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B
oth Korea and Japan are fiercely proud of their countries and their achievements. They are 
none too fond, however, of each other, as anyone who has been in Korea for more than two 
weeks can testify to. So imagine being caught between these two historical foes; caught in the 
middle like a child between two parents that each have some degree of control over you; not 

able to resolve their differences nor to compromise. This is the position of the relatively large popula-
tion of Zainichi Koreans in Japan; the lost Koreans. 

Each side may have historical “evidence” to back up claims that they are right, but 
Korea is in a slightly more advantageous position when it comes to standing 
on the moral high ground, as Japan has invaded the Korean peninsula 
several times and occupied it for 35 years at the beginning of the 
20th century. For some Koreans, memories of the past are still 
all too real; just visit the Japanese embassy in Seoul on any 
given Wednesday and ask the women who sit in protest 
across the street. 

Zainichi Koreans are the largest ethnic group in 
Japan and account for around 600,000 people, and 
that doesn’t include Zainichi who have adopted 
Japanese citizenship. They are said to have all 
descended from the 460,000 Koreans who re-
mained in Japan after World War II. Zainichi 
means “Staying in Japan” and technically isn’t 
exclusively for the use of Koreans, but given 
their numbers, the term has become synony-
mous with them. The population of Koreans 
in Japan swelled during the late 1930s and 
1940s as Koreans, under the control of the 
Japanese empire, were conscripted to work 
in sometimes dangerous and slave-like condi-
tions. They were among the victims when the 
atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki and so even though many ex-
pats and non-Koreans think they should “bury 
the hatchet,” many Koreans, especially the 
older generations, have a somewhat legitimate 
gripe with Japan. Imagine the feelings of relatives 
of Son Kee-jong, the Korean marathon runner. He 
was the first medal winning Korean Olympian, but 
because of the Japanese occupation, he was forced to 
run in Berlin as Son Kitei and to bear the Japanese flag. 
In the Berlin Olympics of 1936 he not only won the gold 
medal, but broke the Olympic record too, but all of this suc-
cess was credited to Japan. During the medal ceremony, which 
also included a Korean bronze medalist, Son Kee-jong covered the 
Japanese flag on his chest and wept as the flag of Japan was raised 
and the anthem played. The winner of that marathon was supposed to be 
awarded a Corinth helmet from Olympia, but Son Kee-jong never received it 
and it is thought that his Japanese coaches forbade it. A Greek newspaper, 50 years 
later, set the wheels in motion for Son Kee-jong to get the helmet, which is now considered a 
Korean national treasure. Although Son Kee-jong was not a Zainichi Korean, he was a victim of imperialism and it was cases like his that has 
led to so many Koreans being left in Japan after World War II. 

Zainichi Koreans all seem to have a fluctuating idea about their identities. They are often caught in the middle of the spats between Japan 
and Korea and, as a result, find they do not really know where they belong. Many have mentioned the treatment they have received from both 
their fellow Koreans and their fellow residents in Japan. A famous and recent case is that of Yoshihiro Akiyama, the Japanese born Zainichi 
judoka. Born in Japan to Korean parents he said he always wanted to represent Korea and he fulfilled that ambition by winning a gold medal 
at the Asian championships while representing Korea as Choo Seong-hoon. A year later, he renounced his Korean citizenship and returned to 
Japan to become Yoshihiro Akiyama because certain nationalistic elements in Korea felt he wasn’t Korean enough and made it difficult for him 
to progress. In a strange turn, the now Japanese Akiyama won the gold medal at the 2002 Asian games in Busan beating a Korean in the final. 
When asked about how he felt during the medal ceremony he replied “I stared at the space between the Japanese and Korean flags.” Akiyama 
seems to sum up the feelings of a lot of Zainichi with his between-the-flags comment. In an interview with the Japan Times, many Zainichi 
express similar sentiments. A former student of a North Korean school in Japan admitted that she is not North Korean but a North Korean 
in Japan, a subtle but telling difference. Others have said they are proud of their Korean heritage, but were lucky to be born in Japan, but then 
also admit that they still face discrimination.

One of the most influential ethnic Koreans in Japan is Kang Sang-jung, a professor at Tokyo University. He was born in Kyushu, Japan, to 
Korean parents, but used a Japanese name when he was younger to avoid some of the racism that seemed rife at the time. Kang Sang-jung, as 
he decided to call himself after a trip to Korea when he was a student, first became known in the media when he refused to comply with the 
fingerprinting that was required of all foreign nationals in Japan. Kang echoes the sentiments of other Zainichi when he talks about trying to 
reconcile his emotions about being Zainichi by saying that he got rid of his nationalism, and he tries to place himself on the border between 
Japan and South Korea. 

As respected as he is at Tokyo University, he still feels that, as one of only three Koreans at a university with 1,300 professors, he is still an 
outsider for being Korean. Again, like most others in his position, he feels an affinity for Japan and admits that if he were to be born again he would 
wish to be born in Kumamato, Japan, because it is beautiful. He adds that he can emphasize his Korean origins, but he is Zainichi until the end.  
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Other famous Zainichi include Tokutaro Takayama, an ethnic 
Korean who rose to the top of a Kyoto based Yakuza gang and 
retired as Kaicho, or godfather, in 1997. A year later in one of 
his frequent interviews, he explained that his parents left Japan 
when he was a young man and because of the way segregated 
people were treated at the time, he had no choice but to join 
the Japanese gangster world.

Masatatsu Oyama was another incredibly famous Zainichi 
who founded the first and arguably the most influential style 
of full contact Karate. Born in Gimje, Korea, Oyama eventu-
ally became a Japanese citizen, but still preferred to be called 
Choi Bae-dal, to highlight his Korean heritage. Outside of the 
Karate world he is probably best known for his martial arts 
demonstrations which often included him fighting live bulls 
with his bare hands. He often killed the bulls and, on three 
occasions, killed the bulls with a single blow. His life story has 
been captured in numerous books, comics, anime and even 
feature films. The 2004 Korean film “Fighter in the Wind” tells 
his story.

Zainichi Koreans have an interesting history and an even 
more interesting future as they seem to have mixed emotions 
about both Korea and Japan, and at times can be made to feel 
equally unwelcome in both countries. Unfortunate circum-
stances led to the creation of this new ethnic group and they 
seem to be in a strange limbo of statelessness. Maybe they 
should all go to the one place that they would surely fit in the 
most: Dokdo. Although the name would have to be like them, 
a Korean-Japanese hybrid – maybe Dokeshima or Take-do?

Yoshihiro Akiyama

Zainichi means “Staying in 
Japan” and technically isn’t 
exclusively for the use of 
Koreans, but given their 
numbers, the term has 
become synonymous with 
them. 
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