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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to highlight how beyond the 

highly political interpretations of the Joseon schools local school 

autonomy has created different trajectories in what is perceived as 

a DPRK and Chongryun controlled homogenous system. Writing 

against the common perspective with a focus on cooperation 

between Chongryun and autonomous school communities using 

three case studies this analysis will demonstrate how autonomy has 

conceived diversity within the system. To justify this thesis three 

very different schools have been chosen, first the Tokyo Third 

Elementary Joseon School will demonstrate the significance of 

school community, second the Nara Joseon School focuses on 

how Chongryun’s attempts to consolidate a community failed, 

and third the Iejima Joseon School where Japanese children were 

educated will demonstrate Chongryun’s respect for autonomy 

and diversity. This study is unique because it focuses beyond 

the transnational political perspective of the Joseon schools and 

analyzes school autonomy and how local dynamics have influenced 

the trajectories of schools.
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1. Introduction

Due to association with Chongryun1 and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 

(DPRK) support, the Joseon schools2 in Japan are often referred to as Pro-Pyongyang 

schools, North Korean schools, or Kita Chōsen no Gakkō. Furthermore, due to negative 

stereotyping it is alleged the schools teach a hannichi (anti-Japanese) dogma. These highly 

political interpretations disregard the focus on ethnic education and a system of local 

school autonomy that has empowered the Korean community and in turn accommodated 

diversity.

Beyond the structural boundaries of the main education implementers Chōren,3 

Minsen4 or Chongryun this study focusses on the function of school autonomy 
in the Joseon school system and examines how the trajectories of regional schools 
have been contingent on local dynamics. The three case studies for this analysis 
will demonstrate that Joseon schools have been dependent on Chōren, Minsen 
and Chongryun infrastructure but have developed into unique entities due to an 
overlapping of school autonomy and local dynamics. 

Autonomy and diversity are closely related. Porier (2016, 39), states that autonomy is 

linked to a physical and political space that empowers people to determine their rights. 

Moreover, it is within this space and movement of people that autonomy is translated, and 

diversity transpires, or in Porier’s (2016, 47) words “there are likely to be minorities within 

the minority- transformed-into-a majority.” Likewise, Gill (2021, 14) argues that:

individual citizens are not merely passive re�ectors of the larger community 

and its subgroups. They also enjoy an active role in which their practices in turn 

shape these entities in a relationship of reciprocity. 

Autonomy in the Joseon schools is facilitated by the school education board (gyoyug-

wiwonhoe), and in all schools there are separate rooms allocated for the gyoyug-wiwonhoe 

and staff. The gyoyug-wiwonhoe differs from conventional parent-teacher associations for it 

is operated by the multi-generation alumni community who work on a voluntary basis to 

manage school administration. The gyoyug-wiwonhoe is responsible for the school budget 

from school fees and donations, raising capital for school buildings, and paying teacher and 

staff salaries. 

Empirical studies on the Joseon schools have generally been conducted within the 

framework of postwar violence (Caprio, 2008; Inokuchi, 2000), links with North Korea 

(Ryang, 1997), ethnic education (Song, 2012), and recently in context with the Zainichi 

Korean community (Chatani, 2021). However, these studies often imply that all Joseon 

schools have followed an undeviating trajectory under Chōren and Chongryun’s uniform 

curriculum and deference to DPRK’s authoritarian guidance. Moreover, these analyses 

are based on Joseon schools in the metropolis and fail to recognize that regional dynamics 

have been important in the trajectories for schools in remote areas. For example, the 1948 
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Kobe, Osaka, and Yamaguchi protests over forced school closures were indeed serious and 

resulted in fatalities and arrests. However, in some regional areas like Shiga there were no 

public protests (Matsushita, 2010) and the Koreans reached an amicable agreement with 

the authorities. Furthermore, at the Iejima Joseon School (Kurusu, 1968) the Koreans and 

local Japanese collaborated to keep the school open. Chatani (2021) contends the schools 

are a consequence of “the continuous reproduction of a sense of place, equipped with 

physical space and historical continuity from the prior tongne (community) experience.” 

This study agrees that collective experiences in the metropolis have accommodated change 

but disputes Chatani’s (2021, 16) argument that without Chōren and Chongryun the 

community would have “had difficulty in financing [the schools], training and dispatching 

teachers, issuing textbooks, and resolving property issues.” For both Chōren and Chongryun 

as the orchestrators for ethnic education collaborated closely and were dependent on the 

autonomous school communities. 

When Japan surrendered in August 1945, there were over two million Koreans living 

in Japan (Morita, 1996, 33), and for various reasons 600,000 chose to stay (Wagner, 1951, 

43). Most Koreans flocked to the cities to prepare for repatriation, to seek employment in 

secondary industries, and for safety. Moreover, collective settlements (Chōsen buraku) were 

concentrated in Kanto, Nagoya, Hanshin, Hiroshima Northern Kyushu, and Hokkaido. 

However, as of 1960 there were some 91,830 (15% of the overall population) Koreans living 

in regional areas (Morita, 1996, 136).

In postwar Japan, the legal status of Koreans frequently changed until April 28, 

1952, when they were officially divested of their “Japanese nationality.” To advocate civil 

rights Koreans created organizations that identified with the DPRK or Republic of Korea 

(ROK). The DPRK affiliated organizations were Chōren5 Minsen6 and from May 1955 the 

highly ideological organization Chongryun. The Mindan7 was established in 1946 and 

identified with the ROK but baring its anti-communist stance it was an ideological weak 

organization that had little attraction for impoverished Koreans who found empowerment 

in Chongryun for its commitment to ethnic education. Chongryun became the stronger 

ethnic organization and in 1953, 77% (415,340) of Zainichi Koreans identified with the 

DPRK and only 23% (124,878) identified with the ROK (Higuchi, 2002, 170).

The case studies for this analysis are the Tokyo Joseon Third Elementary School,8 the 

Nara Joseon Elementary and Junior Highschool,9 and the Iejima Joseon School.10 The Tokyo 

Joseon school provides the groundwork because it has followed a typical trajectory for a 

school in the metropolis, the analysis focuses on school autonomy and introduces key facts 

in Joseon school history. The Nara Joseon School presents an alternative storyline, for Nara 

was a conservative area where Chōsen buraku were underdeveloped. The study focuses on 

how Chongryun endeavored to unite a Japanese school educated community. The Iejima 

Joseon School is an anomaly in the system, but it is a model case for exploring diversity 

because it educated Japanese and Korean students together and demonstrates how school 

autonomy accommodated local conditions. In context with school autonomy, this study 

questions how factors such as, postwar livelihood, local demographics, financial constraints, 
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and regional bureaucratic policies influenced diversity and the trajectory of each school.

2. The Tokyo Joseon Third Elementary School 1945̶present

The current Tokyo Joseon Third Elementary School (referred to as Jesam11 by the 

community) is in Oyamanishi-cho, Itabashi ward, and situated adjacent to the bygone 

Chōsen buraku, of Jujo, Takamatsu-cho, and Sendai-gawa. The forerunner of Jesam was 

a nonpartisan grassroot Gug-eo Gangseubso12 founded to prepare for repatriation and 

compensate for a loss of Korean cultural identity. The school called Itabashi Shotō Gakuin13 

was opened on December 8, 1945, in the private home of Choe Gwang-seok in the Sengawa 

Chōsen Buraku. 

The Gug-eo Gangseubso was a safe-haven for Korean children, for example, in April 

1946 the illiterate parents of nine-year-old Ma Seong-nak enrolled him at the Itabashi Shotō 

Gakuin. Seong-nak didn’t care much for learning, but after being bullied at a Japanese 

school, he was just happy to be with other Korean children in a dilapidated apartment 

building, where students shared wooden desks and the playground doubled as a potato field 

(testimony in Kim & Kim, 2007, 23-24). In December 1947, the Itabashi Shotō Gakuin was 

officially integrated into the Chōren system and merged with the Toshima Shotō Gakuin to 

become the Tokyo Dai San Chōren Shotō Gakkō.14 Classes were held in a former bean sprout 

factory premise and the school was restructured into a six-year system, with six classes, six 

teachers, for 131 students. 

Chōren was the main facilitator of ethnic education, and between February 1946 

and January 1947 it developed a comprehensive six-year school system with beginner/

intermediate and advanced levels. Furthermore, from April 1947 to correspond with the 

Japanese system it introduced a six-year elementary and three-year junior high school. To 

accommodate Zainichi Koreans, with the support of Japanese educators Chōren developed 

a hybrid syllabus modelled on the Japanese curriculum. Korean was the language of 

instruction, and the curriculum included subjects such as, Japanese, history, social studies, 

geography, mathematics, science, music, art, and physical education. Furthermore, to 

sustain the system, by October 1946, the Chōren editorial board published 17 different 

textbooks (Eo, 1998, 108-109) and by 1947, 20 more texts (Fujii, 1987, 87) to circulate to 

some 578 schools for 51,845 students (Fujishima & Ozawa, 1966, 43). 

By 1948, the Chōren school system comprised of 606 schools, 57,900 students and 

1,460 trained teachers (Lee, 1956, 70). However, the rapid growth of the system challenged 

Japan’s homogenous narrative, and Chōren’s affiliation with the DPRK threatened SCAP’s 

plans to fortify Japan as a north-east Asian citadel against communism. From October 

1947 the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) relinquished control of the 

Joseon schools to the Japanese government. However, in the background it continued to 

pressure the Ministry of Education (MOE) to close the schools and enroll Korean children 

in Japanese schools (Takemae, 2002, 497-498). The Japanese authorities were hesitant 

to re-integrate Korean children in Japanese schools, but SCAP refused to compromise. 



55

Beyond North Korean Stereotypes

Therefore, on January 24, 1948, the MOE hesitantly issued a directive titled the “1-24 

Tsūtasu” to inform Koreans that they were now obligated to obey Japanese laws and send 

their children to Japanese schools. This mandate instigated unrest in Korean communities, 

and mass protests in Kobe and Osaka resulting in martial law and the arrest of some 4,000 

Koreans and Japanese communists (Gwon, 2008, 78). In Tokyo, the situation did not 

escalate to the same extent, but on April 20, 1948, the Tokyo Dai San Chōren Shotō Gakko 

was notified of closure, and the gyoyug-wiwonhoe director Mr. Yun Deok-gon, teacher Mr. Ri 

In-jae and some school supporters were arrested for failing to comply (Tokyo Joseon Third 

Elementary School, 2021). However, in defiance with the closure orders, the school stayed 

open, in fact on May 17, 1948, under the Education Law it was accredited as a private school 

and renamed the Tokyo Dai San Chōren Shōgakkō.15 

A year later, on November 20, 1949, the Tokyo Metropolitan Board of Education 

officially announced it would establish fifteen Tokyo Metropolitan Joseon Schools16 for 

Koreans. Subsequently, on December 20, 1949, the Tokyo Dai San Chōren Shōgakkō was 

officially closed, and the 195 students were transferred into the Tokyo Toritsu Daisan 

Chōsenjin Shōgakkō (Tokyo City Third School for Koreans).17 The new school had a 

Japanese headmaster, and Japanese and Korean teachers collaborated to teach their 

respective curricula. 

The metropolitan Joseon schools were a convenient alternative for the Japanese 

authorities because they maintained segregation. However, for the Koreans the schools 

roused ambivalent feelings because they had to forfeit the schools they established as 

a community, but on the other hand as “regular schools”18 they were allowed to teach 

a Korean curriculum and were relieved from financial burdens because the Tokyo 

government shouldered the costs. Kim Yeong-ja was 10 years old when she transferred to 

the Tokyo Toritsu Daisan Chōsenjin Shōgakkō and remembered the students referred to 

the Japanese headmaster as “tanuki” (racoon). In her first year she had two home room 

teachers, Mr. Rim and Mr. Yokoyama and everyone received a Korean and a Japanese report 

card and two graduation certificates (Kim & Kim, 2007, 47- 48). However, despite a degree 

of compromise, the community continued to advocate for autonomous ethnic education 

and Yeong-ja remembers the teachers’ provocative Hangul signboards: 

Behold! New Korea sprouts are jumping up and down

The victory gate for the defense of ethnic education 

Let the Koreans deal with Korea (Kim & Kim, 2007, 47- 48).

The San Francisco Peace Treaty came into effect in April 1952, and because Zainichi 

Koreans were no longer “Japanese citizens,” Japan’s compulsory education regulations no 

longer applied to them the Tokyo government thus determined to close the schools. The 

community opposed this but when closure became inevitable, between September and 

December 1954 the students were relocated into former warehouses or private homes. 

Subsequently, on April,1, 1954 the present school Tokyo Joseon Third Elementary School19 
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(Jesam) was founded by the community with eight classes and 278 students (Kim & Kim, 

2010, 4).

Chongryun was established on May 25, 1955 and flagged ethnic education as one of its 

highest priorities, and pledged to establish an educational administration system, promote 

Korean language, and educational content (Pak, 1989, 383). Building on Minsen’s legacy, 

by April 1956 the Chongryun textbook committee published 70 different textbooks and 

82,317 copies to distribute nationwide to some 243 schools, 24,614 students and 857 teachers 

(Ibid., 1989, 210). 

On May 25, 1955, Jesam was officially incorporated into the Chongryun education 

system, and henceforth curricula issues were governed by Chongryun’s Korean Education 

Association in Japan (KEA).20 Reminiscent of the early Gug-eo Gangseubso, as an 

autonomous school Jesam was governed by the gyoyug-wiwonhoe, and for an impoverished 

community this was an extremely challenging undertaking. Therefore, when DPRK began 

remitting the Education Aid Funds from April 8, 1957, (to all Joseon schools in Japan) the 

Jesam community celebrated the support as “seimei mizu” (life water) (Kim, 2004, 167). The 

capital was allocated to rebuild the dilapidated school, and the former building remains a 

symbolic reminder of the community’s gratitude towards the DPRK. 

The multi-generations and different hometown origins made Jesam a unique 
and diverse community. Moreover, an important attribute to the community was 
the in�uence of the Ilbon eomeoni (Japanese mothers of Korean children). In 1956, 
there were 12 Ilbon eomeoni who proactively integrated and according to Kim Gung-ja 
(whose mother was Japanese) several Ilbon eomeoni were appointed as vice presidents to 
the �rst mothers’ committee (eomeoni-hoe) in 1959, and later Hayakawa Sumiko, the 
mother of Oh Yeong-i (1956-1962) was appointed as the chairwoman. Gungja recalls 
they stayed after meetings to help each other with Korean language and exchange 
information to support the school (testimony in Kim & Kim, 2010, 157).

Kim Il-u (whose mother was Japanese) attended Jesam between 1956-1962 recalls that 

his six years at the school coincide with the peak of Chongryun’s expansion of the education 

system.21 While Il-u was a student, preparing to repatriate to the DPRK there was an influx 

of students from Japanese schools, and by 1960 there were 11 classes for 340 students (Kim 

& Kim, 2010, 4). Then in 1962 using DPRK funds and donations from the community the 

school building was reconstructed into a reinforced concrete building (Ibid., 2010, 45-52). 

Repatriation to the DPRK peaked in 1961, and from 1962, Jesam’s student cohort began 

to slowly decrease. This decline which continued into the next century was due to a natural 

decrease in the Zainichi Korean population, resettlement away from the Chōsen buraku, 

more educational opportunities for Koreans in Japanese schools, a declining birthrate and 

hate crimes against Koreans. The hate crimes followed the launching of DPRK missiles 

over the Sea of Japan/ East Sea in 1998 and following Kim Jong-il’s 2002 confession to his 

country having abducted Japanese citizens. Furthermore, these acts of terrorism marred 

Chongryun’s public profile and created internal turmoil. 

However, in 2009 environmental challenges prompted Jesam’s greatest survival crisis 
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when a seismic strength survey revealed the school building was structurally unsafe. Then, 

after the March 2011 Fukushima earthquake reconstruction became more urgent, and the 

crisis was aggravated when the landlord requested a new lease for the land occupied by the 

school. To raise the funds, in 2010 a School Committee on Pending Issues was formed, and 

over ten years numerous Jesam community groups collaborated to keep the school open. 

Despite these efforts, the crisis divided the community. For some considered merging 

Jesam with another school was more practical, but the majority were in favor of rebuilding 

the structure because the school was central to community life. In 2018, a fund raiser was 

officially launched and together with the Tokyo City Earthquake-resistance subsidy of 

230 million yen, the community raised over 637.1 million yen, purchased the land, and 

reopened a new school building on October 11, 2020 (Kim & Kim, 2021, 330-334). 

Since 1955, Jesam education has been based on Chongryun’s curricula, and on a national 

basis each new syllabus22 has been created on community feedback to accommodate the 

changing needs of the community. Presently, under headmaster Kang Cheol-min Jesam has 

84 students, with eight full-time teachers, three part-time teachers and one gyoyug-wiwonhoe 

member. As an autonomous school, to attract new students Jesam promotes individuality 

(gaeseong), incorporates information and communication technology, and uses tablets 

to teach literacy. English is taught in the regular curriculum and Chinese is offered as 

an elective class. Furthermore, due to changing demographics Jesam now accommodates 

students from Itabashi, Toshima, Kita, Nerima wards and areas of West Saitama (Gekkan 

IO, 2021, 54). 

As a benchmark case study, the Jesam school in the Tokyo metropolis is a useful example 

of autonomy, diversity, and adjustment. In contrast, the case study of the Nara Joseon School 

will demonstrate a different trajectory in context with a fragmented ethnic community and 

regional differences.

3. Nara Joseon Elementary and Junior Highschool (1969 ‒ 2008)

In postwar Nara the status quo for Koreans differed from other areas due to many of its 

citizens being involved in agriculture rather than industrial work (Kawase, 2020, 122-123) 

and this degree of food security may have deterred them from fleeing to the metropolis or 

immediately repatriating to Korea. As of September 25, 1945, the Korean population in 

Nara was 12,980 (Kawase, 1985, 40) and by October 1,1947, it was 6,128 (Kawase, 1985, 44). 

Resources regarding collective settlements are limited, but Iwasaki (2010, 166) notes there 

was a Chōsen buraku in Sakurai as a significant number of Koreans were involved in Cypress 

Rope manufacturing.23 Furthermore, there may have been small Chōsen buraku in Nara, 

Tenri, Sakurai, Yoshino and Uda where Chongryun established branches in 1957.

Soon after liberation, Nara Koreans established Gug-eo gangseubso schools in Tenri, 

Sakurai and Gojō. Then, in 1946 under Chōren, the Gug-eo gangseubso were restructured 

into elementary, intermediate, and advanced levels, and by October 1946 there were six 

schools with 150 students and 18 teachers. By October 1947, Chōren was educating some 299 
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students, and from 1947-1948 the schools were streamlined into formal elementary schools 

(Nara Joseon School, 2020, 25). 

However, following the 1948 1.24 Tsutatsu, the Nara authorities closed all Chōren 

schools, and without a collective initiative and feasibly due to a shortage of Korean 

intellectuals the education options for Korean children were limited to Japanese schools. 

Yet, the Nara authorities were reluctant to integrate Koreans into the public schools and 

bureaucratic discrimination was common. For example, impoverished families in Sakurai 

required their children to help in manufacturing cypress rope, so many were unable to 

attend school on a regular basis. Hence, from April 1952, when compulsory education 

regulations no longer applied to Korean children, the Sakurai city authorities threatened to 

expel these children over excessive absenteeism (Ibid., 2020, 25). 

To a limited extent there was some Korean ethnic education activism. For example, on 

July 28, 1953, twenty Korean mothers petitioned the Nara government to provide Korean 

classes in the Japanese schools. Their appeal based on a person’s universal right to ethnic 

education, fell on deaf ears of the uncooperative school authorities who replied vaguely that 

“under the current circumstances the Korean issue is difficult” (Ibid.). 

In 1956, to unite Nara’s fragmented Korean community Chongryun established it 

headquarters in Nara, and in 1957 branches offices in Tenri, Sakurai, Yoshino and Uda. 

Chongryun used education as the medium to diffuse ideology, and in 1957 it established 

informal afternoon/night schools called gogo yakan gakkō for Korean children in Japanese 

schools in Sakurai, Nara, Yanagimoto, and Yoshino. The gogo yakan gakkō were staffed by 

Chongryun appointed teachers from Tokyo and the Kansai area and several local Koreans. 

Classes were taught in rented rooms in homes or in Chongryun offices, and due to a lack 

of staff only operated for about three days a week. With handwritten texts, the children 

learnt simplified Korean, songs, and celebratory dances. Mun Byeong-ho who attended the 

Sakurai school with some 20 other children recalls their attraction being table tennis and 

interaction with other Korean children (Gekkan IO, 2018, 28-29). 

Chongryun’s long-term plan for Nara was to establish an autonomous Joseon school, 

but it lacked communal support and the capital needed to finance the venture. By 1964 

there were 5,166 Koreans living in Nara and 68.9% were Japan born and educated in 

Japanese schools (Kawase, 2020, 44). Consequently, to consolidate the younger generations 

Chongryun created the Nara Korean Youth League and the first Chōgin Credit Union 

branch in Sakurai (1964), a strategic planning committee (1967), and the Nara Korean 

Chamber of Commerce (1969) was inaugurated with 39-year-old Ri Jun-seop as chairman 

and a board of directors of similar age (Nara Joseon School, 2020, 37). 

To transition into a formal school, in 1966 Chongryun consolidated the eight gogo yakan 

gakkō into four schools. Moreover, new teachers who were certified to teach in gogo yakan 

gakkō arrived from Osaka, Kyoto, Kobe, and Tokyo. Initially they worked at the Chongryun 

branch offices in the mornings and taught in the afternoons. Nara was a conservative 

area, a Mindan stronghold and despite Chongryun’s enthusiastic attempts to fabricate a 

community the erratic attendance at the gogo yakan gakkō confirmed peoples’ ambivalence. 



59

Beyond North Korean Stereotypes

Subsequently, recruiting students became urgent. To encourage Koreans who were living 

under Japanese names (tsūmei)24 to emerge from obscurity a movement called “searching 

for Koreans” (dongpo chajgi)25 was launched and Mun Byeong-ho and a Tokyo Chongryun 

film producer drove through Nara neighborhoods with a loudspeaker announcing 

screenings on ethnic education. Mun also searched the phone directory for tsūmei sounding 

names and visited homes at mealtimes when he smelt garlic cooking. According to Mun, 

it was usually Koreans in hiding who were enraged about his visit (Gekkan IO, 2018, 28-

29). Furthermore, to inculcate a sense of DPRK as the fatherland and a belonging in the 

Chongryun organization, in 1968, Osaka Joseon High school students accompanied gogo 

yakan gakkō students on a trip to Chongryun’s headquarters in Tokyo (Nara Joseon School, 

2020, 28).

The Nara Joseon Elementary and Junior Highschool finally opened in April 1969, 

for 93 third generation (Japanese school educated) students in temporary premises in 

Ishiharada-cho, Kashihara City. In 1969, from kindergarten to university level Chongryun 

was educating some 33,978 students. The Nara Joseon Elementary School became the 92nd 

and the junior high school the 51st addition to the system (Kim, 2004, 273-274). The first 

headmaster O Yun-gwan, who had previously taught in Osaka and Hyogo was appointed 

to supervise 11 teachers who were graduates of Korea University in Tokyo. In contrast to 

schools like Jesam with a Gug-eo Gangseubso background, the Nara school teachers faced 

major challenges, for to become a functioning Joseon school they had to teach the Korean 

language from scratch to transition the students into the Chongryun curriculum. Moreover, 

the teaching staff was expected to facilitate the students’ commute to and from school and 

then plan the classes for the next day (Nara Joseon School, 2020, 38-41).

As an autonomous school, the Nara Joseon school community was expected to accrue 

the capital to build a new reinforced concrete school building. Subsequently to raise 

110 million yen the School Construction Committee and the Nara Korean Chamber of 

Commerce organized the fundraising, and donors included impoverished community 

members and a few Mindan Koreans (Asano, 2020). The new school building relocated to 

Hokkeiji-cho in Kashihara City with three-stories, nine classrooms, three special classrooms 

for music and science, and a staffroom (Nara Joseon School, 2020, 51). The opening was 

celebrated on September 12, 1969, to coincide with the 22nd anniversary of the founding 

of the DPRK. It was a watershed moment for Chongryun and attended by Chairman Han 

Deok-su, Chongryun dignitaries, Japanese delegates from the Japan Teachers Union 

(Nikkyōso), and the Nara branch of the Japan-DPRK Association. Congratulatory telegrams 

were received from the DPRK and Chongryun branches, and the DPRK’s commitment to 

Zainichi Korean ethnic education was acknowledged in context with the Education Aid 

Fund. 

Due to the collaboration of Chongryun and the school community the 1970s was a 

positive decade. First, in 1972 it opened a kindergarten. Also, when DPRK archeologists 

inspected the wall paintings in the Takamatsuzuka burial mound in Asuka, their visit 

hallmarked the geographical attribute of the school (Nara Joseon School, 2020, 61- 62). In 
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1970, the Nara Prefecture recognized the school as “miscellaneous,”26 and to enhance the 

school’s public profile and promote reciprocity with Japanese educators, in 1971 Japanese 

teachers were invited to attend the first open day. Furthermore, in recognition of ethnic 

education in August 1975 the Nara Prefecture began subsidies for educational materials 

(Pak, 1993, 70). 

However, from the 1990s the Nara Joseon School faced a steady decline in enrollments, 

which in turn created fiscal problems. The school budget was dependent on student fees, 

limited DPRK funds, community donations, and a small subsidy from the Nara Prefecture. 

The primary expenditure was teacher and staff salaries; this alone tallied over 100 million 

yen per annum (Nara Joseon School, 2020, 85). The main reason for the decline was 

because low-income Koreans could not afford the school fees. Moreover, the dilemma was 

compounded by a weak alumni network, changing demographics, acculturation and hate 

crimes against Korean students.

By 2006 there were only 20 students enrolled in the Nara Joseon School, and because it 

was no longer financially sustainable, in 2008 the remaining five students were transferred 

to the Higashi Osaka Joseon School and the Nara Joseon School was officially closed 

(Gekkan IO, 2018, May). The issues that forced the Nara Joseon School into closure were 

not uncommon, nationwide all Joseon schools faced similar hardships. However, continuity 

is dependent on a robust alumni community and because most of the community were 

Japanese school graduates, they were possibly unconcerned about transferring their 

children out of the Joseon school system. In contrast, the next case study of the Iejima Joseon 

Elementary School presents an unusual trajectory of coexistence with Japanese people and 

demonstrates how regional autonomy promoted diversity.

4. The Iejima Joseon Elementary School (1946 ‒ 1969)

The Iejima Joseon School27 was the only school of any kind on Nishijima island28 in 

the Seto Inland Sea in Hyogo Prefecture. From 1947 through 1968, the school educated 

both Korean and Japanese students. Furthermore, on this remote island disenfranchised 

Japanese and Korean islanders lived as a unified community. In 1925, Koreans were the 

first to settle on the uninhabited Nishijima as seasonal quarry workers to extract aqueous 

rock for essential landfill and shore fortification works. The quarries were the island’s sole 

source of income, and its population fluctuated according to demand for quarry stone. 

Subsequently, when Japan mobilized for warfare from the 1930s the Koreans established 

a permanent Chōsen buraku, and Japanese quarry workers settled later. When Japan 

surrendered on August 15, 1945, the island totaled approximately 100 Korean and 100 

Japanese households (Kim, 2004, 209). For economic reasons most Koreans stayed because 

of the higher unemployment ratio on the mainland. Moreover, in 1947 the 187 Koreans 

living in Nishijima accounted for 60% of the population (Tanaka & Yamasaki, 1952, 43).

Like Koreans on the mainland to promote ethnic fraternity, in 1946 the Korean 

islanders created the Iejima Chōren branch and youth league. Furthermore, in preparation 
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for repatriation a Gug-eo Gangseubso was established in a rundown dwelling with a leaking 

roof, no windows and in the path of the cold wind gusts from the sea. The school began 

with just one blackboard and the first teacher for the cohort of 30 pupils aged between 

six and twenty years, was a former quarry laborer who had limited Korean language and 

literacy skills (Kim, 2004, 209). Later, in April 1947, the Gug-eo Gangseubso was officially 

integrated into the Chōren school system with a four-year curriculum, one teacher and 35 

students and renamed the Harima Chōren Gakuin- Iejima Bunkō (branch) School29 (Ibid.).

On Nishijima, political, economic, cultural and education issues for the Japanese 

islanders were governed from the main island Iejima and accordingly the Japanese children 

were expected to attend school in either Iejima or the adjacent Bozejima. However, until 

1955 the route lacked ferry access, and even after it was established most Japanese islanders 

could not afford the commuter passes of 1,200 yen30 per month (Kurusu, 1968, 39-40). 

Consequently, the Japanese islanders requested to enroll their children in the Joseon school. 

The Koreans were initially hesitant because ethnic education focused on building a Korean 

identity and the school had limited infrastructure to educate even its Korean students. 

Another issue of concern was related to the compulsory education mandate for Japanese 

citizens, and the Japanese government’s responsibility for educating its own citizens. 

However, the Koreans conceded because they believed their Japanese neighbors were also 

disenfranchised and that education is a fundamental human right. Records reveal that in 

April 1948, the student cohort at the Joseon school was 27, and five children were Japanese 

(Kim, 2004, 210). 

For the Japanese students, the Korean teachers devised a separate Japanese syllabus. 

They studied in the same classroom with Korean students and shared a blackboard divided 

into two thirds for the Korean syllabus, and one third for the Japanese. From 1956 to 1964 

Chongryun appointed Jo Yeong-sang from Pusan who was a Japanese university graduate 

as headmaster to co-teach with his wife Jin Yeong-sun. For the Japanese students based 

on MOE textbooks Headmaster Jo created a syllabus but deviated to follow the Nikkyōso’s 

more progressive initiatives. Also, to fulfill MOE’s requirements and to ensure the students 

did not fall behind he taught special after-school classes (Kurusu, 1968, 41). In the nine 

years that Jo taught on Nishijima he instructed 20 Japanese students with two earning a 

graduation certificate for completing six years in elementary school (Ibid., 41-45). The 

Japanese children were not expected to learn Korean, but many acquired it naturally 

and called their parents eomeoni (mother) and abeoji (father), and in accordance with the 

school’s Korean only language policy (for the Korean students), some even ordered their 

parents to speak Korean at home (Atarashi Sedai, 1963).

Until 1960, when a daily commercial commuter boat between Nishijima and the 

mainland began, the islanders generally lived in isolation. This situation extremely limited 

social and cultural experiences for the children and in turn created challenges for the 

teachers. For example, when the children visited Himeji on an excursion, they referred to 

all transport infrastructure including trains and buses as “boats,” and cows and horses as 

“big dogs.” Jo was appalled at their forsaken plight and requested Chongryun assistance 
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in upgrading educational conditions. Hereafter, when he visited Himeji or Kobe, he 

purchased picture books to reinforce the student’s understanding of the outside world and 

to improve their vocabulary strength. From old newspapers he made papier-mâché objects 

of the images in the books (Kurusu, 1968, 32-33). Furthermore, to tackle illiteracy among 

the Korean adults, in between work commitments Jo encouraged them to attend the adult 

school to learn Korean (Ibid., 43).

In isolation, the Joseon school became the center of community life as the school 

building doubled as a meeting hall (Ibid., 36). Everyone belonged to the stone quarry trade 

union and for every ton of stone sold, the union donated 5 yen towards school management 

(Gekkan IO, 2012). Support was mutual, for example in 1948, following the 1.24 Tsutatsu, 

the school managed to unlawfully stay open because the gyoyug-wiwonhoe chairman, Mr. Yun 

Mu-sun from Daegu, and the Iejima Mayor Takeuchi Okisuke, made an implicit agreement 

to report the school as “closed” to the authorities on the mainland (Kim, 2004, 210). 

Jo Yeong-sang was an influential member of the community. For example, in 1956 on 

behalf of the Japanese islanders he petitioned to the Iejima Education Committee for a 

school ferry. The authorities did not respond, so to circumvent the legal issues of mandatory 

education the Japanese islanders enrolled their children in the Japanese school on Iejima 

island and applied for extended absences. Jo was also instrumental in lobbying for an 

electrical generator and telephone access under the 1953 Remote Island Revitalization Law. 

Furthermore, as a respected member of the community he was often asked to name a child 

or write letters for illiterate Korean and Japanese adults (Kurusu, 1968, 35-39). 

After 1955, the Iejima Joseon School was incorporated into the Chongryun school 

system. Still the Japanese students continued to study a Japanese curriculum in a classroom 

displaying a Kim Il Sung image and the DPRK Ramhongsaek Konghwagukgi flag. Then, in 1957 

when the DPRK Education Aid Funds began, the remittances were pooled with donations 

from 17 Korean and eight Japanese households to rebuild the school (Atarashī Sedai, 

1963). The new building was built by the whole island community, and upon completion, 

they donated to it an electric kerosene generator.31 Also, the annual school sports day was a 

community event for all islanders. Many recall the stunning scene of boats arriving from the 

mainland carrying Harima and Aboshi Joseon School students dressed in colorful chogori 

and playing Korean Nongak on their booming drums (Kim, 2004, 212).

In 1964, Jo Yeong-sang was transferred to the mainland, to be replaced by Kim 

Cha-cheol for a cohort of seven Korean students. By this time, on Nishijima there was 

electricity, television reception, refrigeration, and a subsidized daily commuter ferry to 

transport Japanese children to the mainland. Kim no longer taught Japanese children but 

as the last headmaster he committed to improving adult education. Also, twice a week he 

taught classes for youths and organized chorus recitals (Kurusu, 1968, 43). Furthermore, 

he promoted reciprocity with Japanese educators. For example, in May 1965 as part of a 

Japan-Korea educational exchange, headmaster Aoki of the Bozejima elementary school 

escorted 25 Japanese children to Nishijima for the day. Later Kim reciprocated and for 200 

students and parents on Bozejima he hosted a film screening on DPRK socialism and nation 
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building, later showing the same film to 600 islanders on Iejima (Ibid., 44). 

By 1966 when automation in the stone quarries was integrated the overall population on 

Nishijima declined quickly. Many Korean families relocated to the mainland or repatriated 

to the DPRK. Lacking a population of Korean children, the school closed in March 1969 

(Gekkan IO, 2012). The trajectory of the Iejima Joseon School is an anomaly in Joseon school 

history for it was the only school located on an island. However, it clearly demonstrates the 

link between autonomy and diversity for Korean teachers educated Japanese children and 

the Japanese islanders were active members of the gyoyug-wiwonhoe. 

5. Conclusion 

This study has argued against the sociopolitical interpretations of the Joseon schools 

to focus on school autonomy and how regional factors have influenced diversity. The 

Joseon schools were established to recover an ethnic Korean identity, and this remains the 

cornerstone of their education efforts. However, due to Chongryun and DPRK involvement, 

the highly political descriptions of the schools obscure the importance of community-

based school autonomy. This study recognizes that to implement education the school 

communities relied on Chōren, Minsen or Chongryun support. However, the conclusions in 

this study clarify that it has been a two-way process and the organizations have collaborated 

closely with the school communities.

To demonstrate how Chongryun has recognized school autonomy and how regional 

influences have produced different trajectories, this study has analyzed three very different 

schools. The case study of Jesam illustrates a community that has struggled on numerous 

occasions to preserve ethnic education. Furthermore, beyond Chongryun’s structural 

implementations Jesam proves that a school’s continuity is reliant on accommodation 

and a strong multigenerational alumni community commitment. In contrast, before the 

establishment of Chongryun, Nara Koreans were generally ambivalent about Korean 

minority concerns because they were focused on earning a livelihood. Moreover, Chongryun 

attempted to create an artificial social network for Nara Koreans, but its ideology did not 

penetrate the community enough to save the school. The trajectory of the Iejima Joseon 

School differs from Jesam and Nara, for Japanese people played an important role in the 

school community. Furthermore, the Iejima Joseon School demonstrates Chongryun’s 

recognition of local autonomy and its capacity to accommodate regional conditions, and 

this in turn has created diversity within the system.

In conclusion, when school autonomy and regional differences are taken into context, 

how relevant are the political interpretations of the Joseon schools that exclusively focus 

on Chongryun, DPRK and disregard a system of ethnic education that supports school 

autonomy and recognizes diversity? 
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Notes
 1 General Association of Korean Residents in Japan /在日本朝鮮人總聯合會 재일본조선인총련합회 or 

Chōsen Sōren.
 2  Joseon Haggyeo /조선 학교/ Chōsen Gakkō/朝鮮学校 or Korean schools.
 3 在日本朝鮮人聯盟 / 재일조선인련맹 / 재일조선인연맹 / The Korean League. 
 4 United Democratic Front in Japan for Unification in Korea/ 민주주의 민족 전선 /民主主義民族戦線 or 

Minjeon.
 5 Chōren was ordered to disband by the United States occupation administration in 1949.

 6 Minsen was established in 1951 to replace Chōren, and members were later integrated into 
Chongryun on May 25, 1955.

 7 在日本大韓民國民團 / 재일본대한민국민단 / Korean Residents Union in Japan.
 8 東京朝鮮第三初級学校
 9 奈良朝鮮初中級学校
 10 家島朝鮮初級学校
 11 제삼

 12 国語講習所
 13 tabashi Elementary School.
 14 Tokyo Third Chōren Elementary School東京第三朝聯初等学校．
 15 東京第三朝聯小学校
 16 In cities and prefectures where there was a concentration of Koreans, the Joseon schools were 

placed under the jurisdiction of local governments and restructured according to local policies. 
Some Joseon schools were streamlined into branch schools of Japanese schools, and some 
converted into independent public schools. Between 1949 and 1955, regional bureaucracies 
established some 45 schools (Oh, 2019, 70-71).

 17 東京都立第三朝鮮人学校

 18 一条校．The accreditation as a “regular school” is approved because the school satisfies the 
curricular requirement of the 1947 School Education Law.

 19 東京朝鮮第三初級学校
 20 The KEA coordinated with various Chongryun umbrella organizations, such as the textbook 

committee, the publishing house Hagu Seobang, the Korean Teachers League, and the Korean 
School PTA Federation.

 21 By April 1966, the Chongryun was educating 34,388 students in 142 schools from elementary 
level to university. In addition, 25 kindergartens welcomed 918 students; additionally, there were 
4,880 students taking classes at 245 night schools (Ozawa, 1973, 435).

 22 There have been four major curricula revisions since 1955.
 23 ヒノキ肌縄づくり
 24 During Japanese colonization of Korea, following the Soshi-kaimei order, Koreans were instructed 

to use Japanese styled surnames. In post-war Japan, the majority of Zainichi Koreans continued to 
use these surnames, as an officially registered alias (tsūmei) for convenience and to avoid 
discrimination. 

 25 동포찾기

 26 Under the1947 School Education Law all Joseon schools are accredited as “miscellaneous” （各種学
校） schools by the prefectural governments. The classification incorporates all foreign schools 
and the likes of cooking, sewing, knitting, and driving schools. 

 27 家島朝鮮学校
 28 The Iejima archipelago in the Seto Inland Sea is 18 kilometers from Himeji city, and consists of 

four islands- Iejima, Nishijima Bozejima and Tangajima.
 29 飾磨朝聯学院・家島分校 
 30 According to a 1955 CPI, in 2019 1200 yen has the value of 7,228 yen (Yaruzou.net., 2021).
 31 The �rst electric generator on the island.
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