support of the subjugated peoples (Holmgren, 1995, 76-80). Sig-
nificantly, the Gao Zhao (%) family of Goguryeo origin played a cen-
tral role in the imperial succession of Northern Wei. Gao Zhaorong (%%
%), an ethnic Goguryeo woman, was the birth mother of Emperor Xuan-
wu and was later accorded the title of empress after her murder and her
son’s enthronement. Her niece, Gao Ying (%3%), also became empress of
Emperor Xuanwu. This recurring elevation of Goguryeo descendants to
the highest female positions in the empire reflects the Northern Wei’s
strategic inclusion of Northeast Asian elites within its inner circle. The
presence of Goguryeo women was not limited to the empress’s quarters
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but was also prevalent among the imperial kin. A notable example is the
wife of Yuan Xiang (7T##), Prince of Beihai (4t %), who was herself of
Goguryeo origin. Her involvement in a scandal with the wife of the
Prince of Anding (% %), Yuan Xiang’s own brother, highlights how in-
dividuals from Goguryeo were embedded in the private lives and com-
plex social intrigues of the Tuoba-Yuan imperial clan (Choi 2014a, 268—
69). Yu Xianji (F4L4E), Emperor Wencheng’s concubine, was a princess
of the Khotan kingdom (Zhao 1992, 180).°

Because the emperors appointed officials from various ethnic
groups, conquered peoples, and defectors from the Southern Dynasties,
Luoyang became a place where people of diverse origins lived together.
Following the capital’s transfer from Pingcheng, the city was inhabited
by the Tuoba royal family, nomadic groups such as the Xianbei, Xiong-
nu, Jie, Di, Qiang, and Gaoche, and the Han Chinese, creating a unique
multicultural environment (Choi 2014a, 263—69; Choi 2015, 143). Not
only the ruling class but also commoners who worked for it lived in
Luoyang. According to the LQJ, Luoyang was inhabited by people of
various professions and origins. Liu Hu (#]#A) and his four brothers, who
were butchers, lived in Zhihuoli (7% 2); coffin dealers and funeral
workers resided in Cixiaoli (%% %) and Fengzhongli (£#-2). In Zun-
caili, Wei Ying (% 3%) from Jingzhao lived alongside Xiang Ziji (#-F%)
from Henei Commandery (7 P3#F), while Hou Qing (#%/%) and Liu Bao
(#1%) from Nanyang Commandery (#[%%F) lived in areas dedicated to
handicrafts and burials. Other notable residents included the musician
Tian Sengchao (W1§#2) in Diaoyinli (385 2), winemakers like Liu Bait-
uo from Hedong in Tuiguli (:2&2), and the family of Cui Han (#£#)
from Anping Prefecture (%-F#), Boling Commandery (¥4#F) in Fucaili
(%#8+2). Finally, the area surrounding the Sitong Market, also called
Yonggqiaoshi (7#577), was a bustling hub for fishmongers and other mer-
chants (Choi 2015, 146—47).

5 The corresponding reference is “Weidi Xianchao gu Yu (Xianji) furen muzhi” [Epitaph of the late
Lady Yu (Xianji) of the previous reign of the Wei Emperor].
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In summary, even after Emperor Xiaowen’s radical implementation
of so-called Sinicization policies, Luoyang remained a profoundly cos-
mopolitan city characterized by ethnic and cultural plurality. The Xianbei
people did not simply dissolve into Han Chinese culture; instead, they te-
naciously preserved their own Xianbei customs and identity. Further-
more, the vibrant presence of cultures from the Western Regions ensured
that Luoyang functioned as a site of multicultural coexistence rather than
one of unilateral assimilation (Choi 2014a, 241-78). Thus, the diverse in-
habitants of Luoyang, representing a vast array of ethnic and cultural
backgrounds, developed a profound mutual understanding and tolerance
for one another. This fostered an environment where cultural diversity
was not merely present but celebrated. In this sense, Luoyang functioned
as a truly international city—a historical salad bow! where numerous eth-
nicities and traditions coexisted in a harmonious yet distinct plurality.

Emperor Xuanwu’s Trade Policy and the Influx of
Western Regions’ Merchants

After Emperor Xiaowen’s transfer of the capital from Pingcheng to
Luoyang, wars of various scales continued between Northern Wei and
Southern Qi (479-502). Southern Qi, founded by Xiao Daocheng, suc-
ceeded the Liu Song dynasty and was later succeeded by the Liang dy-
nasty, representing the ongoing confrontation between the Northern and
Southern regimes. This means an increase in military spending. An impe-
rial edict was issued on May 31, 495, to reduce the salaries of unneces-
sary officials who were not actively engaged in government affairs,
thereby reallocating funds to cover rising military expenses (WS,
7xia/177). Due to increasing financial demands, Emperor Xiaowen re-
duced the annual salaries of all officials by one quarter, reallocating the
funds to cover war expenses. This reduction continued until Yu Zhong
(7 %), the Commander-in-chief of the Guard Corps, known in Chinese as
lingjun jiangjun (48%A4%%), came to power and reinstated the original sal-
ary levels (WS, 31/743).
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However, these reductions in expenditures were not limited to offi-
cial salaries. On August 5, 498, an imperial edict was issued to curtail the
living expenses of the empress, concubines, and members of the royal
family within the five kinship domains, called wufu (£JR), by half. Si-
multaneously, the expenses provided to imperial family members were
reduced by one-third to fund the ongoing campaigns against the South
(WS, 7xia/184).

Yuan Xie (7u#2), Prince of Pengcheng (#3% %) and the younger
brother of Emperor Xiaowen, received an enfeoffment of 2,000 house-
holds (WS, 21xia/571) and served closely during the imperial tours and
wars. He insisted on donating one year’s revenue, including his state sti-
pend (E#%), professional salary (%f%), and kinship allowance (#ll), to
cover the pressing military and war expenses of Northern Wei (WS,
21xia/571). According to Hu Sanxing’s annotation to the Comprehensive
Mirror in Aid of Governance (ZZTJ), these three categories of income de-
fined the financial standing of a Northern Wei prince: Guozhi was the ter-
ritorial income derived from the Pengcheng fief, present-day Xuzhou (#
) in Jiangsu province (iZ#4); zhifeng was the professional compensa-
tion for holding a specific government post; and ginxu was the ‘kinship
allowance,’ consisting of gifts and wealth granted directly by the sover-
eign to support the royal family’s prestige (ZZTJ, 141/4429).

Yuan Cheng (/U%), Prince of Rencheng (4£3% %) and grandson of
Emperor Jingmu (F#54), held the position of Vice-President of the De-
partment of State Affairs and guarded Luoyang during the Yuan Hong’s
campaign against Southern Qi. He also pledged to donate the linens and
silks collected from his enfeoffment in Rencheng for one year to support
military expenses. The merciful emperor, however, accepted only half of
that amount, showcasing the mutual respect between the sovereign and
his kin (WS, 19zhong/469).

The biographies of Prince of Rencheng record that his donation was
made between Mu Tai’s (% 4) rebellion in 496, the resistance by some
members of the Xianbei ruling class against the transfer of the capital to
Luoyang, and Emperor Xiaowen’s second campaign against Southern Qi,
which ended on February 17, 499 and was followed by his visit to Ye
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(#¢), the former capital of Cao Cao regime, Later Zhao, and Former Yan.
It may be closely related to the measure that reduced the income of the
empress and royal concubines and government officials (Choi 2016,
301-03).

During the reign of Emperor Xuanwu, when the war with Liang
was constant, the military expenditures increased. In 509, an imperial
edict was issued ordering the manufacture of weapons for an army of
40,000 soldiers. This move reflected the intensified military efforts under
Emperor Xuanwu’s reign and the continuous need for advanced equip-
ment to sustain the empire’s defensive and offensive capabilities (WS,
8/207-08).

Although Emperor Xiaowen ordered governors Mu Liang (#%)
and Li Chong (Z=i#), Dong Jue (% #), to rebuild Luoyang, he did not re-
main in the new capital city. He kept focusing on the southern front and
provincial inspections. He visited Ye and stayed there, where the palace
had just been completed (WS, 7xia/173). Adequate residential and ad-
ministrative facilities were not yet available in Luoyang, which had been
devastated by continuous warfare since the Troubles of the Yongjia peri-
od (Fk#&Z#L, 307-17). Accordingly, he had to order the city reconstruc-
tion while he was conducting the costly war. Capital construction pro-
gressed slowly because the Emperor had set the war against Southern Qi
as his top priority.

According to WS, Jinyong Palace (£%%%), a fortress located in the
northwest corner of Luoyang that combined palace functions with de-
fense facilities, was completed on September 25, 495. It was the first
building constructed in Luoyang, highlighting the city’s early role as a
military hub (WS, 7xia/178). On the same day, the buildings of the Na-
tional Academy (B -F#), the Imperial Academy (X#£), and the Royal
School of Four Gates (wr7.)»4) were also erected in Luoyang (ZZTJ,
140/4389). Six years later, on October 3, 501, Emperor Xiaowen accept-
ed Yuan Jia, Prince of Guangyang (%% %) and governor of Sizhou (3] ]
4%)’s proposal to build 323 wards (3%) in Luoyang city, and ordered fifty
thousand men mobilized from Sizhou (&) /1) around Luoyang to complete
it in just forty days (WS, 8.194; ZZTJ, 144/4498). It took seven years to
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build Luoyang’s wards after the transfer of the capital (Liu 1992, 418).
According to the ZZT]J, the next year, on December 24, 502, the royal
palace in Luoyang was completed (ZZTJ, 145/4527). In other words, the
Luoyang palace was completed eight years after the capital was trans-
ferred from Pingcheng to Luoyang. This surge in spending was likely due
to the concurrent conduct of the war with Southern Qi and the construc-
tion of Luoyang. The convergence of these two high-cost endeavors led
to massive financial outlays, which explains why the state was forced to
curtail officials’ salaries and imperial living expenses during this period.

Emperor Xuanwu, Emperor Xiaowen’s son, built three stone monu-
ments at Yique Mountain (45].y), south of Luoyang, for his father, for
Gao Zhaorong, his biological mother, and later for himself. This site is
known as the Longmen Caves (#&F1.% ). To construct the cave shrine
known as Binyang Cave (& %F) in this site, a total of 802,366 laborers
were mobilized between 500 and 523 (WS, 114/3043). As this number
testifies, a lot of manpower and materials were mobilized for the con-
struction of Luoyang City, including palaces and the the monuments and
the caves. Emperor Xuanwu, who faced financial difficulties due to the
war and engineering works, had no choice but to seek to increase finan-
cial revenue. In this regard, the record in the Treatise on Economics in
WS attracts attention.

“After Wei’s virtue expanded, people coming from the Western Regions
and the Eastern Barbarians offered goods and filled the royal treasury. In
addition, mutual trade (Z ) was established along the southern fron-
tier to allow goods from southern China to arrive, and materials such as
feathers, ivory, and leather came from far away.” (WS, 110/2858).

According to the above quote, the Northern Wei government gained
economic profits through trade on three fronts, excluding the nomadic
North, to the extent of enriching the imperial storehouses with various
goods. However, from the beginning, the Tuoba dynasty exported white
silk and various types of silk fabrics, embroidered silk goods, and silver
to Central and Western Asia, including the Sasanian Empire, and import-
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ed various medicines, including herbal medicines. Also, the nine types of
salt, originally from the Sasanian Empire, were already in use at the end
of the Taipingzhenjun reign era (K-F£7%Z) (440-51), the fifth reign-name
of Emperor Taiwu (Sato 1981, 282-93). This trade was essentially analo-
gous to the later silk-for-horses exchanges between the Tang dynasty and
the Turks or Uighurs. Since its formative period, Northern Wei had ac-
tively traded with Central Asia, the Sasanian Empire, and the Eastern Ro-
man Empire, with silk remaining the principal export product. This early
integration into the Silk Road network allowed Northern Wei to amass
significant wealth and exert cultural influence far beyond its borders.
According to the Treatise on Economics in WS, in 514, Emperor
Xuanwu developed the silver mines of Li Mountain near Chang’an and
Baideng Mountain in Hengzhou (1&/1), the prefecture established in
Pingcheng (WS, 110/2857). The background to the development of silver
mines can be found in Keishiro Sato’s research, which noted that the rul-
ing class of the Northern Wei dynasty was interested in silver and the sil-
ver trade. The year 514, when the development of silver mines was at-
tempted, roughly coincides with the era (517-22) when envoys of the Sa-
sanian Empire frequented the area. It also corresponds to the year of the
accession of Khosrow I (reigned 531-79), who minted large quantities of
Drachm (Dirham) silver coins and expanded their circulation during the
heyday of the Sasanian Persia. His establishment of the silver standard
ensured the dominance of Persian currency in international trade, directly
impacting the financial landscape of neighboring regions, including
Northern Wei. Sato also found in the 10th century Arab records that Chi-
na’s exports, namely a hundred thousand pieces of white silk, one million
pieces of silk fabrics, half a million pieces of embroidered silk goods,
one million pieces of various horse gears, and one million pieces of sil-
ver, were traded between Northern Wei and Sasanian Persia (Sato 1981,
282-83, 288-91). Sato’s finding implies that the implementation of the
Equal-field System did not signify a singular push toward an agricultural
economy. On the contrary, the Northern Wei government remained deep-
ly committed to mercantile accumulation, financing its grand state proj-
ects—war and urban development—through extensive foreign trade.
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This suggests that the Northern Wei’s economic identity was defined
more by its role as a commercial hub than by its agrarian reforms. At
least, Emperor Xuanwu, pursued a commercial empire, not an agricultur-
al country.

Also, according to the Treatise on Economics in WS, which further
reflects his mercantilist orientation, Emperor Xuanwu ordered more than
1,000 households in Hanzhong (i) to engage in gold washing along
the Hanshui River (;£-K). This large-scale mobilization for precious met-
al extraction demonstrates that the state was not merely content with ag-
ricultural taxes, but was aggressively seeking to bolster its treasury with
liquid assets to sustain its military and administrative expenditures (WS,
110/2857). Although all dynasties of pre-modern China developed gold,
silver, and copper mines, the fact that this was recorded specifically in
the Treatise on Economics would have seemed strange even to Wei Shu
(#2)%), a Chinese official and historian who compiled it. I argue that the
emperor’s attempt to increase gold production was also aimed at increas-
ing state revenue. According to the Biography of Goguryeo in WS,
Goguryeo sent 200 jin (J7) of yellow gold and 400 jin of white gold to
the Northern Wei dynasty during the reign of Emperor Taiwu (WS,
100/2214-15). During the reign of Emperor Xuanwu, Goguryeo sent
Ruixifo (79%&3k) saying that Goguryeo would be unable to pay the gold,
but the emperor, the son of a Goguryeo woman, refused the excuse (WS,
100/2216). His obsession with securing gold stemmed from his belief
that such efforts were essential to the policy of wealth accumulation. For
him, gold was not just a precious metal but a vital means of increasing
state revenue. This interpretation frames his gold-panning initiatives as a
deliberate fiscal strategy designed to bolster the empire’s economic
strength. In this sense, he may have been a mercantilist, predating Euro-
pean monarchs by more than a thousand years.

Northern Wei’s financial gains also expanded due to the Gogu-
ryeo’s active trade policy and encouragement of foreign trade. This can
be confirmed by Censor-in-Chef and Shangshu (t5%) Xing Luan’s (F:4¥)
memorial to the throne.
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“At the beginning of the Jingming (% ") era (500-503), his reign was
peaceful, and the territory in all directions was peaceful, so merchants
from countries far and near came and gathered. At this time, foreign trib-
ute envoys passed the road, and merchants came in turn. Their exchange
of goods grew more than twice the usual amount.” (Emphasis added;
WS 65/1438)

The quote above notes that the trade revenue from foreign mer-
chants was more than twice the ordinary amount. This means it was more
than the revenue from agricultural products, such as the land tax paid by
peasants. According to previous research, since the Jingming era, Emper-
or Wuanwu’s first reign name, exchanges between the Tuoba empire and
the Western Regions reached a peak, and the former gained enormous
economic benefits through trade with the latter (Shi 2007, 159). This is
also confirmed by artifacts excavated from Luoyang.

A gold coin of Anastasius I, the Eastern Roman emperor who
reigned from 491 to 518, excavated from Mabo Village (%3&4}), north of
current Luoyang city (Yang 2008, 34a—34b) and a gold coin discovered
in a grand tomb of Northern Wei in Hengshandalu (#p.1 %), presumed
to be the tomb of Emperor Jiemin (& i) (Liu and Yan 2014; Li 2014,
58), were evidence that merchants from the Eastern Roman Empire, Sas-
sanian Empire, or Central Asia traveled to and from Luoyang to engage
in trade, purchasing silk and making payments. From a modern perspec-
tive, it can be argued that the Tuoba empire maintained a consistent trade
surplus through its extensive international trade.

Thanks to the trade encouragement policies initiated by the seem-
ingly mercantilist emperor, Luoyang became a magnet for international
trade. Merchants from the Western Regions, such as Eastern Rome, Sas-
sanian Empire, and Central Asia, flocked to the city. The Record of Lon-
ghua Temple (3£ ) in the LQJ, there is describes the activities of West-
ern Regions’ merchants.

“The western barbarian immigrants were made to stay in Yanziguan (*&
3% 4%), and houses were given to Muyili (#4& 2). People from many
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countries and cities, from the Western Regions of the Pamir Plateau to
the Eastern Roman Empire, happily came to the land of Northern Wei,
and merchants from the Western Regions rushed to the border every day,
so it could be said that the entire heavenly land was completely filled.
Countless people settled in China because they liked the local atmo-
sphere. Accordingly, the number of people who settled there exceeded
ten thousand families. The gates were kept open, lined up one after
another, with the shade of green locust trees was cast on the road, and
green willow trees were cast in the yard. All items that were difficult to
obtain under heaven were also found here.” (LQJ, 3/161).

According to the above quote, merchants from various countries to
the west of Northern Wei, and from cities scattered across the Western
Regions of the Pamir Plateau to the Eastern Roman Empire, lived in
Luoyang, well-stocked with precious materials, and engaged in trade.
The Northern Wei government facilitated their residence in Yanziguan,
one of the so-called state guesthouses of the four barbarians. From the
quote above, we can see that merchants from the Western Regions (pres-
ent-day Central Asia), Iran, and others resided in Luoyang for trade. It is
presumed that the ancestors of He Shikai (F=+8), who were merchants
from the Western Regions (Bei Qi Shu 50/686), also lived in Luoyang
(Chen 1987, 300). Historical evidence provides another example of this
cross-cultural exchange: Luo Ling is recorded to have taught Cao Po-
luomen (%22 7) how to play the mandolin of the Western Regions dur-
ing Northern Wei. It is also said that a merchant from Kucha is related to
Cao Poluomen and the mandolin anecdote (Jiu Tang Shu 29/1069).

Evidence of the merchants and officials from the Western Regions
who lived in Luoyang is also found in many epitaphs. According to the ep-
itaph of Kang Po (# ) from the Tang dynasty, his great-great-grandfather
Kang Luo (&%) moved to Luoyang during the reign of the sixth emperor
of Northern Wei, and resided in Luoyang thereafter (Zhou 1992).¢ In addi-

¢ “Datang gu Kangfujun muzhiming” X &AL & £354% (Zhou 1992), Zhengguan # #, 139, 96.
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tion, Kang Po’s surname was explicitly linked to Kangguo (&), which
corresponds to present-day Samarkand in Uzbekistan, or to Kangju, the no-
madic state in current Kazakhstan. The epitaph of An Jing (“&#%) records
that his ancestors lived in Zhounan (J& ), current Luoyang city, Henan
province, during the period of Northern Wei (Zhou 1992).” In accordance
with Chinese historiographical tradition, it was customary to assign for-
eigners surnames by adopting the first character of their country’s Chinese
name, written in Chinese characters. Thus, Judging from the surname ‘An,’
his ancestors must have been from Anguo, that is to say, current Bukhara,
Uzbekistan, or Anxi, the Chinese name of Parthia Empire. The Biography
of Anguo in Book of Sui records that Anguo’s manners and customs were
the same as those of Kangguo (83/1849), so the Anguo people, like the
Kangguo merchants, must have been skilled in commerce and engaged in
international trade across Central Asia and other regions (WS, 102/2281—
82).

Conclusion

Luoyang served not only as the capital of the Northern Wei dynasty but
also as a cosmopolitan hub. It was a place where Xianbei rulers, Chinese
officials, Central Asians, and Goguryeo peoples lived alongside Turkic
nomads, Arabs, and even people of African descent. According to the
LQJ, Luoyang’s population was recorded at approximately 109,000
households, a figure that included a remarkably diverse array of resi-
dents. Among them, about ten thousand households were Central Asians,
and three thousand households were capitulants from the Southern Dy-
nasties. It appears that foreigners and non-local residents together ac-
counted for at least 11.9%. The most populous group in Luoyang was
probably the Xianbei people, who moved from Pingcheng to the city.
Luoyang functioned as a vibrant salad bowl of Eurasia, where peo-

7 “Datang gu Kangfujun muzhiming” X & B & £354% (Zhou 1992), Zhengguan # i 059, 267.
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ple from China, Mongolia, Manchuria, Central Asia, and India coexisted
within a rich multicultural tapestry. The city’s landscape was a striking
blend of Confucian administrative structures and majestic Buddhist tem-
ples, while its social life pulsed with the energy of nomadic and Central
Asian influences. From the flavors of Silk Road cuisines and the
rhythms of Central Asian music and dance to the spectacles of royal
hunts and foreign acrobatics, Luoyang represented a unique historical
moment of total cultural synthesis. The Sitong Market was a symbol of
the cosmopolitan city and a place for multi-racial residents’ meetings
and economic exchanges. Central Asian goods were traded in the Sitong
Market and consumed by the Tuoba rulers. In short, Luoyang emerged
as the preeminent cosmopolitan precursor to the Tang dynasty’s
Chang’an.? This global status was achieved through a unique synthesis of
the Xianbei rulers’ relative openness toward their multi-ethnic subjects
and Emperor Xuanwu’s proactive trade policies. These factors acted as a
powerful magnet, drawing Central Asians, Indians, and Arab traders into
the empire’s heart. By integrating these diverse populations, Luoyang es-
tablished the structural and cultural foundations of the internationalism
that would later define the height of the Tang Empire.

8 1 believe that Pingcheng, the capital in the first half of the Northern Wei dynasty, is the first truly
international city. However, unfortunately, there are no records showing the population numbers
or population ratio of foreigners, non-Xianbei or non-Chinese in Pingcheng, so it is difficult to
classify it definitively as an international city. Although Luoyang, the capital of Northern Wei, and
Chang’an, the capital of Tang, shared the commonality of being international cities, it cannot be
concluded that the two had a succession relationship. Although some scholars claim that Northern
Wei’s Luoyang influenced Tang’s Chang’an, Northern Wei reused the capitals of the Later Han
and Wei dynasties and built a walled urban structure consisting of a palace city, an inner wall, and
an outer wall, whereas Sui built a new capital city called Daxing, which had the same name but
was different from the Western Han capital of Chang’an, and Tang merely inherited it. Chang’an
under the Sui and Tang dynasties has a triple-walled structure in appearance, too. But it differs
from Northern Wei in that it consists of a palace city, an imperial city, and an inner wall, and lacks
an outer wall. Although the capital of the Tang dynasty, is said to be an international city, the
proportion of foreigners or non-Han ethnic minorities residing there is unknown, and aside from
exotic religious temples, it is difficult to view it as a city of cultural coexistence. An anonymous
reviewer argued that the structure of Luoyang City built by Emperor Yang of Sui and Luoyang
City of Northern Wei should be compared, but the two differed in location, urban structure, and
degree of urban planning.
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Introduction

From its establishment in 1802 until the French invasion of Vietnam in
1858, the Nguyén dynasty possessed and administered a vast, unified ter-
ritory and maritime domain, with a coastline extending from north to
south, much as it does today, thereby conferring significant advantages in
marine resources and geostrategic position. In addition, along the length
of the country, dense river networks—such as the Red River system, the
Thai Binh River system, the Ma River system, the Ca River system, and
the Cuu Long (Mekong) River system—Ilinked the inland regions to the
sea, providing highly favorable conditions for waterborne transport, in-
cluding the state-organized maritime transport system of the Nguyén dy-
nasty.

Agriculture was highly valued by the Nguyén dynasty, and rice
constituted the principal staple of the realm. The country’s two major
granaries were the northern and southern deltas, while the imperial capi-
tal at Hué was located in the central region; consequently, the adequate
provisioning and storage of grain in the capital became an urgent priority
from the outset of the dynasty. At the same time, variations in soil and
climate across regions—and even uneven soil fertility among provinces
within the same region—affected agricultural productivity. In his study,
Choi Byung Wook notes that “The balance between supplies and con-
sumption of rice in the northern and central regions of Vietnam was de-
pendent on southern rice. This situation began in the nineteenth century,
when southern rice played a key role in the state economy,” and that
“The larger land, Gia Dinh, has very fertile soil and produces more grain
than in any other region [in Vietnam]” (Choi 2004, 69, 71). Consequent-
ly, the redistribution of grain and material resources from the regions to
the capital, as well as among provinces, was of considerable importance.
Maritime transport not only ensured supplies for the court, the capital,
and the provinces, as well as storage and reserves, and facilitated the cir-
culation and balancing of resources across provinces, but also supported
social relief efforts—particularly grain provision during times of famine
and crop failure—and contributed to defense and security preparedness.



The Nguyén Dynasty’s Policies on State-organized Maritime Transport, 1802-1858

Map 1. DPai Nam nhdt thong toan do [Complete Map of Unified Pai Nam]
Source: Tdp bdn dé hanh chinh Viét Nam [Administrative Atlas], Nha xudt ban Ban D6
[Cartographic Publishing House].
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The Nguyén court clearly and repeatedly recognized the particular
importance of maritime transport. In practice, the Hué court adopted a
strategic approach to reserve accumulation, aimed at redistributing and
balancing grain and material resources among provinces and regions na-
tionwide, while maintaining proactive readiness in food, finance, and
weaponry. In the year Binh Tuit (1826), Bé Hé (Board of Finance) me-
morialized Emperor Minh Ménh, emphasizing that “establishing safe-
guards is the foremost task in governing the state; ensuring ample re-
serves is essential for preparedness. When resources are available, anxi-
ety naturally subsides; only by planning ahead can lasting stability be se-
cured” (Qudc st quan tridu Nguyén 2004, Vol. 2: 524). Transport opera-
tions were thus elevated to a "matter of national importance," with mari-
time transport as the most advantageous route—despite risks such as
storms, reefs, sandbanks, and piracy—and, at times, the only viable means,
when overland routes were obstructed by mountainous terrain, for convey-
ing large quantities of grain and goods to the capital and to the provinces.

The Nguyén court organized state maritime transport on an annual
basis under rigorous administration, resulting in a systematic and effec-
tive operation. A set of policies was promulgated to strengthen state mar-
itime transport, particularly under the reign of Emperor Minh M¢nh,
when these measures were most systematic, stringent, and effective. The
regulations governing state maritime transport were formulated through
major court deliberations, underscoring its critical importance to the
Nguyén court. Among these, the deliberations of the year Ky Hoi (1839)
were particularly noteworthy, involving Bg H¢g, B Binh (Board of War-
fare), Bo Cong (Board of Construction), together with the 7y Tao chinh,
and resulting in a structured regulatory framework for annual transport
operations along both the northern and southern routes. 7y Tao chinh was
a state administrative body responsible for state waterborne transport
(particularly maritime transport) and waterborne commerce (including
ship taxation), in accordance with regulations issued in the year Quy Ty
(1833) (Qudc st quan tridu Nguyén 2004, Vol. 3: 919). However, its
primary function was to oversee and implement state waterborne trans-
port policies and to manage shipping-related affairs (Dinh Thi Hai Du-
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ong 2018, 11).

Some Vietnamese and international scholars have shown interest in
ships and shipbuilding, waterborne transport, and transport regulations
under the Nguyén dynasty." Existing studies have examined such regula-
tions during the reign of Emperor Gia Long or have addressed certain as-
pects of transport under the Nguyén dynasty, such as ships and shipbuild-
ing in the Mekong Delta in the early nineteenth century, and shipbuilding
and maritime capabilities in Pai Nam during the Ty Puc era. However,
no study has yet systematically and comprehensively addressed the
Nguyén dynasty’s policies governing state-organized maritime transport
between 1802 and 1858, in order to clarify and evaluate the considerable
scale and particular importance of this transport.

This article, therefore, provides a systematic and comprehensive
examination of state-organized maritime transport policies under the
Nguyén dynasty between 1802 and 1858, a period during which the
French colonial invasion had not yet started, and the Vietnamese dynasty
exercised full independence in policymaking. In doing so, the study high-
lights the extensive scale and critical importance of state maritime trans-
port operations, particularly their role in sustaining the rule of the
Nguyén dynasty, safeguarding national security and defense, and main-
taining socio-economic stability in Vietnam during the first half of the
nineteenth century. The article also demonstrates how these policies and
regulations affected Vietnamese society, especially coastal and riverine
communities directly involved in and affected by state-organized mari-
time transport activities. More broadly, by highlighting the crucial impor-
tance of state-organized maritime transport, the article also reveals the
significance of maritime policies and regulations of the Nguyén dynasty
during the first half of the nineteenth century. Based on primary sources,
including Pai Nam thuc luc [The Veritable Records of DPai Nam] and
Khéam dinh Bai Nam héi dién su 1é [Official Compendium of Institutions

1 See, for example, Truong Thi Yén (2002), Truong Thi Yén (2004), Taga (2018), Li Tana (2004),
Pd Bang (2019), Chen Wen et al. (2025), among others.
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and Usages of Dai Nam, this article focuses specifically on the Nguyén
state’s maritime transport policies for state goods and materials. It ex-
cludes domestic and overseas official sea missions undertaken by
Nguyén dynasty officials.

The Nguyén Dynasty’s Preparations for
Transport Vessels

Until the first half of the nineteenth century, vessels remained a highly
mobile, widely used, and effective means of maritime transport in Viet-
nam. The Nguyén state placed considerable emphasis on preparing ves-
sels for transport operations, particularly through their mobilization, re-
pair, and construction. A wide variety of Vietnamese vessels were mobi-
lized for transport, including state vessels (thuyén céng), transport ves-
sels under Ty Tdo chinh (thuyén Tao), and private vessels. State vessels,
owned by the government, were stationed in the imperial capital, Phu
Thira Thién (Thira Thién prefecture) in central Vietnam, and various trdn
(military provinces) and #inh (provinces).? Large or relatively large and
sturdy state vessels were typically assigned to carry military equipment,
money, and heavy materials such as timber and stone, while fast and light
state vessels transported state grain, including rice and unhusked rice. In
terms of construction, vessels engaged in state maritime transport opera-
tions included wooden vessels—such as thuyén Hdi Vin (maritime trans-
port vessels), thuyén O (black junks), and thuyén Lé (carved and decorat-
ed galleys)—and copper-sheathed vessels bearing the character designa-
tions “Binh” (thuyén hiéu chit “Binh”), “Dinh” (thuyén hiéu chir
“Dinh”), and “An” (thuyén hiéu chit “An”). Thuyén O and thuyén Lé
were typically dispatched by the emperor to escort maritime grain con-
voys and conduct maritime patrols.

£ In 1831-1832, Emperor Minh Ménh implemented administrative reforms at the sub-central level,
replacing the “sdn” (military provincial units) with “zinh” (provincial units). The provincial ad-
ministrative system was thereafter maintained throughout the Nguyén dynasty.
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Figure 1. Thuyén O engraved on the Dy Dinh at the Imperial City of Hué
Source: Photograph by Bui Gia Khénh, in Bui Gia Khanh, Thily quan triéu Nguyén (1802-1884)
[The Nguyén Dynasty Navy (1802-1884)], 2018.

Figure 2. Thuyén Lé engraved on the Tuyén Dinh at the Imperial City of Hué.
Source: Photograph by Bui Gia Khénh, in Bui Gia Khénh, Thily quan triéu Nguyén (1802-1884)
[The Nguyén Dynasty Navy (1802-1884)], 2018.
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The state-owned vessels employed in state-organized maritime trans-
port were typically sturdy craft capable of carrying large quantities of car-
go, including vessels bearing the character designations “Dinh” and “An,”
as well as fast seagoing vessels such as thuyén Hdi Vin and thuyén Binh
Hai (Binh Hai vessels). However, the principal category of vessels respon-
sible for state-organized waterborne transport operations was thuyén Tao,
which specialized in the waterborne carriage of state grain (rice and un-
husked rice) and state revenues (currency). In the year Mau Ty (1828),
Emperor Minh Ménh issued an edict stipulating that only especially valu-
able items or heavy cargo beyond the carrying capacity of thuyén Tdao were
to be transported by state vessels from doanh (military camps) and trdn to
the imperial capital. Other cargo was to be handled by B¢ Céng in consul-
tation with the 7y Tao chinh, and on the basis of reports (t0 tu) from Bo
Ho. Prepared in the winter of each year, the reports specified the types and
quantities of cargo to be shipped and the categories of vessels to be de-
ployed for the state’s maritime transport operations in the following year.
B¢ Cong would then compile another report (dp tau) for submission to the
throne and await the imperial decision (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8:
504-05).

From the early years of the Nguyén dynasty, Emperor Gia Long es-
tablished a semi-professional transport system comprising the Truong da
groups of waterborne transport vessels (di thuyén Truwong da), staffed
by coastal and riverine inhabitants organized into corvée labor units (doi
cong sai) and placed under the administration of the B¢ Cong (Truong
Thi Yén 2002, 17; Truong Thi Yén 2004, 95). In the year Binh Tuét
(1826), under Emperor Minh M¢nh, this system was reorganized into
Tao fleets (Tao thuyén, doan thuyén Tao) under the Ty Tdo chinh. These
fleets operated under fixed quotas to ensure that a predetermined number
of vessels were available each year for the state’s maritime transport op-
erations, thereby helping to stabilize the transport system.

Under the reign of Emperor Gia Long, when the Trwrong da func-
tioned as the specialized agency responsible for the state’s maritime
transport operations, the transport vessels of the various #rdn were orga-
nized into the d@i thuyén Trieong da under the Southern and Northern
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Truong da (Truong da Nam and Truong da Bdc), which oversaw and ex-
pedited transport operations. In the year Binh Tuét (1826), after Emperor
Minh Ménh reorganized the system as the 7y Tao chinh, the northern and
southern transport vessels were divided into two Tao fleets: the Southern
Tao fleet and the Northern Tao fleet. These comprised nine flotillas in
the former and eight in the latter. In the year Ky Dau (1849), Emperor Tu
Dric established the Vinh Hoa flotilla from Ly Hoa village (Quang Binh
province) under the Northern Tao fleet, thereby completing the fixed
quota of nine flotillas for each fleet. Each of the Southern and Northern
Tao fleets was thereafter organized into nine flotillas, each comprising
roughly twenty vessels. The officials Péc vdn (an official position
charged with escorting transport fleets, sixth rank, first class (P4 Van
Ninh 2002, 243)) and Linh/Lanh vdn thién tong (an official position of
the Southern and Northern Tao divisions directly responsible for riverine
and maritime transport operations (D6 Van Ninh 2002, 395), seventh
rank, second class) accompanied the fleets to supervise operations and
oversee one another (NOi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8: 493; Quéc su
quan triéu Nguyén 2004, Vol. 2: 488).

Privately owned vessels mobilized by the state for maritime trans-
port included thuyén img ban (officials’ privately owned vessels mobil-
ised for state-organized transport), thuyén dai dich (corvée-service
vessels)?, thuyén mién dich (exempt-service vessels)*, thuyén van di
buon (plank-built merchant boats), thuyén nan di buon (bamboo basket
trading boats), thuyén danh ca (fishing boats), and thuyén ddi nuéc mam
(boats of the fish sauce transport team; also referred to as boats of the

Thuyén dai dich (corvée-service vessels) were privately owned vessels that voluntarily paid an-
nual port taxes in order to be exempted from state transport service (Ndi cac tridu Nguyén 2005,
Vol. 8: 495). Choi Byung Wook (2004, 72) notes that “dai dich thuyén (rice transportation junks
on behalf of government).”

I~

Thuyén mién dich (exempt-service vessels) were privately owned vessels that petitioned to pay
chuyén tién on an annual basis in order to be exempted from state transport service (Noi cc tridu
Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8: 496). Chuyén tién may have been a form of monetary payment made in
order to obtain exemption from corvée labour, thereby exempting vessels from compulsory state
transport service.
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fish sauce tribute transport team). Private vessels and those of Tao fleets
operated on a rotational basis: in one year, they provided transport ser-
vices; in the following year, their owners made a commutation payment
that exempted them from such service, allowing them to engage in trade
or fishing. However, during periods of large-scale transport operations,
the court mobilized all the aforementioned categories of vessels, whether
state-owned or privately owned, large or small, fast or slow, for maritime
transport service. At such times, privately owned vessels that had al-
ready made the commutation payment were to be compensated (Noi cac
triéu Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8: 472-73, 504-06). Vessels that evaded trans-
port duties faced a monetary penalty calculated according to their carry-
ing capacity [three guan (long strings of cash coins)® per thung® (grain
storage bin)], and the vessel owner was also punished with one hundred
strokes (phat danh truong) and required to undertake transport service in
the following year. If the owner again evaded transport in the subsequent
year, the penalty was sixty strokes and one year of penal servitude (7u
kho sai); the vessel was confiscated for state use, and the owner was per-
manently prohibited from building boats [according to the regulation is-
sued in the year Binh Ty (1816)].

In addition to regulations on the aforementioned types of transport
vessels, the state imposed strict rules on measuring vessel dimensions, is-
suing vessel licenses, and maintaining vessel registers (Noi céc tridu

quan/quan tién: In the Chinese monetary system, 100 déng (cash coins) constituted 1 zién (short
string of cash coins). In the Vietnamese monetary system, however, 1 #ién (short string of cash
coins) could comprise either 36 dong (cash coins), referred to as Sit fién (also known as Tién
gidn), or 60 déong, referred to as C6 tién (also called Tién quy). Accordingly, 10 tién of Si tién
were also termed 1 quan (long string of cash coins) of Si tién, equivalent to 6 tién of Co tién.
Conversely, 10 tién of Cé tién amounted to 1 quan 6 tién 24 dong (Nguyén Minh Tudng 1996,
270).

1 thimg = 57 phwrong 9 thang (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8: 481). According to the regula-

o~

tions of the Nguyén dynasty, the basic units of capacity measurement (primarily used for measur-
ing various types of grain) were as follows: 1 hdc = 2 vuong (phuong) = 76.226 litres; 1 phuong
= 13 thang (thung) = 38.133 litres; 1 thang = 10 cap = 2.932 litres; and 1 cap = 0.2932 litres. In
addition, there were other units of capacity, such as 1 bdr = 2.54 litres and 1 uyén = 1.27 litres,
which were used for measuring rice (PS Bang 2019, 28).
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Figure 3. Thuyén tam bdn, a boat made of three planks (sampan)
Source: Pierre Huard and Maurice Durand, Vietnam Civilization and Culture, 284.

Figure 4. Thuyén nan or thuyén thiing, a boat made of bamboo lamellae coated
with lacquer
Source: Pierre Huard and Maurice Durand, Vietnam Civilization and Culture, 284.

Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8: 499-503). In years when vessels were required to
perform transport service, officials of the doanh and trdn issued permits
authorizing their operations. In years when they were allowed to pursue
their regular occupations (such as trading and fishing), officials endorsed
their travel passes with a one-year authorization. To better regulate navi-
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gation, ensure security and defense, and levy taxes on merchant vessels,
the Nguyén dynasty established Tén, riverine and maritime gateways,
and appointed officials as Tan thu to staff these posts (Pinh Thi Hai
DPuong 2014, 28-29). When vessels entered and exited these coastal
gateways, the Tdn thi, together with the Xa truéng (Commune Head)
and the trum truong (a title within the village governance apparatus),
conducted inspections; vessels lacking an endorsed pass were seized, and
their owners were brought before the doanh or trdn authorities to be
charged with evading state transport obligations. Officials who let ships
that had dodged state transport obligations anchor at the coastal gateways
were punished with up to one hundred strokes. In cases where officials
accepted bribes or deliberately tolerated such violations, they were
charged with “violating the law” and punished severely. The officials of
the doanh and trdn were also punished with fifty strokes, commutable to
a six-month salary deduction, a penalty six degrees lighter than that im-
posed on the offender (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, Vol. 8: 504).

The involvement of private vessels in the transport and storage of
goods in state granaries reflects that state vessels alone were insufficient to
meet transport demands, and that the Nguyén dynasty had to rely on the in-
habitants for maritime transport operations. Fluctuations in the number of
vessels assigned to transport duties across different years and reigns like-
wise reflect variations in the volume of goods transported, as well as un-
even levels of agricultural production and economic development over
time. Furthermore, the regulation requiring private vessels to pay a com-
mutation tax in lieu of transport duties reduced the income of maritime
traders and fishermen, contributing to state treasury revenues. Vessel-own-
ing households also lost part of their working time each year by participat-
ing in transport service, while the freight payments they received were
lower than the commutation tax. In this way, the state’s maritime transport
policy affected the livelihoods of the coastal population.

The Nguyén dynasty paid considerable attention to the repair and
construction of state vessels for transport. Major and long-established
shipyards in Gia Pinh, Quang Nam, and especially Hué, together with
newly established yards in Nghé An, Thanh Hoa, Nam Dinh, and else-
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where, built state vessels, including those employed in the Nguyén dy-
nasty’s maritime transport of state goods (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005,
Vol. 7: 257-61; Nguyén Vin Pang 2004, 22-23; Chu Thién 1961, 48).”
In addition, according to P& Bang, “in the nineteenth century, the num-
ber of privately owned trading vessels increased significantly, leading to
the emergence of well-known shipyards such as Ly Hoa (Quang Binh),
Tra Quén, Kim Bong (Hdi An), and Duy Vinh (Duy Xuyén) in Quang
Nam” (P4 Bang 2019, 16). Pierre Huard and Maurice Durand provide
further information on the Ha Mat shipyard: “The Ha Mat naval dock-
yard employed 4,000 workers and could construct ships of 400 tons with
iron wood and occidental forms” (Huard and Durand 1954, 279). In
some years, the Nguyén dynasty built between 100 and 150 thuyén Hai
Van, whereas in other periods, only a few were constructed. Large, stur-
dy vessels were also built for transport operations, overseas missions,
and maritime security and defense.

A notable feature of shipbuilding under the Nguyén dynasty was
the incorporation of Western-style techniques. This can be observed in
both state-owned vessels and those constructed by local inhabitants, as
recorded in the accounts of John White®—an American merchant who
visited Vietnam in late 1819 and early 1820—as well as in the observa-
tions of George Windsor Earl, who described a vessel used by the inhab-
itants of Cochinchina in Tringanu (i.e., Terengganu) in 1833, among
other sources. Li Tana similarly concludes that “the most distinctive de-
velopment of Cochinchinese marine technology of this period was per-
haps in a few types of warships, galleys, and ships. What most distin-
guishes these vessels from those of other Asian countries at the time was

N

See also Li Tana (2004, 122) and Nguy&n Dinh Dau (1987, 252, 308) among others.

100

“The king has also a fleet of gallies at Hu¢, and was building, in 1819, two hundred more, some
of which were pierced for fourteen guns. Of this number, about fifty are schooner-rigged, and
constructed partly in the European style: their sterns are completely European, while their bows
are a mixture of that and the Onamese model” (White 1824, 264-265).

Z “In the afternoon a Cochin Chinese vessel came into the river from Anam, laden with salt and
rice. She was about fifty tons burthen, built after a European model, and with the exception of the
Batavian fishing-boats, appeared to be better adapted for fast sailing than any native vessel I had
hitherto seen” (Earl 1837, 191).
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the Cochinchinese adaptation, from the final decades of the eighteenth
century, of Western-style shipbuilding techniques” (Li Tana 2004, 132).

Drawing on the distinctive characteristics of vessels operating
along maritime and riverine routes, the early Nguyén emperors intro-
duced a number of innovative ideas and solutions to improve shipbuild-
ing techniques. These measures enhanced the efficiency of waterborne
transport while ensuring the flexibility and maneuverability of vessels in
Vietnam, a country with a long coastline and an extensive river network
connected to the sea. One notable innovation was the design and con-
struction of vessels equipped with two rudders: a long rudder for mari-
time navigation and a rounded rudder for riverine sailing. This shipbuild-
ing technique was inherited from the achievements of the Lord Nguyén
Anh era, owing to its practicality and effectiveness (Trinh Hoai Ptic
2005, 203). Over time, vessels in service were also repeatedly improved
by the state to address the shortcomings of earlier construction methods.
Nevertheless, these improvements remained limited.

The Nguyén dynasty placed considerable emphasis on shipbuilding
techniques that produced fast, light, and maneuverable vessels for both
maritime transport and military operations. The court repeatedly intro-
duced technical improvements in ship construction to meet the demands
of transport and military operations. Under the reign of Emperor Minh
Mgénh, the vessels bearing the character designation “Binh,” constructed
to a new design in the year Tan Mao (1831) for the maritime transport of
timber, also reflected an innovative modification, with the partition
planks between compartments removed to allow an unobstructed interior,
enabling the vessels to accommodate long timber planks and thereby
making transport faster, more convenient, and significantly more effi-
cient than the traditional method of rafting (Qudc sir quan triéu Nguyén
2004, vol. 3: 182; vol. 4: 689). By the year At Mui (1835), the vessels
bearing the character designations “Binh,” “Dinh,” “An,” and “Tinh,”
(thuyén hiéu chir “Tinh”) together with the Pién Hai vessels (thuyén
Dién Hai) in the capital and the provinces, were constructed according to
a new design, moving away from the earlier construction technique char-
acterized by a relatively low bow and stern. According to the regulations
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issued in the year Ky Hoi (1839), vessels of crude design and slow per-
formance, such as the Thanh Duong vessels and the six units bearing the
designation “Tuan Hai,” were ordered by Emperor Minh Ménh to be dis-
mantled and re-planked. The Thanh Loan vessels and the vessels bearing
the designation “Dinh Hai” were constructed according to a new design,
featuring a broader hull and emphasizing skillful handling and light, rap-
id movement (Qudc st quan triéu Nguyén 2004, vol. 5: 544).

The state also ensured the careful selection of shipbuilding materi-
als from the finest available resources, including timber for hull plank-
ing, masts, and knees (fay co); iron for manufacturing rudders, anchors,
and ship nails; and hemp bark for making ropes and hawsers (Qudc sir
quan triéu Nguyén 2004, vol. 4: 471-72, 686, 997; vol. 5: 557) ... The
construction and repair of vessels were closely supervised by the court to
ensure quality, particularly with respect to vessels’ critical components
(Qudc str quan triéu Nguyén 2004, vol. 5: 606, 863—64).

Under the Nguyén dynasty, steam-powered vessels appeared and
represented the most advanced type of vessel, one that had not previously
been part of the Vietnamese navy up to the early nineteenth century
(Nguyén Phan Quang 2002, 90). Copper-sheathed vessels served effec-
tively in official maritime missions, particularly in long-distance over-
seas voyages. Wooden vessels, meanwhile, were widely used in maritime
transport, coastal patrols, and official missions abroad, such as the ves-
sels bearing the character designations “Dinh” and “Tinh.” In the year
Mau Tuét (1838), for the first time under the Nguyén dynasty, Emperor
Minh Ménh purchased a used French steam-powered vessel and ordered
it to be dismantled for study as a model for experimental construction,
completed in the early months of the year Ky Hoi (1839). The construc-
tion of steam-powered vessels was costly, and consequently, only a small
number were built under the Nguyén dynasty. Between 1839 and 1844,
the court built only four steamships at the shipyards in Hué. Under the
reign of Emperor Tu Dirc, apart from the steamship Man Théa, which was
built under the oversight of Hoang Van Suong and Lé Ban with British
assistance, the court relied on purchasing steamships from abroad rather
than building new ones domestically (Tran Birc Anh Son 2014, 69-73).
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As a result of the active preparation of transport vessels, a large num-
ber of vessels were mobilized for the Nguyén dynasty’s state transport op-
erations in the first half of the nineteenth century. In the twelfth month of
the year Mau Thin (1808), Pham Pang Hung—Vice Minister of the Board
of Personnel (Tham tri Lai bo), concurrently in charge of the Truong da—
submitted to Emperor Gia Long a register reporting the annual inventory of
vessels from the various dinh, doanh, and trdn. The register recorded a to-
tal of 3,460 vessels, including 78 tax-exempt vessels, 425 vessels assigned
to transport service, and 2,957 vessels exempt from transport duties. In ad-
dition, the commutation payments in lieu of transport service together with
harbor taxes amounted to more than 17,700 quan (Qudc sir quan tridu
Nguyén 2004, vol. 1: 742). According to the official quota in the year
Mau Ty (1828), Emperor Minh Ménh maintained a total of 1,061 state
vessels, including 951 within the regular quota (thuyén néi ngach) and
110 outside it (thuyén ngoai ngach)'®. Under the reign of Emperor Minh
Ménh, more than 250 vessels of the Nam Tdo and Bdc Tdo fleets were
dispatched for state transport duties (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 3:
172).

Regulations on Maritime Transport Volumes

Goods transported by sea for state transport purposes were highly di-
verse, including rice, unhusked rice, money, timber planks, stone, weap-
ons, prisoners, and local products. Among these, rice and unhusked rice
constituted the principal items of state transport and were subject to an
annual transport quota. They were shipped from Bdic Ky (the northern re-
gion of Vietnam) and Nam Ky (the southern region of Vietnam) (N¢i cac
tridu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 473-77), the latter primarily from Gia Dinh,

19 These figures are calculated by the author from data on quota regulations for state vessels in the
capital and in the localities in the year Mau Ty (1828), under Emperor Minh Ménh, as recorded in
Quéc sur quan tridu Nguyén, Pai Nam thuc luc [Veritable Records of Pai Nam], vol. 2 (Nha xudt
ban Giao duc, 2004), 797-799.
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to the capital in order to meet the daily needs of the emperor and the roy-
al family, as well as to supply the granaries of the imperial capital and the
central regions. Of these sources, Bdc Ky served as the principal and
most regular supplier.

This situation can be explained by the fact that Bdc Ky and Nam Ky
possessed extensive and fertile lands conducive to agricultural develop-
ment, whereas the harsher soils and climate of Trung Ky(the central re-
gion of Vietnam) constrained agricultural productivity. The Red River
Delta, long settled and relatively stable, supported multiple rice crops
each year, yielding high output and good-quality rice; it thus became the
principal source of grain for the granaries of the imperial capital. The
Vietnamese settled in Nam Ky later than in Bdc Ky, and the area was fre-
quently disturbed by incursions from Siamese forces and raids by upland
and frontier groups. In the early 1840s, growing tensions in relations be-
tween Dai Nam and Siam led to warfare in Nam Ky, which had a signifi-
cant negative impact on agricultural production there. At the same time,
the Nguyén court had to devote considerable resources to warfare, in-
cluding costly military supplies. Consequently, in the years Tan Suu
(1841) and Nham Dan (1842), Emperor Thi¢u Tri exempted Nam Ky
from the obligation to transport grain, with the sole exception of Gia
Dinh, which continued to supply rice for the emperor’s consumption ow-
ing to its abundant production of high-quality grain. Nevertheless, social
and security conditions in Bdc Thanh (administrative-military jurisdic-
tion exercising authority over eleven #rdn in northern Vietnam) under the
Nguyén dynasty were far from entirely stable, as numerous popular up-
risings continued and the livelihood of the population remained precari-
ous. In this sense, the regulation also reflected a degree of preferential
consideration by the court towards Nam Ky.

When effectively implemented, the state-organized maritime trans-
port system helped ensure the smooth movement and secure storage of
grain, enabling the imperial capital and the provinces to maintain a stable
supply of rice. This was particularly important in years of poor harvests,
when reserves could be drawn upon to provide relief grain to the popula-
tion. In this way, the system contributed to social stability and political
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order, as famine was one of the major causes of peasant uprisings against
the Nguyén dynasty.

In addition to rice and unhusked rice, large quantities of state
goods—particularly heavy items such as weapons, timber planks, and
money—were transported by sea, thereby easing the burden of overland
transport. For example, in the eleventh month of the year Quy Ty (1833),
Emperor Minh Ménh ordered naval soldiers to sail on the vessel bearing
the character designation “Dinh” No. 7, to transport firearms, ammuni-
tion, and gunpowder to the military establishment (qudn thir) at Gia
Dinh. The shipment comprised one cannon named “Phd dich dai tirong
quan” (“Great General for Defeating the Enemy”), 400 explosive shells
(chdn dia 16i) measuring 4 tdc 2 phdn in diameter, and 50,000 cdn'" of
gunpowder (Qudc sir quan triéu Nguyén 2004, vol. 3: 887). In the third
month of the year Canh Ty (1840), the emperor assigned Pham Van Cuc,
Commander of the Imperial Navy Guards (Chuong vé Thuy su Kinh ky),
to take charge of thuyén Hai Vin and the Northern Tao fleet. They were
tasked with transporting 840,000 quan from the imperial treasury to Nam
DPinh for transfer to Ha N§i, and subsequently shipping rice and goods
from Bdic Ky back to the imperial capital (Qudc sir quan tridu Nguyén
2004, vol. 5: 673). In the year Ky Hoi (1839), the total volume of cargo
transported from various regions to the imperial capital in accordance
with established regulations reached nearly 40 million cdn. The cargo in-
cluded rice, unhusked rice, timber planks, and other regional products
and materials (see Table 1). This figure reflects the vast scale of state
maritime transport in the year Ky Hoi (1839), during the reign of Emper-
or Minh Ménh.

1 Under the Nguyén dynasty, two systems of weight measurement were in use: the Thién binh
scale, employed for measuring ordinary goods, and the Trung binh scale, used for weigh-
ing gold, silver, and currency. According to Nguyén regulations, ordinary weight was calcu-
lated using the units tg, yén, cdn, lwong, dong cdn, and phdn, with the following conversions:
1 ta = 10 yén = 60.4 kg, 1 yén = 10 cdn = 6.04 kg, 1 cdn = 16 hrong = 0.604 kg, 1 lwong = 10
dong can=0.03775 kg, 1 dong can =10 phdn = 0.003775 kg (DS Bang 2019, 29).
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Table 1. Volume of state goods transported by sea from the northern region (Bic Ky)
and the southern region (Nam Ky) to the capital under the regulations
issued in the year Ky Hoi (1839)

Northern region Southern region
(Bdc Ky) (Nam Ky)
Annual | Annual | Annual weight of | Annual An-  |Annual weight of each category of
total total | each category of total |nual total  goods requiring transport
prescribed | weight | goods requiring |prescribed| weight
transport | of goods transport transport | of goods
load of ves-| requiring - load of |requiring - i
sels12 trans- Rice Local vessels |transport Un- Rice | Local | Timber
port13 produce husked produce| planks
and state rice
goods
More than |25.435.300 | 500.000 (No | More than | 14,469,700 100.000| 10 (No (No
29,467,200 can phuong | precise {17,980 can| can hoc | phuong| precise | precise
can figures | (vessels and figures | figures
(vessels also were re- also timber were re- | were re-
carried corded) | carried planks corded) | corded)
iron, bricks, timber
and cash planks and
if the rice if the
prescribed prescribed
transport transport
load had load had
not yet not yet
been fully been fully
utilized) utilized)

Source: Prepared by the author based on Quéc st quan triéu Nguyén 2004, Dai Nam thuc luc, vol.
5:579-580.

With regard to the carrying capacity of vessels, the state stipulated
that it be calculated on the basis of vessel size, as determined by the di-

12 Transport load of vessels: the prescribed total load that vessels were required to carry, comprising
the cargo to be transported together with the weight of provisions, personal belongings, and other
necessities of the transport and escort personnel on board; the latter constituted the deductible al-
lowance.

13 Weight of goods requiring transport: the actual weight solely of the goods (rice in the husk,
husked rice, local products, and other items) to be transported from the provinces to the capital or
to other localities, excluding the weight of the provisions, personal belongings, and other necessi-
ties of the transport and escort personnel on board.

9]
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mensions of the vessel’s beam. As early as the year Pinh Mao (1807), Em-
peror Gia Long issued strict regulations specifying the quantity of goods to
be transported by vessels with beams ranging from 7 to 20 thucc.'* By the
year Ky Dau (1849), Emperor Tu Puc revised these tonnage regulations,
applying them to vessels with beams from 7 thude to 17 thude 9 tac, with
permitted cargo capacities set at approximately twice those prescribed for
vessels of the same size under Gia Long’s reign (Noi cac triéu Nguyén
2005, vol. 8: 503—04). These regulations helped prevent vessels from being
overloaded, ensured the safety of maritime transport, and enabled the state
to more effectively control fraudulent reporting of vessels’ carrying capaci-
ty, as well as estimate the number of vessels engaged annually in state
transport operations. The Nguyén court also instituted transport deprecia-
tion allowances for vessels to account for losses arising from adverse sea
conditions and the prolonged duration of voyages at sea (Noi céc triéu
Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 480-81, 483).

Regulations on Transport Remuneration
(freight rates) and Payments for Exemption from
the State Water Transport Service

In years when thuyén Tdo and privately owned vessels were mobilized
for state-organized maritime transport, they were remunerated for their
carriage services. Such remuneration could take various forms, in accor-
dance with the regulations issued by the monarch for that year: in kind
(rice and unhusked rice), in cash, half in cash and half in silver, or partly
in grain and partly in cash. Freight rates also varied from one reign to an-
other. Even within the same reign, different rates were applied according
to carrying capacity, transport distance (long or short), transport destina-

14 According to the regulations of the Nguy@n dynasty, the system of length measurement based
on the carpenter’s rule (thude méc) was as follows: 1 truwong = 10 thude = 4.25 metres; 1 tam
(ngit) = 5 thiée = 2.215 metres; 1 thuée = 10 tdc = 0.425 metres; 1 tdc = 10 phdn = 0.0425
metres; 1 phdn =10 ly = 0.00425 metres; and 1 Iy = 0.000425 metres (D6 Bang 2019, 25).
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tion (the capital or the provinces; a single destination or multiple destina-
tions), and the type of vessel employment (thuyén Tdo or privately
owned vessels) (N6i cac tridu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 481-83).

With regard to payments for exemption from state transport service,
under the reign of Emperor Gia Long, the payments required for exemption
from such transport, with respect to the two categories of vessels—thuyén
dai dich and thuyén mién dich—were relatively high and set at different lev-
els. Owners of thuyén dai dich voluntarily paid annual port taxes (thué
cang), while owners of thuyén mién dich applied to pay chuyén tién annual-
ly to obtain exemption from state waterborne transport service. Chuyén tién
was calculated in relation to the grain transport capacity of transport vessels;
for instance, according to the tax regulations of the year Binh Ty (1816), a
levy of two quan was imposed for every 57 phuong 9 thang of capacity
(N6i cac tridu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 496). By the year Binh Than (1836),
Emperor Minh Ménh stipulated that thuyén mién dich were to pay chuyén
tién according to vessel beam dimensions, at a lower rate than that applied
to thuyén dai dich in the fifteenth year of Gia Long’s reign (1816). In the
second year of Emperor Ty Dtic’s reign (1849), a uniform tax rate was es-
tablished for both categories of vessels, with the levy being significantly
more lenient than in previous reigns (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8:
495-97).1°

The Nguyén dynasty stipulated that the taxes payable for exemp-
tion from state transport service were not high for plank-built merchant
boats (thuyén van di buén), bamboo-built merchant boats (thuyén nan di
budn), and fishing boats, as these were generally small in size and typi-
cally served as the everyday means of subsistence for local inhabitants.
For boats of the same dimensions (for example, those with beam dimen-
sions ranging from 7 thidc to 10 thude 9 tac), thuyén nan di budén and
fishing boats were subject to lower tax rates than thuyén dai dich and
thuyén mién dich (NGi cac triéu Nguyén 2003, vol. 8: 497-99).

15 On the system of payments collected in lieu of state transport service, see Taga (2018).

n
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Regulations on the Duration of Maritime Transport

The Nguyén dynasty attached great importance to regulating the timing
of maritime transport in accordance with seasonal wind patterns and sea
currents. Delays in transport could have serious consequences: missing
the favorable monsoon would halt transport operations, while encounter-
ing the storm season would make navigation difficult for transport ves-
sels; moreover, risks such as shipwreck, loss of cargo, and loss of life
were difficult to avoid. The scheduling of maritime transport was gener-
ally uniform across the reigns; however, it was most strictly enforced un-
der the reign of Emperor Minh Ménh. Under the regulations issued in the
year Binh Than (1836), vessels assigned a single annual voyage were to
depart after the Minor fullness of grain (tiét tiéu man)'¢ in the fourth lu-
nar month and return around the Summer Solstice (tiét ha chi) in the fifth.
Vessels undertaking two voyages were scheduled to depart around the
Grain Rain (tiét céc vii) in the third lunar month and return by minor
fullness of grain for the first trip, and to depart before the summer sol-
stice and return around the Great Heat (tiét dai thir) in the sixth lunar
month for the second. Each round trip was limited to forty-two days,
with ten days allotted per instance for the receipt or delivery of cargo to
state granaries (N9i cac tridu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 479-80).

Ty Tao chinh, local officials (quan dia phwong), and maritime-gate-
way officials (quan tréng coi cira bién) were responsible for guiding and
expediting transport vessels in accordance with seasonal wind and tidal
patterns so as to ensure transport was carried out on schedule. Under the
regulations of the year Ky Hoi (1839), prior to each maritime transport
season, 7y Tao chinh informed localities of the vessels and the transport
quotas to be undertaken by the Southern and Northern Tao divisions

18 Minor fullness of grain (fiéf tiéu mdn): a solar term occurring approximately on 21-22 May in the
Gregorian calendar; Summer solstice (tiét ha chi), approximately on 21-22 June; Grain rain (¢iét
cdc vit), approximately on 20-21 April; Great heat (tiét dai thir), approximately on 23-24 July;
Grain in ear (fiét mang chiing, also rendered tiét mang hién), approximately on 6—7 June (Nguyén
Cong Viét 2013).
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(Nam tdo and Bic tao). Subsequently, local officials notified maritime-
gateway officials, who were tasked with verifying each vessel from their
locality designated for transport—whether present locally or engaged in
trade or fishing elsewhere—as well as vessels from other localities cur-
rently at their ports that were likewise assigned to transport duties. Fol-
lowing this verification, maritime-gateway officials reported to provin-
cial authorities, who in turn submitted reports to 7y Tao chinh. Vessels
assigned to transport duties were required to return to their home locali-
ties in order to meet the prescribed schedule (N6i cac triéu Nguyén 2005,
vol. 8: 505-06).

According to the regulations of the years Binh Than (1836) and Ky
Hoi (1839), prior to each transport season, local officials were required
to submit memorials requesting the court’s approval regarding the num-
ber of voyages and the quantity of goods to be transported. Thereafter,
these were assigned to the transport vessels, and the transport vessels
were urged to carry out the transport to meet the prescribed delivery
deadlines. Militiamen (ddn binh) mobilized by local officials were also
required to assist in loading and transporting state goods, thereby en-
abling the work to proceed more rapidly. In cases where the transport su-
pervisors (nguoi quan giai) willfully caused delays, both the local offi-
cials and the supervisors were to investigate one another’s conduct.
Where delays resulted from the offices concerned, the matter was to be
deliberated and adjudicated by the Board (B¢) (Noi cac tridu Nguyén
2005, vol. 8: 480). Many merely formal procedures were also reduced,
thereby saving transport time (N§i cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 479—
80). All of the above regulations were ultimately intended to ensure that
transport operations were carried out at the proper season, when winds
and sea currents were favorable.

Regulations Governing Transport Personnel

The maritime transport forces under the Nguyén dynasty had not yet
been fully separated into a specialized corps, but instead remained a mul-
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tifunctional force, serving simultaneously in waterborne transport and
naval roles. With regard to the officials and troops responsible for super-
vising transport operations, Emperor Minh Ménh instituted supervisory
positions for the Nam Tao and Bdc Tao fleets, each fleet being assigned
one Chief Commandant (Chanh qudan linh) and one Deputy Commandant
(Pho quan linh); one Clerk (Thuw lai, ninth rank, second class) for record-
keeping; and one Pdc vin together with one Link vin thién téng to over-
see and urge transport operations. In the doanh and trdn, civil officials
were charged with maintaining registers and recording transported goods,
while military officers familiar with maritime routes commanded the sol-
diers escorting transport vessels. In the #7dn under Gia Pinh Thanh, how-
ever, either civil or military officials, together with representatives ap-
pointed by Gia Dinh Thanh—a southern administrative-military jurisdic-
tion exercising authority over five #7dn in southern Vietnam—supervised
transport operations, and doanh and trdn officials were not required to
take turns accompanying the convoys.

Transport commanding officers (quan linh tai) and transport supervi-
sory officers (quan quan tai) were competent and experienced maritime of-
ficers with extensive knowledge of navigation who held important military
positions and were responsible for commanding and supervising transport
convoys. Under the regulations of the year Ky Hoi (1839), transport mis-
sions comprising three vessels or more were overseen by one court-ap-
pointed Quan giai—typically a competent Qudan vé or Quan co.'” In Nam
Ky, local authorities dispatched a Lanh binh'® or Phé lanh binh to serve as

17" According to P& Van Ninh, under the Nguyén dynasty, co-level military units were established
in the provinces: in the northern region these were termed co, while in the southern region they
were known as vé. Each co consisted of 500 men. Below the co were doi, thdp, and ngii. Each
doi comprised 50 men, each thdp 10 men, and each ngii 5 men. Chuwong co was a high-ranking
military official in command of a cor unit (B Vian Ninh 2002, 146). Chuong vé (second rank, first
class) was a high-ranking military official commanding a vé unit under the Nguyén dynasty (Do
Van Ninh 2002, 149). Quan co (fourth rank, first class) was a relatively high-ranking military of-
ficial commanding a co unit under the Nguyén dynasty. Below this position was one Phé Qudn co
(deputy to the Qudan co) (Pd Vian Ninh 2002, 535).

18 Lanh binh: a military official commanding provincial troops under the Nguy&n dynasty. In major
provinces (tinh Iém), one D& dbc or Lanh binh was appointed (first rank, third class). In ordinary
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Thong quan, whereas in Bdc Ky the emperor selected one or two officials

from among Thong ché"? or Chuéng vé to act as Poc quan and carry out

transport command duties (see Table 2) (N6i cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol.

8: 477-79).

Table 2. Number of officials and soldiers assigned to each state water transport

vessel under the regulations of the year Ky Hoi (1839)

Vessel types
Convoy
- ¢ | thuyén | thuyénhiéu | thuyénhiéu | of state
ran'sp CLUPEL son'ne Hai Van | chii “Tinh” chit “An” trans-
(officials and soldiers) (maritime| (vessels bear- | (vessels bear- port
transport | ing the desig- | ing the desig- | vessels
vessels) |nation “Tinh”)| nation “An”)
Number of transport commanding offi- 1
cers20 per state transport convoy
Number of transport supervisory officers21 1
per state transport convoy (= 3 vessels)
Number of Sudt dgi (deputy commanders of 1 1 )
dgi units) per vessel
Number of helmsmen per vessel 2 2 2
Number of soldiers per vessel 30 40 50

Source: Prepared by the author based on Qudc st quan triéu Nguyén 2004, Dai Nam thuic luc, vol.

5: 580.

provinces (tinh vira), one Lanh binh or one Phé lanh binh was appointed (third rank, second
class). In strategically important areas such as Thanh Hoa and Nghé An provinces, the rank was
at times elevated to the second rank, second class. In the 19th year of the Emperor Minh Ménh
reign, it was reduced to the same level as in other provinces (P& Van Ninh 2002, 394). Pho lanh
binh: a military official commanding provincial troops under the Nguyén dynasty, third rank, sec-
ond class. In major provinces, both a Lanh binh and a Phé lanh binh were appointed. In ordinary
provinces, either a Lanh binh or a Phé lanh binh was appointed (B Van Ninh 2002, 495).

Under the Nguy@n dynasty, Thong ché (second rank, first class) was a high-ranking military of-
ficial in command of a doanh-level military formation comprising five vé units (P6 Van Ninh
2002, 692-693).

== In Nam Ky, quan linh tai were placed under the authority of a Lanh binh or Phé lanh binh ap-
pointed by local officials at the points of delivery of state goods. In Bdic Ky, they were selected
and appointed by imperial edict, following a petition from the B¢ Céng, from among the Thong
ché or Chirong vé to direct transport operations (Qudc st quan tridu Nguyén (2004), Pai Nam
thire luc, tp 5, Nha xuét ban Gido duc, Ha Noi, tr.580).

21 Transport supervisory officers (quan quan tai) were selected from Quan vé or Quan co.
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In response to the large number of privately owned vessels engaged
in state-organized maritime transport, regulations promulgated under Em-
peror Ty Dtic in the year Ky Dau (1849) stipulated that each provincial flo-
tilla of such vessels was permitted to select from among its own members
one thuyén hé (vessel owner or operator) to serve as flotilla leader, respon-
sible for leading the transport flotilla. The appointee was required to be
alert, experienced, and well-versed in maritime transport and navigation, as
well as to possess proper identification. Upon appointment, the provincial
authorities issued him an official certificate authorizing him to act as flotil-
la leader (nguwoi qudn doan), and he was exempted from payment of a tax
in commutation of military service (thué binh giao).

In provinces where privately owned transport vessels were numer-
ous and organized into two or more flotillas of thuyén dai dich and
thuyén mién dich, one Chdanh Ciru pham Bd h¢ (Ninth rank first class Bd
ho—an official title within the nine-rank system) was appointed to super-
vise and lead them. During the first three years, he served in a probation-
ary capacity (thi sai). If his service proved satisfactory, he was then for-
mally appointed (b6 thu) as Chanh Ciru phdm Bd hé as a form of encour-
agement. He was likewise required to be alert, experienced, and well-
versed in transport operations and maritime navigation, to possess proper
identification, to be selected by provincial authorities from among the
province’s transport flotillas, and to command the respect of their crews
(N6i cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 497).

In maritime transport voyages, the helmsman (ldi thuyén) played a
pivotal role, effectively serving as the “master” of the vessel (“thdy ¢
mét thuyén”) (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 7: 268). Helmsmen as-
signed to state vessels dispatched from the capital were rigorously
trained and underwent multiple rounds of assessment in maritime knowl-
edge and navigational experience, on the basis of which they were
ranked and appointed to positions such as Chanh Déi truong (principal
commander of a military dgi unit), Dgi truong (commander of a doi
unit), and Ngoai uy Dgi truong (lowest-ranking official within a déi unit)
(N6i cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 7: 268).22 Tasked with the crucial work
of propelling the vessel, the number of sailors (¢huy thu, formerly termed
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ban phu, also known as chdn sao) per vessel was determined according
to the cargo volume. For Truong da vessels transporting state unhusked
rice, loads of up to 1,000 phuwong required the addition of one rower for
every extra 100 phuwong; for loads between 1,000 and 1,600 phuong, ten
additional sailors were assigned; while for loads exceeding 1,600
phuong, previous regulations remained in force. Helmsmen and sailors
received preferential treatment from the state. For example, under regula-
tions issued by Emperor Gia Long in the year At Siru (1805), the helms-
men and sailors of di thuyén Triwong da were exempted from the poll
tax (thué thdn) and customary payments to officials (tién dau quan). Em-
peror Minh Ménh granted exemption from the poll tax to sailors serving
the Northern Tao fleet who, in the year Binh Hgi (1827), were permitted
to defer the transport of state goods and engage in private trade. By con-
trast, vessels granted deferment of such transport obligations in that year
because their sailors voluntarily remained in their home localities, were
still required to pay the poll tax, although the sailors were exempted
from tién swu (corvée commutation payment) and tap dich (miscella-
neous service obligations) (Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 494). A
considerable number of soldiers (bién binh) were assigned to escort
transport vessels and to safeguard cargo against unforeseen incidents at
sea (see Table 2).

The rewards and punishments governing state-organized maritime
transport operations were set out in stringent state regulations. These reg-

22 According to PG Van Ninh, Chanh Doi truong was a military official in command of doi units.
The rank varied according to jurisdiction: Chanh D¢i trudng serving in the tong were fifth rank,
first class; those serving at the provincial level were fifth rank, second class; while Chanh D6i
truong suéit doi held sixth rank, first class (Pd Vin Ninh 2002, 127). Suét doi referred to a deputy
commander of a di unit. This position was classified as sixth rank, first class within the system of
military official ranks. The head of this position was Chanh suat doi, fifth rank, second class (D3
Van Ninh 2002, 566). Each doi in the Nguyén military consisted of 50 men. The structure com-
prised one Cai doi, two Doi truong, and two Ngoai uy Doi truong. The Doi truong of the imperial
naval forces (Thuy su kinh ky) in the capital were seventh rank, first class, while Dgi truong in the
provincial forces were seventh rank, second class (P Van Ninh 2002, 244). Ngoai tiy Dgi truong
was the lowest-ranking official within a d6i unit. Each d¢i had two Ngoai iy Di truong, who held
positions below the D@i truong within the unit hierarchy (D& Vian Ninh 2002, 437).
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ulations not only served to encourage and incentivize officials and sol-
diers engaged in these operations—both materially and in terms of mo-
rale—but also to enforce discipline among them. At the same time, they
reflected the court’s close supervision over the transport and storage of
state cargo, and underscore the importance attached to state-organized
maritime transport operations.*

Regulations on Reporting Transport Operations

Maritime gateways served as sites where the state collected duties and
controlled the movement of vessels, thereby contributing to maritime
surveillance. They also functioned as temporary refuge and anchorage
sites for vessels encountering adverse weather, as well as supply stations
providing provisions, foodstuffs, and fresh water. Accordingly, the re-
porting of transport operations at these maritime gateways was of consid-
erable importance. The Nguyén court imposed strict regulations govern-
ing the reporting of vessels’ transport itineraries, and intermediate mari-
time gateways.

According to regulations issued in the year At Miii (1835), when pro-
vincial transport vessels carrying state goods arrived at the Thuan An mari-
time gateway, the Tdn thii was required to prepare two copies of a report
(ban thdn van/to tau), to be transmitted to the capital via the Ty Ho vé**

23 The specific regulations governing rewards and punishments in state-organized maritime trans-
port operations are recorded in Khdm dinh Dai Nam hgi dién sw 1¢ (NOi cac tricu Nguyén 2005,
vol. 8: 485-491) and Pai Nam thurc luc (Qudc str quan tridu Nguyén 2004, vol. 3: 48).

2% The Ty Ho vé was one of the four offices of the V¢ Loan gia under the Binh Bg (Board of War-
fare). Its personnel attended upon the emperor on ceremonial occasions, such as royal observanc-
es, state sacrificial rites... and attended upon the emperor on provincial journeys. They fired cer-
emonial cannon salutes, stood guard at the Thdi Hoa Palace and Can Chdanh Palace, and lit lamps
in accordance with established regulations. Together with the guards of the ¥é Cédm y (Imperial
Guard), they opened and closed the Pai Cung Mdn (the main gate of the Forbidden City). When
the court travelled by water, they attended on duty to fire guns aboard the gun-equipped vessels.
They were also assigned by rota to duty at the Trdn Hai, Pién Hai, and An Hai forts, where they
hoisted flags and maintained firearms, and they monitored the telescope at the Hai Vin quan -
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and the Ty Canh tdt*®, with one copy submitted to the emperor and the
other retained in the Office of 7y Tao chinh (Nha Tao chinh). Such re-
porting was required for each transport voyage. The officers in charge of
two-masted vessels (thuyén hiéu 2 ¢ét buom), black junks, carved and
decorated galleys, as well as the Southern Tao fleet and the Northern Tao
fleet, were required, for each maritime transport voyage, to submit two
copies of the report to the By Cong and the Office of 7y Tao chinh (Nha
Tao chinh). In cases where only service vessels (dich lhuyén) (i.e. thuyén
dai dich (corvée-service vessels), thuyén mién dich (exempt-service ves-
sels) and thuyén Tao were employed, the submission was to be made by
the office of the 7y Tao chinh (nha mon Tao chinh), with the report re-
tained solely in the By Cong. Where state vessels participated alongside
the aforementioned categories, the B Cong was responsible for submis-
sion; in such instances, reports concerning thuyén Tdao and dich thuyén
were to be retained in the office of 7y Tao chinh (nha mén Tao chinh)
(N6 cac tridu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 484-85).

Given a large number of estuaries distributed along the coastline
from north to south, and in order to avoid delays in state-organized mari-
time transport caused by repeated reporting at multiple coastal check-
points, Emperor Minh Ménh introduced a policy of designating interme-
diate estuarine checkpoints situated at midpoint locations along the mari-
time routes from both the northern and southern regions to the imperial
capital of Hué. This arrangement helped to regularize and streamline ad-
ministrative reporting procedures. According to the regulations promul-
gated in the year At Mui (1835), Thi Nai estuary (in Binh Dinh province)
was designated as the intermediate checkpoint for vessels transporting
goods from Binh Thuan and the southern provinces to the capital, while

a land gateway on the Hai Véan Pass (B3 Vian Ninh 2002, 405-406; Noi cac triéu Nguyén 2005,
vol. 5: 41-42, 86-87; Noi cac tricu Nguyén 2005, vol. 4: 16-22, 71-76).

25 The Canh Tét ty was one of the four offices of the ¥é Loan gid under the Binh B¢. It was respon-
sible for guarding and securing the emperor when he travelled outside the palace, and its person-

nel attended upon him during court rituals and ceremonies (D4 Vin Ninh 2002, 120; Nbi cac triéu
Nguyén 2005, vol. 5: 41-42, 86, 87-88).
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Bién Son estuary (in Thanh Hoa province) served as the intermediate
checkpoint for vessels transporting goods from Nam Dinh and the north-
ern provinces en route to the capital. On their journey to the imperial
capital, transport vessels were required to make formal reports at these
intermediate checkpoints, after which the authorities of Binh Dinh and
Thanh Hoéa were responsible for forwarding such reports to the imperial
court in Hué (N6i céc triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 484).

The Nguyén dynasty instituted specific regulations requiring dis-
tinct reports on the timing of transport vessels departing from estuaries.
Prior to the year Ky Hoi (1839), the court required provincial authorities
to submit reports under the ordinary administrative reporting procedure,
or via official communication to the relevant Board, indicating the dates
on which vessels transporting state goods departed from provincial estu-
aries en route to the imperial capital. However, this reporting practice of-
ten resulted in delays in the transmission of information to the court.
Moreover, recognizing that “state cargo are matters of importance, and
that information concerning state-organized maritime transport should be
conveyed promptly to the sovereign,” Emperor Minh Ménh, in the year
Ky Hoi (1839), instituted a distinct reporting regulation concerning the
date and time at which transport vessels departed from estuaries. Under
this new regulation, provincial authorities and the estuarine stations at
Can Gio and Pa Ning were required to submit immediate reports to the
capital in cases involving large convoys of transport vessels, including
those under imperial commission, provincial assignment, grain-transport
vessels, and service vessels,?¢... The exact date and time at which trans-
port vessels departed from the estuaries were to be immediately recorded

28 Emperor Minh Ménh issued specific regulations stipulating the number of transport vessels re-
quired for separate reporting under the established regulations, as follows: from three vessels or
more for large-category vessels, such as multi-rope copper-sheathed vessels and vessels bearing
the character designations “Binh,” “Dinh,” “An,” and “Tinh”; from five vessels or more for mid-
dle-category-organizedrmstate-organizedobilizingy vessels, such as thuyén Hai Vin and thuyén
Pién Hai; and from ten vessels or more for small-category vessels, such as thuyén Lé, thuyén O,
chu thuyén (also termed son thuyén, a type of small red-painted craft), thuyén Tdo, dich thuyén
(Nbi cac triéu Nguyén 2005, vol. 8: 485; Bui Gia Khanh 2018, 121).
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in reports, which were then conveyed to the capital by relay post horses
(nguwa tram), so that the information would arrive swiftly. For smaller
numbers of transport vessels, the previous regulations remained in force
(N6i cac tridu Nguyeén 2005, vol. 8: 485).

Concluding Remarks

The Nguyén dynasty promulgated a fairly comprehensive and well-struc-
tured system of policies and administrative measures governing state-or-
ganized maritime transport, characterized by rigor, administrative effi-
ciency, and long-term effectiveness. The early Nguyén emperors attached
particular importance to state-organized maritime transport, prioritizing
investment in its development and elevating it to the status of a matter of
“national importance.” It was regarded as one of the highest priorities,
supported by careful planning and deliberation at court, together with the
concerted involvement of administrative bodies and managerial person-
nel from the central government to the local level. All these efforts were
directed towards the overarching objective of ensuring safe and reliable
transport, thereby facilitating the movement and redistribution of grain
(rice and unhusked rice), goods, and weaponry among regions—especial-
ly from the provinces to the imperial capital—while also ensuring ade-
quate reserves. In doing so, the system contributed to the maintenance of
food security, military preparedness, and, more broadly, social stability.
Accordingly, in practice, this policy made the Nguyén dynasty’s
state-organized maritime transport more orderly and efficient. The dynas-
ty’s capacity to manage and utilize state-organized maritime transport
made positive contributions to the country’s political-military, economic,
and social spheres, and played an important role in regulating grain dis-
tribution and safeguarding domestic food security. State-organized mari-
time transport not only facilitated the circulation, redistribution, and allo-
cation of fiscal resources, grain, weapons, and other military supplies
among regions, thereby ensuring adequate reserves and preparedness, but
also enabled the timely provision of social relief, notably the distribution
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of grain, to the population in times of natural disasters, crop failures, and
famine. At the same time, it also contributed to strengthening the naval
forces and improving their maritime effectiveness. The management and
utilization of state-organized maritime transport clearly reflected the
Nguyén dynasty’s administrative thinking, strategic vision, and long-
term approach to the effective exploitation of this resource, particularly
under the early reigns of Emperors Gia Long and Minh Ménh. Most no-
tably, between 1802 and 1858, the policies enacted under Emperor Minh
M¢énh were the most systematic, rigorous, effective, and long-lasting.
However, the management and utilization of state-organized maritime
transport declined markedly under Emperors Thi¢u Tri and Ty Dtic in
comparison with the preceding reigns of Emperors Gia Long and Minh
Ménh.

Nevertheless, the Nguyén dynasty’s investment was still insuffi-
cient to meet the state’s transport needs, particularly with regard to in-
vestment in transport vessels. The state’s policy of mobilising civilian
vessels for State-organized maritime transport also imposed certain con-
straints on the livelihoods of fishermen and merchants engaged in water-
borne trade in coastal areas, as it required them to devote part of their an-
nual working time to transport duties and to make payments for exemp-
tion from transport service to the state in years when they wished to pur-
sue their usual occupations. At the same time, however, this policy also
had certain unintended positive effects on the livelihoods of these com-
munities, since participation in State-organized maritime transport en-
abled them to travel by sea to many other provinces and regions within
the country, thereby giving them access to new places and additional op-
portunities to earn a living.
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Abstract

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the first major outbreak of war in Europe since 1945,
has not only severely eroded the norms of a rules-based international order. It has
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North Korean military involvement in the conflict, as evidenced in the deployment
of thousands of North Korean troops to the Kursk Oblast in Russia against Ukrai-
nian troops, means that the Russo-Ukrainian War is strictly no longer a European
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Introduction

This article assesses the impact of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian War on
East Asia, namely, Northeast and Southeast Asia. Its central argument is
that Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 catalyzed a fun-
damental shift from a rules-based international order to a “might-makes-
right” international system. It is a shift with profound implications for the
Korean Peninsula and its vicinity. This violent rupture in a 21st-century
globalized world, hitherto governed by international law, international
organizations, norms of state sovereignty underpinned by the United Na-
tions, and great-power restraint on the exercise of brute military power,
now moving towards a power-based international system, is subsequently
aggravated by the US-Israeli wars against Iran from 13 to 24 June 2025,
and again from 28 February 2026 onwards.’

Siding with Moscow in the Russo-Ukrainian War in a cynical bilat-
eral exchange for material benefits and diplomatic support has embold-
ened and enabled North Korea—formally known as the Democratic Peo-
ple’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)—to become a more formidable nuclear-
armed state (Onchi 2026).? Despite overtures of engagement from the
second Trump administration and South Korean President Lee Jae
Myung, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has thus far ignored their ol-
ive branches in favor of relentlessly building the country’s nuclear arse-
nal and conventional weapons. This is unsurprising, given Kim’s pro-
found distrust of the US superpower and its allies (including South Ko-
rea), as well as Pyongyang’s strengthened strategic realignments with
Russia and China. Simply put, due to North Korea’s tightening alliance

= The US military action against Venezuela to kidnap Nicolas Maduro in January 2026 indicates the
Trump administration’s disregard and disdain for international law and its willingness to infringe
state sovereignty.

N

The benefits accrued by North Korea are outlined in a Nikkei Asia article that states: “North
Korea is enjoying an unprecedented windfall by providing military support to Russia in its inva-
sion of Ukraine, having received foreign currency and energy supplies in exchange for weapons
and troops. North Korea has earned up to $13 billion in three years, according to an estimate, an
amount nearly equal to the country’s annual gross domestic product” (Onchi 2026).
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with Russia, it has less need to seek an uncertain rapprochement with the
US and South Korea.

In the next decade, the Northeast Asian regional system is likely to
be a bipolarity of two competing blocs: China, Russia, and North Korea
versus the US, South Korea, and Japan (Kortunov 2023). The conundrum
for these actors in Northeast Asia is how to avoid serious miscalculations
and conflict while pursuing their national interests. Can conventional and
nuclear deterrence work if dialogue and trust between the main protago-
nists are practically absent? Presumably, the Republic of Korea (ROK)—
as South Korea is formally known—the US and like-minded countries
should not give up engagement with the DPRK (even if results are uncer-
tain) because a conceivable alternative is a catastrophic war on the Kore-
an Peninsula with grave ramifications for East Asia. In an emerging and
threatening “might-makes-right” international system, the middle powers
such as the ROK, Japan, and some ASEAN member states must cooper-
ate bilaterally and multilaterally for agency and mutual benefits amid
great-power contestation.

This article will first examine the origins of the Russo-Ukrainian
War. It will then analyze how this conflict has impacted and has had im-
plications for China, Japan, North Korea, South Korea, and ASEAN.
When the DPRK deployed thousands of troops to assist its Russian ally
in the Kursk Oblast of Russia against Ukrainian forces, the war is no lon-
ger a European war. Instead, this significant North Korean military par-
ticipation in the Russo-Ukrainian War has profound implications for the
Korean Peninsula.

Woven into the above discussion will be brief references to the US-
Israeli wars against Iran insofar as they have implications for the Russo-
Ukrainian War and impact the Korean Peninsula and its neighborhood.
Though the two wars in Eastern Europe and the Middle East have yet to
conclude at the time of writing, this article argues that East Asian coun-
tries (despite their different regimes, values, and identities) must avoid
the folly of war and should earnestly seek a path of mutual respect, com-
mon interests, toleration, and peaceful coexistence to avoid nuclear
brinksmanship and annihilation.
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Russo-Ukrainian War: Origins and Significance

On 24 February 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine and triggered the largest
and deadliest war in Europe since World War II (1939-1945). Earlier,
Russia annexed Crimea from Ukraine in March 2014. However, it was a
coup d’état with few lives lost rather than a major war. Russia controlled
Crimea for around 170 years prior to the territory’s transfer to Ukraine by
the First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Nikita
Khrushchev. Catherine the Great of Russia first annexed Crimea in 1783,
and it remained part of Tsarist Russia and then the Soviet Union until it
was transferred to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic in 1954. The
Sevastopol Naval Base is the primary historic base of Russia’s Black Sea
Fleet located on the Crimean Peninsula. Simply put, Crimea belongs to
Ukraine under international law, but the harsh reality is that the Russians
have controlled Crimea since the late 18th century.

After the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991, Ukraine inherited the
world’s third-largest nuclear arsenal, but it lacked operational control of
the nuclear weapons that remained under Moscow’s effective command.
Under the Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances, all nuclear
weapons in Ukraine were transferred to Russia by 1996. It is incorrect to
say that if Ukraine had not given up its nuclear weapons, Russia would
have been deterred from its invasion of its Eastern European neighbor.
This is because Ukraine only stored the nuclear warheads in its territory;
it never had the launch codes (Hodunova 2024).

Examining the causes of the Russo-Ukrainian War in depth is be-
yond the scope of this article. However, we can briefly triangulate three
mutually reinforcing factors before refocusing on the implications of this
European war for East Asia. First is the relentless eastward expansion of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) after the end of the Cold
War in 1991, to the chagrin of Russia (Walter 2025). Arguably, the US
and its NATO allies were not respectful of Russia’s national security con-
cerns, nor did they understand that Russia’s pride and identity as a great
power would not allow it to tolerate Ukraine as a potentially hostile
NATO member next to its border. Apparently, the Western allies underes-
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timated Russia as a declining power and a paper tiger and were shocked
that a major war could break out in Europe.

Second is the perception of President Vladimir Putin and many
Russian political elites that “near abroad” countries (namely, the post-So-
viet states other than Russia that emerged after the dissolution of the So-
viet Union), especially Ukraine, must be friendly to Russia for their secu-
rity (Fedorov 2024). Apparently, the latter holds the great-power mentali-
ty that the “near abroad” countries belong to Russia’s sphere of influ-
ence. Most of Ukraine was under Russian control (Tsarist and Soviet) for
more than 200 years before it became independent when the Soviet
Union disintegrated.® Putin and his acolytes simply cannot accept that
Ukraine, an integral part of the Tsarist and Soviet empires, will join the
Western camp inimical to Russia.

Third is the intensifying political polarization in post-Soviet
Ukraine. The fierce political contestation between the pro-Western and
pro-Russian factions in Ukraine would draw the intervention of external
powers.“ If pro-Russian Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych (2010—
2014) had not been overthrown by the Euromaidan protests and fled to
Russia, the Crimean crisis and subsequent Russo-Ukrainian War proba-
bly would not have broken out.

Notwithstanding Putin’s trip to Anchorage, Alaska, to meet US
President Donald Trump on 15 August 2025 and Trump’s desire to end
the Russo-Ukrainian War to focus on China (the only peer competitor in
the world to the US superpower), the Russo-Ukrainian conflict may drag
on as a long war of attrition for at least three reasons. The first reason is

Western Ukraine, including Galicia, were ruled as part of the Austrian Empire under the
Habsburgs rather than as part of Russia. The Soviet Union annexed Western Ukraine in 1939.

1~

In his review of Russia and Ukraine: Entangled Histories, Diverging States (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 2024) by Maria Popova and Oxana Shevel, Taylor McNeil wrote: “The book especially de-
tails domestic political events in Ukraine and Russia that led to the current situation. It shows how
in Ukraine power went back and forth between politicians seeking to distance the country from
Russia and those favoring closer connections with Russia—culminating in the Orange Revolution
of 2004-2005 and Euromaidan demonstrations of 2013—2014—and how that affected Ukrainian-
Russian relations, given how Russia interpreted these events” (McNeil 2024).
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that Ukraine, aided by the West, has the iron will and capability to fight
an asymmetrical war with Russia despite suffering great losses in lives
and infrastructure. Its ability to adapt to an unprecedented major drone
battlefield by harnessing and innovating artificial intelligence (Al) and
robotic weapons is impressive indeed.

The second reason is the strong resolve of Putin and his supporters
to prevail against Ukraine. Trump cannot compel Putin to abandon his
war against Ukraine despite the former’s initial bravado and bluster
about mediating and ending the war quickly. Putin is playing a long
game. Ironically, Trump’s war in the Middle East and the closure of the
Strait of Hormuz have resulted in higher energy prices—specifically for
oil and liquefied natural gas (LNG)—which have enormously benefited
Russia, a major energy exporter. Conceivably, Moscow now has more fi-
nancial wherewithal to pay for its war against Ukraine. This includes re-
warding North Korea for its dispatch of troops to the Kursk Oblast in
Russia and workers to Russian-occupied territories in the Donbas region
of Ukraine to assist in reconstruction efforts (Jang 2024).

Presumably, Russia has a geostrategic culture and historical myth-
making of fighting long wars of attrition and prevailing after initial se-
vere losses and setbacks (Rumer and Sokolsky 2020). Peter the Great of
Russia decisively defeated Swedish King Charles XII at the Battle of
Poltava in 1709 after losing the Battle of Narva in 1700 against Sweden.
Russia eventually defeated French Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte, despite
losing the Battle of Austerlitz in 1805 and fighting the Battle of Borodino
in 1812, which resulted in a stalemate. Russian troops were in Paris in
1814 and 1815-1818 (as part of the allied occupation). Stalin’s Russia
won a titanic struggle against Nazi Germany’s Adolf Hitler when the lat-
ter launched Operation Barbarossa to invade Russia in 1941, and Russia
held out against Nazi forces until Hitler’s end in his bunker in Berlin in
1945. Simply put, there is a Russian collective memory that Mother Rus-
sia will arduously prevail in the long haul despite initial serious setbacks.

The third reason is China’s “pro-Russia neutrality” and refusal to
subject Russia to a humiliating defeat to please the US. Beijing and Mos-
cow share the common goal of promoting a multipolar world and reject-
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ing US unipolarity and hegemony in the international order. If Russia
were to be severely emasculated by a military defeat in the Russo-Ukrai-
nian War, China would lose Russia as an independent pole and partner in
a multipolar world. The next geopolitical target of the US superpower
would then be its only peer competitor in the world — China. Internation-
al sanctions on Russia, such as its exclusion from the Society for World-
wide Interbank Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT) payment system,
have limited efficacy due to enhanced economic cooperation, including
Chinese energy purchases from Russia and the supply of critical dual-use
goods by China to Russia (Fong and Maizland 2025).

According to the December 2025 US National Security Strategy,
the geostrategic priorities of the US are defense of the Americas and the
first island chain in East Asia comprising Japan, Taiwan, and the Philip-
pines (The White House 2025). The US surgical strike in Caracas and the
kidnapping of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro by US Special
Forces on 3 January 2026 are unfavorable to China because Venezuela is
one of China’s closest friends in Latin America. China is the largest buy-
er of Venezuelan oil and a major creditor. Iran is likewise one of the clos-
est friends of China in the Middle East, as China was the primary global
buyer of Iranian oil.

Presumably, Trump’s military actions against close Chinese friends
in the Global South, punitive trade tariffs, the ban on the sale of cutting-
edge US semiconductors to China and the codification of a containment
policy against China in the 2025 US National Security Strategy mean
that China has no incentives to act against Russia, even though Beijing’s
declaratory policy is respect for state sovereignty. If the sanctity of state
sovereignty and international law are paramount, then Beijing should
have unequivocally condemned the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Yet
China did not do so. If promoting a multipolar world is a top foreign pol-
icy in China’s grand strategy, then it cannot abandon Russia and North
Korea as counterbalances to the US and its allies. In June 2026, President
Xi Jinping visited Pyongyang again for a summit meeting with Kim Jong
Un, seven years after his last trip. Presumably, Beijing seeks to strength-
en ties with the DPRK to keep it in its orbit and ensure that Pyongyang
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does not tilt too far toward Moscow.

Russo-Ukrainian War: Implications for China

While China—one of the five permanent members of the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC)—supports state sovereignty in principle, it has
adopted a “pro-Russian neutrality” rather than an even-handed treatment
of Ukraine. In July 2025, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi candidly
told a top diplomat from the European Union (EU) that Beijing cannot
accept Russia losing its war against Ukraine, as this could allow the US
to turn its full attention to China (Bermingham 2025). Both China and
Russia have deepened their relations, as symbolized by Putin holding
center stage with Xi Jinping and Kim Jong Un at the impressive military
parade at Tiananmen Square marking China’s 80th anniversary of Victo-
ry over Imperial Japan on 3 September 2025. By appearing at the podium
together, the leaders of China, Russia, and North Korea projected a unit-
ed front in international affairs.

Although the Trump administration has imposed tariffs on India for
buying Russian oil, it has not done likewise to China.® To be sure, US
tariffs on Chinese products are already high without additional tariffs.
But Beijing will not yield to the US on Russian oil and gas purchases,
given its energy needs and close ties to Moscow. Amid the retaliatory
closure of the Strait of Hormuz by Iran and the naval blockade by the
US, which have disrupted the global energy supply chain, US allies (in-
cluding Japan and South Korea) have been buying Russian oil and gas to
make up the shortfall (“South Korea Joins East Asian Countries” 2026).
Trump’s state visit to meet Chinese paramount leader Xi Jinping in Bei-
jing on 14-15 May 2026 did not place the Russo-Ukrainian War or re-

Mollan’s article for the BBC noted: “The US government has temporarily eased sanctions to al-
low India to buy Russian oil currently stranded at sea, amid escalating tensions in the Middle
East. ...Washington has put particular pressure on India - a major buyer of Russian energy - to
stop buying its oil in an effort to reduce money flowing to fund the invasion” (Mollan 2026).
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lentless DPRK nuclearization on the bilateral agenda. Instead, the focus
was on trade, business deals, tariffs, technology (especially semiconduc-
tors), Al, Taiwan, and keeping the Strait of Hormuz open (Drenon 2026).

Presumably, the US knows that China will not back down from
supporting Russia because preserving a multipolar world, with Russia as
an independent pole, is a core national interest of China. Russia and Chi-
na are now collaborators in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) and BRICS. These two multilateral organizations are the only sig-
nificant international blocs that do not include Western countries. The
Russo-Ukrainian War has cemented closer ties not only between Moscow
and Beijing but also between Moscow and Pyongyang. Arguably, there is
now a strategic bipolarity in Northeast Asia: China-Russia-DPRK (a troi-
ka of nuclear powers) against a US—ROK—Japan security alignment un-
derpinned by US extended nuclear deterrence for its Korean and Japa-
nese allies.

Russo-Ukrainian War: Implications for Japan

The ramifications of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine are paradoxically both
a threat in a “might-makes-right” international system and an opportunity
for Japan to become a rearmed, “normal” state in terms of its security
and identity. This is because rearming for the purposes of national securi-
ty against a “might-makes-right” international system is more acceptable
to the Japanese public and to Japan’s Asian neighbors, except China and
the DPRK. In June 2022, then Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio
warned: “Ukraine today may be East Asia tomorrow.”® Kishida anticipat-

2 Then Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio noted in his speech at the 2022 Shangri-La Dia-
logue in Singapore: “Russia’s aggression against Ukraine occurred. No country or region in the
world can shrug this off as ‘someone else’s problem’. It is a situation that shakes the very founda-
tions of the international order, which every country and individual gathered here today should
regard as their own affair. ... Can the rules-based international order we have built through hard
work, dialogue, and consensus be upheld and the march of peace and prosperity continue? Or will
we return to a lawless world where rules are ignored and broken, where unilateral changes to the
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ed that Moscow’s war against Kyiv would be a harbinger of armed con-
flict in Asia once the norms of state sovereignty in the 21st century are
shattered in Ukraine.

This radical shift from a rules-based international order to a brutal
power-based international system is in contradiction to Japan’s foreign
policy doctrine of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) underpinned by
international law, freedom of navigation, and peaceful multilateral coop-
eration. The prevailing view is: “What matters to Japan is the impact of
the invasion on the global norms against territorial conquest and specifi-
cally how the violation of these norms could increase the likelihood of
Chinese aggression against Taiwan” (Jacobo 2024).

Tokyo has slapped economic sanctions on Russia, including asset
freezes on many individuals and groups involved in the Ukraine war, and
has banned exports of industrial, technological, and luxury goods to Rus-
sia (AFP-Jiji 2025). Not surprisingly, Moscow has labeled Japan an “un-
friendly country.” Nevertheless, Tokyo procures oil from the Sakhalin-2
project in Russia’s Far East following the disruption to energy supplies
due to the Iranian closing of the Strait of Hormuz (“Japan to procure
Russian-produced oil” 2026). To be sure, Japanese and European pay-
ments to secure Russian energy supplies provide the financial wherewith-
al for Putin to pursue his war against Ukraine and compensate DPRK
troops deployed in Russia.

The Russo-Ukrainian War has inflicted at least three losses on Ja-
pan. First, Tokyo’s hopes that Moscow would return the Northern Is-
lands, lost to Russian forces at the end of World War 11, have been dashed
because of deteriorating Japan-Russia relations (Niquet 2024). Second,
Japan fears that the deepening Russo-DPRK alliance would boost Pyong-
yang’s nuclearization and therefore pose an existential threat to Japan
(Smith 2024). Third, Japanese hopes of resolving the abductee issue or
rachi mondai (kidnapping of Japanese citizens by North Korea) are also

status quo by force are unchallenged and accepted, and where the strong coerce the weak militar-
ily or economically? ... I myself have a strong sense of urgency that ‘Ukraine today may be East
Asia tomorrow’” (Kishida 2022).
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destroyed because Pyongyang does not need a deal with Tokyo for two
reasons: Trump wants to talk to DPRK supremo Kim Jong Un, and Putin
offers tangible benefits to the DPRK. Simply put, the DPRK does not
need Japan for economic aid and diplomatic recognition.

Arguably, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has boosted domestic politi-
cal forces and public opinion that Japan should become a “normal state”
not hamstrung by Article 9 of its post-World War II pacifist Constitution.
Article 9 renounces war and the maintenance of war potential to settle in-
ternational disputes (O’Shea and Maslow 2024). To be sure, the conser-
vative Liberal Democratic Party (the perennial party-in-power at the na-
tional level in Japan) and the Cabinet Legislation Bureau have loosely in-
terpreted Article 9 as permitting “exclusive defensive defense” while
prohibiting offensive weapons like long-range bombers and long-range
ballistic missiles, and restricting defensive military action to the vicinity
of Japan. However, in 2014, the Abe administration reinterpreted the
Constitution to allow limited “collective self-defense” to permit the Ja-
pan Self-Defense Forces (a euphemism for its military) to assist allies,
especially the US, if they are under attack and that attack threatens Japa-
nese survival. To the chagrin of China, Prime Minister Takaichi Sanae
declared in parliament in November 2025 that Japan may act militarily if
a Chinese invasion of Taiwan were to threaten Japanese national survival
(Murakami 2025).

The shifting mood in the Japanese political mainstream is that the
country must do more in national defense, given China’s rise, Chinese
assertiveness towards Taiwan and the maritime disputes in the East and
South China Seas, US demands for burden sharing by its allies, relentless
nuclearization by the DPRK, and the shift from a rules-based order to a
“might-makes-right” international system following Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine (Ishizuka and Kolés 2022). Japanese defense spending has risen
from its decades-old cap of 1% gross domestic product (GDP) to 2%
GDP by 2026. The defense budget may increase further in the years
ahead, despite tepid economic growth, rising social security costs, public
debt repayment, shrinking population, and rapid aging.

The strategic direction of the second Abe administration (December
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2012 to September 2020) and the Takaichi administration (October 2025
—) is clear and consistent: Tokyo is shedding its allergy to playing a larger
security role in regional affairs in concert with its US ally to push back
against a more assertive China. This trend to become a more “normal”
state not hamstrung by Article 9 is evidenced by its Official Security As-
sistance (OSA) forged in 2023 to provide non-lethal equipment, supplies
and infrastructure to the armed forces of “like-minded” countries; adopt
preemptive counterstrike capabilities in the face of imminent threat; ex-
port weapons including fighter jets and warships since the ban on the sale
of weapons abroad was rescinded in April 2026; and the historic deploy-
ment of 1,400 combat troops to the April-May 2026 Balikatan exercises
that made Japan a top contributor after the US and the Philippines (Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2026).

Japan is also engaging in trilateral security cooperation with its US
ally and South Korean neighbor, despite their legacy of historical and ter-
ritorial disputes. In May 2026, the first vice-ministerial “two-plus-two”
security talks between Japan and South Korea’s foreign and defense min-
istries was held in Seoul (Jiji 2026). Relying on US extended nuclear de-
terrence, Tokyo and Seoul will forge a strategic triad with Washington
against the Beijing—Moscow—Pyongyang strategic alignment.”

Russo-Ukrainian War: Implications for
North Korea

Even though Russia and the DPRK no longer share the same socialist
system ideologically, they still have a mutually beneficial, transactional

+ Sweta Sharma wrote: “China, Russia, and North Korea’s de facto alliance risks creating a ‘new
world order’ which could lead to Tokyo facing a three-front contingency in the future, a report re-
leased by a think tank of Japan’s defence ministry said. The China Security Report 2026, released
by the National Institute for Defence Studies (NIDS) in Tokyo, argued that the strategic partner-
ship among the three countries is becoming increasingly assertive ... It noted that ‘although a
formal military alliance among the three countries has not been formed, they have already built a
de facto coordinated relationship that functions as a strategic bloc in key areas’” (Sharma 2025).
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relationship. In exchange for ammunition, troops, and labor battalions
from the DPRK, Russia offers payment, energy, fertilizer, food, technolo-
gy, and diplomatic support at the UNSC against more international sanc-
tions on North Korea’s nuclearization. The DPRK today is the only
Northeast Asian country to have valuable battlefield experience in Al-
driven drone warfare. One estimate is that at least 11,000 North Korean
troops were sent to Russia to help recapture parts of Kursk Oblast after
Ukraine launched a surprise attack into Kursk Oblast in August 2024.
Another estimate is that about 2,300 DPRK troops have died fighting for
Russia against Ukraine (Cheon and Adzkia 2026).

North Korea is now in a much stronger position diplomatically,
militarily, and economically because it has benefited from the ongoing
Russo-Ukrainian War, and North Korea presumably has fewer incentives
to engage with the US and South Korea.® Perhaps North Korea may even
try to play Russia against China, as it did during the Cold War, to extract
aid from both. The DPRK has gained tangible benefits from both Russia
and China, and does not need vague promises of aid from the US in ex-
change for complete denuclearization (Han 2026).

Moreover, the DPRK does not trust anyone. It wants nuclear weap-
ons for its state security, regime survival, and status as a powerful nucle-
ar state, of which there are only nine in the world. By alluding to the US
war on Iran, DPRK supremo Kim Jung Un affirmed that it was the
“right” strategy for his regime to acquire nuclear weapons.” Mallie Pry-

Sokolin and Kim’s article in NK News observed: “North Korea’s economy grew almost 4% in
2024, its fastest pace in eight years, thanks in part to stronger economic cooperation with Russia,
South Korea’s central bank said. ... North Korea’s economy grew for a second consecutive year
following a 3.1% expansion in 2023, with last year’s growth marking the highest in eight years
since 2016” (Sokolin and Kim 2025).

2 Will Ripley wrote: “North Korea’s Kim Jong Un has said the United States’ war with Iran proves
his country made the right decision to keep its nuclear weapons. In a speech to North Korea’s
Supreme People’s Assembly..., Kim accused Washington of ‘acts of state sponsored terrorism
and aggression,’ but did not mention Iran by name. ... ‘The present situation clearly proves’ that
North Korea was justified in rejecting what he described as US pressure and ‘sweet talk’ to give
up its nuclear arsenal, Kim said. He added that North Korea’s nuclear status is now ‘irreversible’”
(Ripley 2026).
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therch writes: “The war in Iran, alongside the 2022 invasion of Ukraine,
has vindicated North Korea’s mantra: nuclear weapons are the only guar-
antee of sovereignty.”'?

Basking in the limelight on the podium at Beijing’s military parade
during the latter’s 80th Victory over Imperial Japan anniversary may en-
hance the prestige of Kim Jong Un to DPRK citizens. North Korea has
little incentive to talk to South Korea; neither does it need humanitarian
nor economic aid from the ROK. Pyongyang, if it wishes, can talk direct-
ly to Washington and bypass Seoul as an interlocutor. On 9 May 2026,
North Korea signaled closer ties with Russia by sending—for the first
time—a contingent of its troops to march in Moscow’s Red Square in
commemoration of the 81st Soviet victory over Nazi Germany (Woo
2026). The DPRK is now important to both Russia and China in their
conceptions of a multipolar world not dominated by the US superpower
and its allies.

Russo-Ukrainian War: Implications for ROK

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine significantly impacted South Korea in three
areas: security, diplomacy, and economy. Seoul has aligned itself with the
West to provide non-lethal aid to Ukraine and imposed selective sanc-
tions on Moscow. Not surprisingly, Moscow has labeled the ROK an
“unfriendly country.” As of May 2026, there are no direct flights between
the two countries. Many product categories were subjected to South Ko-
rean export restrictions to Russia.!" Bilateral trade has also plunged since

19 Mallie Prytherch wrote: “The war in Iran, alongside the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, has vindicated
North Korea’s mantra: nuclear weapons are the only guarantee of sovereignty” (Prytherch 2026).

1 South Korea’s export restrictions to Russia are elaborated by Jeena Kim, Sodam Kim and Bo-
cham Kim as follows: “In the area of export controls, South Korea has continued to align its mea-
sures with those of the United States (US), particularly regarding Russia and Belarus. One key
development was the expansion of the so-called situational-licence list, which covers items that
are not generally classified as strategic items but still require export approval from the Ministry
of Trade, Industry and Energy (MOTIE) due to their potential risk of being diverted for use in
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2022."? Moreover, South Korea’s hopes for energy pipelines from Russia
to the ROK via the Trans-Korean Gas Pipeline from Vladivostok to in-
dustrial zones in South Korea are now dashed.'® However, the Russo-
Ukrainian War has also boosted South Korea as a major arms exporter,
with countries such as Poland becoming major purchasers.

However, Seoul has not burned bridges with Moscow because it is
mindful that the latter has close ties to Pyongyang. Even though the Lee
Jae Myung administration wishes to engage with North Korea, hopes for
direct talks, peaceful coexistence, and cooperation (through the reopen-
ing of the Kaesong Industrial Complex), let alone the unification of the
Korean Peninsula, have faded. Despite the Russo-Ukrainian War, Rus-
sians can still travel to South Korea without a traditional visa for up to 60
days for tourism or transit, so long as they obtain a Korea Electronic
Travel Authorization (K-ETA) online before traveling. Anecdotally, a top
South Korean university has also accepted many more Russian students
because they are less inclined to study in Europe, which is perceived to

weapons of mass destruction. To this end, the MOTIE issued a notification, effective 24 Febru-
ary 2024, adding 682 items to the list, which included heavy construction machinery, secondary
batteries, machine tools and aircraft components. A subsequent notification, effective 9 September
2024, added a further 243 items considered to have a high risk of military end use, including
metal-cutting machines, machine-tool components, optical-device parts and sensors. With these
additions, the total number of items requiring a situational licence for export to Russia and Be-
larus rose to 1,402” (Kim 2025).

“£ A Russian source explains the decrease in South Korean-Russian bilateral trade thus: “With Rus-
sia and North Korea now at the strategic partner level, Russia’s unofficial trade with the North is
now probably higher than its official trade with South Korea. South Korea has taken part in West-
ern sanctions against Russia, with bilateral trade at US$11.9 billion in 2024, dropping steadily for
the past three years” (“Russia, South Korea Bilateral Relations™ 2025).

== According to the Global Energy Monitor: “The pipeline was proposed to run from Vladivostok,
Russia to industrial zones in South Korea. A 2018 joint Russian-Korean feasibility study proposed
a 1202-km route from Vladivostok, Russia through North Korea to Wonsan, Cheorwon, Paju,
Incheon, and Pyeongtaek, South Korea. The study also proposed a 1505-km route that would add
a loop to Pyongyang and Kaesong, North Korea” (“Trans-Korea Gas Pipeline” 2025).

“* An article in The Straits Times states: “South Korea’s arms sales jumped to more than US$17 bil-
lion in 2022 from US$7.25 billion the year before.” See “Poland tie-up to help South Korea in bid
to become major arms supplier” (The Straits Times 2024).
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be less welcoming to them." Thus, South Korea has kept the door open
for better ties with Russia when its war against Ukraine inevitably winds
down.

On the diplomatic front, South Korea has reinforced its alliance
with the US, improved relations with Japan, and has been attending
NATO summits regularly since 2022 (Ballbach 2025). While there is an
emerging security triad between South Korea, the US, and Japan, Seoul
has also pursued multilateral middle power diplomacy with ASEAN
member states and India to maximize its diplomatic space, agency, resil-
ience of supply chains, and technological cooperation (Park 2026; Kim
2026).

The deepening Russian—North Korean alliance is indeed a conun-
drum for South Korea. The Russian transfer of drone, ballistic missile,
and nuclear submarine technology, real or potential, to the DPRK, is ob-
viously worrisome to Seoul. Yet all wars eventually end, including the
ongoing Russo-Ukrainian conflict. In this regard, South Korea should
play the long game pragmatically by seeking better relations with the
China-Russia-North Korea triad and striving for engagement and peace-
ful coexistence with North Korea, while maintaining its own deterrence.

It is conceivable that regional politics in East Asia, including the
Korean Peninsula, can change swiftly if Trump were to cut a deal with
Kim Jong Un during the former’s second administration. But for any deal
on the Korean Peninsula to be durable, it must be made by more than just
the US and the DPRK. It also needs the consent and support of China,
Russia, and the ROK. Despite the emerging security bipolarity in North-
east Asia between China, Russia, and North Korea on one side and South
Korea, the US, and Japan on the other, Seoul must assiduously strengthen
bridges within and between the two triads to avoid a new Cold War or a
potential hot war.

15 Intimation by a dean at a top South Korean university in July 2025.
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Russo-Ukrainian War: Implications for
ASEAN member states

The shift from a rules-based order to a “might-makes-right” international
system is inimical to most of the small and middle powers in Southeast
Asia. A world driven by power politics undermines ASEAN centrality
and the quest for multilateral cooperation for the 11 ASEAN states, Chi-
na, Japan, and South Korea. ASEAN would be in an insidious position if
China, which had rejected the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) rul-
ing on the disputed waters in 2016, were to adopt a unilateral and coer-
cive approach in the disputed South China Sea. Beijing has adamantly in-
sisted on its ambiguous, self-declared nine-dash line, which covers
around 90% of the South China Sea, as its historical right. Although Chi-
na is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS), its position on the nine-dash line is inconsistent with UN-
CLOS, which rejects historical claims. The behaviors and attitudes of
China in the South China Sea, the US against Iran, and Russia towards
Ukraine are deeply troubling to many small and middle powers in South-
east Asia.

ASEAN member states are not unified in their response to Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. At the United Nations General Assembly, most
ASEAN member states voted to condemn the invasion while Vietnam
and Laos abstained. Myanmar’s military junta supports Moscow (Yee
2022; Yee 2026). Singapore is the only ASEAN member state to impose
sanctions on Russia. Malaysia, Vietnam, and Myanmar buy weapons
from Russia. Some ASEAN member states, including the Philippines, In-
donesia, Thailand, and Vietnam, are turning to Russian oil due to supply
shortages caused by the closure of the Strait of Hormuz (Mahmud 2026).

There is the danger that nuclear proliferation on the Korean Penin-
sula will undermine the global Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)
regime and the Southeast Asia Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone (SEANWEFZ)
Treaty, which entered into force in March 1997. The harsh reality is that
North Korea’s alliance with Russia has strengthened the former’s hand to
the extent that it is unwilling to give up its nuclear weapons. The DPRK
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is a member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). Singapore and Ha-
noi (in Vietnam) hosted the Trump-Kim Summits in 2018 and 2019, re-
spectively. All ASEAN member states, except Malaysia, have official
diplomatic relations with the DPRK. The ASEAN states and North Korea
are fellow members of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM)—a forum of
121 countries—from the Global South. Notwithstanding the Russo-
Ukrainian War and Pyongyang’s alliance with Moscow, ASEAN member
states and South Korea should patiently seek dialogue with North Korea
for peaceful coexistence. Ideally, some ASEAN member states friendly
to North Korea can try to be a bridge between the North and the South on
the divided Korean Peninsula if the former does not want to talk directly
with the latter today.

Epilogue: Back to the Future?

In a brutal world of power politics where great powers flex their military
muscles, small and middle powers should hedge against capricious su-
perpowers by seeking greater cooperation among themselves. To be sure,
they must also seek good relations with the superpowers and swallow
their pride to survive and thrive. While this is a bitter pill to swallow, the
harsh reality is that smaller powers can be caught in the crossfire of great
power contestation, and many Lilliputians may not be able to bind the
few Gullivers. Bandwagoning with a particular great-power against an-
other is also a dangerous game.

Even though the future is uncertain and fraught with perils, East
Asian powers—small, middle and great—can and should pragmatically
support mutually beneficial arrangements like the Regional Comprehen-
sive Economic Partnership (RCEP) as well as ASEAN multilateralism
platforms such as the East Asia Summit (EAS), ASEAN Plus Three
(APT), the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and the ASEAN Defence
Ministers” Meeting-Plus (ADMM-Plus) to keep the lines of communica-
tion open to reduce misunderstandings. The three Northeast Asian coun-
tries should also strengthen their Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat
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(TCS). East Asian countries should not be fatalistic about being destined
for conflict in a “might-makes-right” international system. They must ex-
ercise their agency and creativity in restoring their relations with Russia
(when its war with Ukraine eventually ends) and in encouraging North
Korea to cooperate economically and live at peace with its neighbors.
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Introduction

The International Plague Conference in Mukden in 1911 served as a clos-
ing event for the pneumonic plague that devastated Manchuria and
frightened the world. The gathering of renowned scientists in Mukden as-
serted modern science as a vital tool of statecraft, while legitimating Chi-
na’s claim to sovereignty over contested Manchuria against Russian and
Japanese imperial rivals. In his opening speech at the Mukden Confer-
ence, Viceroy Hsi-Liang (83 £, Xiliang) praised the mobilization of inter-
national medical experts in resolving the plague epidemic crisis. His
speech emphasized modern science as the key factor in allowing the Chi-
nese state to fulfill its sovereign duty to protect the welfare of the Chi-
nese people. This Mukden Conference provided the Chinese central gov-
ernment and international participants with an opportunity to explicitly
link modern science to sovereignty and statecraft in a public and authori-
tative space. In doing so, the Qing and early Republican Chinese central
governments purposefully positioned themselves within recognized con-
ceptualizations of Western modernity as an equal to rival imperial states.
How did China and other states adopt and delineate modern science as a
shared tool of governance as a representation of international modernity
and sovereignty during the early twentieth century? This article examines
the International Plague Conference as a decisive moment in the resolu-
tion of the Manchurian plague crisis. I focus on the Mukden Conference
as a formative site for the emergence of modern public health gover-
nance, colonial medicine, and state sovereignty as a standardized interna-
tional tool of governance. At the Mukden Conference, Wu Lien-teh ({zi&
#%&; Wi Liandé) and international delegates such as Kitasato Shibasaburo
(A2 2 =9F), Richard Pearson Strong, and Danylo Zabolotny are identi-
fied as central figures who translated laboratory science discussion into
policy proposals for the Chinese central government. The participating
scientists formulated public health recommendations as tools of political
policy that concretely defined shared notions of modernity and state sov-
ereignty.
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How does defining modernity and sovereignty at the Mukden Con-
ference relate to Manchuria and the end of the epidemic crisis? First, I
engage with existing literature, showing that scholarship emphasizes the
importance of colonial medicine to the practice of imperial governance at
the turn of the twentieth century. Existing literature highlights the Man-
churian plague crisis as a significant moment that led to the political de-
velopment of modern public health institutions and the advancement of
laboratory science and international cooperation. While prior studies fo-
cus primarily on the epidemic itself and its immediate containment, I
show that less attention has been paid to the Mukden Conference as an
independent historical event that consolidated international scientific au-
thority and standardized public health governance as a collective tool of
state modernity and sovereignty. Second, this article adopts Charles
Rosenberg’s conception of epidemics as unfolding through a Three-Act
narrative structure as an analytical framework to locate the Mukden Con-
ference within the Manchurian plague crisis. The Mukden Conference is
interpreted as part of the “resolution” phase of the Manchurian plague
narrative. In doing so, the Mukden Conference connected epidemic man-
agement to broader transnational political and imperial processes, ana-
lyzed how scientific authority was socially constructed, and traced how
public health became intertwined with sovereignty and state formation.
In applying Rosenberg’s analytical framework, I argue that the Mukden
Conference provided participating empires a unique opportunity to trans-
form shared comprehensions of laboratory science into accepted stan-
dards of modern statecraft within frameworks of international conven-
tions that recognized imperial sovereignty over colonialized territory. Ad-
ditionally, this article demonstrates that the Mukden Conference strength-
ened Qing and Republican Chinese claims to sovereignty in contested
Manchuria, through institutions such as the Manchurian Plague Preven-
tion Service, while simultaneously legitimizing Japanese and American
colonial governance models elsewhere in Asia. This broader institutional-
ization of laboratory scientific solutions as a form of political policy
meant the consolidation of an international understanding of public
health as a legitimate tool of statecraft. It also led to the establishment

99



Calvin JORDAN

and maintenance of a recognizable standard of state sovereignty amid
imperial rivalry over Northeast Asia in this crucial moment of the early
twentieth century.

Literature Review

Qing China experienced many dangerous epidemics at the beginning of
the twentieth century, notably the 1894 Hong Kong plague, the 1911
Manchurian plague, and the second Manchurian plague outbreak in 1919.
The 1911 Manchurian plague stands out as the deadliest and as the out-
break with the most striking political consequences. The Mukden Con-
ference was convened at the end of the Manchurian plague crisis by the
Qing central government to consolidate its political position in the region
and raise its international status as a modern state. Existing literature on
epidemics and modern China emphasizes that this particular event was
“dramatic” and pivotal to the institutional process of ushering in the Chi-
nese central government’s first public health institutions in the twentieth
century, such as the Manchurian plague Prevention Service (Andrews
and Bullock 2014, 8). The Manchurian Plague Prevention Service was
modeled after Western public health institutions informed by the recom-
mendations of the International Plague Conference. The adoption of
these recommendations can be interpreted as a pivotal moment in a polit-
ical process, driven by Chinese elites, to elevate modern scientific and
medical practice and theory over traditional Chinese medicine to gain
recognition as a modern state within the Western imperial global commu-
nity (Gamsa 2006, 179). Sean Hsiang-Lin Lei (2020, 94), Mark Gamsa
(2006, 179), Ruth Rogaski (2004, 260), and Eli Chernin (1989, 318) de-
scribe the ascendance of modern medical science in China as a vital topic
of discussion to understand changing configurations of the modern Chi-
nese state at the beginning of the twentieth century. Historian William
Summers (2012, 89) shows that the Manchurian plague and the resulting
Mukden Conference brought together important international advocates
and experts of modern laboratory science to the Chinese public’s atten-
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tion, which raised questions concerning the role of science within state
sovereignty practices in contested Manchuria.

Modern science advocates translated ideas about laboratory science
and epidemic prevention into the language of biopolitical governance.
Conference policy recommendations laid the groundwork for an interna-
tional body of public health measures and policies that informed later
League of Nations and eventual United Nations public health missions.
In the context of these later international institutional developments, we
can view Lei’s (2020, 74) assertion that the Manchurian plague crisis was
a “watershed event in the history of modern medicine [in China]” to have
regional and international implications on the perception of modern med-
icine as a means of international administration and statecraft. As a “wa-
tershed moment,” the International Plague Conference took place at a
crucial time for the Qing Chinese government to adopt modern public
health as part of its institutional administration and promote itself as a
modern state, while contributing to the formation of globalized public
health institutions (Gamsa 2006, 172; Hammond 2020, 41).

A medicalized view of Chinese society framed health problems as
political, organizing governance solutions around the public health ad-
ministration of the Chinese central government and the biological body
of its population. Historian Ruth Rogaski (2004, 6) identifies the Man-
churian plague crisis as a significant event that shaped China’s national
experience with Western modernity, particularly in the way that modern
laboratory scientific procedures was incorporated into state governance
infrastructure. However, when exploring the process of modern laborato-
ry science being adopted as part of state governance in the context of the
Manchurian plague, discussions concerning its role in shaping the broad-
er administration of state sovereignty at the closing Mukden Conference
remain marginal. Historian Se-Kwon Jeong (2020, 359) expertly unpacks
the laboratory debates and scientific disagreements that unfolded within
Conference sessions, highlighting the uncertainty and heated negotiation
that produced the final recommendations, but not expanding on the
broader biopolitical implications of the recommendations. Rogaski
(2004, 153) demonstrates that the biopolitical rationale and understand-
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ing of the modern state in the early twentieth century, as perceived by the
Qing central government, in the form of a hygienic modernity, was ex-
plained as a political adaptation of the Meiji Japanese empire’s reinter-
pretation of modern laboratory science into public health administration.
For the Meiji government, the state could exercise political and social re-
sponsibility over a colonial population by maintaining individual health
through national institutions: intervening in epidemics, urban planning to
maintain cleanliness, meeting basic needs, and educating people in per-
sonal hygiene habits. For the Qing and Meiji governments, incorporating
modern laboratory science added the weight of Western colonial authori-
ty to political actions that could be framed as public health solutions that
worked against “nation-state body” threats from imperial rivals. Here
Birdie Andrews and Mary Bullock (2014, 9) are insightful, showing that
epidemic prevention was configured as a social responsibility through ar-
ticulations of public health and hygiene. The move to link epidemic pre-
vention and public health protection was decisive in connecting the ideas
of the Chinese central government and social elites about individual
health to national strength. To the Chinese central government, modern
science was presented as an institutional tool of internationally accepted
governance to manage societal threats, including contagious diseases and
urban poverty, while meeting ideological goals. The Mukden Conference
can be understood as a key event for the Chinese central government’s
encounter with state-led modern medical science as an institutional appa-
ratus that realized an ideal form of Chinese state sovereignty in the early
twentieth century. At the end of the Mukden Conference, the Chinese
government acted on delegate recommendations and established the in-
ternationally recognized Manchurian Plague Prevention Service. The ser-
vice was established as a public health institution to protect the Manchu-
rian frontier from epidemic disease, while acting as an internationally ac-
knowledged arm of the Chinese state capable of defending Chinese sov-
ereignty against Japanese and Russian threats.

It should be also noted that the Chinese central government elevat-
ed Dr. Wu Lien-teh to the status of a hero who helped overcome the epi-
demic crisis and gain international prestige over regional rivals. The pro-
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motion of a heroic figure provided the Chinese government with an op-
portunity to define its proximity to notions of modernity. Significantly,
the timing of the Mukden Conference allowed Chinese narratives of her-
oism to concretely articulate standards of modernization and state sover-
eignty in a visible and international way, particularly at a time when po-
litical anxiety in Chinese Manchuria and the broader region had spiked.
In Sovereignty and the Microscope, historian Sean Hsiang-Lin Lei (2020,
76, 87) gives critical attention to Chinese people’s resistance to anti-
plague measures, which opens a conversation about how non-state ac-
tors, such as practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine, responded to
modern public health measures and institutions implemented by the Chi-
nese central government. This tension highlights the narrative of the
Manchurian plague being made up of diverse local and international in-
terests, and recognizing the actors involved in portraying these interests
underscores the significance of the Mukden Conference in shaping the
narrative. The Conference served as a site that promoted the Chinese
government’s relationship to modernity at the expense of conflicting nar-
ratives and interests, particularly with Wu Lien-teh’s emergence as a hero
and champion of laboratory science during the epidemic crisis.

The conclusion of the Manchurian plague crisis with the Mukden
Conference can be perceived as an end to a dramatic moment that com-
bined medical and political consequences on a scale not previously expe-
rienced by the Chinese central government. During the plague crisis, Wu
Lien-teh emerged as the central Chinese figure mediating the adoption of
laboratory practice through political governance (Lei 2020, 76-77). Wu’s
heroic narrative was strategically positioned as an agent and constructed
object that drove the Manchurian plague crisis story in a way that linked
the identification of problems and the resolution of the crisis to Wu’s pro-
fessional aspirations, the Chinese government’s goals, and the expecta-
tions of Western science. My article locates Wu Lien-teh’s construction
as a hero as an opportunity for the Chinese central government to define
and relate to Western imperial expectations of state modernity and sover-
eignty. Here, Wu served as a point of intersection among the Chinese
central state, international scientists, and his own personal aspirations.
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When situating Wu Lien-teh’s heroic role is viewed as a constructed nar-
rative, the Mukden Conference provides critical optics on the establish-
ment of accepted forms of shared state modernity and sovereignty. With-
in scholarly discussions, the epidemic’s drama focused primarily on the
carnage of the epidemic as a medical and political crisis, inevitably shift-
ing attention away from the impact of the Mukden Conference. In other
words, the narrative of the Manchurian plague was made up of diverse
interests and recognizing this diversity is crucial to understanding the
Conference’s role in defining and characterizing modernity and sover-
eignty in a concrete way in the early twentieth century.

Historian Charles Rosenberg’s (2020, 3—7) understanding of an epi-
demic as drama frames it as human and non-human relational process,
providing analytical attention to different narrative elements without de-
tracting from the importance of the whole event. In other words, Rosen-
berg’s framing provides a vantage point to move the focus of narrative
and analysis towards the Mukden Conference without treating the gravity
of the epidemic crisis itself as a backdrop. Within this narrative-as-argu-
ment approach, Rosenberg’s Three-Act framework helps locate struc-
tures, actors, and events , bringing attention to visible and unseen conver-
gent and divergent activities that construct and constitute specific histori-
cal storylines. The production of knowledge (and those involved in its
making and dissemination) at the Conference can be situated more ex-
plicitly within historical relations informed by networks and systems of
colonial state medicine in the early twentieth century. Here, the
International Plague Conference Report connects the material and meta-
phorical role of the modern scientific laboratory during the crisis to the
broader conference activities and to the colonial powers taking part in the
discussions. The laboratory played a leading role in resolving the plague
crisis and emerged as a central site of exposition, authority, discussion,
and recommendation within the Mukden Conference. During contested
discussions, the laboratory made medical, social, and political problems
that were big, uncertain, and abstract appear under the microscope, in test
tubes, rendering them, ordered, manageable, and concrete to expert and
public audiences. Microscopic problems and solutions were then expand-
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ed through conference panel discussions, field visits, and collectively
agreed recommendations, which were implemented in Manchurian soci-
ety to intervene against present and future biopolitical fears and anxiet-
ies.

During the Conference sessions, delegates identified a problem
prompted by the epidemic, presented and debated laboratory results or
performed laboratory experiments, discussed the meaning and implica-
tions of the results, and formulated recommendations for the Chinese
government (International Plague Conference 1912, 140-53). The medi-
cal science recommendations were the political solutions at the Mukden
Conference, and they were then translated into public health policy
which encompassed the Manchuria region over the course of three
weeks. The establishment of modern public health infrastructure, includ-
ing hospitals, railway transport networks, and urban planning projects in
city center, materially extended Western-style modern state institutions
through the Manchurian region. This expansion of modern scientific
practice and technology from laboratory discussions to infrastructure and
policy beyond the Mukden Conference halls synergized with broader im-
perial projects in places such as colonial Taiwan, the Philippines, and
Korea (Low 2005, 109; Rogaski 2020, 134). In this regard, Conference
delegates and imperial agents produced new knowledge that standardized
and legitimated modern public health institutions as a recognizable mea-
sure of state sovereignty, and as a justifiable mechanism of colonial ad-
ministration in their occupied territories. Thus, the Mukden Conference
constituted modern laboratory scientific solutions as a widely recognized
biopolitical institution of modernity and political sovereignty to “guard
the welfare” of the Manchurian people for the Qing and subsequent Re-
publican Chinese governments, and for broader colonial projects in East
and Southeast Asia.

The Manchurian plague “drama” through Rosenberg’s analytical
narrative can then be conceived as a collective action of characters and
organizations, casting the heroic scientists against a villainous epidemic.
This was a narrative that brought the East Asian experience together with
modern science, politics, and modern state sovereignty at regional and



Calvin JORDAN

international levels (International Plague Conference 1912, xi; Wu 2014,
1-5). For the Chinese central government and its elites, the conclusion of
the Mukden Conference established modern laboratory scientific practice
as a visible and viable tool of state governance to secure and strengthen
their political sovereignty in the present and future, particularly in the
face of regional and international threats to the Qing Chinese imperial
state. Wu Lien-teh’s heroic narrative was then reconstructed as one em-
bodying Chinese elite aspirations for modern political ideals of national
state security and Western imperial acknowledgment, while providing
him with the agency to take advantage of the event for his own profes-
sional goals. Wu Lien-teh’s success gained him the trust of Manchurian
politicians and Chinese elites, such as Viceroy Hsi-Liang, and elevated
his status within the broader international scientific community repre-
sented at the Conference. These included scientific delegates like Dr. Ki-
tasato Shibasaburd, Dr. Richard Strong, and Dr. Danylo Zabolotny, who
held similar beliefs about modern science and its role in colonial society.
Thus Rosenberg’s dramatic narrative approach helps integrate the Con-
ference, the modern laboratory, and the collective presences of Wu Lien-
teh, Kitasato Shibasaburd, Richard Strong, and Danylo Zabolotny into a
critical event for the adoption and standardization of modern science as a
tool of state governance for both the Chinese state and colonial powers in
the region.

In summary, the International Plague Conference demonstrated
how the Qing government deployed science as a strategic diplomatic tool
to manage regional political tensions and defend its sovereignty in Man-
churia. Carl Nathan (1967, 1, 23), Mark Gamsa (2006, 168), Se-Kwon
Jeong (2020, 358), and Ruth Rogaski (2004, 147) argue that the Confer-
ence mediated both politics and science. The Qing government used the
successful resolution of the plague to negotiate tensions surrounding Jap-
anese expansion into Korea and Russian imperial interests in Mongolia,
particularly amid military mobilizations during the epidemic. Robert
Peckham (2015, 209-10) and Se-Kwon Jeong (2020, 357-59) show that
the Qing invited international medical experts to manage rival powers
and improve public relations during the crisis. By redefining participants
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as “scientific delegates” rather than military or political representatives,
the Qing government strategically used science to defuse political antag-
onism and elevate modern scientific practice as a legitimate instrument
of modern statecraft and sovereignty (Peckham 2015, 219).

However, scholarship on the International Plague Conference has
not fully explored its role in consolidating laboratory science into a
shared tool of governance that informed modernity and sovereignty in
East Asia at the particularly pivotal moment. The Mukden Conference
occurred immediately after Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1910 and just
before the 1911 Revolution, placing the Manchurian plague crisis at a
major geopolitical turning point in the region. While Roger Des Forges
(1973, 170-71) and Robert Peckham (2015, 212) identify Manchuria as a
frontier where the Conference mediated competing colonial interests, the
Conference’s role in shaping and consolidating colonial projects remains
understudied. This article addresses this lacuna by arguing that the Muk-
den Conference provided an opportunistic and seemingly impartial space
for imperial actors to articulate and negotiate competing colonial agendas
within Manchuria and the broader East Asian region. Ultimately, the In-
ternational Plague Conference consolidated laboratory science as a trans-
national language of authority through which public health management
became intertwined with political governance and social control. By
transforming regional colonial medical practices into internationally stan-
dardized public health institutions, the Mukden Conference reinforced
Qing and Republican Chinese claims to sovereignty through institutions
such as the Manchurian Plague Prevention Service, while also legitimiz-
ing Japanese and American colonial models of governance in East and
Southeast Asia.

The Manchurian Plague: A Drama in Three-Acts
The Manchurian plague has been described as one of the most “dramat-

ic” and devastating disease outbreaks of the twentieth century. It has
been estimated to have killed between 45,000 and 60,000 people in the
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winter of 1910-1911 (Yu 2014, 92; Summers 2012, 159). Xinzhong Yu
(2014, 92) argues that it was a “key formative” event that threatened the
lives and social order of Chinese society, which Summers asserted was a
global threat. As a drama, the Manchurian plague corresponds to Rosen-
berg’s analysis of epidemic incidents. In his analysis of diverse epidem-
ics like plague, cholera, typhus, and AIDS, Rosenberg (2020, 3—7) identi-
fies a commonality. The progression of epidemics conforms to archetypi-
cal patterns that formulate narratively into a structured Three-Act play.

Rosenberg’s concept of Three-Act play serves as a narrative frame-
work to identify and analyze different aspects of an epidemic. This struc-
ture provides a way to look at events within an epidemic in a different
light, applicable to the International Plague Conference at the end of the
1911 Manchurian plague. For Rosenberg, Act-one follows the progres-
sive revelation through the initial appearance and gradual recognition of
the disease. Act-two traces the acknowledgment of the existence of the
epidemic, managing the unpredictability, and forming a collective ex-
planatory framework for the mode of transmission and the promise of
control. Finally, Act-three encompasses a defining characteristic of an ep-
idemic, the decisive and visible community response, resolution, and
“moral structure that can be imposed as an epilogue” (Rosenberg 2020,
3-9). Importantly, Rosenberg (2020, 8) identifies the “adoption and ad-
ministration of public health measures in this final-Act as an inevitable
“reflect[ion of] cultural attitudes.” Through this dramaturgic framework,
this article narrates the progression of the Manchurian plague in a way
that locates the International Plague Conference as a site of regional and
international biopolitical sovereignty.

In October 1910, a mysterious plague appeared in the Russian-controlled
frontier town of Manchouli. By November, infected people overwhelmed
the Manchouli health services and the local government was forced to
turn railway cabins into isolation units and impose quarantine zones in
the town. However, despite these public health efforts, Russian authori-
ties could contain neither the spread of the disease, nor the movement of
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people, nor the fear that gripped the town. This state of anxiety was most
apparent during the impending Chinese New Year. The local authorities
could not stop panicked Chinese migrant laborers from returning home
on trains to escape the uneasiness. As fear spread and people fled, infec-
tion traveled across the Manchurian train network, reaching as far as Chi-
nese cities such as Beijing. This unknown disease escalated into an epi-
demic crisis and global threat by the end of November 1910 (Summers
2012, 15).

In December 1910, Dr. Wu Lien-teh entered the scene when the epidemic
had exploded into crisis across Manchuria. Wu’s professional back-
ground and political connections constructed him into a key protagonist.
He was trained in Europe from 1896 to 1904, studying medicine at Cam-
bridge University, and then worked at the Liverpool School of Tropical
Medicine and the Pasteur Institute. Afterward, Wu moved to Malaysia
and worked with British colonial authorities from 1904 to 1907. He then
took up the opportunity to work as vice director of the Army Medical
College in Tianjin, China, from 1907 to 1910 (Lei 2020, 78; Soon 2020,
20-22). As the political and health crisis spread, Chinese epidemic pre-
vention efforts came under the direct authority of the Chinese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. The Chinese Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, Alfred
Sze [#4 4 Sh1 Zhaoji], called Wu, who was his friend. Dr. Wu was first
dispatched to Mukden and then immediately to Harbin, the perceived
epicenter of the crisis, arriving there on 24 December 1910 (Yu 2014,
104).

In Harbin, Wu Lien-teh and his Western-trained medical science
team cooperated with Russian authorities and proceeded to conduct mod-
ern scientific examinations of the disease. Wu and his team discovered
that the disease was airborne; this pneumonic attribute made the disease
infectiously and virulently more dangerous than the suspected bubonic
plague (Gamsa 2006, 159). Under the pressure of international opinion
and a strong need to protect its national sovereignty against its regional
rivals, the Chinese imperial government acted swiftly to publish Wu’s
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laboratory findings and leverage the authority of medical science to sup-
port his prevention recommendations, such as controversial policies of
cremating the dead and imposing forced quarantine (Yu 2014, 104; Na-
than 1967, 74; Summers 2012, 19). The specific use of cremation and
quarantine could be perceived as a distinct moment when modern medi-
cal science was introduced into Manchuria by the Chinese imperial state.
The Qing government deployed scientific authority to intervene in the
private lives of its Manchurian citizens to protect national health. How-
ever, many Manchurians resisted this imposed public health solution like
quarantine and cremation, as it interfered with traditional mourning ritu-
als (Rogaski 2020, 2, 6). Robert Peckham (2016, 212) and Wayne Soon
(2020, 20-22) argue that the Chinese government’s rapid implementation
of Wu’s modern public health policy was closely related to its effective-
ness as a political tool to keep Japanese and Russian rivals in check. By
the beginning of 1911, Chinese, Russian, and Japanese authorities all im-
posed Western colonial-styled quarantines, sanitary cordons, and popula-
tion controls to stop the plague. These rival imperial powers contended
that their strict measures suppressed the epidemic. The crisis was finally
managed, controlled, and ended by March 1911 (Lei 2020, 12).

On 1 March 1911, the Manchurian plague crisis reached zero deaths.
Soon after, in Harbin, Dr. Wu Lien-teh received an unexpected telegram
from Alfred Sze, Councillor at the Chinese Foreign Office, who wrote:

“Central Government has decided to hold International Plague
Conference at Mukden early in April. Prepare to leave for Mukden as
soon as possible” (Wu 2014, 39).

Chinese central government elites envisioned the successful sup-
pression of the calamitous epidemic as a political opportunity and acted
to assert China’s leading role in resolving the crisis. To these Qing and
reformist government elites, modern medical science formed a crucial
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component of the “self-strengthening” government apparatus that served
to restore China’s sovereign strength and “secure its future” against rival
powers (Spence 1990, 216). The International Plague Conference can
thus be perceived as a key site for this political design. To this end, Dr.
Wau Lien-teh’s heroic performance with modern science placed him in a
position where he was entrusted to organize the entire conference. In oth-
er words, Dr. Wu was brought to the forefront of their goals to material-
ize a desired “self-strengthening” mission that aimed to combine modern
science and state administration (Wu 2014, 39). To stress the meeting’s
privileged status, Wu was instructed to “consult the Viceroy and local
commissioner of Foreign Affairs” and “spare no expense” in preparing
for the arrival of twelve participating nations with “leading specialists
expected from Russia, America, Japan, and Germany” with special refer-
ence to the famed Japanese bacteriologist, Professor Kitasato
Shibasaburd (Wu 2014, 39-40). In this final-act of the Manchurian
plague drama, Chinese government elites had chosen their lead actor,
made modern science their stage, prepared for their invited cast, and ex-
pected an attentive international audience.

Wu Lien-teh packed up his symbolic microscope, bade farewell to
colleagues and boarded a train, hastening across the 300-mile railway
journey to Mukden. On arrival, he learned that the Conference was a sci-
entific meeting that would start on 3 April 1911 and last for at least 21
days; accommodating and entertaining Eastern and Western delegates
with the greatest hospitality (Wu 2014, 41). Hearing these details, Wu re-
marked that “China was indeed receiving her initial trial as a modern
conference centre!” (Wu 2014, 42). This excitement was not surprising,
as previous international medical science conferences had been hosted in
Western Europe. Rogaski (2004, 1, 20) explains that at this time, Chinese
social elites understood modernity as a form of state power, which en-
compassed reinterpreted notions of scientific standards of progress, bodi-
ly and environmental health and cleanliness, and racial fitness as recog-
nized by Western imperial powers. For Wu, the Mukden Conference was
a key part of accomplishing the goal of elevating China into a country
recognized for modern science by acting as a means to gain recognition
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from the international medical scientific community.

In Mukden, Wu Lien-teh met Viceroy Hsi-Liang of the Three East-
ern Chinese Provinces of Manchuria: Fengtian, Kirin, and Heilungkiang.
Viceroy Hsi-Liang was considered one of the most powerful Chinese
provincial officials at the time, and he was primarily concerned with a
variety of state duties aimed at preserving Chinese state sovereignty and
prosperity (Des Forges 1973, xvii, 169). These responsibilities included
resisting foreign military invasion of Qing territory in Manchuria, pro-
moting the economic expansion of the province, and protecting the
health and welfare of the Chinese peasantry. At the Mukden Conference,
Viceroy Hsi-Liang graciously received (China) Wu Lien-teh and support-
ed Conference preparations, even insisting that he be personally updated
with preparation progress and any discussions that took place between
Wu and Alfred Sze. In late March, Alfred Sze arrived as the appointed
Chinese imperial commissioner to oversee the non-scientific side of the
Conference, helping Wu finish preparations for the three-week event (Wu
2014, 43). In great anticipation, the Conference officially opened on 3
April and ran until 28 April 1911. The packed schedule began with invit-
ed delegates arriving before the commencement and opening speeches,
followed by twenty—two discussion sessions on weekdays from 10:00
a.m. to 12:30 p.m., and concluded with closing speeches. Among the
twenty-two sessions, five covered bacteriology and pathology, five con-
cerned epidemiology, two examined clinical data, four discussing epi-
demic control measures, two about commercial trade effect, and the final
four discussed agreed resolutions. Wu Lien-teh was appointed Confer-
ence President, which positioned him as a central figure in the proceed-
ings, a notable appointment considering the prestige and renown of many
of the participating scientific and political delegates (International Plague
Conference 1912, 13—-17).

Forty-five delegates and their entourages from thirteen nations en-
tered the scene (International Plague Conference 1912, vii—ix). They
were: (USA) Dr. Richard Strong and Dr. Oscar Teague; (Austria—Hunga-
ry) Dr. Eugen Worell; (France) Dr. C. Broquet; (Germany) Dr. Erich
Martini; (Great Britain) Dr. Reginald Farrar, Dr. G. Petrie, and Dr. Doug-
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las Gray; (Italy) Dr. Gino Galeotti, Dr. Di Guira, and Dr. Ernesto Signo-
relli; (Japan) Dr. S. Kitasato, Dr. Akira Fujinami, Dr. G. Shibayama, Dr.
M. Uyama, and Dr. K. Shimose; (Mexico) Dr. O. Gonzalez—Fabela;
(Netherlands) Dr. F. Hehewerth; (Russia) Professor D. Zabolotny, Dr. S.
Zlatogoroff, Dr. G. Koulecha, Dr. L. Padelvsky, Dr. Marie Ssouragews-
kaja, and Dr. Anna Tchourilina; and (China) Dr. Wu Lien—teh, Dr. Ch’uan
Shao—Ching, Dr. Fang Chin, Dr. Y. Wang, Dr. R. Hill, Dr. Graham Asp-
land, Dr. Dugald Christie, Dr. Arthur Stanley, and Dr. Paul Haffkine (In-
ternational Plague Conference 1912, vii—viii). Yet, among this impressive
assembly of expert delegates, Dr. Wu Lien—teh paid particular attention
to and expressed special respect for Professor D. Zabolotny of Russia,
Dr. Richard Strong and Dr. Oscar Teague of the United States, and Pro-
fessor S. Kitasato of Japan in his autobiography (Wu 1995, 45-46; Wu
2014, 45-46).

Professor Zabolotny was the Russian authority on plague and had
an authoritative international reputation. He was a professor of bacteriol-
ogy from St. Petersburg Women’s Medical Institute, an advocate of labo-
ratory studies in the Caucasus in southern Russia, and a pioneer of mod-
ern epidemiology (Summers 2012, 9, 174). According to Dr. Strong,
Zabolotny was respected as a “pure scientist, a man who has apparently
no political aspirations” (Summers 2012, 88). Dr. Strong was the Direc-
tor of the Bureau of Science in Manila and, by this point, had been work-
ing in the U.S. colonial Philippines for a decade. He was an advocate of
microbiology, specifically the power of laboratory science and sanitary
science to control tropical disease, manage populations, and civilize colo-
nial subjects (Anderson 2006, 2). In the Philippines, the Americans con-
ceived their colony as a laboratory of both hygiene and modernity. This
imagination was useful for American colonial bureaucrats as the labora-
tory signified a technology of scale that transformed macro phenomena
into micro and magnified them again. Microbiology and the microscope
provided both knowledge and surveillance that converted the colonial
soldier into a sanitary inspector who worked to civilize and modernize
the Philippines (Anderson 2006, 4-6).

Within this professional and colonial vein, Professor Kitasato Shi-
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basaburo was a protégé of the eminent scientist Robert Koch, and the
head of the Institute of Infectious Diseases in Tokyo (Summers 2012,
23). Kitasato had been invited to tour the South Manchuria Railway
Company (SMRC) and became caught up in the epidemic crisis. The
SMRC was the company established by one of Kitasato’s own protégé’s,
Gotd Shinpei (£ #7-F). Who had served the governor-general of the
Japanese Taiwan colony. As a Western-trained doctor, he believed in
modern scientific progress and conceived the governance of Taiwan
through biological principles of colonization (Summers 2012, 135). In
other words, Japan envisioned Taiwan as a laboratory that was to be ex-
panded into Northeast Asia, where Manchuria was a key target. Signifi-
cantly, Gotd believed that the SMRC could advance Japanese colonial
state policy of “commercial development and modernization” (Summers
2012, 137). Taken together, Kitasato represented the Japanese beginning
of a successful model of scientific and social Asian modernity that Chi-
nese imperial and reformist elites aspired towards. As such, Kitasato
commanded the respect of his Eastern and Western colleagues, unani-
mously elected as president of the prestigious bacteriology and pathology
panel discussion sections at the opening of the Conference (Wu 2014,
55). Kitasato, Strong, and Zabolotny represented the international dele-
gates’ common belief that Western laboratory science and colonial medi-
cal practice and theory were crucial to protecting and advancing modern
global society.

The speeches at the Mukden Conference opening ceremony reiter-
ated common beliefs among delegates that modern science was a neces-
sity to protect global society. The speakers, Hsi-Liang, Alfred Sze, Zabo-
lotny, and Wu, set the goals for how the newly created and agreed-upon
scientific knowledge at the Conference was to be utilized, thereby con-
necting decisions and ideas concerning Manchuria and modern medicine
to the rest of the international community (Wu 2014, 55). Zabolotny as-
serted that the pneumonic plague was a “problem of Mankind,” while
Viceroy Hsi-Liang affirmed all delegates’ mission of serving the “cause
of humanity” (International Plague Conference 1912, xi, 55). Modern
medical science, in this regard, was defined by Wu, Hsi-Liang, and Zabo-
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lotny as a progressive practice that incorporated bacteriology, sanitation
science, and technologies such as railways, telegraphs, and electric lights
that were beneficial to the “material welfare of the country” (Internation-
al Plague Conference 1912, 4-9; Wu 2014, 54). To achieve material wel-
fare, speakers stressed the value of “prevention” and the necessity of
modern science to intervene in the home and in private life. Building on
these points concerning civil society, Alfred Sze emphasized the connec-
tion between railway lines, quarantines, and hospitals, which linked no-
tions of modern science and prevention concerning the built environment
to national material welfare (International Plague Conference 1912, 4-6).
Notably, all the opening-ceremony speakers incorporated laboratory sci-
ence into discussions on how to identify problems and formulate solu-
tions in Manchuria. Soon after the opening ceremony, the delegates met
and agreed upon 16 rules and procedures for the Conference. These pro-
tocols stipulated that the work of the Conference would be presented in
two parts: first, a presentation of evidence collected from the Manchurian
plague; second, discussions to frame recommendations asked for by the
Chinese government based on the analyzed evidence. To do so, the dele-
gates followed the agenda laid out in the official program compiled in
English, French, German, and Chinese as the official conference lan-
guages (International Plague Conference 1912, 12—13).

On 5 April 1911, the International Plague Conference sessions com-
menced in earnest. Se-Kwon Jeong (2020, 364) explains that sessions
were contested spaces where participants heatedly debated and compared
results using different and often competing laboratory methods to evalu-
ate the bacteriological and pathogenic problems posed by the disease.
These sessions covered epidemiology, bacteriology and pathology, and
prevention measures alongside the history of medical, laboratory, and
bacteriological work and delegates’ experiences during the pneumonic
plague crisis. They focused on the factors driving the crisis, such as the
role of rat fleas, the mass migration of laborers for Chinese New Year
celebrations, and the unsanitary, overcrowded conditions that accelerated
the spread. Additionally, the sessions produced a definitive confirmation
of the plague’s pneumonic nature, evaluated ongoing preventative mea-
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sures, and reviewed reports on the microscopic experiments conducted
by delegate scientists, including Dr. Strong and Dr. Teague, who had set
up a laboratory in the Mukden Conference building (Chernin 1989, 309).
This laboratory setup was important as it showed how the Americans
transformed the Conference space into a modern laboratory. This trans-
formation was the most striking in sessions 9, 12, and 18. In these ses-
sions, delegates inspected and debated the human autopsies and animal
necropsies prepared and presented by Japanese delegates and then exam-
ined live tarbagan rats procured from Manchouli, effectively representing
the Mukden conference as a literal and metaphorical laboratory (Interna-
tional Plague Conference 1912, 143, 234). Likewise, other sessions and
laboratory presentations transformed the Conference into a modern labo-
ratory site that reinterpreted medical-scientific ideas of health and disease
into modern state institutional frameworks that could be adopted by the
Qing central government (Rogaski 2004, 1-2; Yu 2014, 95).

Discussion sessions represented only one part of the Mukden Con-
ference; another part that expanded colonial medicine and laboratory the-
ory and practice beyond the Conference walls were organized fieldtrips
around Manchuria (Jeong 2020, 372). Throughout the three-week Con-
ference, delegates spent two weekends traveling on railways around
Manchuria: the first journey to Japanese-controlled Dairen and the sec-
ond to Russian-governed Harbin. In both cities, Japanese and Russian
hosts welcomed the delegates with banquets and city tours. Each visit
acted as a way for these rival powers to compete for prestige. At Dairen,
Dr. Wu Lien-teh met Japanese doctors and military representatives who
praised the city’s security and its distinct advantage as the only ice-free
port in Manchuria (Wu 2014, 62-63). As the only year-round ice-free
port in Manchuria, Dairen provided strategic military and economic ac-
cess to the Pacific and was an economic, military, and political focal
point for international imperial powers during the early twentieth centu-
ry. Some even said that to Dairen’s economic opportunities and military
advantages, Manchuria had been aggressively competed over by China,
Japan, and Russia (Peckham 2016, 212). Significantly, this trip to Japa-
nese-controlled Dairen for science and leisure represents a simultaneous
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material and metaphorical interpolation of Conference science into the
political character of the region. In Harbin, delegates visited plague hos-
pitals and Russian and Chinese laboratories, and they observed a lack of
modernization in the city that exacerbated the plague crisis (Wu 2014,
68-69). If the laboratory was fashioned at the Conference center by dele-
gates in Mukden, it then extended to encompass Manchuria during these
weekend tours. As such, the microbiology analyzed by the microscope
during the Mukden Conference sessions became magnified sociopoliti-
cally through official delegate presence in Harbin and Dairen.

Over the course of the final five sessions of the Conference, dele-
gates were “unable to present methods or evidence that could decisively
refute the other party’s claims or conclusively prove its own position, and
therefore no final conclusion regarding the nature of the pneumonic
plague was reached” (Jeong 2020, 361). However, despite the inconclu-
siveness of the laboratory discussions and presentations, delegates came
to an agreement on the public health recommendations for the interim re-
port, which expanded the microscopic discussions within conference ses-
sions into a macro document that embodied shared recommendations for
the Chinese government. The document synthesized modern laboratory
science into a public health policy guideline. Notably, the interim report
provided the Qing government with both administrative policy and pub-
lic health recommendations that could be implemented immediately, de-
spite the conclusion that “There is no definite evidence to show that the
first cases of this epidemic were caused by infection from sick tarbagans”
(International Plague Conference 1912, 346). Key priorities included a
commitment to improving sanitary conditions, chiefly overcrowding and
hygiene, in Manchurian and other affected cities and villages. Second,
further investigation was needed by Chinese and Russian authorities to
ascertain an association between tarbagan rats and the pneumonic plague
(International Plague Conference 1912, 389-90). Delegates agreed that
this involved institutional action, which included increased monitoring of
migrant populations, such as coolies; improved public education pro-
grams; and better preparation of preventive measures, such as sanitary
cordons, quarantining of communities, and control of social and work-
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spaces in times of crisis (International Plague Conference 1912, 390-93).
To achieve these goals, the interim report outlined four main action
plans: the permanent establishment and training of medical and sanitary
staff in provincial capitals; railway companies to devise a uniform sani-
tary defense; the implementation of a uniform port sanitation administra-
tion and quarantine system between imperial China and concerned na-
tions; and continued collection of evidence to develop vaccines against
future plague threats (International Plague Conference 1912, 394-96).
Accordingly, the interim report’s recommendations standardized the
medical-scientific and preventive practices that the Chinese central gov-
ernment could incorporate into its administrative policy to legitimize its
governance in the region. These resolutions mirrored and affirmed medi-
cal science prevention practices already implemented in the Philippines
under U.S. colonial rule and Japanese Taiwan during the first decade of
their colonizations. Here, the recommended policy systematized labora-
tory medical science into an internationally acknowledged tool of public
health and a signal of modern state sovereignty and administration across
regions. In other words, the Qing central government could justify sover-
eignty over disputed territory by following the recommendations of the
Conference report.

The U.S. and Japanese employed medical science experts in their
colonial administrations to promote public health governance. These
public health experts used bacterial laboratories to diagnose threats of
disease infection, and provided solutions aimed to improve the sanitary
conditions of vulnerable colonial urban communities (Anderson 2006,
61; Lei 2020, 95). In these colonies, a bacterial examination was already
implemented as a system to monitor and supervise poor, non-Anglo, and
immigrant communities and neighborhoods, and was to be enforced by
colonial sanitation inspectors and government institutions (Lei 2020, 95—
96; Ngalamulume 2012, 98; Jeong 2020, 369). This policing of colonial
society was particularly evident in the quarantine, surveillance, and in-
spection services in Taiwanese and Philippine ports (Anderson 2006, 59;
Lei 2020, 59). Similarly, Japan’s initial colonial policy in Korea coincid-
ed with the unfolding of the Manchurian plague crisis. During this period
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of crisis, which lasted until the end of January 1911, the Japanese colo-
nial government followed the same procedure of imposing bacterial labo-
ratory testing and population quarantine on suspected visitors and mi-
grant laborers from Manchuria at the ports of Incheon and Sinuiju. The
colonial sanitary police at the ports monitored and inspected Korean
communities to improve sanitary conditions campaigning for the removal
of suspected infectious rats (Sihn 2009, 175-79). These colonial labora-
tory science and institutional efforts contextualize the historical impor-
tance of the International Plague Conference Report resolutions that le-
gitimized and standardized institutional medical-scientific practices and
policies across diverse colonial projects in East and Southeast Asia.
These colonial public health practices constituted a recognized and ac-
cepted expression of imperial sovereignty to protect health and hygiene
of colonized communities in the region. The interim report formulated
scientific diagnoses within the Conference laboratory into recognized
tools of sociopolitical intervention within imperial China and “concerned
nations,” implying that those who met at the Conference had broader in-
tentions. Here, the diverse laboratories in the region had been re-con-
structed at the Conference, then projected as a standardized model be-
yond Manchuria.

On 28 April 1911 at 4:00 p.m., the Mukden Conference’s closing
ceremony presented its final deliberations with acclaim. Viceroy Hsi-Li-
ang applauded the efforts of the delegates to “preserve life and health of
the people” (International Plague Conference 1912, 399). This biopoliti-
cal conceptualization of Manchuria was expanded by Alfred Sze who de-
clared that the newfound Conference knowledge would not only benefit
China but also the world. This view was echoed by the foreign delegate
from the Netherlands, Dr. Hehewerth, who proclaimed that the “most
eminent scientists” in the world had combatted an “awakened” threat that
“China and mankind should fear at any moment” (International Plague
Conference 1912, 399-401). These closing speeches can be interpreted
as a modern-scientific and public-health call to arms to rally China and
the participating empires to prepare for threats and to protect health and
life against imminent, invisible scientific and social dangers. This mixing
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of modern science and diplomatic politics appeared most evidently after
the ceremony. Delegates travelled from Mukden to Peking for a grand
banquet hosted by the Chinese central government—an occasion Wu
Lien-teh described as a mingling of Eastern and Western elites as social
peers, where medical professionals took central stage as equals to their
political counterparts (Wu 2014, 73-74).

The Epilogue, Manchurian Plague Prevention
Service, and Beyond

At the end of the Mukden Conference, Dr. Strong emerged as a leading
international figure in medical science research, even being awarded the
prestigious Medal of Merit by U.S. President William Howard Taft for
his contributions. He first returned to Manila and printed official copies
of the Conference proceedings as a report to the U.S. colonial Bureau of
Science offices in the Philippines. These hard copies were redistributed
back to conference organizers and participants (Chernin 1989, 311). Soon
after in 1913, Strong experienced health issues and moved back to the
U.S. to take up a position as a professor at Harvard Medical School until
1938. By returning to the U.S., Strong joined the professional rotation of
U.S. medical science administrators between the colony and the main-
land (Chernin 1989, 316—17; Ngalamulume 2012, 230-31). It should be
noted that these traveling U.S. medical science administrators adapted
their experiences, gained from colonies like the Philippines, to urban pol-
icy in places such as Massachusetts. This circulation of U.S. public
health experts between the imperial center and the colonial periphery for-
mulated colonially informed skills, ideas, and experiences into standard
practices at U.S. health education, government, and industrial institutions
(Anderson 2006, 1-5, 52, 61).

Similarly, Dr. Kitasato affirmed his medical science credentials at
the Conference and opened the Kitasato Institute for laboratory and pre-
ventative medicine in 1914. Kitasato’s apprentices, from this Institute,
moved into key government positions in colonial Taiwan and Korea, fur-
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ther spreading Kitasato’s modern laboratory and preventative medicine
ideas (Lei 2020, 53, 88). With regard to Manchuria, Rogaski (2020, 135)
argues that “Plague was also a central event that helped shape Japan’s
imagining of Manchuria and, along with this imagining, shaped Japan’s
governance and scientific infrastructure in the region.” Here, the Man-
churian plague crisis provided an opportunity for Japan to repackage its
colonial project in southern Manchuria as a public health mission. The
International Plague Conference resolutions legitimated Japanese colo-
nial expansion in Manchuria through activities such as vaccination cam-
paigns and the establishment of medical schools, while providing politi-
cal legitimacy to develop colonial infrastructure projects such as railways
and urbanized areas (Summers 2012, 143; Rogaski 2004, 260; Buchanan
2024, 359; Rogaski 2020, 144). The Japanese-controlled South Manchu-
ria Railway acted like a syringe, injecting Japanese colonial public health
education and expeditions into Manchurian towns. Public health and
transport infrastructure, according to Mukden Conference recommenda-
tions, worked to bolster Japanese political aspirations within Manchuria.
Outside of Manchuria, Japan’s colonial administrations implemented
public health institutions to govern the Taiwanese and Korean colonies
through the 1910s and 1920s. The centering and militarization of public
health and science through the deployment of sanitary police was identi-
fied as stemming from the Manchurian plague experience (Summers
2012, 137; Peckham 2016, 216; Rogaski 2004, 260). The Mukden Con-
ference provided an international convention and framework on public
health to legitimate Japanese imperial expansion and colonial possession.
Soon after the Mukden Conference, revolution rocked China. Summers
explains that as the Chinese revolution swept through China in October
1911, ending the Qing imperial system and establishing the Republic of
China, Russia stepped away from Manchuria and Japan watched from a
distance in the hope that the domestic fallout and rivalry from the revolu-
tion would break China’s territorial sovereignty in the region (Summers
2012, 146).

Despite the political challenges and changes incited by the 1911
Republican Revolution, the Mukden Conference resolutions remained
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important to the new Republican government’s political aspirations (Yu
2014, 94). The Mukden Conference cemented Wu Lien-teh as a re-
nowned and respected medical science expert who gained the trust of
Viceroy Hsi-Liang, the Manchurian people, and the international com-
munity. This prominence gave political and scientific confidence to Wu
Lien-teh to establish the Manchurian Plague Prevention Service in 1912,
described as China’s first modern public health institution. Medically, the
Manchurian Plague Prevention Service protected and promoted public
health in Northeast China through medical care, research, education, pro-
fessional training, and advice on national medical affairs. Politically, the
Manchurian Plague Prevention Service was deployed to consolidate Chi-
nese Republican sovereignty in northern Manchuria through its expand-
ing public health administration. To achieve this goal, the Manchurian
Plague Prevention Service acted as an agent of the central government
through its application of modern medical-scientific practices and poli-
cies validated at the Mukden Conference (Nathan 1967, 75-76). The
Manchurian Plague Prevention Service mollified Western imperial ob-
servers by applying the same medical standards and principles that Japan
or Russia would have applied if they had imposed their administrative
sovereignty over Manchuria. The Prevention Service allowed China to
gain perceived sovereign recognition over the territory through the ac-
knowledgement of the international medical-science community. Wu, as
the leader of the Manchurian Plague Prevention Service, embodied Chi-
na’s visible status within the international scientific and political commu-
nities through his publicized heroics during the Manchurian plague crisis
and credentials as organizer of the Mukden Conference (Nathan 1967,
77). This elevated status within the international science community was
further cultivated through his presence at the Hague Opium Conferences
in 1911, in plague research publications, attendance at the prestigious bi-
ennial Far Eastern Association of Tropical Medicine conferences, and
public health work with the League of Nations in Europe (Flohr 1996,
374).
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Conclusion: Closing Scene

“The world, and certainly this Empire, will largely benefit as the result
of the [conference delegates’] valuable services.”

Hsi-Liang, Viceroy of the Three Eastern Provinces of Manchuria (Wu
2014, 70)

The International Plague Conference marked a collective resolution of
the Manchurian plague crisis and the ascendance of laboratory science
into an international tool of shared modernity and sovereign statecraft.
The Mukden Conference opened on 3 April 1911, celebrating Qing Chi-
na’s triumph over the devastating plague, paying homage to the interna-
tional cooperation involved, and asserting the societal value of modern
science and public health successes in stopping the epidemic crisis.
Scholars demonstrated that these medical-scientific and political dimen-
sions were most consequential during the epidemic crisis and its resolu-
tion. By incorporating this Rosenbergian framing of an epidemic as a
narrative of Three-Acts, I gave critical visibility and engagement with the
diverse people, places, and factors that informed the Manchurian plague
crisis, while centering the International Plague Conference as a key event
of collective resolution. Here, eleven imperial nations and their renowned
scientists, such as Japan’s Dr. Kitasato, Dr. Strong of the United States,
and Professor Zabolotny of Russia, attended the Conference to study the
novel plague and provide recommendations to the Chinese government.
Under the guidance of the president of the Conference, Dr. Wu Lien-teh,
the delegates spent four weeks evaluating and discussing findings at
Mukden, while also travelling to Dairen and Harbin.

This examination of the nature of the Mukden Conference’s collec-
tive action drew attention to implications of colonial medicine and state
sovereignty for participating nations. In the region, colonial medicine
played a critical role in promoting state administration and sovereignty in
occupied territories such as the Philippines and Taiwan. As such, this ar-
ticle used Rosenberg’s Three-Act narrative framework to unpack how
people, places, and spaces presented and enacted colonial medicine as a
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laboratory-scientific procedure through delegate beliefs, experiences, and
connections to ideas of modern medical science over the four-week peri-
od of the Conference. I argued that modern laboratory science functioned
as a shared procedural belief that connected these delegates. Notably,
delegates deployed modern laboratory science to locate problems, autho-
rize their identification, and suggest solutions. The recommendations
agreed upon by the delegates magnified medical problems into intentions
of political order and social control. The Mukden Conference, in this
way, constituted internationally standardized and authorized medical sci-
ence institutions and policies for conference participants. This consensus
gave the Qing central government state power to intervene in Manchuri-
an society for global public health safety reasons, while also legitimating
U.S. and Japanese colonial projects, in places like Taiwan, Korea, and the
Philippines.

Wau Lien-teh personified this new scientific authority and represent-
ed the aspirations of the Qing central government and the international
scientific community. The Mukden Conference recognized Wu’s medical
science credentials within the international medical science community
and affirmed his trust with Manchurian political elites, like Viceroy Hsi-
Liang, and the people of Manchuria. In the wake of sociopolitical turmoil
instigated by the 1911 Chinese Republican Revolution and the fractious
Warlord Era, Wu’s earned political trust and respected scientific creden-
tials granted him the opportunity to establish the Manchurian Plague Pre-
vention Service, built on the Mukden Conference recommendations.
During a turbulent period in China, Wu and the Manchurian Plague Pre-
vention Service projected a measurable and internationally acknowl-
edged form of political sovereignty within China and vis-a-vis Japanese
and Russian colonial rivals. In consideration of this turmoil, one aspect
that could be explored further is the various forms of subaltern resistance
to the imposition of this medical science-informed sovereignty by the
Conference and its immediate aftermath by Manchurian constituents. Ro-
gaski importantly explores forms of Manchurian resistance against Japa-
nese “hygienic modernity” and vaccination efforts by the 1930s (Rogaski
2020, 155). In this respect, Rosenberg’s Three-Act narrative framework
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might be applied to further understand imperial Japan’s implementation
of modern public health missions to expand its political presence in Man-
churia, challenge Republican Chinese claims to sovereignty in the re-
gion, and establish the Manchukuo state using modern public health rhet-
oric and institutions to legitimate its existence. Similarly, Rosenberg’s
Three-Act narrative framework would provide a way to compartmental-
ize simultaneous epidemics, like the Spanish Flu (1918-1920) and chol-
era epidemic (1899-1923) in a way that can offer useful comparative and
relational insights into the unfolding of these historical cases. But when
taken all together, the 1911 International Plague Conference proved to be
a decisive site for consolidating disparate colonial laboratory sciences
scattered across the region into an internationally standardized sociopo-
litical policy mechanism of the modern state institutions. Republican
China (1912-1949) established the Manchurian Plague Prevention Ser-
vice as an administrative institution to affirm and display its state sover-
eignty in Manchuria, adopting the similar scientific science governance
enacted by Japan in colonial Taiwan and Korea and the United States in
the colonial Philippines to validate their colonial projects. The Interna-
tional Plague Conference at Mukden was a significant act for the estab-
lishment of the modern biopolitical nation-state institutions in China and
critical to the process of establishing modern science as a global conven-
tion and public health standard during the early twentieth century.
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Introduction

This article deals with the political dimension of textbooks in a European
and global context. It focuses on the analysis of educational policy docu-
ments, recommendations from international organizations and scholarly
literature on textbook revision and history didactics and combines a his-
torical perspective on the development of international textbook revision
since the late 19th century with a comparative analysis of current trans-
national initiatives within the context of new political challenges. It takes
into account both bilateral and multilateral textbook projects and the role
of international organizations such as UNESCO and the Council of Eu-
rope in the development of standards, guidelines, and monitoring instru-
ments. Methodologically, the article draws on approaches from discourse
analysis and historical education research by examining how political in-
stitutions and social conflicts influence the content, narratives, and didac-
tic principles of textbooks. One of the article’s original aspects is that it
adopts a perspective rooted in the history of politics and ideas by analyz-
ing textbook policy within the tensions among democracy, nationalism,
memory culture, and international understanding. Case studies from Eu-
rope, the Middle East, and the United States serve to comparatively high-
light different forms of the politicization of educational media and to dis-
cuss current challenges for international textbook work.

Based on the assumption that textbooks embody values that states
want to convey to the young generation, and that these values and the
knowledge they convey are often the subject of social controversy, the
article focuses on three aspects of the politicization of textbooks that
have manifested themselves in recent decades. Following a brief over-
view of the field of research, the second part of this article summarizes
the history of textbook reconciliation because, starting from the end of
the 19th century, international textbook work was shaped under the sign
of reconciliation, peacemaking and international understanding — an ap-
proach that is still an important part of the political dimension of text-
books today. In the third part, the role of international state actors is tak-
en into account in order to show how these actors influence the Europe-
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an, but also global educational semantics and try to establish general
standards with regard to educational media. The fourth part deals with
current tendencies in democratic countries to put education — and espe-
cially materials used in schools-at the service of state ideologies in order
to legitimize political claims to power and to question democratic rights
such as freedom of expression and social achievements such as diversity,
equality, and inclusion.” The article concludes with some observations
about the way in which future textbook revision activities can find re-
sponses to current challenges in a changing political context.

Research Context

Over the past few decades, research on textbooks and their political di-
mensions has evolved into an interdisciplinary field that brings together
historical education research, history didactics, curriculum research, and
political and cultural studies. The starting point for many studies is the
assumption that textbooks are not neutral repositories of knowledge, but
rather reproduce social power relations, normative ideas, and political in-
terests (Apple and Christian-Smith 1991). Textbooks are therefore re-
garded as central media for the formation of national identity, collective
memory, and political socialization. Accordingly, they are frequently the
subject of social and political conflicts (Repoussi 2006; Brunner 2013).
A central research focus lies on international textbook revision and
its role in peacekeeping and reconciliation. Historical studies show that
attempts have been made since the early 20th century to dismantle na-
tionalist enemy images and stereotypical representations in textbooks
(Bechet 2008; Schiiddekopf 1967). After World War II in particular, nu-
merous bilateral and multilateral initiatives for textbook revision
emerged, based on academic cooperation and international understanding

1 Sections of this article are taken from Fuchs and Westermeyer 2026 and from Fuchs 2024. 1
would like to thank Wibke Westermeyer for her research into censorship in education and educa-
tional media.
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(Faure 2015; Fuchs 2024). Research on Franco-German, German-Polish,
and Southeast European projects emphasizes the importance of multi-
perspective approaches and the development of shared narratives, while
also pointing to political conflicts, differing didactic traditions, and limit-
ed implementation in schools (Defrance and Pfeil 2013; Fajfer 2013; Pin-
gel 2013).

Another area of research concerns the role of international organi-
zations such as UNESCO and the Council of Europe. Studies show that
these actors have established global standards for democracy, human
rights, and peace education since 1945 (Kulnazarova and Ydesen 2017,
Pingel 2020). The Council of Europe, in particular, developed concepts
for multi-perspective history education and promoted a European dimen-
sion in history teaching (Stobart 1999; Stradling 2001). Furthermore, re-
search focuses intensively on so-called “history wars,” that is, social con-
flicts over historical narratives and memory politics (Linenthal and
Engelhardt 1996; Mclntyre and Clark 2003; Liakos 2009). Such disputes
particularly concern controversial topics such as colonialism, genocides,
memories of war, or national founding myths. Studies on East Asia,
Southeast Europe, and the Middle East show that school textbooks often
serve as central arenas for political disputes (Saaler 2005; Nozaki and
Selden 2009; Podeh and Alayan 2013; Pingel 2025). At the same time,
research on post-conflict societies highlights the importance of history
education for reconciliation and transformation processes (Bentrovato,
Korostelina, and Schulze 2016; Cajani, Léssig, and Repoussi 2019).

Currently, attention is increasingly focused on democratic backslid-
ing, censorship, and the political instrumentalization of education. In the
United States in particular, the debate surrounding the “1619 Project” and
the “1776 Commission” is interpreted as an expression of a fundamental
conflict over national identity, racism, and democracy (Hannah-Jones
2021; American Historical Association 2021; Esparza 2023). Studies on
“educational gag orders,” attacks on diversity programs, and state control
of curricular content show that textbooks are increasingly becoming part
of authoritarian and nationalist culture wars (Ravitch 2024; PEN Ameri-
ca 2024; Jackson and Sondah 2025; Fuchs and Westermeyer 2026).

132



The Political Dimensions of Textbooks

The Revision of Textbooks

Educational media and textbooks in particular are more than neutral ve-
hicles of knowledge. They embody and reproduce underlying norms and
values, convey constructions of identity, and generate specific ways of
perceiving the world. Through educational media in schools, societies
impart knowledge, values, and skills that are considered relevant to the
younger generation. The content presented in educational media not only
reflects social practice but is also part of that practice. Educational me-
dia, their production, their use in the classroom, and the pedagogical rou-
tines associated with them have a significant impact on discourse, images
of humanity, and ideas about teaching and learning. Teaching materials
are instruments of educational policy control (cf. Apple and Christian-
Smith 1991). In many countries, textbooks are subject to approval proce-
dures designed to ensure that the books are consistent with the curricula
and that teachers adhere to the curriculum guidelines. Textbooks are me-
diators between the intended and the implemented curriculum. As a re-
sult, they are often the subject of controversial social negotiation pro-
cesses in which different interpretations, interests, and values collide. All
this means that textbooks are frequently contested, both within and be-
tween societies, and often become focal points of political, social, reli-
gious, and ethnic conflicts. Disputes over textbooks typically revolve
around questions of national identity, historical interpretation, and the le-
gitimization of collective memory (Repoussi 2006; McIntyre and Clark
2003).

It is therefore not surprising that the moment they were established
as a mass school medium in the emerging national education systems in
Europe, textbooks became the subject of international controversy on the
one hand, but were also regarded as a medium by which conflicts be-
tween nations should be avoided through education for peace and inter-
national understanding. This happened in Europe at the end of the 19th
century, when the first attempts were made to revise textbooks on the eve
of the outbreak of the First World War, particularly from those involved
in the pacifist movement. But it was not until the founding of the League
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of Nations in 1919 and the emergence of numerous non-state education
organizations after the end of the war that a multifaceted pool of partici-
pants, extending beyond European borders, was established (Schiid-
dekopf, 1967; Bechet 2008).

The idea of textbook revision was introduced by the Union of Japa-
nese Teachers at the first meeting of the League of Nations in 1920, and
this led to the formation of a Sub-Committee on the International Text-
book of History within the League’s International Committee on Intellec-
tual Cooperation in 1923. Two years later, the League of Nations passed
the “Casares Resolution”, which introduced international checks on na-
tional textbooks and curricula (Fuchs 2024).

In the interwar period, a total of 22 international organisations and
44 national organisations in Europe and South America explored ques-
tions related to textbook revision (La Révision 1932). Among these orga-
nizations, the first transnational initiative to address textbook revision
was the Norden Association (Foreningerne Norden), founded in 1919,
which comprised representatives from Scandinavian countries whose ob-
jective was to rid their respective textbooks of damaging stereotypes
through mutual analysis. A joint volume was published in 1940 titled
“Contentious Issues in Nordic History” (Omstridda sporsmal i Nordens
historia), which was the first attempt to produce a joint, transnational
publication on history textbooks (Immersj6 and Lindmark 2010). A dec-
laration regarding the teaching of history, which was signed by 26 states
in 1937, constituted an intergovernmental accord, but it came too late to
be effectively implemented.

The aim of these activities, during a period when the threat of war
was increasing, was to try to find ways of maintaining peace through a
field which had until then not been of great relevance for international
politics, namely education. Textbook revision was seen as a suitable
means of achieving this end. However, the overall success of the differ-
ent multi- and bilateral initiatives remained minimal because there was
no organisation in a position to coordinate the diverse activities and mea-
sures necessary to establish any internationally effective agreement on
textbook revision. There was also no international understanding on pre-
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cisely what textbook revision should entail or how it should be realised,
so that although there were networking relationships between organisa-
tions, these were predominantly arranged and maintained by individual
advocacy. In addition, already at this time national history experts feared
an undermining of academic standards by applying external normative
standards derived from international actors and devaluing national tradi-
tions resulted in a rejection of more extensive international measures.

After the Second World War, attempts at textbook revision contin-
ued in the form of institutionalised bilateral textbook commissions under
the umbrella of the International Institute for Textbook Research in
Braunschweig, which was founded in 1951. The aim of the bilateral text-
book commissions was to apply an academically founded understanding
of controversial issues of common history, to ensure that factual errors,
and above all enemy images and stereotypes, were eliminated from histo-
ry books. This was intended to provide the right conditions for reconcili-
ation among European societies after the experiences of the Second
World War, to foster cooperation within the framework of the European
unification process and to create a democratically constructed perception
of history among teachers and students.

Overall, 34 initiatives on textbook revision in Western Europe took
place between 1945 and 1989: of these, 29 were bilateral and 5 were re-
gional. Of the 23 participating countries, Germany and France were the
most active — taking part in 18 and 10 bilateral activities, respectively.
There were also 18 bilateral initiatives on textbooks between countries in
Eastern and Western Europe and 23 multilateral and 10 bilateral initiatives
between European and non-European countries (Faure 2015). The upheav-
als of 1989 and 1990 initially appeared to lead to an expansion of textbook
revision. In 1994, for example, the first German-Russian textbook confer-
ence for historians and geographers took place in Braunschweig, and new
initiatives were launched in the three Baltic states: Estonia, Latvia, and
Lithuania. New bilateral initiatives also began in Western Europe in the
early 1990s, such as between France and Great Britain and between Ger-
many and Spain. At present, there are approximately 30 bilateral initiatives
across Europe that address textbook issues (Fuchs 2024).
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Overall, it can be said that the key output of all these activities was
the development of relevant documents, guidelines, methodological tools
and teaching materials. At the core of these activities was the desire to
create a consensus-based approach that aimed to reach an understanding
on common ways to depict the past. Topics on which no compromise
could be found were often not included in the recommendations and thus
omitted from textbooks (Pingel 2010).

Textbook revision has been dominated by its aim to liberate text-
books from nationalistic, chauvinistic and biased interpretations in order
to contribute towards peace and international understanding. Its activities
were deeply influenced by their normative and, in many cases, highly po-
litical goals. Textbook revision has been marked by the tension between
normative assumptions (e.g. that the improvement of textbooks has a di-
rect impact on learning outcomes), political expectations (e.g. that a good
textbook makes a good citizen), and academic objectivity. Even though
the majority of bi- and multilateral textbook revision activities today has
distanced itself from this normative and political point of departure, the
latter continues to play a key role, particularly in cases of war-affected or
post-conflict societies. Here, textbook research—primarily analyses of
stereotyping and enemy images in textbooks and other teaching materials
—provides political recommendations for the revision of such materials.

While textbook revision remains the central political reference
point for bi- and multilateral textbook activities to this day, another as-
pect has gained in importance over the past two decades. It is not primar-
ily about the attempt at reconciliation, but about the production of multi-
lateral teaching materials, in order to impart historical knowledge beyond
nation-state borders, to establish transnational references to national his-
tory and to impart didactic principles such as multiperspectivity, contro-
versy and source criticism.

The range of teaching materials produced over the past two decades
can be divided into two key formats: (a) binational collections of source
materials, teacher handouts, and teaching aids; and (b) jointly written
common textbooks for two or more countries.

(a) There are three types of bi- and multilateral teaching materials
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(see Fuchs 2024):

Firstly, multinational collections of source material that carefully
approach controversial topics and open new perspectives. A significant
example is the Joint History Project conducted by the Center for Democ-
racy and Reconciliation in Southeast Europe (CDRSEE) between 1998
and 2016. Historians and teachers from South Eastern Europe created 6
volumes of source material covering the period from the Ottoman Em-
pire to the end of the Second World War, and of which 4 were published
in a total of 11 languages. The remaining two books were published in
four languages and addressed the Cold War and the subsequent transi-
tional period in Europe up to 2008, including the wars in the 1990s
(http://www.jointhistory.net/index-eng.html) (Fajfer 2013).

A second type of jointly created material is binational teacher hand-
outs. Their underlying objective is to compensate for deficiencies in mu-
tual portrayals and to systematically break down stereotypes. They there-
fore contain didactically prepared topics for teachers in both countries.?

Thirdly, online portals have recently been used more frequently in
order to make diverse material and drafts of lesson plans available in dig-
ital form. Such material includes multinational and supranational audio-
visual teaching media that provides multifaceted material based on digi-
tized collections, suitable for a range of educational levels and in differ-
ent languages (‘Hi-Story’ [https://hi-storylessons.eu/de/] and ‘Historiana
[https://historiana.eu]).

B

(b) Joint textbooks are the second key format and are the ambitious
goal of international textbook work. The initial attempts to compose an
internationally binding textbook for cultural history, although ultimately
unsuccessful, can be traced back to the interwar period. Joint textbook
initiatives also continued after 1945. Among these was an initiative by an
Austrian publishing house (Jugend and Volk) in the early 1970s, which
resulted in a series of bilateral history book projects with neighbouring

2 Such handouts include teaching aids created for multi-ethnic regions that extend across national
borders (trinational textbook for the upper Rhine [http://www.crdp-strasbourg.fr/ork/indexd.htm]
and ‘Pruzzenland’ [https://www.pruzzenland.eu/]).
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states, including a joint project between Austria and Italy, which was
written in tandem and published in two languages (Furlani and Wan-
druszka 1974).

Another was an initiative launched by a French banker (Frédéric
Delouche) in 1988, which brought together 15 historians from 13 coun-
tries and resulted, four years later, in a transnational European history
textbook called ‘The Illustrated History of Europe. A Unique Portrait of
Europe’s Common History’ (Pingel 2013).

Attempts to develop joint history textbooks in East Asia started in
2001 with the founding of the China-Japan-Korea Common History Tri-
National Committee by South Korean, Chinese, and Japanese historians
and educationalists. Since then, they have published several volumes of
the history of East Asia for students. Although these textbooks were not
approved by the respective political authority and their usage in schools
remained very limited these books are a very important milestone on the
path toward finding a common understanding of the contested past in
East Asia (China-Japan-Korea Common History Tri-National Committee
2010; Fuchs, Kasahara and Saaler 2018; Yang and Sin 2013).

All these joint textbooks were designed to be used as additional
learning and teaching materials in the classroom. They neither followed
the respective national curricula nor were they officially approved as
textbooks by state authorities. The first joint textbook that was based on
curricula and became approved by the governments was the German-
French History Textbook that was published in three volumes between
2006 and 2011.% Although it reached wide attention and is considered as
a “model” for joint textbooks, its implementation into German and
French schools remained limited mainly due to the reform of history cur-
ricula in France in 2010. Its use was confined to the border regions of
both countries. In particular, the third volume of the textbook was mainly
used in specific classes of bilingual schools or European departments of

3 Histoire/Geschichte vol.1 Europa und die Welt von der Antike bis 1815 (2011), vol 2: Europa und
die Welt vom Wiener Kongress bis 1945 (2008), vol. 3: Europa und die Welt seit 1945 (2006)
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secondary schools (Defrance and Pfeil 2013).

The most recent example for a common bilateral textbook is the
joint German-Polish History Textbook “Europa—Unsere Geschichte / Eu-
ropa. Nasza historia.” The proposal to develop a joint German-Polish his-
tory book goes back to an agreement reached in 2008 between the then
German and Polish foreign ministers. Therefore, from the beginning this
project had a high symbolic value at the political stage. The German-Pol-
ish Textbook Commission, which was founded in 1972, was commis-
sioned to organize this project which was coordinated by the Georg Eck-
ert Institute and the Center for Historical Research of the Polish Acade-
my of Sciences. It took all together 12 years until this project was fin-
ished. The main achievements of the first stage of the project from 2008
to 2011 included

+ a comparative analysis of the respective teaching programs and
curricula in Germany and Poland prepared by the GEI;

« the appointment of a Steering Committee as a political body,
which on the German side was made up of representatives of the
Federal Foreign Office and the Ministries of Education and Cul-
tural Affairs of the German federal states, and on the Polish side
was represented by the Ministry of National Education, the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Culture and National
Heritage;

« the appointment of a Council of Experts consisting of around 30
German and Polish historians and history didactics experts;

« the publication of the “Recommendations” in 2012 in German
and Polish, which formed the content framework of the work
and provided the scientific and didactic basis for the develop-
ment of the four volumes (Gemeinsame Deutsch-Polnische
Schulbuchkommission 2012).

In the second phase of the project, the four volumes of the textbook

were produced in two identical language versions (Deutsch-Polnische
Schulbuchkommission 2016-2020). In its fifteen meetings overall, the
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Steering Committee set the political and financial course, which was not
always an easy task given the fact that there were a number of personnel
and political changes in the representatives of the German and Polish
ministries between 2008 and 2020. While the Expert Council was re-
sponsible for writing the four volumes, the publishers were responsible
for the didactic implementation and the overall layout. The two coordi-
nating academic institutes were in charge of coordination between all
participants, organized all translations of the chapters, which were writ-
ten equally by a Polish and a German author. In addition to publishing
editors, academic secretaries and experts from both countries, around 25
authors and 50 translators from Germany and Poland were involved in
the project. Altogether, around eighty week-long working meetings and
fifty virtual meetings as well as about 250 phone calls were necessary to
finish the volumes.

The aim of the German-Polish textbook was to develop a bilateral
textbook on European history based on the given curricula in both coun-
tries. All participants attached great importance to leaving room for dia-
log and mutual interpretation. The textbook therefore reflects the diversi-
ty of the bilateral history between the two countries, that was character-
ized by periods of peaceful coexistence as well as conflicts. It also took
into account different opinions about which historical events should be
included and competing interpretations by the authors. Each volume of
the textbook is based on two didactic principles: the multi-perspectivity
of the sources and the presentation of different interpretations of an event
from the respective perspectives of historians from different periods. In
order to show the diversity of history not only from a macro perspective
but also from a micro perspective, each volume contains modules of re-
gional history. This is one of the innovative aims of the textbook, be-
cause, by adopting a regional perspective, the textbook moves beyond
the level of states and nations.

However, the authors had to face various challenges due to different
traditions and concepts. Among them were:

» Different concept of textbooks: Whereas Germans regard text-
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books as a combination of textbooks and workbooks focusing
on sources and working materials for learners the Polish authors
had a more restricted idea of textbooks as a teaching tool that
concentrates on the authors’ narratives.

Different didactic approach: Germans tend to reduce the amount
of content in order to allow the students to trace the develop-
ment lines of larger time periods. However, the Polish authors
pursue comprehensiveness and emphasize historical events and
data.

Difference of approach: In German textbooks the focus is — be-
sides political history—on social and everyday history includ-
ing, among other things, the history of women and the under-
privileged. Polish textbooks emphasize political history, military
history, economic history, the history of great men and of major
events.

Difterences in the function of sources: Textual and visual sourc-
es in German textbooks have the function to go further than the
author’s text by problematizing their content. In Polish text-
books, sources serve to illustrate the author’s text.

Differences in the function of tasks for the learners: In German
textbooks the tasks and questions are open and designed to en-
able students to question historical facts and to be able to ex-
plain, assess and examine them. The tasks in Polish textbooks
serve to secure and confirm the knowledge acquired.
Differences in the function of reconstruction drawings (such as
castles, buildings, etc.): Such reconstruction drawings in Ger-
man textbooks emphasize functionality and practicality, whereas
in Polish textbooks emotionality is at the forefront.

In general, it took six versions before a chapter was finalized. The

cultural authorities and ministries of education of both countries appoint-

ed experts to review the volumes and to check whether they follow the

German and Polish requirements. Whereas the four volumes were ap-

proved by 15 out of 16 federal states in Germany right after their publica-
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tion, the Polish government initially approved only the first three vol-
umes. The fourth volume dealing with the controversial 20th century was
not allowed to be used as an official textbook. However, after the change
of government in Poland in 2023, the fourth volume was also approved
in Poland.

The book represents a high point in the bilateral efforts to achieve
German-Polish understanding and a common understanding of European
history and German-Polish relations. Far beyond the actual subject mat-
ter, the merit of the joint textbook lies in the fact that, in the situation of a
European identity crisis that has been ongoing for several years, it was
possible to conceive and implement a bilateral project that transcended
individual national interests.

From Textbook Revision to Standardization and
Monitoring

Besides the numerous bi- and multilateral textbook initiatives undertaken
by civil society actors, the Council of Europe and UNESCO have been
main players in international textbooks affairs with numerous projects
and activities at the intergovernmental level. However, their goal was not
textbook revision but the establishment of international textbook seman-
tics, norms and standards.

The activities started by the League of Nations were continued by
UNESCO after 1945 that has held from its founding up to now countless
expert meetings, conferences and seminars discussing work on textbooks
in general and the content of textbooks in particular, and developed nu-
merous guidelines, templates for curricula and recommendations for the
improvement of textbooks for use by teachers, publishing houses and ed-
ucation policymakers (Kulnazarova and Ydesen 2017). Since the new
millennium. Such activities include academic studies, the organization of
conferences, training programs, education projects for young people and
participation in educational reforms. Between 1989 and 2007 it held 13
conferences, seminars and expert meetings and between 1989 and 2017 it
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published 36 handbooks, guidelines, framework directives and targets as
well as academic studies on textbooks. Recently completed and currently
running projects include Arab Science and Engineering Interactive Text-
books (2014-2023), Inclusive Education through Accessible Digital
Textbooks (2019-2022), Providing Primary School Students with Inspir-
ing and Motivational Reading Materials (2019-2022), Technical Assis-
tance to Include GCED and ESD in Learning Materials for Mexico
(2020-2022) and Phase II of Integrating 2 1st-Century Skills in Curricula
and School Textbooks (Grades 4-6) (2020-2021). In the last few years,
UNESCO has also produced up-to-date guidelines and recommendations
regarding global issues such as racism, diversity, anti-Semitism and plu-
rality (e.g. UNESCO and MGIEP 2017; UNESCO 2024). Traditional
recommendations directed at educational policymakers and practitioners
remained part of this process (Fuchs 2024).

Parallel to UNESCO’s activities, the Council of Europe was exam-
ining how Europe and its history were portrayed in textbooks and class-
rooms in Europe. Between 1953 and 1983 alone, the Council of Europe
held 12 conferences on history textbooks and history teaching, during
which it examined almost 1000 textbooks from 17 countries (Stobart
1999; Luntinen 1988). The goal of these activities was not so much rec-
onciliation anymore but rather the attempt to foster a common historical
consciousness of Europe, to create the idea of a “shared” European past
and to build bridges to overcome contested memory cultures throughout
Europe (Fuchs 2024).

The Council of Europe’s project, “Learning and Teaching about the
History of Europe in the 20th Century” (1997-2002) was the Council’s
first major intergovernmental initiative on history education. It emerged
against the backdrop of the political upheavals following the Cold War
and the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia. The goal was to further devel-
op history education as a contribution to democracy, human rights, and
European understanding by promoting a multi-perspective and compe-
tency-based approach to history education. National master narratives
were to be supplemented by a critically reflective engagement with histo-
ry that incorporates different perspectives, historical controversies, and
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key social issues such as migration, dictatorships, or the culture of re-
membrance. The project focused on source-based learning and the devel-
opment of historical judgment skills. In addition to textbooks, museums,
archives, and digital media were also incorporated as learning environ-
ments. Among the most significant outcomes are numerous teaching ma-
terials as well as Robert Stradling’s handbook (Stradling 2001, Pingel
2000). The political impact of the project was particularly significant: it
formed the basis for the Council of Europe’s Recommendation (2001) 15
on history education in 21st-century Europe and shaped central guiding
principles of European history didactics.

At the beginning of the 2000s the Council of Europe focussed pri-
marily on South Eastern Europe, particularly within the framework of the
Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe (1999-2004), which emphasised
the development of programmes and guidelines for history teaching,
teacher training and the creation of new textbooks after the war in the
Balkans. Other programmes such as ‘The teaching of history in multicul-
tural societies and border areas’ centred on Russia and Japan (1999-
2001) where the past, present and future of history teaching in these two
countries was discussed, particularly the question of how Japan was de-
picted in history teaching in the Russian Federation and vice versa.

One of the results of the “European Dimension in History Teach-
ing” project (2002-2006) was the creation of three pedagogic instru-
ments with the goal of enabling secondary school learners as well as
teachers and trainers to incorporate a multiperspective European ap-
proach into their teaching. Another project, “Shared Histories for a Eu-
rope without Dividing Lines” (2010-2014), led to the production of an e-
book that used innovative digital approaches and contained examples for
teaching materials that outlined significant historical examples of interac-
tion and convergence within Europe as well as general topics related to
European history, such as human rights and industrialisation.

Within the past decade two new forms of international cooperation
in textbook research and history education were established that aim at
enlarging the scope of international textbook activities. Central aims are
monitoring, standardization and quality enhancing. With respect to moni-
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toring and standardization, the Council of Europe intensified its efforts in
the field of history education in Europe. The Steering Committee for Ed-
ucation Policy and Practice of the Council of Europe (established in
2013) relaunched its intergovernmental program on history education in
2020 and produced a Reference Framework for Education on Democratic
Culture which aims to become the central reference document for school
instruction and is supposed to serve as a standard for democracy educa-
tion (Council of Europe 2018). In the same year, the Observatory on His-
tory Teaching in Europe was founded upon an initiative of the French
government. It operates as an enlarged partial agreement with currently
19 member states and aims at collecting and making available, through a
series of regular and thematic reports, factual information on the state of
history teaching in all participating countries. By monitoring the state of
the art in history education OHTE acts as a reference institution for cur-
riculum and textbook development as well as teaching practice for the
member states.”

Another approach to community building, standardization, and
quality assurance was chosen by the Georg Eckert Institute that in 2020
founded the European Forum for Reconciliation and Cooperation in His-
tory and Social Sciences Education (EFREC).® EFREC aims at creating a
cooperation network of bilateral and multilateral textbook initiatives in
Europe through an institutionalized European forum and therefore at pro-
moting and combining efforts for historical reconciliation by providing
tools, sharing experiences, developing material, and ensuring quality ed-
ucation through expert workshops and seminars for educators and educa-
tional media producers. EFREC subsequently provides a roof under
which textbook initiatives can be housed and where they will be encour-
aged to exchange information on products and share their experiences, to
utilize new or existing synergies and to develop standards for textbook
revision in order to expand and elevate bilateral relationships to create

% The Observatory on History Teaching in Europe - Observatory on History Teaching in Europe.
Accessed 2026.06.03 at https://www.coe.int/en/web/observatory-history-teaching.

5 EFREC: Home. Accessed 2026.06.03 at hitps://efrec.gei.de/.



Eckhardt FUCHS

Europe-wide cooperation. As a result, European countries and institu-
tions should have greater capacity to strengthen the cohesive power of
the European idea among young people and therefore the future ability of
European institutions to act, particularly in conflicts with populist and
nationalist movements and ideologies.

To combine efforts and to increase successful measures EFREC co-
operates closely with the Observatory of the Council of Europe. While
EFREC specifically focuses on curricula and teaching materials ad-
dressed within textbook revision programs, OHTE publishes reports on
the state of the art of history education of its member states. The creation
of these reports is supported or even conducted by EFREC. Whereas
EFREC embodies non-governmental activities, the Observatory works in
the interest of its member countries. This new form of non-governmental
and governmental partnership enhances history education throughout Eu-
rope by providing a structure for the systematic and sustainable imple-
mentation of standards, norms and internationally produced material into
educational practice. So far, three reports have been published by OHTE
and its partners in Europe.® They are part of a research-based systematic
monitoring of the dissemination and impact of thematic topics and stan-
dards in history education and aim to ensure the high quality of text-
books, their continuous improvement and thus sustainable impact within
different national contexts in and beyond Europe.

However, there are few studies on the impact of internationally de-
veloped standards on textbook writing. As a result, it is difficult to say to
what extent these interventions have actually changed textbook content.
The study on Economic Crises in History Teaching concludes that in
terms of content, national, European, and Western perspectives dominate.
Economic crises outside Europe and North America, as well as their im-
pact on societies in Africa, Asia, or Latin America, are rarely addressed.
Local and everyday historical perspectives also play a comparatively mi-

& Research and Reports - Observatory on History Teaching in Europe. Accessed 2026.06.03 at
https://www.coe.int/en/web/observatory-history-teaching/reports.
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nor role in curricula and textbooks, even though teachers incorporate
them more frequently in their lessons. History instruction combines polit-
ical, economic, and social perspectives, however, cultural perspectives
and the representation of social diversity — such as regarding gender, ori-
gin, or religion — are significantly underrepresented. Didactically, curri-
cula and textbooks primarily promote analytical and critical thinking,
particularly through source-based work and discussions. Project-based
and interdisciplinary approaches, on the other hand, have so far played a
lesser role, although many teachers prefer interdisciplinary approaches
(Council of Europe 2025).

Another study on Palestinian textbooks also paints a mixed picture:
On the one hand, the textbooks are clearly aligned with international edu-
cational standards and incorporate key UNESCO principles such as hu-
man rights, tolerance, pluralism, and active citizenship. Particular empha-
sis is placed on equality, social participation, and peaceful coexistence be-
tween Muslims and Christians. Issues related to women’s rights, chil-
dren’s rights, and inclusion are also given significant attention. On the
other hand, the textbooks reflect the Israeli-Palestinian conflict largely
from a Palestinian perspective. Israel is frequently portrayed as an “occu-
pier,” while the existence of the State of Israel is often omitted from maps
and illustrations. Violence perpetrated by Palestinians is sometimes inter-
preted as legitimate resistance. Individual passages contain escalatory or
anti-Semitic themes, particularly in some religious and language-related
textbooks. Overall, the study highlights the tension between human rights
education aligned with global educational standards and a conflict-driven
national narrative that is strongly shaped by the political and social condi-
tions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (Georg Eckert Institute 2021).

Textbook Politics

In view of new global societal challenges, territorial conflicts, and anti-
democratic developments, the requirements for a form of textbook re-
search that promotes political and historical understanding and reconciles
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cultures have become considerably more complex. Recently, the political
dimension of textbooks has become very prominent in various countries
within and outside Europe. Three observations can be made:

Firstly, the politization of textbooks and therefore education contin-
ues to be particularly salient in societies affected by violent conflict or
undergoing post-conflict transformation. This politization concerns the
interpretation of historical events, the selection of content deemed wor-
thy of inclusion in textbooks, and the broader construction of national
traditions and identities. In the past decades in two conflict-ridden re-
gions international attempts to revise textbooks became very striking: the
Balkans (Pingel 2025; Dimou 2009) and the Near and Middle East, ulti-
mately serving to support political and social processes of reconciliation
and the reification of textbook content (Firer and Adwan 2004). In the
case of the Near and Middle East, reconciliation aimed both to support
the dialogue among Arab states and, in the context of Israel and Pales-
tine, to contribute to a mutual understanding of different interpretations
of history, objectifying their portrayal (Podeh and Alayan 2018). Howev-
er, due to the outbreak of violence and war these efforts were not suc-
cessful.

Secondly, nationalist movements in many European countries as
well as the process of de-globalisation are leading to a resurgence of a
wide variety of stereotypes and forms of nationalism that counteract the
aims of international cooperation in history education. In numerous
countries, a neo-conservative revision of history has been pushed by the
political powers that jeopardizes the results of the textbook revision. In
numerous countries, a series of conflicts over textbooks stemmed from
so-called ‘history wars’ (Liakos 2009; Bentrovato, Korostelina, and
Schulze 2016): public disputes about the formation of national traditions,
the securing of legitimacy and the construction of identity within a soci-
ety (Korostelina and Lissig 2013).

Prominent examples include debates over the Armenian genocide in
Turkey, the colonial past in France, the representation of Indigenous peo-
ples in Australia, and the Enola Gay controversy in the United States
(Repoussi 2008; Mclntyre and Clark 2003; Linenthal and Engelhardt
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1996; Cajani, Lissig, and Korostelina 2019). East Asia is another region
that has been marked by textbook conflicts for a long time. Since 2001,
historians and educators have been discussing controversial issues and
have developed various bi- and multilateral textbooks and teaching mate-
rial. East Asian textbook revision activities have caused fierce political
debates but have also been a tool to enhance academic communication
among China, Japan, and South Korea (Saaler 2005; Nozaki and Selden
2009; Fukuoka 2018).

Thirdly, over the past two decades, a marked erosion of democratic
structures and norms can be observed worldwide. Autocratic, totalitarian,
and dictatorial systems have gained influence, while democratic regimes
are increasingly challenged and destabilized by authoritarian populism. A
wide range of democracy indices points to a sustained global decline in
democratic structures and values. Notably, this regression does not affect
only so-called fragile or young democracies; it is equally evident in polit-
ical systems long regarded as consolidated liberal democracies such as
Hungary, India, Brazil and the United States, where a gradual shift from
formerly liberal democracies toward illiberal forms of governance can be
observed.

Liberal-democratic societies have been confronted with resurgent
ethnonationalism, patriarchal ideologies, racism, misogyny, queerphobia,
and Islamophobia. A defining feature of these transformation processes is
the rise of group-focused hostility directed against social, cultural, or re-
ligious diversity, accompanied by growing historical revisionism aimed
at reviving nationalist narratives previously considered obsolete. These
dynamics are not confined to political rhetoric; they manifest in structur-
al and institutional changes. Democratic backsliding typically entails the
systematic weakening of democratic institutions, procedures, and norma-
tive commitments. Rather than occurring through abrupt regime collapse,
such processes tend to unfold incrementally. Through formally legal and
ostensibly legitimate measures, governing elites erode checks and bal-
ances, undermine judicial independence, restrict media pluralism, and
delegitimize political opposition. While each individual measure may ap-
pear procedurally defensible, their cumulative effect results in a substan-
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tial hollowing out of liberal-democratic achievements (Fuchs and Wester-
meyer 2026).

A central instrument in these illiberal transformation processes is
the politicization of history. By selectively reinterpreting or strategically
omitting historical events, political actors seek to homogenize national
identity and delegitimize pluralism. Minority perspectives are marginal-
ized, distorted, or silenced, while hegemonic narratives are reframed to
legitimize contemporary power structures. Public disputes over national
traditions, collective memory, and historical responsibility — particularly
concerning the content of school curricula and textbooks — have been
conceptualized in the literature as “history wars” as Korostelina and Lis-
sig (2013) and Fuchs and Westermeyer (2026) point out. These conflicts
represent more than symbolic struggles; they are arenas in which societal
legitimacy, identity construction, and political authority are negotiated.

Textbooks and curricular frameworks constitute especially signifi-
cant sites of political intervention. The politicization of educational mate-
rials has become a key strategy for conservative and nationalist actors
seeking to reshape public education in accordance with specific ideologi-
cal agendas. A noticeable trend in this context is the shift of authority
away from independent educational institutions, scholarly bodies, and
professional associations toward executive actors and partisan authori-
ties. This development reflects a broader re-politicization of education
policy and underscores the intimate connection between knowledge pro-
duction, identity formation, and political power.

The United States provides a particularly illustrative case. During
the first administration of Donald Trump, a more explicit revisionist turn
in interpretations of American history began to take shape. This shift be-
came especially visible in the government’s reaction to the 1619 Project.
Initiated in 2019 by The New York Times, the project foregrounded the
role of slavery and its enduring impact on racism and structural inequali-
ty in the United States, marking the 400th anniversary of the arrival of
the first enslaved Africans in Virginia. The initiative included essays,
podcasts, documentary formats, and educational materials designed for
classroom use, and it significantly influenced public debates on histori-

150



The Political Dimensions of Textbooks

ography, systemic racism, and national identity (Hannah-Jones 2021).

The political controversy surrounding the 1619 Project illustrates
how closely historical interpretation is intertwined with contemporary
struggles over power and legitimacy. Efforts to discredit or replace criti-
cal historical narratives with more celebratory and exclusionary accounts
reveal the extent to which history functions as a strategic resource in
broader projects of democratic retrenchment. In this sense, the politiciza-
tion of textbooks and historical discourse should not be understood as a
marginal cultural phenomenon, but rather as an integral component of
authoritarian transformation strategies aimed at the long-term reconfigu-
ration of democratic orders.

However, it has sparked a broad public debate on these topics. It
has been both praised and sharply criticized, particularly for alleged his-
torical distortions. Conservative critics saw it as political indoctrination
and an ‘anti-American’ narrative of history when it comes to the use of
the relevant teaching materials in school lessons. Therefore, some states
have restricted or banned the use of the material. The Trump administra-
tion rejected the 1619 Project as ‘ideological propaganda’ and ‘revision-
ist history’, which the US presented as fundamentally racist. Instead, the
focus should be on a patriotic image of history that emphasizes the
founding ideals of the USA and largely relativizes critical perspectives
on slavery and racism. As a direct political response to the 1619 Project
and similar educational approaches, Trump launched the 1776 Commis-
sion in 2020 with the aim of promoting a patriotic curriculum that por-
trays American history as a success story and rejects systemic racism nar-
ratives (The President’s Advisory 1776 Commission 2021). This com-
mission was deliberately positioned as a contrast and counter-narrative to
the 1619 Project as its report, published in 2021, indicates (Esparza
2023; American Historical Association 2021; Ravitch 2024).

Since the beginning of his second term, Trump has taken extensive
measures that directly or indirectly restricted the environment in which
projects such as the 1619 Project can be discussed. Among them is the
presidential executive order “Restoring Truth and Sanity to American
History,” signed by Donald Trump in March 2025, that attempts to white-
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wash history with regards to slavery and the treatment of the indigenous
population, the role of African-Americans in US-American history, the
founding myth and therefore the dissemination of history that tallies with
the ideology of white supremacy (Trump 2025).

In addition, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) programs have
been attacked at all levels, for example, by instructing federal authorities
to review training materials and remove programs that disseminate ‘anti-
American content’ (Trump 2020). Institutions based on identity politics
or critical theories of race should no longer be funded by the federal gov-
ernment, including museums, which critics see as an attempt to limit an-
ti-racism narratives such as those in African American history (Trump
2025). So-called educational gag orders allow formal censorship by state
legislatures in the form of bills that aim to prohibit or restrict the teach-
ing of topics such as racism, gender, and diversity issues. In addition to
these, the appointment of loyalists to important positions within the edu-
cation administration is also a key means of implementing political goals
in schools and education in general (Jackson and Sondah 2025).

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to highlight the wide range of political di-
mensions of textbooks: (a) bilateral and multilateral textbook revision
with the aim of promoting education for peace and democracy and of in-
fluencing politics with its normative claims; (b) international organiza-
tions that formulate recommendations for the political level and at the
same time establish global semantics and standards; (c) “history wars,”
which have a major political impact on the way in which societies dis-
cuss and negotiate their memory politics; (d) direct state influence
through financial or symbolic participation in bi- or multilateral textbook
developments and through the (non-)approval process exerting political
influence on textbooks; (e) manipulation and censorship by political de-
cision-makers in order to enforce their ideological agendas and thus cre-
ate legitimacy for their own claims to power.
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The way in which these different dimensions manifest themselves
depends on the respective political context in which textbooks are pro-
duced and memory policies are negotiated. This differs between democ-
racies, illiberal democracies, and autocratic regimes; between countries
that are characterized by conflict and violence or are in a stable state; be-
tween countries that have come to terms with their past or reconciled
with other states and countries in which a critical examination of their
own past has not taken place or has only taken place partially.

A key result of international textbook development over the past
hundred years is that established procedures for transnational cooperation
on textbook issues, particularly with regard to historical and political ed-
ucation, have become established. These procedures are methodological-
ly sound and—thanks to the diversity of international recommendations,
teaching materials, and institutional formats—there are standards and
tools that have the potential to support the teaching of history in such a
way that learners can engage with the past critically, from multiple per-
spectives, and beyond national history frameworks. From a normative
standpoint, this creates the possibility that different interpretations of his-
tory do not lead to political conflicts.

However, the results, methods, and formats of international cooper-
ation have been criticized in recent years or called into question through
nationalist or xenophobic discourses in numerous European countries.
The resurgence of various forms of nationalism and of stereotypes fos-
tered by nationalist movements in many European countries, de-global-
ization, and so-called “history wars” within many societies have chal-
lenged established standards of international textbook work and reignited
struggles over historical interpretation. In many countries, political lead-
ers are pushing for a revision of history that throws many standards and
methods used in the processes of international textbook revision into
question. Basic democratic values cannot be taken for granted anymore
in democracies that have turned illiberal.

Consequently, it has become increasingly clear that the content and
form of traditional international textbook activities are no longer suffi-
cient. The fact that international tensions and intra-societal conflicts are
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inflamed not only by social conflicts over the distribution of resources
but increasingly also by struggles over the recognition of collective iden-
tities illustrates that textbook development must progress beyond elimi-
nating national prejudices to consider new social conflicts and challenges
in the context of migration, heterogeneity and diversity.

Textbook revision has increasingly become part of internal conflict
transformation and post-conflict reconstruction processes, addressing not
only past events but also present identities and future societal orienta-
tions. In general, a shift from conflicts between different states to con-
flicts between different groups within the same state can be observed. In
such cases, textbook revision has become part of transitional justice (Pin-
gel 2010). It is therefore not simply a tool for preventing conflict but also
aids internal social reconciliation during the reconstruction process and
the focus is not primarily on controversial issues in the past, but on the
recently ended conflict. Bilateral textbook revision can serve as an instru-
ment for transformation management and conflict transformation in such
societies by promoting a multifaceted textbook approach. Such revision
must be considered in connection with current challenges such as global-
ization, migration, and growing heterogeneity and cultural dynamism
within societies.

More frequently, the stimuli for textbook revision do not necessari-
ly come from the affected country itself but from external parties, such as
international organizations or NGOs. They establish international panels
of experts who can be consulted on textbook-related issues. Hence,
achieving the right balance between external intervention/mediation and
local autonomy and direct responsibility can be challenging. Traditional
revision activities frequently relied upon broad domestic state and civic
support; however, today such activities often take place within a tense
political climate and external groups, such as international organizations
have a much larger role. As there are similar challenges in many cases, it
is important that common, multilateral standards and best-practice mod-
els are developed in order to create and profit from synergies among the
numerous textbook activities.

These developments have significantly altered the conditions and
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expectations of international textbook revision. Projects are now often
initiated at earlier stages of conflict, frequently with substantial involve-
ment by international organizations or non-governmental actors, raising
questions about power asymmetries, local ownership, and the transfer-
ability of bilateral models to internal societal conflicts. Didactically, the
focus has shifted from consensus-building to enabling learners to engage
critically with multiple interpretations of the past. Textbook revision is
increasingly embedded within broader educational agendas, including
democracy education, human rights education, and education for sustain-
able development (Bromley et al. 2010).

Textbooks themselves can neither change society nor directly influ-
ence politics; however, they are highly influential mass media that can be
misused for manipulation, disinformation, and legitimization of non-
democratic political goals. At the same time, textbooks are also educa-
tional media that can be used as a means of educating younger genera-
tions in humanistic values that contribute to social participation, partici-
patory co-creation of society, and international understanding. This is
where the real political power of textbooks should lie.
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Introduction

For those living in the United States, the curative violence of the current
administration is an intense presence, from the racial profiling that leads
to mass incarceration in privately funded prisons, to the executive order
of “Ending Crime and Disorder on America’s Streets” that deploys the
rhetoric of cure to justify the violence under the guise of providing “hu-
manitarian” care. These effects may be further compound in Los Angeles
with the 2028 Summer Olympics and Paralympics, displacing unhoused
individuals and expose them to various matrices of incapacitation. All of
this is painted with a sparkling veneer of constructing an accessible city,
the brushstroke of violence of which is codified through the neoliberal
separation between "inspirational" disabilities and the systemic produc-
tion of injury. Simultaneously, Japan sees the election of Liberal Demo-
cratic Party leader Sanae Takaichi as the Prime Minister, who plans to re-
vise Article 9 of the post-World War II constitution, which renounces Ja-
pan’s direct right to wage war. On the 80th anniversary of the atomic
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, a mass disabling process, the Jap-
anese government has refused to sign the United Nations’ Treaty on the
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. In both Japan and the U.S., our cultural
and material relationship to disability continues to shift.

I ask whether these moments will be, much like the unfolding of
the “post-COVID” and “postwar” Japanese paradigms, pathologized
through metaphors of injury and rehabilitation towards the normative de-
marcation of time before and after injury. In centralizing this idea of
“post,” this project recognizes the persistent metonymics of disability
within postwar Japan, and situates “post” as a rhetoric in which disabili-
ty, injury, and trauma are implicated in what disability scholar Alison
Kafer calls “curative time.” In her Feminist, Queer, Crip (2013), the term
is used to identify how dominant forces control the temporal scaffolding
between past, present, and future, shaping how time is synchronized to
construct our reality as a border crossing from the archaic, othered, dis-
abled past into the bright, allied, and able-bodied future. As a result, it
disavows disability to (re)produce the linearity of normative time (Kafer
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2013, 2-3). Kafer’s cultural approach to disability, which examines dis-
abled bodies as a part of this broader shaping of temporality, nation-
building, and understandings of normativity, remains central to recogniz-
ing the historical and epistemological inscription of disability in postwar
Japan and its institutional assemblage. As Rey Chow demonstrates in her
historicization of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki within the
geopolitical shift of economic power and knowledge production of “post-
war Japan,” these broader cultural imaginings are also embedded in our
current demarcations and methodological undertakings of the time period
(Chow 2005, 14).

I “map” out historical moments of injury to reveal the ways in
which rhetorics of injury and cure have been deployed to frame “postwar
Japan” not only in its contemporary moment but also in ways that struc-
ture Japan’s placement within the global order. I first reconsider process-
es of injury within a Critical Disability Studies (CDS) framework, recast-
ing injury in postwar Japan as a significant framework in the knowledge
production of the “postwar.” In seeing the interlocking ideologies that
underlie such cases as hibakusha (atomic bomb victims), the Reischauer
Incident, and the 1964 Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics, | weave togeth-
er a potential crip genealogy of postwar Japan as part of a multifaceted
historical and historiographical inquiry into the entangled systems of in-
jury. Though the analysis of how this manifests in the canonized rheto-
rics and racial and bodily imagery of postwar Japan is woven throughout,
this epistemological examination will culminate in the fourth section,
which reflects on the attitudes of the literature on the Independent Living
Movement (ILM) in 1990s Japan. Positioning Japan as a “disability-
friendly nation,” the literature has mapped out a history that replicates
the undergirding liberal ideology of disability present in the framing of
the postwar (Kim 2011, 94).
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Post- “posts”: What is Afforded in the Metonymies of
Injury?

Postwar Japan has often been pathologized and characterized by injury.
The vocabulary of this period is embedded in the aesthetics, framing, and
culture of injury, often prescribing the implications of injury and cure as
transparently and universally undesirable to portray a future in which this
“sickness” is overcome through the discipline and unification of the body
or psyche (recalling the idea of the yamato damashii of imperial Japanese
spirit). The systematic integration of this lexicon consequently resulted in
the discourse of postwar Japan being arranged through these semiotics of
injury and cure.

Perhaps the most immediate example is “postwar.” What does it
mean to punctuate time with the idea of post-mass-debilitating “event,”
and to definitively synchronize its subsequent aftermath? With the decla-
ration of the “post-postwar” in the 1956 Economic White Paper, who is
included in the collective corporeality structuring “post”? The definitive
linguistic representation of the temporal, cultural, economic, and political
distinction between the time of injury (both enacted and enacted upon)
and the time of rehabilitation must be problematized in the uneven to-
pographies of race, body, colonialism, and violence that it endemically
attempts to conceal.

On this condition of “post,” historian Lisa Yoneyama pointedly ob-
serves in the post-Cold War paradigm that while it signifies the epistemic
longue durée of its condition, the lowercase use of the word suggests that
the periodization is not afforded to the “West’s rest.” (Yoneyama 2016,
xi). She evokes Allen Feldman’s provocative problematization of the
trauma narrative, as it presupposes the non-traumatized self before the
event of trauma, flattening the textured topographies of both violence and
the distribution of aftermath (Yoneyama 2016, 13). Feldman centrally
poses, as crip scholars do, “What are the ramifications of fusing an ahis-
torical medicalized, psychoanalytic, therapeutic, or aesthetic concept to
historiographic inquiry and narrative?...Trauma contravenes the homeo-
static and the routine, and the recovery from trauma is implicitly posited

164



Towards a Crip Genealogy of/in Postwar Japan

as the return to a homeostasis of self and society” (Feldman 2004, 184—
85). Indeed, what is so post about the postwar? Where the rehabilitative
theme of temporal demarcation is grounded on the wartime debilitation
of World War 11, the post-postwar declaration is a calculated device
alongside the politics of what is presumed in the one-time happening of
injury, and how the ostensibly unified, pre-fabricated society overcomes
it. Intertwined with state and private interests and the performativity of
authority, the deployment of post also becomes tangled with what can be
legibly (re)addressed or brought to the level of citizenship or human
rights within these narratives of societal or national homeostasis.

As in the case of recent decolonial perspectives, the boundaries of
citizenship and the “empirical” categorization of bodies are problematics
foregrounded in CDS particularly in relation to injury’s entanglement
with the boundaries of the nation-state.” These lines are drawn through
disabled bodies and rhetorics. Tari Young-Jung Na observes the intersec-
tion between colonial, racial, and curative paradigms on Zainichi Kore-
ans with leprosy, who were imprisoned in postwar Japanese detention
centers during mass repatriation.? Their sickness, intertwined with their
racial incompatibility with Japan’s ostensibly liberal postwar order, tar-
geted and isolated them “through social perceptions of disease and infec-
tion, with the assumption that they ‘impede’ national development and
other people’s safety” (Chen et al. 2023, 68). In tandem with Japan’s re-
habilitation and integration into the U.S. Cold War democratization proj-
ect, critical examinations of the intersections of race, colonialism, and in-
jury reveal the ways in which curative rhetorics, steeped in exclusionary
geopolitical borders contoured by the shadows of colonialism, are always
in tension with the (in)capacitation of othered groups. To understand the
curative rhetorics of postwar, it is crucial to locate them, utilizing a CDS
framework that considers these intersections of becoming, as productive
to one another.

1 See Matsumura (2024), Roebuck (2025), Shin (2024), Yoneyama (2016), Jin (2021).

£ In addition to the colonial overtones, this also follows the isolation and containment of bodies
with leprosy in Japan. See Burns (2019).
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For example, Jasbir Puar’s The Right to Maim (2017) provides a
compelling framework in which to see the productive triangulation of ca-
pacitation, disability, and debility across settler-colonial sovereign states
and colonial territories. Nirmala Erevelles (2011) addresses the important
question of race in the material-discursive becomings of disability, utiliz-
ing it as an analytical framework to examine how it has organized the
rhetorics and historical treatment of difference. Ruth Rogaski (2004) is
also notable for her extensive historical account on Japan’s modern hy-
giene projects in its colonies, outlining the intersections of surveillance,
race, and sovereignty that bleed into the “postwar.” These scholars’ in-
sights are critical in exploring the transnational and broader sociocultural
and material implications of curative rhetorics in postwar Japan, which
implicate the textured histories of race, nation, and modernity.

Further, the medicalization of disabled bodies by the social sciences
parallels the move towards anthropology in area studies, which aided
“American geopolitical investment and the post-independence nation-
state building by observing people and their lives and rendering them
into discretely identifiable and spatially fixed ethnonational categories”
(Yoneyama 2016, 62). The divisions between the liberal disabled catego-
ry of the Global North and the colonially or industrially debilitated cate-
gory of the Global South compound this effect. It exacerbates the narra-
tive of Japan as a mono-ethnic nation, its “miracle recovery” and sup-
posed humanitarian treatment of its disabled citizens founded upon the
self-evident recovery of the racially and bodily unified whole. In orient-
ing this narrative within the temporal delineation of “posts,” it remains a
cornerstone to relegation of rich multi-ethnic and cultural presences and
violent colonial histories to the distant past.

In obscuring this post-1945 continuation of colonial violence, the
curative framing of U.S. intervention as “healthy” for the Pacific and lib-
erating for the people of Asia (including the Japanese) is also indispens-
able (Yoneyama 2016, 83). This temporal dialect, which runs throughout
the containment of disabled Zainichi Koreans and the American Occupa-
tion extending humanitarian aid to the Japanese subjugated by their own
backward military, resembles Kafer’s curative time. It is further scaffold-
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ed by the naturalization of the sovereign ethno-state and its right to maim
uncivilized people into normative, global ideological and temporal con-
figurations. The undeniable borders between the injured enemy and the
rehabilitated ally that are produced as part of this narrative assembles
America as a benevolent supremacist curing colonial and postcolonial
worlds while obscuring the historicity in which injuries happen, by both
American and Japanese military intervention. Without a critical excava-
tion of the various strata and networks that exist in the rhetoric of cure
and disability in the rendering of the discourse of “postwar Japan,” they
can be curative in their enunciation, curative in their use.

These systems are part of the rehabilitative rhetoric of the Cold War
apparatus. It is important to map these rhetorics and processes of injury
and cure as part of the conception of area studies through U.S.-Japanese
collaboration, as the field began to emerge as a serious economic com-
petitor on the global stage, and a bulwark against “Communist aggres-
sion in Korea” (Miyoshi and Harootunian 2002, 4). This ideology of re-
habilitation is a pedagogical, intellectual project for the postcolonial par-
adigms of postwar Japan and East Asia, especially as U.S. and Japanese
information systems began to re-emerge as imperative apparatuses for
the reinscription of its colonial networks within this narrative of commu-
nist rehabilitation (Gerteis et al. 2020). The focus on the futurity pro-
duced by this curative dialect also functions to erase injury, instead cele-
brating its overcoming to veil the active contingencies in which it is
propagated from U.S.-Japanese collaboration, and its integration into the
global liberal, capitalist system. As both a perpetrator and a victim of cu-
rative violence, the construction of “Japan” presents an interesting case
that warrants deeper exploration of how the themes of disability and cure
that describe its postwar condition are part of this wider network of (in)
capacitation.

Crip Genealogies

The scholars in Crip Genealogies (2023) situate genealogy as part of the
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production of normative scholarly habits of framework, inheritance,
property, credit, and gatekeeping. In cripping dynamics in scholarly
methodology, they define genealogy “through mappings of method; trac-
ing how things are thought, how things are done,” ultimately transform-
ing the significance of disability within scholarly practice and scope
(Chen et al. 2023, 12—-19). I aim to emulate this disruption by mapping a
new lexicon for approaching postwar Japan, with the sections of histori-
cal inquiry exploring how this emerging language could operate.

I work in concert with previous literature that has expanded the
scholarly praxis of injury in Japan. Mark Bookman, for example, ex-
pands the canon of the disability rights movement in the 1970s into an
examination of social networks created by the visually impaired elite,
while scholars such as Lezlie Frye (Crip Genealogies 2023) have impor-
tantly expanded the historical scope of the disability rights movement by
positioning race and racial labor in the historical and epistemological
framing of the disability rights movement. This question of race is inte-
gral in the work of Naoko Wake, who has begun to integrate a disability
framework into the question of racial hegemony in the nationalized nar-
ratives that structure the borders of hibakusha. Expanding these national-
ized narratives, Lisa Yoneyama and Ran Zwigenberg engage with
hibakusha as a culturally and institutionally productive category. Sawara-
gi Noi’s Sensé to Banpaku (2005) has examined how these mass-debili-
tating events are rehearsed in national(ist) spectacles that perform Japan’s
rehabilitation. These tensions between injury and cure are also present in
Janice Matsumura’s investigation of the relationship between the Public
Peace Law (the thought crime system) and the emerging field of psychia-
try in 19th-20th century Imperial Japan. Frank Mondelli has taken up
this question of disability through a similarly broad cultural approach in
positioning the integral role of D/deaf people in the development and ex-
perimentation of auditory technology in 20th-21st century Japan. This
emerging language is not limited to contemporary scholars, as those such
as Yokota Hiroshi, a grassroots activist and poet from the 1970s disabili-
ty rights movement, and artists Akamatsu Toshi and Iri, who produced
Genbaku no Zu (Map of Atomic Bombs) (1950—1982), engage in identify-
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ing a broader network of injuries produced on an industrial and colonial
level.

“Mapping” maintains an open format for intervention by other
scholars, especially those who can provide crucial insights beyond the
bounds of legibility in and outside of “Japan,” as many of the above
have. This is founded on the fundamental understanding of the limita-
tions of a Japan-centric approach, engaging with its positionality in the
dominance and standardization of North American institutions during the
Cold War. My observations are by no means the beginning or the end.

Sites of Rehabilitation and Injury:
The Edwin Reischauer Incident

In strategizing the role of the Emperor in the preemptive victory of the
U.S. against Japan, Edwin Reischauer, diplomat to Japan who would lat-
er play a central role in U.S. postwar and Cold War policy in East Asia,
wrote in his 1942 “Memorandum on Policy Towards Japan”:

The possible role of the Japanese Emperor in the post-war rehabilitation
of the Japanese mentality has definite bearing upon the present situation.
To keep the Emperor available as a valuable ally or puppet in the post-
war ideological battle we must keep him unsullied by the present war
(Reischauer 2022, 287-88).

This rehabilitation into a “healthy political and economic situation”
is contingent on picturing the Emperor as separate from the fascism of It-
aly and Germany, as curable, presumed to be liberal, and potentially al-
lied (Reischauer 2022, 287-88). Eujung Kim’s framing of cure is useful
here in situating this metaphor in the naturalized narratives of disability.
She reminds us that colloquial sayings that are structured through images
of war, such as “battling cancer,” are founded on the idea that illness is
an enemy, and the body itself is cast as an Other (Kim 2017, 14). The re-
lationship that exists between (post)war and disability is two-fold, a re-
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ciprocal relation in which each buttresses the other in their conception of
disability as the enemy, the conversion of which, utilizing a developmen-
tal dialect, constitutes a “healthy” rehabilitation into an ally. The tensions
between cure and illness are articulated in this portrayal of interwar Ja-
pan as an “unhealthy,” injured, enemy nation, and its preemptive future
projection as an allied, peaceful, liberal, and rehabilitated nation for the
mass-debilitating “post-war objectives” in Asia (Reischauer 2022, 287).
Notably, this empirical surveillance of the “enemy body” standardized
through the military history of area studies is also reflective of the hyper-
surveillance of the sickly body.

Examining Reischauer’s involvement in the 1965 memorandum on
the Ryukyu Islands, this tension is also exemplified in Japan’s role in re-
lation to U.S. military violence in Vietnam, represented in the attempt to
transform sites of tremendous colonial debilitation into symbols of spec-
tacular recovery. In strategizing the Islands’ role in the “military crisis”
of communist influence spreading from Vietnam to Japan, the deploy-
ment of nuclear arms was proposed by both the LDP and American poli-
cymakers to convert Japan, in Reischauer’s words, “from a cool but
pleasant partner to a true ally” (Department of the Army 1965). The cura-
tive frameworks of the 1942 memorandum continue in the conversion of
Japan and the preemptively imagined rehabilitation of Southeast Asia,
normalizing this violent intervention as the sovereign's right to enact “hu-
manitarian” aid.

This explicit border crossing that utilizes Okinawa as a geopolitical
site of mediation for Southeast Asian debilitation is flanked by the Japa-
nese state’s collaboration with U.S. interests in Asia for economic reha-
bilitation—an aspect that would be performed on a global scale at the
1964 Tokyo Olympics and the 1970 Osaka World Expo. Okinawa and
Tokyo were certainly not the only sites into which this curative thread
was being woven, as Hiroshima—similarly a postwar national site for
mass debilitation for the tremendous industrial, technoscientific, and mil-
itary resources it provided during World War II (veiled by the national-
ized, affective image of atomic injury by the 1950s)—was being pro-
posed as a site for nuclear power plants in 1955 while being reconstruct-
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ed as a “bright” new city (Arima 2012, 15; Naono 2015, 80-83). To ob-
tain such large amounts of uranium not native to Japan, it would require
the mobilization of the Navajo people in Utah, leading to a high inci-
dence of lung cancer (an effect agreed upon from studies conducted in
Czechoslovakia, by the 1930s) (Brugge and Goble 2002, 1411-12).°

Reischauer would also become a corporeal site between cure and
debilitation in March 1964, when he was critically injured by Shiotani
Norikazu, a man purportedly with a history of mental institutionalization
attempting to spread his message regarding the lack of treatment provid-
ed for nearsighted individuals. The debates over Shiotani’s mental ability
and political alignment became increasingly sensitive topics during the
subsequent deliberations by the House of Representatives, especially as
the Olympics steadily approached in October. The House, now supposed-
ly at the definitive intersection between illness and criminality once
more, proposed to increase police surveillance and to deliberate on how
to deal with individuals with mental illness or with intellectual disabili-
ties in order to recover Japan’s international credibility. Reischauer
would also suffer chronic complications from the blood transfusion he
received after the incident, which exposed him to hepatitis C (Curry
2008).4

The backdrop of the lasting effects of the 1960s Anpo protests and
the increasing anxieties of the international gaze leading up to the Olym-

Outside of the U.S., the U.S. would have imported uranium from Canada, or the famous Shinkol-
obwe mine in Congo which would also provide uranium for the bombs dropped in Hiroshima and
Nagasaki.

1~

Postwar Japan has a contentious history with blood banks and “bought blood” caused by the lack
of screening. The founder of the Nihon Blood Bank, Naito Ryoichi was also the head of Unit 731,
which prepared the country for the collection and distribution of blood for transfusions through
his experiments on blood transfusion. During the pandemonium of the Reischauer incident, he
would compare his company to bakufii, the warrior class of feudal Japan, to render the image that
the company was organizing and ordering the blood system of Japan, but had to reform with the
establishment of a new system under the rule of the divine Emperor. The organization would be
renamed “Green Cross” to illustrate its peacefulness (Starr, 200-201). These illustrations repre-
sent the “liberalization” of imperial biomedical experimentation. See Holmberg (2015); and Starr
(2000).
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pics dovetails with the rising anxieties of communist proliferation, exem-
plified in the issue of Shiotani’s political affiliation, a danger, which was
augmented by the potentially pathological character of his mental defi-
ciency. Some suggested a more standardized procedure for those with
mental disabilities to institutionalize, provide vocational training, and re-
integrating them into society (“work colonies”); some, reviving interwar
and wartime techniques, suggested door-to-door visits to determine the
criminality of individuals; and others determined if even one individual
with mental disabilities were to compete in the Olympics, it would lead
to something “catastrophic” (HoR 46th Session Social and Labor Affairs
Committee 50 1964). “It would be against the Olympic spirit for people
to be afraid of coming to Japan because there are mentally ill here” (HoR
26th Session Special Committee for Olympic Preparation No. 6 1964).
These discussions reveal the sutures between the criminalization of men-
tal disability that would justify increased police presence and the injury
and displacement of political protesters, “vagrants,” and “degenerates”
produced by intensified policing—a form of surveillance that deployed
curative rhetorics similar to those Reischauer would also deploy in his
rehabilitative planning for injured Japan.

These deliberations occur at the cusp of increased police violence
during the protests in the late 1960s, as the democratic right to protest
was challenged through the extensive use of clubs, water cannons, and
tear gas by the police (Marotti 2009, 102). The pathologization of pro-
testers and others as mentally abnormal prodded at the capability of these
protesters to access their rights as rational political subjects in the osten-
sibly democratic state. The invasive manner in which the House attempt-
ed to determine political and mental abnormalities in the collective body
of the metropole also signaled the state’s own rehabilitation from its irra-
tional wartime past. The suggestions of surveillance and the bolstering of
curative systems are also situated at a time when these pathologized pro-
testers attempted to make legible the reinscription of Japan’s colonial
networks, one braided with the production of injuries and “mental abnor-
malities” of trauma as Vietnam, Korea, Burma, and the Ryukyu Islands
experienced tremendous violence from the American rehabilitative dem-
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ocratic project. The discussions of productivity and normalization there-
fore must be located in this broader acknowledgment of the rhetorics of
madness and cure, one which was galvanized through the turn towards
psychological warfare by the U.S. (Zwigenberg 2023, 236-37).

Consider, finally, the emergence of modern standards in East Asian
studies during this intense period of “globalization,” and Reischauer’s
conception of these traditions at Harvard University. On the developmen-
tal dialect that circulates through this framework of linear progression
Harry Harootunian notes that in the 1960s and 1970s, there was “a pow-
erful intellectual consensus that was conceived that Japan had, in fact,
avoided the route of revolutionary violence taken by societies like China
and Russia precisely because of the mediating and ameliorating role it
played by enduring values that could peacefully adapt to new exigencies”
(Harootunian 2011, xiv). The mutual directionality of this belief in mo-
dernities that are “not quite modern” — the latent dialect of which creates
what Kafer describes as a “one-way linear march ‘upward’” from a dis-
abled enemy into a healthy ally — molds East Asian studies into a colo-
nial and imperial apparatus, one framed as empirical and social-scientific
(Harootunian 2011, xiv; Kafer 2013, 53). The self-evident use of terms
such as “rehabilitation” and “healthy,” which work towards a deracial-
ized, anachronistic, and depoliticized idea of disability and cure echoes a
mission of colonial globalization that generalizes the Asia-Pacific region
within the parameters of “friend or enemy, ally or adversary” (Miyoshi
and Harootunian 2002, 246, 265).°

Bruce Cumings observes that many of these antisystemic move-
ments in East Asia were categorized as manifestations of the immaturity
and irrationality of the “political development” of their respective coun-
tries during the American crusade for liberal democratization in this era
(Miyoshi and Harootunian 2002, 266). This framing deploys the natural-
ized narratives of developmental delay and illness to picture these move-

5 See Rogaski (2004) for an analysis on how these rhetorics are steeped in the modernization proj-
ects of Japan.
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ments as signs of malignant growth. Indeed, during the attempt to build
nuclear power plants in Hiroshima and allow Japan to host and produce
nuclear weapons, protesters in the movement were characterized as hav-
ing a “nuclear allergy” and an “emotional allergy” (Arase and Okuyasu
1968, 73—84). Observe also the instance of the forced removal and injury
of protesters, unhoused individuals, and ethnic groups who were repre-
sented as signs of cultural and ideological degeneration [shisoteki
henshitsu] through increased police presence during the Anpo protests
and Tokyo’s “Olympic fever” (Tomii 2002, 150-52). Injuring protesters
who demanded recognition of the longue durée of injury is imperative to
the curative process that disciplines bodies towards a unified national
corporeality, and an even larger global system that signifies the healthy
mind.

Contentious Placement of Hibakusha in
Critical Disability Studies: Who is Enunciated?

Disability studies in Japan have emerged alongside many of the field’s
canonical texts in the 1980s-1990s, such as British sociologist Michael
Oliver’s Social Work with Disabled People (1983) and The Politics of
Disablement (1990). They have produced a socially oriented method.®
This entails the understanding that disability exists as a socially fabricat-
ed category, and is molded through dichotomies between “healthy” and
“unhealthy” bodies. The approach is also rooted in the emerging concern
for social justice and disability pride, rather than a limitation. This utopi-
an framing omits the vectors of race and ethnicity, situating its under-
standings of gender, citizenship, capacitation, and disabled identity with-
in the liberal politics of the “first world” or global North, where disabili-
ty is framed as emerging not as a result of systemic violence, but as an
occurrence of conception.

% See Ishikawa and Nagase (1999) and Ishikawa et al. (2002).
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Perhaps the “early” annunciation of disability studies in Japan com-
pared with other regions of East Asia (1990s) also functions as a liberal
symbol of intellectual and socioeconomic capacitation contoured by the
intellectual and legislative approaches in the U.K. and U.S. Although I by
no means argue that the contributors or disabled people in Japan intended
to do harm by participating in the conception of disability studies and le-
gal protection and support for disabled individuals (nor am I advocating
for exceptionalism), I do find that the lack of engagement in the systems
of capitalism, war, and racial histories as part of disability history or the
history of colonial subjects is part of a larger sanitizing culture that pro-
duces knowledge of how we situate “disability” in historical inquiry.

Mirroring Puar’s critique of the liberal centrism embedded in the
naming of disability, Helen Meekosha’s “scholarly colonialism” that is
constituted in the erasure of Indigenous and Southern paradigms in the
socially oriented approaches to disability is a useful framework for ex-
ploring the standardized approaches to injury in postwar Japanese history
(Meekosha 2011, 667). The move away from the social justice approach
and, further, what is considered in the realm of social justice as a histori-
cally discursive, liberal apparatus may present discrepancies in the con-
ception of unified, liberal Japan and its colonial, academic compliance
with the U.S.

Groups such as hibakusha constitute contentious categories in this
landscape, as we must consider them in this genealogy while problema-
tizing their nationalization and liberalized characterization—a presence
which reframes the boundaries of disability topics, and the idea of “dis-
ability-friendly” Japan often deployed as a way of indicating its post-in-
jury status and its “progress” from the necessity to historicize injury and
cure overall. Puar’s triangulation is useful here in understanding where it
can be positioned in critically exploring the conceptualization of disabili-
ty against the contours of colonial histories, namely the productive rela-
tionship between liberal enunciations of disability and the erasure of de-
bilitation resultant from colonialism, occupation, and imperialism (Puar
2017, xvii).

There is, thus far, little scholarship that discusses hibakusha through
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a CDS lens, despite their optical encoding as figures of recovery in post-
war Japan. The urgency of moving toward a CDS perspective is certainly
emphasized by the fact that historically and historiographically, there has
been a disengagement of the redress and peace movements incited by the
Japanese hibakusha from the “threefold” realities of Korean Zainichi
hibakusha. It remains a troubling exclusion when considering Hiroshima’s
role in facilitating colonialism during the war, where poor Zainichi individ-
uals worked in Hiroshima’s industrial settings, their bodies available to co-
lonial, industrial, and atomic debilitation (Chull n.d.). Further, their medi-
cal care and historical recognition become entangled with the Cold War re-
gime, stuck between the empires of Japan and the U.S (Jin 2021, Jin and
Wake 2025). A deep exploration of their positionality within these intersec-
tions of violence delineates the borders of sovereignty, citizenship, and
temporality, which is more than what I can provide here; however, this
component of race is integral to the praxis of CDS in the historical inqui-
ries of postwar Japan and injury moving forward (Shin 2025).

Historians such as Mizuno Hiromi have additionally indicated the
need to integrate the history of technoscience into the discourse of nation-
alism in Japan. Her observations remind readers of the transnational net-
works of debilitation that are mutually productive with Japan’s nationalis-
tic representation of its rehabilitation. The lack of decolonization of this
nationalized image of debilitation — though, as Yoneyama observes in
Hiroshima Traces, there is a movement towards decolonial practices by
hibakusha — seemed to be produced in part by the fixed liberal understand-
ings of disability as separate from the colonial debility of and by Japan.
This exceptionalism (“the only atomically bombed country”) is, in part,
produced by the machines of U.S.-Japanese imperialism and its knowledge
production. The intentional cleavage between disability and debility is fur-
ther compounded by the erasure of how these relations also exist in the di-
mension of Japan as a colonizer, its narrative positioning as a victim that
has bolstered its reorganization of colonial networks during the Cold War.”

7 See Gerteis et al (2020).
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The positive affective attachments produced by this centrality of the
image of peace further fossilize hibakusha as single-axis and anachronis-
tic figures moving “forward” towards a “healthy,” “developed” under-
standing of social justice, rather than towards criticisms against colonial
violence through collaboration with global Aibakusha. Liberalism “ori-
ents and capacitates those disabled who can afford to be included” (Frit-
sch 2013, 143). As one of the sites that represent the simultaneous ten-
sions between cure and injury, the American Atomic Bomb Casualty
Commission, which medicalized the atomic body to study its effects rath-
er than to treat it, has been transformed to the cancer centers currently
operating to treat hibakusha (Radiation Effects Research Foundation
2025). These tensions reveal the colonial legacies that underlie the liberal
portrayal of the national imagining of subjects and the erasure of others
who fall outside this fixed conception and that are relegated to the back-
ground of the Global South.

For instance, when medical assistance from the U.S. was extended
to the Hiroshima Maidens, who were hibakusha women with facial ke-
loid scarring, the project, conceived by American and Japanese media,
necessitated that those being treated were both Japanese and women. Af-
fective responses to the prototypical reflection of “Japan” as a monocul-
tural ethno-state and feminized former enemy characterized, in its ideo-
logical possibility for rehabilitation, the parameters of who is able to re-
ceive medical and humanitarian treatment. Eunjung Kim’s perspectives
on the “disability-friendly nation” also observes that the availability of
cure and the affordance of being sheltered in post are inscribed through
national and transnational interests, and vice versa. The disavowal of the
developing nation in favor of the developed one takes on a normative
temporal dialect, one that leverages the representation of the humanitari-
an rehabilitation of disabled bodies as a way of inscribing the division
between history and its “post” (Kim 2011, 94).

A Hiroshima Maiden Niimoto Shigeko’s publicized 7ime magazine
photo reflects this temporal architecture: she was photographed topless,
front and center, through a medicalized lens in her “before” photo, in
contrast to her clothed three-fourths portrait. The caption “from horror to
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triumph” frames her photos. These ideological and visual renderings
parse through the limitations of discussing social justice without deeper
consideration of the entanglements of the conceptualization of the mod-
ern, “first world” nation state, and the consequent placement of disabled
and debilitated images in the realization of those interests. In thinking
about this moment as national imagery, we may problematize these con-
ceptualizations—meant to incite affective responses to Japan’s feminiza-
tion and cure and the marvel for American technology after its destruc-
tive representation — through their foreclosure of possibilities for histori-
cal and cultural amendments for other nuclear subjects who fell outside
fixed representation. These projects also occurred simultaneously with
the violent interventions in Asia by the U.S., with the use of new techno-
logical regimes of warfare emerging alongside them. When viewed
through the transnational implications of technoscientific and humanitar-
ian framing, the boundaries of affective signification are clearly drawn
through divisions of North and South, and ideological “health” relates to
the ability to integrate into the global socioeconomic system.

Naoko Wake further complicates these elements in her study of the
diasporic hibakusha, challenging the traditional ethnonational consensus
on the category. Her analysis brings an integral decolonial lens in fram-
ing atomic debilitation within the framework of disability. Although her
work undoubtedly represents a necessary shift in the field in recognizing
the racialized dynamics of hibakusha and the incapacitation caused by
nationalized imaginaries, the lack of deeper engagement with the net-
work of capacitation, injury, and care fails to recognize the broader net-
work of curative and debilitating systems, the contingencies of the transi-
tion from debilitated to disabled, and the severance of such categories
that produce the liberal systems of redress. In her analysis, injury is a
flattened category, operationally torn from broader cultural and ideologi-
cal constructions. CDS address this, like Puar’s open possibilities of re-
signification by positioning the broader curative rhetoric of Japan as a
“disability-friendly nation” in productive tension with the incapacitation
of groups that do not fit into the contours of citizenship, narratives of
cure, affective response, and geopolitical demarcations.

178



Towards a Crip Genealogy of/in Postwar Japan

Japan’s Independent Living Movement:
Liberal Circulation of Affect

Let us also take a look at how this articulation fits into the literature on
the “canonical” topics of disability history in Japan and its relation to ori-
enting itself in the global liberal order. The ILM has been portrayed as a
continuation of the independence movements incited by grassroots
groups such as Aoi Shiba no Kai, a group of activists and artists with ce-
rebral palsy that kindled the social justice movement of disabled individ-
uals by disabled individuals in the 1970s. The study by Hayashi Reiko
(an anthropologist and sociologist) and Okuhira Masako (a disabled ad-
vocate who trains disabled individuals from so-called “developing na-
tions”) presents the difficulties and perhaps the scholarly colonialism em-
bedded in the application and articulation of these liberalized images of
disability (Deloitte Blog 2025).

The study outlines the history of disability activism and the ILM in
Japan (from Berkeley, California) and Japan’s role as a training ground
for other disabled individuals from Asia. Its anthropological tone in the
examination of the project itself is largely stripped of specific histories,
economies, and colonial relations. This is particularly significant in rela-
tion to Japan’s role as a colonizer during World War II and its Cold War
re-establishment of industrial and pseudo-governmental networks in
Asia, the legacies of which have actively continued to produce injury de-
spite their “humanitarian” framing during the reparations movement.®
Kuan-Hsing Chen’s perspective on globalization as an “alibi that is used
to erase history and politics” is constructive in framing this process of
erasure as a temporal one (Chen 2010, 21). In the modernist rhetoric that
is embedded in the upward, forward movement of globalization as the
“healthy” route of progression that nations acquiesce to, Hayashi and
Okubhira fix other countries in a state of perpetual delay, playing “catch-
up” with charitable, first-world, “disability-friendly” Japan.

& See Gerteis et al (2020).
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Further, as Bookman notes in his own historical outline of disability
activism in Japan and critiques of Hayashi and Okuhira’s perspectives,
this history obscures the complex domestic and international dynamics in
the establishment of Independent Living Centers (ILCs) in Japan (Book-
man 2024). Presenting a narrow vision of the history of disabled struggle
and discrimination by these centers, this history functions in accordance
with geopolitical borders and demarcations of the liberalized understand-
ing of disability as requiring disabled people to become productive, reha-
bilitated, and successful citizens of a nation-state. The discussions of de-
veloping “work colonies” during deliberations on the Shiotani incident
are indicative of this dominant framework that disabled activists attempt-
ed to break out of. Hayashi and Okuhira also omit the critiques that dis-
abled activists articulated against the generalized application of the dis-
ability movement from the U.S. to Japan, thereby compounding dehisto-
ricization through a completely horizontalized perspective. Such general-
ized applications were critiqued by disabled activists who had received
training from U.S. activists at the time, pointing to the historical contin-
gencies of unique disabled subjectivity in Japan (Bookman 2024; Isobe
etal. 1983, 12-16).

The disabled trainees coming from other Asian countries are por-
trayed in a unified, generalized image of the disabled experience, notably
without the political positioning and presence of these disabled voices
apart from statements meant to elicit inspiration or positive affect. His-
torical and subjective differences are largely omitted, apart from individ-
ual cultural traits that similarly provide a positive affective response, ei-
ther through their reinforcement of the sanitized image of disabled indi-
viduals in Japan, or through comedic instances which reproduce the ra-
cialized biases of the ostensibly underdeveloped Global South. Refuting
disability as “becoming-in-the-world” or as a “historical event” for those
who are Japanese or otherwise, Hayashi and Okuhira replicate the vio-
lence of portraying disabled individuals as such, normalizing the cultural
and historical demarcation between disability and cure, productivity and
unproductivity, disability and debility (Erevelles 2016, 26, 28). The era-
sure of Japan’s legacy in facilitating mass debilitation in East and South-
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east Asia directly or through its relationship to the U.S. also evades any
process of accountability for the production of injury, reinforcing the
“post”’s of Japan as isolated entirely within the confines of the postwar
image of the unified nation-state.

The director of an ILC program further professed his anger towards
the “former trainees with minor impairments” who use the program on
their résumés to get a job outside of the ILM: “We’ll only support only
those who are serious about the IL movement from now on—those with
severe impairments who cannot live without the IL movement” (Hayashi
and Okuhira 2008, 423). The absence of critical pushback against the his-
torical, colonial, and cultural biases that underscore this statement, cou-
pled with the lack of historical nuance, reveals the authors’ representation
of Japan as an anachronistically developed, progressive, and charitable
nation equal to the dominant global powers of the Global North. The pos-
sibilities of exploring disability as historically discursive, as cultural, and
as political are foreclosed in the approach that resembles many of the co-
lonial practices of both interwar and postwar Japan and area studies that
seek to “observe” and extract information from a subject to determine its
utility in shaping global relations, liberal signs, and symbols of the post-
postwar.

Performing the Post-Postwar: 1964 Tokyo Games

It is important to situate these historical becomings of injury and their
narrative framing in moments of national(istic) pronouncement. Positive
affect has encoded the ways in which disability history in Japan has been
outlined, assembling the individualization, privatization, and nationaliza-
tion of the normalized borders and narrative compositions of injury. This
architecture manifests in instances that may, at first glance, have nothing
to do with disability. Novelist Mishima Yukio’s report on the women’s
volleyball game during the 1964 Tokyo Olympics exemplifies this prolif-
eration of affective responses that reinforce the naturalized representa-
tions of what disability is and how it is recounted, imaged, and digested.
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The triumph of the women’s spirit over their bodily pain and exhaustion
incites this response from the conservative, ultra-macho writer: “She
cried, I cried,” recalling the victory through metaphors of war and the
logic of enemies and allies (Mishima 2019, 47).

In addition to the rise of the ethnonationalist Olympic spirit that un-
derlies these statements, the affective response to overcoming the limita-
tion of the body and psyche through the strength of the spirit (rendering
the body as enemy and as Other) remains integral to the (re)production of
the architecture of liberal curative dialects. Mishima frames the response
to the Games through a transparent desire to overcome cultural illness,
for which the Olympics provided a powerful antidote: “Though the crit-
ics of the Olympics have their own logic and concerns, upon seeing the
stadium today, I candidly understood one thing: ‘I am glad we could all
do this. If we didn’t, we Japanese would become ill’”” (Mishima 2019,
18).

The Emperor, who publicly endorsed and facilitated these curative
processes during the interwar and wartime periods, was certainly not ab-
sent from the 1964 Games, with the Crown Prince and Princess primarily
facilitating the Paralympics (Johnson 1995, 232-3; Ward 2019, 183). Re-
flecting Mishima’s sentiments, the Prince emphasized the participants’
“return to society,” in fact one of the primary goals of the Paralympics,
along with the increased social awareness of disabled individuals (Frost
2022, 40). Despite this veneer, imperial presence functioned to carefully
cultivate the “highly politicized link designed to benefit the Games and
the international reputation of Japan’s future monarch... promoting the
new postwar Japan’s commitment to peace and international goodwill”
(Frost 2022, 50).

Drawing on Max Ward’s work on thought criminality in interwar
and wartime Japan, which he notes bled into the postwar refiguring, we
can see the emperor’s public presence as supervisory over criminal and
medical rehabilitation (Ward 2019, 183). “Thought war,” during the in-
creasing mobilization of citizens and reformers to fight in the ideological
battle against the “disease of communism,” shows the sustained relation-
ship between public spectacle, rehabilitative dialects, and the emperor as
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a paternalistic facilitator of cure within the postwar landscape (Ward
2015, 414-16). The public spectacle of imperial rehabilitation is further
located in the issue of vagrants who threatened the state’s imagining of
the linear recovery from its imperial past. Indeed, these sentiments were
prodded by the media, which likened the state’s feverish efforts for the
Olympics to a seisen (holy war) (Igarashi 2000, 143).

We may also observe how these rhetorics served to portray Japan as
an emerging welfare state, and an ally to the global order with crip-na-
tionalist events like the Paralympics. Eunjung Kim’s critical analysis of
these events outlines the relationship between the positive image of a na-
tion through its hyper-visualization of the abled-disabled body (to use
Tanya Titchkosky’s words) and the national projects of “first world”
imagining. This was certainly true for the 1964 Tokyo Paralympics,
which strategically functioned to “produce hierarchies between different
societies and nations,” as the television broadcast reinforced the Japanese
athletes’ destitute situation compared to the “bright” smiles of the foreign
white athletes (Kim 2011, 95; Frost 2022, 40-41). In the push towards
the liberalization and modernization of Japan through the collaboration
of Japanese and American elites, this pejorative portrayal demonstrates a
pedagogical moment where the disabled athletes of Japan would be val-
ued only in their role in the state’s performance as an emerging welfare
state, with the potential to join the ranks of first-class nations. These ath-
letes’ brief capacitation was only contingent on this national perfor-
mance, as Tokyo, even in its supposed dedication towards these social is-
sues through the contrast between Japanese and foreign athletes, re-
mained as inaccessible as ever (Frost 2022, 32-33).

These effects compound with the intentions of providing care for
disabled individuals on the global stage, the publicity of which is “inevi-
tably related to foreign policy and the funding agencies’ political inter-
ests. Power dynamics between recipients and providers of help, their na-
tional representations, and the symbolic value of bodily transformation
through medicine contribute to the hierarchy between cultures and posi-
tioning of enabled bodies over disabled bodies” (Kim 2011, 95). The
construction of the “disability-friendly” nation that aligns with the social
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justice and rights-based picturing of disability of liberal first-world coun-
tries galvanizes the institutional relationship of the U.S.-Japan empire,
and availability for culturally, economically, and politically capacitative
opportunities for Japan. Capacitation is central in how the circulation of
affects cannot only affix the consensus of disability (and its erasure and/
or relationship to colonial debility), but further, how these liberal tech-
nologies can, in turn, bolster a nation’s own healthy positioning in the
global order.

Conclusion

My hope is that these examples illustrate the necessity to expand the
praxis of postwar Japanese history and approaches to historical inquiries
into injury, and further, to demonstrate that disability and curative rheto-
rics are transmitted historically and contemporarily in cultural and aca-
demic production. We may return to the Shiotani incident to understand
the material discursivity of this event in the rendering of mental illness as
a result of the liberalization and nationalist undertones during the Olym-
pics, and the authoring of the sovereign nation-state by the work of area
studies. Or, consider the tensions between rehabilitation and (in)capacita-
tion that played out in the theater of Hiroshima and beyond the space-
time of the “event” of atomic debilitation. Further, how can we under-
stand the curative genealogy of the liberal, “disability-friendly” image of
a nation that attempts to erase its injured past through events such as the
Olympics and Paralympics and peaceful portrayal of hibakusha within
the Cold War rehabilitative politics of area studies? In the presumption of
American liberalism and democracy that performs curative time in Japa-
nese studies, how may this reciprocally contour the borders of how we
enunciate and articulate disability in the “post” of postwar, the “post” of
debilitated life after it? Mapping these processes alongside one another
as productive of broader curative and (in)capacitating networks must also
be positioned in the intellectual positioning of the Cold War rehabilita-
tion project.
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Li Tana has long been at the forefront of efforts to reassess Vietnamese
history, which has traditionally been framed in agrarian, rural, and Con-
fucian terms. Since the publication of her first monograph, Nguyén
Cochinchina (Li 1998), she has consistently advanced a maritime-orient-
ed reinterpretation of the Vietnamese past. This perspective was further
developed in her subsequent co-edited volumes, Water Frontier (Li and
Cooke 2006) and The Tongking Gulf through History (Cooke, Li, and An-
derson 2011). Her most recent work, 4 Maritime Vietnam: From Earliest
Times to the Nineteenth Century, brings this sustained line of inquiry to a
new level of synthesis. Comprising ten chapters, the volume offers a
wide-ranging reinterpretation of Vietnamese history from prehistory to
the early nineteenth century, with a particular focus on the transregional
circulation of people, goods, and ideas across maritime spaces.

Chapters 1 through 3 revisit the period from prehistory to the eighth
century through a maritime lens. Li traces how northern Vietnam, incor-
porated into the Han Empire as Jiaozhi in the second century BCE, de-
veloped into one of the empire’s principal southern emporia. From the
third century onward, its prosperity was closely tied to connections with
India. During this period, Jiaozhi emerged also as a major center of Bud-
dhism, serving as a hub for the movement of monks between India and
China. At the same time, as the spread of Buddhism in China stimulated
demand for aromatics, Jiaozhi came to serve a dual role as both a produc-
tion center and a transshipment hub. As Jiaozhi became a cosmopolitan
node within the Chinese imperial world, Linyi in central Vietnam was
also developing into a commercial polity. Having gained independence
from China in the second century, it functioned as an intermediary port in
Sino-Indian trade and became a significant supplier of aromatics to China.

Northern Vietnam gained independence from Chinese rule in the
tenth century. The Ly dynasty, established in 1009, built its capital at
Thang Long (present-day Hanoi), a nodal point within the Red River’s
fluvial network. Chapter 4 examines the role of maritime networks in the
formation of the Ly dynasty and in the subsequent rise of the Tran dynas-
ty. For the Ly-Tran period of Dai Viét, the significance of the sea became
increasingly visible from the twelfth century onward, as commercial ac-
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tivity expanded along the eastern littoral of the Red River delta. The es-
tablishment of the Southern Song dynasty and the growing demand for
Yunnanese horses, combined with the export of private salt from Viet-
nam, stimulated the expansion of trade across the Jiaozhi Sea. Against
this backdrop, the Tran clan, whose origins lay among migrants from Fu-
jian, emerged as a leading force among the newly ascendant coastal pow-
ers. The Tran clan ultimately established a new dynasty in 1225.

Chapters 5 and 6 underscore the significance of Muslim commer-
cial networks in the development of the Jiaozhi Sea trade. The expansion
of Islamic trade first stimulated the growth of Champa, whose ports be-
came major entrepdts for Sino-Arab maritime trade from the eighth cen-
tury onward. Muslim merchants played important roles not only in com-
merce but also in the political and diplomatic affairs of the Cham court.
Through Champa, these networks also influenced DPai Viét. Cham Mus-
lims operating via Hainan Island facilitated trade between Dai Viét and
China and contributed to the island’s development as a center for aromat-
ic production. Li further identifies fifteenth-century ceramic production
in northern Vietnam under the L€ dynasty as evidence of integration into
wider Muslim trading circuits. For instance, Pai Viét blue-and-white ce-
ramics circulated widely across Island Southeast Asia, including Java,
through networks in which Cham intermediaries played a central role.
This longstanding link between Dai Viét and the Islamic world was sev-
ered by Lé Thanh Tong’s campaign against Champa in 1471.

Southeast Asia experienced a major commercial expansion in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, often described as the ‘Age of Com-
merce.” Chapter 7 examines the impact of this maritime boom on the
Tonkin region (northern Vietnam). In the seventeenth century, Tonkin at-
tracted merchants from Japan, China, Portugal, the Netherlands, and
England, as it emerged as an alternative supplier of raw silk amid the dis-
ruptions accompanying the Ming—Qing transition. In exchange for silk
exports, large quantities of foreign currencies flowed into Tonkin in the
form of silver and cash coins. According to Li, the massive inflow of for-
eign currencies had four major consequences for seventeenth-century
Tonkin society: a construction boom, the densification of market net-
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works, the rise of dinh as religious institutions supporting village com-
munities, and an increase in the circulation of Chinese books alongside
the formation of village literati. Li argues that this commercial basis fa-
cilitated the formation of a “traditional” social order in early modern
Vietnam and that rural and maritime elements in the Vietnamese society
were not mutually opposed but closely interconnected.

While seventeenth-century Tonkin underwent major social change
during the commercial boom, the Nguyén lords in Cochinchina of south-
ern Vietnam built on the legacy of Champa to develop new forms of po-
litical and economic organization. Chapters 8 and 9 trace the rise and fall
of the Nguyén regime as a maritime entity over the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. In the seventeenth century, Cochinchina emerged as a
key hub in the triangular trade linking Japan, China, and Southeast Asia.
It not only functioned as an entrep6t for goods from across the region,
but also attracted numerous merchant vessels as a major source of forest
products, notably calambac. Despite challenges such as Japan’s seclusion
policy and instability in South China, the Nguyén authorities sustained
their position through maritime ties with the Zheng regime in Taiwan.

As Anthony Reid’s “Chinese Century” thesis suggests, eighteenth-
century Southeast Asia entered a new phase of economic growth closely
linked to the expansion of the Chinese economy. In Cochinchina, this de-
velopment centered on the “water frontier” stretching from the Mekong
Delta to the Gulf of Siam. Li situates the prosperity of this frontier within
the context of the Canton trade. That is, Hong merchants, in collabora-
tion with European commercial capitals, expanded their trade with
Southeast Asia, with Cochinchina emerging as a key partner. Against this
backdrop, Cochinchina developed export commodities such as rice, pep-
per, and sugar. Its rice exports were closely tied to tin production in
Bangka Island, forming part of intra-Asian trade centered on Canton,
which also fostered the rise of Cancao (Ha Tién) as a new entrepo6t in the
Gulf of Siam world. However, this prosperity began to decline after
peaking in the 1760s. Monetary disorder caused by the private minting of
zinc cash, the sharp appreciation of gold, and heavy taxation on forest
products such as rattan generated widespread discontent under Nguyén
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rule, culminating in the Tay Son rebellion of 1771. Li emphasizes that
during the ensuing three decades of civil war, cities such as Bién Hoa,
My Tho, and Hoi An were severely damaged by the Tay Son plundering.
Their hostility toward the Chinese merchant community led to an out-
flow of Chinese merchants, dealing a major blow to Cochinchina’s com-
mercial economy.

The concluding Chapter 10 examines the relationship between state
integration under the nineteenth-century Nguyén dynasty and maritime
transport. Drawing on Victor Lieberman’s Strange Parallels framework,
Li analyzes the state-organized grain transport system (tdo van) as an in-
strument of integration between northern and southern Vietnam. Accord-
ing to Li, northern Vietnam bore a heavy burden of rice provision under
this system in order to sustain the population of the capital Hué in central
Vietnam. By contrast, the burden imposed on southern Vietnam was min-
imal, which Li interprets as a preferential policy toward the south under
Emperor Gia Long (r. 1802—1820). Grain transport by sea took place dur-
ing the typhoon season, making it a highly risky undertaking. Moreover,
unlike the Qing grain transport system, the Nguyén system did not gener-
ate significant flows of commercial wealth and thus played only a limited
role in integrating the national economy. In addition, the global economic
downturn in the early nineteenth century, triggered by declining silver
supplies from Latin America following the Mexican War of Indepen-
dence, posed further challenges to Nguyén state-building efforts. In con-
clusion, Li argues that the grain transport system represented an econom-
ic expression of southern regionalism within the Nguyén polity, and that
the dynasty ultimately failed to achieve the level of territorial integration
seen in Siam and Burma.

One of the most striking features of Li’s work is its exceptionally
wide range of sources illustrating the Vietnamese maritime trade net-
works and their non-state actors. Li draws not only on official dynastic
records from both Vietnam and China but also on Buddhist texts, works
on flora and fauna, and epigraphic materials. For the period after the sev-
enteenth century, she further incorporates Japanese and European sourc-
es. By combining these textual materials with archaeological evidence,

199



Yoshihiro TAGA

Li reconstructs the maritime connections of premodern Vietnam with re-
markable clarity. Equally noteworthy is her engagement with scholarship
beyond the Anglophone world. Through her work, readers gain access to
a broader body of research produced in Vietnamese, Japanese, and Chi-
nese.

Another defining feature of Li’s work is its use of commodities as a
means of understanding Vietnam’s connections with the maritime world.
These include a wide range of goods circulating across Asian seas, such
as aromatics, salt, cobalt, copper, ceramics, silk, books, sugar, tin, rattan,
zinc, and rice. By tracing the movement of these commodities, Li suc-
cessfully links the sea with the uplands and the rural with the urban,
while situating Vietnam within broader Asian and global histories. Since
the 2010s, several attempts to write a comprehensive history of Vietnam
have been made in the Anglophone academia (Taylor 2013; Goscha
2016; Kiernan 2017). Li’s book—though focused on the premodern peri-
od—stands out among them as an innovative attempt to reconstruct Viet-
namese history through chains of commodities and the activities of non-
state actors.

One of the more controversial aspects of Li’s work is her assess-
ment of the eighteenth-century Tay Son regime and the nineteenth-centu-
ry Nguyén dynasty from a maritime perspective, both of which are por-
trayed in somewhat negative terms. Here, I focus primarily on the latter.
In her book, the relationship between the Nguyén dynasty and the mari-
time world is examined chiefly through the grain transport system, with
particular attention to the reign of Emperor Gia Long. This approach re-
sults in a largely negative portrayal, in which state-led maritime transport
is seen as contributing little to Vietnamese national integration." If the
analytical scope were broadened and the chronological framework ex-

While Li identifies the navy as the principal agent of the Nguyén dynasty’s grain transport sys-
tem, in its early phase, merchant vessels mobilized from coastal villages in central Vietnam,
including Canh Duong and Ly Hoa, also played a significant role. For example, see Pai Nam thuc
luc chinh bién dé nhdt ky [Primary compilation of the veritable record of Dai Nam, First Reign]
(The Institute of Cultural and Linguistic Studies, Keio University, 1963, 1968), vol. 26, 20b-21a.
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tended to encompass the reigns of Gia Long’s successors, such as Emper-
ors Minh Mang (r. 1820—41), Thi¢u Tri (r. 1841-47), and Ty Duc (r.
1847-83) it would remain an open question as to how the Nguyén dynas-
ty’s engagement with the sea might be reinterpreted.

Long criticized in Vietnam under a Marxist historiographical
framework as a “feudal reactionary regime,” the Nguyén dynasty has re-
cently undergone extensive reassessment, in parallel with the growing
availability of archival sources, including the vast corpus of palace docu-
ments (Chdu ban triéu Nguyén).? For example, DS Bang’s monograph, a
pioneering study of Nguyén commercial policy, argues that the dynasty
maintained a relatively open stance toward maritime trade and that the
so-called closed-door (bé quan téa cang) policy did not in fact exist (D&
Bang 1997, 40-44); Li herself was among the first scholars to advance
similar revisionist interpretations (Li 1995). For understanding the
Nguyén dynasty’s maritime orientation, studies by Chen Chingho and
Claudine Salmon are also instructive, as they show that the Hué court
dispatched official ships to Batavia, Singapore, and even Bengal for pur-
poses of trade and intelligence gathering (Chen 1990; Salmon 1999;
Salmon 2013).% It should also be noted that Chinese merchants, who had
long served as intermediaries linking Vietnam with the maritime world,
remained active under Nguyén rule. Guild halls for Cantonese and Fuji-
anese merchants were established in Hanoi, and these groups were close-
ly involved in state finance through activities such as coin minting and
tax farming (Taga 2022, 42-46). At the same time, the Hué court fre-
quently entrusted them with the procurement of Chinese goods on the
Canton market (Taga 2023, 23-25). Recent studies have also revisited
sugar exports in Vietnam under the Nguyén dynasty—described by Li as
having declined relative to the eighteenth century—drawing on archival
materials from the Hué court and statistical data from Singapore (Taga

2 For the reassessment of the Nguyén dynasty that has gained momentum in Vietnam since the
1990s, see Lockhart 2001.

For the relationship between the Nguyén dynasty and Singapore in particular, see also Cao Thi
Van 2021.
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2023, 37-41; Cao Thi Van and Ninh Thi Sinh 2025). Over the past de-
cades, Vietnamese scholars have increasingly focused on the dynasty’s
substantial efforts in coastal defense, and a growing body of research—
while somewhat imbued with a political tone—has emerged on this topic
(D4 Bang 2015; Lé Tién Cong 2016). Finally, as Li observes, silver cir-
culation is a key issue in understanding Vietnam’s entanglement with the
maritime Asian economy. From this perspective, greater attention might
have been given to the Nguyén dynasty’s monetary policy, particularly its
active promotion of silver currency and the marked expansion in the cir-
culation of foreign silver dollars in early nineteenth-century Vietnam
(Taga 2021). Rather than constituting shortcomings, these points high-
light the rich possibilities that Li’s work opens up for future research. As
such, her work stands as a landmark in Vietnamese historiography and is
essential reading for all scholars interested in the field.
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Introduction

In recent years, China has sought to introduce new interpretations of the
end of the Asia-Pacific War and the postwar settlement process. For ex-
ample, in August 2025, commemorating the 80th anniversary of Japan’s
surrender, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that “Taiwan’s
return to China was a result of the victory in World War II and an integral
part of the postwar international order. A series of documents with inter-
national legal effect, including the Cairo Declaration, the Potsdam Decla-
ration, and the terms of Japan’s surrender, confirmed China’s sovereignty
over Taiwan. The historical and legal fact that Taiwan belongs to China is
beyond dispute.” What stands out here is China’s endorsement of the
Cairo and Potsdam Declarations—joint statements agreed upon by the
United States, Britain, China, and the Soviet Union during the wartime
period. Yet this position directly contradicts China’s complete rejection
of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, which it describes as “an illegal and
invalid document produced by the United States after the war, when it as-
sembled a handful of countries to conclude a separate peace with Japan
while excluding the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union.”
This selectiveness illustrates how China seeks to interpret historical
events in ways that support its contemporary political objectives—partic-
ularly regarding sensitive regional issues such as Taiwan and Japan’s
remilitarization.'

Against this backdrop, it is worthwhile to take a closer look at what
the end of the Asia-Pacific War actually looked like in practice. I have
previously examined a study that traces the process leading to the conclu-
sion of the San Francisco Peace Treaty (the Peace Treaty with Japan)
(Ahn 2025). Building on that, exploring how the U.S. government and

For the statements of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs in this paragraph, see “Waijiaobu:
suowei “Jiujinshan heyue” feifa wuxiao, Taiwan shuyu Zhongguo de lishi he fali shishi burong
zhiyi” [Ministry of Foreign Affairs: The So-Called ‘San Francisco Peace Treaty’ Is Illegal and
Invalid, the Historical and Legal Fact That Taiwan Belongs to China Is Unquestionable]. Peoples
Daily Online, August 18, 2025. https://world.people.com.cn/n1/2025/0818/c1002-40544961.html.
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civilian experts—while the Second World War was still underway—envi-
sioned a stable postwar order in East Asia and how they sought to trans-
late those ideas into concrete plans, not only deepens our understanding
of the foundations and historical development of today’s regional order
but also offers insight into ongoing China—Japan disputes over history
and territory. Dayna L. Barnes’s book under review, Architects of
Occupation: American Experts and the Planning for Postwar Japan,
speaks directly to these concerns.

Book Overview

The book is organized into an introduction, six main chapters, and a con-
clusion. The main purpose is to explain in detail the American reforms
deemed necessary to transform Japan—once an enemy state—into a fu-
ture ally. In the introduction, Barnes writes: “Between 1939 and 1945,
American policymakers decided to reorient rather than punish postwar
Japan. They hoped to transform the current enemy into a ‘responsible’ in-
ternational actor through a short American-led military occupation” (p.
2). The author emphasizes that Americans had begun envisioning the
shape of the postwar world even before the attack on Pearl Harbor, and
that U.S. occupation policy toward Japan emerged only after years of
planning and preparation.

In Chapter 1, the author examines President Franklin D. Roos-
evelt’s approach to foreign-policy decision-making. She argues that Roo-
sevelt often sidelined the views of official State Department experts and
instead relied on personal envoys and informal channels of information.
She notes:

President Roosevelt showed little interest in the work of official experts
working on postwar issues, preferring to find analysis from outside
official channels. As a result, planners sometimes worked in a vacuum,
without a voice in wartime agreements and uncertain of their president’s
plans. Had he lived to see Japan’s surrender, FDR might have rejected
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the recommendations of his planners.” (p. 29)

This passage summarizes the author’s portrayal of Roosevelt as
largely indifferent to the perspectives of policy planners, bureaucrats, and
other formal expert groups. The author also characterizes the wartime
president as someone whose attention was directed far more toward Eu-
ropean affairs than toward the Far East.

In Chapter 2, Barnes turns to a group of experts in the State Depart-
ment that formed the so-called “Japan crowd,” such as Joseph C. Grew,
Eugene Dooman, and Joseph Ballantine. Notably, their approach di-
verged sharply from the president’s hard-line stance. For example, in
July 1943, the Territorial Subcommittee of the Postwar Programs Com-
mittee (PWC) stated that “the ultimate objective of the United Nations is
to restore Japan to full and equal membership in a family of nations
bound together by an international organization and protected by an ef-
fective security system” (p. 34). The author highlights this as evidence
that these policymakers saw the restoration of Japan as a normal state
and its reintegration into the international community as a central policy
goal. Although such views had limited influence during Roosevelt’s pres-
idency, the author notes that the situation changed after Roosevelt’s death
in early 1945 and the succession of Harry Truman to the presidency (p.
36).

In Chapter 3, the author shifts attention to the role of private-sector
experts, particularly those associated with the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions (CFR) and the Institute of Pacific Relations (IPR). She explains that
the U.S. government relied heavily on these civilian expert groups during
the war. As she notes, “During World War II, officials had to lean particu-
larly hard on the IPR, the only expert group focusing on Pacific affairs,
because the potential pool of specialists was so shallow and the level of
common knowledge so low” (p. 62). According to the author, these think
tanks played a significant role in shaping and refining the State Depart-
ment’s policy objective—discussed in Chapter 2—of restoring Japan as a
functioning member of the international community after the war.

In Chapter 4, the author highlights how this “conciliatory approach
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toward Japan” clashed with the strongly pro-China sentiment that domi-
nated American public opinion at the time. She points out that several
prominent figures sought to counter the prevailing hard-line mood and to
argue that easing hostility toward Japan, granting it a degree of postwar
economic stability, and ultimately reintegrating it as a responsible mem-
ber of the international community aligned with U.S. national interests.
Among those who advanced such arguments, Barnes cites Joseph Grew,
Walter Lippmann, Henry R. Luce, and several authors of essays pub-
lished through the IPR.

In Chapter 5, the author provides a detailed account of how con-
gressional views on foreign policy shifted over time. She pays particular
attention to the impact of the Pearl Harbor attack, noting that it signifi-
cantly weakened the strong isolationist sentiment that had prevailed in
Congress:

[E]ven before Pearl Harbor, support for isolationism was weakening as
events in Europe made it clear that America’s allies faced a real threat
of defeat without its support. The Japanese attack and declaration of war
shocked the nation and permanently undermined the argument that geog-
raphy could insulate America from foreign threats. (p. 123)

After the attack on Pearl Harbor, Congress began to move away
from isolationism and toward a more active international role. This shift
eventually produced concrete outcomes. The author notes that “The
House and Senate debated bipartisan resolutions between spring and fall
1943 on the necessity of an international organization for peace and
American membership in such an organization.” (pp. 132-33) The author
further observes that Congress gradually came to support policies aimed
at helping Japan reestablish itself as a normal state in the postwar period.
She points to statements by lawmakers such as Walter Judd, Howard Mc-
Murray, and Burton Wheeler as evidence of this emerging consensus.

In the final chapter, Chapter 6, the author examines how U.S. poli-
cy toward the postwar Far East took shape after President Roosevelt’s
death and the succession of President Harry Truman. Unlike Roosevelt,
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who had relied heavily on personal advisers and informal channels, Tru-
man drew actively on the recommendations of formal bureaucratic bod-
ies that favored a conciliatory approach toward Japan and sought its rein-
tegration into the international community. According to the author, it
was this shift that ultimately enabled the implementation of the occupa-
tion policies we now recognize as the foundation of the postwar U.S. ap-
proach to Japan.

Debates over the Role of Civilian Experts

As discussed above, Barnes argues that private think tanks, such as the
CFR and the IPR, and the civilian experts involved in these organizations
exerted significant influence on the State Department, Congress, and
broader public opinion. Ultimately, she contends, their advocacy of a pol-
icy aimed at restoring Japan as a normal state was adopted by President
Truman and implemented as the actual U.S. occupation policy toward Ja-
pan (Janssens 1995).

Writing roughly twenty years before Barnes, Rudolf V. A. Janssens,
who also examined the formation of postwar U.S. occupation policy to-
ward Japan, offered a somewhat different interpretation. Janssens also
examined the views of civilian experts on the Far East. He identified six-
teen documents frequently cited by the State Department and other gov-
ernment agencies involved in postwar planning and analyzed their main
arguments. He found broad agreement on three points: that (1) Japanese
society differed fundamentally from Western societies, that (2) prewar
Japan had been characterized by strong militaristic tendencies, and that
(3) meaningful change within Japan was essential for establishing a sta-
ble postwar peace (Janssens 1995, Ch. 4). These findings do not contra-
dict what Barnes later discloses: namely, that many civilian experts ar-
gued for Japan’s reintegration into the international community after the
war. However, Janssens highlighted two important complications. First,
the experts he examined were divided over whether Japan could truly
carry out the kind of fundamental reforms envisioned along Western
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lines. Second, although they agreed that postwar transformation in Japan
was crucial for global peace, they did not clearly articulate what specific
forms that transformation should take. In other words, Janssens showed
that Far Eastern specialists at the time operated within clear limitations.

Janssens also pointed out that policy planners within the State De-
partment held divergent views on postwar policy toward the Far East,
and that the War Department, the Navy Department, and their affiliated
agencies, such as the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and the Office of
War Information (OWI), had to devise and implement plans for the occu-
pation of Japan with information even more limited than what the State
Department possessed (Janssens 1995, Chs. 5-7). In short, the civilian
experts lacked sufficient knowledge and data on Japan, and their opin-
ions were far from unified; similar constraints existed within government
bodies such as the State, War, and Navy Departments. For this reason,
Janssens argued that “Even though State Department planners had
worked on policies for postwar Japan since the beginning of 1942, the
basic policy still had to be formulated at the end of the war.” The various
planning efforts undertaken during the war, he concluded, never cohered
into a single, well-defined policy, and thus “seemed not a very efficient
way to plan for the postwar policies.”

Viewed from this perspective, one question arises: to what extent
did the knowledge and information that American scholars possessed
about prewar Japanese society actually shape the planning and imple-
mentation of the postwar occupation policy? As noted earlier, Barnes ar-
gues that the views of civilian experts were transmitted to State Depart-
ment officials and, ultimately, to President Truman, and that these ideas
were directly reflected in the occupation policies adopted after the war.
Janssens, however, stresses the limitations of these civilian experts and
points out that confusion over Far Eastern policy existed not only among
them but also within government institutions such as the State, War, and
Navy Departments. He emphasizes that this confusion persisted right up
to the end of the war and was never fully resolved. If we follow Jans-
sens’s interpretation, the extent to which civilian expertise actually
shaped the occupation policy becomes far less certain.
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Given the divergence between these two scholars’ interpretations, it
becomes clear that further research is needed to determine the extent to
which the views of American civilian experts on the Far East in the
1930s and 1940s actually shaped the formation and implementation of
the occupation policy toward Japan.
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Shinnosuke Takahashi’s The Translocal Island of Okinawa: Anti-Base
Activism and Grassroots Regionalism is a welcome addition to recent An-
glophone scholarship on the transnational networks connecting Okinawa
to the broader Asia-Pacific region. Challenging the conventional under-
standing of Okinawan anti-base resistance as a monolithic or ethnocen-
tric movement, Takahashi reinterprets (anti-)base politics and activism in
Okinawa as a manifestation of “translocality” and “grassroots regional-
ism,” defined by fluid, cross-border networking and ideological solidari-
ty on multiple scales. As Takahashi states at the outset, this book “is a
project to recuperate our social imagination on Okinawa’s anti-base poli-
tics in light of anti-colonial/anti-imperial struggles in the context of Ja-
pan, East Asia and beyond” (p. 7). By framing Okinawan identity as an
active process of “becoming,” he seeks to situate Okinawa, as well as
Okinawan studies, in broader contexts beyond national boundaries.
Organized around the book’s central question—“how has grassroots
regionalism been playing a constitutive part in the enactment of local ac-
tivism?” (p. 17)—the book’s seven chapters address a range of topics. In
chapter 1, “Imagining the Islands Against the Grain,” which serves as the
introduction, Takahashi establishes the historical and conceptual frame-
work for understanding Okinawa’s anti-base movement, challenging pre-
vailing assumptions that reduce the protests to isolated incidents of local
grievances. To contextualize Okinawa’s long history of subjugation,
Takahashi briefly examines the history of the Ryukyu Kingdom and the
1609 invasion by the Shimazu clan of the Satsuma domain, which was
followed by the 1879 formal annexation ( “Ryiikyii shobun ) by the Japa-
nese government, the postwar U.S. occupation, and the ensuing “rever-
sion” of Okinawa to Japan. He emphasizes that Okinawan activism
should not be viewed narrowly through the lens of “Cold War geopoliti-
cal reductionism,” a perspective that dismisses activists “as a minor frac-

EED)

tion of ‘angry dissidents’” (p. 6). To counter such oversimplified and de-
rogatory classifications that delegitimize activism in Okinawa, Takahashi
introduces the concept of the “translocal island,” arguing that Okinawan
identity and resistance have been shaped by dynamic, cross-border social

relations and historical processes that link Okinawa to broader anti-colo-
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nial and anti-imperial struggles in the Asia-Pacific region. He highlights
that “Okinawa’s anti-base struggle is an aggregation of different forms of
civic activism and a multitude of individuals with ideas, resources and
networks that are not unitary” (p. 4). Taking his cue from the late histori-
an Yakabi Osamu (1957-2010), Takahashi reconstructs Okinawan identi-
ty not as an innate, geographically bound state of “being” (de aru koto),
but rather as an active, political process of “becoming” (ni naru koto)
through shared struggle and cross-border solidarity (pp. 9—10). This “be-
coming” model allows for a more inclusive and fluid understanding of
grassroots activism, reframing the protest community as a fluid coalition
rather than a unitary bloc. On this basis, he proposes the concept of
“grassroots regionalism,” that is, “people’s individual and collective ef-
forts, consciousness and actions to regionalize activists’ mindset” (p. 15).

In the following chapters, which focus primarily on post-1945 Oki-
nawa, Takahashi highlights that the Okinawan anti-base movement is a
complex, multi-layered historical resistance that demands local dignity
and is deeply embedded in memories of war. Chapter 2, “Struggles in the
US-Occupied Okinawa,” provides a historical chronology of the early
anti-base movements that erupted during the direct U.S. military occupa-
tion following the Battle of Okinawa. Takahashi illustrates that the roots
of Okinawan resistance emerged as a grassroots struggle for basic land
rights and survival, arguing that “the Okinawan resistance was shaped by
a series of events and major and minor actions taken by elites and non-
elites” rather than having a clear “origin” (p. 43). Following the Asia-Pa-
cific War, the United States Civil Administration of the Ryukyu Islands
(USCAR), established in 1950, began seizing vast tracts of private land
for military facilities amid escalating Cold War tensions. This aggressive
land requisition displaced thousands of local farmers, and in response,
displaced farmers from le Island under the leadership of Ahagon Shoko
(1901-2002) organized the 1955 “beggars’ march” (kojiki koshin). This
localized resistance escalated into a monumental turning point with the
release of the U.S. congressional Price Report in June 1956, which en-
dorsed lump-sum payments for “leased” land and affirmed the U.S. mili-
tary’s rights to acquire new land and store nuclear weapons. In reaction,
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Okinawans mobilized the first “whole-island struggle” (shimagurumi
10s0), a massive, non-partisan island-wide campaign demanding the “four
principles” for land protection, including adequate compensation and the
refusal of lump-sum payments. This protest, which Takahashi regards as
“the hallmark in the history of the Okinawan struggle” (p. 36), pressured
the U.S. administration to make partial concessions. Takahashi also trac-
es the evolution of Okinawa’s social and political landscape, noting how
the energy of the 1950s land struggles was eventually channeled into the
“reversion-to-Japan” movement (fukki undo) of the 1960s, heavily mobi-
lized by the Okinawa Teachers and General Staff Association (OTGSA)
and its leader Yara Chobyd (1902—1997). Public anger over base-related
crimes such as the 1955 Yumiko-chan Incident intensified the demand to
escape U.S. extraterritoriality by returning to Japanese sovereignty. How-
ever, disillusionment with reversion soon gave rise to a minority “anti-re-
version” (han-fukki) movement led by intellectuals such as Arakawa Aki-
ra (1931-) in the late 1960s. These critics warned that reversion would
not eliminate the bases but would merely subordinate Okinawa to the
U.S.—Japan security apparatus and Japanese capitalist exploitation, form-
ing a critical intellectual genealogy for future radical regionalism.
Chapter 3, “Remaking the Site of Struggle,” investigates the disillu-
sionment with Okinawa’s administrative reversion to Japan on May 15,
1972, and the subsequent qualitative shift in the nature of Okinawan ac-
tivism. This chapter demonstrates that the post-reversion era forced local
activists to broaden their struggle beyond anti-U.S. base protests, ex-
panding into environmental protection and resistance against Japanese
state-backed corporate developmentalism. Despite the reversion, the rela-
tive concentration of U.S. military facilities in Okinawa remained high,
while the Japanese government implemented the Act on Special Mea-
sures for the Promotion and Development of Okinawa. This top-down
economic integration aimed to transform Okinawa into a “new ‘exotic
South’” tourist destination (p. 50), as exemplified by the Oceanic Expo
75, and to turn it into an industrial hub—developments that led to ram-
pant land speculation and the destruction of the marine environment.
Against this backdrop, the Kin Bay struggle of the 1970s emerged when
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the Japanese government and energy corporations including Gulf Oil and
Mitsubishi planned to construct a massive Central Terminal Station
(CTS) for petroleum storage in Kin Bay in central Okinawa Island. The
facility’s operation soon caused marine pollution, devastating the liveli-
hoods of local fishermen. In response, residents and environmentalists
formed the Society for the Protection of Kin Bay (SPKB) and demanded
an end to the CTS operation, sparking a decade-long legal battle against
both the corporations and the local government. Although the SPKB ulti-
mately lost in court, the struggle fundamentally expanded the meaning of
“peaceful Okinawa” to include environmental rights and survival. Cru-
cially, the Kin Bay struggle catalyzed a broader, translocal solidarity net-
work. Intellectuals, journalists, and activists, including the prominent
scholar-activist Arasaki Moriteru (1936-2018) and Arakawa Akira,
formed a support group that later evolved into the Activism by the Resi-
dents of the Ryiikyd Arc (ARC) in 1976. The ARC repurposed the geo-
logical term “Rytkyt Arc” (Ryiikyii-ko) into a sociocultural banner, link-
ing isolated environmental protests from Amami all the way to Yaeyama.
By organizing annual research camps and publishing journals, the ARC
forged a decentralized, collective “Okinawan identity” based on shared
ecological and political struggles. This era also produced innovative
forms of social activism such as the Hifotsubo Anti-War Landowners As-
sociation (1982), which complicated military land leases by having thou-
sands of activists buy small parcels of base land (Aitotsubo, about 3.3
square meters), cementing a new legacy of grassroots, institutionalized
resistance.

Chapter 4, “Shimao Toshio’s Cultural Resistance,” delves into the
ideological and literary underpinnings of the grassroots regionalism dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, focusing on the profound influence of
novelist and essayist Shimao Toshio (1917-1986). Shimao, a mainland
Japanese intellectual who relocated to Amami-Oshima in 1955, intro-
duced the concept of “Japanesia” (Yaponesia) in his 1961 essay, propos-
ing a reenvisioning of Japan not as a monolithic continental power but as
a diverse and polycentric archipelago deeply connected to the Pacific
Ocean. Within this framework, he emphasized the Rytikyii Arc as a dis-
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tinct, culturally rich southern sphere that was historically essential to Ja-
pan yet systematically marginalized. As head of the local Amami library
and through his engagement in local history research, Shimao discovered
the “presence of the past” (p. 78, emphasis in original) in the island’s ma-
terial landscape, such as its bone-white coral stone graves. He rejected
the idea that Amami lacked history, positing instead that its cultural arti-
facts were simply illegible to the Orientalist, mainland gaze. Although
critics such as Murai Osamu have accused Shimao of projecting a roman-
ticized, Japanese Orientalist fantasy onto the southern islands, Takahashi
argues that Shimao’s cultural and geographic theories—the concepts of
Japanesia and the Ryiikyt Arc—provided Okinawan intellectuals includ-
ing Arakawa Akira and Okamoto Keitoku (1934-2006) with a vital
emancipatory framework to deconstruct and resist the homogenizing nar-
ratives of the modern Japanese nation-state. By unpacking Shimao’s cri-
tique of Japan’s internal colonialism, Takahashi stresses that these con-
cepts allowed Okinawan intellectuals to articulate a “decentralized” cul-
tural politics that empowered the southern islands against the overpower-
ing influence of mainland Japan and the U.S. military.

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on the connections and activities of “trans-
national anti-base activism” (p. 90) through the case of the Okinawa—Ko-
rea People’s Solidarity (OKPS). Chapter 5, “From Okinawa to Asia,”
chronicles the “second wave” of grassroots regionalism by detailing the
internationalization of the Okinawan anti-base movement in the 1990s.
This chapter demonstrates that translocal solidarity was not necessarily
established through a natural, preexisting affinity, but required activists
to overcome deep-seated historical prejudices and Cold War ideological
divides through “face-to-face relationships” (kao no mieru kankei) (p.
104). The catalyst for this transnational expansion came in 1986, when
five former Korean conscripted laborers visited the Kerama Islands to
mourn compatriots who had been forced to build suicide boats for the
Japanese military and subsequently died of starvation or were executed
during the Battle of Okinawa. This encounter fundamentally disrupted
the Okinawan narrative of “victimhood,” leading local activists to recog-
nize the perspective of “other victims” of Japanese imperialism and to
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resituate Okinawa’s history within a broader East Asian context. Initially,
Okinawan activists sought solidarity with activists in the Philippines, in-
spired by the 1986 People Power Revolution and the 1991 closure of the
U.S. Clark Airbase, forming the Action Committee for Solidarity with
Asia (ACSA) in 1994. This initiative faded, however, as U.S. bases
ceased to be a primary political issue for Philippine activists after 1992.
The pivot to South Korea occurred after a 1996 visit by South Korean ac-
tivist Kim Yong-han, who traveled to Okinawa to study the massive 1995
protests sparked by the rape of an Okinawan girl by U.S. servicemen. In
1998, ACSA was reorganized into the OKPS, led by figures such as
Takahashi Toshio, Nishio Ichird, and Tomiyama Masahiro. The author
frames the OKPS and the Okinawa—South Korea network not simply as a
seamless partnership between like-minded activists, but rather as a rela-
tionship marked by “mutual preconceptions” (p. 102). Even in the 1990s,
according to the author, some Korean activists viewed U.S. bases in Ja-
pan as a “jar lid”—that is, a means of “containing any possible resur-
gence of Japanese militarism” (p. 102). Conversely, Okinawan activists
were wary of South Korea’s legacy of military dictatorship and authori-
tarian rule. Through frequent visits and the building of “face-to-face rela-
tionships,” however, the two sides bridged this gap, resulting in effective
mutual learning and collaboration: South Korean activists adopted Oki-
nawan strategies, such as the hitotsubo anti-war landowner model, to dis-
rupt military land expansion in places like Pyeongtaek and Maehyang-ri,
and initiated lawsuits over noise pollution. In turn, Okinawans recog-
nized the geopolitical reality that bases such as Kadena had served as
staging grounds during the Korean War, and drew inspiration from the
dynamic, youth-driven protest culture and the traditional pungmul nori
music utilized in South Korean demonstrations.

Chapter 6, “Translocal Lives in Anti-Base Activism,” explores the
“invisible threads” of grassroots regionalism by examining the life histo-
ries of three key OKPS members: Arasaki Moriteru, Takahashi Toshio
(1953-), and Yu Yeongja (1951-). Born in Tokyo in 1936 to Okinawan
parents, Arasaki was raised as a “patriotic boy” (p. 116). However, after
encountering General MacArthur’s remarks describing Okinawans as
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“ethnically different” from Japanese, and after learning of the censored
horrors of the atomic bombings and the Battle of Okinawa, his world-
view fundamentally changed. After relocating to Okinawa in 1974, he
advocated Okinawan “self-reliance” (jiritsu) and regional autonomy,
while drawing on his encounters with Korean war survivors to expand
the boundaries of the Okinawan struggle into an East Asian context.
Takahashi Toshio, a native of mainland Ko6chi Prefecture, was a former
student activist from the Japanese New Left. Fleeing the violent faction-
alism of 1970s student movements, he moved to Okinawa in the mid-
1980s and attempted to establish a local branch of his radical group. As
local Okinawan activists were distrustful of radicals from the mainland,
Takahashi Toshio “left student activism” (p. 129) and became a social
worker, mastered the Korean language, and transformed into an indis-
pensable coordinator of OKPS. Finally, Yu Yeongja is a second-genera-
tion ethnic Korean (Zainichi) born in Hiroshima. Active in the anti-fin-
gerprinting civil rights movement in Kobe, Yu later converted to Jodo
Shinshii Buddhism, a sect she admired for its critical stance on its own
complicity in Japanese colonialism. Moving to Okinawa in her sixties,
she formed local study groups and joined anti-base protests. Yu serves as
a crucial “bridge” (kakehashi) for OKPS, yet her presence also highlights
internal prejudices within the movement: during a 2010 rally, local fe-
male activists reprimanded her for wearing a traditional Korean chima
Jeogori at a public gathering, claiming “the protest should be a gathering

999

for and by ‘Okinawans’” (p. 136). Through these three biographies,
Takahashi argues that Okinawan activism is inherently pluralistic; the
identity of the “local activist” is not restricted to indigenous Okinawans
but is a complex, negotiated space encompassing individuals from di-
verse sociocultural and political backgrounds who actively choose to
“become” Okinawan through shared struggle. Translocal solidarity, in
this view, is a site of constant negotiation, boundary-crossing, and per-
sonal transformation.

The final chapter, “Invisible Threads of Regionalism,” reflects on
the nature of “grassroots regionalism” as a spontaneous, emotionally and
ideologically driven phenomenon that operates outside formal institu-
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tions. Through an autoethnographic reflection, Takahashi emphasizes
that “invisible regionalisation”—a concept Tessa Morris-Suzuki pro-
posed to capture the organic, bottom-up formation of trans-border com-
munity and shared consciousness—is fundamentally anchored in activists’
physical, emotional, and sensory connections to their home environments.
These connections, he argues, enable activists to navigate and establish sol-
idarity in unfamiliar spaces. Takahashi maintains that this practice of “lo-
cating oneself” (p. 145) through material and climatic familiarity is an el-
ementary yet vital stage of forming transnational solidarity; thus, these
emotional and sensory connections can be the “invisible threads” that
sustain their cross-border endeavors for building forms of grassroots re-
gionalism.

By tracing Okinawa’s connections across the Asia-Pacific, Taka-
hashi demonstrates throughout the book that the Okinawan struggle is a
dynamic, continuous, intergenerational, and border-crossing move-
ment—that is, a “translocal” movement—deeply interwoven with the re-
gion’s broader anti-imperial and anti-colonial networks. Thematically, 1
would emphasize the importance of the concept of translocality itself. It
is a fresh and powerful contribution to both Okinawan studies and our
understanding of area studies as a whole. Rather than treating Okinawa
as merely a physical or geographical domain, Takahashi carefully exam-
ines the webs of human, social, and political relationships that have
shaped it. In doing so, he illustrates the connections and entanglements
between Okinawa and other regions. For example, the initial “mutual
preconceptions” between OKPS and South Korean activists remind us that
constructing and practicing translocal activism entails not only “coopera-
tion” or like-mindedness but also substantial disagreements and potential
conflicts that can reshape the understanding of “locality” for everyone in-
volved. Takahashi’s narrative captures these tensions clearly, and I consider
this one of the book’s major contributions.

Building on these strengths, however, several aspects of the book
invite further reflection. While I largely agree with the author’s critical
stance and thoughtful approach to Okinawan social activism, [ have a
few reservations concerning how the concept of translocality might be
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further developed in order to better grasp grassroots regionalism and ac-
tivism in Okinawa and beyond. Takahashi makes it very clear in chapter
7 that “Okinawa’s grassroots regionalism as an idea or as a movement
has rarely been organized as a solid and consistent social movement.
Rather, it emerged sporadically and spontaneously in response to certain
historical moments” (p. 139). He stresses this “sporadic” and “spontane-
ous” character of grassroots regionalism to counter pervasive Cold War
reductionist narratives about anti-base movements and politics in Okina-
wa and beyond, highlighting the significance of small-scale, individual
connections and forms of participation in social activism. By describing
grassroots regionalism as “invisible” yet present, rather than absent (p.
146), Takahashi offers a useful way to capture the subtle influence of or-
ganizations such as OKPS. At the same time, this framing leaves open
the question of how concretely OKPS shaped activism in Okinawa and
South Korea: what roles it played, what changes it produced, and what
legacies it left behind. A fuller historicization of OKPS would therefore
require closer attention not only to its activities but also to its longer-term
effects.

Furthermore, while Takahashi’s framework of translocality is com-
pelling, the analysis could be furthered by examining the heterogeneity
within the Ryukyu Islands. Historically, the hierarchical relationship be-
tween the Ryukyuan “center” (Okinawa Island, especially Shuri and
Naha) and the “remote islands” (7it0) such as Miyako and Yaeyama has
been a source of internal friction, exacerbated by heavy tax burdens on
remote island residents and linguistic barriers. The economist Tamanoi
Yoshird (1918-1985), whom Takahashi also mentions, observed that un-
derstanding Okinawa requires acknowledging internal differences and di-
visions among its various islands, particularly between Okinawa Island
and other island regions.” Moreover, it is worth noting that one of the key
activist organizations, the ARC—in which Arasaki also actively partici-

1 Tamanoi Yoshiro, “Furusato wa chikaku ni arite tsukuru mono: chiiki no shiso o kizuku tame ni,”
[Home Is Something You Build Nearby: Toward Constructing a Philosophy of the Region] Chiiki
shugi no shiso [The Idea of Regionalism] (Tokyo: Nosan Gyoson Bunka Kydkai, 1979), 276.
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pated—foregrounded the very issue of differing positions and “isola-
tions” among islands within the Ryiikyl Arc. Given this, the translocality
of Okinawa could be further elaborated by examining in greater depth the
discussions of intra-Ryukyu relations by the ARC and other activists.
This issue has become increasingly urgent in light of recent develop-
ments in and around Okinawa. For a long time, the outer islands re-
mained relatively peripheral to mainstream anti-base activism in Okina-
wa, which focused primarily on the U.S. bases on Okinawa Island. To-
day, however, the military buildup of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces
in the Miyako and Yaeyama Islands amid growing geopolitical tensions
renders these intra-Ryukyuan dynamics increasingly urgent. Although the
author briefly touches upon this unequal relationship through the biogra-
phy of OKPS member Tomiyama Masahiro from Miyako, a more sus-
tained engagement with the complexities of intra-Ryukyu relations would
have helped readers better understand the unfolding process of grassroots
regionalism.

Lastly, while the book makes excellent use of diverse materials, it
leaves room for further discussion regarding its engagement with previ-
ous scholarship and the broader historical context. Although Takahashi
adeptly explores the Okinawa—Korea connection through his focus on the
OKPS, the analysis could have been enriched by situating this relation-
ship within the wider geopolitical entanglement of Korea, Okinawa, and
mainland Japan during the cold war(s) in East Asia. For instance, it
would have been illuminating to examine how the “discovery” of Bae
Bong-gi in 1975 played a role in this dynamic, as her case poignantly re-
vealed the long-marginalized history of Korean comfort women in Oki-
nawa and underscored the deep, complex linkages between the two re-
gions. In delving into these multifaceted issues, the study’s contextual-
ization might also have benefited from engaging more fully with recent
scholarship such as Narita Chihiro’s work on the Okinawan reversion
within the East Asian Cold War context.? Oh Sejong’s book on Koreans
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in Okinawa, together with the English translations of Lim Kyounghwa’s
works on Okinawa-Korea connections, would have added another dimen-
sion to our understanding of this transnational network.®

These reservations notwithstanding, Takahashi has produced a well-
researched, highly engaging volume that succeeds brilliantly in rescuing
the Okinawan struggle from geographical isolation and historical amne-
sia. Not only does this book challenge dominant orthodoxies regarding
Okinawan identity and social activism, but it also adds a new dimension
to our understanding of how marginalized communities forge invisible
threads of solidarity across the Asia—Pacific. This book deserves a wide
readership and will be of particular value to scholars of Japanese and
Okinawan history as well as to readers interested in grassroots regional-
ism, transnational social movements, and the enduring legacies of the
Cold War in East Asia.

mondai no hen'yo [The Reversion of Okinawa and the East Asian Cold War Regime: Transforma-
tions in Rytky@/Okinawa’s Political Status and the Military Base Issue] (Kyoto: Jinbun Shoin,
2020).
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Oh Sejong, Okinawa to Chosen no hazama de: Chosenjin no “kashika/fukashika” o meguru reki-
shi to katari [Between Okinawa and Korea: History and Narratives of the Visibility and Invisibili-
ty of Koreans] (Tokyo: Akashi Shoten, 2019); Lim Kyounghwa, “The Mutual Gaze of Okinawans
and Zainichi Koreans in Post-War Japan: From 1945 to the 1972 Okinawa Reversion,” Asia-
Pacific Journal: Japan Focus 17, no. 8 (April 15, 2019), Accessed April 29, 2026. https://apjjf.
0rg/2019/08/lim; Lim Kyounghwa, “Examining the Significance of the Movements to Document
Minority Histories and ‘Comfort Women’ for the Japanese Military in Okinawa,” Seoul Journal of
Japanese Studies 7, no. 1 (2021).

226






Notes for Contributors

The Journal of Northeast Asian History [JNAH] is a peer-reviewed biannual
open-access journal published by the Northeast Asian History Foundation. It
aims to explicate the contexts and current situations of historically
controversial topics in and of the Northeast Asian region across all periods.
The journal seeks to test diverse methodologies, including interdisciplinary
and transnational approaches, textual and intertextual interpretations, and
media and visual analyses. By publishing high-quality academic papers,
book reviews, and research trend reports in English, JNAH provides a
platform for international dialogue among scholars in the humanities and
social sciences while fostering exchanges with policymakers and
practitioners. Dedicated to promoting academic and practical conversations,
the journal contributes to deepening understanding of Northeast Asia’s past,

present, and future.

JNAH is published semiannually, in June and December. Submissions are
available at all times; however, to be considered for publication in the June
issues, your manuscript must be submitted by February 28, and for the
December issues, by August 31. All eligible manuscripts submitted to JNAH
undergo a peer review process conducted by three experts in the relevant
fields, as recommended by the editorial board members. Please note that
even if a manuscript is approved by reviewers, there may be an additional 6-
month delay in publication due to the backlog of previously accepted
manuscripts. The publication costs for JNAH are covered by the Northeast
Asian History Foundation. Authors do not need to pay any article-processing
charge. For detailed information about the submission of manuscripts, please

contact the Journal at jnah@nahf.or.kr or jnah.nahf@gmail.com.

Please note: The Journal of Northeast Asian History will be published online

starting in 2025, with all articles made available to readers as open access.



Preparation of Manuscripts

General Guidelines

1.

The Journal of Northeast Asian History follows the “author-date” system
of the Chicago Manual of Style, 18th edition (University of Chicago Press,
2024).

. Submitted manuscripts, including an abstract, keywords, footnotes,

reference, and illustrations, should be approximately 7,000-9,000 words
in length. The manuscript should be double-spaced in 12-point type, use
standard fonts, and be submitted as an electronic file in Microsoft Word

format only.

. The first page of the manuscript should provide the article title and the

names(s) and affiliations(s) of the author(s).

. The second page should provide an abstract of no more than 150 words

and at least five keywords that are placed following the abstract.

. Romanization systems for East Asian languages are as follows: Revised

Romanization, by the Republic of Korea government, for Korean, Pinyin
for Chinese, and Hepburn for Japanese. For Inner Asian languages,
Manchu and Mongolian, please follow the systems used in the Cambridge
History of China, volume 6. Exceptions to these are proper names that are

internationally recognized, such as Koguryo.

. Diacritics in East Asian language romanization systems (e.g., macrons in

Japanese) must be given consistently.

. East Asian (Korean, Chinese, and Japanese) scripts should appear

wherever necessary in the body of the text or in the footnotes, following
the appropriate romanization. Korean scripts should be in standard PC or
Macintosh encoding, Chinese characters in standard Big5 encoding
(please use the traditional form, or fantizi %-%% 5), and Japanese kanji and
kana in Shift-JIS.



IMlustrations and Proofs

Authors are encouraged to present high-quality illustrations (maps,
photographs, etc.) in their manuscripts. Changes at the proofreading stage
and later will be accepted only upon the Editorial Board’s approval. Final
proofs are sent to both authors and book reviewers, and corrections are to be

limited to printing errors only.

Copyright

Authors are to obtain permission to reproduce any copyrighted material. In
assigning copyright, authors may use their own materials in other publications
if The Journal of Northeast Asian History is acknowledged as the original
place of publication and the Northeast Asian History Foundation is notified in
writing in advance. Authors also agree to assign the copyright of their
manuscript to the Northeast Asian History Foundation to ensure that the

materials in the journal can be distributed as widely as possible.

Open Access (OA)

The Journal of Northeast Asian History is an open-access journal downloadable
from its official webpage and other academic databases. All the articles of the
journal are distributed and used under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonDerivative License (CC-BY-ND), which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided that the articles
are cited appropriately, whereas they may not be altered, transformed, or serve
as the basis for a derivative work. To reuse parts or all the contents of the
published articles in other books or media for scholarly and educational
purposes, the process of permission request to the publisher is not necessary.
However, the work may be redistributed as a derivative work (such as
translations) by none but the author(s). All contents of the journal are available

immediately upon publication without an embargo period.



Publication Ethics

The stipulations below are the public pronouncement of The Journal of

Northeast Asian History for academic integrity and originality.

1. Articles and book reviews in The Journal of Northeast Asian History do not
represent the views of the Northeast Asian History Foundation or the
journal’s Editorial Board.

2. Three specialists, including editorial board members, if appropriate, will be
appointed peer reviewers to evaluate the suitability of the manuscript. The
Editor-in-Chief is responsible for the final acceptance or rejection of the
manuscript.

3. Any form of scholarly misconduct, including plagiarism, forgery, or
falsification, in the process of research or writing the manuscript is not
permitted. If misconduct is reported, Editorial Board will form a committee
to consider the withdrawal of the manuscript. If misconduct is proved, the
manuscript under investigation will be immediately withdrawn and the
author will not be permitted to submit further manuscripts to The Journal of
Northeast Asian History.

4. Quotation of or references to sources in the manuscript must be clear.
Authors are fully responsible for all the factual and numerical contents
published in their manuscript.

5. In the case of co-authored manuscripts, the order of authors should reflect

the extent to which they contributed to the completion of the manuscript.



The Journal of Northeast Asian History
Volume 22 Number 2 Summer 2026

Published in June 2026
Compiled by Northeast Asian History Foundation
Published by Northeast Asian History Foundation
NH Life Bldg, 81, Tongil-ro, Seodaemun-gu, Seoul, Republic of Korea
Tel: +82-2-2012-6000 / E-mail: jnah.nahf@gmail.com



