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A County in Manchukuo

Matteo Miele
University of Florence & CSEAS, Kyoto University

matteo.miele@unifi.it

Filippo Dornetti, Integrazione politica e società nella Manciuria coloniale: L’Asso-
ciazione della Concordia nella Contea del Fushun, Milano: Franco Angeli, 2021, 
130 pp. (ISBN 978-8-83-514620-9).

Manchukuo was the puppet state created in the early 1930s by the Japanese 
in Manchuria. The head of the state was Puyi, the last emperor of the Man-
chu dynasty who had been forced to abdicate the Celestial Empire while still 
a child in February 1912. The state of Manchukuo is known among scholars 
beyond the compass of Asian history because the conquest of Manchuria 
marked, together with the Italian invasion of Ethiopia a few years later, the 
breakdown of the balance and rules defined by the League of Nations after 
the First World War. Despite its importance in the history of international 
relations, the internal political history of Manchukuo remains largely on 
the margins of Western historiography. Filippo Dornetti’s book Integrazione 
politica e società nella Manciuria coloniale: L’Associazione della Concordia nella 
contea del Fushun fills this lacuna. The text is a rare study on the Concordia 
Association of Manchukuo. The Association owes its name to its primary 
objective, namely the realization of the principle of ‘concord among peo-
ples’ (minzoku kyōwa) of the state, a concept exalted in the Declaration of 
Independence, but born in Japanese circles in Manchuria at the end of the 
1920s (pp. 13-14). The harmony between peoples has been interpreted by 
historiography as the legitimization of the Japanese occupation and the 
protection of the Japanese minority in the territory. Writing that «L’armo-
nizzazione di interessi contrapposti, però, fu un problema politico reale che 
l’Associazione consegnò alle sue sezioni locali» (p. 14) Dornetti presents, 
on the basis of primary sources, a more careful and complex reading of the 
political and ideological space outlined by the Association. The state-build-
ing program that historiography has been able to grasp in the fundamental 
motivations of the Association is not denied. However, it is presented by the 
author as part of the task of mediation and resolution of problems at a local 
level – undertaken by the Association through the village elites – between 
the different groups. On an organizational level, the Concordia Association 
mirrored the territorial organization of Manchukuo, but despite its top-
down structure the territorial branches had been able in the first years of in-
dependence to maintain a certain autonomy until 1937. The Association, its 
structure, membership and working methods are analysed in detail through 
the study of the specific case of Fushun County, in the Fengtian region.
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The first chapter of the book presents the birth of the Manchu Youth 
League in the city of Fushun in 1928. The author starts from the pre-emi-
nent role of the South Manchuria Railway Company in Manchuria, and in 
particular in Fushun, analysing the growth of the city driven by coal mining. 
Dornetti presents its successes, related in particular to mining – and its dif-
ficulties especially in the chemical and food sectors, with the exception of 
rice cultivation, reconstructing attentively the economic and demographic 
framework that characterized Fushun. The last part of the chapter is ded-
icated to the birth of the Manchu Youth League (Manshū seinen renmei) in 
1928, the year of the assassination of Zhang Zuolin, the warlord of Manchu-
ria. The League was founded by Japanese colonists, and, after the Japanese 
occupation, it was called the Concordia Association of Manchukuo (Man-
shūkoku Kyōwakai). The League had its roots in another Japanese organiza-
tion, the Manetsu Employees’ Association, but was open to a more varied 
composition.

The second chapter highlights the reasons for the strength, evi-
denced by the widespread membership, of the Association in Fushun Coun-
ty, i.e. the relationship between the Japanese settlers and the Chinese village 
elites. The time span goes from the beginning of the occupation until 1943. 
The socio-economic picture of the rural areas of Fushun County is first pre-
sented on the basis of a 1934 investigation within a report by the Kyōwakai 
of Fushun. The author goes on to analyse the role of the elites of the villag-
es and their relationship with the Association. Over the years, these elites 
became mediators between the Association and the rest of the population. 
They were essentially the pivot of the Association in the villages. Agriculture 
was modernized, while the traditional social structure was maintained. Part 
of the chapter then focuses on membership and changes on an organiza-
tional level. Despite the economic difficulties due to the military conflict - in 
particular from 1937 when taxation increased and actions aimed at social 
welfare ceased - many farmers did not leave the Association with a view to 
personal gain. 

The third chapter is dedicated to the project of the Concordia Irri-
gation Society, as part of a broad analysis of rice growing in Fushun County 
from the birth of the Chinese Republic to the Japanese occupation - which 
marked the true development of the rice growing sector that lasted until 
the beginning of the 1940s. The author has the merit of emphasizing the 
centrality of the Society understood as «un tentativo di tradurre in termini 
concreti la dottrina corporativista di mediazione degli interessi tra le di-
verse nazioni che componevano il Manchukuo» (p. 92), while underlining 
its substantial failure.

Finally, the fourth and final chapter outlines a comparison between 
the branch of Majun, carefully studied in the second chapter, with three 
other branches of the Association. The Majun branch is in fact compared 
to the Tuqian branch, in the county of Yushu (Jilin) to the Xinkang branch 
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in Shuangcheng County (Binjiang) and finally to the Yulin branch in Jian 
County (Tonghua). From the comparison the link emerges between the in-
dividual interests of the farmers and membership of the Association, some-
how debasing the ideal character. Dornetti writes: «Il fatto che fu proprio 
la sezione di Fushun, più facoltosa, a raggiungere un numero maggiore 
di iscritti, ci permette di riflettere sulla natura della partecipazione alla 
Kyōwakai da parte della popolazione mancese» (p. 114). The author sees 
the causes not in the «forza persuasiva dell’ideale panasiatico», but in the 
«potere di attrazione esercitato dagli incentivi materiali offerti dalle sezi-
oni, sia nelle politiche assistenziali, che nella risoluzione di controversie» 
(p. 114). It is an important comparison which suggests a strong limit to the 
contours of the ideal and ideological space of most of the members of the 
Association, beyond the objectives of the Kyōwakai. It thus provides an es-
sential element in understanding the history of Manchukuo.

Dornetti’s text is evidently an interesting book for historians of both 
Manchukuo and of colonialism in China. As mentioned, the work is based 
on primary sources that have been studied by the author. Starting from a 
specific and limited case, the author provides us with a careful and precise 
analysis which can be a harbinger of further studies and reflections. The 
invitation that can be addressed to Dornetti is to broaden his research with 
further studies, perhaps starting from a translation into English of his book 
in order to make it accessible to a wider audience.


