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Abstract

When the United States attacked Hiroshima and Nagasaki with atomic bombs in August 1945, it is
estimated that approximately a tenth of all victims, or hibakusha, were Korean. Following Japan’s
surrender in WWII and Korea’s liberation from 36 years of Japanese colonial rule, these Korean
hibakusha either moved back to the Korean Peninsula or remained in Japan for various reasons. Those
Korean hibakusha who remained in Japan, or zainichi Korean hibakusha, have faced unique
difficulties unknown by both Japanese hibakusha and Korean hibakusha in the Korean Peninsula.
These difficulties were caused by, among others, the “geographical-political border” and “political-
social border” that were derived from the division of both the Korean Peninsula and zainichi Korean
society as a result of the Cold War.

The “geographical-political border” caused difficulties because Korean Aibakusha dispersed
and settled mainly in three countries—Japan, South Korea, and North Korea—and zainichi Korean
hibakusha therefore were separated from Korean hibakusha in the Korean Peninsula. As a result, when
zainichi Korean hibakusha tried to help their counterparts in the Korean Peninsula who were left
abandoned with no support by the Japanese and Korean governments, they faced difficulties due to
geographical distance and also political circumstances such as the difference in political systems and
the absence of diplomatic relations between the three countries. On the other hand, the “political-social
border” caused difficulties because, as a result of the Cold War and the division of the Korean
Peninsula, zainichi Korean society was split based on political ideology and which of the two nation-
states on the Korean Peninsula members supported, preventing them from uniting in the hibakusha
movement. At the same time, these borders helped develop their identity as zainichi Korean hibakusha
and also provided their movements with a unique purpose, that is, to overcome these very borders.

This thesis examines zainichi Korean hibakusha movements which attempted to overcome
the “geographical-political border” and the “political-social border” that impacted zainichi Korean
hibakusha, and analyses the development, achievements, limits, characteristics, and meaning of these

movements. It will look at four specific cases: two movements which attempted to overcome the



“geographical-political borders” between Japan and South Korea and between Japan and North Korea;
and two movements which attempted to overcome the “political-social border” within zainichi Korean
society. These cases will be analysed through the use of publications and internal materials of zainichi
Korean hibakusha organisations, their main actors’ biographies, memoirs, and interviews, and also
media reports. The analysis will pay particular attention to the identity of those zainichi Korean
hibakusha who have played important roles in these cases.

The thesis begins with an introductory chapter in which the objective and theoretical
framework of this research is outlined, followed by Chapter 1 which overviews the history of Korean
hibakusha. From Chapter 2 onwards, the focus is narrowed down to zainichi Korean hibakusha.

Chapter 2 examines a movement which attempted to overcome the “geographical-political
border” between Japan and South Korea, taking the Special Committee for A-bomb Victims in Korea
(Kankoku Gembaku Higaisha Taisaku Tokubetsu linkai) as a case study. Collaborating with an anti-
nuclear organisation and citizens’ organizations in Japan, the Committee conducted various activities
to provide Korean hibakusha in South Korea with medical support. In the course of its activities, the
Committee not only overcame the “geographical-political border” between Japan and South Korea,
but also the “borders” between Koreans and Japanese and between hibakusha and non-hibakusha,
developing cooperative relations between these groups. It can be argued that this was supported and
made possible by the development of new relations based on participants’ identities which were not
necessarily “national,” in other words being “Korean” or “Japanese.” Their activities supporting
Korean hibakusha in South Korea can be described as a movement which moved beyond national
boundaries in multiple respects.

Chapter 3 examines a movement which attempted to overcome the “geographical-political
border” between Japan and North Korea, taking the Hiroshima Council of Korean A-bomb Victims
(Hiroshima-ken Chosen-jin Hibakusha Kyogikai) as a case study. This Council was established mainly
by DPRK-associated zainichi Korean hibakusha who committed themselves to support for Korean
hibakusha in Hiroshima, the global anti-nuclear movement, and support for Korean hibakusha in
North Korea. Although their activities faced some difficulties and limitations partly due to the absence

of diplomatic relations between Japan and North Korea, they did succeed to some extent in overcoming



the “geographical-political border” between Japan and North Korea. It can be argued that the efforts
of the Hiroshima Council were driven by the members’ identity as “hibakusha who are overseas
nationals of the DPRK,” an identity that they developed and strengthened throughout the course of
their activities.

Chapters 4 and 5 examine movements which attempted to overcome the “political-social
border” within zainichi Korean society. The Nagasaki Council of Korean A-bomb Victims (Nagasaki-
ken Chosen-jin Hibakusha Kyogikai) that is examined in Chapter 4 was the only organisation of
zainichi Korean hibakusha that has ever existed in Nagasaki, and aspired to become an organisation
where all zainichi Korean hibakusha would gather, regardless of nationality and political ideology, so
that they could overcome the “political-social border” within zainichi Korean society. The Nagasaki
Council also focused on Nagasaki’s local history, and particularly associated the history of the
Japanese colonisation of Korea with that of Korean hibakusha who were exposed to the atomic
bombing in Nagasaki. However, their intent was not necessarily well received or understood,
especially because some core members of the Council were affiliated with the DPRK-associated
zainichi Korean organisation called Soren. It can be argued that, as they carried out their activities, the
members of the Nagasaki Council were attempting to form an encompassing identity of “Korean
hibakusha who experienced the atomic bombing in Nagasaki.” When looking at history, one is prone
to be influenced by the current political and social context. In contrast, the Nagasaki Council attempted
not to be restrained by the current political and social environment that surrounded zainichi Koreans.

Chapter 5 examines the issue of the relocation of the Cenotaph for Korean A-bomb Victims
(Kankoku-jin Gembaku Giseisha Ireihi) in Hiroshima that arose in the 1990s, and how local zainichi
Koreans dealt with the issue. In 1990, Hiroshima City and local chapters of the two nation-wide
zainichi Korean organisations, ROK-associated Mindan and DPRK-associated Soren, began
negotiations so that the Cenotaph that was originally constructed just outside the boundaries of the
Peace Memorial Park in central Hiroshima would be renovated as a “unified” cenotaph to
commemorate all Korean hibakusha, and then relocated to the inside of the Park. However, the
negotiations came to a deadlock partly because Mindan and Soren could not reach a consensus

regarding the details of a “unified” cenotaph. At the same time, there was another factor that led to the



deadlock, which was that those Mindan members who were involved in the 1970 construction of the
original cenotaph began to raise objections to the idea of renovation. The cenotaph was relocated to
the Park without renovation in 1999, and Hiroshima City, Mindan, and Soren signed a statement in
2001, in which they agreed to continue their efforts to realise a “unified” cenotaph in the future. When
examining the developments surrounding the Cenotaph with a focus on the zainichi Koreans involved,
it can be argued that their negotiation was an attempt to overcome the “political-social border” within
zainichi Korean society through realising a “unified” cenotaph that would commemorate all Korean
hibakusha regardless of present political and social differences. However, the negotiation reached a
deadlock due to identity conflicts, first between the collective identities of Mindan and Soren, and then
between some people’s social identity as Mindan members and their personal identity as individuals
who were involved in the construction of the original cenotaph. Sharing a common goal is not
necessarily enough for different groups to become united and move a project forward. Rather, they
constantly need to consider various other matters such as their respective positions and perspectives,
what the goal means to them respectively, and their relationships with each other. It can be argued that
it was this difficulty and challenge that was manifested in the relocation issue that arose in Hiroshima
in the 1990s.

Despite different degrees of success and difficulty, what these four case studies have in
common is that, through their respective movements, zainichi Korean hibakusha aspired to overcome
the “geographical-political border” between Japan and the Korean Peninsula and the “political-social
border” within zainichi Korean society, and then to unite Korean Aibakusha in Japan, South Korea,
and North Korea. It can be argued that their aspiration was born out of their identity as zainichi Korean
hibakusha that was formed due to the very borders they strived to overcome. Although these
movements had limits, their motivation was nevertheless sustained by zainichi Korean hibakusha’s
orientation towards “unification” and also their cooperative relationships with people who were not
zainichi Korean hibakusha themselves. These two factors may indicate a possibility to realise the
“open identity” that is proposed by Kizd Ogura. In turn, this “open identity” may further present a new,
multi-faceted perspective on the history of East Asia that has often been framed by national narratives,

and provide a means towards moving the history debate of the region one step forward.
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