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MOBILITY AND BELONGING
OF STATELESS KOREANS IN JAPAN

This study explores the subject of Ch sen identification holders among Korean residents in Japan
and illustrates their complex status. In Japan’s alien registration system, Korean nationality is registered
as either Ch sen or Kankoku. While the latter is linked with the Republic of Korea, Ch sen was a cat-
egory originally given to those from colonial Korea who remained in Japan after the war, and is not
linked a country. Nevertheless, in practice, the Japanese government tends to treat Ch sen identification
holders as if they were citizens/supporters of North Korea and presumes an allegiance to North Korea.
Similarly, the South Korean government often regards them with suspicion, imposing travel restrictions
to South Korea and subjecting them to scrutiny at consulates. Within this environment, even among Ko-
rean residents in Japan, a pervasive misconception emerged equating Ch sen identification with North
Korean nationality. This misconception significantly constrains Ch sen freedom of movement across
international borders, as the international community has largely failed to comprehend the intricacies
of their situation, often erroneously categorizing them as North Koreans even if individuals do not align
with North Korean interests and maintain Ch sen identification based on personal convictions. This dis-
cordance between self-perception and external categorization is emblematic of the interactions between
individual identities and prevailing political narratives. Within this paradoxical duality of de facto North
Korean nationality and de facto statelessness, their sense of belonging is involuntarily shaped by the
prevailing international political landscape, often reducing them to simply North Korean nationality, and
subject to the difficulties that entails.

Key words: Korean residents in Japan, nationality, alien registration, statelessness, passport.
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XanoHusiaarbl a3aMaTTbIFbl XKOK,
KOpeHAEPAiH, YTKbIPAbIFbI MeH MapTeodeci

Bya 3eptTey JKanoHusaa TypaTtblH KoperAep apacblHAaFbl YOCeH >Keke KY8AIriHiH MeAepiHiH,
MOCEAECIH KapacTbipaAbl KOHE 0AAPAbIH, KYPAEAi MapTebeciH kepceTeai. XKanoHAbIK WETEAAIKTEPAI
Tipkey >xyieciHae Kopes azamatTbiFbl YoceH Hemece KaHkoky peTiHae Tipkeaeai. CoHrbicbl Kopes
PecnybavikacbiMeH GaiiAaHbICTbl 6oAca Aa, YoceH-6ya 6GacTankplaa CofFbiCTaH KeitiH JKanonusaa
KaAFaH XK8He eAMeH DaliAaHbIChl XOK, oTaplublA KopesiaaH keAreHaepre GepiAreH caHat. AAaiAg, ic
Xy3iHae XKanoHus YkimeTi YoceHHiH, xeke KyaAikTepiHiH neaepiHe CoaTycTik KopesiHbiH a3amaTtTapbl/
KakTaywblAapbl CUSIKTbl KapayFa Oerim >eHe oaapablH CoaTycTik KopesiFa AereH aAaAAblFbiH
6oaxanabl. Con cusakTbl, OHTycTik Kopesi yKimeTi oaapra >ui KyaikneH kapamabl, OHTYCTiK
Kopegra canapaapfa LUeKTeyAep KOSIAbl >KOHE OAapAbl KOHCYAAbIKTapaa Tekcepeai. bya opTaaa,
TinTi JKanoHusHbIH, Koper TYyprFbiHAAPbl apacbiHaa Ad, YoceHai caiikecteHaipyAi CoaTycTik Kopes
asaMaTTbIFbIMEH TEHeCTIpeTiH KeH TapaAfaH KaTe TYCiHiK nanaa 60AAbl. ByA kate TyciHik YoceHHiH
XaAbIKApaAbIK, LekapaAap apkblAbl KO3FaAy epKiHAIMH aiTapAbIKTan WeKTenAl, OMTKEHI XaAblKapaAbIK,
KQybIMAACTbIK, OAAPAbIH >KaFAaMblHbIH, KbIP-CbIpblH TYCiHE aAMaAbl, KebiHece OAapAbl COATYCTIK
KOpesAbIKTap Aen karte >ikTeai, TinTi erep >xeke apamaap Coatyctik KopesHbiH, MyAAeAepiH aAFa
TapTnaca xaHe xeke cebentepmeH YoceHAl COMKECTEHAIPYAI KoAaaca Aa. ©3iH-e3i Kabbiasay MeH
CbIPTKbl KaTEropusindy apachbiHAAFbl OYA COMKECCI3AIK >KeKe TyAFaAap MeH 6acbiM casicu aHriMeAaep
apacblHAafFbl ©3apa apekeTTecyAi binsipeai. CoaTycTik Kopest a3aMaTTbifbl MEH iC >KY3iHAE a3amatTblfbl
>KOKTBIKTbIH, OCbl MapaAOKCaAAbl EKiYLUITBIAbIFbIHbIH BOAIri peTiHAE OAAPAbIH, TUECIAIAIK Cce3iMmi BacbiM
XaAbIKAPaAbIK, Casich AaHALLIA(TTbIH, 8cepiHeH 6arkaycbi3pa KaAbINTacaAbl, KebiHece oAapAbl Tek
CoaTycTik Kopes azamaTTbifblHa AeMiH TOMEHAETEA] )KOHE OHbIH, KMbIHAbIKTapbiMeH H6aiAaHbICTbI.

Ty#in ce3aep: XKanoHusaa TypaTbiH KOpeAep, a3amaTTbIK, LEeTEAAIKTEPAI TipKey, a3amaTTbifbl
JKOK, TOAKY>KaT.
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Mo6mAbHOCTbL M CTaTyC KopelilieB
6e3 rpaxAaHcTBa B SINoHUK

B aTOM MccAeAOBaHUM paccMmaTpuBaeTcs npobaema o6AasaTeAEN YAOCTOBEPEHUI AMYHOCTH Yo-
CEH CpeAM KoperLEeB, MPOXKMBAIOLWMX B SIMOHUM, U UAAIOCTPUPYETCS UX CAOXKHbIN CTaTycC. B sinoHckom
CUCTeMe perncTpaLmm MHOCTPaHLEB KOPECKoe rPaXk AQHCTBO pernctpupyertcs kak YoceH mnam KaHko-
Ky. XoTs nocaeaHee cBsizaHo ¢ Pecniy6amnkon Kopes, HoceH — 310 kaTteropus, nepBoHavaAbHO Mpu1cBo-
€HHas BbIXOALLAM M3 KOAOHMAAbHOM Kopeu, KoTopble 0CTaAuCh B SIMOHMM MOCAE BOWMHbI M He CBSI3aHbl
€O cTpaHon. TeM He MeHee, Ha NMPaKTUKe AMOHCKOe NMPaBUTEAbCTBO CKAOHHO OTHOCUTBCS K BAAAEAbLIAM
YAOCTOBEPEHUI AMYHOCTM YoCceH Tak, Kak ecAr Gbl OHU ObiAM rpadkaaHamm/cTopoHHUKamu CeBepHOM
Kopewn, n npeanoaaraet nx npeaaHHoctb CeBepHoit Kopee. TouHO Tak >ke npaBUTeAbCTBO HOXKHOM
Kopen yacto oTHOCUTCS K HMM C MOAO3PEHUEM, BBOAS OrpaHuMueHns Ha noesaku B lOxHyo Kopeto
U roABeprasi ux npoBepke B KOHCYAbCTBax. B 3Toi cpeae, Aaxe CpeAn KOPenCKUX >KUTeAei SnoHuu,
BO3HMKAO LUMPOKO PAcnpoCTpaHeHHoe 3abAy>KAEHWe, NMpupaBHMBaoLLee MAeHTUdUKaumio YoceH K
CEBEPOKOPENCKOMY IPak AQHCTBY. ITO 3aBAYXKAEHME CYLECTBEHHO OrpaHMUMBAET CBOGOAY NepeABu-
XeHus YoceH uepes MeXAYHAPOAHbIE FPaHMLbl, MOCKOAbKY MEXAYHAPOAHOE COOOLLECTBO B 3HAUM-
TEAbHOWM CTENeHN He CMOTAO MOHSITb TOHKOCTU MX CUTyaLMK, YacTO OLUMBOYHO KAACCUMULMPYS MX KaK
CEeBEepPOKOPENLIEB, AQXKE eCAU OTAEAbHble AMLIA He MPOABUIalOT CEBEPOKOPENCKME UHTEPEChl U MOA-
AEP>XKMBAIOT MAEHTUpMKaUMIO YoceH Mo AMYHBIM MPUUYMHAM. DTO HECOOTBETCTBME MEXAY CaMOBOC-
NpUSTUEM U BHELLHEN KaTeropusauneil CUMBOAM3UPYET B3aUMOAENCTBUE MEXAY MHAMBMAYAAbHBIMUI
MAEHTUYHOCTSIMU 1 MPeoBAAAQIOLLIMMM MOAMTUYECKUMM HappaTHBamMn. B pamkax 3Toi napasokcanb-
HOM ABOMCTBEHHOCTU Ae-(hakTO CEeBepOKOPENCKOro rpakAaHcTBa M Ae-hakTo 6GesrpaxAaHcTBa Mx
UYBCTBO MPUHAAAEKHOCTU HEBOABHO (DOPMUPYETCS MOA BAMSHUEM MPEOBAAAQIOLLErO MEKAYHAPOA-
HOIO MOAMTUYECKOrO AQHALLIATA, YaCTO CBOASILLErO MX K MPOCTO CEBEPOKOPENCKOMY MPaXKAAHCTBY U

CONnps>XEHHOro € TpyAHOCTAMUM, KOTOPbIE 3TO BAEYET 3a cobon.
KAroueBble cAaoBa: KOpePILI,bI, Nnpo>knBatouime B ﬂI'IOHl/IVI, rPa>AaHCTBO, perncrpaumnd MHOCTpaHua,

6e3rpa)|(AaHCTBO, nacropT.

Introduction

During the period of Japanese colonial rule, the
migration of Koreans and their descendants from the
Korean Peninsula to contemporary Japan resulted
in a population of approximately 600,000 Koreans
remaining in post-war Japan. Despite having
Japanese nationality under past colonial rule, they
were immediately categorized as ‘foreigners’ under
the Alien Registration Ordinance of 1947. Notably,
in the Alien Registration system, individuals of
Korean origin had their nationality/place of birth
recorded as Chosen, a term meaning simply ‘Korea’
in Japanese, which did not denote a specific national
allegiance. Subsequently, upon Japan’s reintegration
into the international community through the Treaty
of San Francisco in 1952, the Japanese government
unilaterally revoked the Japanese nationality of
these former colonial subjects, thus rendering them
stateless (Onuma, 2004: 306-311).

After diplomatic relations were established
between Japan and South Korea, a new category
Kankoku (an abbreviation for Daikan Minkoku,
Republic of Korea) was introduced to the alien
registration for Koreans remained in Japan. This
bifurcation within Japan’s alien registration

system, separating Korean residents into Chosen
and Kankoku categories, became a focal point of
contention between two Korean organizations in
Japan: Chongryun, aligned with the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea), and
Mindan, aligned with the Republic of Korea
(South Korea). This paper focuses on the Chosen
identification, elucidating its intricate and precarious
status as de facto stateless, entangled with multiple
nations yet lacking full affiliation with any.

Over the course of more than half a century,
numerous Korean residents in Japan opted to change
their registration status to Kankoku for South Korean
nationality, or to acquire Japanese nationality. In
recent years, approximately 10,000 Korean residents
naturalize annually as Japanese citizens. But the
dwindling number of Chdsen identification holders,
having decreased from 495,000 in 1950 to less than
27,000 presently (Park, 2022:7), does not diminish
the significance of this issue. Instead, it reflects the
enduring repercussions of long-standing neglect
regarding this vulnerable legal status, originating
from political and historical circumstances. Notably,
the complexity of this issue is compounded by
the intricacies surrounding the legal affiliations of
divided nations.
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Materials and Methods

Legal experts of refugee issues and nationality
law generally recognize two categories of
statelessness, de jure and de facto. A person is de
jure stateless if they have no nationality under the
laws of any country. In contrast, a person is de facto
stateless if they (i) have a nationality, (ii) reside
outside the country of nationality, and (iii) are
unable (or unwilling) to enjoy the protection of the
country of nationality.

While international treaties provide a definition
of de jure stateless, there is no official definition of
de facto statelessness under international law. Due
to this, some international laws only apply to de jure
stateless people. All refugees are de facto stateless
provided they have nationality, but there are many
people who are not refugees and are still considered
de facto stateless. It is therefore necessary to
consider, in each case, whether the nationality of the
persons concerned is truly functionally ineffective
and whether they are unable to enjoy the rights
attached to their nationality.

This paper first examines whether Korean
residents in Japan, who hold Chosen identification
in the Japanese alien registration system, fall into
this de facto stateless category. Then, problems
created by a contemporary international migration
management regime that struggles to accommodate
those with an ambiguous nationality will be
explored through an examination of lived migration
experiences and self-perceptions. To this end, this
article is based on a comparative study of Japanese
alien registration system and the nationality laws
of two Korean states, case studies revealed by
media reports and court cases, and an analysis of
experiences and perceptions among those with
Chosen identification from interviews of people
within the Korean community. This mixed approach
is necessary to address difficulties arising from the
often inconsistent and arbitrary treatment, both in
Japan and abroad, of people with Korean affiliation
and an unclear legal status caught between the
systems of three countries.

Literature Review

Much is written on the legal status and
nationality of Korean residents in Japan since the
end of the Pacific War. These include examination
of the validity of the postwar loss of Japanese
nationality held during the colonial period from
the perspective of jurisprudence, analysis of the
recognition of the status of Korean in Japan during
diplomatic negotiations between Japan and Korea
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from the perspective of history, and a history of
protest movements against discrimination based on
nationality and legal status. Many are written from
a perspective implicitly or explicitly criticizing
Japanese colonial rule and discriminatory attitudes
toward Koreans that persist even in the postcolonial
era. In this context, a kind of “Cold War” situation
between Japan and the Korean community, and
divisions within the Korean community in Japan,
may have impeded the discussion’s balance.

The same could be said of the debate over Chosen
identification, which is frequently interpreted as
emblematic of Japan’s postwar insincerity toward
its former colonial subjects, but rarely as a case to
be explained. Thus, the ‘nationality’ of those with
Chosen identification tends to be left ambiguous, with
few attempts to clearly define Chosen identification
as a state of statelessness. Recently, publications have
attempted to examine the issue of Chasen identification
from different perspectives including the lens of
individual identity and experience (Nakamura, 2017;
R Lee, 2021; Jung, 2022). However, there remains
a tendency to only reconstruct the meaning of this
status at a symbolic level.

For instance, from his survey of the younger
generation with Chosen identification, HJ Lee
(2013) argues that Chosen identification should be
redefined as a positive signifier that disassociates it
from North Korea, thereby transforming it into an
identity with a transnational character. He further
suggests redefining Chosen identification as a
symbol that problematizes the historical injustice
that has surrounded Korean residents in Japan for
more than half a century. However, redefining
Chosen identification as such would not only
further widen the gap with those who hold Kankoku
identification, which is inevitably tied to the state,
but could also create pressure that would discourage
those who would consider changing their status
from Chosen to Kankoku worrying that it would be
seen as ‘abandoning’ or ‘denying’ the symbol of
historical injustice. Above all, while such a semantic
shift may have psychological benefit, it does not
eliminate the legal and social disadvantages and
restrictions experienced.

There are few scholarly studies written in
English on the issues of Chosen identification and
statelessness (For examples, see Onuma, 1981;
Ryang, 1997; J Kim, 2016), with fewer adequately
analyzing this issue beyond purely a descriptive of the
historical background/legal status. The recent work
by Cho (2020) is the only case dealing directly with
the issue of Chosen identification. While Cho clearly
lays out the complex nature of this legal status for
English-speaking readers, the transnational mobility



S. Park

and analysis from an international legal perspective
on statelessness is not its primary concern.

Furthermore, Abe in his report on statelessness
published by UNHCR Japan states that those
with Chosen identification are not stateless as
they may obtain a North Korean passport (Abe,
2010, pp.55-57). However, Abe does not provide
a thorough enough analysis, rather relying on the
input of a Chongryun affiliated informant. As
such, it is questionable whether this reflects an
accurate consideration of the validity in obtaining
that passport and the situations and perceptions of
the individual parties. As the UNHCR operations
mandate is limited to de jure statelessness, Abe’s
position cannot be said to be wrong. However,
the international scholarship on contemporary
statelessness is not limited to de jure statelessness.
The perspective of this study addresses this deficiency
and connects the issue nationality in the context of
Korean residents of Japan, discussed mainly within
Japan, with international research on nationality and
statelessness. The issue of Chosen identification is
not unrelated to the recent development of global
border control practices and growing international
interest in the issue of statelessness.

Legal membership in two Korean states

In 1947, the vast majority of the approximately
600,000 Koreans residing in Japan possessed Chosen
identification (Ryang, 1997:80). However, recent
Japanese government statistics reveal a notable shift,
indicating that by the end of 2020, approximately
300,000 Koreans held Special Permanent Resident
status in Japan — the status granted to former colonial
subjects and their descendants — with 274,107
individuals identified as Kankoku (i.e., South
Korean citizen) and 26,679 individuals bearing
Chosen identification. This decline in numbers is
attributed to various factors, including prolonged
stays leading to desires for settlement, intermarriage
with Japanese citizens, and choices related to work.

The Kankoku identification within Japan’s
alien registration system equates to nationality of
South Korea. Conversely, the Japanese government
specifies that Chosen categorization signifies neither
state nationality nor affiliation but rather serves as
a mere symbol within their registration framework.
Given Japan’s recognition of only South Korea as
the legitimate authority in the Korean Peninsula,
even if individuals were conclusively identified as
holding North Korean nationality, such status would
not be acknowledged within Japan.

The stance of North Korea towards Chosen
identification also presents a degree of ambiguity.

During the early post-war period, the North
Korean government exhibited limited interest in
recognizing and integrating Korean residents in
Japan as its citizens. North Korea perceives Chosen
identification as a matter within the purview of
the Japanese system, devoid of direct relevance to
their governance. Nevertheless, this stance does not
denote total indifference on the part of the North
Korean government towards the issue of Chdsen
identification. They instead have delegated the
resolution of this matter to Chongryun. Although
Chongryun has long called on the Japanese
government to improve the rights and status of
Koreans in Japan, including Chasen identification
holders, they have not explicitly asserted that Chosen
identification signifies North Korean nationality,
despite prevalent misconceptions among some of
their supporters.

The Nationality Law of North Korea was
promulgated on October 9, 1963, comprising
ten articles (C Kim, 1972: 324-329). This
legislation delineated North Korean nationality as
encompassing individuals who were Korean citizens
prior to North Korea’s establishment and maintained
their nationality thereafter (Article 1-1); foreigners
who acquired North Korean nationality through
legitimate procedures (Article 1-2); children born
to North Korean citizens (Articles 4-1 & 4-2); and
children found within North Korean territory with
unknown parentage (Article 4-3).

Given North Korea’s refusal to recognize the
legitimacy of South Korea as a sovereign entity,
individuals holding South Korean nationality are
theoretically considered North Korean citizens.
Similarly, Korean residents in Japan who have not
acquired Japanese nationality are regarded as North
Korean citizens, regardless of whether they possess
Chosen or Kankoku identification. However, the
North Korean government has not implemented
measures such as national registration to assert
control over Korean residents in Japan.

The North Korean Nationality Law underwent
revision in 1995, yet its fundamental framework
remained consistent with that established in 1963.
Despite the introduction of a new population
management registration system following the
enactment of the Citizen Registration Act of 1997,
this system has not been extended to encompass
Korean residents in Japan. Consequently, North
Korea lacks the institutional capacity to formally
identify and integrate Korean residents in Japan as
its citizens, notwithstanding claims of inclusivity.
Thus, there is no concrete evidence delineating
Chosen identification as equal to North Korean
nationality.
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Conversely, South Korea enacted its Nationality
Law in December 1948, which adopted the principle
of patrilineal jus sanguinis, disallowed recognition
of multiple nationality, and mandated uniform
nationality status within families. The law stipulated
that individuals with a father who was a citizen of
the Republic of Korea were themselves deemed
Korean citizens (Article 2). In this context, the term
‘Republic of Korea’ was construed to encompass the
Korean nation-state predating Japan’s annexation in
1910. Consequently, South Korea’s Nationality Law
theoretically encompasses individuals with Chosen
identification as its citizens, given their historical
ties to pre-colonial Korea.

Indeed, both the Ministry of Justice and the
Supreme Courtof South Koreaacknowledgedin 1996
that Korean residents in Japan, including Chésen
identification holders, were citizens of the Republic
of Korea. Despite inclusion in the family registry,
however, many such individuals are not consistently
treated as South Korean citizens. Activation of their
South Korean nationality necessitates a change in
their alien registration status in Japan from Chéosen
to Kankoku. Hence, for Korean residents in Japan,
the South Korean nationality framework operates
in tandem with Japan’s alien registration system,
facilitating the identification and exclusion of
perceived ‘suspicious’ or ‘undesirable’ individuals,
notably suspected North Korean spies.

This stance is particularly pronounced during
periods of conservative administrations. Upon entry
into South Korea, Chosen identification holders are
required to obtain a travel permit, often referred
to as a Temporary Passport, from a South Korean
consulate, which grants single-entry validity.
However, a notable shift occurred in this dynamic
starting in 2008, during the administration of Lee
Myung-Bak. The government exhibited a hostile
disposition towards Chosen identification holders,
leading to a marked increase in rejections of travel
permit applications. Notably, some applicants were
compelled to submit background check documents
detailing their educational history and affiliations
with Chongryun, alongside their travel permit
requests. In some instances, individuals were urged
to alter their alien registration status to Kankoku to
obtain a South Korean passport at consulates, with
rejections often ensuing for those who resisted.

As cases of rejection proliferated and
disseminated within the Korean resident community
in Japan, certain Chosen identification holders
found themselves compelled to forgo visits to South
Korea. Others, possessing South Korean nationality,
deferred passport renewal due to concerns regarding
their educational background at Korean ethnic
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schools affiliated with Chongryun. The cumulative
effect of such potential abstentions from visiting
South Korea has had a substantial impact on
the Korean resident community in Japan. These
instances of rejection contribute to the perpetuation
and dissemination of the perception of Chosen
identification holders as North Korea supporters who
would pose a potential risk to South Korea’s social
security within both South Korean and Japanese
societies. Furthermore, they appear to reinforce the
misconception of Chosen identification as indicative
of North Korean nationality, disseminating beyond
the confines of South Korea and Japan, thereby
influencing the treatment of Chosen identification
holders when traveling to other countries.

The expansion of migration flows catalyzed
by processes of democratization and economic
advancement prompted South Korea to deepen its
engagement with and interest in overseas Korean
communities. Within the broad category of overseas
Koreans, a distinction exists between ethnic Koreans
with foreign nationality and overseas citizens of
South Korea. Further nuances within the overseas
Korean community emerge based on geographical
location. Concerning Korean residents in Japan,
despite most holding Kankoku identification with
South Korean nationality today, conservative
administrations persist in deploying anti-North and
anti-Chongryun initiatives aimed at regulating the
political sentiments of individuals already holding
South Korean nationality. These efforts often entail
the collection of extensive personal information
pertaining to education, occupation, familial ties,
and travel history, leading to arbitrary rejection
decisions.

Consequently, individuals possessing Chosen
identification find themselves in a limbo across the
legal frameworks of the three relevant countries.
Although theoretically aligned with both Korean
states, they lack full nationality affiliation with either
in practice, rendering their status undetermined
within Japan, the country of their birth and residence.
This precarious condition of de facto statelessness
is further compounded by its interaction with the
broader framework of global migration control.

Cross-border mobility

When  undertaking international  travel,
individuals are typically required to present a travel
document to verify their identity, most commonly in
the form of a passport. However, Korean residents
holding Chosen identification encounter numerous
obstacles when traversing international borders.
Despite the absence of explicit constitutional or
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statutory prohibitions, Chosen identification holders
find themselves excluded from the sphere of South
Korean nationals. Given that possession of Kankoku
identification is a prerequisite for obtaining a South
Korean passport, Chosen identification holders
are effectively precluded from this. Nevertheless,
they retain the option to obtain a North Korean
passport through Chongryun which is not the same
official contact points as embassies but still acts
as an intermediary on behalf of the North Korean
government (Article 9 of Rules concerning Passport
and Visa of DPRK, Administration Council Decision
No.27, April 14, 1993; cited in DH Kim, 2006:186).

This facilitation is not predicated on North
Korea’s recognition of Chosen identification as
indicative of nationality, but rather stems from
North Korea’s classification of all Koreans who lack
nationality in another country as its overseas citizens,
including those who hold South Korean nationality.
Notably, even individuals possessing Kankoku
identification can obtain a North Korean passport,
unlike the process for obtaining a South Korean
passport, which is contingent upon one’s nationality
designation within Japan’s alien registration system.

However, the Japanese government does not
accord recognition to North Korean passports
as an effective document, given the absence of
official diplomatic relations between the two
countries and Japan’s treatment of North Korea
as an ‘unrecognized state.” Consequently, Chosen
identification holders are compelled to carry a
separate document for travelling abroad, which is a
re-entry permit issued by Japan. Typically affixed
to one’s passport, this re-entry permit is issued in
booklet form to individuals lacking an effective
passport, including Chosen identification holders.
It serves solely as documentation for re-entry into
Japan from abroad and does not confer diplomatic
protection by Japan upon its bearers. Nonetheless,
Chosen identification holders often rely exclusively
on Japan’s re-entry permit for international travel,
effectively treating it as a quasi-passport.

The re-entry permit system in Japan necessitates
periodic renewal, with failure to do so potentially
resulting in challenges in returning to Japan from
overseas. In fact, Japan’s re-entry permit system
for foreign citizens has been criticized by the UN
Human Rights Committee due to its perceived
infringement upon the rights of resident foreigners
to exit and re-enter the country (UN Human Rights
Committee, 1998). Despite such critique, the
Japanese government has maintained the existing
system without substantial alteration for decades.
Conversely, recent media reports have shed light on
the imposition by the Japanese Immigration Bureau

of a written oath upon Chosen identification holders
departing Japan (not bound for North Korea) under
its sanctions against North Korea following a nuclear
experiment in early 2016. This oath stipulates that
their re-entry permit to Japan may be revoked if they
travel to North Korea. Japan’s sanctions against
North Korea encompass the denial of re-entry to
Japan for foreign technical experts in nuclear and
missile development traveling to North Korea.
However, this measure was extended to all Chosen
identification holders traveling abroad, irrespective
of their occupation or intended destination.

The ambiguity surrounding Chosen
identification has become untenable for numerous
countries, prompting them to demand that Chosen
identification holders present a North Korean
passport. The root of this issue lies in the conflation
of Chosen identification with North Korean
nationality, a distinction that remains unknown to
most countries. This misrecognition has become
increasingly prevalent since the early 2000s,
coinciding with heightened global border controls
and stricter immigration policies, particularly
spearheaded by the United States. Consequently,
it became customary across the globe to equate
Chasen identification with North Korean nationality,
effectively categorizing individuals as North Korean
citizens and impeding their ability to secure visas or
entry permissions when traveling abroad.

The process to obtain visas for travel to Europe
has notably lengthened for many countries in recent
years, with most European nations now requiring
a passport for entry. The visa application process
typically entails a wait of one to two months for a
decision, even in countries traditionally regarded as
more accessible, such as the United Kingdom and
Italy. Upon arrival, individuals presenting a North
Korean passport and visa often undergo extended
scrutiny by immigration officers. On contrary,
certain countries such as China, Singapore, Russia,
Peru, Palau, and Taiwan afford Chosen identification
holders relatively easier entry, although this leniency
does not necessarily denote a clear differentiation
between Chosen identification and North Korean
nationality in these nations’ policies. The prevalent
global practice of equating Chosen identification
with North Korean nationality underscores the
limited understanding of the distinction between the
two statuses among most countries.

Discussion
The act of traversing international borders

epitomizes the ambiguous, unstable, and externally
determined nature of the status of Chosen
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identification holders, posing significant challenges.
While legally stateless in Japan, they are de facto
treated as North Korean citizens by the Japanese
government. Their difficulty in acquiring a South
Korean passport reinforces the global misconception
of Chosen identification as indicative of North
Korean nationality, thereby constraining their
freedom of movement across borders.

Moreover, Chosen identification holders
encounter difficulties when seeking diplomatic
protection from North Korea within Japan, and
are often reluctant to solicit such protection while
abroad. The interplay of various factors, including
Japan’s post-war ethno-national restructuring, the
nationalism of Korean residents in Japan, the Cold
War-era antagonism between North and South
Korea, ideological conflicts within the Korean
resident community in Japan, and the tightening of
global border controls since the turn of the century,
have transformed Chosen identification from a
mere administrative category within Japan’s alien
registration system into a de facto nationality status
associated with North Korea.

The prevalent misconception regarding Chosen
identification extends even among Korean residents
in Japan themselves. This misperception is partly
attributed to Chongryun’s historical vehement
opposition to transitioning alien registration to
Kankoku, compounded by the term ‘Chosen’ itself,
which readily evokes associations with North
Korea (in Japan, the term Kita Chosen is commonly
used to refer to the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea). Consequently, widespread confusion
persists between the two concepts. Despite numerous
academic publications and media reports in recent
years elucidating that Chosen identification does
not confer nationality, a deep-seated misconception
persists within both the Korean resident community
and Japanese society at large, within public agencies,
local government offices, and law enforcement
entities in Japan. Particularly noteworthy is the
increasing trend of Chédsen identification holders
acquiring either Japanese or South Korean
nationality amid the deteriorating political climate
in Northeast Asia and the heightened global border
control measures over the past few decades.

From a pragmatic standpoint aimed at optimizing
the safety and mobility of Chosen identification
holders, the simplest resolution may entail obtaining
Japanese or South Korean nationality. Both
Japanese and South Korean passports afford high
levels of international mobility, ranking first and
second, respectively, among 199 passports (Henley
and Partners, 2024). Indeed, many individuals
have acquired either Japanese or South Korean
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nationality to avail themselves of the freedom to
travel abroad. Nevertheless, it remains imperative to
acknowledge the continued existence of individuals
who have maintained their Chosen identification for
decades across generations, despite encountering
various disadvantages and discriminatory practices,
with their motivations for doing so exhibiting
considerable diversity.

For some individuals, Chosen identification
serves as a tangible reminder of Japan’s colonial
legacy and the enduring ramifications of the Cold
War division of Korea. They consciously retain
this status as a testament to historical injustices,
viewing it as a living testimony to past grievances.
Others refrain from altering their registration status
out of a refusal to acknowledge the legitimacy of
the South Korean state, which they perceive as
having arisen from an unfair political process.
Moreover, there exists dissatisfaction with the South
Korean government, perceived as the instigator of
division within the Korean community in Japan by
introducing the Kankoku identification and adopting
a conservative stance towards Chosen identification
holders throughout much of the post-war period,
exacerbating intra-community conflicts.

Conversely, some individuals conceive of Chosen
identification as emblematic of a future unified
Korean state or as an ethnic identity disassociated
from any specific nation-state. Therefore, reducing
their complex identities and practices solely to a
national affiliation with North Korea overlooks the
diversity inherent within their experiences and beliefs,
rendering them marginalized within discussions
centered solely on national belonging.

Since the ‘de-Japanization’ in 1952, Korean and
Taiwanese residents in Japan have been categorized
as ‘stateless’ within the framework of Japan’s alien
registration system. While the registration records of
Taiwanese residents explicitly denote their status as
‘stateless’ (mukokuseki, meaning ‘no nationality”)
until 2014, they are nonetheless eligible to obtain a
Taiwanese passport, which the Japanese government
recognizes as a valid travel document despite the
absence of formal diplomatic relations with Taiwan.

Conversely, the designation of ‘stateless’
is not formally used in substitution for Chosen
identification, even though the Japanese government
acknowledges that this group lacks nationality and
does not recognize their possession of a North Korean
passport obtained through Chongryun. Chosen
identification holders retain the right to permanent
residence and enjoy partial citizenship rights in Japan,
thanks to the advocacy efforts of Korean resident
community. Moreover, they have the option to apply
for nationality in either South Korea or Japan. It
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therefore seems their situation has been perceived as
less pressing by international organizations such as
the UNHCR and international NGOs. However, the
predicament of individuals who lack full protection
from any state despite holding nationality, and who
face further restrictions on their rights within their
country of residence, effectively amounts to de facto
statelessness, if not de jure statelessness.

The discourse surrounding Chosen identification
transcends mere nationality rights, encompassing
broader historical, political, and cultural dimensions
shaped by colonial legacies and Cold War
dynamics. This multifaceted question underscores
the longstanding reluctance of Korean residents in
Japan to pursue naturalization in Japan, a stance
persisting to the present day. Additionally, within
the realm of international human rights protection,
the status of statelessness is typically considered as
a part of refugee concerns, prioritizing individuals

facing immediate threats to life, lacking access to
protection from any state, and devoid of prospects for
acquiring nationality. Cultural identity and historical
context are often marginalized in the discourse, with
international organizations and NGOs primarily
focusing on immediate humanitarian needs.

Regarding the mobility of Chosen identification
holders, there are proposals advocating for the
issuance of a ‘special permanent resident passport’
by the Japanese government, akin to the ‘Laissez-
Passer’ provided to refugees and stateless persons.
However, garnering social consensus in Japan
for granting equal status and rights to a group of
foreigners refraining from naturalization poses
significant challenges. From the perspective of
state authorities, such a group is often perceived as
an anomaly within the national fabric, prompting
reluctance to accord them equal treatment within the
country’s borders.
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Conclusion

Resolving the complex issue of Chosen
identification presents formidable challenges,
extending beyond the scope of this study’s
objectives. Even in the event of reconciliation
on the Korean Peninsula and the establishment
of diplomatic relations between Japan and North
Korea, problems would likely persist. Reframing
Chosen identification as North Korean nationality
risks homogenizing the diverse identities of its
holders. Conversely, granting recognition of North
Korean nationality by the Japanese government and
affording Chosen identification holders the option
to choose between South and North Korea for their
registration may result in some choosing neither.

Improved relations among the three countries
may improve the rights and status of Chosen

identification  holders, potentially facilitating
unhindered travel to both North and South Korea—a
prospect long yearned for by many Korean residents
in Japan. However, merely facilitating travel to
the Korean Peninsula falls short of addressing the
systemic challenges posed by the international
community’s current practice of treating Chosen
identification holders as North Korean citizens,
significantly impeding their cross-border mobility.
Should Chéosen identification holders be accorded
rights and treatment commensurate with citizens,
considering their unique historical backgrounds,
the question arises as to which government should
assume responsibility for such measures and to what
extent. Given that most Korean residents of Japan
hold permanent residency status, Japan emerges
as the most plausible candidate for implementing
such measures. However, extending equal rights to
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Chosen identification holders may engender debates
regarding the treatment of individuals with Kankoku
identification with South Korean nationality.
Notably, Korean residents in Japan holding South
Korean nationality currently enjoy certain privileges
in South Korea, including voting rights in national
elections and freedom of travel, residency, and
employment.

Chosen identification holders navigate a nuanced
existence characterized by a dual status of de facto
statelessness and de facto nationality (affiliated
with North Korea), constituting a multifaceted
domain shaped by intricate interactions among
various political, social, and historical dynamics.
Apart from the inherent contradictions within legal
frameworks and the geopolitical tensions among the
concerned countries, nationalist sentiments within
Japan, coupled with the international community’s

perception of individuals with uncertain nationality
as anomalous, compound the complexity of this
issue. Despite the potential merit of proposals
such as the ‘special permanent resident passport,’
such measures fail to fundamentally challenge
the prevailing norms governed by nationalistic
conceptions of belonging, perpetuated by the
intertwined constructs of nationality, borders, and
identity. The inquiry into Chéosen identification
underscores the scrutiny directed towards individuals
who challenge conventional notions of national
affiliation and nationality, offering an opportunity
for critical reflection on the entrenched assumptions
underlying contemporary migration control regimes.
This examination holds promise in advancing
towards a more equitable and liberated global order,
conducive to the realization of universal freedom
and equality.
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