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Introduction 
 
Today the notion that Japan is “homogeneous” prevails both inside and outside of Japan.  This 
unit looks at ethnic Koreans residing in Japan and challenges the assumption that Japan is 
“homogeneous” while also raising questions about what it means to be “Japanese.”  Koreans 
constitute the largest “foreign” community permanently residing in Japan.  Despite their 
similarities in physical appearance and considerable acculturation to mainstream Japanese 
society, Koreans in Japan have been discriminated against by both the Japanese state and 
Japanese society.  This unit provides historical background on Korean migration to Japan and 
the subsequent discrimination against them, and addresses two main issues: 

1. identity: how common Japanese perceptions about Japanese identity differ considerably 
from Japan’s demographic reality, and  

2. integration of minorities: how physical and cultural similarities between ethnic groups do 
not guarantee that the majority group will accept a minority.  

 
 
Audience and Uses 
 
This unit can be used in a wide range of courses, including but not limited to: 

• Race and Ethnicity in East Asia  
• Sociology of Minority Groups 
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• Comparative Race and Ethnic Relations 
• Postwar Japanese Society 

 
The unit can be used by itself or in combination with the following other units on race, ethnicity, 
and nationality in East Asia:  

• “Chinese” Perspectives on Identity Before the Nation 
 http://www.exeas.org/resources/chinese-perspectives.html

• Nationalisms, Ethnicity, and Identity in Contemporary China 
 http://www.exeas.org/resources/contemporary-china-nationalisms.html

• Nationalisms in East Asia 
 http://www.exeas.org/resources/nationalisms.html

• Okinawa: Beyond the Ethnic Other 
 http://www.exeas.org/resources/okinawa.html

• Race and Ethnicity in Asian America 
 http://www.exeas.org/resources/race-ethnicity.html

• Race, Ethnicity, and National Identity: America , Korea , and Biracial Koreans 
 http://www.exeas.org/resources/korean-race-ethnicity.html  

• Race, Ethnicity, and National Identity in Contemporary China: Redefining “Chineseness” 
http://www.exeas.org/resources/competing-views-nationalism-identity.html  

 
For summary information on many of these units, see “Not Color Blind: Race, Ethnicity, and 
Nationality in East Asia.”  

• http://www.exeas.org/resources/race-ethnicity-intro.html  
 
 
Background Information for the Instructor 
 
Why did Koreans Come to Japan? 
 
The history of Japanese colonialism bears heavy on the status of ethnic Koreans in contemporary 
Japanese society.  In 1910, Japan annexed Korea, and while some Koreans had already resided 
in Japan, due to geographical proximity, Japan’s colonial rule in Korea prompted unprecedented 
large-scale Korean migration to Japan.   
 
There were three major Korean migration streams to Japan.  The first and second waves 
occurred in response to Japan’s colonial restructuring on the Korean peninsula.  The third wave, 
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which occurred between 1939 and 1945, was brought upon by war and was involuntary.  Under 
the National Manpower Mobilization Act of 1939, Korean laborers and military draftees were 
brought to Japan as manpower to fuel the wartime economy.  When Japan annexed Korea, there 
were only 790 Koreans in Japan, mostly students; by the end of World War II, the Korean 
population had surpassed 2,300,000.  Immediately following the war, many of these Koreans 
returned to their homeland.  However, due to economic difficulties in post-war Korea, about 
650,000 Koreans decided to stay in Japan.  The Koreans who stayed in Japan and their 
descendants came to be called Zainichi Koreans, one of the largest minority groups in Japan 
today and a source of considerable majority-minority tensions.  
 
Classification of the Korean Population in Japan 
 
Slightly more than 40 percent of all registered foreigners in Japan are Koreans.  This number 
includes both Zainichi Koreans and recent newcomers from South Korea.  (Since Japan does 
not have diplomatic relations with North Korea, most newcomers are from South Korea.)  
Zainichi Koreans, those who came to Japan during Japan’s colonial rule over Korea and their 
descendants, are classified into two groups: North Koreans and South Koreans.  Zainichi 
Koreans are customarily distinguished from newcomers by both Japanese society and the 
Japanese state.  The literal meaning of Zainichi is “staying in Japan temporarily.”  One may 
wonder why old-comers who have been in Japan for more than 50 years are still called 
“temporary” residents.  This term reflects the desire of many Koreans to someday return to their 
mother country — especially after World War II, when the Allied Powers defeated Japan, 
liberated Koreans in Japan had a strong desire to go back to Korea.  However, those ambitions 
faded over time.  Zainichi Koreans, now in their fourth generation, are permanent residents of 
Japan, and many of them no longer have a desire to go back.  Despite this, the term has 
survived, reflecting the reality of institutional discrimination by the Japanese state and Japanese 
society.  
 
Nationality of Zainichi Koreans 
 
The nationality of first generation Zainichi Koreans changed several times over a relatively short 
period of time.  First, prior to Japan’s colonization of Korea, all people living on the Korean 
peninsula shared Korean nationality.  When Korea became part of Japan in 1910, all Koreans 
became subjects of the Japanese emperor.  In 1952, when the San Francisco Peace Treaty took 
effect, Zainichi Koreans lost their Japanese nationality, and those who could not or did not go 
back to the Korean peninsula became stateless.  As foreigners, they were allowed to apply for 
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citizenship via the naturalization process.  However, due to widespread discrimination against 
Koreans in Japan, this has proven very difficult for many Zainichi Koreans.  Despite stringent 
naturalization criteria for Zainichi Koreans, the number of naturalized Zainichi Koreans has 
gradually increased since the 1990s. 
 
Non-naturalized Zainichi Koreans did not have a nationality until at least 1965 when Japan and 
South Korea normalized diplomatic relations.  Zainichi Koreans who pledged political 
allegiance to South Korea, regardless of their geographical origins in the North or South, 
obtained South Korean nationality.  Zainichi Koreans who have geographical origins in the 
North and have neither pledged allegiance to the South nor have not yet become naturalized 
Japanese citizens have no nationality, since the Japanese government has yet to establish 
diplomatic relations with North Korea.  These people, though they do not have a legal 
nationality, consider themselves to be overseas North Koreans.  Currently, both North and 
South Zainichi Koreans have gained legal status as special permanent residents of Japan, which 
was also a product of the Japan-ROK diplomatic agreement.  
 
Since establishing diplomatic relations with South Korea in 1965, the Japanese government has 
taken some steps to further integrate Zainichi Koreans into Japanese political and social life.  In 
the late 1970s, the Japanese government increased Zainichi Koreans’ access to social security 
benefits, and in 1982, the government granted permanent resident status to those Koreans (and 
their children) who had established residence in Japan before the end of World War II.  Nearly a 
decade later, the government extended this right to third generation Koreans in Japan.  Most 
recently, in 1993, the government halted the practice of fingerprinting Koreans and other 
permanent residents during alien registration procedures.   
 
Sources of Identity Problems 
 
In 1952, Japan regained full political control from the Allied forces and embarked upon a 
campaign to radically transform itself from an empire into a single nation state.  As such, the 
government created policies that excluded former colonial subjects still residing in Japan.  
Zainichi Koreans, who under colonial rule had been Japanese nationals and forced to culturally 
assimilate into Japanese society, were disfranchised and racialized as aliens through these 
exclusionary policies in the postwar period.   
 
Postwar Japanese nationalism emphasized the “immutable” or “natural” aspect of Japanese 
identity, and Japanese blood lineage was considered a symbol of superiority and legitimate 
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authority.  Such ways of understanding Japanenessness continue to exclude Zainichi Koreans, 
and in a strict sense, do not allow Zainichi Koreans to be considered Japanese even after they 
have become Japanese citizens through naturalization.   
 
Similar to many first generation immigrant groups, the identity of first generation Zainichi 
Koreans has been strongly tied to their homeland.  However, during the Cold War, this 
relationship became entangled in international politics.  With the split of the Korean peninsula 
into North and South, Zainichi Koreans transformed from mostly unskilled laborers to highly 
politicized minority groups by forming two opposing ethno-political organizations.  Sōren, 
established in 1945, is associated with the North and Mindan, formed in 1946, is closely tied to 
the South.  What began as organizations for Koreans living in Japan quickly became political 
outlets for the two competing regimes on the Korean peninsula.  These organizations also have 
a social function as providers of social capital among members (financial support, ethnic schools, 
assistance in finding jobs, etc.) and as suppressors of assimilation into Japanese society.    
 
Until very recently, both Sōren and Mindan have assumed a rigid anti-assimilationist stance, 
emphasizing that Zainichi Koreans identify as overseas Koreans above all else.  This viewpoint 
excludes Koreans who have become naturalized Japanese citizens from being considered as 
“pure” Korean.  Many first generation Zainichi Koreans consider naturalization to be taboo and 
a betrayal of one’s Korean heritage.  While this segment of the Zainichi Korean community still 
has an antagonistic relationship with the Japanese government, they share the same assumption 
that ethnicity is the basis of nationality and that political affiliation (nationality) determines 
ethnic and cultural identity.  Thus Sōren and Mindan are not simply nationality-based political 
organizations but have become the primary source of social identity for many Zainichi Koreans.   
 
Sōren and Mindan are still active and continue to provide services to the Zainichi Korean 
community though they appear to be losing control over the younger generations.  Although 
some later generation Zainichi Koreans are actively involved with these groups, many third and 
fourth generation Zainichi Koreans have become so “Japanized” that they are no longer 
interested in remote “homeland” politics.   
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Readings for the Instructor 
 
***  Most Important 
**  Recommended 
*  Optional 
 
*** CHEE, Choung-Il. “Japan’s Post-war Mass Denationalization of the Korean Minority in 
International Law.” Korea and World Affairs Vol. 7, No. 1 (1983): 81-113. 
 

Helps explain the complicated citizenship status of Zainichi Koreans after WWII.  
 
* LEE, Changsoo and George De VOS, eds. Koreans in Japan: Ethnic Conflict and 
Accommodation. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981. 

 
See Chapter 6 in particular for further information on how Zainichi Korean communities 
are split into North- and South-oriented associations. 

 
 
Student Readings 
 
***  Most Important 
**  Recommended 
*  Optional 
 
The readings provided below could be used in a single seminar session or divided into two 
shorter sessions. 
 
*** FUKUOKA, Yasunori. 2000. Lives of Young Koreans in Japan. Melbourne: Trans Pacific 
Press, 2000. 
 

Highly recommended for undergraduates, this book is easy to read, and the chapters are 
short.  Fukuoka provides a brief historical background of Korean migration to Japan, a 
theoretical framework to better understand Koreans’ position in contemporary Japan, 
and personal histories of Zainichi Koreans that illuminate their experience of 
discrimination and identity formation.  The following chapters are most relevant for 
the unit: 
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*** Introduction (pp. xxvii-xxxviii): demonstrates that the notion of who is Japanese is 
a highly ideological and racialized construct and offers a point of departure for thinking 
about why it is so difficult for Zainichi Koreans to be incorporated into the Japanese 
state and accepted by Japanese society.   

 
*** Chapters 1 (pp. 3-12) and 2 (21-41): Brief overview of the history of Korean 
migration to Japan and Zainichi Koreans’ status in contemporary Japan.   

 
*** Chapters 10-12 (pp. 155-178):  Each of these three chapters offers brief life 
histories of Zainichi Koreans and vividly portrays the difficulties they face in forming 
ethnic identities in Japan.   

 
The remaining chapters are also life histories of Zainichi Koreans.  Instructors can 
choose to assign additional chapters to demonstrate the diversity in adjustment patterns 
among Zainichi Koreans. 

 
** HERZOG, Peter. “33. Minorities” from Chapter 4 “Japan’s Pseudo-Democracy.”  In The 
Making of Modern Japan: A Reader, edited by Tim Megarry. Greenwich University Press: 
552-572, 1995. 
 

Offers detailed examples of how Zainichi Koreans have been socially and institutionally 
discriminated against in Japan.  For more up-to-date information and additional 
readings, refer to http://www.han.org. 

 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. Race and distinctive culture are two of the major obstacles immigrants face in adapting to a 
host society.  Why do you think Zainichi Koreans, who are racially and culturally close to 
Japanese, have difficulties being incorporated into the Japanese mainstream?   
 
2. Zainichi Koreans are thoroughly acculturated in Japanese society.  If this is the case, what 
makes Zainichi Koreans so “ethnic” in Japanese society?  In other words, what makes them feel 
that they are ethnic Koreans even though they have lost their Korean cultural repertoire? 
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3. Fukuoka argues that three variables (lineage, culture, and nationality) are important in defining 
Japaneseness.  Are these variables applicable in defining Americanness?   
 
Further Reading 
 
De VOS, George A. Social Cohesion and Alienation: Minorities in the United States and Japan.  
Boulder: Westview press, 1992.   
 

Some chapters of this book argue that the status of Koreans in Japan is similar to that of 
African Americans.  The author emphasizes the outcaste-like status of these minority 
groups. 

 
De VOS, George and Eun-Yong KIM.  “Koreans in Japan and the United States: Attitudes 
toward Achievement and Authority.”  In Immigration and Entrepreneurship: Culture and Ethnic 
Networks edited by Ivan Light and Parminder Bhachu.  New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 
1993.  pp. 205-241. 
 
MIN, Pyong Gap and Rose KIM. “Formation of Ethnic and Racial Identities: Narratives by 
Young Asian-American Professionals.”  Ethnic and Racial Studies Vol. 23, Number 4 (July 
2000): 735-760. 
 

This article can be used to contrast/compare the construction of ethnic/racial identities 
between Koreans in Japan and Koreans in the United States.   

 
RYANG, Sonia. North Koreans in Japan: Language, Ideology, and Identity.  Westview Press, 
1997.   

In contrast to Fukuoka’s book which focuses on Zainichi Koreans who are inclined 
toward South Korean organizations, Ryang discusses Zainichi Koreans who are 
associated with North Korean organizations.   
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