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Abstract

Japan’s war in Asia and the Pacific would have ground to a halt long before 1945
without the labor of millions of foreign workers, most of them mobilized against
their will. For example, production of coal (then Japan’s primary energy source) de-
pended in large part on coerced labor from Korea, a Japanese colony from 1910 to
1945. Throughout Japan’s wartime empire, at least fifteen million Asians were put
to work, often under brutally exploitative conditions, constructing roads, bridges,
and air fields; digging minerals; and building boats, among many other projects. Un-
told thousands died because of harsh treatment, inadequate food and medical care,
and poor planning. Many surviving workers, some of whom were left permanently
disabled, are still waiting today for the wages they were promised. Such a large, de-
structive enterprise naturally had consequences that outlived the war. Coercive la-
bor mobilization tore families and communities apart and sharpened class resent-
ments, contributing to revolutionary upheavals after August 1945 in Korea and
Indonesia, for example. In Japan itself, where mobilization took place on a relatively
small scale and with comparatively little coercion, it left a complex, contradictory
legacy, invigorating the labor movement in some ways and strengthening the hand
of capital in others. Unlike the situation in Germany, where corporations have re-
cently agreed to compensate wartime forced workers, both the state and corpora-
tions in Japan have refused to consider compensation for the foreign workers who
kept Japan’s war machine running from 1939 to 1945.

American interest in foreign forced labor in Nazi Germany has kept the issue in
the headlines recently, forcing German multinationals to come to terms with sur-
viving former workers. However, Japan’s coercive mobilization of millions of
workers across Asia has received little attention outside that region. On the rare
occasions when Americans think of labor in the Japanese empire, the image that
comes to mind is usually that of Allied prisoners of war (POWs) working on the
Thai-Burmese railway, as dramatized in the film The Bridge on the River Kwai.
The POWs were subject to extreme coercion and horrific working conditions,
but their ordeal is just one small part of a much larger story. They were far out-
numbered by the workers Japan mobilized around Asia, most of them against
their will, for a variety of projects, including the construction of roads, airfields,
and underground bunkers; coal and metal mining; shipbuilding; and factory
work. Even on the Thai-Burmese railway, Asian workers outnumbered POWs
by a ratio of over three to one.
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Japan began building its overseas empire in 1895 with the takeover of Tai-
wan, adding Korea in 1910, and setting up a puppet state in Manchuria in 1932.
Colonial workers played a key role as a reserve labor force in Japanese indus-
trialization, with Koreans especially important in mining and construction in
Japan between the two world wars.1 Foreign labor became even more important
as Japan shifted to a total war economy following its commencement of full-scale
hostilities against China in 1937. Coercive mobilization of Korean workers be-
gan in 1939 and, as Japan incorporated more and more countries into its “Greater
East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere”2 following the December 1941 bombing of Pearl
Harbor and invasion of Southeast Asia, mobilization expanded and became
even more coercive. By the end of World War Two in August 1945, at least fif-
teen million foreign workers had been incorporated for varying periods into
Japan’s imperial war economy. “Co-prosperity” was a cruel joke, of course; only
the Japanese—particularly the corporate and state elites—and a few of their
collaborators around Asia profited from the war. Labor mobilization played an
important part, however, in the general social and political upheaval that
brought the prewar European colonial order in Asia to an end and set the stage
for the violent struggles of the postwar period.

Mobilization of Japanese Civilians

While the peripheral regions of the co-prosperity sphere were to be developed
as sources of raw materials and food, Japan itself was to remain the center of the
sphere, not only in military, political, and financial terms but in industrial ca-
pacity. Mobilization of the Japanese work force was therefore an important con-
cern for wartime planners. Although the Japanese state employed a degree of
compulsion even in the mobilization of its own people, programs directed to-
ward Japanese civilians were by far the least coercive of any in the empire. A le-
gal basis for state control of labor (and material resources as well) was estab-
lished by the National General Mobilization Law of 1938,3 but the state made
only limited use of its powers under this act. Outright labor conscription was nev-
er applied to women4 and accounted for only eight percent of male civilian em-
ployees at its peak.5 While the threat of conscription probably encouraged many
other men to take jobs in war plants,6 coercive programs were supplemented with
a mixture of incentive pay, appeals to patriotism, mobilization into voluntary la-
bor organizations, and the transfer of workers from nonessential occupations.

The Japanese state’s mobilization of its own civilians was not only much less
coercive than the mobilization of foreign labor but began later as well. Japanese
civilians were first enrolled under the National General Mobilization Law in No-
vember 1941. This was more than two years after workers mobilized under Japan-
ese state sponsorship in Korea began arriving at Japanese mines and factories.7

Male civilians aged sixteen to forty and unmarried women aged sixteen to
twenty-five had to register for labor conscription in Japan, although only men
were actually called up for war work. Altogether, some 1.5 million men were
conscripted for factory duty, and patriotic industrial groups, neighborhood as-
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sociations, and police joined forces to persuade others to take war jobs before
they were conscripted. High wartime taxes and steep prices for daily necessities
pushed others to work. In February 1944, labor registration was expanded to
men aged twelve to fifty-nine and unmarried women aged twelve to thirty-nine,
but again only men were actually called up. Later that year, a job freeze kept 4.5
million workers from leaving their jobs in critical industries.8

Unions had been relatively weak in prewar Japan, organizing only eight
percent of the nonagricultural work force at their peak, but even this was seen
as a threat as Japan moved toward a war economy. A combination of repression
of militant unions (and the Left) and the promotion of government-sponsored
“patriotic” unions weakened the labor movement severely in the 1930s, clearing
the ground for the abolition of all autonomous labor organizations in 1940. In
their place, employers set up semicompulsory “industrial service clubs” as a
means of controlling labor and maximizing production,9 and these “clubs” en-
rolled a far greater number of workers than had the prewar unions.10

The full-time labor force was supplemented by the mobilization of Japan-
ese citizens (and a few Korean residents of Japan) into a short-term “people’s
patriotic labor corps” under a 1941 ordinance.11 Under this program, 3.9 million
civilians were mobilized in 1942, increasing to 5.17 million in 1944, for work in
factories and mines. These numbers look impressive, but each person could be
mobilized for at most thirty days per year,12 hardly long enough to learn any-
thing more than the simplest tasks.

The patriotic labor program applied to all men of prime working age (four-
teen to forty) but only to some women: those who were unmarried and between
fourteen and twenty-five. This discrepancy was typical of official reluctance to
make full use of women’s productive capacity despite a labor shortage that wors-
ened as the war went on. Some measures were taken, however, to involve more
women in war production. Women were channeled from “nonessential” indus-
tries such as textiles into war production, and others already doing work con-
sidered important were frozen in their jobs. Protective legislation was suspend-
ed, and women over twenty-five were sent back underground into the coal
mines, from which they had been banned in 1933.13

The government’s reluctance to remove women of childbearing age from
the home was partly because of their importance in producing the next genera-
tion of soldiers and colonists. Women also played an important role in state ide-
ology, however. The Japanese stem family buttressed the ruling political, social,
and economic order as Japan began to industrialize in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Capitalist development began to undermine the stem family as both a kin-
ship structure and an agricultural labor organization, however, and by the 1920s,
family-state ideology was on the wane. The development of individualism and
the notion of the family as part of the private sphere further eroded the family-
state concept of the nation. As men left the villages for industrial employment
and then military service, leaving a vacuum at the center of the patriarchal fam-
ily system, women, as wives and mothers, were called upon to repair tears in the
fabric of the stem family before the social order as a whole began to unravel.14
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Structural factors also made it difficult to rely on women for a solution to
the wartime labor shortage. Many women workers, as Janet Hunter has point-
ed out, were tied up in inefficient sectors. For example, women accounted for
over half of the workers in agriculture, which occupied forty-four percent of
Japan’s working population in 1940 despite contributing only 18.8 percent of
gross national product (GNP). With no way of quickly increasing agricultural ef-
ficiency, women’s work in the rice fields was critical to maintaining food supplies.
Consequently, much of what growth there was in the female labor force went
into the agricultural sector. Despite efforts to channel workers out of service oc-
cupations, mines and factories also faced serious competition for female labor
from employers such as department stores.15

With policy makers both unwilling and unable to mobilize women as fully
as in Britain or the United States (although more women, proportionally speak-
ing, were mobilized than in Germany), the female civilian labor force increased
only slowly, from 12.8 million in October 1940 to 14 million in February 1944.
Male civilian labor remained static at around 19.5 million, increasing the female
share of the civilian labor force from thirty-nine percent to forty-two percent. In
terms of the labor force as a whole, including the military, however, women’s
share was almost unchanged from 37.3 percent in 1940 to 37.4 percent in 1944.16

The remaining gap in the labor force was filled in large part, as we will see
shortly, by colonial labor, but this was supplemented, especially late in the war,
by Japanese school and university students. As Japan’s economic situation be-
came nearly as desperate as its military position, the government shortened most
secondary school programs by a year in April 1943 to release students for war
work. This failed to make a dent in the labor shortage so, after April 1944, all
students over ten had to join a “voluntary labor corps” for nearly full-time work
on farms or in industry.17 Students were too young and inexperienced to be of
much help to some of the industries to which they were assigned, but they did
play an important role in aircraft and machinery production, accounting for
around eight percent of workers in each sector in early 1944.18

Coal Industry

One destination for civilians organized into patriotic labor groups was the coal
industry, which supplied over half the energy that kept the Japanese war econ-
omy operating but faced a severe labor shortage because of the army’s con-
scription of thousands of skilled miners. In April 1944, for example, the coal
mines had 17,611 labor corps members and 2,179 seasonal workers, together ac-
counting for some four percent of the industry’s labor force. These temporary
workers were portrayed in the press as enthusiastic miners who made a great
contribution to coal production. In reality, however, many were unhappy to be
at the mines, and mine managers were no happier to have them.19

Because temporary workers, most of whom had no mining experience,
stayed for a month at the longest, it was pointless to train them for anything but
the simplest tasks. The corps members contributed so little that an industry as-
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sociation complained that they were actually interfering with production.20 De-
spite their inexperience, the majority of short-term mine workers—78.9 percent
of them in April 1943, for example—were assigned to underground jobs. De-
spite the high proportion underground, just 21.9 percent of short-term mine
workers were hewers, while 17.2 percent—three times the average for all
groups—were miscellaneous underground workers,21 suggesting problems find-
ing suitable tasks for these inexperienced workers.

Even in aboveground positions, short-term workers caused serious prob-
lems for their employers (and themselves), as the head of the coal sorting plant
at a Mitsubishi mine recalled. As the war intensified, everyone from local school-
children and housewives to followers of the Tenrikyō religion and cooks from
other parts of Japan would be in and out of the plant, one group after another.
“They were all inexperienced amateurs, so they couldn’t do a real day’s work,”
Yamamoto Yoshimitsu said. “We had real problems, such as when elementary
school pupils would fool around on the job and accidentally get themselves
killed.”22 Overall, it is clear that short-term workers were of even less value to
the mines than their small numbers would suggest.

Women were also brought back into the mines starting in August 1939 as
full-time workers, as already mentioned. Wartime women underground miners
never numbered more than one-sixth of their prewar peak, but they were im-
portant to coal production because many of them, unlike most new male work-
ers, had mining experience, gained before the 1933 ban on their work.23 Women
were especially important at smaller mines, which had trouble securing large
numbers of Korean workers.

Underground women miners reached a wartime peak of 11,411 (4.7 percent
of all underground workers) in March 1944, but far more women worked above-
ground at the mines. Women coal mine workers as a whole hit a wartime peak
in March 1945 of 65,613, constituting 15.6 percent of the industry total.24 The
vast majority of these female workers were Japanese, but there were 369 Kore-
an women or girls working in or at Japanese metal and coal mines as of June 30,
1944, according to official figures,25 including girls as young as eleven assigned
to coal-sorting.26

Koreans at the Mines

For all the publicity given to the role of short-term Japanese workers at the
mines, coal production would have slowed to a trickle without the more than
three hundred thousand Koreans sent into Japanese mines between 1939 and
1945,27 most against their will. Although most of the Koreans were farmers who
had never even seen a mine, they dug over half the coal produced in Japan dur-
ing the war and, because of their long-term status, made up a large proportion
of experienced miners in Japan by the end of the war.

The importance of the coal industry to the war effort was reflected in the
assignment of almost half the mobilized Koreans brought to Japan to the coal
mines. Many others were put to work on dams, tunnels, airfields, and other con-
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struction projects, while a large number also performed unskilled factory labor,
especially in the final two years of the war. The vast majority of Koreans mobi-
lized for work in Japan were male, although the official figure of 750 women, all
brought in during fiscal 1944, is clearly too low. Unlike Germany, where around
a third of foreign workers were assigned to agriculture,28 Japan used very few
Koreans in farming; supervision was difficult, and the Japanese didn’t trust them.
And, as one Ministry of Agriculture official said, “If we had wanted them to grow
rice, we might just as well have left them in Korea.”29

Korean coal miners in Japan reached a peak of 136,825 in February 1945,
when they accounted for 32.1 percent of all workers in the industry. Throughout
the war, they comprised the second most numerous group in the mines, exceed-
ed only by long-term Japanese workers, who accounted for 57.6 percent of the
work force.

The remainder of the coal work force was comprised in February 1945 of
short-term Japanese workers (6.9 percent), Allied POWs (1.5 percent), and Chi-
nese (1.8 percent),30 all of them relatively late additions to the wartime labor
supply. Many Allied POWs and Chinese laborers—many of whom were also
POWs despite Japan’s refusal to recognize them as such—were malnourished
and generally in extremely poor health when they reached Japanese work sites.
Of 41,862 men assembled in China between April 1943 and May 1945 for work
in Japan, for example, over 2,800 died before leaving China, close to 600 died en
route to Japan, and over 200 more died before reaching their work assignments in
Japan. Another 6,972 were recorded as having died at their work sites.31 Allied
POWs sent to Japan did not fare much better. Of the 1,000 POWs sent to the Ube
mines, for example, seventy-seven died en route of causes such as malnutrition,
and so many of the others were ill that only 512 could actually be put to work.32

Japan’s major corporations argue today that they were merely following
government policy in accepting Koreans for forced labor in their mines and fac-
tories, while the government claims that the responsibility lies with the corpo-
rations.33 Both private capital and the state were, of course, actively involved
but, at least in coal mining, it was the industry that pushed an initially reluctant
government to “import” large numbers of Korean workers. As early as Sep-
tember 1937, soon after Japan plunged into full-scale war with China, coal in-
dustry associations, ignoring the call by a mining journal to resolve the industry’s
labor shortage by improving working conditions and facilities, began lobbying
the government for help in securing Korean labor. The mines also sought per-
mission to send women back underground and to relax restrictions on working
hours for all miners. The government was slow to act on the industry’s requests,
partly because of tensions within the bureaucracy, but the cabinet approved a
Korean labor mobilization plan in July 1939 and, a month later, the Welfare Min-
istry approved the resumption of underground female labor.34

Mobilization in Korea can be divided into three stages of increasing coer-
cion and state involvement. In the period of “group recruitment,” from Sep-
tember 1939 until March 1942, the Japanese colonial bureaucracy in Korea as-
signed recruitment areas to companies. Local officials, many of them Koreans
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themselves, then assembled workers for the approval of company officials. Post-
war Japanese officials have described this period as one of voluntary recruit-
ment, but the role of police and other colonial officials meant that workers were
subject to pressure, especially when quotas were not met through truly volun-
tary recruitment.35 While most coercion was relatively subtle during this period,
some Koreans report that they were abducted and shipped off to Japan. Not so
subtle coercion was also applied to ensure that Koreans got to their work sites
and stayed there. To “facilitate the utilization” of Korean labor, the government
directed in July 1940 that, in addition to improving training and encouraging
“harmony-promoting” assimilation programs, the police forces were to be ex-
panded in Pusan, Korea, and Shimonoseki, Japan, the principal ports between
which workers traveled. Once workers arrived at a work site, that company was
responsible for keeping them there under a 1939 government order prohibiting
turnover at firms mobilizing Korean workers.36

Despite the coercive aspects of “group recruitment,” Japanese mines and
factories were still short of labor, especially after Japan’s attacks on Pearl Har-
bor and Southeast Asia in December 1941 dramatically expanded demand for
fuel and munitions. In response, the more systematic and centralized system of
“official arrangement” was implemented in March 1942. Unlike the previous
system, in which each company selected workers at the township level after fol-
lowing a complicated application process, often paying off many officials in the
process, companies or industry associations now turned to the Chōsen Rōmu
Kyōkai (CRK), or Korea Labor Association, a “one-stop shop” for the supply
of Korean workers. Once a company or industry association received recruiting
permission, it left everything else up to the CRK.37

The contract period for mobilized Korean workers, originally two years,
was lengthened to two and a half years in 1943. The longer contract period only
made recruitment more difficult, however, as did stories (most of them true)
about companies forcing workers to “voluntarily” renew their contracts. With
the “official arrangement” failing to supply sufficient labor and coal production
declining, an openly coercive system of labor conscription was put in place in
September 1944. Mobilization of workers now became entirely the responsibil-
ity of colonial officials, who simply ordered Koreans to join work groups bound
for Japan. When that was insufficient, local officials would sometimes drive into
the rice fields during the day or barge into houses in the middle of the night,
throw men onto trucks, and send them to Japan.38

Japan surrendered in August 1945, so official conscription of workers in
Korea for Japanese industry was in effect for only a year. This new method of
labor mobilization, however, appears to have come no closer to meeting Japan’s
labor needs than did earlier systems. The openly coercive character of the sys-
tem spurred increased resistance in Korea, and companies complained that lo-
cal colonial officials had lost their enthusiasm for labor mobilization since the
companies had stopped plying them with gifts.39

Once Koreans reached Japan, they were held and managed by more coer-
cive means than those applied to Japanese workers. The higher attendance rates
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recorded by Korean miners, for example, despite their disproportionate con-
centration in injury-prone specialties within the mines, suggest that they were
more commonly coerced into working even when injured or ill.40 Close super-
vision at work sites and patrols of surrounding areas by company officials and
police were not enough, however, to prevent a high proportion of Koreans from
fleeing. Escapes were so common, in fact, that one mine was awarded a police
commendation in 1943 for going four months without an escape. Overall, close
to forty percent of Koreans sent to Japan during the war fled their work sites,
some returning to Korea but most having no choice but to remain in Japan,
where they often found work through black-market labor brokers.41 Many of
these brokers were apparently long-term Korean residents of Japan, as were
some low-level supervisors in the mines.

Working conditions, especially in the mines, were abysmal during the war,
but this was less a wartime aberration than an intensification of prewar condi-
tions. A lack of maintenance and supplies, coupled with intense pressure on
workers to meet ever-higher production targets, made the mines even more dan-
gerous places to work than they had been before 1939. Death rates were ex-
tremely high for all miners—around one percent annually by official figures—
but Koreans were some twenty percent more likely than Japanese to die because
of more coercive management, assignment to riskier areas of the mines, or a lack
of training and Japanese language ability.42 Pay rates, meanwhile, were often
similar, at least on paper, except at a few mines that posted openly discrimina-
tory scales, although many Koreans were left with all or part of their wages un-
paid at the end of the war.43 While the differences in Japanese and Korean work-
ing conditions were significant, they were narrow enough to suggest that
exploitation of the two groups was fundamentally similar in character, and that
Japan’s elites were willing to sacrifice working-class lives, regardless of nation-
ality, to the imperial cause.

Those sent to Japan as miners, construction workers, or factory hands were
hardly the only Koreans mobilized against their will in the service of the Japan-
ese war effort. Koreans comprised the majority of the up to 200,000 young
women forced into sexual servitude in war zones throughout Asia and the Pa-
cific and at mines and construction sites in Japan.44 Another 365,000 Koreans
were conscripted by the military for use outside Japan as civilian workers, sol-
diers, or guards, while some 57,000 were sent to mines and other work sites in
Sakhalin and the South Pacific.45 Another four million Koreans were mobilized
for forced labor in Korea itself, mostly at munitions plants and on construction
projects.46 Koreans, in turn, were just one of the many nationalities swept up in
Japan’s wartime labor mobilization.

The Burma-Thailand Railway

Japan’s exploitation of labor in its wartime possessions was both briefer and
more intense than in its colonies of Korea and Taiwan. For many in the West,
that exploitation has been symbolized by The Bridge on the River Kwai, a drama-
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tization of the construction of the Burma-Thailand railway. The railway, which
Gavan McCormack and Hank Nelson have aptly called “Japan’s first large-scale
multinational engineering and construction project,”47 was designed to supply
Japanese forces in Burma. Japan’s occupation in May 1942 of northern Burma
allowed it to block the Burma Road, the only source for the gasoline and mili-
tary supplies needed by Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese Nationalist forces. The oc-
cupation was placed in jeopardy, however, when Japan lost control of the seas
following its defeat in the Battle of Midway in June 1942. That same month, with
the sea route south of Singapore increasingly vulnerable to American sub-
marines, the Japanese military decided a land route had to be built allowing sup-
plies to reach Burma from Japanese bases in neighboring Thailand. That route
was the Thai-Burma railway.

The railroad, designed to link existing routes in Burma and Thailand,
stretched 412 kilometers from Kanchanaburi, Thailand, to Thanbyuzayat, Bur-
ma, through an area of jungle so remote and malaria-infested that British engi-
neers had declared construction of a railroad a practical impossibility.48 Despite
the tremendous difficulties presented by the terrain and torrential monsoon
rains, the railroad was completed in just fifteen months, between July 1942 and
October 1943.49 The speed of the project exacted a horrific human cost, how-
ever.

The focus in the West, as in The Bridge on the River Kwai, has been on the
experiences of Allied POWs, some 12,000 to 15,000 of whom died on the rail-
way project.50 In fact, however, the Asian death toll was far higher, with some-
where between 42,000 and 75,000 Asian workers succumbing to a combination
of overwork, inadequate food and medical attention, beatings, and general ill-
treatment.51 Altogether, 200,000 or more Asian workers, including Burmese,
Malays, Tamils, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Javanese, and 60,000 Allied POWs
were pressed into service over the course of the railway project, with the Asian
work force peaking at around 80,000 at any given time.52 These figures produce
fatality rates of at least twenty percent for both groups over the course of the
project, including both the period of construction and the subsequent twenty-
two months of maintenance work. This death toll, as high as it was, was hardly
unprecedented, and some groups assigned to other wartime projects suffered
considerably higher death rates. Some Asian work teams sent to Japanese-
occupied New Guinea had death rates of eighty to ninety percent, for example.53

For a sustained, large-scale project, however, the death rate on the railroad was
extremely high.

With the exception of POWs, who made up an unusually high proportion
of the labor force, and the some 13,000 Japanese soldiers involved,54 labor mo-
bilization for the railroad had much in common with other Japanese wartime
projects. Japanese authorities and local officials under their command used a
mixture of persuasion, deception, and coercion, with coercion becoming more
common as time went on. Some workers in the British colony of Malaya, for ex-
ample, at first went voluntarily on the promise of good pay and conditions,55 just
as some Koreans did in the first stage of labor mobilization in their country.
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Soong Yit Koi, for instance, was stopped by a Japanese soldier on the street in
Malaya and told that Japan was recruiting short-term civilian workers for the
military. The conditions sounded better than Soong’s present job, so he signed
up, having no idea he would be sent to the railway project. Conditions on Soong’s
stretch of the project were in fact so severe that, of the 780 workers who left
Malaya in his group, only forty-nine returned in July 1946.56

In other cases, there was no attempt at persuasion; soldiers would simply
abduct likely-looking workers. One young Indian rubber-tapper on a British
plantation in Malaya, for example, was sleeping outside one night when Japan-
ese soldiers seized him, threw him on a truck, and drove off. The rubber-tapper
ended up in Thailand, where he was put to work clearing jungle and building
roads.57 In other cases, village officials recruited workers, bringing the power of
the state to bear on reluctant residents when, as was generally the case, there
were not enough volunteers to meet the quotas assigned to each village.

Mobilization, not surprisingly, had a strong class character to it. Just as in
Korea, where those without money or influence were the first to be assigned to
labor groups,58 in Burma those who were better off could often buy their way
out of work by bribing local officials to take their names off recruiting lists.59

Mobilization also reflected preexisting ethnic and caste divisions. One of the
largest groups of workers on the railroad comprised ethnic Indians from plan-
tations in Malaya, where they grew sugar, coffee, tapioca, and rubber. Indians,
many of whom belonged to outcast groups, made up some seventy percent of
plantation workers in the 1930s and formed the base of a power structure dom-
inated by British whites. The plantations provided a ready source of workers for
the Japanese military, who simply inserted themselves in place of British super-
visors.60

Working conditions on the railroad were harsh, particularly for children.
Some workers assigned to clearing jungle, building huts, and then building the
actual railway were as young as twelve. One group sent from a rubber planta-
tion in Malaya to the Thai jungle, for example, comprised ten girls aged twelve-
or thirteen and one aged fourteen. The fourteen-year-old was the only one to
survive.61

Conditions were harsh even for adults, however. Hours were often brutal-
ly long. One group of Australian POWs, for example, left camp at seven a.m.,
often returning at two a.m., and at one point went twelve weeks without a day
off. Even prisoners suffering from malaria, dysentery, and tropical ulcers were
classified as “light sick” and sent out to work. As in so many other wartime pro-
jects, workers on the railroad were pushed even harder than they would have
been otherwise because of inefficiency and poor planning. Because of incorrect
survey levels, one Australian POW recalled, “it was not uncommon to build an
embankment and then remove half of it, to dig a cutting and then fill in a por-
tion of it.”62

The nature of railway construction in a mountainous area meant that casu-
al brutality on the part of supervisors could have fatal consequences. Japanese
engineers would strike workers bolting platform supports on a bridge across a
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mountain stream, for example, with bolts, hammers or lengths of timber, “not a
pleasant experience while six meters above the ground,” as an Australian POW
recalled.63

Mobilization in the Netherlands East Indies

As brutal as conditions were on the Thai-Burma railroad, they were typical of
many projects throughout Japanese-occupied Southeast Asia. The Japanese
rounded up workers for a variety of reasons throughout the region, but the
Netherlands East Indies—present-day Indonesia—bore the brunt of coercive
labor mobilization. Millions of workers were mobilized around Indonesia, the
majority of them in Java, for projects ranging from agricultural production cam-
paigns and the restoration of facilities destroyed by the retreating Dutch mili-
tary to shipbuilding, coal mining, and railroad construction.

Securing oil supplies to fuel the naval war with the United States was
Japan’s most important reason for occupying Southeast Asia in the months af-
ter Pearl Harbor. Once Japan seized control of Java in March 1942, however, it
sought to make the densely populated island its “main supply base in the South-
west Pacific” and “to establish self-sufficiency in rice, cotton, jute, castor-oil, coal
and certain other items,” as Shigeru Sato wrote. The military administration
also sought to increase agricultural production by “extending irrigation and
drainage systems, clearing forests and wild land, and converting land from non-
agricultural to agricultural purposes,” much as Japan had done in Taiwan, Ko-
rea, and Manchuria, but more rapidly.64

As of November 1944, 2,623,691 people were employed on Japanese pro-
jects in Java, over eighty-five percent of them by the military administration for
“construction of a New Java.” Most of these projects were intended to increase
agricultural production.65 Many people were employed for short periods, so
nearly ten million people in Java were probably mobilized at one point or an-
other, according to Sato.66 Java was by far the top supplier of laborers in the
Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere because of the island’s dense popula-
tion and because it was never directly attacked by the Allies.67

Some Javanese were dispatched overseas, but the total was probably less
than 200,000,68 perhaps one-fiftieth the number mobilized for work at home.
They were sent to places including Burma, where they played a relatively minor
role on the railroad project,69 Sumatra, Sulawesi, British Borneo, Papua New
Guinea, Malaya, Singapore, Indochina, the Andaman Islands, and Guadal-
canal.70 Somewhere between 25,000 and 50,000 of these Javanese were assigned
to the Japanese military in Asia and the Pacific as civilian laborers on a variety
of construction projects.71

Javanese workers, whether sent overseas or assigned to projects on their
home island, were mobilized, like others throughout Asia, by a mixture of in-
centives, deceit, and coercion, with coercion becoming more dominant as time
went on. In the initial stage of Japanese military rule, workers were recruited by
ordinary administrative bodies but, as stories filtered back to the villages about
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the harsh conditions and poor facilities involved, it became difficult to recruit
workers in this way. As a result, local mobilization bodies were set up under re-
gional “labor associations,” with village officials having final responsibility for
meeting recruitment quotas. Landless agrarian laborers and other uneducated
people were the most likely to be chosen in rural areas, while petty traders, beg-
gars, and the unemployed tended to be selected in the cities.72

One of many projects in Java designed to increase agricultural production
was the Neyama tunnel. Annual flooding during the rainy season fertilized fields
with volcanic silt but also damaged crops and homes, so Japanese administra-
tors ordered construction of this 800-meter-long tunnel through a limestone
mountain to drain a twenty-square-kilometer swamp into the Indian Ocean.
This swamp regularly overflowed during the rainy season so if it could be
drained, administrators reasoned, much of the area’s flooding could be avert-
ed.73

With both equipment and funds in short supply, coercive labor mobilization
was essential to rapid completion of the project. Up to 10,000 men a day worked
on the first phase of the project, spending seven months cutting a four-kilometer-
long open channel through a malaria-infested area inhabited by wild oxen and
tigers. The labor force was reduced to an average of just 740 men a day during
construction of the actual tunnel, since it was just two meters in diameter, but fa-
talities must have been high on this nine-month-long phase of the project. With
neither drilling equipment nor engineers available, the tunnel was excavated
with the materials at hand, primarily yellow powder removed from bombs the
Dutch military had abandoned in the swamp, jack hammers borrowed from a
Japanese company, adzes, and manual hammers.74

The project consumed some two million worker-days of labor before its
completion in August 1944, but it had a negligible effect at best in reducing flood
damage. Soon after the war, parts of the tunnel caved in, and the waterway to
the tunnel filled up with silt. The project’s effects on mobilized workers and oth-
er area residents were much more long-lasting, however. Japanese authorities
claimed that the tunnel claimed the lives of only some fifty-odd laborers, but one
Indonesian source said hundreds died daily on the tunnel and a nearby prison
construction project. The exact death toll will never be known, but even many
of the workers who survived were left with bodies “thin and parched—bone
wrapped in skin.” The miserable condition of survivors turned the local popu-
lation further against Japan and may have contributed to an anti-Japanese re-
bellion in February 1945.75

As Japanese shipyards became less and less able to build enough ships to
replace those being capsized by Allied torpedoes, meanwhile, Java was also as-
signed a key role in shipbuilding. Tokyo ordered most Japanese ships in South-
east Asia to be replaced with locally built wooden boats, and Java was to build
sixty percent of those boats.76

Every stage of the boat-building process was labor-intensive, from felling
timber to actual construction of the boats. With timber being taken from remote
locations with no good roads (and few trucks available even where there were
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roads), hauling was done mostly with human and animal power, supplemented
by river transport. Once the timber reached the shipyards, workers used axes
brought from home to shape logs into planks, keels, and ribs, using green tim-
ber because there was no time to cure it.

One million men, including loggers, timber haulers, and shipyard workers,
may have been employed daily on the boat-building project, but it was a tremen-
dous waste of human and natural resources. Because of the technical difficulties
workers faced, they were unable to meet production goals for engines, for ex-
ample, and many of the engines they did produce failed. Even when engines
worked, the boats in which they were installed often leaked because green tim-
ber shrinks as it dries. Overall, only ten percent of the boats produced were us-
able, making the project no match for the efficiency of Allied torpedoes. The
project left forests devastated, factories robbed of parts, and houses stripped of
fences, along with inestimable damage to the health of workers. At sawmills, for
example, ax-wielding carpenters stood in lines on either side of a log, about one
meter apart, and chopped away until the timber had taken on the desired form.
The use of sharp tools in cramped quarters, combined with production pressure
that led to work around the clock as deadlines approached, led to an accident
rate that can only be imagined in the absence of records.77

The Japanese authorities also sought to develop mines in occupied South-
east Asia. In some cases, the military directed the work itself. In Celebes (current-
day Sulawesi, Indonesia), for example, Japanese soldiers forced villagers to dig
and process mica, an essential ingredient for the burgeoning wartime electron-
ics industry. Every month for over two years, a new group of about one hundred
villagers would be sent to the remote mica mine to work for nine hours a day.
Men dug, blasted, and hoisted rocks from the mines, while women trimmed, se-
lected, and packed the mica blocks for transport.78

More often, however, the authorities took advantage of the expertise of the
zaibatsu conglomerates. Mitsubishi Mining, for example, which was already
mining gold and iron in Korea, coal in China, and gold in Manchuria, in addi-
tion to operations in Japan, was asked to send technicians to Indochina after
Japan occupied the French colony in September 1940. As the Japanese military
expanded throughout Southeast Asia, Mitsubishi was assigned to mine coal on
the Malay Peninsula, tungsten in Burma, copper and coal in the Philippines, and
tin on Sumatra in the East Indies.79

Another of Japan’s top conglomerates, Sumitomo, was directed in March
1942 to mine gold and copper on the Philippine island of Mindanao, nickel and
copper in Celebes, and coal at Bayah, Java.80 Sumitomo Mining was given one
year to develop the Bayah mine—a task that officials complained would take
three or four years even at home in Japan with the kind of equipment that was
not available in Java.81 Even if the mine could be developed, however, it would
be useless unless the coal could be delivered where it was needed, so in August
1942, the military administration ordered construction of a 120-kilometer rail-
road out of the jungle.

Full-scale work on the railway began in June 1943, and 25,000 to 55,000 peo-
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ple worked daily to finish what would normally be a ten-year project in under a
year.82 A combination of incentives and coercion provided a steady supply of
workers to replace the 400 to 500 who reportedly fled the railroad every day, but
housing and medical care were so poor and the work so hard that, according to
a local Japanese newspaper, the average laborer was physically exhausted in just
sixty days.83

The Bayah mine’s annual target was 300,000 tons of coal, but production
was only 4,000 tons in 1943 and never increased, even after completion of the
railway in March 1944.84 One major problem was that, while the mine had 15,000
to 20,000 workers on hand at any given time, assembled from across Java on mil-
itary orders, half of them were too malnourished to properly do their jobs. Sum-
itomo officials pushed workers to dig more coal, telling them that this would has-
ten the day of Indonesian independence. Postwar President Sukarno, then a
nationalist leader collaborating with the Japanese, apparently echoed these sen-
timents in speeches at the mine, but the workers insisted that they could be more
productive only if they were fed properly.85 Problems in getting supplies to the
mine, combined with coal seams that were only sixty centimeters deep, also hin-
dered production, as did death and escape rates so high that company officials
complained they were never able to get a good head count.86

We will never know how many workers died at the Bayah mine and on the
adjacent railway project, but the region was infested by malaria and dengue
fever, so illness, exacerbated by food shortages, no doubt joined accidents in
claiming the lives of many workers.87 After Japan’s surrender in 1945, the rail-
way tracks were torn up. The project, “undertaken in defiance of towering prob-
lems and completed on time at such heavy cost,” as Sato pointed out, “thus
proved . . . a total waste of time, resources and lives.”88

The Postwar Consequences

Sato’s assessment of the Bayah project as a “total waste of time, resources and
lives” could serve as a fitting epitaph for Japan’s wartime labor mobilization as
a whole, which left untold numbers of Asian workers dead in a futile effort to
prolong Japan’s imperialist war. Many other workers were left disabled for life,
while thousands were simply abandoned, such as the 43,000 Koreans that Japan
left behind as Soviet troops occupied Sakhalin.89

The consequences of Japan’s labor policies go beyond death and destruc-
tion, however. Labor mobilization played an important part in the general up-
heaval that tore many Asians from their prewar social moorings, freeing them
to take part in movements for social and economic change. In the case of Korea,
Japanese labor policy was one of the most important factors behind a diaspora
that left 11.6 percent of the Korean population abroad by 1944, mostly in Japan
and Manchuria.90 This uprooting of millions of people who had expected to
spend their whole lives in the villages where they were born ripped apart social
and family connections, contributing to a volatile atmosphere that became even
more charged when most workers returned from abroad in 1945 and 1946, bring-
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ing with them, in the words of Bruce Cumings, “severe status and property loss-
es and deep grievances.”91 Some of these grievances were against fellow Kore-
ans—landlords who had been rich enough to keep their sons and daughters out
of harm’s way, businessmen who had profited from dealings with Japan, and of-
ficials who had enrolled villagers for forced labor—adding to the powder keg of
class tensions that exploded after 1945 in popular uprisings, guerilla warfare, and
the ensuing Korean War.

Detailed research remains to be done on the role of returnees to Korea, but
it seems likely that they not only contributed to social and demographic flux but
took direct roles in the abortive revolutionary transformation of southern Ko-
rea in the months after liberation. A large number of Koreans, radicalized by
their experiences in Japan, also headed to northern Korea upon their return to
their homeland, even though most were natives of southern Korea. Cumings
puts their number at some 350,000,92 but the lack of reliable records makes a
firm estimate impossible.

In the Netherlands East Indies, meanwhile, just as in Korea, labor mobi-
lization cut people’s ties to their villages and heightened class conflict. Japan’s
labor programs also exacerbated conflict between generations and left a short-
age of able-bodied workers. Many of the millions torn away from their villages
in Java and other parts of present-day Indonesia were radicalized, not only by
their own experiences but by seeing how their wealthier neighbors were able to
buy their way out of mobilization and how many members of the Indonesian
elite took part, albeit under Japanese pressure, in rounding up workers. This
combination of class and generational tensions combined to discredit the pre-
war elite, and, as B. R. O’G. Anderson argues, formed the background for much
of the violence of Indonesia’s 1945–1949 struggle for independence.93

Coercive recruitment also exacerbated ethnic tensions, both in Indonesia
and other parts of Southeast Asia. Existing ethnic hierarchies were reproduced
and possibly intensified in the segmentation of labor on Japanese projects, as we
saw in the disproportionately high number of ethnic Indians from Malayan plan-
tations sent to work on the Burma-Thailand railway. The relatively privileged
position of certain groups, such as ethnic Chinese traders in Indonesia, also in-
creased resentment against these minorities when their wealth allowed them to
evade labor mobilization.94

In Japan itself, labor mobilization played a complex, ambiguous role in
shaping a new postwar order. Some aspects of the wartime experience strength-
ened and radicalized the labor movement. The “industrial service clubs” set up
in 1940, for example, provided, as John Dower has argued, a ready-built struc-
ture easily mobilized by the Left, serving as a “baseline” for the rapid unioniza-
tion that followed Japan’s defeat.95 The colonial workers brought to Japan dur-
ing the war, meanwhile, by staging the first strikes in postwar Japan, spurred
militancy after 1945, particularly in coal mining.96 Other wartime trends
strengthened the hand of capital, however. The new company welfare programs,
seniority wages, and family allowances started under government pressure to
stabilize the work force played an important role in the formation of today’s so-
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called “traditional employment system,”97 providing more stable livelihoods for
many workers while robbing them of any real voice in workplace management.
The “industrial service clubs” were also a double-edged sword, with some serv-
ing as the basis of postwar company unions.98

For some Japanese women, like those in the United States, World War Two
brought new (if temporary) opportunities to advance into jobs previously mo-
nopolized by men. In the mining industry, for example, some Japanese women
became skilled hewers responsible for supervising male Korean haulers.99 Some
of these new women supervisors belonged to the outcast group known as bu-
rakumin,100 and the war opened up new opportunities for male burakumin as
well, sometimes at the expense of Koreans.101

For most women, however, little changed. Wartime mobilization of women,
as Hunter has pointed out, was impeded by both structural and ideological fac-
tors, so relatively few women entered previously “male” occupations. Moreover,
once the war ended and Japanese soldiers and colonists returned from Asia and
the Pacific to seek work in a shrinking manufacturing sector, many women ei-
ther gave up their jobs to men or were laid off,102 some under new “protective”
regulations. The US Occupation authorities banned women from underground
mine work, for example, in 1947.103

While the legacy of labor mobilization was overwhelmingly negative for
Koreans, Chinese, Southeast Asians, and Allied POWs, and mixed at best for
Japanese workers, major Japanese corporations profited from access to a low-
cost, largely trouble-free work force. When the war ended, moreover, the state
compensated the zaibatsu conglomerates for “losses” they allegedly incurred
due to the use of forced labor.104 In contrast to German corporations, which
were forced by foreign public opinion to reach a settlement in late 1999 with for-
mer forced laborers, Japanese corporations have for the most part been able to
evade demands for compensation. With consumers in major markets like the
United States showing little interest in Japanese wartime labor abuses, just one
Japanese corporation has agreed to pay compensation, to just one worker.105

The Japanese government has also refused to compensate forced laborers.
As of 1996, Japan had paid some one trillion yen ($9 billion in 2000 US dollars)
in reparations, including external payments and Japanese property lost over-
seas, but this sum has gone to foreign governments, not individuals, and pales
next to the forty trillion yen ($364 billion) Japan had paid its own citizens. More-
over, payments to Japanese injured in the war and the survivors of those killed
continue today, while external payments ended in 1977. Foreigners, including
Koreans and other former Japanese subjects, even those wounded after being
drafted into the Japanese military, are excluded from all payments to individu-
als except those for atomic bomb victims.106

With the end of the Cold War, however, and increasing democratization
across Asia, many former forced laborers have become free for the first time to
demand compensation from Japan. There are also signs of change in the Unit-
ed States, at the grassroots if not the national level. Some civil rights and union
activists in America have begun to make common cause with activists in Japan
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and other parts of Asia, and a recently enacted California law has opened the
way to suits in that state against both German and Japanese corporations for
their wartime abuses of workers. With the memory of coercive labor mobiliza-
tion still an obstacle to better relations between Japan and its neighbors in Asia
and the Pacific, even the Japanese government and corporations—with enough
pressure from overseas—may begin to change their attitude.
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Chōsenjin Chūgokujin Rengōkoku horyo kyōsei renkō shiryōshū, Vol. 1, ed. Nagasawa Shigeru
(Tokyo, 1992), 317.
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(Fukuoka, 1986), 38–39.
27. Labor Bureau, [Japanese] Welfare Ministry, “Report on the Group Importation Situ-

ation of Koreans,” October 10, 1945, in United States Strategic Bombing Survey, Pacific Sur-
vey Records, [US] National Archives. Microfilm Publication M1655, Reports and Other
Records, 1928–1947. Entry 41 of National Archives Inventory Series No. 10, Record Group
243, Records of the U.S. Bombing Survey, Pacific Survey.

28. In 1944, thirty-four percent of foreign laborers in Germany worked in agriculture. Ed-
ward L. Homze, Foreign Labor in Nazi Germany (Princeton, 1967), 234.

29. Jerome B. Cohen, Japan’s Economy in War and Reconstruction (Minneapolis,
1949), 326.

30. Calculated from Sekitan Tōseikai Kinrōbu, “Shōwa 19-nendo zenkoku tankō rōmusha
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of 182,496 Asians, excluding Thais. For the figure of 60,000 Allied POWs, see McCormack and
Nelson, “Introduction,” 1.

53. J. Griffin, H. Nelson and S. Firth, Papua New Guinea: A Political History (Sydney, Aus-
tralia, 1979), 82–83, cited in Hank Nelson, “Measuring the Railway: From Individual Lives to
National History,” in The Burma-Thailand Railway, ed. McCormack and Nelson, 21.
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