
Lee / Mobility Necropolitics and Harmless Islanders� 195

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 195–221� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

Abstract
This article critically discusses the wartime mobilization policies implemented by the Japanese 
Empire on the Korean peninsula during the Pacific War (1941-1945) in terms of mobility 
necropolitics, a framework that combines mobility studies and Achile Mbembe’s notion of 
necropolitics. In particular, by examining the lives of the Korean islanders on the imaginary 
Julan island in Kim Sa-ryang’s novel Bada-ui Norae [Songs of the Sea] (1943-1944) through 
Giorgio Agamben’s concepts of “harmless” and “desubjectivation,” this paper seeks to excavate 
a postcolonial moment in colonial Korea. In the “death worlds” of the dead and those who 
will die on the battlefields, “harmless islands” are seen as figures that cannot be reduced to or 
exhausted by mobility necropolitics as they embody an ambiguous sense of belonging not only 
to the Japanese Empire but also to Julan Island, practising mobility for the destruction of life 
(i.e., death) by meekly obeying the empire’s death command while expecting their deaths on the 
battlefields (i.e., Japanese subjectivation) and, at the same time, mobility for the reproduction 
of life by enjoying their traditional convention on the island (i.e., desubjectivation). This 
ambiguous identity can thus be argued as potentially nullifying the imperialist necropolitics. 
This paper is thus committed to the current discussion of Japanese military mobilization during 
the Pacific War by critically elucidating the nature of Japanese imperialism in the 1940s and, 
more importantly, its dead end.

Keywords
Bada-ui Norae (Songs of the Sea), Harmless Islanders, Kim Sa-ryang, Mobility Necropolitics, 
Pacific War

MOBILITY NECROPOLITICS AND 
HARMLESS ISLANDERS

Jinhyoung Lee
Konkuk University
gespenst@konkuk.ac.kr



Lee / Mobility Necropolitics and Harmless Islanders� 196

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 196–221� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

About the Author
Jinhyoung Lee is an associate professor at the Academy of Mobility Humanities, Konkuk 
University, South Korea. He earned his PhD from Yonsei University and completed a post-
doctoral fellowship at Seoul National University. In addition to his book, Theories of Novel of 
Colonial Korea in the Late 1930s (2013), he has (co)translated Haim Hazan’s Against Hybridity 
(2020); Peter Merriman and Lynne Pearce’s collection, Mobility and the Humanities (2019); 
Linda Hutcheon’s Theory of Adaptation into Korean (2017); and Bakhtin’s Prosaics by Gary Saul 
Morson and Caryl Emerson (2006). His interests include modern Korean fiction and criticism 
in the colonial era and the themes of diaspora, hybridity, (post)coloniality, and mobility 
humanities studies.



Lee / Mobility Necropolitics and Harmless Islanders� 197

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 197–221� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

WAR, MOBILIZATION, AND LITERATURE 

This article discusses the mobility necropolitics during the Pacific War (1941-1945) 
in colonial Korea and its subjects, who concurrently but also paradoxically embody 
the processes of subjectivation and desubjectivation, potentially dislocating the 
necropolitics.  To this end, it examines the novel Bada-ui Norae (바다의 노래; 
Songs of the Sea) (1943-1944) by Kim Sa-ryang,1 a Korean writer who was already 
well-known for his short story “Into the Light” (1940), the first literary work by a 
Korean writer to be nominated for the Akutagawa Prize, the most prestigious award 
in Japan. While the novel was written at the request of the colonial government 
to propagate wartime mobilization policies, it nevertheless problematizes 
mobility necropolitics by depicting colonial Korea as the “death worlds” and 
by focusing on “harmless islanders” who cannot be reduced to or exhausted 
by mobility necropolitics. Kim’s novel thus helps to fathom the dead end and 
dislocation of the Japanese mobility necropolitics and, moreover, potentially 
engages in its nullification.

After the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937) and throughout the period of the 
Pacific War, one of the urgent tasks of the Japanese Empire was to mobilize the 
colonized people for a series of imperialist wars. While introducing the special 
volunteer army system for a minority of the educated Korean elite in 1938, the 
colonial government at that time was reluctant to enforce the conscription system 
in colonial Korea because the colonizers lacked confidence that the Japanese 
subjectivation of Koreans had progressed far enough to encourage them to 
willingly martyr themselves for Japan. From this point of view, the announcement 
of the conscription system for all Koreans in 1942 was not only intended to solve 
the problem of the shortage of Japanese military forces due to the prolonged war, 
but it was also essentially intended to accelerate and complete the materialization 
of the ideology of “naisen-ittai” (內鮮一體, Japan and Korea as one body) on the 
Korean peninsula (Ch’oe 179-180) and to facilitate stabilization of the Japanese 
colonial regime. Based on the colonial government’s greater expectation of 
complete Japanese subjectivization of Koreans, the special volunteer naval system 
for Koreans was planned to be implemented in August 1943, given the critical 
importance of sea power in the Pacific War. While the special volunteer naval 
system was being implemented in Taiwan at the time, the Japanese assimilation of 
Korea was of significant military strategic importance in terms of its geopolitical 
location between Japan and the other Asian countries, as it was recognized as a 
military base for invading the other Asian countries.2

The wartime period may thus be described as “a transitional moment in the 
passage of Koreans from the outside to the inside of the ‘Japanese’” (Fujitani 40)—a 
claim that would only be valid if one acknowledges the point that “what Japanese 
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imperialism wanted to win was only the lives of Koreans” (Ch’oe 197; trans. mine). 
In other words, martial mobilization was carried out with the expectation that the 
mobilized population would ultimately die on the battlefields, especially given the 
rapidly deteriorating situation of Japan during the Pacific War. As Michel Foucault 
rightly pointed out regarding governmentality in the Second World War period, in 
wartime “life insurance” is associated with “a death command” (Technologies 147) 
and thus “biopolitics” is transformed into “thanatopolitics” (160); in other words, 

“the state” as “slaughter” (160) sees populations as “beings capable of dying for 
itself,” i.e., subjects of the power of death or the necropower. This understanding 
encourages us to consider Japanese governmentality during the Pacific War in 
terms of the necropolitics, as advocated by Achille Mbembe.    

According to Mbembe, necropolitics refers to “contemporary forms of 
subjugating life to the power of death” (92) and has, as its project, “the generalized 
instrumentalization of human existence and the material destruction of human 
bodies and populations” (68). Thus, the term accounts for the various ways in which 
weapons are deployed “to maximally destroy persons and create death worlds,” 
that is, “new and unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are 
subjected to living conditions that confer upon them the status of the living dead” 
(92). From this perspective, the colonial government in Korea during the Pacific 
War can be seen as having exercised necropolitics which not only weaponized 
Koreans by transforming them into weapons to kill enemies, but also to subjugate 
their lives to the power of death, resulting in the notion of “death worlds” ultimately 
populated by the dead and those who will die, i.e., “the living dead.” Notably, in 
contrast to Mbembe’s necropolitics, which is primarily concerned with the “state of 
siege,” i.e., the enforced immobility of “besieged villages and towns” (82) and their 
inhabitants in anticipation of their material destruction, this paper pays attention 
to the wartime mobilization of populations or the mobility of Koreans toward their 
instrumentalized death on the battlefields. Given that, as Tim Cresswell (2006) 
argues, mobility is “socially produced motion” (3) and “[t]o be human” is “to have 
some kind of capacity for mobility” (22), the mobility that responds to the order of 
the empire can be seen as the most effective way of becoming its sincere subjects; 
but from another perspective, since the mobility is not practiced “in empty space” 
but “in relatively stable iterative patterns” (Nail 18), the enforced mobility of the 
colonized from home to deadly battlefields, repeated during the Pacific War, 
illustrates the nature of the colonial government during this period. This paper 
is therefore concerned with Japanese governmentality during the Pacific War 
specifically using mobility, i.e., its mobility necropolitics.

After the introduction of the special naval volunteer system for Koreans 
was announced in August 1943, Kim Sa-ryang authored Bada-ui Norae, which 
was published serially from December 14, 1943 to October 4, 1944 in the 
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Korean-language newspaper, Maeil-Sinbo (每日申報), the official organ of the 
Japanese Governor-General of Korea, leader of the Japanese colonial government 
organization on the Korean Peninsula. Noteworthily, Bada-ui Norae was written in 
response to the newspaper’s commission for “a naval life-themed fiction” (“Coming 
Serial Novel”) to support the special naval volunteer system for Koreans, which 
was intended to incite young Koreans to volunteer for the Japanese navy and to 
sacrifice themselves for the Japanese Empire. It was meant to be mobilized to aid 
the mobility necropolitics, which the colonial government imposed. The novel is 
thus organized around three generations of Shin’s family, who actively participate 
in a series of wars from the mid-19th century to the early 1940s manifestly on the 
side of Japan, finally ending with the last scene where Gwidong Shin, one of the 
main characters, enters a naval volunteer training center with “감격의 눈물” (“tears 
of joy”; 439) upon leaving his friends and family behind of evidence of perfected 
Japanese subjectivation. For this reason, like almost all contemporary Korean 
literary works written in Korean or Japanese language that collaborated with 
the Japanese war mobilization, Kim’s work has been discussed in terms of “the 
collaboration with the ruling power” (Ahn 232; trans. mine). 

However, Kim’s novel shows deviation from the organizing intention of the 
newspaper in that it does not narrate a naval life at all; if anything, it merely 
culminates with the naval enlistment of one of the main characters. Primarily, 
the work is interested in depicting the lives of Koreans from the late 19th century 
to early 1940, who lived through the Sino-Japanese War (1894-5), the Russo-
Japanese War (1904-1905), the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937), and finally the 
Pacific War (1941)—a people who were meaningfully mobilized to justify Japanese 
imperialism and its necropolitics. It is noteworthy that the novel problematizes 
the necropolitics by depicting wartime Korea as a complex of “death worlds,” 
populated by the dead and the living dead, thereby underscoring the dead end of 
the mobility necropolitics by expecting the death of its sincere subjects, i.e., the 
destruction of bodies to mobilize or weapons to deploy, and the impotence of 
Japanese colonial regime. More importantly, Kim’s work focuses on islanders who, 
while willingly participating in a series of wars by responding to “a death command” 
of the Japanese Empire and thus undergoing Japanese subjectivation, continue to 
live on Julan Island, an imagined island, by fishing and harvesting shellfish, taking 
care of their lives and taking pride in their sense of belonging to the island.3 

In order to conceptualize the ambiguity of the islanders, this paper adopts the 
terms “harmless” and “desubjectivation” offered by Giorgio Agamben in “What 
Is an Apparatus?”. In this essay, Agamben discusses the “massive processes of 
desubjectivation without acknowledging any real subjectivation” in contemporary 
societies, pointing to “the eclipse of politics, which used to presuppose the existence 
of subjects and real identities” and “the triumph of oikonomia, that is, of a pure 
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activity of government that aims at nothing other than its own replication” (22). He 
also argues the paradox that while “the harmless citizens” in these societies “readily 
do everything that is asked to do,” they are still considered by power as “potential 
terrorists” to be monitored (20–21) because of their participation in the eclipse 
of politics and, significantly, in their own replication. Paraphrasing Agamben’s 
terminology, this paper uses the term “desubjectivation” to refer to the devotion of 
islanders to oikonomia as seeking the replication of life, that is, the reproduction 
of life that they enjoy on the island, far from the hinterland and surrounded by the 
sea, with fishing and shellfish harvesting. The term “harmless” is also employed 
to specify the characteristics of the islanders who, while readily performing 
mobility for the destruction of life and thus undergoing the process of “Japanese 
subjectivation,” paradoxically embody mobility for the reproduction of life and 
thus engage in the process of “desubjectivation.” Therefore, “harmless islanders” 
can be utilized to include both their governability and ungovernability, taking note 
of the ambiguity of their docility and “potential” dangerousness, which can thus 
help discuss the dislocation of Japanese mobility necropolitics in its colony.

In the following section, this paper discusses mobility necropolitics as the 
Japanese imperialist governmentality during the Pacific War that compelled Kim 
to write the novel by introducing the special naval volunteer system for Koreans. It 
then argues that the novel reveals the dead end of Japanese mobility necropolitics 
by depicting colonial Korea as “death worlds” and further reveals its dislocation 
by focusing on its subjects, i.e., “harmless islanders,” who cannot be reduced 
to or exhausted by mobility necropolitics. Finally, this paper concludes with 
summarizing the arguments, also discussing the “after” of the Japanese colonial 
regime as a postcolonial moment in the novel. Additionally, the translations of all 
the excerpted quotations from Bada-ui Norae are the author’s as the novel has not 
been translated into English.

 

MOBILITY, NECROPOLITICS, AND DESIRABLE SUBJECTS

In response to the constant expansion of the war fronts and the resulting shortage 
of military forces caused by waging a series of wars such as the Japanese invasion of 
Manchuria (1931), the Second Sino-Japanese War, and the Pacific War, the colonial 
government in the Korean peninsula introduced the wartime mobilization policies 
for Koreans like the special volunteer army system (1938), the volunteer student 
army system (1943), the conscription system (1943), and the special volunteer naval 
system (1943). These were credited for mobilizing approximately 200,000 Koreans 
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to the battlefields by the time the Pacific War ended with the defeat of Japan (Pyo 
283–284). To be sure, the Japanese colonial mobilization policies were not merely 
aimed at fortifying the battlefields with human bodies, but more importantly at 
completing the transformation of the colonized populations into Japanese royal 
subjects, that is, the Japanese subjectivation of Koreans incarnating the ideology of 

“naisen-ittai”. This was essential for the stabilization of the colonial regime on the 
Korean peninsula and, understandably, for the perpetual bodily mobilization of the 
colonized to the battlefields, especially through the promotion of their voluntary 
enlistment. As such, the implementation of the conscription system was insisted 
upon by the colonial government as “the ultimate terminus ad quem of the ‘naisen-
ittai’ ideology and at the same time its symbolic expression” (Ch’oe 180; trans. mine).

In particular, when discussing the introduction of the special volunteer army 
system for Koreans, it is worth noting that the Japanese imperialists had predicted 
the introduction of the conscription system in Korea in 20 to 30 years. They did it 
by gauging the relatively low level of Japanese subjectivation of Koreans at the time 
and by assuming that there was no urgent need to reinforce the Japanese armed 
forces in the near future (Park 244–245). The special volunteer army system, which 
was propagated as “a historically unshakable fruition of ‘naisen-ittai,’” was thus 
enforced amidst such lingering disbelief of Koreans, but at the same time with the 
great expectation of the transformation of the colonized populations into Japanese 
royal subjects willing to sacrifice their lives for motherland Japan, as voluntary 
adherents to the Japanese emperor (H. Kim 453–63). 

To this end, for example, the colonial government enacted the Third Revision of 
the Korean Education Ordinance in 1938 with the main purpose of cultivating young 
Koreans as Japanese subjects and to turn them into “military resources” mainly by 
strengthening the education of Japanese language and history while banning the use 
of Korean language in all Korean schools (Ch’oe 181–85). The announcement of the 
conscription system in 1942 was therefore widely propagated as a demonstration 
of the successful and pervasive Japanese subjectivation of Koreans, which was also 
echoed by many pro-Japanese Koreans. For example, Jaeseo Choi, one of the leading 
Korean intellectuals, pointed out the historical significance of the conscription in 
the following terms: The “dear Emperor” considered twenty-four million Koreans 
to be “his right hand”; thanks to which men from the peninsula (Koreans) were 
able to grasp “the idea of the motherland”; which would enable them to improve 
their qualifications rapidly; as a result, their social status would move up swiftly 
(Choe 142-46). In short, the wartime mobilization policies made it possible for the 
Koreans to be considered as colonial subjects within the colonial regime and as 
beings worthy of life.
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In his book Race for Empire, a comparative study of the Japanese and American 
war mobilizations during the Pacific War, Takashi Fujitani argued that the “wartime 
mobilization of Koreans” led directly to “their constitution into a population 
worthy of life, health, reproduction, and happiness” as well as “their inclusion in 
the national political system”: in short, their inclusion in the regime of biopolitics 
(68). For example, the colonial government first conducted the colonial census 
around 1940 because of the need to manage the colonized populations or lives as 
its “military resources,” which allowed the colonized populations to be included 
in the regime of biopolitics within the larger structure of Japanese imperialism 
and rehabilitated as new subjects, i.e., Japanese royal subjects (Cha 234–236). 
That is, “what Japanese imperialism wanted to win was only the lives of Koreans” 
(Ch’oe 197; trans. mine) as “military resources.” It is worth pointing out that “what 
Japanese imperialism wanted to win” was not “the lives of Koreans” for themselves, 
but to sacrifice “the lives of Koreans” for the protection of motherland Japan. In 
particular, Japan’s unfavorable situation and the attendant shortage of military 
forces notably after the outbreak of the Pacific War, followed by the introduction 
of the conscription system, made it necessary to understand, discipline, and 
manipulate the colonial subjects in terms of their sacrifice on the battlefields. To 
borrow Tomiyama Ichiro’s terminology in his discussion of Japanese mobilization 
during the Pacific War, the wartime mobilization in Korea can be expressed as the 
mobilization of the colonized populations into a situation in which they know they 
will die: i.e., “mobilization to death” (33). 

The colonized populations could be considered as beings worthy of life only to 
the extent that they were those capable of sacrificing their lives for Japanese wars, 
that is, beings capable of dying for Japanese imperialism by responding to “a death 
command” from the empire. Becoming a soldier was the only and quickest way for 
Koreans to be incorporated into the “Japanese nation” (Kong 312). In this regard, 
around 1940, the colonial government reorganized and energetically carried out 
the policies for Korean veterans, which included the awarding of the Medal of 
Merit, the support program for the bereaved, and the construction of a memorial. 
The most notable of these was the construction of memorials, which was carried 
out nationwide after the Sino-Japanese War and then systematically during the 
Pacific War as a national movement for the materialization of “naisen-ittai” led by 
the imperial government (Cho 48–53). In this way, they caused the “bands of death” 
to be established from the worship of the fallen, mobilization for war, and death 
on the battlefield (55). It triggered “the mechanism of participation in the national 
community through death” (Oh 343; trans. mine), which ultimately transformed 
Korea into the “death worlds” that connected the fallen with their families, relatives, 
and others, that is, the “death worlds” full of the dead and those who will die, the 
living dead.
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In short, for the governmentality that ensures the dignity of life only through the 
ability to die, life should be subjected to the power of death, populations should thus 
be given the form of necropolitics, and habitations should be reorganized as death 
worlds. In this sense, the Japanese subjectivation of Koreans can be represented 
as the process of their incorporation into the Japanese necropolitics. Moreover, 
since necropolitics forced its subjects to obey a “death command” from the power 
of death, especially by mobilizing them to the battlefields, governmentality can 
be more adequately formulated as the regime of mobility necropolitics. To sum 
up, mobility necropolitics, the governmentality of Japanese imperialism, especially 
during the Pacific War, strategized to mobilize and deploy its subjects in China, 
Japan, Indonesia, the Philippines, or the other Pacific islands, anticipating their 
deaths while manipulating them as weapons or instruments capable of being 
physically deconstructed. Under necropolitics, Koreans could be subjects of the 
empire by inhabiting the death worlds while being mobilized and dying whenever 
the empire issued “a death command.”  

BADA-UI NORAE 

In response to Japan’s unfavorable development of the war situation after their 
defeat in the Battle of Midway, a naval battle between Japan and the United States 
on June 5-7, 1942, and the shortage of military forces due to the rapidly expanding 
war fronts after the break of the Pacific War, the colonial government decided to 
introduce the special naval volunteer system for Koreans in 1943. It should be 
noted that the colonial government was reluctant to allow Koreans to enlist 
in the Japanese navy during the first five years after the special volunteer army 
system had been introduced in 1938 because the Japanese navy did not require 
massive troops due to the ironically limited number of naval vessels despite the 
military importance of naval power during the Pacific War, which was fought 
mainly at sea,  and as the Japanese navy did not believe in Koreans enough to allow 
them to take over the naval service, which was the most important for conducting 
naval warfare (Pyo 285-91). However, due to the urgency of military reinforcement 
at the time, the colonial government could no longer delay the implementation of 
the naval mobilization of Koreans and the building of additional ships, especially 
because Koreans accounted for one-third of the total population of the Japanese 
empire. Therefore, while implementing a series of war mobilization policies, the 
colonial government intensified its propaganda and agitation in all directions to 
induce Koreans to voluntarily cooperate with the colonial policies by advocating 
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the necessity of war mobilization and facilitating the Japanization of Koreans as a 
prerequisite for it (Park 240–241). 

After the enforced discontinuance of the two major Korean-language newspapers, 
Chosun Ilbo (朝鮮日報) and Dong-a Ilbo (東亞日報), in 1940, Maeil-Sinbo, the 
only Korean-language newspaper at the time and, significantly, the official organ of 
the Japanese Governor-General of Korea, had served as a nucleus in propagating 
war mobilization policies mainly through exaggeration of their significance and 
embellishment of Koreans’ responses to them (Park 248). Specifically, after the 
announcement of the special naval volunteer system, Maeil-Sinbo mobilized Korean 
writers for the propaganda activities like their commissioning of Kim Sa-ryang, 
who was already famous for his Akutagawa Prize-nominated short story “Into the 
Light” (1940) and two novels, Nakjo (The Setting Sun, 1940) and Taebaeksanmaek 
(The Tae Baek Mountains, 1941), to write “a naval life-themed fiction” (“Coming 
Serial Novel”), which led to the production of Bada-ui Norae. This novel is known 
to have followed his previous reportage on the life of the naval army, “Haegunhaeng” 
(“Visiting the Navy”), published serially in Maeil-Sinbo from October 10 to 23, 1943. 
It was based on his experience as a member of the inspection team of the Japanese 
naval facility, organized by the National Total Power Korean Federation, a pro-
Japanese group organized by the Japanese Governor-General of Korea in 1940. 
Therefore, it seems obvious that Kim’s novel was first written in response to Maeil-
Sinbo’s intention to propagate the special naval volunteer system. 

Kim’s novel seemingly satisfies the colonial government’s intention with regard 
to war mobilization in three interrelated ways. First, the novel narrates a series of 
wars such as the French campaign against Korea (1866), the Sino-Japanese War 
(1894-1895), the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905), the Second Sino-Japanese War 
(1937), and the Pacific War (1941). Kim frames them in terms of the Western invasion 
of the East and the Eastern counterattack against the West, i.e., the Japanese 
imperialist ideology;  that is, the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere from 
the perspective of which the Pacific War is understood as “a desirable praxis for 
emancipating Asian nations from the rule of Western modernity and establishing 
the autonomous sphere for a reciprocal, cooperative relationship among them” 
(Lee, “Mobility, Empire” 472). Second, it portrays the main characters—namely, 
Taejoo Shin, Haesan Shin, and Gwidong Shin—as self-sacrificing, heroic, and 
desirable people who voluntarily and loyally participate in a series of wars for 
the good of their nation, even at the risk of their lives. For example, their deaths 
are described as: “the bravely deaths of men from Julan Island giving their lives 
for the Sino-Japanese War” (Kim S. 329; trans. mine). This can be expected to 
promote Koreans’ willing engagement in the Japanese wars. Finally, the changing 
international circumstances surrounding East Asia are directly addressed by the 
narrator, significantly from the perspective of the Japanese royal subject, i.e., from 
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the viewpoint of “our Japan” (Kim S. 303). Embodying the ideology of “Japan and 
Korea as one body,” this Korean narrator can be seen as making Koreans think 
about the international political situation from the point of view of “our Japan,” 
which embodies a universal understanding and importance of the Japanese nation. 

However, Kim’s novel does not exclusively fulfill the newspaper’s commission 
because, although he knew naval life well from his participation in the inspection 
team of the Japanese naval facility, he did not write “a naval life-themed fiction.” 
When it comes to “a naval life,” he presents it only in the final scene that when the 
special naval volunteer system is established, Gwidong volunteers and then enlists 
in the Japanese navy by first entering the naval volunteer training center. The plot 
of the novel, organized around three generations of Shin’s family, is mainly devoted 
to showing the modern history of Korea for about 80 years, from the mid-19th 
century to the early 1940s, through the lives of the islanders against the backdrop of 
the rapidly changing domestic and international politics of the period. Remarkably, 
the modern history of Korea, riddled with a series of domestic and international 
wars, is not portrayed as gloriously coming to a happy ending. Rather, it is depicted 
as progressively deteriorating with the passage of time, as if it was heading toward a 
catastrophe, by incessantly predicating its very existence on the deaths of Koreans 
and their expectation of impending death. For instance, Haesan returns from 
China after 15 years and hears many bad news from Julan Island, including the 
deaths of his parents and relatives, and realizes: “지금까지 주란섬은 그에 있어 
사막의 오아시스이었다. 천국이었다. 이 천국이 십오 년 새에 이렇듯이 갖은 비극을 
다 겪으리라고 뉘 알았으랴. 허무하기 바이 없었다” (“Until now, Julan Island had 
been an oasis in the desert for him. It was heaven. Who could have known that in 
15 years this heaven would go through all kinds of tragedies like this? It was absurd”; 
323). 

It is worthwhile to fathom what the title of the novel, Bada-ui Norae, translated 
into English as Songs of the Sea, means. In this novel, songs of the sea are the 
songs sung mainly by boatmen, including “Bongjuktaryeong,” “Baennorae,” 

“Baekgutaryeong,” “Susimga,” “Ginari,” and “Baettaragi.” The most important of 
these are “Bongjuktaryeong” and “Baettaragi,” which are popularly sung by seamen: 

“슬플 때면 배따라기 비쁠 때면 봉죽타령” (“When sad, Baettaragi; when happy, 
Bongjuktaryeong”; 354). As a seamen’s hymn for a full ship, “Bongjuktaryeong” 
is known as a composition of Taejoo and widely spread in Kim’s novel, which 
helps set the atmosphere of happiness for the first half of the work: “황해바다에 
봉죽타령이 들리지 않는 곳이 없어졌다” (“There was no place in the Yellow Sea where 
Bongjuktaryeong could not be heard”; 117). When this song is sung by seamen, Julan 
Island is referred to as “이상의 섬” (“an ideal island”; 118). Meanwhile, “Baettaragi,” 
which means “ships leave,” consists of the sailors’ lament for their own precarious 
lives: their not knowing of when they will die; their grief for their friends’ deaths 
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at sea and their families’ deep sadness for their dead sons, husbands, or fathers; 
and the surviving sailors’ determination not to return to the seafaring life (Oh and 
An 129–32). This song fills the second half of the work with death and sadness. 
The singing of this song at sea, however, is forbidden by the sailors because it is 
known as “귀신 부르는 불길한 노래” (“an ominous song that summons the demon”; 
45) symbolizing “흉조” (“bad omens”; 45). In keeping with the chronological 
progression of the sea songs, the narrative is organized around the fall of the Shin 
family, as most of the family members eventually die or are expected to die. 

In this sense, the novel can be characterized as “the Korean’s death-themed 
fiction,” which therefore cannot be seen as a faithful collaboration with the colonial 
government through literary work, but rather as a problematization of colonial 
Korea established on deaths. The following sections discuss Kim’s novel from this 
standpoint. 

LIVING IN “DEATH WORLDS”

Bada-ui Norae can be defined as the story of the Shin family, which extends 
from the late Joseon Dynasty in the late 19th century to the Japanese colonial 
period (1910-1945). In the story, Taejoo, who distinguished himself in the General 
Sherman Incident (1866),4 moves to and settles on Julan Island with his wife, 
Jageunnyeon, and tries to build a utopian island while leading the islanders to 
participate in campaigns like the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), the Donghak 
Peasant Revolution (1894-1895),5 and the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905). His 
last son, Haesan Shin, who was born and raised on Julan Island, travels to China 
and participates in the First Chinese Civil War (1927-1936). Later on, as a sincere 
Japanese subject and a fighter pilot trained in Japan, Haesan would go to battle 
during the Pacific War, straddling the borders of China, Korea, and Japan and 
leaving his friends, Chadol and Goman, on the island. Finally, when the special 
naval volunteer system is announced, Taejoo’s only grandson, Gwidong Shin, who 
was born on Julan Island but grew up in Pyongyang—one of the largest cities in 
colonial Korea and a nearby inland city of Julan Island in the novel—eventually 
enlists in the navy voluntarily, like his uncle Haesan, thereby responding to the 
call of the Japanese Empire. That is, “나라가 부르신다면” (“when the country calls”; 
437), albeit the expected break in Shin family lineage, he answers the call with his 
act of enlistment. With Gwidong’s entry into the navy in anticipation of his own 
death, all of Shin’s family finally leave Julan Island, concluding the story.
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Kim’s novel shows a series of wars that comprise and span the history of the Shin 
family. These are conflicts in which all figures are involved in one way or another, 
and from which the fictional reality is essentially formed. In this regard, it is 
important to note that the islanders, who had lived on Julan Island for a long time 
in a mythical atmosphere,6 were molded into a nation through their involvement in 
the war, that is, the national subjectivation via war mobilization. This can be seen 
in the following quotation:   

이 날부터 주란섬 사람들은 자기네가 이 나라 백성이라는 것을 새삼스레도 절실히 

느끼게 되었다. 생활 감성뿐만 아니라 눈동자까지 달라진 것 같았다. 그리고 지금까지 

바다에 뛰어들어 첨붕시기나 하던 어린아이들도 새로 전쟁놀이를 하며 섬 안을 좁다란 듯이 

돌아다니게 되었다. 섬사람들은 이 황해바다의 주인으로 자처하여 가없이 넓은 바다를 노려 

보게쯤되니 바로 바다의 왕성이었다. 그러므로 바닷사람들은 이 섬을 용궁이란 형용에 다시 

한마디를 첨부케 되었다.

“장수들만 사우 호락호락 볼 섬이 아니외다.” (S. Kim 140)  

From that day on, the people of Julan Island felt that they were the people of this 
country. It seemed that not only their sensibility of life but also their eyes had changed. 
And the children who had been jumping into the sea and playing in the water began to 
walk around the island as if it were narrow, playing war. When the islanders claimed to 
be the owners of the Yellow Sea and stared at the endlessly vast sea, the island itself was 
considered a royal castle of the sea. Therefore, they added to the description of the island 
as Yonggung (“Palace of the Sea Kings”) the following words:

“Only warriors live here. It’s not an island to be taken easily.”

Prior to the above quote, Taejoo tells the islanders a story about why he built 
the “tombs of four brothers” on Julan Island, which are gravesites intended himself 
and his three friends—Boksun, Mireuk, and Baeggob—even though at the time 
only Boksun has died. The four graves are defined by Taejoo as an expression of 
determination to fight against the Western invaders, which they made as comrades-
in-arms who participated together in the General Sherman Incident at the cost of 
their lives, following Boksun who died while engaging the hostile foreign ships. As 
Sakai Naoki has pointed out, “war is the most ideal stage for the establishment of a 
national subject” because it demands “the strict distinction between nation=human 
and not-nation=non-human” through the logic of patriotism that institutionalizes 

“the death of the individual through self-sacrifice in a form of participation in the 
national community” (28–30). This is what the “tombs of the four brothers” imply: 
the production of national subjects, who are beings worthy of life, through their 
participation in patriotic wars at the sacrifice of their lives. Such is the establishment 
of “이 나라 백성” (“the people of this country”; 140). 
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Therefore, warriors are considered desirable human characters, especially in 
wartime in that they are valued as beings worthy of life because of their willingness 
to go to death. Notably, it is mobility, especially war mobilization, that allows them 
to testify to their being worthy of life—a life guaranteed only by their expected 
death. In other words, the mobility of war, rather than war itself, enforces their 
lives to be subjugated to their deaths, transforming them into living deaths. As 
such, the production of national subjects is materialized when they move to engage 
in war, “the most ideal stage for the establishment of a national subject” (Naoki 
28),  when they thereby sacrifice their lives for the nation. For this reason, the novel 
is full of mobilities, as illustrated, in part, by Taejoo and his colleagues’ repeated 
movements between Julan Island and the mainland to participate in various wars; 
Haesan’s crossing of the borders of Korea, China, and Japan to follow the deaths of 
his ancestors; and Gwidong’s final journey to enlist in the navy.   

In this vein, the work also focuses on modern mobility technologies. Some 
examples may be found in the following: Taejoo’s eldest son, Haesung, takes a 
steamship that he himself had sought, symbolically as a corpse in the Chinese-
Japanese war, as noted in Taejoo’s soliloquy: “네가 늘 타보구 싶어하던 화륜선두 
오늘이야 타보누나…” (“You’re finally getting on the steamship you’ve always 
wanted to ride …”; 167). Also, in front of the grave of Haesung, his nephew Haesan 
says, “해성이 형애야, 형님 타고 온 환륜선 가지고 나두 원수 갚아줄리잉.” (“Brother 
Haesung, I will take revenge on you with the steamship you came on”; 189). Later, 
Haesung departs for China by steamship and, realizing the great power of aviation 
in the battles against the Western army, Haesan goes to Tokyo to become a pilot—“
어서 동경으로 떠나자! 나는 전쟁 비행가가 되리라!” (“Let’s go to Tokyo. I will be 
a war pilot”; 328)—and would return to Korea as such. Finally, Gwidong enters 
a naval volunteer training center by taking a train to Busan at Pyongyang station. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that the colonial government had enthusiastically 
devoted itself to organizing a new mobility system in the Korean peninsula even 
before the Japanese occupation of Korea and more desperately during the Pacific 
War for military purposes (Jeong; Lee, “Colonial Mobility” 217–19). In other words, 
the necropolitical mobility system was designed to effectively mobilize human and 
material resources to the battlefields. 

In this novel, it is the Japanese Empire who issues “a death command.” This 
is articulated by the narrator’s incorporation of the “Unofficial History of the 
Sino-Japanese War documented in Japan”: “일청전쟁은 동양평화를 확립키 위한 
전쟁이었다. 비록 조선 정부는 좌시우고(左思右考) 우왕좌왕(右往左往) 하였으되 
조선 민중은 이 전쟁의 의의를 깊이 깨닫고 일본군에 대단한 협력을 아끼지 않았다.” 
(“The Sino-Japanese War was a war to establish Oriental peace. Although the 
Joseon government was looking left and right, the Joseon people deeply realized 
the significance of this war and did not hesitate to cooperate with the Japanese 
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army”; 174). Thus, the novel presents the Japanese Empire as the country with 
which Koreans should have affiliated long before the Japanese occupation of Korea 
in 1910. In this regard, any country that does not tell its people when to die cannot 
be recognized as “이 나라” (“this country”), so the Joseon Dynasty is not considered 

“this country” by Koreans: “왜 나라가 우리의 죽을 때를 알려주지 못한단 말인가. 
미륵이 그러허지 않은가? 왜 나라가 백성의 갈 길을 인도 못하는가? 나는 원한지심을 
가졌네. 서울을 미워하네 대감을 미워하네 양반을 미워하네  생각하두새나 치가 
떨리네.” (“Why doesn’t the country tell us when to die? Isn’t that right, Mireuk? 
Why doesn’t the country tell people when to die? I have a grudge. I hate Seoul, 
I hate the Lord, I hate the Yangban [i.e., the ruling class of the Joseon Dynasty], 
and I shudder to think of them”; 135). In this sense, instead of the Joseon Dynasty, 
the Japanese Empire is considered qualified to represent “this country,” a country 
that actively fights a series of wars and thus mobilizes its subjects by telling them 
when to die. Therefore, it is not surprising that the Japanese occupation of Korea is 
considered promising:

경술년 팔월 해산이가 열 살 적의 일인데 드디어 조선이 일본과 한 몸이 되어 동양의 지도자가 
되는 동시에 그 성스런 사명을 단단히 지니게 되었다는 아버지의 말을 들으니 어린 마음에도 그 
의미를 어렴풋이 이해할 수 있는 듯하였다.

벌써 조선은 동양의 조선이란 말도 귓결에 들어 넘길 수 없는 듯하였다. 그리고 동양을 우리의 
동양으로 만들어야 한다는 이야기도 소년의 조그만 가슴을 뛰게 하였다. (202) 

In August 1910, when Haesan was ten years old, his young mind could vaguely 
understand the meaning of his father’s words when he stated that Joseon had finally 
become one with Japan and had become the leader of the East while holding fast to its 
sacred mission.

It already seemed that Joseon could not lightly dismiss the words of the Joseon of 
the East. The story that the East should be made as our East also made the boy’s little 
heartbeat.

In the quote above, the “sacred mission” given to the “leader of the East,” the 
Japanese Empire, to make the East “our East” and not the East of the West, can 
only be accomplished by defeating the West. To illustrate, the Japanese invasion 
of Manchuria is described from the standpoint of “our Japan” and as “영미의 
세계지배에 대한 일본의 최초의 반격” (“Japan’s first counterattack against Anglo-
American world domination”; 383). However, taking note that “it already seemed 
that Joseon could not lightly dismiss the words of the Joseon of the East,” the “sacred 
mission” can be seen not only as to defeat the West but also as to recreate “Joseon” 
as “the Joseon of the East,” thereby transforming Koreans into Japanese subjects 
and completing the Japanese subjectivation of Koreans through war mobilization.  
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The Japanese subjectivation of Koreans was more intensively propelled around 
the Pacific War by a series of wartime mobilization policies like the special volunteer 
army system, the conscription system, and the special volunteer naval system, 
which are meaningfully referenced by the narrator and the main characters. From 
another angle, to achieve the “sacred mission,” the Japanese Empire issued a death 
command, recognizing its subjects as beings worthy of life only to be mobilized in 
anticipation of their sacred death, in its role as “state as slaughter” that exercised 
the power of death in the form of mobility necropolitics. In this regard, again, the 

“tomb of the four brothers” of the dead and those who will die, “the living dead,” are 
thematically significant as they can be interpreted as connoting the transformation 
of the Korean peninsula into the “death worlds,” triggered by their mobilities for 
the Japanese wars and also rendering the “bands of death” of Koreans mobile and 
sacrificial. For example, paying his respect to “the brave men of Julan Island who 
died in the Sino-Japanese War,” who include Mireuk, Maknae (one of the islanders), 
Haesung (Taejoo’s eldest son), and others, Haesan decides to participate in the 
Japanese wars before the Pacific War, saying, “나는 이미 죽은 몸, 어서 동경으로 
가자!” (“I am already a dead body. Let’s go to Tokyo in a hurry”; 329). Another 
example is Gwidong’s involvement in the Pacific War. His enlistment in the navy is 
essentially based on his consistent memory of the dead as his statements show: “저 
서장대 밑에서 우리 삼촌이 일청전쟁 때 전사했단다. 해성이란 삼촌이 …” (“My uncle 
died somewhere under Seojangdae during the Sino-Japanese War. My uncle’s name 
was Haesung …”; 418) and “이 골재기에서 우리 하루반 동무 미륵이란 장수도 그때 
싸움에 전사하구.” (“In this valley, my grandfather’s friend, a warrior named Mireuk, 
was also killed in battle”; 418).  

On the other hand, while the novel is overflowing with pro-Japanese exposition 
by the narrator and utterances praising Japanese imperialism by the main 
characters, it does not deliberately hide the “death worlds,” the realms shaped by 
the Japanese mobility necropolitics. Rather, it blatantly unveils it through the fall 
of the Shin family, i.e., the severing of its lineage. Specifically, Taejoo, who has 
enthusiastically and incessantly participated in the Japanese wars, goes mad and 
finally dies after the death of his eldest son in the Sino-Japanese War. His life is 
described as a series of “행복보다는 파란곡절이 중첩한 천신만고의 불행한 일생” 
(“extreme ups and downs, misfortunes and describable hardships with many 
overlaps rather than happiness”; 299). More importantly, in the final scene, when 
Gwidong enters a naval volunteer training center, the Shin family lineage is finally 
broken by Gwidong’s determined death. When he provisionally sojourned on the 
island before the naval volunteer system came into effect, he had expressed his 
determination to his friends and family, who wanted him to revive Shin’s family by 
studying more.: “저두 아마 내년쯤이면 총을 들고 나가게 될 것 같아요. 조선이라구 
징병제가 실시되지 않겠소. 나가면 살아 돌아오기를 바라지 않겠으니 그동안에나마 
섬사람들을 위해 선생님처럼 남을 섬기는 생활을 해보아야지요.” (“I think I’ll go out 
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with a gun in the next year or so. Korea will also have conscription. If I go out with a 
gun, I won’t come back alive, so in the meantime, I’m going to live a life of service to 
others, like you, for the islanders.”; 435) Haesan’s metaphorical but slightly absurd 
declaration is also significant: “비행기가 제 아내올시다 누님. 폭탄이 제자식이 
올시다. 그리고 누님 귀동이의 아내는 오늘부터 군함이야요. 안심하세요.” (“The 
military plane is my wife, my elder sister. The bomb is my child. Gwidong’s wife 
today is also the warship, my elder sister. Don’t worry”; 442). These show that their 
willing submission to the “death command” of the Japanese Empire is ultimately 
confronted not only with their individual deaths but also with their collective 
deaths.  The tragedy of self-weaponization and thus self-instrumentalization of 
human bodies is therefore followed by the impotence of governmentality, which 
means the biological impossibility of reproduction of the mobility necropolitics. 
In this way, the mobility necropolitics discloses its own dead end, for it will only 
expose the total instrumentalization of the dead and the living dead. With this 
impotence or dead end of necropolitics, the novel itself comes to an end. 

HARMLESS ISLANDERS  

While Bada-ui Norae narrates the story of the Shin family for about 80 years, 
the novel is also constituted in the form of a story within a story, in which a narrator 
recounts the story of the Shin family at the request of Chadol Park, a teacher who 
devotes himself to educating students in Julan Island even during the Pacific War 
instead of participating in it. The title of the novel itself is also attributed to his 
suggestion, which the narrator clarifies in the introduction to the novel. After 
receiving the documents and data on the Shin family as well as the request for 
publication from Chadol, the narrator states: “나는 쾌락하고 돌아와 곧 박선생의 
기록과 자료와 귀로 들은 후일담의 정리에 착수였다. 정리라 해도 문구와 수식을 약간 
고치는 정도에 멈추고 이야기의 순서나 세우면서 여기에는 되도록 그대로 옮기고자 
한다.” (“I gladly accepted and returned, and soon began to organize the documents 
and data, as well as the behind-the-scenes stories I had heard from him. I deliver 
the story as it is here, if possible, only slightly editing the phrases and modifiers 
and setting merely the order of the story, while organizing it”; 25). Thus, the form 
of “frame novel” allows the Shin family’s story to be viewed at a distance, layering 
the novel itself specifically in relation to the introductory narrative. 

Noteworthily, unlike Haesan, who “identifies his own destiny with that of the 
East or the nation,” Chadol “has a high opinion of the significance or vocation of 
life” (S. Kim 234). As a decisive factor in preventing Chadol from participating 
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in the Japanese wars, his idea of life represents Julan Island as the world of the 
islanders, which they struggle to preserve even during a series of wars while also 
being mobilized for them. For this reason, some of them protested against Taejoo 
while he was mobilizing the island’s men for the Russo-Japanese War. For example, 
when one of the islanders, Settchae, expresses his intention to engage in the war 
by following Taejoo, his mother desperately shouts: “이놈의 새끼야! 네가 나 죽는 
걸 볼라니 전쟁판에 또 나갈라면 날 죽이구 네라! 아이구 용왕님 용왕님 이번만은 
살려주십시오.” (“That bastard! So, you want to see me die. If you want to go to the 
battlefield again, kill me and go! Oh, Yongwang [Taejoo], Yongwang, please save me 
this time”; 181). Similarly, when Gwidong expresses his determination to enlist in the 
navy, Chilseok, his aunt and actual guardian, falls into the depths of despair, since 

“오로지 귀동이를 믿고 살아온 그였으며 장차의 모든 희망도 이 소년에 걸어 신씨네 
집안이 그로 하여금 중흥(中興)되는 날을 보려는 것이 그의 유일한 즐거움이었다.” 
(“she had only believed in Gwidong, and all her hopes for the future depended on 
this boy, and her only joy was to see the day when the Shin family would be revived 
thanks to him”; 437); that is, since he was her supposed only family. In other words, 
there are the heterogeneous, if not resistant, voices in the island that are distanced 
from the propaganda by the Japanese mobility necropolitics. Significantly, they are 
represented in the novel in a sympathetic way, corresponding thus with Chadol’s 
high opinion of life.

Surrounded and isolated by the Yellow Sea, the Julan islanders live mostly by 
fishing and harvesting shellfish at a physical distance from the hinterland. To briefly 
describe their lives in accordance with the development of the narrative, they first 
enjoyed “이상의 섬” (“an ideal island”; 118) where the dreadful life full of all kinds 
of tyranny, strife, drudgery, and exploitation is forgotten, while the people in the 
hinterland suffer from such a life. Then they sometimes suffered from “죽음의 섬” 
(“an island of death”; 246) where people died and houses were destroyed by the 
heavy tidal wave and flood. Finally, before the outbreak of the Pacific War, they 
lived with “따뜻한 정서” (“warm feelings”; 427) in “흰 담에 붉은 기와의 아담한 
자태로 아름다운 섬” (“a beautiful island with white walls, red roof tiles, and a 
neat appearance”; 428). If they can move on the sea without fear of death and in 
anticipation of a full load of fish every day, Julan Island is considered as “an ideal 
island” for them. If, on the other hand, it prevents them from moving to earn a 
living, for instance, in the occurrence of a tidal wave or flood, they are likely to leave 
it, associating it with “death.” This is why Taejoo’s daughter, Chilseok, leaves the 
island with Gwidong after suffering from the frightening power of the sea. In short, 
what makes the island an “ideal island” or an “island of death” is whether it allows 
them to be on the move to fish or harvest shellfish without anticipating death; 
in other words, by guaranteeing their mobility for the reproduction of life. Given 
his idea of necessarily expanding their fishing area out of the Yellow Sea, Taejoo’s 
yearning for the steamship—“언젠가 우리나라 사람들두 화륜선을 타구 먼바다엘 
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나가 보게 될구 …” (“When will the people of our country get on a steamship and go 
out to the distant sea. . . . ”; 119)—cannot be understood simply in terms of mobility 
for the deconstruction of life (i.e., death), mobility necropolitics, but also in terms 
of mobility for the reproduction of life. It is because Julan Island, where people 
primarily seek the reproduction of life, is with the “warm feelings of the islanders” 
that it is characterized as “사막의 오아시스” (“an oasis in the desert”; 323).

However, Julan Island is not a self-fulfilling, self-enclosed world. The Julan 
islanders cannot be completely independent of Japanese mobility necropolitics; 
rather, it is still under its apparent influence, which can be found symbolically and 
materially in the scene where Haesan, as a military pilot, flies over the island:

이날 서쪽으로 사라진 그 비행기는 얼마 안 되어 별안간 주란섬 위로 나타나 저공 비행으로 
섬 안을 뒤끓게 하였다. 섬 사람들은 놀라어 모두 따라 나와 하늘을 쳐다보며 다 무슨 영문인지 
어리둥절하였다. 차돌이도 너무 비행기 소리가 소란스러우며 심상치 않음에 놀라어 생도들을 데리고 
운동장으로 쏟아져 나왔다. (390)

On that day, the strange plane that had disappeared to the West suddenly appeared 
over Julan Island a short time later, causing the island to be infested with its low-flying 
flight. The islanders were all surprised and went out to look at the sky, bewildered as to 
what was going on. Chadol was also surprised at how loud and unusual the sound of the 
plane was, and then came out to the playground with the students. 

Because the islanders do not know that the pilot is Haesan, they first feel “fear” (S. 
Kim 391) under the plane when they hear its loud and unusual sound. The quote 
can therefore be understood in terms of what Mbembe calls “the symbolism of the 
top (of who is on top)” (82). As “most policing is done from the air” (82), it follows 
that their fear is essentially caused by sensing the power of death at the top and 
their possible death. In other words, their fear is an emotional demonstration of 
their inability, as colonial subjects, to escape the influence of mobility necropolitics.

Nevertheless, it is important that the islanders are not content to live in the death 
worlds. They ultimately seek an alternative world, which can be called “an ideal 
island” with “warm feelings of the islanders,” where they can mobilize themselves 
to fish or harvest shellfish for the reproduction of life without anticipating death. 
It is the reason why they do not leave or, if they do, they eventually return to the 
island. In this vein, the islanders can be characterized as beings who recognize 
themselves as “the islanders” by recognizing Julan Island as an alternative locus to 
the Japanese Empire, which provides them with an alternative sense of belonging. 
The conversation between a boy from Julan Island and Haesan exemplifies such a 
sense, in which a boy says: 
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“고든목이 우리 형이야요. 왜 그럼네까? 우리 형 알아요?”
“아니 알기야 ... 으 ... 이름이 좀 별해서 ...”
“히히 벨하디요? 내 이름이 또 머인줄 압네까? 원하래문 제대룰 것해두 국어루 하문 겡까거덩이요. 

싸움이래는 말이거덩이요. 저 배를 타구 내지 내왕을 하는데 뱃동무들이 모두 겡까겡까 하며 
놀려주겠디요. 우리 섬엔 그 외에두 벨반 이름이 다 만쉐다.”

하며 소년은 적이 자랑스러워 히죽거린다.
“그래 어드런 이름이야?”
“좀 들어 볼래요. 히 ... 봇돌이 차돌이 건조구 땅곰보 바위 용왕 돌풍구 ...” (S. Kim 322)

“Godeunmok is my older brother. Why are you like this? Do you know him?”
“No, I don’t . . . Uh . . .  The name is a bit odd. . . .”  
“Hee, hee, is it weird? Do you know my name? It is Wonha to say properly, but Kenkka 

in Japanese language. I mean, it signifies a fight. I go to and from Japan on this boat, and 
all the crew members tease me by calling me ‘Kenkka, Kenkka.’ There are various kinds 
of unique names on our island.

The boy smirks with pride.
“Yes, what names are they?”
“Would you like to listen? Hee . . . Botdol, Chadol, Geonjogu, Ttanggombo, Bawi, 

Yongwang, Dolpunggu. . . .” 

In the quote, a boy is proud of belonging to Julan Island. This is specially seen in 
the use of the Korean alphabet in naming, a practice traditionally used by and for 
the lower class in colonial Korea. Considering that the ruling class in the Joseon 
Dynasty used the Chinese characters for naming and that, during the Pacific 
War, the colonial government strongly forced Koreans to change their names by 
employing Japanese characters,7 the use of Korean alphabet in naming and his 
pride in it shows that the island affiliation is significant, yet one must also take note 
the Japanese nationality found in these words: “Kenkka in Japanese.” Emphasizing 
a sense of island belonging, such an utterance by a young islander can thus be 
recognized as a heterogeneous voice that only the young can do. It cannot be 
reduced to the Japanese mobility necropolitics found in Gwidong’s statement made 
before joining the navy: “아니 전쟁 집안이 아니구 바닷사람이야. 바다에서 났으면 
바다에서 죽어야 되지 않간?” (“No, we are not a family of war, we are the people of 
the sea. If you were born in the sea, shouldn’t you die in the sea?”; 418). 

Therefore, the islanders can be characterized as the “harmless islanders” 
because, as colonial subjects, they would do whatever the necropolitical power 
commands as if they were “docile bodies” (Foucault, Discipline 136), while 
being on the move primarily for the reproduction of life. They do not intend to 
resist mobility necropolitics; rather, they meekly participate in Japanese wars by 
submitting to Japanese colonial rule, imperialist propaganda, and military policies 
while under Taejoo’s leadership. They only feel fear when they encounter the power 
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of death by hearing and seeing the military plane at the top. However, because 
of their strong sense of belonging to the island, they must be seen as beings who 
are inexhaustible and irreducible to the Japanese Empire. Significantly, given the 
Japanese subjectivation of Koreans that the colonial government pushed especially 
during the Pacific War, such inexhaustibility or irreducibility can be seen to contain 
the moment of desubjectivation according to Agamben, through the process 
of relegating “politics to the background and at the same time foregrounding 
oikonomia that is aimed at the reproduction of life or perpetuation of life.

In short, harmless islanders who willingly participate in a series of wars, 
mobility for the destruction of life (i.e., “subjectivation”), and who seek to perform 
mobility for the reproduction of life with a simple heart (i.e., “desubjectivation”) 
can be considered causing the dislocation of the Japanese occupation of Korea by 
making the island an ambiguous locus. From another perspective, by embodying 
both governability and ungovernability, i.e., docility to the empire and adherence 
to island life, they can ultimately render the Japanese subjectivation of Koreans 
unattainable, unsettling thus the Japanese colonial regime itself and potentially 
nullifying the imperialist necropolitics. Therefore, “harmless islanders” can be 
utilized to include both their governability and ungovernability, taking note of their 
ambiguity of docility and “potential” dangerousness, which can thus help discuss 
the dislocation of Japanese mobility necropolitics, i.e., a postcolonial moment in 
colonial Korea.

 

CONCLUSION: “AFTER” THE PACIFIC WAR  

Written at the request of the colonial government to mobilize colonial Koreans to 
the battlefield, Kim Sa-ryang’s novel Bada-ui Norae seemingly collaborates with 
the wartime mobilization policies implemented by the colonial government and 
supports for the Japanese army in the form of mobility necropolitics during the 
Pacific War. However, it significantly exposes the dead end of the Japanese mobility 
necropolitics by depicting colonial Korea as the “death worlds” of the dead and 
those who will die, underscoring thus the impotence of such a governmentality. 
It also reveals the dislocation of the Japanese mobility necropolitics on the 
Korean peninsula by focusing on “harmless islanders” who cannot be reduced to 
or exhausted by the Japanese Empire due to their ambiguous sense of belonging, 
which embodies mobility for the destruction of life (i.e., death), the Japanese 
subjectivation, and mobility for the reproduction of life (i.e., the desubjectivation). 
It illustrates governability and ungovernability. 
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With the disclosure of the dead end and dislocation of the Japanese mobility 
necropolitics, a postcolonial moment can be discerned in Kim’s novel, even if there 
is no explicit resistance to the colonial government, especially considering that the 
novel was originally intended as a pro-Japanese work and written at the request of 
the colonial government to support the Japanese army. Finally, in this regard, it is 
worth noting the temporal structure of the novel, or more precisely, its chronological 
division, in which the second half begins when Julan Island is considered “an island 
of death” after the heavy tidal wave and flood, as clearly stated in the novel: “드디어 
바다의 노래 봉죽타령은 깨어지고 배따라기다” (“Finally, Bongjuktaryeong, the 
song of the sea, is broken and Baettaragi follows”; 247). Corresponding with the 
transition of the spatial imagination of the island from the utopian to the deadly, 
the chronological progression from the time of “Bongjuktaryeong,” a song of 
happiness, to the time of “Baettaragi,” a song of sadness, encourages us to note that 

“Bongjuktaryeong” is still sung by the seamen “after” the time of “Baettaragi” (19), 
after the Shin family’s final fall. In this regard, however, “Bongjuktaryeong” does not 
evoke feelings of happiness, but sadness, which illustrates that “Bongjuktaryeong” 
cannot be the song of the Pacific War. By imagining a song that will probably be 
sung after “Bongjuktaryeong” as well as “Baettaragi,” Kim’s novel thus allows us to 
fathom an alternative island “after” the Pacific War, namely, a postcolonial locus in 
the “after” of the Japanese colonial regime.
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NOTES

1.	 Kim Sa-ryang (1914–1950), a graduate of Tokyo Imperial University (now the 
University of Tokyo), gained fame in the Korean and Japanese literary circles 
around 1940 with his novella, “Into the Light” (1940). However, he was also 
imprisoned on suspicion of violating the Public Peace Maintenance Law shortly 
after the outbreak of the Pacific War. On his return from Tokyo in 1943, he 
was sent to northern China as part of the press corps but escaped to become a 
journalist for the Eighth Route Army, a leading force of the Korean Communist 
Party. This biography makes it possible to approach his literary works from a 
postcolonial perspective.

2.	 Despite the announcement of the special volunteer naval system in 1943, this 
military policy was not put into practice until 1945. For this reason, it would 
require a lengthy discussion to assess how successful the naval mobilization 
was in the war because Japan was then losing the Pacific War.  

3.	 The wartime mobilization of Koreans can be seen mainly as producing two 
types of figures on the battlefields, namely, soldiers and comfort women. With 
a particular focus on Kim’s novel, which is mainly concerned with the particular 
volunteer naval system, this paper addresses the colonized mobilized to kill the 
empire’s enemies and, thereby, the formation of a colony as a world of death, 
replete with the dead and those who will die. This is why the paper does not 
touch on the comfort women issue, although it is still of an extreme importance 
today.

4.	 The General Sherman incident occurred on July 25, 1866 when the U.S.-
armed merchant ship “SS General Sherman” crossed the Daedong River into 
Pyongyang, the center of Pyeongan Province—now part of North Korea—to 
demand trade, firing cannons and killing civilians. On September 5, a unit of 
the Joseon army under the command of Park Gyu-soo, governor of Pyeongan 
Province, attacked the ship, burning it and killing the sailors.

5.	 The Donghak Peasant Revolution refers to an armed peasant uprising 
demanding the eradication of corruption and internal reform that took place 
in Joseon between January 11, 1894 to December 25, 1895. It was caused mainly 
by leaders and followers (mostly peasants) of the Donghak (東學), an academic 
movement of Korean Neo-Confucianism founded by Choe Je-u in 1860 that 
rejected Western technology and ideals.

6.	 For example, when Taejoo Shin and Jageunnyeon first arrive on Julan Island, 
the islanders welcome them by calling them “Yongwang” (The Dragon King of 
the Sea) and “Sunnyeo” (Taoist Fairy), respectively, as if they live in a mythical 
world: “Sir Yongwang came here accompanied by Sunnyeo” (28).

7.	 The Japanese Governor-General of Korea implemented Sōshi-kaimei (創氏改
名), the policy forcing Koreans to adopt Japanese names, by issuing Ordinance 
No. 19 in 1939 that requires the creation of a surname and Ordinance No. 20 
in 1940 that forces them to change their given names to Japanese characters. 
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This policy was ostensibly voluntary, but those who did not change their names 
were severely disadvantaged in society.
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