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Diaspora literature captures the migrating lives of those that have moved to other countries. Written in either 
their own mother tongue or in the adopted language, such literature portrays the incompatibility between the 
lives of the newcomers and those of the native residents. Adhering to these characteristics, within Japan exists 
the unique genre of ‗Korean-Japanese literature.‘ Korean-Japanese literature is a literary genre pioneered by 
Korean immigrants who had crossed over to Japan starting from the beginning of the modern era. Together with 
their descendants, they have depicted through the ‗Japanese‘ language the rising issue of identity crisis—a 
postcolonial problem that had arisen in modern Korean history since the early 1930s. Moving beyond simply being a 
literature of foreign immigrants, Korean-Japanese literature as a branch of diaspora literature has the 
characteristic of demonstrating the extreme fissures that appear in daily life from the result of immigration.  
 
The aim of this research is to analyze Korean-Japanese literature, beginning with its formation and leading up to 
the significance of its continuation today, in its very special role within modern Japanese literature. In a larger 
context, this specific genre describes the irrationalities faced by immigrants and its roots in post-colonialism. The 
culturally refracted circumstances under post-colonialism are an important topic that characterizes the modern 
history of Korea. It involves the internalization and transfer of physical and psychological wounds inflicted by the 
disruption in territory, culture, and society under Japanese colonial rule.  
 
For a better understanding, a basic knowledge of the modern history of the Korean Peninsula is necessary. Briefly 
put, Korea is currently the only nation in the world divided by ideology and continues to grapple with ideological 
conflicts despite the collapse of the Soviet Union and the East-European communist bloc. Tracing back to the roots 
of the situation, we are met with two chapters in Korean history that still define Korean society today. The first is 
the narrative of liquidating the vestiges of Japanese colonial rule; the second is that of the two Koreas and the 
anti-communist discourse and reunification discourse that comes with it. The two national narratives originate 
from the division induced by the occupation of the peninsula by Japan (1910-1945), followed by the Korean War 
(1950-1953) ― a proxy war between South and North under the greater conflict between the US and USSR. The loss 
of sovereignty to the Japanese empire has created a narrative of loss that still resonates within the politics, 
economy, and culture of Korea. The Korean War that broke out a few years after the hard-sought independence 
from Japan gave birth to the additional disarray of fratricidal trauma and began an ongoing conflict of ideological 
confrontation.  
 
Although not directly related to this article, a few specific examples must be mentioned for a clearer 
understanding. The two aforementioned narratives are linked to the postcolonial situation of Korea in which there 
was a collective movement of the people. Without a nation, the people of Korea migrated to Japan, China, and 
Russia during the colonial period to avoid political persecution and economic deprivation. With such a large-scale 
national movement, many people left their homeland to never return. This was partially because during the civil 
war that occurred just five years after Korea‘s independence, the road to entry was now blocked for Koreans who 
had originally lived in the communist states. The Soviet army had stationed themselves in the North of the Korean 
Peninsula and the US had arrived in the South, facilitating an ideological war that boiled over into a civil conflict. 
Such was the tragic product of Japanese colonialism.  
At the time of Korea‘s liberation from Japan in August of 1945, approximately 2 million Koreans were living in 
Japan. The Korean War that broke out not soon after prevented more than 600,000 Koreans from returning to their 
homeland. Millions of Koreans in China and Russia were completely deprived of their opportunity to return due to 
the ideological rifts of the Cold War era. Only with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the reforms of China did 
they regain the opportunity to visit their homeland. Since Korean-Japanese literature has such a compelling 
framework of the postcolonial movement of people, many narratives of the genre feature characters with 
disruptive and unstable identities. Korean-Japanese literature, which lies in the boundary between Korean and 
Japanese literature, is characterized by increasingly sharp representations of the severity of post-colonial traumas 
that the national literatures of both countries fail to register.  
 
This study examines how the postcolonial situations couched in Korean-Japanese literature makes it difficult for 
the protagonists to establish their identity. Such Korean-Japanese are people that have been directly affected by 
the political division of their homeland. For the diaspora, the home or homeland is imaginative, yet sometimes 
concrete. The Korean-Japanese are forced to choose their nationality between North Korea and South Korea, 
depending on their ideological tendencies, their place of origin, their social networks, and economical issues. 
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Some do not choose between the South and North at all; rather, they choose to remain stateless, without a nation 
to issue their passports, claiming that ‗Chosun‘ (an old name for Korea) before the split of territory is their country 
of origin. Since ‗Chosun‘ is not an existing country that can recognize such people as citizens living overseas, their 
choice is both an extreme symbolic and concrete denial of the post-colonial situation. About 600,000 ethnically 
Korean people do not have a Japanese nationality.  
 
Of course, political and economic discrimination in the lives of the colonized directly or indirectly affects their 
formation of self-identity. Interestingly, the characters exposed to postcolonial oppression not only vent their hate 
for the perpetrators, but are also often linked to the moral issue of their own victimization, exacerbating their 
instability further. The writers that were amongst first-generation migrants represented the diaspora on the 
condition that they were drifters of a ruined nation. Whilst yearning for their homeland, they often agonized over 
the hypocrisy and helplessness they felt in being forced to pretend to be Japanese. In a situation not unlike 
Orientalism, in which they internalized the scrutiny of the people of the far-advanced Japanese culture, these 
writers could not help being tormented by the incongruity of their identities as colonial subjects. 
 
On the other hand, the works of second-generation migrants frequently address the issues of the helplessness, 
rebellion, and resistance to the ‗discriminatory life‘ forced upon them. They often attribute their anger for their 
unstable identities to the violence they experienced from their fathers at home. This was because the father was 
the very person who caused the son to forcibly suffer discrimination. The depiction of the violent father and the 
poor suffering mother by second-generation writers delves into the gender issues of diaspora and intensifies the 
identity crisis they endure. Faced with the predicament of being unable to assume either the Japanese identity or 
their father‘s, they found solace by sympathizing with the patient suffering weathered by their mothers. Their 
works are also characterized by a representation of the unresolvable political friction between North and South 
Korea, and how it made life in Japan much more arduous.  
 
With the thawing of the Cold War and the introduction to an era of globalization, the writers of the third-
generation migrants in Japan view themselves being situated on national, generational, and cultural boundaries, 
and as such, they desire to walk on their own independent path. For them, Korea may be the homeland of their 
grandfather, but it is not their own. They are not naturalized as Japanese citizens, but neither do they wish to 
define themselves as being Koreans. They dream of a utopia on the borderline between the two identities. In their 
narratives, the main characters tend to prefer the separate identity of being Korean-Japanese rather than having a 
certain nationality. They are more engrossed in their own personal problems than the issues of nationality. 
Furthermore, they are more keen on the solidarity of the minorities.  
 
This study examines the literary works across generations of Korean writers in Japan with the aim of understanding 
how the genre of Korean-Japanese literature carries the wounds of post-colonialism, and what their depictions of 
the irregularities of life suggest to us today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


