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Abstract 

With Japan’s surrender on 15 August 1945, Koreans were finally freed from decades of Japanese colonial rule. 

However, both Koreans on the Korean peninsula and those overseas were not extended any political or civil rights as 

citizens of a sovereign state. As a result, the legal status of Koreans in Japan became exceedingly ambiguous.  

 The General Headquarters of the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (GHQ) was the first to define 

the legal status of Koreans in Japan. In November 1945, the GHQ announced that “Aalthough Koreans in Japan were 

liberated nationals, they were still legally classified as Japanese nationals, and therefore, considered enemies. 

However, they are non-Japanese.” According to this announcement, the legal legal status of Koreans in Japan fell 

under four different and mutually exclusive categoriescontradictory categories—those of liberated nationals, 

Japanese nationals, enemies, or non-Japanese nationals.  

 The Japanese government, on the other hand, took the GHQ’s ambiguous definition of the legal status of 

Koreans in Japan and interpreted it to its advantage. For example, the Japanese government considered Koreans in 

Japan to be Japanese nationals when levying property taxes, and as foreigners when denying them access to jobs and 

other opportunities. Amidst such a pattern of discrimination and institutionalized disadvantages, Koreans in Japan 

hastened to return to Korea. Subsequently, the GHQ and the Japanese government announced their repatriation 

policy for Koreans in Japan. 

 Unsatisfied with the official repatriation process, many Koreans took matters into their own hands and 

attempted to return to Korea via purchased or chartered passenger vessels. Despite adverse conditions and hindrances, 

Koreans began boarding ships bound for their homeland from November 1945. The repatriation of Koreans 

continued until the outbreak of the Korean War on 25 June 25, 1950. Between the day of liberation and the outbreak 

of the Korean War, some 1.5 to 1.6 million Koreans in Japan returned home. 
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Preface 

 

 AAfter the conclusion of the Pacific War, the General Headquarters of the Supreme Commander 

for the Allied Powers (GHQ) and the Japanese government began the repatriation process for 

Koreans in Japan. However, there were numerous unrecorded cases of Koreans who attempted to 

repatriate on their own without the aid of the GHQ or the Japanese government. Because of the 

strict regulations on repatriation imposed by the GHQ and Japanese government, it was often 

more disadvantageous to go through even the repatriation process sponsored by the GHQ or the 

Japanese government proved to be disadvantageous in a number of cases. Such difficulties 

experienced by Koreans in Japan in the repatriation process stemmed from their ambiguously 

defined postwar status.   

 The status of Korean residents in Japan after liberation was far from clear and definite. 

Although Korea was liberated from colonial rule after imperial Japan’s defeat, Korea still did not 

possess true sovereignty and the power of self-determination. Consequently, it was not only 

Koreans in Japan and China, but also Koreans in Korean peninsula who did not receive treatment 

as citizens of an independent sovereign nation. 

 The GHQ, which assumed control after Japan’s defeat, was first to officially outline 

define the status of Koreans in Japan. Consisting primarily of American military powers, the 

GHQ also defined the status of Koreans and the Taiwanese, who had also been subjugated as a 

former Japanese colony. The GHQ instructed the Japanese government to treat Koreans and 

Chinese accordingly. Therefore, when Koreans decided to stay in Japan, the GHQ stipulation 
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determined their citizenship and status; likewise, it also defined the laws and regulations 

regarding repatriation.  

 Studies on the postwar repatriation of Koreans in Japan by Korean scholars began 

appearing in publications after the mid-1990s, some fifty years after liberation.1 The lack of 

studies on the subject prior to the mid-1990s, as well as the limited extent of available studies 

both indicate how the issue of repatriation of Koreans in Japan has been of little interest to 

Korean academia. These studies, however, have only laid the groundwork, having primarily 

focused on analysis and evaluation of the policies of the GHQ and the Japanese government after 

the war, without providing an in-depth look into individual cases.   

 In Japan, Morita Yoshio published a study on the repatriation of Koreans in Japan entitled 

“Evolution and Current Status of the Treatment of Korean Residents in Japan”2 was published as 

early as 1955 by Yoshio Morita. As a study based on the documents and records generated by the 

Ministry of Health and Welfare, which was the body in charge of the repatriation of Koreans in 

Japan, Morita’s work consists of primary historical source material on the subject. Therefore, it is 

often quoted in the works of scholars conducting research on the repatriation issue. Repatriation 

studies have been conducted more extensively in Japan than in Korea. For example, there have 

been individual case studies generated in the search for the truth behind the “Ukishima- Mmaru 

Incident,” in which a repatriation vessel was sunk, killing many Koreans on their way home. 

                                                   
1  Following is a list of published studies: Choe Yeong-ho (1995);, “Haebang jikhu jaeil hangugin-eui bon-guk 
gwihwan, geu gwajeong-gwa tongje” (Repatriation of Koreans in Japan after the Liberation: It’s Process and the 
Structur Kim Yeong-sun (1997)e of Regulations), Han-il gwan-gyesa yeongu (The Korea-Japan Historical Review) 4 
(1995); Kim, Yeong-sun, “Haebanghu jaeil hangugin-eui gwiguk-gwa jallyu” (Koreans in Japan: Those Who 
Returned and Those Who Remained after the Liberation) (한국정신대연구회 1997); Yi Yeon-sik (, “Haebang jikhu 
haeoe dongpo-eui gwihwan-gwa migunjeong-eui jeongchaek” (Repatriation of Overseas Koreans and the Policies of 

the U.S. Military Government after Liberation), jeonnong saron (典農史論) 5 (1999); Kang Man-gil and Anza 
Koyuka, “Haebang jikhu ‘gangje nodongja-eui gwihwa jeongchaek-gwa siltae” (The Repatriation Policy for and the 
Actual Conditions of Coercively Mobilized Korean Laborers Following Liberation), Asea yeongu (Asian Studies) 10 
(2002). 
2  It was originally published as 「在日朝鮮人處遇の推移と現狀」(『 法務硏究) ≪法務硏究)報告書 43-3)., 
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There were also, along with studies on the formation of the zainichi Korean community in Japan, 

which examines the repatriation issue from various angles.   

 Based on previous studies conducted in both Korea and Japan, this paper will offer a new 

analysis of the policies of the GHQ and Japanese government and examine how the status of 

Koreans in Japan was determined by outside forces and how such a status influenced the 

repatriation process and its outcome. Shedding light on the status of Korean residents in Japan is 

crucial not only for reinstating and protecting the human rights of the zainichi Koreans who still 

face discrimination in their daily livesJapan, but also for integrating into the greater national 

history the histories of overseas Koreans that have been ignored entirely.  

 

 

 

 

The Status of Koreans in Japan after Liberation 

 

The status of Koreans in Japan was first defined by the GHQ, which was created and stationed in 

Japan as a victor in the Pacific War at the end of August 1945. On 1 November 1945, 

Washington sent the following directives to the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers 

(SCAP) in defining the status of Koreans in Japan: 

 

Regarding Among prisoners, citizens of Allied Powers, of neutral nations, and others, 

military security permitting, you must treat Taiwanese Chinese and Koreans must be 

treated as liberated nationals, military security permitting. Therefore, the term 

“Japanese” in the directives will not apply to the above said people. However, since 

they are still classified as Japanese nationals, they may be treated as enemy citizens 

when necessary. If they should wish it, they may be repatriated under your stipulated 
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regulations. However, the citizens of allied forcesAllied Powers should be of higher 

priority for repatriation.3 

 

 

According to the directives, the legal status of Koreans in Japan was that of both liberated 

nationals and enemy citizens since they were still considered Japanese nationals. At the same 

time, however, they were not regarded as Japanese. These were undeniably ambiguous 

stipulations.  

A similar stipulation also appeared in a report on the policy decision of the Far Eastern 

Commission (FEC) the following year in May 1946. 4   Considering the similarity of the 

stipulations for the statuses of Taiwanese Chinese Taiwanese Chinese and Koreans in Japan, it 

seems that the FEC’s policy decision must have been based on the above directives. However, it 

added a provision in aArticleClause 5 regarding the protection of Taiwanese Chinese and 

Koreans in Japan. It stated: 

 

Taiwanese from mainland China Chinese and Koreans must be protected from any 

hostilities from Japanese. The SCAP must ensure that the Japanese authorities take all 

proper measures to guarantee the safety and welfare of the Taiwanese from mainland 

ChinaChinese and Koreans until they are repatriated.  

 

                                                   
3 「日本占領及び管理のための連合國最高司令官に對する降伏後における初期の基本的指令(昭和 20 年 11

月一日)」(The Early Basic Directives to the SCAP on Occupation and Administration of Japan after Its Surrender),  

in『在日朝鮮人管理重要文書集 (1945-1950)』(Documents on the AdministrationManagement of Koreans in 
Japan), vol. 6 of  

 現代日本·・ 朝鮮關関係史資料  (Historical Materials on Korean-Japanese Relations in Modern Period) (湖北社), 
1975), p. 59. 
4 「在日非日本人の引揚等に關する極東委員會政策決定」 (Far Eastern Commission’s Policy Decision on the 

Repatriation of Non-Japanese in Japan), in 『在日朝鮮人管理重要文書集 (1945-1950)』Koreans in Japan, pp.11-
12.  
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From this articleclause, it appears that while The reason for the added provision was that while 

FEC defined the two groups as neither Japanese nor citizens of enemy citizens states but as 

liberated peoplenationals, it was also concerned about their precarious status and providesd 

measures to ensure their safety. In orderother words, although the FEC conferred upon Koreans 

in Japan the status of liberated peoplenationals, but it was simultaneously confirming the 

instability and ambiguity of such a statusit also acknowledged the precariousness and ambiguity 

of such a status.  

According to the GHQ’s directives or FEC’s report, however, no distinction is made 

between Koreans in Japan and Taiwanese in terms of their statuses. The two groups were placed 

under the same regulations simply because both Korea and Taiwan had been under Japanese 

colonial rule. Consequently, the peoples of the two countries were subject to similar repatriation 

policies and processes. 

 The GHQ, in the early phase of the occupation, implemented made a series of policyies 

implementations to correct the discriminatory policy of the Japanese government towards 

Koreans in Japan. Included here were a prohibition against employment discrimination against 

Koreans, the payment of equal wages for Korean miners in Japan, the abolition of the Japanese 

government’s callous treatment of repatriating Koreansreturnees, a ban on discriminatory 

treatment by the police or discriminatory legal practices against Koreans, and the prohibition of 

unfair practices in the distribution of goods. 5  However, there was an ulterior motive in 

introducing these measures, that beingnamely, the continuous ed holding of skilled Korean coal 

miners needed by Japan to secure for the American military forces a much-needed supply of coal. 

Moreover, even when the directives were put into effect, it was difficult to check whether or not 

they were being enforced. 

                                                   
5 Kim I. (1982, 82-83). 
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However, the policy, initially intended to treat Koreans as liberated people nationals in 

some minor ways, later shifted towards treating Koreans in Japan as enemiesy citizens, that is to 

say as Japanese nationals. In November 1946, the GHQ announced, “Any Koreans refusing to 

return to their homeland will be considered as intending to maintain their Japanese nationality.”6 

Moreover, the Public Relations Section of the GHQ issued an order stating that “All Koreans 

staying in Japan must abide by the Japanese laws.” 

 This change in the GHQ’s attitude towards Koreans in Japan was not motivated by any 

effort to confer the determined status of Japanese nationality to Koreans in Japan. Rather, it was 

intended only to expedite repatriation, a simple exercise of its initial directive that provided for 

flexibility in stipulating the status of Koreans in Japan. After the announcement, the first postwar 

Korean organization in Japan, Jaeil Joseonin Yeonmaeng (League of Koreans in Japan: hereafter 

referred to as Joryon)Choryon (League of Koreans in Japan,), was formed and vehemently 

protested the GHQ’s directive. The GHQ tried to quell the protest by calling the report on its 

announcement erroneous; however, the directives continued to be in force.  

 Even after its surrender, the Japanese government continued to view Korea and Taiwan as 

its colonies. Hence the Higashiku Ninomiya cabinet focused on regulating the movement of 

Koreans and Taiwanese in Japan and on maintaining the existing administrative management 

system instead of introducing measures to expedite their repatriation. On 28 September 1945, the 

Japanese central government sent a directive to each local administrative organ regarding the 

treatment of Koreans and Taiwanese in Japan.7 The directive ordered the local government: 1) to 

maintain close relations with Koreans and Taiwanese in order to “reap the fruit” of everlasting 

co-prosperity and friendship”; 2) to eliminate anxiety and unrest among these people and prevent 

                                                   
6  Shinozaki (1955, 27-28).  
7 SHMK (1994a, 31-35).「終戰ニ伴ウ內地在住朝鮮人及臺灣人ノ處遇ニ關スル應急措置ノ件」, in Post-War 
Compensation, pp. 31-35. 
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any impulsive or rash behavior inspired by temporary emotion; 3) to hold regular talks with 

central and local Association of Koreans (Heungsaenghoe)associations and the Association of 

Taiwanese and the Taiwanese Association in order to cope with the present situation; 4) to utilize 

the organizations established by Koreans and Taiwanese to contribute towards building measures 

to deal with the present situation; and 5) to provide good treatment towards those who wish to 

remain in Japan and to find measures necessary to protect and guide them. From this, there is 

little doubt that the official order had been issued under the delusion that Japan’s colonial rule 

over Korea and Taiwan would continue.  

  Despite the Japanese government’s effort to maintain its hold on Koreans in Japan, the 

organizations of Koreans in Japan, such as the Choryon Joryon and the Joseon Geonguk Chokjin 

Cheongnyeon Yeonmaeng (Korean Youth League for the Promotion of Korean 

IndependenceNation Building), continued to demand that Koreans in Japan be given the same 

rights and privileges of the citizens of allied nations.8 It was absolutely unacceptable for Koreans 

to be treated by the Japanese the same as they had been treated during the colonial period. These 

organizations not only worked to provide aid to repatriating Koreans, but also struggled against 

the Japanese government and GHQ to secure a just and stable status for Koreans who decided to 

remain in Japan.  

 Despite unwavering protests from Korean organizations, the Japanese government 

recognized the vagueness of the GHQ’s policy on the status of Koreans in Japan, and from 

February 1946 until the end of GHQ occupation, steadfastly tried to define the status of Koreans 

in Japan based on the traditional theory of international law. In other words, referencing the legal 

theory that the reinstatement of territory and its people should be determined at the conclusion of 

a peace treaty, the Japanese government refused to recognize a change in the nationality of 

                                                   
8 Wagner (1975, 59).   
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Koreans and insisted on treating them as Japanese nationals until a peace treaty with the U.S. 

went into effect. This theory not only disregarded the reality of the situation, but also defined all 

Koreans in the Korean peninsula, not to mention Koreans in Japan, as Japanese nationals until a 

peace treaty was signed. 9  HoweverThe, the GHQ conceded to the Japanese government’s 

unreasonable claim, and all Koreans in Japan after November 1946 became not liberated 

peoplenationals, but citizens of an enemy state, i.e. Japanese nationals. With this change in the 

status of Koreans, the Japanese government now had civil as well as criminal jurisdiction over 

Koreans in Japan.  

 In November 1946, the Japanese government promulgated the Property Tax Act and 

began levying property taxes on Koreans in Japan. By the following year, the Japanese 

government began registering Koreans for these taxes. While citizens of Allied Powers were 

exempt from the registration of property taxes, Koreans were registered as Japanese nationals. In 

response, Koreans launched protests demanding that they, as liberated peoplenationals, be given 

the same treatment as citizens of Allied Powers. With the GHQ sanction, the Japanese 

government responded by ignoring the protest.  

 Negative images of Koreans in Japan, fostered by the reports of the Japanese government 

to the GHQ, were largely responsible for the GHQ’s tacit consent to the Japanese government’s 

discriminatory practices against Koreans. For example, a GHQ political advisor sent a letter, 

dated September 1946, to the U.S. Secretary of the State, stating that “Taiwanese and Koreans are 

suspected of being responsible for 80 percent of the black market activities that have been 

negatively impacting the price of goods and the regulation of food distribution,” and described 

Taiwanese and Koreans as “lawless and belligerent.” Around the same time, a member of the 

Japanese Progressive Party, Saburo Shiikuma Saburo, in an angry speech, singled out Koreans as 

                                                   
9 Kim I. (1982, 83-84). 
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being at the center of “insolent activities” of third country citizens, claiming that their “lawless 

behavior” was affecting all commercial transactions and social activities in Japan. In other words, 

his statement accused Koreans of being responsible for the impoverished postwar Japanese 

economy. Moreover, he goes went on to say that “The Taiwanese and Koreans who had lived as 

Japanese nationals before the end of the war have now assumed the victor’s attitude, abusing its 

special status and position, and we can no longer tolerate their insolent behavior and disregard for 

the law and order of our nation.” The irate speech betrayed revealed the Japanese government’s 

sustained mentality as colonial ruler.10  

 After its defeat, Japan experienced economic chaos, making it impossible for people to 

sustainmaintain their livelihoods on the rationing system and, in turn, precipitated the growth of 

the black market, which became indispensable in sustaining the postwar economy. Koreans and 

Taiwanese were not the only people dealing in the black market; however, the Japanese 

government’s prejudice was passed onto the GHQ, causing the U.S. military government to 

harbor the misperception that Koreans and Taiwanese in Japan were impeding the postwar 

recovery of the Japanese economy.   

 On 2 May 1947, the Japanese government put into effect the Alien Registration 

OrdinanceOrdinance, requiring all foreigners to be registered, and it specified, that “For the 

present Koreans will be regarded as foreigners.” This statement directly contradicted the 

government’s earlier classification of Koreans in Japan as Japanese nationals and, as well as the 

its move to subject register Koreans forto property taxes just as if they were Japanese citizens 

registration. Under the naisen ittai policy, “Japan (nai: interior: nai) and Korea (sen), one body” 

during the colonial period, the majority of Koreans in Japan had been forcibly brought to Japan to 

work in wartime munitions plants. These Koreans, who were made to live in Japan due to the will 

                                                   
10 Kim C. (1992, 70-71). 
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of the Japanese government, were an exceptional group with a vested right to reside in Japan. In 

other words, although they had been forcibly relocated ed to live in Japan, they were initially 

classified as Japanese nationals, and, therefore, had which vested them rights to reside in Japan if 

they so chose. Consid ering this, it was unjust for the Japanese government to arbitrarily classify 

and treat Koreans as any other aliens.  

 Thise Alien Registration Ordinance Ordinance, which was a combination of the present 

current law on regarding immigrationforeigner’s entry to Japan and the present Alien 

Registration Law, which regulateds and supervises the arrival and departure of foreigners, 

information on foreign residents, and deportation of violators. No doubt, the Ordinance ordinance 

was put into effect primarily to target Koreans who comprised the majority of foreigner residents 

in Japan at the time.11  

 The Koreans, who had argued consistently for foreign citizen status as liberated 

peoplenationals, vehemently protested the provision in Article 11 of the Alien Registration 

Ordinance that stateds “Those Taiwanese named selected by the Minister of Internal Affairs and 

Koreans are to be regarded as foreigners for the present in the application of the Ordinance.” 

Moreover, the stipulation in Article 10 of the Ordinanceordinance, requiring “all foreign residents 

to carry registration records certificates and present them to officials of Internal Affairs upon 

request,” recalls the ID cards issued by the Hyeophwahoe, an association organizedI.D. card 

system that was implemented b by the Japanese colonial government to control Koreans during 

the colonial periodin Japan. Under that such system, Koreans in Japan could be readily subjected 

to the scrutiny of the Japanese police.12 Since then, the Alien Registration Ordinance has become 

an instrument of discrimination against Koreans in Japan. 

                                                   
11 Kim C. (1992, 70). 
12 Kim T. (1998, 257-258).  
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 The Japanese government committed another act of discrimination after stipulating that 

Koreans in Japan were indeed Japanese nationals. On 24 January 1948, the director in charge of 

school education in the Japanese Ministry of eEducation ministry of issued an official 

announcement regarding private Korean schools. According to the announcement, “Koreans must 

abide by the laws and ordinances regulations of Japan. Accordingly, Korean children, like 

Japanese children, must attend Japanese elementary and middle schools.” Also, “[Korean] 

schools must be certified by the branch office ofregional administrative authoritiesy in 

accordance with the rules regarding education in Japan. . . . Korean language instruction may be 

given as an extracurricular activity. Any school in violation of the law will be shut down.”13 As 

theSuch arbitrary applications of the ordinances on property tax, alien registration, and school 

operation education showed that, the Japanese government was extremely inconsistent in regards 

to the status of Koreans, treating them as Japanese nationals on certain occasions and as 

foreigners on others.. The Japanese government’s treatment of Koreans in the postwar period 

reflects the pattern of treatment of Koreans during colonial rule, under which Koreans were 

forced into labor and into war by the arbitrary will of the Japanese government.  

 

The Repatriation of Koreans in Japan 

 

The GHQ and the Japanese Government’s Treatment of Repatriating Koreans  

 

In September 1945, the Japanese government began discussing the repatriation of Koreans who 

had been forcibly brought to Japan. On 1 September, the central government sent directives to 

local governors to have all the construction workers repatriated first and the coal miners last,. 

                                                   
13 Kim C. (1992, 71).  
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They were also instructed to have the repatriating Koreans take only personal belongings that 

could be hand carried, and have a company representative accompany them to Busan port in 

Korea.14  

On 15 September, the Japanese government announced a report on the “Rrepatriation of 

Korean Llaborers.” 15  Similar in content to the September 1 directives, the report discussed 

matters regarding the return of Koreans serving as forced labor. Prior to the report, the 

government drafted an internal memo proposal for the Ministry of Transportation drafted an 

internal memo regarding a ban on proposing a banning on civiliangeneral transport in the routes 

between Senzaki port and Busan port, and Hakata port and Busan port and exclusive use of these 

routes for the repatriation of Koreans who had been forcibly draftedin the routes between Senzaki 

port and Busan port, and Hakata port and Busan port.  The proposal designated which routes 

were to be used for transporting repatriating Koreans who had been drafted to serve in the 

Japanese military or in construction sites or mines.16 The proposalIt further specifiedpertained to 

transport plans through the end of September, specifying that Tokyuzu-maru 德壽丸 be used 

once every three days from 15 September to the end of September for Hakata departures and 

Koan-maru be used every other day from 17 to 28 September for Senzaki departures.   

 At the Japanese vice-ministerial meeting on 20 September, the proposal to install 

repatriation centers in Shimonoseki, Moji and other Japanese ports to accommodate the heavy 

influx of Japanese nationals repatriating from abroad was discussed.17 Although the proposal 

included a clause stating that the repatriation centers would also provide food, medical care, and 

                                                   
14  SHMK (1994b「朝鮮人集團移入勞務者等ノ緊急措置ノ件」,  in Post-War Compensation, pp., 18-20). 
15  SHMK (1994c,「半島人勞務者送還ニ關する件」, in Post-War Compensation, pp. 22-23). 
16  SHMK (1994d「關釜並ニ博釜航路經由旅客輸送ノ件」,  昭和 20 年 9 月 12 日, in Post-War Compensation, 
pp,. 35 - 3635-36). 
17  「SHMK (1994e,引揚民事務所設置ニ關スル件」, 昭和 20 年 次官會議,『 in Post-War Compensation, pp. 
27-28). 
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accommodations to those repatriating to Korea or Taiwan, the centers primarily served 

repatriating Japanese nationals and did virtually nothing for Koreans or Taiwanese.  

 Moreover, allAll the government directives and plans issued in September were primarily 

for the repatriation of those who had been forcibly drafted to either serve in the Japanese imperial 

army or as forced laborers. A repatriation plan for foreign civilians in Japan was first introduced 

when the GHQ issued a directive on 1 November 1.18 The directive stated that the Japanese 

government should bear the expenses for the repatriation of all Koreans, Taiwanese, and the 

people of Ryukyu (Okinawa). The directive stipulated the following four guidelines for the 

repatriation of Koreans in Japan: 1) Japanese territory was to be divided into three regions, Moji-

Shimoneseki-Hakada, Osaka-Kobe, and others, respectively, and repatriation was to take place in 

that order; 2) Each region had to handle the repatriation process for military officers personnel  

first, followed by those who served aswere forciblyed draftedlabor, and finally others; 3) Until 

ordered to transfer to repatriation centers, Korean foreign residents should were to remain in their 

current residences; 4) 1,000 of the remaining Koreans and Chinese forced laborers should were to 

leave from the ports everyday until 14 November 14 for repatriation.19  

Before the basic directives for repatriation were issued, the GHQ released a memorandum 

to the Japanese government titled, “Regulation on the Import and Export of Gold, Silver, Stocks, 

and Other Financial Bonds,” which limited the amount of cash one could carry back to Korea to 

1,000 yen, and permitted the issuance of ordered the Japanese government to issue a bond or a 

bond or certificate of property ownership certificate in exchange for any amount exceeding 1,000 

yen.20 As for baggage, only portables were allowed at first; however, after 1 April 1946, each 

                                                   
18  「日本占領及 び 管理 の た め の 連合國最高司令官 に 對 す る 降伏後 に お け る 初期 の 基本的指令 

(昭和 20 年 11 月一日), in 『在日朝鮮人管理重要文書集 (1945-1950)』, p. 10 in Koreans in Japan. 
19 Wagner (1975, 60-61). 
20 「金,銀,有價證券及び金融上の諸證書の輸出入統制方に對する追加指令に關する總司令部 覺書」(GHQ’s 
Memorandum on the Additional Directives Concerning the Import and Export Control of Gold, Silver, Stocks, and 



 15

person was allowed up to 250 pounds for baggage, provided that person could carry the 

baggage.21 By mid-1946, when the number of repatriating Koreans showed a gradual decrease, 

the GHQ issued the followinga new directives on 4 September 1946 with the following details: 1) 

The minimum necessity of clothing, accessory, and household effects was not to exceed 500 

pounds; 2) U With permission from the regional occupation forces of the military government, up 

to 4,000 pounds of articles not mortgaged prior to 2 September 1945, such as tools and light 

machineries, to be used for commercial or private operations in Japan, are were allowed only 

with permission from the US military area command; 3) Shipments Baggage exceeding 4,000 

pounds were was allowed only with  permission from the GHQ.  

 On 1 December 1949, as the rate of repatriation decreased gradually, a new and more 

relaxed directive on baggage restrictions was issued. The directive included the following: 1) 

Personal effects (luggage, clothing, documents, toiletries, one automobile, personal accessories 

and other items for personal use); 2) Goods to be moved (items generally recognized as necessary 

for the individual or the family to maintain a residence); 3) Vocational tools not exceeding 4,000 

pounds (any items used for commercial or personal operation in Japan not under a lien or any 

other legal restrictions); and 4) Vocational tools exceeding 4,000 pounds, which required 

permission from the Minister of Commerce and Industry by means of submitting an export 

license.22  

 

Repatriation Process and Outcome 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Bonds), in『在日朝鮮人管理重要文書集) (1945-1950)』 , pp. 153-154. 日本占領及び管理のための連合國最高

司令官に對する降伏後における初期の基本的指令(昭和 20 年 11 月一日), in Koreans in Japan. 
21 Morita (1955, 60). 
22 Morita (1955, 71-72). 
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The repatriation of Koreans in Japan began in the latter half of 1944 when information about 

Japan’s imminent defeat began to become knowspread. According to one record, over 300,000 

Koreans in Japan returned to Korea before Japan’s surrender on 15 August 1945.23 Although the 

accuracy of this record cannot be ascertained, other records also indicate that many Koreans in 

Japan hastened their return to Korea even before the end of the Pacific War, and that over 5,000 

Koreans waited for vessels bound for Korea at the Port of Shimonoseki Port in the beginning of 

August in 1945. These Koreans who hastened their return to the Korean homeland sailed for 

Korea on purchased or chartered ships. However, along the Japanese coast, mines had been 

planted by both the American and Japanese militaries during the Pacific War, and the lives of 

many repatriating Koreans were lost because of the resultant mine explosions. Among the tragic 

deaths of repatriating Koreans, the Ukishima M-maru Iincident of 24 August 1945 resulted in the 

largest number of casualties. Of the 2,938 838 Korean forced laborers and 897 Korean civilians 

on board the Japanese Navy naval transport vessel, over 1,000 people died. The vessel, which 

departed Oominato pPort in Aomori prefecture and headed for Busan, exploded and sunk in 

Maizuru bay in Kyoto. 24  Typhoons or violent wind and waves also took many lives of 

repatriating Koreans just after liberation. The purchased or chartered vessels that carried the 

repatriating Koreans were mostly small steamers with a motor attached, poorly equipped to 

withstand typhoons or high winds. Those who died in the shipwreck caused by the Makurazaki 

Typhoon Some of the remains of those whose lives were lost in these accidents are enshrined in 

Odayama cemeteries cemetery in Kitakyushu and Odayama in Japan. Their remains The remains 

of those who died in the shipwreck caused by the Makurazaki Typhoon were found in 

                                                   
23 Wagner (1975, 58). 
24 Morita (1955, 53-54). 

서식 있음

서식 있음

서식 있음



 17

Wakamatsu bay in Kitakyushu, and their remains were collected and buried by other Koreans in 

Japan.  

 Only after November 1945 did the repatriation efforts become more organized under the 

control of the GHQ and the Japanese government. Nevertheless, there were those who took the 

repatriation efforts into their own hands, purchasing or chartering vessels to take them back to 

Korea. In the beginning, the Japanese government designated the following Japanese ports for 

repatriating Koreans in Japan: Hakada, Senzaki, Sasebo, Maizuru, Hakodate, Uraga, Miike, 

Usunoura, Moji, Shimonoseki, Hagi, Sakai, Unozu, Fushiki, Nanao, Niigata, Otaru, and Muroran. 

Hakada and Senzaki were the two ports that had regularly scheduled passenger ships to Busan 

port. Japanese naval and sShipping vessels and Japanese naval vessels ssuch as 雲仙丸 Unzenm-

maru,  長白丸??? Chohakum-maru/Nagashiro-maru, Ookinm 黃金丸 Koganae-maru, 

會寧丸 Kaineim-maru, 間宮丸???Mamiyam-maru,  and 大隅丸 OosuDaigumim-maru operated 

out of these ports.  

The number of Koreans in Japan who repatriated was highest in the period between 

November and the following March in 1946.  Some 940,000 recorded and 400,000 unrecorded 

numbers of Koreans are estimated to have repatriated during that five-month period.25  

 The number of repatriating Koreans, however, began to wane from early 1946. With the 

gradual decrease in the number of repatriating Koreas, tThe GHQ began started registering those 

who wished to repatriate and issued individual notifications of embarkation dates. On 17 

February  1946, the GHQ issued a memorandum called “Registration of Koreans, Chinese, 

Okinawans and Taiwanese.” According to the memorandum, the people of the countries 

enumerated had to   register whether they wished to repatriate or not by 18 March, and. Those 

those who did not register or did not wish to repatriate who expressed wishes against repatriation 

                                                   
25 Morita (1955, 55-57). 
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would loselost all privileges regarding repatriation, such as the GHQ-sponsored vessels and 

safety measures.  

 Of the 647,006 (of which 3,595 were prisoners) remaining Koreans in Japan, 514,060 (of 

which 3,373 were prisoners), that is, 79 percent registered the wish to repatriatefor repatriation. 

In short, 79 percent of the Koreans remaining in Japan at the time expressed the wish to repatriate. 

However, an insignificant portion of that 79 percent actually repatriated on the designated 

departure dates, and many gave up the hope of repatriation soon thereafter.  

 There were several factors that caused Koreans in Japan to defer repatriation or to settle in 

Japan at last. First, many of them questioned whether Korea could become a truly independent 

nation. In other words, many had misgivings about Korea’s fate: they were afraid that Korea 

would fall under Soviet and U.S. control. A survey by the Tochigi prefecture Prefecture police, 

which was conducted immediately after Japan’s defeat and before the waning of repatriation, 

states that “The number of those who wish to repatriate is relatively small with only 20 to 30 

percent of approximately 15,000 Korean residents wishing to repatriate, and those who wish to 

remain in Japan said that they do not feel secure about returning to Korea because Korea will 

soon be under U.S.-Soviet control and that they felt more comfortable with their current life.”26 

Second, there were some Koreans in Japan who considered themselves to be Japanese nationals. 

These Koreans, who had become pro-Japanese under the Japanese imperial government’s 

assimilation policy during the Pacific War, were understandably hesitant about returning to Korea. 

Third, there were many who had already built their lives in Japan and had nothing to return to in 

Korea. This was particularly true for those Koreans married to Japanese women. Fourth, the 

                                                   
26

 栃木縣 警察部長,「戰爭終結後に於ける各方面の動向に關する件」(On the Current Status in Many 

Respects after the End of War), September 15, 1945. 

Tochiki “On the Current Status in Many Respects after the End of War.” 栃木縣 警察部長, 

「戰爭終結後に於ける各方面の動向に關する件」, 1945 년 9 월 15 . 
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maximum cash allowance of 1,000 yen set by the GHQ was too small. Considering the living 

cost at the time, 1,000 yen was not enough to last even a few months. Fifth, negotiations with 

management employers for just wage compensation were endlessly prolonged. Although Korean 

forced laborers constituted the majority of those who fought and waited for just wage 

compensations, there were many regular Korean workers who also did not get paid for their work 

amidst the chaos of postwar Japan.  

 As the number of Korean applicants for repatriation decreased, the GHQ initially set 15 

November 1946 as the deadline to apply for repatriation, but it was later extended to 15 

December. From April to the end of December 1946, the number of people who repatriated 

reached some 82,900:  69,107 from Hakada, 9,917 from Senzaki (it was removed from the list of 

repatriation ports after September), 205 from Hakodate, and 286 from Sasebo. In other words, 

only 16 percent of those who registered for repatriation in March actually repatriated.27 

 Meanwhile, ChoryonJoryon (League of Koreans in Japan), the most organized 

systematized of the Korean organizations in Japan, was involved in many activities regarding the 

repatriation of Koreans. Following the establishment of the Central central Preparatory 

preparatory Committee committee on 10 September 1945, actively JoryonChoryon actively 

became involved in repatriation efforts. On 15 October, Choryon Joryon was formally organized 

and stated its purpose of “facilitating a smooth and swift repatriation of Koreans in Japan.” Once 

repatriation efforts became full-fledged, JChoryon dispatched its members to all the ports and 

took charge of registering the names of repatriating Koreans and issuing repatriation certificates. 

Personal belongings and properties left behind due to the strict baggage limits were either 

temporarily held and managed by, or came under the temporary care of Choryon or were donated 

to Joryon Choryon to be used for its operating funds. Choryon Joryon also established the 

                                                   
27 Morita (1955, 62-6561). 
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Repatriating Korean Relief Society for Korean ReturneesAssociation  in Hakada, where the 

number of repatriating Koreans was largest, and the Korean Relief Association Society in 

Senzaki. These activities of Choryon Joryon continued until the end of April 1946, but the 

activities came to a halt when the GHQ disbanded the organization. Due toAlthough the 

dedicated efforts of the members of JoryonChoryon facilitated , the repatriation process, went 

smoothly. However, the GHQ suspended their activities when they mounted collective protests 

against stating that the GHQ’s unfavorable policies y was unfavorable toregarding Koreans in 

Japan. 

 In early September 1947, repatriation efforts were temporarily suspended by the order of 

the GHQ, . This was due to a request from the U.S. military government in Korea to temporarily 

suspend repatriation efforts. From then, all applications for repatriation were first referred to the 

U.S. military government in Korea for approval before going to the GHQ for final approval. This 

change in the repatriation procedure seems to have been caused by the concern that the sudden 

influx of repatriating Koreans would result in increased collective action. 

 Described more concretelyIn order to repatriate, the applicant was first required to fill out 

the repatriation application issued by the U.S. Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK) 

occupied forces government office in South Korea. Next, a certificate of residency residence 

issued by the head of the municipal district (city/town/village) or the police chief was affixed to 

the application before being submitted to the consular offices of the USAMGIK U.S. Occupied 

Forces in South Korea in Tokyo and Osaka. (After the founding of the Republic of Korea, the 

application was first instead submitted to the central headquartersoffice of the Mindan (Korean 

Residents Union in Japan), then to the Korean Delegation in Japan dispatched by the USAMGIK 

a settlement corporation bbefore being sent to the GHQ for permissionapproval.) The application 

was then sent to U.S. military headquarters in South Korea via the GHQ in Japan.  Once the 
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application was approved, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a notification to the 

Repatriation Petition Aid Center. The Repatriation Petition cCenter then sent the notification of 

approval to the head of the municipal district via regional administrative authoritiesTodofuken 

(hierarchical levels of administrative zones) before the applicant was finally notified. A total of 

17,146 Koreans in Japan repatriated through this procedure from 1947 to 11 May 1950.28  

 The first official mention of repatriation across the 38th Parallel of Koreans who were 

from North Korea was on 5 June 1946, when the Far Eastern Commission (FEC) decided that 

their repatriation to South Korea would be possibleto allow the repatriation of Koreans in Japan 

who had previously resided north of the 38th parallel to the U.S. occupied south.29 The FEC’s 

decision was later reinforced by the conclusion of the 19 December 1946 agreement between the 

U.S. and the Soviet Union on the repatriation of refugees in the Soviet-occupied area, which 

made it possible for Koreans in Japan to repatriate directly to theNorth Korea Soviet-occupied 

north. The agreement stipulated: that  

 

Oonly up to 10,000 Koreans in Japan who were born and had lived in North Korea would 

bewould be able to repatriate to North Korea. . . . Based on the agreement, the GHQ processed 

Tthise repatriation of 10,000 Koreans in Japan who originally came from North Korea would be 

completed from 9 to 15 March 1947. The number to be repatriated includes tIn a memorandum 

the GHQ listed the following groups as eligible for repatriation to the Soviet-occupied north: 

thosehose 9,701 Koreans in Japan who were born in the region above the 38th Parallel parallel 

and who had registered for repatriation prior to 18 March 1946, ; those who were born in the 

north but who had not registered for repatriation,; and those who had changed their minds and 

decided to repatriate. The memorandum also stipulated that iIf the number of applicants exceeded 

10,000, the GHQ was is to be notified by 28 February 1947 for further negotiation. 

 

                                                   
28 Morita (1955, 62-65). 
29 「在日非日本人の引揚等に關する極東委員會政策決定」(Far Eastern Commission’s Policy Decision on the 

Repatriation of Non-Japanese in Japan), in 『在日朝鮮人管理重要文書集(1945-1950 年)』, pp. 11-12.「在日非

日本人の引揚等に關する極東委員會政策決定」, in Koreans in Japan, pp.11-12. 
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 At the end of January 1947, when the Japanese government re-conducted repatriation 

registration in compliance with the memorandum for those wishing to go to North Korea, 

registrations had declined drastically from 9,701 (18 March 1946) to 1,413.  Furthermore, only 

351 of the 1,413 registrants actually repatriated:repatriated, with 233 on March 15 and 118 on 

June 26. They allThe ships carrying these Koreans departed from Sasebo headed for Heungnam, 

North Korea.30 Although the low rate of repatriation to the Soviet-occupied north North Korea 

was could be attributed to the smaller number of northern-born Koreans in Japan, the more 

significant factor was inconsistency inthat the U.S. occupied forces in Japan were inconsistent in 

the-led process of repatriating Koreans to the Soviet-occupied north. 

 The last repatriation vessel, scheduled to leave Maizuru Port on 26 June 1950, with 627 

Koreans on board, was cancelled with the outbreak of the Korean War on 25 June 25. On 16 

August, the Koreans in Japan who were awaiting their homecoming were told by the GHQ to 

return to their residences; no more repatriation vessels sailed out of Japanese ports. On 9 

November 1950, the GHQ issued a memorandum stating that non-Japanese nationals should 

assume all responsibilities for their own voluntary repatriation, which officially concluding 

concluded the Japanese government and the GHQ-led repatriation servicesaffairs. The following 

tables overview repatriation of Koreans in Japan by port, year, and destination.  

 

Table 1. Repatriation to South Korea 

Departure Port 

Departure Year 
Sasebo Hakada Senzaki Maizuru Hakodate Uraga Others Total 

                                                   
30 Morita (1955, 66). 
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45.8 ~ 46.3 

46.4 ~ end of 46 

  1947 

  1948 

  1949 

  1950 

55,306 

286 

8,392 

2,822 

3,482 

2,294 

425,713 

69,107 

320,517 

9,917 

25,676 

3,386 

86,271 

205 

2,540 

 

24,415 940,438 

82,900 

8,392 

2,822 

3,482 

2,294 

Total 72,582 494,818 330,434 29,061 86,476 2,540 24,415 1,040,328 

 

Table 2. Other Repatriations viaby Other Ports 

Otaru  Muroran  Niigata  Miike    Usunoura   Moji  Shimonoseki  

1,865 8,579 2,323 994 1,237 1,000 803 

Sakai  Fushiki  Hagi  Nanao  Unozu   Total   

2,664 1,499 2,640 708 103:  24,415  

 

Table 3. Repatriation to North Korea 

March 1947 Departing from Sasebo Port 233 

June 1947 Sasebo 118 

Total Sasebo 351 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

After liberation from Japanese colonial rule, Koreans in Japan were given the legal status of 

“liberated nationals” by the GHQ. At the same time, Tthey were also at the same time designated 

as non-Japanese nationals, Japanese nationals, and enemy citizens.ies. The term “non-Japanese” 

is accurate, because they were Koreans after all. It is true that they were non-Japanese nationals. 

However, to simultaneously hold the legal status of both liberated nationals and Japanese 

nationals, or of enemy citizensies, is contradictory. A Llegal status as liberated nationals would 
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have been appropriate, since Koreans in Japan had been colonized by Japan but were liberated 

with Japan’s defeat. Therefore, But how could they be calledthis legal status be reconciled with a 

concurrent status as Japanese nationals, or as enemy citizensies? During the colonial period, 

when the Japanese government implemented an assimilation policy in Korea under the slogan of 

naisen ittai (“Japan and Korea, as one bodyancestor,”), the Japanese people nevertheless 

continued to discriminate between themselves and the colonized, referring to Koreans 

disparagingly as chJosenjin (“people of Joseon”) while calling themselves the “people of inland.” 

Therefore, to be given the legal status of Japanese nationals after liberation is was baffling 

unacceptable and incomprehensible for Koreans.  

 Moreover, the legal status of “liberated nationals” was devoid of any political and social 

entitlements.  It simply meant what it literally meant: people who had been liberated from their 

former colonizer. The status of liberated nationals gave Koreans had no channels way offor 

asserting their status as liberated nationalsgrievances, either individually or collectively. In other 

words, Koreans in postwar Japan had no clearly defined legal status.  

 The Japanese government, on the other hand, interpreted the GHQ’s ambiguous definition 

of the legal status of Koreans in Japan to its advantage. Japanese discrimination against Koreans 

during the colonial period was based on ethnicity; however, in the postwar period, the Japanese 

government could no longer discriminate against Koreans on the same basis, so discriminatory 

measures were implemented to target the alien status of Koreans in postwar Japan. It also 

exploited Koreans’ status as Japanese nationals or enemy citizensies in order to thwart the efforts 

of Koreans to regain a sense of national identityindependence after liberation.  

This ambiguous legal status for Koreans in Japan stemmed from the GHQ’s 

misconception of and lack of concern for Japan’s former colonies. Of course, the Japanese 

government played a significant role in fostering such misconceptions for the GHQ, motivated by 



 25

its delusion of continued dominion dominion over its former colonies and by its attempt to 

preempt an advantageous position for any possible future confrontation regarding compensations 

for former colonies.  

 With their legal status determined by outside forces, Koreans in Japan faced many 

disadvantages in their efforts to repatriate. Nevertheless, many Koreans in Japan--, not only those 

who had been brought forcibly drafted to Japan, as forced laborers but also those who had been 

living in Japan from early on--hastened their return to their liberated homeland. The number of 

Koreans in Japan who repatriated, including those unrecorded in the official statistics of the 

Japanese government and the GHQ, is estimated to have between 1.5 to 1.6 million. Before the 

end of the war, there were over 2.2 million Koreans living in Japan. After 1950, when the 

repatriation efforts ended, there were some 600,000 Koreans remaining there.  

 Koreans who gave up on repatriation and settled permanently in Japan faced tremendous 

discrimination from the Japanese government and people, who continued to view them as the 

colonized. Regardless of ability, tThey also faced discrimination in job opportunities and were 

barred from becoming public officials or lawyers because they were considered foreigners. 

Moreover, invisible discrimination also made it difficult for Koreans to improve their living 

conditions, regardless of how hard they worked. Why, then, did they remain behind? One reason 

was that they had been trapped in the fetters placed on them by colonial Japan. Most Koreans in 

Japan were either those whose farmland had been seized by the Japanese colonial government or 

those who had been made to serve as forced laborforcibly drafted.  For most of them, they had no 

jobs or homes to return to in Korea, and . Moreover, mmany remained in Japan because they 

were physically too weak to make the sea to Korea, due to years of hard labor. In other words, 

thosethese were people who had been robbed of their wealth and physical health by the Japanese 

colonial government wereand who d deserving edof compensation and dignified treatment, not 
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discrimination and disdain., but insteadInstead, they were discriminated against and viewed by 

Japanese society with contempt.   

 Despite many hardships, Koreans in Japan maintained Korean ethnic identity, building 

Korean communities within Japan. However, many of them remained without a nationality. 

Moreover, as their homeland had become two nations, North and South, divided along the 38th 

Parallel parallel by different ideologies and systems, Korean communities in Japan experienced 

the same ideological divide, with socialism on one side and capitalism on the other. The 

ideological standoff between the two Koreas left little room for Koreans in Japan to be wholly 

embraced by either government, making it impossible for them to maintain homogeneity.   

 Repatriation and overseas settlement meant two different things. Many Koreans in Japan, 

who had lived through colonialism and experienced liberation on Japanese soil, suddenly found 

themselves standing at a fork in the road: either return to their homeland or remain in Japan. Thus, 

to shed light on the history of the post-liberation repatriation of Koreans in Japan is to illuminate 

the beginning of the history of zainichi Koreansthose who settled remained in Japan and built 

Korean communities communities in Japanabroad. It also serves to strengthen the invisible link 

among ethnic Koreans everywhere in the world, transcending that transcends the many 

nationalities among Koreans everywhere in the world.  
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