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アブストラクト
　この論文は、20 世紀のはじめから現在に至るまでの在日コリアンの日
本在住身分の変化とその歴史的意義を追求する。日本政府の在日マイノリ
ティ民族に対する対策は、国際人権擁護運動グループや国際連合によって
差別的であるとしばしば批判される。在日コリアンの移民歴史と在住許可
の変化過程に焦点を当てることによって、移民対策の隠れた動機とその危
険性を明らかにしたい。

Introduction
　With the enactment of recent “anti-terror” initiatives implemented in 
November 2007 by the Japanese government, Zainichi Koreans who hold 
Special Permanent Resident status（tokubetsu-eiju）have seemingly 
been elevated to a status above other resident foreigners who also hold 
Permanent Resident visas. In effect, the Japanese government has 
created a ‘class system’ among foreign residents where the most 
vociferous group for human rights and equal opportunities in Japanese 
society ― the Zainichi Koreans ― are exempt from providing personal 
data in the form of fingerprints and photographs upon entering a 
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Japanese port. The Japanese government has perceivably taken this 
cautious approach in regards to Zainichi Koreans to avoid inevitable 
confrontation which would threaten the idea of a racially homogenous 
Japan.    
　Michael Weiner describes Japan as a country that possesses, “...a 
master narrative of ‘racial’ and cultural homogeneity, which precludes 
the existence of minorities...”1 The Japanese government has even 
outright denied that minorities exist in Japan.2 In recent years 
memorable comments by prominent Japanese politicians include 
remarks by ex-Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro. He asserted in 1986 
that Japan was a “homogenous” nation. In February 2007, the Minister 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, Ibuki Bunmei, 
stated with similar indifference “Japan has been historically governed 
by the Yamato（Japanese）race. Japan is an extremely homogenous 
country.”3 
　With a mindset of ‘mono-ethnicity’ and ‘homogeneity’ such as this, it 
is clear to see why the idea of ‘minorities’ in Japan challenges the status 
quo and therefore poses a political and social problem that the 
government would prefer to be ‘swept under the carpet’. Japan does 
indeed have its minorities, most notably the Ainu from Hokkaido, 
Ryukyuans from Okinawa, the Burakumin - descendants of the outcaste 
class of feudal Japan, Nikkei immigrants from Brazil, Chinese, and the 

1 Michael Weiner, “The Representation of Absence and the Absence of 
Representation: Korean Victims of the Atomic Bomb”, in Michael Weiner(ed.), 
Japan’s Minorities: The Illusion of Homogeneity, p. xiii
2 George Hicks, Japan’s Hidden Apartheid: The Korean Minority and the Japanese, p. 3
3 Japan Times 26/02/07,（http://search.japantimes.co.jp/cgi-bin/nn20070226a6.html） 
access 26/11/07
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largest minority by far and the subject of this paper, the Zainichi 
Koreans. This paper is an overview of the Korean minority, which 
presently numbers around 600,000,4 the circumstances that led them to 
settle in Japan, and their status at that time and how it has changed 
since the end of World War II. 
　There have been numerous factors leading to a change in status for 
the Korean minority in Japan, and to cover them all is beyond the scope 
of this paper. Instead, this paper will offer a broad overview of the 
period extending from the annexation of Korea by Japan, and the 
changes that occurred as a result of the American Occupation and the 
consequences for Zainichi Koreans in the present day. Namely, the Alien 
Registration Ordinance, the San Francisco Peace Treaty, the 
Immigration Control Law of 1952 and the Republic of Korea-Japan 
Normalization Treaty, amongst other pieces of legislation that have had 
an impact, will be analysed. It should be noted here that this paper is 
concerned primarily with Zainichi Koreans who are now eligible for 
Special Permanent Residence status（SPR）, and not the influx of so-
called “newcomer” South Korean immigrants who have also become a 
significant group falling under the rubric of Zainichi Koreans since the 
1990s.5 

4 United Nations（2006）, Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and All Forms 
of Discrimination: Report of the Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, Doudou Diene ― 
Mission to Japan, Economic and Social Council, E/CN.4/2006/16/Add.2, 24 January, 
available at http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G06/103/96/PDF/G0610396.
pdf?OpenElement [2 March 2007]
5 Yoshiko Nozaki, Hiromitsu Inokuchi, Kim Tae-young, “Legal Categories, 
Demographic Change and Japan’s Korean Residents in the Long Twentieth Century”, 
Japan Focus, p. 7
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　By plotting the process in which the status of Zainichi Koreans has 
changed over the last century, it is clear that very little real progress 
has been made in the betterment of minority rights in Japan; and any 
changes that have been implemented have for the most part been done 
reluctantly, and as face saving measures. The authors of this paper will 
demonstrate that the thin veneer of change in regards to Zainichi 
Korean rights in Japan has resulted in the formation of a new ‘foreigner 
hierarchy’ of sorts, where the Zainichi minority are ostensibly on top, 
but certainly not equal to Japanese nationals, despite having been in 
Japan for many generations already. 

Historical Background
　Japan owes a lot of its cultural heritage to Korea. During the third or 
fourth century A.D., by way of Korean and Chinese missionaries, 
Buddhism, writing, painting, and political concepts found their way into 
Japan. Furthermore, many Koreans and Chinese fled the Korean 
peninsula and China because of dynastic wars, resulting in entire Korean 
villages migrating to Japan. The Japanese were able to learn many 
things from them and they were well-treated.6 Kenneth Henshall notes 
that, “Many of Japan’s early artisans and administrators were Korean, 
and many noble families had a Korean lineage.”7 This is still a major 
point of dispute by right-wing academics and politicians in Japan today.
　After Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s rather ambitious invasions of Korea in 

6 George Sansom, Japan: A Short Cultural History, pp. 43-44; quoted in Richard 
Mitchell, The Korean Minority In Japan, p. 2
7 Kenneth Henshall, Dimensions of Japanese Society: Gender, Margins and 
Mainstream,  p. 61
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1592 and 1597, relations were eventually restored between Japan and 
Korea by Tokugawa Ieyasu. He desired to sustain trade relations, and 
Korea remained one of the few countries Japan maintained ties with 
during the Tokugawa era of national seclusion（sakoku）. Traded goods 
included commodities such as copper, silver and pepper from Japan, and 
cotton, silk and ginseng from Korea. 
　With the Meiji Restoration（1868）and Japan opening its doors in a 
quest to modernise and seek parity with Western imperial nations, the 
newly formed Meiji government debated the idea of embarking on a 
military conquest to ‘punish’ Korea for their ‘insulting’ reaction to 
moves made by Japan to reorganise ties between the two countries

（seikan-ron）. Korea’s objection was that Japan, by disregarding China, 
was ignoring the true Confucian pecking order in the region. In 1875, a 
Japanese naval vessel was sent on a reconnaissance mission to survey 
the coast of Korea, but was repelled by force. This prompted the 
Japanese to retaliate by sending a larger fleet to coerce the Koreans into 
opening their ports, and culminated with the Treaty of Kanghwa（1876）.  
　The treaty gave Japan a distinct advantage over other nations in 
access to Korea, but also resulted in relations between Japan and China 
becoming strained. Korea became unstable through internal rivalries 
and revolts broke out sporadically, eventually coming to a head in 1894 
with the peasant uprising known as the Tonghak Rebellion. The Korean 
government asked the Chinese for military assistance to quell the 
disorder, but the Japanese also dispatched an expeditionary army which 
subsequently clashed with the Chinese in July 1894. This led to the Sino-
Japanese War of 1894-1895, in which the Japanese were eventually 
victorious. This was seen as a great victory by the Japanese over a 
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country once revered in Japan, and heralded in an age of heightened 
nationalism and colonialist aggression. 
　However, it was the astonishing victory in the Russo-Japanese war of 
1904-05 that gave Japan unbridled control in the Korean peninsula with 
the signing of the Korean-Japanese Convention（Dainiji Nikkan 
Koyaku）. After the sealing of this forced ‘agreement’, Korea became a 
protectorate of Japan. The resident general Ito Hirobumi forced the 
Korean emperor to abdicate in 1907, and the road to total annexation 
was paved and hastily concluded on 22nd August, 1910, through Ito’s 
assassination by a Korean nationalist in Manchuria.     
　Japan’s annexation of the Korean peninsula in 1910 was the catalyst 
for what would become large-scale immigration of Koreans into Japan. 
Before annexation, there were 790 Koreans already resident in Japan.8 

The population grew steadily and exponentially in the ensuing years 
with an estimated 30,000 in 1920, 300,000 a decade later, and 626,000 
resident Koreans in Japan by 1935.9 By the end of the Pacific War in 
1945 there were approximately 2.4 million.10 
　There were several reasons why Koreans left their homeland and 
headed to Japan en masse. Poverty was one factor. According to the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs（Gaimusho）many Koreans came to Japan 
because of poor crops and the chance of earning more money, as well as 
good reports about life in Japan from returning countrymen.11 Ironically, 

8 Yoshiko Nozaki (et. la), Op. Cit., p. 1
9 Ibid.
10 George De Vos, William  Weatherall, Japan’s Minorities: Burakumin, Koreans and 
Ainu - Report No. 3, p. 15
11 Richard Mitchell, The Korean Minority In Japan, p. 28
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the poverty was in many ways a direct result of the annexation. 
Previously, all land in Korea was property of the monarchy. However, 
provided that they paid tax on it, peasants had the right to cultivate the 
land. From 1910, the Japanese government requested that Koreans 
register their land, and if it was not done within the allotted timeframe, 
they lost their rights to it. This was the fate of many peasants due to 
illiteracy, and also because they did not understand the registration 
procedure.12 
　Severe economic hardship was amplified for the landless peasants 
with the growing flow of Japanese settlers into Korea coupled with the 
confiscation of rice for domestic Japanese consumption. Consequently, 
this encouraged many Koreans to relocate to Japan―which was 
conversely in the midst of an economic boom in the post WWI period―
to seek employment and education opportunities.
　Koreans relocating to Japan were given pseudo-Japanese nationality 
that was designed to serve their imperial masters. The following extract 
from the Osaka Asahi Shimbun that was printed around the beginning 
of the annexation period sums up succinctly the attitude of the  
Japanese towards the Koreans, and how it came to justify their 
treatment.

“The purpose for which a country has a colony is not for the 
interests of the inhabitants of the colony but for the interest of 
the mother country. Seeing this, it is natural that the rights of 

12 Richard Mitchell, The Korean Minority In Japan, pp. 4-7; George Hicks, Japan’s 
Hidden Apartheid: The Korean Minority and the Japanese, p. 46 
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the inhabitants of the colony should not be equal to those of the 
mother country（12th October, 1910）.”13 

The Build-up of the Korean Labour Force  
　World War I caused the Japanese economy to expand rapidly, and the 
influx of Korean immigrants were absorbed with relative ease as 

‘imperial subjects’.14 Even though Japanese nationality was awarded to 
Koreans, they were expected to assume their ‘proper place’ within the 
empire, and that was one of subservience.15 Many Koreans were 
employed in various types of factory or other dangerous itinerant work 
but had the potential to earn more than they could in Korea; although 
there was still great financial disparity between them and their Japanese 
counterparts. Nevertheless, there was a small minority of Korean 
immigrants who managed to succeed in business, and Korean males 
received voting rights and the right to run for election in Japan when 
the Suffrage Act was passed in 1925. One Korean was even elected to 
the Diet twice before 1939 to represent Korean issues. However, due to 
many restrictions such as a one-year residence requirement, the 
majority were still unable to participate in the electoral process.16 
　For the most part, however, the socio-economic status of Korean 
immigrants was far below other citizens and they tended to live in 

13 Hilary Conroy, The Japanese Seizure of Korea, 1868-1910: A Study of Realism and 
Idealism in International Relations, p. 392
14 Richard Mitchell, Op. Cit.,  p. 29
15 Michael Weiner, Op. Cit., pp. 84-87
16 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Koreans In Japan: Ethnic Conflict and 
Accommodation, p. 51
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slums or tenements near the factories. These shantytowns were often 
built by their own hands as they were unable to rent property from 
untrusting landlords. Disease, poverty and violence were rife.17 It was 
believed at the time that these conditions were the result of culturally 
or racially embedded characteristics.18 Probably one of the most 
internationally notorious examples of a Korean settlement created by 
forced workers for Nissan is Utoro, situated in Uji city. This is still a 
hotbed for Korean rights in the modern era.    
　After the independence protests in March of 1919, Koreans were 
promised equality with the Japanese but this pledge was never fulfilled. 
The Japanese tended to distrust the Koreans and thought they may be 
dangerous or disloyal.19 Stories about crimes committed by Koreans soon 
appeared in the newspapers. There is no better indicator of the level of 
distrust of Koreans by the Japanese than in the aftermath of the Great 
Kanto Earthquake. Rumours were started that gangs of Koreans were 
setting fire to buildings, looting and even poisoning wells. These 
rumours spread quickly through the devastated Tokyo and Yokohama 
region, and led to the massacre of 6,000 Koreans by vigilante groups and 
the police even though they were later proved to have no credibility.20 
Even so, such sentiments still appear in political circles in Japan. 
Probably the most notorious recent example is the oft-quoted comment 
regarding “sangokujin”― an arguably derogatory pre-war term 

17 Michael Weiner, Op. Cit., pp. 78-90
18 Ibid., p. 85
19 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit., p. 50
20 Please refer to Joshua Hammer’ s Yokohama Burning for eyewitness accounts of 
the massacre that took place in Yokohama, pp. 152-170
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referring to Japan’s colonial subjects ― by Tokyo’s governor Ishihara 
Shintaro: 

“With sangokujin and foreigners repeatedly committing serious 
crimes, we should prepare ourselves for possible riots that may 
be instigated by them at the outbreak of an earthquake. As the 
police cannot handle all contingencies, the Self-Defense Forces 
should be ready to respond...”（April 9, 2000）.21

　In spite of the discrimination, Korean immigration to Japan increased 
dramatically in the late 1930s. Until 1939, many Koreans settled in Japan 
largely of their own free will, albeit motivated by the turbulent 
circumstances in their homeland. In 1938 the National General 
Mobilization Law was passed to help with Japan’s war effort as the 
conflict in China intensified. Naturally, the Korean peninsula was seen as 
an ideal source of manpower. With the war in China, and the military 
build up to the Pacific War, Japan was faced with a dearth of labourers 
due to the draft policies in place. The shortage was compensated for by 

‘forced labour’ programs where as many as 590,000～ 720,00022 Koreans 
were brought to Japan against their will to man the factories and 
construction projects; and by the end of the Pacific war there were 
2,378,000 Koreans resident in Japan.23 
　The Koreans in Japan before 1945 were severely disadvantaged on 

21 Quoted in Michael Hoffman, “Ishihara sticks the boot into foreign thugs”, Japan 
Times（17/11/2002）
22 Yoshiko Nozaki（et. la）, p. 2
23 George Hicks, Op. Cit., p. 50
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many levels. Socially they were discriminated against as inferior to the 
Japanese, and were denied housing and paid lower wages in more 
dangerous conditions. The Japanese government policy at that time in 
regards to Koreans ― and all minorities ― was one of ‘assimilation’. 
Assimilation can be defined as:

“A policy that demands the minority group to abandon its 
distinctive culture, language and customs and merge with the 
dominant group. Aims to remove the problem of how to deal 
with the minority by absorbing it.”24

　The Japanese government encouraged assimilation by forcing Koreans 
to accept Japanese customs and way of life. They were required to 
speak Japanese, adopt Japanese names and worship at Shinto shrines. 
Assimilation policies would, “...extend to every aspect of life ― political, 
religious and cultural.”25 

Japan’s WWII Defeat and its Consequences for Zainichi Koreans
　Japan surrendered unconditionally to the Allied Forces on the 15th 
August, 1945. This would herald the start of some significant changes in 
the status of Koreans residents in Japan; many of which were largely for 
the worse. It was a time of great uncertainty for resident Koreans and 

24 G. Simpson, J. Yinger, Racial and Cultural Minorities: An Analysis of Prejudice 
and Discrimination, pp. 17 ～ 24; Quoted in Fukuoka Yasunori, Lives of Young 
Koreans in Japan, p. 13
25 Fukuoka Yasunori, Lives of Young Koreans in Japan, p. 5
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the Japanese government and Occupation Force which faced the 
problems of large scale repatriation of the Koreans, and also what to do 
with the ones who wanted to remain. 
　The decision for many Koreans to come to Japan was financial as they 
sought to earn higher wages than what was possible in Korea. They had 
no economic base to return to in Korea and there were restrictions on 
the amount of personal property and money they could take with 
them.26 Many assumed that they would be better off staying in Japan. In 
addition, negative reports of the living conditions in Korea with riots, 
floods and famine amongst other things, persuaded many to stay despite 
the adverse conditions in Japan. 
　In the immediate post war period, it is estimated that almost 1 million 
Koreans returned to Korea leaving 1,155,594. By 1947, this number 
reduced to 508,905 Koreans left in Japan.27 This intensive repatriation 
was greatly facilitated by Koreans and local Korean organisations such 
as the Zai Nippon Chosenjin Renmei（Choren）. However, the spate of 
repatriation was short lived as news got back to those left in Japan of 
the hardships that awaited them back in Korea, and many were hesitant 
to go back. 
　The first major post war change in status for Zainichi Koreans came 
with a directive from the United States Joint Chiefs that decreed 
Koreans were to be treated as ‘liberated nationals’ and not as Japanese. 
However, when it came to food rationing, Koreans were given the same 
amount as Japanese nationals, which placed them in a slightly better 

26 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit., p. 59
27 Morita Yoshio, Suji ga Kataru Zainichi Kankoku, Chosen-jin no Rekishi, p. 103
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position than other foreign nationals in Japan.28 The next change in 
status was the loss of franchise with the Amendment to Election Law 
No.42, from the 17th December, 1945.29

　In November of 1946, the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers
（SCAP）made public a directive that had been secretly decided in May 
of the same year. Koreans who refused to be repatriated would continue 
to retain their Japanese nationality ‘for purposes of treatment’ until a 
government in Korea could be formed thus ending the questions over 
their legal status. Until such time, Koreans were to be treated as 
Japanese nationals, and as such were required to obey all Japanese laws. 
Koreans were incensed as they had just been emancipated from 
Japanese colonial rule, but were returned to second-class colonial 
status.30

　SCAP was also responsible for another significant modification in 
Koreans’ status. In early 1947, shortly after declaring that Koreans who 
remained in Japan were to be classified as ‘Japanese nationals’, SCAP 
then directed the government to register Koreans as aliens under the 
Alien Registration Ordinance（ARO）. The Japanese government agreed 
that until the San Francisco Peace Treaty went into effect in 1952, 
Koreans would retain their Japanese nationality.31 The ARO became law 
one day before the new constitution came into effect as an Imperial 
decree―meaning that it avoided any parliamentary debate. “It became 
the last Imperial Ordinance promulgated under the Meiji Constitution, 

28 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit.,  pp. 137-38
29 Ibid., p. 138
30 Eiji Takemae, Inside GHQ: The Allied Occupation of Japan and its Legacy, p. 450
31 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit., p. 138
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an irony that was not lost on Koreans.”32 The government’s treatment 
of the Korean minority at that time was contradictory; they recognized 
their Japanese citizenship while at the same time treated them as 
aliens.33

　The most demeaning aspect of the ARO was the requirement that all 
aliens would be finger-printed every five years upon renewal of their 
alien registration. Koreans and other minorities objected to this as in 
effect they were being classified as criminals. The Japanese government 
maintained that this procedure was necessary to identify and monitor 
foreigners. 
　The Nationality Law was enacted in 1950 and under this law, 
Japanese nationality could only be granted to persons whose parents 
had Japanese nationality. Marriage to a Japanese national was also no 
longer a qualification, however it would not actually deprive people of 
their Japanese nationality until the Peace Treaty came into effect in 
1952.34

　When the San Francisco Peace Treaty was finally implemented on the 
28th April, 1952, Koreans were unilaterally stripped of their Japanese 
nationality and recognized as aliens under the ARO. Usually people in 
this situation are free to choose their nationality when a change of 
territory occurs. This was the case with Austrians in post-war Germany 
who were given a choice of nationality.35 However, Koreans in Japan 
were denied any such choice. After the treaty was signed, Koreans in 

32 Eiji Takemae, Op. Cit., p. 450
33 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit., p. 138
34 George Hicks, Op. Cit., p. 51
35 Ibid.
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Japan “were deprived of Japanese nationality/citizenship and the civil 
rights associated with it, and barred from holding dual citizenship. They 
were legally categorized as foreign residents（zairyu gaikokujin）, 
specifically as ‘Korean residents.’”36

　Having Japanese nationality may not have been particularly appealing 
to many Koreans, but as they were intending to stay in Japan it entitled 
them to the same benefits and rights as ordinary Japanese. The 
disparity between Japanese nationals and others can be seen when 
looking at the payment of aid and compensation. Even though Koreans 
were technically Japanese nationals during the war, fought and in many 
cases died for Japan, Koreans were refused welfare benefits as they did 
not possess Japanese nationality when the laws came into effect. This 
was described as ‘shabby logic’ on the part of the Japanese 
government.37 
　Another key law that affected the status of Koreans in Japan was the 
Immigration Control Law of 1952. Under this law, Koreans and all other 
aliens were required to establish their eligibility to stay in Japan and to 
state how long they were intending to reside. They would be recognized 
under one of sixteen different categories in their passport. However, this 
was problematic for most Koreans as they had already established 
themselves in Japan without having a passport.38 The status of Koreans 
depended on many factors such as whether they were in Japan before 
the 1st September, 1945; whether they were born before or after the 
Peace Treaty became effective in 1952; whether their stay in Japan had 

36 Yoshiko Nozaki (et. la), Op. Cit., p. 2
37 Yasunori Fukuoka, Op. Cit., p. 12
38 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit.,  p. 141
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been continuous; the status of their parents; plus many more 
classifications. Moreover, as Japan had no diplomatic relationships with 
South or North Korea, Koreans in Japan were for all intents and 
purposes “stateless”.39

The Question of Permanent Residency ― 1965 Onwards
　The Republic of Korea（ROK）& Japan Normalization Treaty was 
enacted on the 18th December, 1965. This treaty was a major turning 
point in the lives of the Korean minority in Japan as it was to define 
their legal status as ‘Treaty Permanent Residency’（kyotei eiju）. This 
was significant as it was an international treaty that decided the legal 
status of Koreans in Japan. Being a sovereign nation, Japan technically 
had exclusive jurisdiction over them.40 There were three major parts to 
the section covering the treatment of Koreans in Japan: 1）Eligibility to 
get permanent residence; 2）Grounds for deportation; 3）Subsequent legal 
treatment. 

 Eligibility for permanent residency was to be limited to:

⑴  Those who had been resident continuously in Japan since 15th August, 
1945, up to the time of their application for permanent residence;

⑵  Those who were born in Japan after 16th August, 1945, as lineal 
descendants of persons in category 1 and who applied for permanent 
residence within five years of the effective date of the agreements; 

39 Yoshiko Nozaki (et. la), Op. Cit., p. 3
40 Changsoo Lee, George De Vos, Op. Cit., pp. 146-7
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⑶  Children born after 16th January, 1971, of parents who received 
permanent residence status under categories 1 and 2, provided that 
application for the children’s permanent residence was filed within 
sixty days from their birth.41

　These requirements made no provision for the offspring of those who 
were in category ⑶. A Korean with permanent resident alien status 
could still be deported if they committed a crime that was prejudicial to 
the interests of Japan, or were sentenced to prison for drug offences. 
However, as the definition of the first clause was particularly vague, it 
was left open to abuse.42 
　The third section of the 1965 treaty relating to the treatment of 
Koreans was to define their legal status. Having permanent residency 
did not qualify one to receive all social benefits. In fact, under the 1965 
treaty, only the Livelihood Protection and National Health Insurance 
programs were enumerated which accounted only for a small 
percentage of what was actually available.43

　Furthermore, the status of TPR served to intensify rivalries between 
those who saw themselves as North Korean and those who held 
allegiance with the South. The Korean Residents Association in Japan（Zai 
Nihon Daikan Minkoku Mindan）, was created in 1946 as a pro-South 
derivative of Choren, which maintained a Socialist predisposition and 
supported the North. Choren was outlawed as being a threat to security 
following demonstrations in 1952, but was eventually resurrected as 

41 Ibid., p. 147
42 Ibid., p. 149
43 Ibid., p. 151
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Chongryon（General Association of Korean Residents in Japan）in 1955. 
Although Chongryon supporters greatly outnumbered Mindan members 
in the 1950s and 60s, many were eventually forced to make a decision to 
change loyalties and become affiliated with Mindan as Japan had no 
diplomatic relations with North Korea. This was in order to obtain the 
benefits to be had from possessing the more stable TPR status. 
　Another important point was the increase in numbers of Koreans who 
chose to discard their Korean identity altogether and become 
naturalized Japanese citizens rather than glorified guests. “By 1959, 
more than 16,400 Korean residents had naturalized. The cumulative 
number rose to 47,000 by the end of 1969, and 93,386 by the end of 
1979.”44

　In the 1980s, Japan was subjected to increasing international pressure 
in regards to rectifying abuses to human rights. With the Japanese 
government’s endorsement of the International Convenants on Human 
Rights issued by the United Nations, Japan gave Korean residents and 
people of other nationalities access to various security benefits and 
welfare assistance traditionally enjoyed by Japanese citizens. 
Nevertheless, to this day, there are certain occupations forbidden to 
foreigners, even third or fourth generation Zainichi Koreans, such as 
careers in the Fire or Police Departments, or certain positions in public 
schools and hospitals. 
　Perhaps the most significant change in the 80s was an amendment to 
immigration laws that enabled Koreans who identified with the North 
and thus did not possess TPR to be eligible for General Permanent 

44 Yoshiko Nozaki（et. la）, Op. Cit., p. 5
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Residency（ippan-eiju）, which, although was a major step up in terms of 
stability and status, was not quite as lenient in terms of deportation 
policy.45 Various other laws were adjusted during the 80s making it 
easier for children of international marriages to be eligible for Japanese 
citizenship from birth or by their own discretion when they reached 
adulthood. Overall, it became easier for Korean residents to become 
naturalised, but they were still ‘required’ in rather nebulous terms to 
discard their Korean names in favour of new Japanese ones. It is 
estimated that 16,000 Korean residents became naturalised Japanese in 
the mid 1980s.46  
　Furthermore, there was an ever-growing and vociferous groundswell 
of resident Koreans who objected to the fingerprinting requirement for 
alien registration. It was seen as discriminatory and a blatant breach of 
privacy. A number of Koreans made their opposition known by refusing 
to be fingerprinted which resulted in prosecution. Initial court cases 
ended with unfavourable judgements where the practice of 
fingerprinting was not deemed “unconstitutional” by the lower courts. 
However, the issue had received so much exposure through the media 
that the Korean and Japanese governments came to an agreement in 
1991 that the requirement would be abolished by 1993, even though 
alien registration would remain.   
　More changes were also implemented at this time including the 
creation of Special Permanent Resident status（tokubetsu-eiju）. With 
this decision, all Zainichi Koreans, regardless of whether they held TPR 

45 Ibid., p. 5
46 Ibid., p. 6
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or GPR visas were issued SPR. This essentially ended the precarious 
situation of forced ‘repatriation’or deportation to Korea that loomed 
over holders of Permanent Residence visas who broke the law prior to 
this, even for third or fourth generation Zainichi Koreans. Apart from 
this obvious ‘benefit’, with the recent immigration laws implemented as 

‘anti-terrorist’ measures where all foreigners over the age of sixteen 
who enter Japan（even those who hold a General Permanent Residence 
visa）are required to have a photo taken and fingerprints recorded 
upon arrival. Those exempt from this requirement are diplomatic staff 
and holders of SPR. It seems that the Japanese government, although 
trying to justify what some human rights groups claim to be patently 
xenophobic policies under the guise of ‘protecting Japan’s security’, 
was hesitant to further incur the wrath of Zainichi Koreans. 

Conclusion
　In 2005, Doudou Diene, Special Rapporteur for the United Nations（UN）, 
visited Japan from the 3rd ～ 11th July to assess the degree or racism and 
xenophobic sentiment in the country. Diene noted that the Koreans that 
live in the Utoro district of Kyoto are doing so on land with 
infrastructure built by the residents, as there have been no public works 
initiated by the local government.47 Also, the land that they were 
forcibly brought to and that they now call home was sold without their 
knowledge or consent, and they now face eviction. 
　Another problem that Diene points out is that many Korean residents 
still lack access to pension rights despite paying tax. This is because in 

47 United Nations（2006）, Op. Cit., p. 14 ～ 15
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1959 when the social security system was established, Japanese 
nationality was a prerequisite. But as we have seen, Koreans were 
deprived of Japanese nationality in 1952 therefore making them illegible. 
However, the nationality clause was removed in 1982 when Japan 
ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights（ICCPR）
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

（ICESCR）. Even though under Article 14 of the Constitution racial 
discrimination is prohibited, there is currently no legislation in place that 
allows people to denounce and receive reparations.48

　There have been many changes in the status of the Korean minority 
in Japan since 1945. However, as we have shown, these changes have 
largely been caused by outside pressure and not from within the 
Japanese government itself. SCAP played a key role in defining the 
status of the Korean minority, first as liberated nationals and then as 

‘Japanese’. 
　The incident that caused the biggest change and is still having a 
profound effect on the lives of Koreans in Japan today was the 
enactment of the ARO. Koreans were in a disadvantaged position even 
with Japanese nationality, but upon being declared ‘aliens’, their 
situation became markedly worse. The rights and status that they now 
possess according to Diene’ s report（2006）, which is far from glowing,  
is an improvement on the status they had when the ARO went into 
effect with the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1952. Nevertheless, the 
concessions that have been made have come from external pressure, 
such as the signing of the Normalization Treaty with the ROK. Fukuoka 

48 Ibid., p. 10
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comments;

“It is fair to say that the government of Japan has not once 
taken a positive step, on its own initiative to promote the rights 
and interests of Japan-resident Koreans. Reforms have been 
implemented slowly, grudgingly, and only when unavoidable in 
the face of intense political pressure.”49

　Domestic factors have accounted for some changes, such as the lifting 
of the fingerprinting requirement for alien registration. Protests by the 
Korean community in Kishiwada, in Osaka prefecture have also enabled 
foreign permanent residents to vote in local elections, but this is still far 
from the status quo.50 
　So long as human rights in Japan are intrinsically linked to nationality, 
and so long as nationality in Japan is deferred by parentage, jus 
sanguinis, and not by place of birth, jus soli, there will always be friction 
with Japan’s foreign minorities. The birth rate in Japan is falling quickly, 
and in order to balance what will soon become a top-heavy population, 
large-scale immigration will perceivably become a necessity. For 
immigration into Japan to be considered attractive by foreigners, 
changes to the existing legal, political and social systems will need to be 
made. These changes, however, must be must not just be face-saving 
measures or mere shuffling of Zainichi Korean status vis-a-vis other 
permanent residents. It might help authorities avoid immediate clashes 

49 Fukuoka Yasunori, Op. Cit., pp. 18 ～ 19
50 Ibid., p. 257
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with disgruntled Zainichi Koreans, but in the long term such 
incongruous and irrational policies are going to create a different kind of 
racial friction in the future. It is long overdue for the Japanese 
government to rethink policies often criticized by international human 
rights groups and the United Nations as being xenophobic , 
discriminatory and unsatisfactory for a first-world nation.
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