
Zainichi Cinema: Revealing the Hidden Gems
of Korean Films in Japan
Japan has always been known for its rich history and diverse culture. One aspect
that often goes unnoticed is the significant presence of the Korean population in
Japan, known as Zainichi Koreans. Over the years, this unique cultural blend has
given rise to a fascinating film culture known as Zainichi Cinema. In this article,
we will delve into the world of Zainichi Cinema, explore its origins, highlight some
notable films, and discuss its impact on Japanese society.

The Origins of Zainichi Cinema

The term Zainichi refers to Koreans who migrated to Japan during the colonial
period, as well as their descendants. These individuals faced numerous
challenges as they sought to establish themselves in a new country while keeping
their Korean identity intact. One way they expressed their struggles, dreams, and
perspectives was through film.

Although the Zainichi film industry began to flourish after World War II, the roots
of Zainichi Cinema can be traced back to pre-war Japan. During this time,
Zainichi filmmakers faced censorship and discrimination but persevered to
present their unique stories to the world. The films often focused on themes of
displacement, identity, and the complexity of living in a foreign land.
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Notable Zainichi Films and Filmmakers

Several influential Zainichi filmmakers have left a lasting impact on the Japanese
film industry and beyond. One such figure is Yu Hyun-mok, a Zainichi Korean
director who gained recognition for his masterpiece "Obaltan" (also known as "A
Aimless Bullet"). Released in 1961, this film presents a raw and poignant
portrayal of post-war South Korea through the experiences of a struggling family.

Another notable filmmaker is Yang Yong-hi, a Zainichi Korean filmmaker who
explores identity and family dynamics in her works. Her film "Our Homeland"
(2012) shed light on the challenges faced by Zainichi Koreans and their
continuous struggle for acceptance and assimilation in Japan.

These are just a few examples of the many thought-provoking films created by
Zainichi filmmakers. Their unique perspectives offer a fresh take on storytelling
that captivates audiences and provides a deeper understanding of the Zainichi
experience.

The Impact of Zainichi Cinema on Japanese Society
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Zainichi Cinema has had a significant impact on Japanese society, fostering
dialogue and challenging societal norms. These films have acted as a catalyst for
discussions on issues such as discrimination, assimilation, and national identity.
By shedding light on the experiences of Zainichi Koreans, these films have
helped bridge the gap between different communities and have played a crucial
role in fostering understanding and empathy.

Furthermore, Zainichi Cinema has also influenced the broader Japanese film
industry. The unique storytelling techniques and perspectives offered by Zainichi
filmmakers have pushed filmmakers from all backgrounds to explore new themes
and narratives. As a result, the Japanese film industry has become more
inclusive, offering a broader range of stories and representations.

Zainichi Cinema: A Celebration of Diversity

Zainichi Cinema represents more than just the Korean perspective in Japan; it is
a celebration of diversity and the power of storytelling. Through their films,
Zainichi filmmakers have raised awareness about the marginalization of specific
communities while highlighting the importance of embracing different cultures.

Zainichi Cinema has also bridged the gap between Japanese and Korean
cultures, creating an avenue for cultural exchange and mutual understanding.
These films have influenced both Korean and Japanese audiences, fostering a
sense of unity and recognition of shared experiences.

Zainichi Cinema stands as a testament to the power of film in transcending
boundaries and creating social impact. By exploring the unique stories, struggles,
and dreams of Zainichi Koreans in Japan, these films have provided a platform
for marginalized communities while fostering empathy and promoting cultural



exchange. As we continue to appreciate Zainichi Cinema, let's celebrate the
power of diversity and the universal language of film.
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This book examines how filmmakers, curators, and critics created a category of
transnational, Korean-in-Japan (Zainichi) Cinema, focussing on the period from
the 1960s onwards. An enormously diverse swathe of films have been claimed for
this cinema of the Korean diaspora, ranging across major studio yakuza films and
melodramas, news reels created by ethnic associations, first-person video
essays, and unlikely hits that crossed over from the indie distribution circuit to
have a wide impact across the media landscape. Today, Zainichi-themed works
have never had a higher profile, with new works by Matsue Tetsuaki, Sai Yoichi,
and Yang Yonghi frequently shown at international festivals. Zainichi Cinema
argues that central to this transnational cinema is the tension between films with
an authorized claim to “represent”, and ambiguous and borderline works that
require an active spectator to claim them as images of the Korean diaspora.
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