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Abstract
During the Japanese colonial period (1910-1945), about a quarter of Jeju residents moved to Japan 
to escape their hardships, as Jeju Island’s industry was inferior to the inland area. In light of this, 
about 60% of Osaka Zainichi Koreans are deemed from Jeju Island. Against this backdrop, the 
meaning and symbol of Jeju Island, respectively, are well embodied in novels written by Jeju 
people who moved to Japan.  For them (i.e., Koreans living in Japan), Jeju Island is not only their 
homeland but also a place where they have painful memories. In addition, Jeju Island means 
their own identities itself since they are in a minority group in Japan.  Many Zainichi writers 
who were born on Jeju Island and moved to Japan or were born in Japan regard Jeju Island as 
their hometown. Thus, this paper will explore well-known writers who dealt with “Jeju Island” 
as their subject matter by dividing them into generations. Specifically, Kim Sok-pom’s Death of 
a Crow (1957) deals with the restoration of a tragic historical site based on the 4.3 incident; Lee 
Yangji’s Haenyeo (Female Divers, 1983) sublimates the fundamental anxiety and fear inherent in 
the existence of Zainichi into the image of a female diver “in the water.” Jeju Island, as an internal 
colony, has a meaning as a “collective space” that heals the collective memories of the people of 
Jeju who have fought against and resisted external violence. The analysis of these works intend 
to shed light on how the space of Jeju Island in Zainichi Korean literature was reconstructed 
in a complex way as it became one with historical records and personal memories throughout 
generations.
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ZAINICHI KOREAN LITERATURE AND JEJU ISLAND

During the Japanese colonial period (1910-1945), Jeju Island (濟州島) belonged to 
Jeollanam-do (全羅南道), which was an administrative unit on the same level as 
counties. Jeju residents were forcibly emigrated (involuntary emigration) through 
means such as conscription or impressment. After liberation, a significant number of 
Jeju residents moved to Japan in order to avoid the Jeju 4․3 Incident1 and the Korean 
War, or to escape poverty (Ko, “A Study on the Social Background” 134). When a 
direct shipping route was connected between Osaka, Japan and Jeju Island, about a 
quarter of Jeju Island’s population (approximately 50,000 people) moved to Japan in 
the 1930s. After Korea’s independence from Japan, many Jeju residents returned to 
their hometowns; however, many returned to Osaka or other areas in Japan during 
the chaotic period around the Jeju April 3 Incident (Mun 93). During the 23 years 
preceding Japan’s defeat in the war, tens of thousands of women workers in textile 
factories and rubber factories, as well as haenyeo, etc., crossed over to Japan from 
Jeju Island. In 1947, after liberation, it was separated into Jeju Province (濟州道), and 
in 2006, it became Jeju, a metropolitan local government that had “special autonomy” 
(Takamura 270-71)—which meant it had a right of self-government from a central 
government in land. Although, since ancient times, Jeju Island had been recognized 
as an outlying district—one of the places of exile within Korea. Jeju people had been 
discriminated against by land people who were categorized majorities; while the 
former were, in turn, called “islanders,” which meant minorities. Jeju Island, where 
those who committed the most serious political crimes were exiled, was recognized as 
a border area even within Korea. Hence, Jeju people who moved to Seoul were looked 
down on as islanders (Yang 265-67). In this respect, the position of Jeju residents, who 
were recognized as minorities in Korea, continued into the Zainichi Korean2 society. 

Zainichi Koreans, who were from Jeju Island, had lived with a dual structure that 
expressed a stronger locality compared to those from other regions. Furthermore, they 
had a strong perception of trying to preserve Jeju culture while living in Japanese 
culture (Ko, Life and Entrepreneurial Activities 24). Originally, the Japanese word 

“Zainichi” (在日) meant foreigners in Japan but it came to be commonly used as a 
degrading term for ethnic Korean residents in Japan. “Zainichi” usually referred to 
Koreans and their descendants who migrated from the Korean Peninsula and settled 
in Japan during the Japanese occupation of Korea—also bearing the meaning of 

“impermanence” (Lie ⅹ). Zainichi Koreans represent mobility; that is, a collective 
migration of a colonized country’s residents to their colonizer’s turf. 

Additionally, Zainichi Korean literature generally refers to works on the subject 
of Zainichi Korean life, written in Japanese by ethnic Koreans residing in Japan. The 
genesis of Zainichi Korean literature took place after Japan’s defeat in August 1945 
(liberation of Joseon). The magazine Minshuchosen (民主朝鮮) (founded in April 
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1946) was published by Zainichi Korean writer Kim Tal-su (1919-1997). Zainichi 
Korean writers and poets began to engage in creative activities by publishing their 
works in this magazine (Hayashi 9).

There were many Zainichi Korean writers who were born in Jeju Island and moved 
to Japan, or those who were born in Japan but had Jeju Island as their domicile. They 
may be considered as a “double minority” because as “Zainichi,” they are a national 
minority; while at the same time, as Zainichi Koreans, they embody the minority 
status of being relegated to the “Jeju Islander.” As a result, Zainichi Korean literature 
provides a unique perspective to the meaning and symbolism attributed to “Jeju 
Island.” 

While the “island” symbolizes isolation and solitude in that it is far from 
the mainland, it also symbolizes a safe refuge from the sea of chaos (S. Lee 321). 
Incorporating the specific literary symbolisms attributed to an “island,” writers from 
Jeju Island have directly or indirectly shaped their relationship with Jeju Island from 
various perspectives. The very themes can be about the original landscape of Jeju as 
a homeland from the perspective of the previous generation on the motherland and 
hometown, the pain of separation and the aspiration of returning to the hometown, 
and the political, social, and historical issues that overwhelmed and decimated their 
motherland (H. Kim, “Diaspora Literature in Japan” 173).

Kim Sok-pom (1925~) and Lee Yangji (1955~1992), who are mostly discussed 
in this paper, are representative of Zainichi Korean writers who were not born on 
Jeju Island. Nevertheless, they established a deep connection to Jeju Island as their 
hometown, being largely influenced by their parents. Zainichi Korean writers are 
generally categorized according to the writer’s place of birth and the characteristics 
of their work. The first-generation writers were identified as choosing to remain in 
Japan after Joseon was liberated. This was because they were concerned about the 
unstable situation in their homeland and the difficulties of making a living in it. 
At the same time, they were hoping that North and South Korea would soon be 
unified. These first-generation writers consider themselves as Zainichi Koreans as 
opposed to belonging to a Zainichi Korean ethnic organization3. The writers who 
can be said to have substantially laid the foundation for Zainichi literature after the 
war are as follows: Kim Tal-su, Lee Hoe-sung, Kim Sok-pom, Kim Tae-saeng, Ko 
Sa-myung, Gim Shi-jong, etc. They all withdrew from the Zainichi organization. 
This suggests that Zainichi literature began with a political nature (Kawamura 
16). After the 1960s, the second-generation Zainichi Korean writers4 arose. Their 
active literary activities brought attention to Zainichi Korean literature in Japan. 
The second generation mainly explored themes of navigating the challenges of 
life as a Korean in Japan and grappling with the complexities of national identity. 
The emergence of the third generation began in the 1980s, and they considered 
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individual identity more important than national identity, showing more interest 
in the relationship with Japan or Zainichi society than with the motherland (H. 
Kim, Zainichi Korean Women’s Literature Theory 11-4).

Kim Sok-pom and Lee Yangji are both Zainichi Korean writers who were born in 
Japan, yet they consider Jeju Island as their hometown. In the case of Kim Sok-pom it 
is common to classify him as a first-generation writer because of his frequent travels 
to his motherland, creative productions in Korean, including his literary works that 
deal with national consciousness. This paper analyzes the representative works of 
these two writers, whose creative periods span a significant time difference. Their 
novels will be seen as a study of  the core of identity and a representation of reality. 
Because an author’s memory is social, individual memory and collective memory 
cannot be separated (P. Lee 224).

Through an analysis of their novels, this essay will examine  how Zainichi Korean 
writers from Jeju Island remember and narrate the “Island of Jeju” in Kim Sok-pom’s 
Death of a Crow (鴉の死, 1957), which deals with the restoration of a tragic historical 
site based on the Jeju 4.3 Incident, and Lee Yangji’s Haenyeo (Female Divers 1983) 
that sublimates the fundamental anxiety and fear inherent in the existence of a 
Zainichi Korean, into the image of haenyeo “under the water.” Furthermore, this essay 
will demonstrate how the two authors are reviving collective memories of the loss of 
humanity and individual internal conflicts experienced by the Joseon people due to 
their dark history and violent social structure. It will also show how collective memory 
influences the identity crisis of Koreans in Japan and shapes their sense of identity.  
Although there are many Zainichi Korean writers whose hometown is Jeju Island, the 
reason why this article pays particular attention to the works of Kim Sok-pom and 
Lee Yangji is because they both study the image of an island as an ideological place 
as implied by the usage of the words “hometown” or “motherland,”—core keywords 
in Zainichi Korean literature.
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JEJU ISLAND, COLLECTIVE MEMORY, AND THE REPRESENTATION OF HISTORY

Three or four months after his mother moved to Japan from Jeju Island, Kim 
Sok-pom was born in Osaka Ikaino5 in 1925. He had the opportunity to travel to 
Jeju Island during his childhood since his parents were from Jeju. According to 
his handwritten chronology, after visiting Jeju Island in 1939 at the age of 14, he 
became more aware that his birthplace, Osaka, was not his hometown, but it was 
Jeju Island—his real “hometown.” After this realization, his anti-Japanese sentiment 
gradually deepened, and it turned him into a “little nationalist” who dreamed 
of Joseon’s independence (S. Kim 386). After publishing Bak-seobang, Jailer, and 
Death of a Crow in Bungeishuto (文芸首都) in 1957, he considered tracking down 
the Jeju 4.3 Incident as his lifelong task. 

In order to understand Death of a Crow, it is necessary to examine the writer’s 
activities and the atmosphere of Zainichi Korean society in the 1950s when the work 
was written. In 1952, Kim Sok-pom resigned from the Japanese Communist Party and 
secretly went to Sendai (仙台). He joined a political organization in Sendai, where he 
ostensibly worked in advertising for a local newspaper. However, he moved back to 
Tokyo after three or four months due to extreme neurosis. He lived in  an era when 
people were called patriots when they were active in organizations. Breaking away 
from the two organizations meant the end of the member’s political lives (Isogai and 
Kuroko 391).

In  a conversation between Kim Sok-pom and Gim Shi-jong, who were contemporary 
writers, they attempted to answer the question: What is the Jeju April 3 Incident? In 
this conversation, Kim Sok-pom describes the background of his work, Death of a 
Crow, as follows:

The main character of Death of a Crow works as an interpreter for the US Military 
Government in Jeju Island, but he works as a spy due to his connection with the guerrillas. 
He steals information from it and gives it to the guerrilla organization. As he was a secret 
party member, this motif came from my experience in Sendai. (Omitted) If I hadn’t gone 
to Sendai at that time, I don’t think Death of a Crow would have been born. (Kim and 
Gim 123)

As stated in the excerpt above, the experience of working in Sendai in connection 
with the North Korean underground organization at the time served as an 
opportunity to write Death of a Crow. It can be said that this work began with a 
sense of despair when he felt that his political role had been lost after breaking 
away from the organization of Zainichi Koreans. On this note, this work may be 
claimed as the start of Kim Sok-pom’s literature in which he registered a more 
conscious awareness of his beliefs and ideas as a Zainichi Korean. 
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Death of a Crow heavily features the historico-political landscape of Jeju Island. 
It is a work that is evaluated as the starting point which dominates Kim Sok-pom’s 
literary ouevre: 

I went to my hometown with my mother when I was young, but I have no memory of that time. The 
first time I was conscious of stepping on the land of Jeju Island was when I was 14 years old. The few 
months of living in my hometown had a fundamental impact on my life and way of life thereafter. 
Since then, I have been living on the mainland of the Korean Peninsula, going back and forth between 
Jeju Island, Seoul, and Japan. What my first life in Jeju Island brought to me was that I was not a 

‘Japanese citizen’ or a ‘subject of the Empire’, but an ethnic Korean and a person from Jeju Island. It 
was a national consciousness. (S. Kim, Goguk Haeng 178-79)

Jeju Island is a place that confirmed the national awareness and existence of an 
ethnic Korean to Kim Sok-pom, who had lost his hometown. Hence, Jeju Island 
served as a symbolic place that made him look back on his life as a Zainichi Korean. 

The rain had stopped. The main road was in a miserable state having been ridden 
roughshod by trucks and a slew of combat boots, it was now frozen into a furrowed line 
of countless deep ruts that stretched obstinately east and west through the city. The sea 
was so rough today that it could be heard all the way downtown. Clouds loomed low and 
heavy over people’s heads. Occasionally, a silver streak of sunlight managed to leak from 
a tear in the cloud cover. The wind had subsided. It was a bitterly cold day. 

“Hey now, hey! Hey now, hey—”
From his position on the stone steps of the police station Jeong Gijun distantly heard 

the disagreeable voice of Old Man Boil, the man who acted as a kind of town crier for 
the police. Gijun had run into him last night while en route to his secret meeting with 
the partisans.

He was unsettled by a sudden jolt of fear. (S. Kim, Death of a Crow 111-12)

The depiction of foreboding through the harsh atmosphere and weather in the first 
paragraph of Death of a Crow alludes to the scene of the tragedy of the 4.3 Incident 
that took place in Jeju Island. Since Japan and Jeju were geopolitically adjacent, Jeju 
residents were mobilized for conscription and impressment, and Jeju Island was 
used as a military base. When Japan was defeated in the war and US troops landed 
in Incheon, and right after US troops landed on Jeju Island, young people initially 
the thrill of a liberation army. However, foreign troops occupied the island instead 
of the Japanese army. This began to make the islanders anxious. 

The narrative of Death of a Crow revolves around the actions of a character 
named Jeong Gijun, who works as a spy in connection with partisan Jang Yongseok 
while working as an interpreter for the US Military Government. While Death of a 
Crow is set against the background of the Jeju 4.3 Incident, the main motive of the 
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work is the inner and psychological conflict of Jeong Gijun. He suffered the most 
from the gaze of the islanders on the US military’s puppet as he was playing the role 
of a spy. He could not accept the transfer notice easily, which was an opportunity to 
escape from the island since he was conflicted about his position. He knows better 
than anyone about the massacre of innocent people at the hands of the authorities, 
but he is a weak person who cannot stand up to them regarding it. He was once 
in a relationship with his friend Jang Yongseok’s younger sister Yangsun, but even 
loses his love to keep his political convictions. As symbolized by the mission given 
to him as a spy, Jeong Gijun does not reveal his emotions and appears to live a 
life with a complete separation between his inner and outer worlds. In the past, 
Kim Sok-pom had an experience in which he ran away from the organization after 
failing to adapt to double espionage. The loneliness and anxiety felt by a person 
cut off from the organization, and the sense of disillusionment with the party and 
the revolution (Seo 225), are reflected in the character of Jeong Gijun. Also, there 
is one of the figures representing the populace, who is Old Man Boil. He was paid 
to suck out pus from boils on the skin, and he carried around parts of dead bodies 
to identify them. This critically narrates the situation of the time by illustrating the 
Syngman Rhee regime and the servants of power, intellectuals acting independently, 
and the people who were foolish but wise.

As can be seen in the novel, which is narrated around “memory,” collective 
memory and individual memory are in a mutually subordinate relationship, and 
individual recalls from the perspective of the group, and collective memory becomes 
actualized and clear in individual memories (Nünning and Ansgar Nünning 218). 
Even though Kim Sok-pom didn’t experience the events personally, he reorganizes 
the island of Jeju into a collective place by reconstructing historical facts through 
the memories of others who have the Zainichi’s point of view based on the political 
and social situation of the time. Individual victims and perpetrators, who can be 
said to be witnesses to the terrible historical events that took place on Jeju Island, 
remember the events from a collective perspective. In the novel, this collective 
memory is materialized through Jeong Gijun, Jang Yongseok, and Yi Sanggeun.

      In literary works, the “crow” is usually interpreted as a symbol of an unsightly 
world such as disorder, bad omen, ominous greed, death, and revenge due to its 
black color and ominous cry (S. Lee, “Crow” 89-90):

“That’s a fantastic shooting arm you’ve got there. just one bullet, eh… 
They do say that crows in the morning are a bad omen. Haha, I hate crows. For one, their 
color is just wrong. And I can’t stand the way they caw…like an old woman half in the 
grave. Y’know, on her deathbed, my mother was terrified of crows. Made a noise just like 
one-caw caw…” (S. Kim, Death of a Crow 226)
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Gijun took a step forward and even more calmly shot three bullets in quick succession 
into the innocent young woman’s chest. He didn’t know why the gun had spat fire at 
the young woman when it should have been aimed at the director. He simply felt an 
instinctual relief. Those wretched bullets that felt like they’d been fired at his own chest 
were lodged deep in her breasts. Blood gushed out from the wounds. (228)

It was all over, it had all just begun…His life must continue on, he thought to himself. 
This land was still the must appropriate place for him to carry out his responsibilities, the 
place he would bury his life when it was all over. (229)

Gijun’s action in the final scene, wherein he shoots the crow and then fires three 
shots at the dead girl’s corpse, is very symbolic. As symbolized by Gijun’s words, “It 
was all over, it had all just begun,” (229) the three bullets shot can be interpreted as 
what he did to himself, and as a scene suggesting a new start for Gijun. Here, the 
meaning of new start can be interpreted as the acceptance of the reality of having 
to carry out a given mission while completely ignoring emotions and nature with 
the will of revolution, as well as the death of the person, Jeong Gijun.  

With “sharp eyes, glossy feathers, and large taut body,” and “Making clear its 
animosity towards Gijun, an unwanted intruder,” (225) the “Death of the Crow” on 
Jeju Island can be interpreted as the result of Gijun’s self-dividing behavior of mind 
and body. Ultimately, the message that the writer is trying to convey through Jeong 
Gijun is not a testimony, accusation, or exposure of the 4.3 Incident, but human 
nihilism and existential problems reflected in the tragic event (Roh 15). For Kim 
Sok-pom, Jeju Island is his hometown. At the same time, it is also a place where he 
realized and confirmed his identity and existence as a Joseon person.

However, Jeju Island is not simply a hometown to Kim Sok-pom, but it can 
also be seen as a site where the history of the island is being regenerated via the 
replacement of the history of the island with the history of the Zainichi group. In 
the historical events of Jeju Island, he tried to broadly portray how the Zainichi 
Korean society perceived the political situation in Korea (homeland), including 
their role and position as Zainichi Koreans and their political beliefs. It shows the 
process of reconstructing Jeju Island as a site of history by expanding the historical 
events that occurred on the island of Jeju from the experience of an individual 
Jeju-do citizen to the experience of a group. In this sense, the island of Jeju serves 
as an imaginary space composed of the sad history of the motherland and the 
individual’s painful memories experienced while living as a Zainichi Korean.
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MEMORIES OF FEAR AND RETURN TO JEJU ISLAND

Lee Yangji is the second Zainichi Korean writer to win the Akutagawa Prize6. The 
works created around the same time, Nabi Taryeong (1982), Haenyeo (1983), Gak (
刻,1984), and Yuhee (由熙, 1988) were all nominated for the Akutagawa Award, and 
won the 100th Akutagawa Award for the work Yuhee. It has also garnered attention in 
Korea. Lee Yangji’s parents immigrated to Japan from Jeju Island in 1940, and they 
were naturalized as Japanese when she was nine years old. Her first visit to Korea 
was in 1980, and she went through a period of wandering constantly in search of her 
own identity while studying in Korea. Unlike the first-generation Zainichi Korean 
literature, which was centered on the nation and political ideology, the subject of her 
literature has been the inner confusion as a Zainichi Korean through examining her 
own unfortunate family history and her experience of studying in her motherland. 

Most studies on Lee Yangji centers on the Akutagawa Prize-winning work 
Yuhee, which dealt with the issue of language and identity under the theme of the 
author’s experience in his homeland. Meanhile, Haenyo is a work that is different 
from Lee Yangji’s other novels. Interestingly,  the novel’s title  refers to women 
diving to collect seafood. Diving and harvesting seafood is practiced in coastal 
villages on the Korean Peninsula and on some other islands, but Jeju Island has 
the largest number of haenyeo.7 “Haenyeo (Female Divers)” is known as a cultural 
symbol image of Jeju Island that represents independent Jeju women (Noh 236). 
Narratives that reproduce haenyeo are women’s narratives, dealing with women’s 
experience and pain, and women’s social position and family problems (246). 

The novel Haenyeo is described from the perspective of two people (Keiko and 
Keiko’s half-sister). After the death of her older sister, Keiko decides to review 
her older sister’s past. She finds out that her older sister was brought in by her 
stepmother after Keiko’s mother passed away. Her sister’s father divorced and 
returned to his hometown of Jeju Island. Her older sister, who had followed her 
mother into her Japanese family, was eventually subjected to domestic violence 
and sexual assault by her stepfather and her half-brother. She was also blatantly 
discriminated against for being a Korean.

Because of her traumatic experiences,  Keiko’s half-sister was always in fear 
that the revelation of her Korean identity might  expose her to further abuse. In 
one instance during fourth grade, she dreaded attending a social studies class 
where Koreans would be the  subject of discussion. In response to her anxieties, 
she fantasized scenarios about avoiding school altogether, and fate aligned as she 
passed out on the very day she feared. Upon recovering from her coma, the sound 
echoing in her ears manifested as an auditory hallucination:  “go in, go into the 
water.”
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It was supple, yet unobstructed, and at the same time immersed in a strange feeling as 
if the whole body was being pressed from all sides. I’m in the water right now--. The 
surroundings light up little by little. The body is slowly pulled up. With all her might, she 
stretched her body toward the surface, as if trying to pull her feet out of the water that 
gripped her ankles. (Y. Lee, Haenyeo 225)

In the sentence “go into the water,” the “water” is remindful of the sound of 
waves crashing against the rocks of Jeju Island, the hometown of her father (Takai 
278). She remembers that day as a miraculous incident as she did not have to go to 
class anymore.

If another major earthquake like the Great Kanto Earthquake occurs, Koreans might be 
massacred, right?

As they ask me to say something like ijjien, gojissen, should I be stabbed with a bamboo 
spear? But that won’t happen this time, right? The world has changed a lot since then. 
Besides, now I can pronounce it just like Japanese people. Well..Hmm…if I get to the 
point of being slaughtered, my lover would hug me very tight and say “Would you stay 
with me?” And I might say “No, I won’t be slaughtered this time. But we would be in 
trouble unless you kill me--. I run away while being chased. Frenzied Japanese follow me 
with bamboo spears and Japanese swords. I would eventually get caught running away, 
stabbed in the back and the chest, and I would be writhing in blood. (Y. Lee, Haenyeo 
252)

I’m afraid. The stabbing feeling was unbearable. So, I cut me around my chest and wrists 
with that kitchen knife. It hurt. And the blood was really just coming out. I wanted to 
poke it, but I got scared at the thought of more blood pouring—this time I hit it on the 
leg with a sledgehammer. Then it hurt too. Hmm honey, Will I be slaughtered? Well, 
what do you think? If I’m not killed, am I Japanese? (252-53)

As Keiko traces her sister’s whereabouts, she learns about the different forms of 
her sister’s paranoia from Morimoto Ichiro, who lived with her sister. Some of her 
paranoias manifested as hallucinations on  historical events such as the Great Kanto 
Earthquake8. Her older sister feared that if an earthquake such as the Great Kanto 
Earthquake occurs, Koreans might be slaughtered by the Japanese again. Moreover, 
she  had hallucinations wherein Japanese people would follow her to kill her with 
bamboo spears and Japanese swords. At that time, Koreans who were not good at 
pronouncing Japanese sounds were killed by Japanese soldiers after hearing their 
mispronunciations. Keiko’s sister believed that she would be safe as she was able 
to pronounce words like a Japanese. She had also given paranoid remarks, such as 
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saying that if Koreans go to the hospital, the Japanese will try to kill them through 
subtle means. Moreover, she had done bizarre things such as going to the hospital 
for the extraction of her uterus and ovaries on the coming-of-age ceremony (to 
celebrate becoming an adult) and committing masochistic violence against herself 
as her memories of physical and mental violence and discrimination from her 
stepfather and her brothers set in. 

“Go in, go into the water.”
A very low painful voice came back from deep inside of her head. As if she is driven by 
the voice, she sank her body and her head in her bathtub. She could hear the sound of 
waves crashing against the rocks of Jeju Island. She dove into the fierce waves. As the 
sound of crashing surface of water receded, she released her own body into the water. 
Her hands and legs began to freely touch the texture of the water. A comfort she had 
never experienced since she was born, penetrated deeply into her body, and she was 
keeping swaying in the water. (Y. Lee, Haenyeo 275)

When her sister did not show up at their meeting place, Keiko goes home to find 
her sister’s dead body in the bathtub. The violence and discrimination that Keiko’s 
sister experienced has established an indelible scar and trauma of fear inside her. 
She chose her death since she was unable to settle down in Japanese society. She 
was unable to overcome the personal and national trauma that she experienced as 
a Korean. Ultimately, she chose to commit suicide. It allowed her to return to the 
sea of Jeju Island, to become a haenyeo, who had “two hands and two legs freely 
touching the texture of the water.”9

Haenyeo illustrates the critical consciousness of Lee Yangji’s early novels by 
connecting “in the water,” a space of regeneration and purification, and the image 
of Jeju Island and the nation of haenyeo. This shows her own existential origin 
through her homeland experience and national identity (Yoon 92). Jeju Island’s sea 

“in the water” was internalized to her as a primordial space that reveals the origin 
of her existence and a place to connect with her father (Yoon 104). The hometown 
serves as the mother’s bosom and exists as the final home to return to. As the 
hometown symbolizes the concept of roots and origins (Yun 62), for her who 
struggles between her national identity and self-identity as a Korean, her biological 
father’s hometown, Jeju Island’s sea “in the water” was the place she returns to, the 
place of salvation, and the only escape from fear. Although Jeju Island, her father’s 
hometown, is just a foreign land that the protagonist has never experienced directly, 
it is a place informs origin of her existence. Here, we can see that the hometown 
Jeju Island that Lee Yangji remembers is distinct from the ideological spatial image 
that first-generation writers felt about their motherland and hometown.
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A DIVERSE SPECTRUM OF MEMORIES OF JEJU ISLAND

As mentioned before, in Zainichi Korean literature, motherland and ethnicity, 
identity, and hometown, the problem of loss of homeland was embodied in various 
aspects by generation and period along with the writer’s personal experience. 
Zainichi Korean literature, which began in earnest after liberation in 1945, 
describes a difficult journey in the 1960s, including institutional discrimination 
against Zainichi Koreans, the division of Zainichi Korean society due to the Korea-
Japan Agreement in 1965, and Korea’s economic development and inter-Korean 
confrontation. In the face of national violence called racial discrimination, the 
grand discourse surrounding the nation or ethnicity formed the mainstream of 
Zainichi literature. Since the 1980s, Zainichi literature has sublimated into issues 
of internalization, universalization, and individualization that focus on individual 
issues rather than collective consciousness (Lim 33-8). In this point, one theme that 
penetrates the flow of Zainichi literature by period is the search for a hometown 
for the first generation; and for second and third generation, it was the longing for 
the motherland.

Edward Relph discusses the notion of  “vicarious interiority” that refers to  “a 
place [that] can be experienced in an indirect or vicarious way.” It means that you 
can experience a deeply memorable relationship without visiting them in person 
(122). The relationship between a community and a place is so close that, as Relph 
mentioned, a community reinforces the identity of a place, and a place reinforces 
the identity of a community (86). In a similar fashion, Zainichi Koreans who live 
in Japan finds a sense of belonging in their individual and collective identity. Just 
as being attached to a place and having a deep bond with it is an important human 
need (Relph 94), Zainichi writers who have lost their hometown remember the 
place of Jeju Island as their hometown. This means that the sense of place that their 
hometown gives explains why they continue to return to it.

Kim Sok-pom’s interest was in the political ideology of liberation of the people, 
nation, and homeland and he has the will to return to the homeland someday. On 
the other hand, Lee Yangji paid attention to the problem of internal conflict to 
accept his reality as a Zainichi Korean standing on the border between Japan and 
Korea. These characteristics of each generation of Zainichi Korean writers show a 
clear difference in the way they experience and remember Jeju Island. 

Furthermore, Kim attempted to expose the historical events of Jeju Island, 
criticize his country, and reform the social reality, through Death of a Crow. 
On the contrary, Lee Yangji’s work Haenyeo depicted the relationship between 
self-destruction and personal psychological anxiety and fear in remembrance 
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of historical violence and racial discrimination. In this work, Jeju Island was an 
imaginary homeland she could return to by committing suicide.

In review, the painful and personal experiences discussed in this essay, either 
directly or indirectly experienced, becomes a part of Zainichi Korean’s collective 
memory. It also shows the relationship between individual memories and history 
by adding the imagination as a Zainichi Korean. In each of their works, Kim 
Sok-pom manifests his political sense as a Zainichi Korean, such as his will for 
reform and revolution for his country. As for Lee Yangji, her personal experience 
of discrimination with the trauma of the history of sacrifice of Koreans creates 
feelings of being victimized causing panic or fear. Consequently, characters end up 
on the path of self-destruction. 

Through Zainichi Korean literature, the symbolism of “island” in Jeju, is 
reconstructed. It can be considered not only as a physical subject matter, but also 
as the history of Zainichi Koreans, who have lived as a minority, as well as the 
place of memories that the writer’s consciousness of Zainichi Korean is projected. 
In addition to the historical and geographical specificity of the island of Jeju Island, 
individual memories and collective memories interacted in the two works created 
over time to newly remember and imagine the island of Jeju. Also, through Jeju 
Island, the two writers rediscover their collective identity as Zainichi Koreans. The 
imaginary hometown (Jeju) represents the diasporic consciousness and identity of 
the main character in the novel, and even of the author himself, and this can be said 
to be the charm of the island of Jeju.
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Notes

Translations of all the excerpted quotations from “Haenyeo” are Junghun Pak’s.
1.	 The Jeju April 3 Incident refers to the suppression against civilian uprising from 

1947-1954 on Jeju Island. Distorting the uprising as a communist riot, the then-
government massacred about 30,000 civilians, about 10 percent of the island’s 
entire population at the time. (see Lee, Jung-Youn, “Victims of Jeju April 3”)

2.	 As a term to refer to Koreans in Japan, there are Jaeilgyopo, Jaeilhangugin, and 
Korean-Japanese diaspora. In Japan, reflecting the division situation, various titles 
such as Zainichi Korean/Chosunin, Zainichi Korean, Zainichi, etc. are used. In 
this paper, as the political context of the division of North and South Korea is 
excluded, it is written as Zainichi Korean —a Korean in Japan.

3.	 After liberation in 1945, most Koreans in Japan took the position of Koreans 
rather than subjects of imperialist Japan. A group of Koreans in Japan were 
formed to solve pressing problems such as returning to their home country and 
unemployment measures. In October 1945, the Federation of Koreans in Japan 
(Joryeon) was launched as a national organization. In contrast, anti-communist 
nationalists formed the Korean Residents’ Association in Japan in October 1946 
and led the movement. (see Tonomura, A Historical Study of Korean Society in 
Japan, pp. 465-66)

4.	 Specifically, second-generation writers such as Hoesung Lee, Hakyeong Kim, 
Seokil Yang, and Samyung Ko (from the 1960s-1970s) mainly showed their interest 
in their floating identities between South Korean, North Korean, and Japanese. 
(Refer to Jinhyoung Lee, “A Study on the Perspective for Zainichi Literary Studies,” 
International Journal of Diaspora & Cultural Criticism, vol. 8, no. 2, 2018  p. 149)

5.	 This refers to the largest and oldest community in Japan for Koreans. It is a 
historic place name that had existed since the ancient Asuka era. However, the 
name disappeared due to administrative district changes in 1973.  (see Cho Jihyun, 
Zainichi Korean Jiten, p. 21)

6.	 The Pure Literature Award was established in 1935 by the Japan Literary Chunchusa 
to honor the author Ryunosuke Akutagawa. Together with the Naoki Prize, it is 
evaluated as one of the two most prestigious literary awards in Japanese literature.

7.	“Jeju Haenyeo Culture.” UNESCO, https://heritage.unesco.or.kr/%EC%A0%9C%E
C%A3%BC%ED%95%B4%EB%85%80%EB%AC%B8%ED%99%94/.

8.	 There was a big incident in which Japanese officials and civilians killed a lot of 
Koreans and Japanese socialists during the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923.

9.	 This scene is similar to how Maria Luisa Torres Reyes describes the lives of 
diaspora Filipino domestic workers, claustrophobia in the diaspora, and death 

in the diaspora in her essay “Migratory Aesthetics in Diasporic Claustrophobia.” 

http://www.riss.kr/search/detail/DetailView.do?p_mat_type=3a11008f85f7c51d&control_no=42bb5d1f08c093f3ffe0bdc3ef48d419&v_control_no=47ba4ab4f72e3c37
https://heritage.unesco.or.kr/%EC%A0%9C%EC%A3%BC%ED%95%B4%EB%85%80%EB%AC%B8%ED%99%94/
https://heritage.unesco.or.kr/%EC%A0%9C%EC%A3%BC%ED%95%B4%EB%85%80%EB%AC%B8%ED%99%94/
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