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The International Japan Studies Lecture Series has covered
quite some ground in the eight years of its existence: from
Congo to Taiwan, from Mali to Romania. Until last week, there

was one part of the world whose absence in our line-up may

have struck some as deplorable and increasingly unjustifiable:
the nations on the Korean peninsula. Inviting Prof. Lee we were able to take the first step in a good
direction toward filling that void, as well as for filling the gap in our knowledge.

It is true that since the start of the 21th century a growing number of Korean tourists have been visiting
Japan, and conversely a steady flow of Japanese tourists are crossing the Tsushima Strait in search of
kimchi, beauty products, and traces of the Korean televised drama series so many in Japan adore.
Nonetheless, most Japanese are not very knowledgeable about their neighbor, a reservation with bitter
undertones which media-fed debates about history and prejudices are not likely to change any time soon.
Needless to say, the northern part of the peninsula comes off even worse: a hermit kingdom, poor,
belligerent and dictatorial. Time to help us understand more, and who could do a better job at that than
our own Prof. Lee Hyeon Ju, who was born in South Korea, got most of her degrees in the US, and did
extensive research on the issue of North Korean refugees in South Korea.

One of the first and crucial observations that Prof. Lee made was that two somewhat paradoxical
ideologies seem to coexist in South Korea: that of “unification” and that of “anti-communism”. The
paradox lies in the fact that most people in the south feel that unification can and should only be achieved
through the defeat of the communist regime. The paradox also puts North Korean refugees, most of whom
have families who stayed behind, in a difficult position. The southern view and its scenario for the future
leave hardly any room to claim an identity that does not involve rejecting everything going on north of the
38th parallel demarcation line.

Leaving North Korea is very risky as it is: most routes leading out of North Korea pass through China, a
country that does not recognize runaways as refugees, and even has vowed to send back anyone who is
caught. This results in the need to go underground, leaving plenty of room for all kinds of exploitation.
About 32,000 North Koreans are living in South Korea now, but more often than not their accents and
even entire upbringing are considered incompatible with present South Korean norms. Despite the
unification ideal, they are submitted to an education program hardly different from non-Koreans, and
even then their chances to be successful in the capitalist and highly competitive south are limited.
During the second half of her talk, Prof. Lee showed a documentary of young people (teenagers) who had

succeeded in fleeing North Korea and acquiring South Korean passports. Visiting China, they retraced



their route to freedom — a painful journey that involved laying eyes on some of the landscapes they were
so familiar with (and where their families are still living!), and that again forced them to rethink and
redefine their identity. When being addressed by an Australian person in a park in Beijing they could not
but ask themselves, “Are we Korean? North Korean?”

It is not hard to vilify the regime in the northern part of the peninsula, and it is obvious that policies and
attitudes in the southern part are far from perfect (let alone Japanese views...). Still, Prof. Lee was able
to give a vivid account of people fleeing one part of a “Korean identity” and struggling to become accepted,
or not, into the other part of that same identity. Doing so she took us beyond the headlines of news
bulletins and right into the hearts of people who have been put in a most difficult position by history, but
for that very reason may have the force to change it — and if that happens, people in Japan cannot afford

to sit back and remain uninterested.
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