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What Respecting ‘Differences’ Means:

Based on the personal experience of a third-generation Korean
resident in Japan (Zainichi Koreans)

KIM Boongang
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multicultural coexistence (fabunka kyosei)

With the advent of the twenty first century, Korean residents in Japan (Zainichi
Koreans) have entered their fourth or even their fifth generation. Viewed from a historical
perspective, it can be said that Zainichi Koreans have lived the lives of immigrants since
they first settled in Japan. However, those ‘old-comer’ Zainichi Koreans are often considered
“no different from the Japanese” both culturally as well as linguistically, the view shared
even by researchers and activists working in the field of immigration and migrant assistance.
Zainichi Koreans find it very difficult to accept the view because it does not square with
their identity. The problem cannot easily be summed up as a difference of opinion between
Zainichi Koreans and the Japanese, but it must be viewed as a manifestation of an unfair
power relationship between the two and thus concerns the very idea of discrimination.
Indeed, the idea that “Zainichi Koreans are no different from the Japanese” smacks of an
assimilationist value and attitude on the part of those who state it.

Without recognizing the autonomy of minorities, multicultural coexistence (tabunka kyoser)
can easily turn into just another case of assimilation that is dominated by the value of a
majority group. The problem can also be observed between Zainichi Koreans and other
ethnic minorities. Differences’ can never be fully appreciated without understanding the
historical background that each ethnic group has. It is for this reason that I would like to

propose that multicultural coexistence be pursued with enough historical awareness.
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