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Introduction 

The 2010 History of the Republic of Korea Correctional System (Taehan Min’guk kyojŏngsa) is largely silent with regard to changes in the juvenile incarceration system after Korea was liberated from Japanese colonial rule in 1945. Both official narratives and more scholarly inquiries into Korean penal history typically write off this three-year period as inconsequential to the history of penal reforms. The fact that the 1945-48 US military occupation government employed the same legal codes, personnel, and facilities as their Japanese predecessors has led scholars to overlook real changes in technologies of governance that occurred during this period, obstructing attempts to historicize the prison’s pivotal role in suppressing the social upheavals that shook the Korean Peninsula from liberation in 1945 until the outbreak of the 1950-53 Korean War. Therefore, this essay reexamines penal history during this period to expand our understanding of the formation of the South Korean state and national identity in the immediate post-liberation period (1945-48). In an attempt to correct the lacuna of research on this period of penal history, this paper explores juvenile penal administration in the Republic of Korea under US occupation, asking what historians of social control can learn from an archive of failed reforms. Historians have used the protection of inmates’ human rights as a yardstick for measuring substantive change and have rendered the absence of such reforms as a gap in penal history. Instead, this paper reexamines the period to reveal the unprecedented expansion of the carceral state after Korea’s liberation from colonial rule.


This paper analyzes US military archival sources and Korean press reporting to excavate the early history of the ROK juvenile penal system. Following the fundamental categorization of the juvenile offender in the 1910-45 Japanese colonial period, the US occupation continued to expand youthful incarceration after liberation. This paper argues that the period did in fact see significant structural changes in the juvenile carceral system. Yet observers came to drastically different conclusions regarding the success of implementing those changes. While one Korean observer lavished praise on the developing system of youth reformatories, calling it a “children’s paradise” (goa ŭi nakwon ),
 the lives of post-liberation delinquent youth were precarious, morbid, and far from idyllic. 

US occupation authorities expanded and differentiated juvenile incarceration as a means of controlling the rapid increase in impoverished, delinquent youth following liberation. Their efforts were frustrated by dysfunctional cooperation with Korean administrators and the political upheavals that shook Korea from 1945 to 1948. The primary task of penal administrators under the United States Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK) was to control and confine the swelling population of “delinquent” poor. Qualitative reforms meant to protect prisoners’ human rights and support social rehabilitation were at best secondary goals, and at worst empty platitudes. Nonetheless, the USAMGIK pushed through penal reforms to address the swelling populations of orphans, refugees, and juvenile prisoners. These experiences in penal administration during the occupation period informed later debates about the role of the prison in rehabilitating delinquent youth and building the independent Korean nation. 
Juvenile Incarceration in Colonial Korea

Before discussing changes in juvenile corrections under the USAMGIK, it is necessary to briefly outline the development and modernization of this system during the Japanese colonial period. Historicizing colonial juvenile imprisonment reveals the process of negotiating the legal category of “juvenile” (K: sonyŏn; J: shōnen [少年]) in governing the delinquent youth body. Juvenile status began to solidify in legal codification by the end of the regime but retained its cultural and political ambiguities into the post-liberation period. 
The establishment of Korea’s modern juvenile penal institutions coincided with the first years of the so-called “cultural rule” period (1920-31) and came just before the passage of the 1925 Public Security Preservation Law (K: Ch’ian yuji pŏp; J: Chian Iji Hō). In the early 1920s, authorities expanded the capacity of juvenile corrections, designating several “branch prisons” (pun’gam) with mixed adult/juvenile populations as juvenile-specific institutions. The Government General of Korea (GGK) continued to expand carceral capacity in this period to keep pace with the increasing number of prisoners arrested for anti-colonial resistance and to create specialized institutions for the growing population of juvenile, female, and leper inmates.
 Aside from separating inmates by age or sex in new institutions, the GGK’s gestures towards specializing penological methodology appears to have been merely nominal, with little evidence of innovation in actual practice.
 Nonetheless, the early 1920s saw the expansion of dedicated spaces of juvenile incarceration with the development of the Kaesŏng and Kimch’ŏn juvenile prisons.
 

The colonial legal system used the term “juvenile” to describe individuals under 20 years of age. Literature scholar Yi Haeng-sŏn analyzed these shifting definitions of juvenile status in colonial period discourses of youth criminality, vagrancy, and eugenics. Though the issue of vagrant youth was an urgent social problem prior to the second Sino-Japanese War (1937-45), the punishment of juvenile crime was not a primary concern for the colonial regime unless it was tied directly to so-called “thought crime” (K: sasangbom, J: shisouhan), or otherwise threatened the general stability of the colony.
 Offenders under the age of 14 were not subject to incarceration in prisons, but instead became wards of the “reformatory” system (kamhwawon).
 Until the late 1930s, the facilities at Kaesong and Kimch’ŏn were the only juvenile prisons (sonyŏn hyŏngmuso) that held offenders aged 14 to 20 convicted of explicit crimes. Seeing the need for more dedicated spaces for confining juvenile offenders, the colonial government established Inch’ŏn Juvenile Prison (IJP) on July 10, 1936.
 IJP would become the primary juvenile penal institution for South Korea’s post-liberation regimes. The issue of juvenile delinquency fell under an increasingly punitive gaze over the course of the colonial period as the issue of social crime continued to threaten public order in the colony and threaten the population’s utility in wartime mobilization. 

The discourse over juvenile crime shifted drastically over the course of the war and its expansion into the Pacific theater in late 1941. The December 1941 Wartime Decree for Criminal Punishment (Chŏnsi pŏmjoi tŭkryĕ-e kwanhan gŏn) subsumed the problem of disciplining wayward youth under the larger project of wartime mobilization and the maintenance of social order.
 Peacetime efforts to expand inmate labor joined the war effort with the establishment of the National Service Corps (po’gukdae; J: houkokutai), which maintained branches in penal facilities across the peninsula and had 400 juvenile inmates at Kimch’ŏn engaged in such labor.
 Indeed, the specialization of juvenile carceral practice coincided with wartime mobilization.

According to Yi Haeng-sŏn, late-colonial period criminology and penological practice targeting youth were not only concerned with the more mundane social project of controlling adolescent crime, but also emphasized the production of imperial citizen identity to counter youth criminality and increasing social crime, or rather crimes of poverty resulting from the upheavals of industrialization.
 By the spring of 1942, the age categories and qualitative purposes of juvenile corrections in colonial Korea became more clearly defined: juvenile offenders under the age of 14 were subject to incarceration in “reformatories” (kamhwawon), age 14 to 18 in “houses of correction” (kyojŏngwŏn), and age 18 to 20 in “juvenile prisons” (sonyŏn hyŏngmuso). In the same year, the Chosŏn Reformatory Law (Chosŏn Kamhwawŏn ryŏng) established semi-penal “houses of correction” (kyojŏngwŏn). These penal/educational institutions tackled the more ambiguous task of instilling an imperial subject identity rather than strictly punishing an offender. Kyojŏngwon had the express purpose of facilitating the “correction (kyojŏng) of personalities under rigid discipline.”
 Offenders convicted of political crimes were subject to a separate set of specialized institutions in the form of “probation offices” (poho kwanch’also) and “protective jails” (poho kyodoso).
 The Government General had begun solidifying specialized standards for juvenile incarceration by the end of the colonial period, but the 1945 surrender halted these efforts. Upon liberation, Korea’s political leaders threw open prison doors and ushered in a new penal regime under yet another occupying force. 
US Military Occupation: From “Liberation” to Mass Confinement 

Upon Japan’s surrender to the Allied Powers in August 1945, Yŏ Un-hyŏng and other activists preparing for autonomous Korean rule brokered a deal with the Government General to release political prisoners and those serving sentences for nonviolent (“economic”) crimes.
 After a short-lived moment of indigenous control of penal institutions, the USAMGIK assumed control of Korean territory south of the 38th parallel on Sept. 8, 1945. The military government’s Bureau of Justice (later renamed “Department of Justice”) assumed control of southern penal institutions on Sept. 18, 1945. According to their own study, there were a total of 30,413 prisoners in Korea’s 26 penal institutions (17,243 in 17 southern penal institutions) as of June 1945.
 Upon assuming control, MG legal authorities reported an estimate of less than 1,400 prisoners left in South Korea’s prisons.
 A preliminary report of juvenile institutions in the southern zone described conditions as “simply terrible”: 

Juvenile prisons, detention homes, and other institutions for confinement of juveniles were in deplorable condition upon arrival of American forces in Korea. Boys were crowded into small, dirty, dilapidated cells amid repulsive surroundings and held, pending disposition of their cases, for indefinite periods. […] Juveniles were confined in adult prisons. Facilities were inadequate. The buildings needed repair. Adolescents were without security and guidance and were not afforded any means of rehabilitation. The institutions themselves lacked equipment.

Occupation authorities quickly realized they had their work cut out for them. The prison system as a whole was dilapidated and understaffed. Resupplying prisons and refilling positions left open by repatriating Japanese personnel were slow processes that could not keep pace with the rapid changes taking place on the ground.

The occupation was underprepared, and the social realities of a mass repatriation of refugees, inflation, and grain distribution crises began placing pressure on the transitional criminal justice system. Japan’s abrupt announcement of surrender had disrupted the colonial economy and rice distribution along with it. Early US occupation policies attempted distribution on the free market, but ultimately failed.
 Japanese residents fleeing the peninsula made a run on banks, sparking an inflation crisis which made buying rice on the free market nearly impossible. The precious staple crop ended up being sold on the black market at exorbitant rates, leaving many Koreans to go hungry. The occupation period was marked by hunger and high infant mortality rates, while crimes of poverty became commonplace methods of survival.

The concurrent rise in politically motivated crime also tested carceral capacity. While the handover of power resulted in the emptying of prisons, popular resistance to US occupation swelled from mid-1946, creating a crisis of prison overcrowding and ration deficiency that continued to plague penal authorities well after the occupation had formally ended. During the same period, the juvenile prisoner population sharply increased along with the number of adult inmates. While attempting to manage the influx of adult political prisoners, legal authorities also grappled with how to handle the influx of juvenile offenders committing crimes of poverty. To make matters worse, Inch’ŏn Juvenile Prison was concurrently used as a US Army prison until November 1947, exacerbating overcrowding problems.
 As the rest of this paper will show, social and political upheavals in the intervening two years tested the basic infrastructural limits of the occupation’s juvenile carceral capacity. 

Documents from the US military archive from the first year of occupation reveal a regime struggling to render the local population knowable, quantifiable, and governable. MG officials’ typed reports and handwritten memos from inspection tours are artifacts of a process that James C. Scott calls “seeing like a state”—attempts at making the population “legible” as sets of tables, statistics, and programs for social engineering.
 The scattershot availability of official data and reporting on occupation prisons reveals a desperate need for the occupation government to make the problem of criminality a quantifiable target for policy. But ascertaining basic facts was a challenge: juvenile criminal law during the early occupation period was characterized by crisis and haphazard adaptation as young people were shuffled between new institutions and agencies. 

Problems hampering the basic state-building task of managing recalcitrant populations were compounded by the fact that the American occupation had interrupted autonomous, grassroots movements that had quickly organized the local population into “People’s Committees.” The committees planned to relieve the social inequalities of the colonial period through a reformist platform that was embodied in the short-lived Korean People’s Republic. The US occupation chose the course of perceived stability over popular will by siding with rightists who had collaborated with the colonial regime. This merely drove leftist popular movements underground, laying the framework that criminalized association with dissident political groups and further exacerbated the already precarious nature of criminal administration in the immediate post-liberation period. Confining dissident populations also had the potential to backfire. Peter Zinoman has shown how prison spaces bring dispersed populations and political movements together, fomenting not only communication networks, but also national and revolutionary consciousness.
 In recently liberated Korea, prisons became sites of resistance. Over the course of 1946, the occupation government progressed from merely seeing like a state, to performing like one and violently carrying out what Anthony Giddens would call an “internal pacification” on the Korean Peninsula.
 Penal facilities served as “locales” of pacification to “promot[e] the discipline of potentially recalcitrant groups at major points of tension.”
 One such recalcitrant group, the juvenile delinquent poor, were seen as even more liable to corruption by hostile political forces than their adult counterparts. Although the goal was to discipline these young people, basic infrastructural deficiencies made such lofty ideals even more daunting. 

Prison populations continued to swell in late 1946 as the MG rounded up participants of the widespread rural uprisings collectively known as the “October Resistance,”
 or “Autumn Harvest Uprising.”
 Historian Park I-jun’s study of mass prison escapes shows a steady increase in the prison population in the latter half of 1946. This trend was not isolated to adult facilities, with Kaesŏng JP’s population increasing by over 100 and Kimch’ŏn’s by nearly 200 during the period of unrest.
 Penal historian Choi Chŏng-gi has compiled available data to sketch the general contours of inmate population growth and overcrowding in the MG period. Kaesŏng prison’s population rose from 745 to 1,201 from 1946 to 1948.
 More illustrative of the erratically shifting population of juvenile inmates in Choi’s study is the revelation that Kimch’ŏn JP’s inmate total dropped by nearly 50 percent from April to November 1946, doubled in 1947, and then halved again by May 1948. The expected rate of juvenile criminality and carceral capacity were moving targets for occupation authorities for their entire tenure. 

Nonetheless, during the first year of their rule, military government authorities attempted to implement basic reforms in juvenile corrections amidst the difficulties in public administration and social control. They emphasized literacy education and industrial and agricultural vocational training. They also began transferring inmates to meet intended capacity limits and tweaking grain disbursement policy to optimize rationing to meet subsistence levels. Military government summation reports from mid-1946 announced a rollout of “prison industries” as a renewed, “integral part of the rehabilitation and vocational training program at all the prisons under the Korean Department of Justice” to “expedite [prisoners’] reorientation in society.”
 These “reforms” were not entirely new: such programs existed but were undersupplied, and their proposal was not entirely different from prison work programs during the colonial period. 


Reports from a July 1946 press tour of Kaesŏng Juvenile Prison give a vivid snapshot of youth carceral spaces in the period. Reporters decried the state of penal affairs in which youth crime (sonyŏn pǒmjoe) had risen day by day since liberation.
 They remarked that children were learning to use industrial technology better than most adults. Of the 668 inmates, nearly 73 percent were serving sentences for theft and 18 percent for violating military government decrees. One report noted a sharp increase in armed robbery since liberation and another gave more detailed statistics, stating the average intake of inmates per day had risen from 1.4 in July 1945 to 3.1 exactly one year later.
 They also listed the types of inmate labor used for vocational education: printing, shoemaking, and garment making. One reporter from the newspaper Housekeeping noted a threefold increase in total prisoners over pre-liberation figures.
 These young people reportedly worked and studied for 11 hours a day, with two hours set aside specifically for “edification” (kyohwa). Quoted in the same article, Map’o prison warden Mun Ch’i-yŏn expressed his dissatisfaction with sentencing practices. He felt that an entire year was necessary for full guidance (wanchŏn han chido), despite some inmates having sentences of less than six months. Not only did he find this insufficient, he feared it was possible that their short time in prison would only make them unrulier (pullyang).
 This statement implies that any time spent in prison has a corrupting influence on inmates, while simultaneously suggesting a longer sentence is needed to sufficiently rehabilitate delinquents. This reveals the dialectical opposition in penological attitudes for the regime—a tension between the goal of holistic rehabilitation of the inmate versus the logistical problem of overcrowding. 


Less than a month later, an internal USAMGIK notice warned authorities to provide additional security at penal facilities to suppress any disturbances marking the first anniversary of liberation on Aug. 15.
 Kimch’ŏn was among several institutions noted as most likely to see trouble due to overcrowding—the facility was packed with 831 inmates in a space intended for 500. Tensions were already high that summer as flooding, a cholera epidemic,
 and grain policy demonstrations deeply threatened the perceived stability of free society surrounding carceral spaces.
 In addition, the nationwide juvenile inmate total had doubled from May to July 1946.
 The coterminous increases in social crime among youth, political demonstrations targeting prisons, and inmate overcrowding were continual reminders that the military occupation was far from having secured control of Korea’s recalcitrant and dissident populations. The figure of the juvenile delinquent prisoner crystalized anxieties around the fragility of social control in liberal democratic governance. Military government advisors had to tread a fine line between fostering Korean autonomy in rehabilitating prisoners to reenter society, while still also maintaining a level of repressive social control to prevent a nationwide popular uprising. “Unruly” youth who could grow into hardened criminals simultaneously encapsulated the present crisis and ill omens for an autonomous Korean future in one subject. 

According to Yi Haeng-sŏn, the primary difference between pre- and post-liberation juvenile criminological discourse was the increasing relevance of social explanations for delinquency over explanations rooted in psychological pathology. This coincided with a shift in the perception of juvenile carceral facilities as spaces for “isolation” to spaces for “correction.”
 The USAMGIK Bureau of Public Health and Welfare sought to combat the social problem of juvenile crime through such programs as enlisting university students to teach literacy classes, improving public education on parenting, building more reformatories (in Seoul, Mokp’o, and Inch’on), and expanding juvenile detention facilities.
 In the more explicitly punitive realm, where problems were largely seen in acutely quantitative and spatial terms, the primary response of the Department of Justice to rising juvenile crime was to expand the carceral web from the center by increasing the quantity of prison spaces in the provinces. In late November of 1946, justice department head Kim Pyŏng-ro announced construction of a new juvenile prison in Kwangju and the completion of restoration projects for Taegu and Pusan prisons.
 There were more spaces dedicated to juvenile corrections, but addressing the root of social crime and recidivism through qualitative reforms remained a distant goal still relegated to the level of mere idealistic discourse.

“A Children’s Paradise”: Divergent Gazes of Reform and Progress

After suppressing an initial wave of popular opposition, the military government’s legal apparatus transitioned from simply establishing order to refining its practice. However, US advisors and their Korean staff held starkly different views on social problems and their proposed solutions. The American occupation doubled down on their approach, framing their presence on the peninsula as justified and needed and their political opposition as violent thugs. Official reports from this period betray their obstinate refusal to acknowledge responsibility for the rapidly deteriorating system of governance. 

The challenges facing the reform of juvenile incarceration must be understood in relation to the occupation government’s politicized stance regarding the 1946 crime wave. In a public statement, US Army Forces in Korea (USAFIK) commanding general John R. Hodge labeled leftist agitators in the Autumn Harvest Uprising as “dangerous criminals” with the primary goal of sowing disorder.
 His statement acknowledged the failures of the occupation to ensure stable living conditions since liberation but fell short of connecting the eruption of criminal activity with poverty under mismanaged grain policies. The military government did not interpret “riots and disorders” as the popular expression of material dissatisfaction, instead framing them as the manipulation of “mobs” by a wicked few. Furthermore, Hodge’s statement shifted responsibility for remedying the situation onto Koreans themselves: “The Korean people must help. Each and every one of you has a definite personal responsibility to add his patriotic efforts to improve conditions, and to prevent agitators from putting your peaceful country in a bloody turmoil.”
 Hodge emphasized the need for Koreans to take “personal responsibility” in building the economy and helping the occupation government maintain social control. 

Here, occupation authority retreats from “seeing like a state” and admits defeat in attempting to reduce a myriad of social conditions, colonial legacies, and interpersonal grudges to legible objects of policymaking and courses of action. In an extension of state power from the center akin to the Foucauldian notion of governmentality,
 Korean subjects were told to care for themselves at the individual level and police their own community. However, South Korea in 1946 lacked the stability and fixed institutions typically necessary for such an extension of state power. Korean penal reformers attempted reforms under the punitive gaze of an occupation government that refused to acknowledge embedded, structural causes for the steep increase in crime rates and prison populations. 


Comparing perceptions of the problems facing juvenile incarceration reveals the divergent goals of occupiers and the Korean civil society figures who would live with the resulting society after occupation’s end. Advisors to the military government judged the status of Korean social institutions against the social and cultural context of the 1940s United States, and demonstrated little understanding of the society they occupied. For example, at a May 1946 meeting of prison wardens and chaplains, participants discussed tackling the problem of juvenile illiteracy.
 Yet a Korean reporter visiting Kaesŏng JP just two months later remarked on the surprisingly high level of education of the inmates.
 Upon visiting the same facility, Military Governor Archer Lerch said it was crowded, and had the feeling of a school. Despite nationwide difficulties ensuring sufficient grain distribution, Lerch’s assessment was that these juvenile inmates needed more than increased rations, they needed books.
 Lerch’s gaze extends from the highest peaks of bureaucratic structure, and likely had the least realistic view of the problems on the ground. His statements reflected the lofty ideal of rehabilitation-based corrections yet appear exceptionally tone-deaf, given the dire conditions that had plagued this and other facilities. 
 The gaze of the Korean press often contradicted the bleak reality of youth criminality presented in occupation reports. Legal authorities periodically invited the Korean press to tour penal facilities, and it is not unreasonable to assume they were presented with a skewed picture of daily operations. Juvenile facilities received increased press attention with the expansion of juvenile courts to Pusan, Kwangju, and Taegu in December 1946.
 The expansion coincided with a series of roundups aimed at clearing the streets of homeless children—a veritable “great confinement” of South Korea’s indigent youth.
 Subsequent construction of new “reformatories” (kamhwawŏn) in Pusan, Taegu, and Chŏnju began in March 1947, but disagreements quickly arose between the new, separate agencies about which facilities could shoulder the burden of taking on more inmates.
 In one instance, 156 inmates attempted a mass escape from the Pusan juvenile detention center, prompting a Pusan reporter to question whether they shouldn’t just be sent to the adult prison.
 The reporter’s statement implies adult prisons are meant for dangerous people unwilling to change their behavior while juvenile reformatories retain the hope that their inmates can be rehabilitated.


Public opinion in this period surrounding separation of adult and juvenile prisoners reveals the resurgence of the perennial debate about the environmental and social causes of crime versus the role of parenting and adolescents’ personal responsibility. On the institutional level, increased separation of the adult and juvenile criminal justice systems sought to prevent subjecting youth—especially those awaiting trial for crimes they may not have committed—to harsher conditions and the corrupting influence of adult convicts. They realized, however, that this separation was often logistically impossible. As such, the issue of juvenile offenders held in adult facilities continued to gain press attention after legal administrative duties were nominally transferred from the USAMGIK to the South Korean Interim Government (Namchosŏn gwado chŏngbu) in February 1947. Young offenders unlucky enough to be processed during a lack of available bed space at juvenile institutions were shuffled between adult facilities amid some of the worst overcrowding seen yet in the post-liberation period.
 The typically sanitizing voice of the tightly censored press could not help but reveal the dire conditions. Kimchŏn juvenile prison exceeded its average colonial period capacity by over 30 percent that year.
 One journalist visiting an overcrowded Sŏdaemun Prison in April 1947 reported 130 juveniles among the 4,000 prisoners—a figure double the total intended capacity.
 The conditions in adult penal facilities were much worse than youth reformatories. Sŏdaemun prison experienced regular shortages of basic food rations, had 80 people in the infirmary, and reported 48 inmate deaths the year prior. 


In sharp contrast to juvenile prisons, a reporter from the Women’s Daily (Punyŏ Ilbo) visiting the new Taegu juvenile reformatory in the same period remarked that the facility should not be seen as a “prison” (hyŏngmuso), but rather as a “children’s paradise” (goa ŭi nakwon).
 Fifty-three boys and girls aged 9 to 20 (most of them orphans) lived in an intentionally group-oriented setting overseen by 15 teachers engaged in the work of “corrections” (kyodokwa). The reporter lauded the teachers as “patriotic women” who treated the inmates as their own children.
 This glowing appraisal carried the caveat that the nation’s social mission to develop juvenile reformatories had not yet been fully realized, but it was obvious that rehabilitation-based penology was seen as more viable in the spaces attuned to the needs of young people. 

One month later, a prominent American juvenile reformer, Reverend Edward Joseph Flanagan, visited juvenile institutions in Seoul and Pusan. He reported “deplorable” conditions, with boys and girls cohabitating in “dirt and filth of the most archaic type of prison.”
 He likened their living conditions to the “lowest type of slavery,” and accused local officials of having “no desire…to treat these unfortunate victims as human beings,” and additionally urged for more religious education.
 Department of Justice officials took great offense to Flanagan’s sensational portrayal. For example, a “barbed wire enclosure” that Flanagan had taken exception to was built with the intention of providing secure recreational space. A military official later recollected, “He contributed nothing to what we already knew. His survey was very superficial, and he spent practically all his time posing for news pictures and pretending to be engaged in playing volleyball and baseball with the youngsters and patting little ones on the head.”
 Flanagan’s account had struck a nerve; it revealed the ways that progress in social welfare reform was truly in the eye of the beholder. Multiple and competing visions for a brighter future had converged in Korea, and the wellbeing of its most vulnerable population hung in the balance. 

These starkly contrasting accounts—by Korean reporters, military government personnel, and outside American observers—reveal the occupation government’s attempts at reforming juvenile incarceration along a rehabilitative model, but with limited infrastructural capacity to match the influx of young offenders. If and when resources became available, their application was judged by different observers according to wildly divergent ideas about standards of living and acceptable treatment in social welfare institutions. It would take innovative ideas (or deceptive appraisal of familiar tactics) to solve the problem of squalid prison conditions. 

Cultivating a “Life of Order” Outside Prison Walls 

Penal officials and their media critics also displayed certain beliefs about the corrupting nature of penal spaces themselves. Penal administrators began transferring juvenile inmates from the cramped, dank confines of formal prisons to the more experimental “prisons farms” in Ŭijeong-bu, Seoul, and Kaesŏng.
 The Department of Justice had operated prison farms since liberation with the goal of giving “healthful employment to inmates meriting such freedom.”
 A tangential goal of the farms was to provide food for the prison, but the lack of fertilizer and proper equipment lowered production, and the farms themselves were still reliant on other sources of food. The press praised the move to prison farms describing the hygienic, transformative nature of agricultural labor. A Chung’ang Shinmun reporter connected the transfers to ongoing research by the military government Department of Justice’s research into the roots of juvenile crime—which was defined as problematic “social environments” and family circumstances—and the proper method of rehabilitation.
 Working on a prison farm would supposedly provide the juvenile delinquent with a life of order (kyul) and set them on a new path (saegil) to becoming a “better person.”
 Innovations in alternative carceral spaces coincided with further expansion of the juvenile court system from a single judge in Seoul, to a total of seven judges overseeing additional courts in Taegu, Pusan, and Kwangju.
 By May 1947, there were approximately 2,100 juvenile inmates split between adult prisons and juvenile facilities at Kaesŏng and Kimch’ŏn.
 At the time, there were also a total of eight “houses of correction” associated with the new juvenile courts to hold inmates awaiting investigation and trial.
 
While shuffling juvenile inmates in and out of various carceral facilities was framed as qualitative penological innovation, prison farms were a simple way to move hundreds of inmates out of overcrowded prisons. When Kimch’ŏn prison was transformed into an adult facility in the summer of 1947, hundreds of juveniles were transferred north to the Seoul and Gyŏnggi areas.
 The freed-up cell space at Kimch’ŏn was to be filled by the overflow of adult inmates from other regions.
 By November 1947, as many as 3,000 inmates were located in prison farms and work camps around Korea doing various forms of labor, including being contracted to work for the US Army.
 A later USAMGIK report praised the farm/camp system for alleviating overcrowding by sending model prisoners out for an “outdoor life with a minimum of security and restraint.”
 The report also highlighted the material advantages of using prison farms and work camps in the wilderness, where firewood for heating was easier to obtain in the harsh winter months. While the Korean press framed farms and work camps as qualitative advances in rehabilitative penology, military government reports were more candid about the crude arithmetic of finding space to confine these populations of delinquent bodies. 

Specialization of Juvenile Incarceration in the Final Year of U.S. Military Governance

The turning point for alleviating overcrowding in juvenile carceral spaces came in November 1947, when DOJ authorities designated Kimch’ŏn JP as an adult prison and reinstated Inch’ŏn Prison for civilian use. The facility had been used to confine American military personnel while other juvenile institutions were overflowing. Given its prior use, the facility was reported to have the “most modern facilities” with supposedly greater capacity to carry out a youth penal reform movement (sonyŏn hyŏngmu kyohwa undong).
 Nonetheless, reestablishing the former primary juvenile institution also appeared to ease the burden on other regional institutions in the following months. By the end of 1947, military reporting began to acknowledge the link between poverty and juvenile delinquency but generally emphasized the continual influx of post-war repatriates and refugees as causes for the sharp increase in crime, particularly in “youthful offenders.”
 They also conceded that progress in reducing overcrowding since its apex (autumn of 1946) had only been accomplished through pardons and parole. The overall picture of stability in juvenile incarceration began to improve with the expansion of juvenile courts, new carceral facilities around the peninsula, and the restoration of the flagship facility in Inch’on. 

Penal officials were more optimistic in reports of juvenile facilities in early 1948. Conditions at Kaesŏng were supposedly “excellent,” owing in part to reduced overcrowding after the recent pardons that traditionally accompanied the Christmas and New Year holidays.
 The same could not be said for the Inch’ŏn facility, where inmates lacked sufficient exercise and did forced labor making straw rope in dimly lit conditions.
 Nonetheless, Inch’ŏn continued to receive large transfers of inmates from southern facilities well into 1948. Despite the previous year’s difficulties, penal department head Yun Yong-sŏp observed 1,000 inmates at Kaesŏng prison in February 1948, and judged their treatment and hygiene to be in excellent condition.
 He emphasized that the mission of facilities like Kaesŏng was not to punish, but to provide education and produce law-abiding citizens on a path to rehabilitation.
 By April, the Department of Justice boasted that conditions at Kaesong Boys’ Reformatory approximated those of facilities in the United States.
 The population of around 1,100 boys were housed in “excellent” conditions with access to a hospital, school, chapel, and bathing facilities. The inmates could receive up to six years of primary schooling and learn trades while working in printing, shoe-making, woodworking, and straw-weaving. Interestingly, the facility also relied on the carceral-bureaucratic dream scenario of “trustees,” or model prisoners who assumed the role of guards and drillmasters and were eventually offered parole.
 Juvenile carceral facilities began to not only meet baseline requirements to confine and maintain healthy bodies, they were becoming capable of producing the ideal carceral subject—young men who internalized the ideals of the disciplinary regime and rejoined society as productive workers and citizens.

Conclusion 
By the end of the US occupation, the reorganization of the juvenile court system had effected the most change on Korean juvenile incarceration among all the attempted reforms. Under the USAMGIK, the juvenile courts expanded from just one court with jurisdiction restricted to Seoul, to regional courts in each of the major cities of Seoul, Taegu, Pusan, and Kwangju.
 The subsequent interim government expanded juvenile courts further on June 1, 1948, with a juvenile court attached to each district court, totaling 40 branches.
 American legal advisors pushed the ordinance through, growing frustrated with their Korean counterparts’ failure to enact comprehensive reform. Even with expanded capacity, the interim government maintained the practice of holding juvenile suspects awaiting trial in adult facilities but required that no minor should be held for over 10 days while awaiting trial.
 Once convicted and sentenced by a juvenile court, offenders were to be committed to juvenile-specific institutions, or “houses of correction” (mi’gyŏlkam). A report summarizing the progress of Department of Justice efforts over the three-year occupation boasted of youth houses of correction “organized on modern lines” without walls or armed guards.” 
 The report was optimistic, claiming that all of the current facilities “operated on a farm school basis” and that the juvenile courts were able to house some of the offenders in alternative facilities such as private charitable institutions, schools, and orphanages.
 However, even by the time of the establishment of the Republic of Korea, juveniles tried in regular courts were still liable to be incarcerated in adult prisons. 

Official historians of the occupation lamented that they never quite achieved the clear separation and specialization of juvenile incarceration they deemed necessary. They blamed poor cooperation by Korean lawmakers in the interim legislative assembly and withheld some of their own suggestions that they deemed “too advanced for Korea.”
 Throughout their rule, the US occupiers viewed the failures of Korean penal reform through a racialized lens. They blamed the Korean people and system rather than fully acknowledging the rise in social crime as a response to the economic rupture caused by their own occupation and subsequent policies.

Later official histories of the South Korean correctional system internalized some of these narratives of failure to describe the transitional period. Kimch’ŏn Juvenile Prison’s official history is relatively forthcoming about the failure to undertake wholesale reforms that departed from colonial practice.
 The authors generously explain that occupation authorities could not implement reforms in line with the guiding ideology of “democratic penology” (minju haenghyŏng)
 in such a chaotic, transitional period. On the national level, they claim it was impossible to completely eradicate vestiges of the colonial regime when the occupation maintained the laws and organizational structure of the colonial Government General. However, they do claim that early reformers were able to make changes to better protect the human rights of prisoners, the most representative of these being systems for reducing sentences for good behavior (sŏnsi chedo), allowing prisoners to petition for parole (sŏkbang chŏngwŏn), limiting the use of restraining devices, and reforming the system for disciplining inmates (chingpŏlche).
 This institutional historical narrative critiques the occupation for retaining colonial penal practices, but does not specifically mention the most significant challenge to penal reform: economic hardship and the military government’s lack of legitimacy in the eyes of the local population. Facing a hostile population that fluctuated wildly with influxes of repatriating refugees and roundups of participants in popular uprisings, legal authorities in the USAMGIK faced material opposition throughout their tenure. They were capable of making only incremental reforms in juvenile incarceration in their short period of rule. Their legacy established juvenile delinquency not only as a hindrance to occupation governance, but also as a crucial obstacle to social control in a future, independent Korean nation. 

When historians of this period assert that little had been accomplished in penal reform, one must ask: By whose standard? In the eyes of the occupier or the occupied? What value judgments are made and what results qualify as “accomplishments” or “progress”? It is reasonable to assume that for local observers living in the abject poverty and chaos of immediate post-liberation Korea, providing minors with the most rudimentary sources of food, shelter, and clothing was sufficient to warrant glowing praise. Furthermore, occupation sources and official histories admit that grander plans for rehabilitation-focused vocational training were ultimately stunted by lack of funding. The simple project of confining delinquent bodies had to be continually tweaked to produce ideal and productive citizens amidst impossible material conditions. 

If the US occupiers had been more successful in developing rehabilitative penology in Korea, what end would such training and indoctrination have served? Critical readings of occupation penal reforms reveal the cultivation of a Cold War consciousness—a project that elevated the early occupation’s basic tasks of social control to the more ideological project of forging a viable bulwark against communist expansion. On the macro level, prison building was state building, and the issues of crime and social deviancy were reevaluated as threats to national security. Meanwhile, an unstable South Korean society was framed as a threat to regional security in the emerging Cold War system. Deeper analysis of this period is needed to understand changes in penal culture and the technologies of governance in the early First Republic and subsequent authoritarian regimes. The South Korean correctional system of today rests on a foundation of traumatic experiences of incarceration as a technology of social control and Cold War occupation.

James D. Hillmer is a PhD candidate in the Department of Asian Languages & Cultures at the University of California-Los Angeles. His research interests include contemporary Korean history, state violence and wartime massacres, and the symbolic role of punishment and redemption in South Korean society. He is currently finishing eight months of Fulbright-Hays doctoral dissertation research based at Sungkyunkwan University in Seoul.
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