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A Reading of Lee Yangji
“Certified copy of Closed Family Register”

Tomoyuki Kimishima

To date, research into Lee Yangji has typically focused on aspects of her work viewed as
‘non-political’, such as relating to language and gender. Research of this kind is premised on
an approach to understanding literature which prioritizes the characteristics of the author;
in this case, for example, Lee’s aversion to politics, and her interest in traditional performing
arts. However, it is important to recognize how, drawing on the experience of her own
naturalization as a Japanese citizen, Lee was able to develop a critical perspective on post-
war Japan. In her work, we find a line of questioning into what, in the first place, politics
means in a colonial context for a Korean resident in Japan. In this paper I seek to make a
contribution to the systematic treatment of Lee Yangji’s work by focusing on the manuscript
known as “Certified Copy of a Closed Family Register.” Through an examination of this
manuscript, my aim is to consider the East-Asian post-colonial context within which we may
locate the relation between Japan and South Korea in the early 1980s. In particular, I
examine the problem of what occurred as a result of the creation of national sovereign power
in this context.

There are four conclusions which I have drawn as a result of this investigation: The first
concerns the system of naturalization, which was enacted after the war to assist Korean
residents who had been stripped of their Japanese nationality, which in turn was originally
forced upon them in the period of colonial rule. Lee not only criticizes how this system
constituted a political strategy for dealing with the ‘foreigner problem’ by way of granting civil
rights. She also leveled a critique at a kind of ‘epistemological violence’ attendant to the kind
of language used by Korean resident in Japan community for the purposes of isolating
individuals who had been naturalized as Japanese. Secondly, a comparison between the
naturalized ‘self’ which emerges in the text and the discussion of law regarding such ‘certified
copies of closed family registers’, discloses the manner in which Lee points out the warped
nature of these documents, which pre-legally define the individual as racially ‘foreign.’ Lee
exposes the manner in which, due to the ‘certified copy of the closed family register’, her own
ability to refer to herself as ‘Korean’ always carried the restriction that it was tied to the
possibility of referring to the family register system. Thirdly, Lee takes up her loss of her ‘own’
name, as well as the yelling of Korean phrases such as “iluwonoshipuchon” (1 won and 50
cents) towards so-called “Ilubon-agashi” (a pejorative term roughly translating as ‘Japanese
girl’), as examples of a language politics which exposes the individual to a primal form of
violence. Finally, drawing upon the above observations, I clarify the manner in -which
symbols in this work such as ‘depersonalization’ and ‘black animals’ are used in order to
disclose the manner in which individuals can be bound by Bio-political violence, as beings
which are subsumed as ‘falling under’ the sovereignty of nations.
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