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Working as Consultant for Drama “PACHINKO”
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| often receive random inquiries from strangers. In the
United States, college professors are public figures whose
contact information is readily available on college websites.
| often hear from students who have read my work or
journalists who wish to interview me about Japan. One day
in the summer of 2008 when | opened my computer, | found
an email titled “TV adaptation of PACHINKO.” Immediately,
| figured it was about the New York Times best-selling novel
about Zainichi Koreans by Korean American novelist Min
Jin Lee. The email was from Ms. Soo Hugh, the renowned
screen writer and executive producer of the Apple TV
drama series, “PACHINKO.” She wanted to talk to me
about Zainichi Korean issues as she prepared to write a
script for the show. | was a little hesitant because | had not
yet read the novel.

| knew how popular and acclaimed this novel was in
the United States. President Obama listed this novel as
one of his favorite books. Many people who read this novel
asked me what | thought of this. But | always dodged those
questions. | could not easily bring myself to read a novel
about a family’s trauma which, with parallels to my own,
was a little too close to my heart. | doubted that someone
who has never lived in Japan as Zainichi Korean would
understand or represent us fairly. Besides, | have so many
books that | have to read for my research and classes. Why
would | want to pick up and read a book that | have little
desire or interest in?

However, when this inquiry came from a TV producer, |
knew | had to respond. After all, there aren’t many Zaincihi
Korean scholars in the United States. As soon as | read her
email, | ordered the novel on Amazon and responded to her
email, with a simple lin... “Sure, let’s talk soon.” | finished
the novel in five days.

After | read PACHINKO, | found myself feeling very
mixed about it. | was immediately immersed into the story
line about first generation Zainichi Koreans and | could see
my own grandparents in these characters, which brought
tears to my eyes. However, | could hardly relate to the
third generation Zainichi Korean characters who should
supposedly have much more in common with me. | found
the latter half of the story very dull and uninspiring. | did
wonder where this mixed reaction came from. | wanted to
discuss this with the screenwriter and producer who was
about to visualize this novel

Ms. Hugh and | hit it off immediately. We are close
in age and have similar aged children. We have a stark
difference... she grew up in the U.S. while | did in Japan

.. and we both came from immigrant families. | candidly
shared my feelings about the novel and responded to her
numerous questions about Zainichi Korean history.
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Since this initial phone conversation, we kept in touch.
When | went to New York City for work the following year,
we decided to meet up in person. At a cafe in midtown
Manhattan, we talked about so many things related to
Zainichi Koreans and Korean culture in general. She was
eager to learn and absorb everything | shared with her. She
is in tune with her emotions and sometimes, | could see
tears linger in her eyes as | shared some difficult struggles
that Zainichi Koreans endured in Japan.

Ms. Hugh asked, “Is there anything you do not want or
do want me to do as | work on the representation of Zainichi
Koreans in this drama?”

| paused and then responded, “I would love it if the
characters spoke the authentic language...or rather dialect.
We, Zaincihi Koreans, were deprived of many important
elements such as our ethnic names and language. While
we are marginalized, we also embrace the local community
and its culture that we were born into. Thatincludes dialect.
If you were to portray Zainichi Koreans living in Osaka, |
would like them to speak Osaka dialect like | do.”

As she listened to my response, she looked a little
worried and said, “It is not easy to find actors who could
speak Japanes... let alone its local dialect.”

Hollywood is an industry dominated by White
Americans. In recent years, its racial and ethnic bias was
problematized. There are very few films and dramas that
have an all-Asian cast. Only a handful of Asian producers
and filmmakers are recognized in the industry. The number
of female Asian producers is even smaller. Thus, | could
only imagine her worries.

“l do not want you to portray Zainichi Koreans as
Yakuza or cheap gang members. It is a very common
negative stereotype against Zainichi among Americans and
Japanese,” | continued.

The truth is that | had a long list of “wants” and “don’t
wants” but | figured it is not my place to share my list with
her. So | simply made these two points and wished her
success before | said goodbye to her.

In the following year, the global pandemic started.
Production got delayed and her team had to give up filming
the show in Japan. Eventually, Ms. Hugh asked me to join
the team as a content and cultural sensitivity consultant. |
agreed to help her. When | watched the network cut during
the editing stage, | noticed that the main characters spoke
Osaka dialect and realized she did take note of what |
requested in our meeting in New York.

Unfortunately, due to the non-disclosure agreement, |
cannot share exactly what | did for Ms. Hugh and her show
here.

In 2022, when Apple TV released the first Hollywood
produced drama series about Zainichi Koreans globally, |
was nervous and excited. How will the world respond and
react to the show? | wondered. Unfortunately, the show
did not score any Emmy nominations but it received very
positive reviews in the U.S. and the rest of the world. Some
show critics even criticized the Emmys for not nominating
the drama PACHINKO.”

Personally, | still felt a little unsatisfied by the ways non-
Zainichi Koreans represented the experiences of Zainichi
Koreans. However, | do believe that this drama, along with
the original novel, made a very important contribution to the
Zainichi community as they promoted the global awareness
of our existence and history in such an unprecedented way.

I look forward to more reaction and awareness rising from
the future series of this show.
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