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Mid-Colonial Korean Society— Kim Kijin and Korean Intellectuals
Yi Soo-kyung”

Abstract: This article explores the life and activity of Kim Kijin, founder of the Korean
proletarian literary movement in the middle decades of the period of Japanese colonial rule.
Traditionally seen as a major figure in Korean literary history, my focus is on his response to
the broad dilemmas of Korea under colonialism.

When Kim returned in 1923 to Korea from his studies in Japan, the colonial administration was
in the process of changing from direct military rule to a ‘softer’ type of government, known as
‘cultural policy’, following the bitter experience of the Samil (March First 1919) Movement and
its suppression. Korean people were given a measure of freedom for political, cultural and
literary activities. Given that measure of freedom, although it was limited in scope, many
intellectuals sought to find a path towards liberation and national independence. Kim Kijin
made great efforts to disseminate in Korean society the ideas of Henri Barbusse of France, lvan
Turgenev of Russia and Komaki Ohmi of Japan. He organized first the theatrical group
Towolhoe, and then the literary groups PASKYULA and KAPF(Korea Artists Proletarian
Federation in 1925). While engaged in these activities, he was opposed to political control over
literary movements, and concentrated on trying to develop a literary method to enlighten the
common people and share modern ideas and thoughts with them. During this period, the world
of journalism was an area where Korean people could express views opposed to the Japanese
authorities, and Kim also worked as a journalist.

Kim participated actively in debates about ‘popular novels’ and insisted on the necessity of a
literature that could bridge the gap between intellectuals and common people. Later, however,
he was appointed to an important position in journalism, and as the Sino-Japanese War became
bogged down from 1937 and full-scale mobilization for war proceeded, he was forced to adopt a
pro-Japanese stance.

Looking back over the career of Kim Kijin, we can see the two-fold dilemma that Korean
intellectuals experienced at this time: 1), how to cope with the traditional social privilege of the
intellectual and establish links with the masses, and 2), how to modernize Korean society while
it remained subject to colonial rule.

From understanding this dilemma of the Korean intellectual of the early decades of this century,

we can consider what relevance Kim’s life might have for intellectuals in contemporary Japan.

key words: an intellectual, Samil Movement, KAPF, a journalist, proletarian literary movement
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