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Rural Worlds Regained: The Japan 4H Newspaper series

The Japan 4H Newspaper opens a granular yet
sweeping vista on the postwar Japanese countryside
during a period of rapid change. At the same time, it of-
fers an inside look at the culture and practices of an in-
stitution central to many of those changes: 4H.

Although most often associated with state fair pag-
eantry and household crafts in the United States, 4-H
was a powerful conduit of state power in rural East
Asia. An education program for youth run primarily by
Agricultural Extension services, first in the US then in
more than eighty countries, the H’s in 4-H are “Heads,
Hearts, Hands, and Health”
of what they wanted to transform in children and young
adults. 4-H spread around the world because it was also
an autonomous program, run overwhelmingly by kids

— an ambitious statement

themselves. Even so, public servants in agrarian areas
usually spent most of their time and resources on 4-H. It
thus allowed a small cohort of experts to dramatically
magnify their impact on the countryside by reframing
rural development as a series of games and contests for
youth. Children’s own desire to do well did the disci-
plining, and rural bureaucrats often gave them access to
powerful new scientific methods, ensuring that children
could outshine their own parents and neighbors.

This history is global in reach. Counterintuitively, the
farther from the US that 4-H went, the larger its role in
rural life became. The most powerful 4-H clubs in the
post-1945 world were in South Korea, Taiwan, and Ja-
pan, where they built on the earlier rural development
programs of the Japanese empire. Of these, Japan’s 4H

was perhaps uniquely influential, circulating new tech-
niques and technologies at home and throughout the

W ATREATREAHISTOTOY 10 NRRAOET ((BA4HEE 200 2.
1958 £ 9 H 24 H. &£ 1 M),

Will Sack
region. Accordingly, these sources not only help re-
searchers understand Japan’s rural and agricultural his-
tory, but also open a window on the transnational his-
tory of postwar East Asia.

These sources offer a glimpse at practices in numer-
ous clubs in the countryside, not just 4-H. During the
Occupation of Japan, 4-H Clubs grew rapidly after their
founding in 1949. By June 1950, there were more than
14,400 clubs with over 500,000 members: at least one
club in almost all of Japan’s 8,400 villages. Ostensibly,
4-H was for kids ages 12-20, but finding a club in the
archive whose young adults or children fit this age
range is very difficult. Some clubs were all men in their
30s; in others, children were all between the age of six
and eight. In this and most regards, clubs were free to
disregard standard rules (though they would then be
less eligible for prizes), so long as they followed a few
basic rules. This diversity of club practices resulted from
the August 26th 1949 “Basic Policy on the Development
of Youth Club Activities in Agriculture, Mountains and
Fishing Villages,” a joint policy of the Ministry of Agri-
culture and Forestry and the Ministry of Education. This
directive asked rural clubs to practice flexibility and to
cooperate. In so doing, it took a complex landscape of
clubs and made them mutually porous. Thus, Life Im-
provement clubs (seikatsu kaizen kurabu), ostensibly for
women age twenty to twenty five, were often also 4-H
clubs and vice-versa. In documented cases, boys might
well want to work on domestic tasks, and do all the Life
Improvement activities, but in such instances, they
would often (though not at all consistently) be counted
as 4-H members and not Life Improvement club mem-
bers. Other linked groups included the Future
Farmers of Japan, Boy and Girl Scouts of Japan,
and Parent Teacher Associations. These organiza-
tion, but also the Youth Corps (seinendan) or citi-
zens halls (kominkan) and even Mothers Clubs
appear in the records as having shared halls,
events, and attendance lists with 4-H. As a result,
all these institutions appear in the archive of 4-H
itself. This should make these sources of interest
to historians working on any number of related
topics.

Lastly, the Japan 4H Newspaper was previously
only accessible to scholars who visited multiple
locations to read it. Thanks to those at Fuji Shup-
pan, especially Mr. Murakami Yji, a near-com-
plete run of this newspaper is now widely and
conveniently available for researchers — which is
a great boon.

——Ph.D. Candidate in History, Harvard University
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