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Abstract 

Patterns of escalation in historical and territorial 
disputes in Japan-ROK relations 

 

Ohtsu Haruna 

International Area Studies 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 

For several decades, the bilateral relationship between Japan and South Korea 

has been described as geographically close and yet emotionally distant. Seoul 

and Tokyo have experienced recurring conflict over historical and territorial 

issues, especially since the late 1990s. In this context, many scholars have 

pointed out the critical existence of historical and territorial issues, but there are 

few scholarly works that focus on the historical and territorial disputes 

themselves as dependent variables. This paper aims to explore the factors that 

have influenced the developments in the historical and territorial disputes 

between Japan and Korea. Toward that end, both quantitative and qualitative 

methodology are employed, including (1) an examination of the variation in the 

number of articles from major newspapers in Korea and Japan that address the 

subjects of comfort women, the Yasukuni Shrine, and the Dokdo/Takeshima 

issue; and (2) an in-depth case study of the period from 1998 to 2013. On these 



ii 

empirical grounds, this paper argues, first, that historical and territorial disputes 

are not constant but instead are dependent variables; second, that the most 

typical pattern of unusual escalation of historical and territorial disputes has 

involved a controversial act on the Japanese side followed by an assertive and 

unilateral response from the South Korean president; and third, that a key factor 

in the Japanese and Korean leaders’ provocative stances has been the domestic 

politics at work in both countries. 

 

Keywords: Japan-ROK relations, historical disputes, territorial disputes, 

anti-Japanese card 

Student ID: 2012-22825 
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Introduction 

 

Since the establishment of the normalization treaty in 1965, South Korea and Japan 

have improved their cooperative ties in many aspects. On the economic front, Japan 

is Korea’s second-largest trade partner following China, and Korea ranks as Japan’s 

third-largest trade partner after China and the U.S. Human exchange and cultural 

cooperation have also grown wider and deeper. The total number of people who 

have crossed the border has steadily increased, and this figure reached more than 5.5 

million in 2012. Shared values such as democracy, freedom, and free market 

economics are thought to underlie deeper cooperation between Japan and Korea.1 

Moreover, power shifts in East Asia in the post-Cold War era seem to bind Tokyo 

and Seoul together due to their common strategic objectives, such as resolving the 

North Korean nuclear issue and contending with Chinese assertiveness. 

Despite this progress within the relationship, the two countries are still 

described as geographically close but emotionally distant. The legacy of Japan’s 

post-war colonialism in Korea has yet to vanish. Conflict often arises due to 

historical and territorial issues, and this has been especially true since the late 1990s. 

                                            
1 The Japanese Foreign Ministry characterizes its relationship with Korea as follows: “South 
Korea is an important neighbor of Japan that shares basic values such as freedom, democracy 
and the market economy.” Translated from Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. “Japan-
Republic of Korea Relations,” Accessed January 21. 2014. 
http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/area/korea/data.html#06 
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Issues that are related to nationalism and to the two nations’ differing view of history 

– namely, the subjects of comfort women, the Yasukuni Shrine, history textbook, 

and the Dokdo/Takeshima issue – are focal points of this problematic relationship. 

Once any of these issues comes to the fore, it easily develops into a diplomatic 

imbroglio. 

The recurrent but sporadic flare-ups of these historical and territorial 

disputes raise a question: when and how do the disputes escalate? Although a great 

deal of academic literature examines the dynamics of the cooperation and conflict 

between Tokyo and Seoul, there are few academic studies that are directly concerned 

with the historical and territorial disputes as dependent variables. My intention in 

writing this paper is to analyze what drives the escalation and de-escalation of 

historical and territorial disputes as an aspect of Japan-ROK relations. I will achieve 

this by examining the rise and decline of these issues from 1998 to 2013. 

This paper begins with a chapter that briefly reviews the existing arguments 

and presents my view on the question presented above. In the next chapter, empirical 

evidence is offered that suggests that these historical and territorial disputes are 

dependent variables: such disputes sometimes flare up, but at other times, they are 

constrained. Chapter 3 presents a case study analysis that further examines how 

these issues emerge and are activated or de-activated. Based on these analyses, this 
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paper reaches three main analytical findings. First, the level of historical and 

territorial conflict between Japan and South Korea is not constant. The controversy 

regarding these issues is usually inactive, but once the issues come to the fore, the 

level of conflict is likely to increase for a certain period of time. Second, most of 

these historical and territorial disputes were escalated when South Korean president 

responds unilaterally to provocation from the Japanese side and leaders from both 

countries become mired in populist rhetoric. Third, what matters most in these 

instances is the domestic politics at work in both countries. 
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Chapter 1. Theoretical framework 

1-1. Existing literature 

Most scholarly articles on Japan-ROK relations note the importance of historical 

oppositional sentiment, which triggers venomous disputes between these two parties 

over historical and territorial issues. Given the lasting legacy of colonization, these 

researchers argue that what underlies the Japan-ROK relations is mutual hostility. 

Thomas Berger2 argues that historical distrust is the main reason for this friction 

despite the two countries’ strategic interest in cooperation. Although scholars 

correctly cite the critical existence of history-related issues within this relationship, 

they treat the historical animosity as an unchanging and enduring feature that 

determines the bilateral relationship. Thus, they fail to explain why the historical 

animosity matters at some times and not at other times in Japan-ROK relations. 

Several scholars have tackled the dynamics of cooperation and conflict 

between Seoul and Tokyo by including the historical issues factor in their analysis 

together with other elements. Victor Cha’s quasi-alliance model3 is likely the most 

famous work along these lines. Cha’s work suggests that, depending on how they 

                                            
2 Thomas Berger, “Power and Purpose in Pacific East Asia: A Constructivist Interpretation”, 
in G. John Ikenberry and Michael Mastanduno, eds., International Relations Theory and the 
Asia-Pacific (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003): 387-420 
3 Victor Cha, Alignment Despite Antagonism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999) 



 5

perceive the U.S., Korea and Japan can suppress their historical problems and 

cooperate. However, this model is inconsistent with some actual cases, as many have 

noted.4 More importantly, as Cheol hee Park points out, this model still treats the 

historical disputes as constant.5 What the existing scholars in international relations 

tend to overlook regarding these historical and territorial issues is that they are not 

constant but variable. In fact, there are few scholarly studies of these historical and 

territorial disputes as variables in themselves. Therefore, this paper aims to answer a 

puzzling question: when and why do these historical and territorial issues escalate 

and de-escalate? 

 

1-2. Argument 

What the existing scholarship tends to neglect in examining the dynamics of Japan-

ROK relations is that contentions over historical and territorial issues are not 

constants but, rather, are dependent variables. The disputes are active at some times 

but inactive at other times. Although historical and territorial issues make the front 

                                            
4 Seung Ji Woo, “Puzzle of Korea –Japan Cooperation in the Cold War,” Korean Journal of 

Political Science, 37, no.3, (2003): 129-131; Tae Ryong Yoon, Fragile Cooperation: Net 

Threat Theory and Japan-Korea-U.S. Relations (New York: Columbia University, 2006). 
5 Cheol-hee Park, “Cooperation Coupled with Conflicts: Korea–Japan Relations in the Post-
Cold War Era,” Asia- Pacific Review, 15, no. 2, (2008):16. 
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pages of newspapers while the issues in question are politicized, this hyper-

awareness does not last forever. The conflicts can be escalated or de-escalated or can 

simply remain inactive depending on the domestic political context.  

If these historical and territorial disputes are not constants but rather are 

dependent variables, what does drive the disputes? Some mass media outlets and 

politicians are satisfied with the interpretation that manipulation of nationalism by 

South Korean political leaders causes the escalation of these historical and territorial 

controversies. Japanese observers often criticize Korean presidents for proactively 

utilizing the “anti-Japanese card” to improve popularity when lame duck situations 

arise6. JoongAng Ilbo, a major Korean newspaper, reported on a confidential 

document released by the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs that concludes that 

the deteriorating bilateral relationship under the Roh administration is due to the 

president’s manipulation of anti-Japanese sentiment to improve his support rate.7 

According to this report, anti-Japanese sentiment has been effective in improving the 

president’s popularity, and thus, the president continues using anti-Japanese rhetoric. 

This paper, however, suggests that the anti-Japanese argument does not 

work. The actual historical and territorial disputes have mostly been triggered by 

                                            
6 Former Japanese Prime Minister, Yoshihiko Noda showed his idea of “anti-Japanese card,” 
remarking that South Korean President Lee Myung-bak’s low popularity rating caused Lee to 
visit the controversial Dokdo/Takeshima islands. Yomiuri Shimbun October 29, 2013 
7 Joongang Ilbo. April 5, 2006 
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Japanese actions rather than by ROK presidents’ proactive manipulation of anti-

Japanese sentiment. The fact that Korean presidents usually emphasize cooperation 

with Japan at the beginning of each regime also negates this argument. 

Yet it is undeniable that Korean presidents respond in a populist manner to 

controversial remarks or actions on the part of Japan. I demonstrate that these 

historical and territorial disputes are elevated by provocative remarks and actions 

sparked by domestic politics in both countries. Whereas each country blames the 

other party for tension over historical and territorial issues, these disputes are 

actually escalated by politicians’ unilateral and assertive policy generated in the 

domestic political contexts on both sides. In most cases, it is the Japanese who 

initiate the dispute via provocative action related to one of the controversial issues. 

These provocations are usually generated by nationalistic organizations and the 

politicians who endorse them. In response, a Korean government facing political 

hardship is inclined to respond by adopting a unilateral policy in a populist manner. 

Because the South Korean president is a political leader who is democratically 

elected by the country’s citizens, once these issues come to the fore and awaken the 

dormant anti-Japanese sentiment among Koreans, the Korean government is subject 

to pressure from an angry public. The Korean president may face harsh criticism if 

the regime is seen as having made a compromise. In an era of political instability, 
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populist leaders in both countries are rarely confident enough to make the pragmatic 

choice of stepping back from the controversy and exercising diplomacy. Therefore, 

once the confrontation has begun, these disputes tend to escalate and accelerate. 

 

1-3. Methodology 

This paper employs both quantitative and qualitative analysis to examine the 

arguments above. First, to argue that the level of historical and territorial disputes 

changes, I determine the monthly numbers of newspaper articles related to historical 

and territorial issues in major Japanese and Korean newspapers (Yomiuri Shimbun 

and Chosun Ilbo, respectively). These issues include the subjects of comfort women, 

the Yasukuni Shrine, and the Dokdo/Takeshima issue. I use relevant keywords for 

each issue to locate the articles that are directly concerned with each topic. The data 

cover three Korean presidential terms that, together, extend from 1998 to 2013. 

There are two main reasons why I choose newspaper articles as the indicator 

of historical and territorial disputes. First, newspapers are the main resource that 

ordinary citizens in both countries rely on for information related to these historical 

and territorial controversies and therefore are at the center of the political discourse 
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on the issues. Second, these newspapers provide stable, constant data over a 

relatively long period of time. 

Next, to test the “anti-Japanese card” argument, I examine whether there is 

any correlation between the popularity of the Korean president and the fluctuation in 

historical and territorial disputes based on the quantitative data. The data for the 

support rate are derived from Gallup Korea surveys that estimate the president’s job 

approval rating 8. 

In Chapter 3, I conduct a case study as a qualitative analysis for a more 

accurate examination of my argument. In that section, I review how the controversy 

over these historical and territorial disputes emerged and escalated (i.e., how these 

issues were politicized) and examine the impact of the domestic political 

environment on the disputes. The chapter includes three sections, one for the 

presidential term of each Korean regime: those in which Kim Dae-jung, Roh Moo-

hyun, and Lee Myung-bak, respectively, were president. The case study data are 

drawn from newspaper articles, governmental resources, and academic papers. 

  

                                            
8 Gallup Korea, Accessed January 21, 2014. http://www.gallup.co.kr/. 
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Chapter 2. Quantitative analysis 

2-1. Ups and downs of historical and territorial disputes in 

Japan-ROK relations 

The Japan-South Korea relationship repeatedly falters because of the trust gap 

generated by Japan’s colonial legacy. Observing this dynamic, a large body of 

literature has cited the presence of “historical animosity” in highlighting the 

negative side of the bilateral relationship. In fact, after the end of Japanese colonial 

rule, 20 years passed before South Korea and Japan normalized their bilateral ties, 

and one of the major difficulties was the enormous historical enmity that Koreans 

felt towards Japan. 

Yet we must be aware that the notion of oppositional sentiment tends to 

exaggerate the image of persisting friction between Tokyo and Seoul over historical 

issues and thus tends to obscure an important question. Simply emphasizing the 

remaining historical animosity, which is often described as if it were inherited, does 

not indicate why the historical and territorial issues strike a critical chord at some 

times but not at other times. The point is that “historical animosity” is not a constant; 

rather, it is a dependent variable, as Park observes9. In other words, tensions over 

                                            
9 Cheol-hee Park, “Cooperation Coupled with Conflicts,” 22-23. 
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historical and territorial disputes can be activated or de-activated in both Japan and 

South Korea depending on the domestic political context. 

In this section, I empirically ground this argument by reviewing the 

fluctuation in the number of articles related to historical and territorial disputes (over 

comfort women, Yasukuni, and Dokdo/Takeshima) in two major newspapers in 

Korea and Japan. The data cover three Korean presidential terms from February 

1998 to February 2013.  

 

 

Figure 1. Number of newspaper articles on comfort women, Yasukuni, and 

Dokdo/Takeshima in Japan and Korea, 1998 to 2013 
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Source: Yomiuri Shimbun and Chosun Ilbo (Accessed 25 November 2013). 

Figure 1 shows the changes in the monthly number of newspaper articles 

related to these historical and territorial disputes in the Japanese newspaper Yomiuri 

Shimbun and the Korean newspaper Chosun Ilbo from February 1998 to February 

2013 Feb10. The search words for each issue are as follows: “Korea+Comfort 

women(韓国+慰安婦),” “Visit+Yasukuni(参拝+靖国),” “Korea+Takeshima (韓国

+竹島),” for Japanese newspaper and “Japan+Comfort women(일본+위안부),” 

“Japan+Yasukuni(일본+야수쿠니),” “Japan+Dokdo(일본+ 독도)” for Korean. 

We can easily see that the number of articles on each topic varies within a 

wide range. Articles related to each topic sometimes suddenly increase or decrease; 

otherwise, they are limited to fewer than 10. The data reveal that the historical and 

territorial controversies, which are usually inactive, sometimes are triggered by a 

particular cue and burst to the surface as a source of conflict for a certain period of 

time. Looking at the number of articles allows us to specify the periods of escalation, 

de-escalation, and non-escalation. 

                                            
10 The article searches are conducted using specific keywords about comfort women, 
Yasukuni, or Dokdo/Takeshima in the databases. For the exact monthly numbers of related 
articles, refer to Appendix 1. 
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As shown in Figure 1, it is notable that the perceived importance of each 

issue (or the sensitivity to each issue) varies. For example, the number of articles 

about Dokdo/Takeshima tends to increase more drastically than the number of 

articles about the other two issues in both Japan and Korea. It can thus be said that 

the Dokdo/Takeshima issue is the most sensitive issue of the three and is more likely 

to escalate. The maximum number of articles concerned with the comfort women 

issue is far lower. As for the Yasukuni issue, although articles related to this issue 

have increased exponentially in Japan, the peaks are lower than the peaks for the 

territorial issue in Korea. This finding can be analyzed as follows. Because the 

Yasukuni shrine problem became a major political issue of domestic as well as 

international concern during the Koizumi administration, the articles on Yasukuni 

visits appeared in many contexts in Japanese newspapers at that time. Additionally, 

the search words may have influenced this finding; I intentionally used 

“Visit+Yasukuni” for the search term because the word “Korea (Kankoku)” may not 

necessarily appear in the article even when the article concerns this historical 

problem. 

 In sum, this figure reveals that the historical and territorial disputes between 

Seoul and Tokyo have exhibited significant ebb and flow, which substantiates my 

argument. It can be said that the historical oppositional sentiment regarding these 
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issues is usually inactive but that once the issue is politicized, the dispute will easily 

develop into a major political issue both in Korea and in Japan. In other words, the 

historical and territorial issues persist; they remain unresolved and sensitive, even in 

quiet periods. 

 

2-2. Correlations with the Korean government’s support rate 

To test the anti-Japanese card argument, I looked for any pattern between the rise 

and fall of historical and territorial issues and the approval rating of the Korean 

government. The approval rating is based on surveys conducted by Gallup Korea.11 

If it is true that the South Korean president intentionally utilizes historical and 

territorial issues to improve his popularity using the “anti-Japanese card,” there 

should be a negative correlation between the approval rating and the level of the 

disputes. 

 

                                            
11 Gallup Korea, Accessed January 21, 2014. http://www.gallup.co.kr/. 

The survey asked the respondents whether they approved or disapproved of the job the 

president was doing. The job approval rating in Figures 2 to 4 is the percentage of people 

who answered “Approve.” 
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Figure 2. Number of newspaper articles in Chosun Ilbo on historical and territorial 

disputes and job approval rating of the Kim Dae-jung administration 

 

Figure 3. Number of newspaper articles in Chosun Ilbo on historical and territorial 

disputes and job approval rating of the Roh Moo-hyun administration 
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Figure 4. Number of newspaper articles in Chosun Ilbo on historical and territorial 

disputes and job approval rating of the Lee Myung-bak administration 

Figures 2 to 4, Source: Chosun Ilbo and Gallup Korea.  

 (Accessed 25 November 2013) 

In Figures 2 to 4, several peaks in the historical and territorial disputes 

overlap with low approval ratings; for instance, this occurs from April to October 

2001, in January 2004, from March to June 2005, in April 2006, from March to 

April 2007, from July to August 2008, and from July 2012 to February 2013. This 

may seem to support the anti-Japanese card claim, but we must be aware that a low 

approval rating did not necessarily lead to the escalation of the controversies. For 

example, after the disputes over comfort women and Yasukuni visits emerged in 

2001, the controversy gradually de-escalated to the base level, although the approval 
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rating of the Kim administration remained very low until Kim left office. At other 

times, the administration was rather unpopular, but the conflict did not increase. For 

instance, the support rate for the Lee administration decreased to below 30% in July 

2009, but the disputes remained inactive. In other words, the increases and decreases 

in the approval rating for the Korean president have not necessarily been correlated 

with the increases and decreases in the amount of news coverage that centers on 

these historical and territorial disputes. In addition, the data illustrate that the 

administration’s popularity rate has rarely increased after the escalation of the 

conflict, whereas we would expect such an increase if the anti-Japanese card 

argument were true. Still, there are multiple notable convergences of low popularity 

and escalated historical and territorial disputes. Thus, to properly evaluate the anti-

Japanese card argument, we must examine how the disputes emerged and escalated. 
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Chapter 3. Qualitative analysis 

To examine the pattern and structure of these variable historical and territorial 

disputes, this chapter traces the events that activate disputes and describes how they 

are treated by political leaders in each country. The case study consists of three 

sections organized according to the terms of three Korean political leaders: 1998-

2003, 2003-2008, and 2008-2013. 

 

3-1. Kim Dae-jung administration, 1998-2003 

Under the new leadership of Prime Minister Obuchi Keizo in Japan and President 

Kim Dae-jung in Korea, the bilateral relationship was focused on reconciliation and 

cooperation. In the year after Kim took office, the two countries succeeded in 

completing a difficult negotiation process regarding fisheries. Furthermore, on 

October 8, 1998, during the Japan-ROK summit, the two nations signed a joint 

declaration: the so-called Kim-Obuchi declaration. The declaration highlighted the 

two countries’ shared determination to build a new partnership as they moved 

toward the 21st century and included expressions of keen remorse and apology for 
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the damage and pain that Japan had imposed on the South Korean people12. The 

need for a Japan-Korea free-trade agreement (FTA) was confirmed in November of 

that year. In addition, the two countries’ joint hosting of the World Cup soccer 

tournament in 2002 appeared to promise further improvement in their bilateral 

relations. 

Although a compensation programs for comfort women from the Korean 

government was started in April 1998 and the Japanese government’s failure to pay 

this compensation was criticized by domestic groups, the Kim administration did not 

press the Japanese government to compensate former comfort women. The Korean 

government avoided a clash over this historical issue by maintaining a conciliatory 

stance. 

In 2001, however, history overshadowed the Japan-ROK relationship. Tokyo 

and Seoul experienced a downward spiral of distrust in response to two major 

history-related issues: the history textbook controversy and the Yasukuni Shrine 

issue. The gap in the two countries’ perceptions of their shared history became a 

point of contention when it was reported that the Japanese Ministry of Education 

was planning to approve the use of a history textbook that the Koreans perceived to 

                                            
12 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. “Japan-Republic of Korea Joint Declaration A New 
Japan-Republic of Korea Partnership towards the Twenty-first Century.” Accessed January 
21, 2014. http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/korea/joint9810.html 
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be extremely nationalistic (published by Fushosha). The textbook intentionally 

omitted or glossed over Japan’s past wrongdoings, such as the abuse of comfort 

women, in an effort to glorify Japanese national history. After the final authorization 

of the use of the Fushosha textbook in April, the protests against the textbook in 

Korea grew stronger. 

In this domestic atmosphere, the Korean government decided to take a harsh 

stance toward Japan, recalling the Korean Ambassador to Japan, Choi Sang-yong, on 

April 10th, and filing formal protests demanding the revision of the contents on May 

8th13. Responding to Japan’s refusal to amend its high school textbooks, the Seoul 

government decided to postpone opening Korea's culture market to Japan and to 

freeze various exchange programs with Tokyo, including military contacts, on July 

12th14. 

The Kim administration’s tough stance on these historical issues stemmed 

from a fear of criticism among an angry Korean public. The issue was publicized on 

the front page of major newspapers with the phrase “history distortion.” Japan was 

depicted as pursing a national plot to threaten Korea’s self-respect for its own sake. 

Although President Kim tried to contain the fierce antipathy against the history 

                                            
13 Chosun Ilbo. May 09, 2001.  
14 Chosun Ilbo. July 13, 2001. 
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textbook, an absence of other headline-worthy news topics prevented the weakened 

Kim regime from succeeding15. In the face of public outrage, President Kim could 

not help but take a hard-line stance on the textbooks. Domestic politics factored into 

Japan’s response as well. The controversy emerged in the midst of a transition within 

the Japanese government from Prime Minister Mori to Prime Minister Koizumi 

Junichiro. Prime Minister Mori Yoshiro announced his resignation three days after 

the textbook was approved for use. The transition led to Japan’s failure to address 

the textbook issue. 

The emergence of a new political leader in Japan, Koizumi Junichiro, led to 

another disagreement regarding the two nations’ perception of history and further 

escalated the tension between South Korea and Japan. Koizumi committed to an 

official visit to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine during the Liberal Democratic 

Party presidential election campaign in April 2001.16 This commitment was made for 

gaining electoral support from the de fact lay organization for the shrine, War-Dead-

Family Welfare Union (Izokukai). The remark drew criticism in Korea because the 

                                            
15 Victor D. Cha, “Questions, Questions, and More Questions…,” Comparative Connections, 
Vol. 3, No. 2 (July, 2001): 111-117. Accessed January 21, 2014. 
http://csis.org/programs/pacific-forum-csis/comparative-connections/vol-3-no-2-july-2001 
Victor Cha cited the political challenges that the regime was facing, such as its weak 
economy and the stagnation of its policy toward the North as the reason for the 
administration’s extremely low popularity rating. 
16 Asahi Shimbun. April 25, 2001 
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shrine honors Class A war criminals as national heroes along with another 2.5 

million war dead. 

However, Seoul and Tokyo continued to try to resolve the situation. After 

his inauguration, Prime Minister Koizumi had a phone conversation with President 

Kim on April 27th. During the conversation, the two agreed to cooperate in seeking 

ways to prevent the textbook issue from disrupting bilateral relations. The two 

leaders continued to hold high-level economic talks regarding a potential free trade 

agreement in June and proceeded with preparations for the 2002 World Cup in 

October. Finally, the two governments moved toward reconciliation after Prime 

Minister Koizumi’s visit to Korea on Oct. 15th17. During that visit, Koizumi 

emphasized the need for cooperation, expressing remorse and apologies for Japan’s 

past wrongdoings. The two leaders agreed to launch a joint historical research 

project and on the next day, the Kim administration decided to resume its cultural 

opening to the Japanese market as well as military exchanges. The turned-out low 

adoption rate of the Fushosya textbook positively affected the process toward 

reconciliation. 

 

                                            
17 Asahi Shimbun. October 15, 2001 
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3-2. Roh Moo-hyun administration, 2003-2008 

Despite giving the impression of a unilateral and assertive bilateral policy, the Roh 

Moo-hyun government tried to strengthen its relationship with Japan. President-elect 

Roh met a series of high-level officials from Japan and had a successful meeting 

with Koizumi on inauguration day, where they agreed to work closely with one 

another on the North Korean issue. Regarding the two nations’ differing views of 

their history, Roh emphasized that future-oriented cooperation was important. 18 

Meanwhile, the leaders had minor spats over historical and territorial issues. 

Prime Minister Koizumi’s repeated visits to Yasukuni Shrine resulted in Roh’s 

statement in an address on March 1 that “a national leader should not behave like a 

thoughtless person or a politician hungry for popularity.”19 However, the controversy 

did not escalate as it had in the past because the Koreans began to realize that the 

Yasukuni issue was related to Japanese national identity and would never be fully 

resolved, though distrust and suspicion remained. The decision to issue a new 

Dokdo/Takeshima postage stamp20 in January 2004 also sparked Japanese 

                                            
18 Chosun Ilbo. February 26, 2003 
19 Quoted in Victor D. Cha “Happy Birthday, Mr. Kim,” Comparative Connections, Vol. 6, 
No. 1 (April, 2004): 119.  Accessed January 21, 2014. http://csis.org/programs/pacific-
forum-csis/comparative-connections/vol-6-no-1-april-2004 
20 The stamps were so popular that they were sold out within three hours of their issuance. 

Chosun Ilbo. January 17, 2004 
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oppositional sentiment. Responding to the issuance, Japanese Foreign Minister 

Kawaguchi Yoriko asked that the plan be reconsidered, but her South Korean 

counterpart, Foreign Minister Yoon Young-kwan, rejected her plea. Yet, the both 

sides confirmed that they try to prevent the issue from deteriorating the Japan-ROK 

relations.21 

The efforts to improve the cooperative bilateral relations were maintained 

until 2005. In July 2004, the heads of the two nations held a summit in which they 

agreed to launch “shuttle diplomacy”; the two leaders would take turns visiting each 

other’s countries every other year. During a joint conference for the summit, Roh 

even mentioned that he would not raise historical issues during his term.22 In both 

countries, some voices hoped that the new sense of civilian-level partnership that 

Korean dramas and music had encouraged in the so-called “Korean wave” would 

help to overcome the two nations’ disagreements over history-related problems. 

Nonetheless, Korea-Japan relations became turbulent again in 2005. The 

year was marked more by the 100th anniversary of Japan’s colonization of the 

Korean peninsula than by the moniker the “Japan-Korea Friendship Year.”23 One 

                                            
21 Kyodo News. January 13, 2004 
22 Asahi Shimbun. July 22, 2004 
23 To celebrate the 40th anniversary of diplomatic normalization in 1965, Japan and the ROK 
held a joint event named “Japan-Korea Friendship Year 2005” to officially commemorate the 
40th anniversary of the normalization of relations between the two states. 
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trigger was provocative action on the part of Japanese local governments over the 

Dokdo/Takeshima islands. On February 24, 2005, the provincial council of Shimane 

Prefecture planned to pass a bill designating February 22 as Takeshima Day24. The 

South Korean government responded in strong tones, but Japan’s central 

government did not intervene in the prefectural decision, claiming that it had no 

authority to do so. The Japanese ambassador to the ROK, Takano Toshiyuki, further 

intensified the conflict by saying that “Takeshima is Japanese territory historically as 

well as in terms of international law.25” 

President Roh Moo-hyun protested to the Japanese government. During the 

annual remembrance of the March 1 Movement, President Roh stated that the 

Japanese government should apologize and offer further compensation to victimized 

Korean people26. The rhetoric continued to intensify. Foreign Minister Ban said that 

South Korea was ready to confront Japan regarding the historical and territorial 

disputes and cancelled a planned visit to Japan. The South Korean National Security 

Council published a statement on March 17 outlining South Korea’s intention to 

confront Japan regarding the two states’ historical disputes. On March 23, Roh 

                                            
24 Shimane prefectural governor Sumita Nobuyoshi said, “We hope the central government 
will take more active measures to establish territorial rights over Takeshima” at the assembly. 
Asahi Shimbun. February 24, 2005 
25Asahi Shimbun. February 24, 2005 
26 Presidential Archives. “Je86junyeon 3·1jeol ginyeomsa”(“Speech for 86th anniversary of 
3.1 Independent Movement Day,”) Accessed January 21, 2014. 
http://pa.go.kr/online_contents/speech/speech02/1309680_6175.jsp. 
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issued a message to Korean people regarding Korea-Japan relations, stating that 

Japan had an intension to pursue “hegemonism” and the ROK must be prepared for 

a “diplomatic war” with Japan27. This open letter that was made at the instruction of 

President Roh28 illustrates that Roh recognized the series of provocative actions 

from Japan including Takeshima Day designation were ‘not simply committed by a 

local government or a group of thoughtless ultra-nationalists; they are being done 

with implicit support from the country’s ruling group and the central government’29. 

In 2006, when it was reported that Japanese school textbooks would include 

the sentence “Takeshima is illegally under Korean control,” emotions escalated. An 

editorial in Chosun Ilbo criticized Japan assertively, calling the textbook Japanese 

“barbarism” toward the ROK while simultaneously charging the Roh government 

with responsibility for the threat to Korean national interests.30 Two citizens cut off 

their fingers and set fire to themselves in Korea. Meanwhile, Japanese fishermen 

demanded a guarantee for safe fishing around the islands. On April 14, 2006, the 

Korean government summoned the Japanese ambassador to Seoul, and on April 25, 

                                            
27 “An Open Letter to the Nation by President Roh Moo-hyun Concerning Korea-Japan 
Relations,” March 23, 2005,   to see the full manuscript, refer to Appendix 2. 
Presidential Archives, Accessed January 21, 2004  
http://16cwd.pa.go.kr/cwd/en/archive/archive_view.php?meta_id=en_letters&navi=issues&i
d=53d78e22f42287f63a612c42 
28 Chosun Ilbo. March 24. 2005 
29 Quoted in “An Open Letter to the Nation Concerning Korea-Japan” 
30 Chosun Ilbo. March 31, 2006 
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Roh made a televised statement blaming Japan for having imperial ambitions 

regarding the Dokdo/Takeshima islets. 

Unfortunately, the sensitivity of the Dokdo/Takeshima issue in Korea was 

not appreciated in Japan. The Japanese were shocked and felt betrayed by Roh’s 

about-face diplomacy over “minor” incidents in local government. In addition, the 

growing discourse calling for national pride during the Koizumi era increased the 

strength of the oppositional sentiment regarding Korean assertiveness. Seeing the 

Korean government’s sudden turn toward unilateral policy, Japanese analysts 

accused President Roh of making a populist appeal to anti-Japanese sentiment 

among Koreans.31 

To better understand why Roh changed his foreign policy towards Japan 

from conciliatory to assertive, one must examine the domestic politics at work. In 

Korea, underneath the cooperative diplomatic mood, anti-Japan sentiment was 

rekindling within domestic politics. In 2004, various progressive NGOs organized a 

campaign to expose pro-Japanese collaborators from during the colonial period. Roh, 

whose support base was mainly composed of progressives, decided to push for this 

campaign, which cultivated distrust of Japan. After the victory of Roh’s Uri party in 

the legislative election in April revitalized more nationalistic and liberal forces, the 
                                            
31 Yomiuri Shimbun. March 3. 2005 
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pressure of those forces on President Roh increased. Roh’s weakened popularity also 

made him vulnerable to the pressure. This domestic political context must have had 

an impact on the president’s hardline approach to the controversies of 2005.32 

 

3-3. Lee Myung-bak administration, 2008-2013 

A new political leader in South Korea was expected to bring positive change to the 

bilateral relationship, which had reached its lowest point during the Roh 

administration. And, in the beginning, it did. President Lee Myung-bak promised to 

engage in pragmatic diplomacy with Japan shortly after his inauguration in February. 

As President-elect, on January 17, 2008, Lee even said that Korea would not 

demand apologies for Japan’s colonization of Korea. The Japanese government 

under the leadership of new LDP president Fukuda Yasuo, who called for active 

                                            
32 Many scholars have observed the rise of politicized nationalistic progressive forces behind 

the escalation of the historical and territorial disputes. Gilbert Rozman and Shin-wha Lee, 

“Unraveling the Japan-South Korea ‘Virtual Alliance’: Populism and Historical Revisionism 

in the Face of Conflicting Regional Strategies”, Asian Survey. Vol. 46, No. 5 (2006), pp. 761-

784. Park Cheol Hee, “Hanil Kaldeung eui Baneungjok Chokbal kwa Wonronchok Daeeung 

eui Kujo (The Development of Korea–Japan Conflicts as Korea’s Principled Responses to 

the Japanese Provocation),” Hankook Jongchi OikyosaNonchong (Journal of Korean 

Political and Diplomatic History). 29:2 (2008): pp.338.  
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diplomacy vis-à-vis Asia, also signaled its motivation to regain its cooperative ties 

with Korea. During the first summit, the two leaders agreed to a pledge that 

indicated how the two countries would approach “historical issues.” 

However, the emergence of the territorial issue again hindered the two 

nations’ relationship. The Japanese government’s decision to include the 

Dokdo/Takeshima issue in its teaching guidelines for junior high school textbooks in 

July 2008 provoked the Koreans. The South Korean government stubbornly rejected 

this decision, and President Lee summoned the Korean ambassador from Japan. 

Next, President Lee began to enforce Korea’s actual control over Dokdo and began 

to aggressively promote the claim that “Dokdo is Korean territory.” These events 

highlight the perception gap between Seoul and Tokyo. Japan assumed that the 

Dokdo/Takeshima problem was purely a territorial dispute; in contrast, Korea linked 

the issue to its colonial past because the island was annexed in 1905, just before the 

colonization of the Korean peninsula. Because Dokdo(Takeshima) was a symbol of 

Japanese imperialism in Korea, the issue must have triggered dormant anti-Japanese 

sentiment. 

Furthermore, the emergence of this sensitive territorial issue may have been 

bad timing for President Lee. Lee was facing a major political challenge in the form 

of mass protests against Lee’s U.S. beef import policy. The approval rating of Lee’s 
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administration plummeted to less than 20% as a result of this issue. The Yomiuri 

Shimbun reported that President Lee asked Prime Minister Fukuda to “wait for now” 

(regarding the description of the Dokdo/Takeshima in the guidelines) during the 

summit meeting, which suggests that Lee foresaw that he would need to respond 

with a hardline policy once the issue outraged the Korean public, given his political 

difficulties at home.33 This episode suggests that it is difficult for South Korean 

presidents to control these sensitive controversies once they have surfaced. 

With a new governing party, the Democratic Party of Japan, the conflict 

over these historical issues was relatively well controlled for several years after the 

incident in 2008. Cabinet members under the LDP administration refrained from 

visiting the controversial Yasukuni Shrine34. Meanwhile, Japan and Korea enjoyed 

deepened bilateral cooperation. However, Japan and South Korea again experienced 

an unusual escalation of territorial and historical disputes in 2012. President Lee 

Myung-bak's visit to the disputed Dokdo/Takeshima islands on August 10th, the first 

such visit for a South Korean president, shocked Japan. In response, on the same day, 

the Japanese government recalled its ambassador to Korea, Muto Masatoshi. 

Japanese resentment worsened four days later, when Lee said that if Emperor 

                                            
33 Yomiuri Shimbun. July 15, 2008 
34 After Lee visited Dokdo/Takeshima islands, two cabinet ministers, Jin Matsubara and 
Yuichiro Hata, visited the Yasukuni Shrine. 
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Akihito expected to visit South Korea, he should first apologize for Japan’s colonial 

rule of the Korean peninsula. The conflict escalated further when Japanese Prime 

Minister Noda Yoshihiko sent the Korean president a letter describing Lee’s visit to 

the isles and the remarks about Japan’s emperor as regrettable and announcing that 

Japan would bring the territorial dispute to the International Court of Justice. Lee 

refused to receive the letter. In response, “Resolutions protesting the ROK President 

Lee’s landing on Takeshima and his remarks regarding Japanese Emperor” was 

approved by the Japanese parliament35. The major Korean newspapers expressed 

furious opposition to the Japanese response, even using the term “raving.”36 The 

dispute escalated so rapidly that neither side could step back. 

 Observers were puzzled by President Lee’s spontaneous visit to the isles 

because Lee had previously engaged in pro-Japanese pragmatic diplomacy with 

Japan.37 In addition, President Lee had attempted to sign the General Security of 

Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) with Japan.38 The most popular 

explanation of President Lee’s abrupt change in the Japanese media again referenced 

                                            
35 The House of Representation. “I myonbaku daitouryō no takeshima jyouriku to tennou 
heika ni taisuru hatsugen ni kougi suru kettei” (“Resolutions protesting the ROK President 
Lee’s landing on Takeshima and his remarks regarding Japanese Emperor”). August 29, 
2012. 
36 JoongAng Ilbo. Aug 30, 2012 
37 Yomiuri Shimbun. August 11, 2012, Sankei Shimbun. August 16, 2012 
38 The agreement was designed to facilitate the exchange of classified defense-related threat 
information regarding North Korea's nuclear and missile programs as well as other potential 
security challenges. The ROK government canceled this agreement, right before signing it, 
as a result of the domestic backlash on June 29, 2012. 
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the “anti-Japanese card.” The newspapers argued that President Lee’s reputation was 

suffering as a result of a series of corruption scandals and pointed to the president’s 

pitiful approval ratings, which had decreased to 17%. In the face of regime change, 

the president had supposedly played the “anti-Japanese card” to rescue his lame 

duck presidency. 

 However, to understand the logic behind the president’s visit to the disputed 

islands, one must recall that the territorial controversy is about history to South 

Koreans as well as territory. According to Lee’s remarks, the sudden visit was 

intended to protest the Japanese government’s rigid attitude toward the comfort 

women issue. The president explained to authorities that he was visiting the islands 

because the Japanese government did not show any sign of compromising on the 

comfort women issue even though the government could resolve the issue if it 

wanted to39. During a Liberation Day address on August 15th, Lee only referred to 

the comfort women issue, without mentioning the territorial dispute40. This focus 

                                            
39 Asahi Shimbun. August 13, 2012 
40 Address by President Lee Myung-bak on the 67th Anniversary of Liberation August 15, 
2012 Presidential Archives. Accessed January 21, 2014 ;To see the full text, refer to 
Appendix 3. 
http://17cwd.eng.pa.go.kr/pre_activity/speeches/speeches_view.php?uno=7100&board_no=E
03&search_key=&search_value=&search_cate_code=&cur_page_no=2#sthash.LICbPCyI.d
puf 
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indicates President Lee’s frustration over the two nations’ lack of progress regarding 

the comfort women issue.41 

Here we must to examine why Lee suddenly decided to urge Japan to solve 

the comfort women issue, even at the risk of jeopardizing the status quo on the 

territorial issue. In fact, Lee was under pressure from a judgment reached by the 

Constitutional Court of Korea in August 2011 that ruled that the government’s lack 

of initiative in making Tokyo compensate comfort women was in violation of the 

Korean constitution42. After the judgment, the Lee administration repeatedly raised 

the issue with Japan as a matter for diplomatic negotiation.43 Nevertheless, the 

Japanese government did not show any sign that it would comply with the request 

from Seoul. For the lame-duck President Lee, the pressure from the Constitutional 

Court and progressive groups insisting on legal compensation from the Japanese 

government was so harsh that he was driven to use brinkmanship diplomacy. 

                                            
41 He said, "Particularly, the issue involving the mobilization of 'comfort women' by the 
imperial Japanese military goes beyond relations between Korea and Japan and it was a 
breach of women's rights committed during wartime as well as a violation of universal 
human rights and historic justice. We urge the Japanese Government to take responsible 
measures in this regard." Quoted in Yonhap News. August 15. 2012 
42 The Constitutional Court of Korea. “daehanmingukgwa ilbongukganeui jesan mit 
chunggugwone gwanhan munjeeui haegyulgwa gyungjehyupryuke gwanhan hyupjung 
jesamjo bujakui uihunhwakin” “Challenge against the Act of Omission Involving Article 3 of 
" Agreement on the Settlement of Problem concerning Property and Claims and the 
Economic Cooperation between the Republic of Korea and Japan"  August 30, 2011.  
43 President Lee called on Prime Minister Noda to take steps to secure compensation for 
comfort women during the summit meeting held on December 18, 2011. 
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3-4. Case study analysis 

In this section, I present my main observations drawn from the case studies of 

escalation (or de-escalation) and non-escalation of these historical and territorial 

disputes. 

First, my findings confirm that these historical disputes are an important 

determinant of the nature of Japan-ROK relations, as many studies acknowledge44. 

Without exception, the escalation of historical and territorial disputes led to the 

deterioration of bilateral relations. Although other elements that may have affected 

these bilateral dynamics were not examined in this paper, such as the role of the U.S. 

or perceptions of security threats, it is certain that the ebb and flow of these 

historical and territorial disputes are one of the determinants of Seoul-Tokyo 

relations. And the flared up contentions over historical and territorial issues were 

hardly to be de-escalated until the new leadership in each country imbue the bilateral 

relations with a new outlook. Additionally, disagreement over territorial sovereignty 

was the most likely to lead to a significant diplomatic confrontation. 

                                            
44 Gilbert Rozman and Shin-wha Lee, “Unraveling the Japan-South Korea,” 761-784. Park, 
“Cooperation Coupled with Conflicts,” 13-35. 
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Second, the fact that all three of the Korean presidents first tried to 

deescalate disputes regarding history and territory deserves attention. Contrary to the 

stereotype propagated by some Japanese neo-nationalists that South Korean 

presidents are inherently anti-Japanese, all three Korean presidents initially adopted 

a conciliatory stance on history-related issues. However, these efforts to contain 

emotionalism regarding historical issues were undercut by Japan’s controversial 

behavior. The anticipation of reconciliation gave way to radical policy changes on 

the part of the Korean government that reflected their utter disappointment. 

Third, the extreme, prolonged escalation of historical and territorial disputes 

was furthered by both governments. Although Japanese observers tend to blame the 

escalation on South Korean intentionally playing the “anti-Japanese card,” this 

argument is contrived. It was true that escalation occurred when the Korean 

president was losing political power and that the controversy was often handled in a 

populist manner. However, what the anti-Japanese card argument neglects to 

recognize is that the initiator in the crisis was Japan in most cases of extreme 

escalation and politicization of the controversy. Because the historical negative 

feeling against Japan among South Koreans is dormant but unresolved, once Japan 

has taken provocative action (or action that the Koreans perceive as provocative, 

even if the Japanese do not), the ROK government cannot help but take a strong 
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stance against Japan to satisfy the outraged public. In turn, the stereotype of “anti-

Japanese irrational Koreans” has only increased the antagonism of the Japanese each 

time the ROK has responded to Japanese provocation with an assertive stance. 

It is unfortunate that the Korean side also tends to overestimate the extent to 

which the Japanese intend to provoke them. For example, the escalation of the 

territorial disputes in 2005 was worsened by Korean misinterpretations of the 

Japanese government’s intentions. The central government of Japan saw the 

designation of Takeshima Day as nothing more than a provincial act and, thus, 

interpreted it as far from significant. Moreover, those provocative actions from a part 

of Japan do not always persuade the ordinary Japanese people. For instance, the 

adoption rate of the controversial textbook published by Fushosya turned out very 

low.45 However, in the eyes of the Koreans, these provocative remarks or events 

seemed like a deliberate national attempt to challenge Korean sovereignty. This 

mutual misinterpretation has worsened the distrust and, thus, the disputes between 

the two nations.  

  

                                            
45 Although the textbook remained accounting for a small ratio, the adoption rating of the 

textbook published by Fushosya and its successor Ikuhosya steadily increased from 0.039% 

in 2001 to 0.4% in 2005, 1.1% in 2009 and 3.8%. Mainichi Shimbun. September 19, 2011. 
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Chapter 4. The pattern of historical and territorial 

disputes and domestic political impact on it 

4-1. The pattern of historical and territorial disputes 
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Figure 5. Pattern of historical and territorial disputes between Japan and South 
Korea 

Figure 5 depicts the pattern of escalation of these historical and territorial disputes 

between Seoul and Tokyo. Without a current controversy, the historical and 

territorial disputes lie dormant, in a state that is labeled Status Quo/Non-

escalation(C/C). However, the dispute re-activates when either side takes an action 

that the other may perceive as provocative (C/C→C/P or P/C). The emerging 

conflict can be gradually de-escalated if one nation or both can make a compromise 

to avoid the intensification of the dispute: The 1998 comfort women case and the 
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2004 Dokdo stamp case fit in this situation. However, the political leader on the 

defender side tends to become provocative rather than conciliatory under such 

circumstances (C/P or P/C→P/P), which only fuels the conflict. Once the 

controversy reaches the P/P stage, neither side can reconcile easily with the other. 

Thus, the dispute remains escalated for a long period, unless they have any change 

in the bilateral relations such as the advent of the new administration. 

What is the typical pattern of lingering escalation of these historical and 

territorial disputes? In most cases, the Japanese side has stimulated the disputes first 

(at least from the Korean perspective). In response to these Japanese provocations, 

the Korean government has become aggressive rather than cooperative with regard 

to these historical and territorial disputes. In turn, seeing South Korea’s shift toward 

assertiveness has led Japan to adopt a more confrontational stance. In this way, the 

two nations have mutually provoked each other, and tensions have escalated to the 

degree that neither side has been able to retreat. 

With this pattern in mind, how we can prevent the historical and territorial 

disputes from escalating and deteriorating the bilateral relations? The desirable state 

is the status quo, in which both political leaders refrain from provoking one another 

with regard to these controversial issues. Once one side activates the dispute by 
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becoming more assertive, it is extremely difficult for the other to maintain a 

conciliatory and cooperative stance. 

Once the dispute is politicized, however, what can be done? The case of 

2001, in which the two countries succeeded in decreasing tension by agreeing on the 

establishment of joint history research, suggests that it is important that both camps 

make an effort to resolve their misunderstandings and find common ground through 

diplomatic channels. Such efforts, however, are quite challenging because historical 

and territorial issues are directly related to their national identities. As the 

quantitative and qualitative data show, the controversy regarding the 

Dokdo/Takeshima issue is especially difficult to control. Therefore, as noted above, 

the first priority for political leaders over the historical and territorial issues must be 

preventing the emotionalism over the sensitive issue from becoming vibrant. 

 

4-2. Domestic political impact on historical and territorial 

disputes 

We might also ask why both parties choose provocative stances even when they are 

aware that doing so will result in a higher rate of undesirable political conflicts. In 

the cases we have examined, domestic politics gave rise to confrontational policy in 
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both Japan and Korea. In Japan, nationalistic and assertive action by politicized 

nationalists helped to shape these provocations. For example, the history textbook 

issue that arose in 2001 was raised by the neo-nationalistic group known as the 

Society for New History Textbook (Tsukurukai). Nationalistic populist leaders are 

inclined to be influenced by such nationalists, and the Japanese acted provocatively 

in this domestic political context. Likewise, domestic politics influenced the ROK 

presidents’ handling of the historical issues. The rise of more politicized and 

organized nationalistic progressive forces in Korea put new pressure on the Korean 

presidents to address historical and territorial issues. For instance, behind the 

constitutional court’s decision demanding that the Korean government take a 

proactive role in addressing the comfort women issue were efforts by civil 

organizations that were promoting compensation for comfort women. In addition, 

the mass media, which often magnifies the extreme views of nationalists and angry 

citizens, can put very strong pressure on the ROK president, especially if the 

president lacks a strong political power base. 

Looking more broadly, we can observe that the domestic political dynamics 

in both countries have influenced the development of the historical and territorial 

disputes. Kan Kimura suggests a linkage between the increase in history-perception 

issues since the 1990s and the phenomenon of “early lame duck” periods in Japan 
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and South Korea. In the early lame duck phenomenon, political leaders have 

experienced sharp declines in their popularity from very early points in their term of 

office.46 This suggestion is not inconsistent with our observation that populist 

leaders with weak political power bases are inclined to heed calls for hard-line 

policy from various factions within their society. In an era of political apathy and 

disillusionment about the government, control of historical and territorial issues is 

becoming more difficult because the preferences of more politicized nationalist 

groups tend to be reflected in national policies. 

Another negative trend is the rise of conservatives together with the 

weakening of the left in Japan’s political world. The entire Japanese political 

spectrum has shifted, becoming more conservative, as exemplified by the birth of 

the nationalist political party, referred to as the Japan Restoration Party. This 

political shift to the right has contributed to the increase in provocative actions by 

Japan. This political dynamic is consistent with the quest for national identity. The 

ambition for national prestige and more security for Japan has intensified since the 

end of the Cold War.47 Enthusiastic nationalists are embracing more aggressive 

                                            
46 He explains that strong dissatisfaction with the government is behind these sharp decreases 
in popularity in Japan and Korea. Kimura Kan, “Why Are the Issues of “Historical 
Perceptions” between Japan and South Korea Persisting?”, Kokusai kyoryoku ronsyu, Vol.19, 
No.1 (2011):1-17 
47 For this discussion, see Richard Samuels, Securing Japan: Tokyo's Grand Strategy and the 
Future of East Asia (Cornell University Press, 2007), Pyle, Kenneth B. Japan rising: the 
resurgence of Japanese power and purpose (New York: Public Affairs, 2007) 
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attitudes regarding historical and territorial issues; propagating these attitudes helps 

to recover national pride. 

Change in Korean politics is also a factor. During the Cold War, anti-

Japanese sentiment was often used to strengthen the legitimacy of the military 

authoritarian regime. Now, the situation has changed. Economic development and 

the democratic transition have offered some confidence to Koreans, allowing anti-

Japanese sentiment to become less active. Thus, democratically elected presidents 

are able to pursue more cooperative policies toward Japan without fearing criticism. 

However, this will only be the case as long as Japan does not take provocative action. 

Once Japan takes controversial action, a democratic Korean leader cannot ignore 

this action in full view of an infuriated public. A fragile presidential power base, 

which in this context stems from the weak political party system and disillusionment 

with the government as well as more politicized progressive forces, magnifies the 

impact of Japanese provocation. 
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Conclusion 

Since the late 1990s, Japan and the ROK have experienced a cycle of anticipation 

and disappointment. The focal point of this cycle has been a cluster of historical and 

territorial issues. Examining the ebb and flow of these historical and territorial 

disputes, this paper presented three major findings. 

First, this paper substantiated that historical and territorial disputes between Japan 

and South Korea do indeed ebb and flow. The level of the disputes is not constant; 

rather, it changes. Controversial issues are usually contained, but once an issue 

emerges, the level of conflict is likely to remain elevated for a substantial period of 

time. Additionally, the growing disagreement over the disputes tends to result in 

political deterioration of the bilateral relations. 

Second, the “the anti-Japanese card” claim, which blames Korean presidents 

for the escalation of disputes by insisting that their assertive reactions to Japan are 

intended to improve their popularity, is unreasonable. The quantitative data suggests 

a linkage between low popularity and the escalation of the disputes, but the 

qualitative analysis reveals that in most cases of the extreme escalations, the 

disputes were initiated by the Japanese side. 
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Third, the domestic politics at work in both countries are key factors. The 

disputes that we have seen in the three periods under study escalated, de-escalated, 

or maintained the status quo depending on political leaders’ choices, which, in turn, 

were influenced by the domestic political situation. In an era of political apathy, 

populist leaders are inclined to ride any wave of loud-voiced nationalism and media-

driven, emotional public outcry. The changing domestic political dynamics in Japan 

and Korea will aggravate this type of scenario. In Japan, the influence of 

nationalistic conservatives is growing. Meanwhile, in Korea, more organized 

progressive forces, which often contain anti-Japanese elements, are gaining political 

power. 

Another important feature of the historical and territorial disputes and 

political conflicts between Japan and Korea is the fact that neither side can back 

down from these disputes. Needless to say, the nature of historical and territorial 

disputes (in which citizens easily become emotional), allows political leaders to 

indulge in unproductive political quarrels. As historical and territorial disputes arise 

again and again, misinterpretations that magnify stereotypes resonate more and more 

between Japan and Korea. From the Japanese point of view, Koreans appeared very 

irrational and emotional, seeming to overreact to minor issues. From the Korean 
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perspective, on the other hand, Japan is a nationalistic, revisionist former imperial 

power that plots repeatedly to wound the pride of the ROK. 

  To prevent these misperceptions from prevailing, both sides must refrain 

from taking actions that can be seen as assertive in each other’s eyes. The two 

countries’ political leaders’ skill at containing nationalism and generating mutual 

trust through diplomatic channels does matter. Communication needs to be open so 

that Japan and Korea can develop deeper mutual understanding and more effectively 

address controversial issues. Both Japan and Korea will benefit from constructive 

agreement. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1. Number of newspaper articles in Yomiuri Shimbun (Japanese 

newspaper) and Chosun Ilbo (Korean newspaper) on historical and territorial 

disputes, February 1998 to February 2013. 

Yomiuri Shimbun (Japanese 
newspaper) 

 Chosun Ilbo (Korean newspaper) 

Korea+C
omfort 
women 

Visit+Y
asukini 

Korea+Tak
eshima 

 Japan+Comfo
rt women 

Japan+Ya
sukuni 

Japan+
Dokdo 

Feb-98 4 0 2 10 1 3 

Mar-98 8 0 1 9 0 4 

Apr-98 21 2 2 32 0 6 

May-98 14 0 3 14 0 5 

Jun-98 4 1 3 3 0 0 

Jul-98 5 3 4 6 1 3 

Aug-98 4 5 2 17 1 0 

Sep-98 3 0 14 3 0 10 

Oct-98 12 2 4 14 0 3 

Nov-98 5 1 1 1 0 4 

Dec-98 3 2 4 2 1 8 

Jan-99 1 0 3 1 0 4 

Feb-99 2 0 3 1 0 1 

Mar-99 1 2 1 2 0 12 

Apr-99 0 3 1 3 0 6 

May-99 1 0 1 2 0 4 

Jun-99 2 1 0 2 0 2 

Jul-99 1 1 0 3 0 0 

Aug-99 3 17 0 10 4 2 

Sep-99 2 3 0 6 0 1 

Oct-99 1 5 1 3 0 6 

Nov-99 0 5 0 0 0 3 

Dec-99 1 1 7 7 0 14 
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Jan-00 0 0 0 2 0 6 

Feb-00 2 4 1 5 2 4 

Mar-00 2 1 1 8 0 4 

Apr-00 3 3 2 0 1 2 

May-00 3 3 0 5 2 4 

Jun-00 1 0 2 3 0 3 

Jul-00 2 8 1 1 2 2 

Aug-00 1 26 1 9 9 3 

Sep-00 5 3 1 8 0 7 

Oct-00 1 0 0 12 0 8 

Nov-00 1 1 0 4 0 3 

Dec-00 6 1 0 19 1 4 

Jan-01 1 1 2 4 0 1 

Feb-01 4 0 2 14 0 2 

Mar-01 13 1 5 19 0 6 

Apr-01 10 44 0 31 25 0 

May-01 5 53 3 14 21 1 

Jun-01 4 33 0 2 7 2 

Jul-01 4 164 0 14 27 6 

Aug-01 7 288 1 19 66 10 

Sep-01 2 41 2 3 5 2 

Oct-01 0 33 2 7 22 2 

Nov-01 2 18 1 0 5 0 

Dec-01 1 18 0 5 6 1 

Jan-02 1 9 2 1 4 3 

Feb-02 3 14 1 5 0 0 

Mar-02 3 5 6 4 6 2 

Apr-02 3 42 1 6 10 11 

May-02 1 24 2 2 0 3 

Jun-02 0 9 0 4 1 1 

Jul-02 1 7 2 0 1 2 

Aug-02 0 24 7 5 3 6 

Sep-02 1 19 2 2 2 1 
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Oct-02 0 7 1 3 3 0 

Nov-02 1 6 0 4 1 3 

Dec-02 0 16 2 4 0 3 

Jan-03 0 44 3 7 12 2 

Feb-03 0 8 0 7 2 3 

Mar-03 2 4 0 4 0 2 

Apr-03 0 11 0 0 2 4 

May-03 1 6 0 3 2 0 

Jun-03 0 8 0 1 4 4 

Jul-03 1 3 0 1 1 0 

Aug-03 0 27 0 9 3 2 

Sep-03 0 6 0 2 2 0 

Oct-03 0 11 0 0 1 0 

Nov-03 0 2 1 1 1 1 

Dec-03 2 5 0 0 1 3 

Jan-04 0 28 13 5 22 39 

Feb-04 0 10 3 19 6 16 

Mar-04 1 18 10 8 12 15 

Apr-04 0 38 3 1 8 2 

May-04 0 9 5 4 4 9 

Jun-04 0 3 7 0 0 4 

Jul-04 0 10 6 4 3 12 

Aug-04 1 19 2 4 5 11 

Sep-04 0 8 1 8 7 4 

Oct-04 0 13 2 3 4 4 

Nov-04 3 31 1 6 13 2 

Dec-04 0 34 0 4 12 1 

Jan-05 7 28 3 8 5 3 

Feb-05 5 10 9 4 0 22 

Mar-05 4 9 135 22 15 186 

Apr-05 2 43 115 10 16 108 

May-05 3 78 53 2 17 37 

Jun-05 6 111 43 7 23 27 
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Jul-05 5 31 17 5 6 12 

Aug-05 2 100 13 13 14 0 

Sep-05 1 56 12 2 11 18 

Oct-05 2 125 13 1 34 12 

Nov-05 0 73 12 5 30 18 

Dec-05 0 67 10 1 16 17 

Jan-06 0 61 8 2 13 5 

Feb-06 2 39 27 1 12 10 

Mar-06 0 48 14 4 9 11 

Apr-06 1 53 62 3 9 88 

May-06 0 57 40 4 10 19 

Jun-06 0 55 30 3 4 21 

Jul-06 0 95 40 3 20 17 

Aug-06 3 227 17 5 35 13 

Sep-06 0 99 21 12 26 24 

Oct-06 4 73 12 4 18 8 

Nov-06 1 13 4 1 6 12 

Dec-06 0 13 7 2 6 10 

Jan-07 0 15 6 1 7 11 

Feb-07 3 3 9 16 2 8 

Mar-07 15 10 8 50 10 9 

Apr-07 6 36 10 29 9 9 

May-07 3 8 6 7 4 9 

Jun-07 2 38 3 14 6 2 

Jul-07 3 20 2 9 3 6 

Aug-07 7 22 7 19 13 4 

Sep-07 2 19 8 3 10 9 

Oct-07 1 5 4 7 2 4 

Nov-07 1 8 5 7 1 8 

Dec-07 6 6 10 8 4 6 

Jan-08 0 3 2 2 3 2 

Feb-08 0 5 11 6 3 4 

Mar-08 0 3 1 4 4 7 
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Apr-08 1 10 2 2 4 11 

May-08 1 9 12 4 6 14 

Jun-08 2 5 5 0 1 5 

Jul-08 0 2 100 8 2 158 

Aug-08 0 11 43 3 5 69 

Sep-08 1 6 9 4 7 22 

Oct-08 2 5 11 2 2 25 

Nov-08 0 0 3 4 3 12 

Dec-08 0 1 8 2 0 13 

Jan-09 0 1 6 3 2 20 

Feb-09 0 3 8 2 0 10 

Mar-09 0 0 2 6 3 8 

Apr-09 0 4 0 3 2 5 

May-09 0 3 5 1 0 5 

Jun-09 0 3 4 3 1 5 

Jul-09 3 3 2 2 2 10 

Aug-09 4 20 5 3 7 11 

Sep-09 0 11 5 2 8 8 

Oct-09 0 2 3 2 5 12 

Nov-09 2 0 2 0 0 9 

Dec-09 0 4 8 3 1 13 

Jan-10 3 1 6 8 1 5 

Feb-10 1 0 2 2 0 10 

Mar-10 3 0 5 7 1 15 

Apr-10 1 2 6 3 0 21 

May-10 0 1 3 5 1 5 

Jun-10 0 4 3 5 2 5 

Jul-10 0 1 8 4 0 8 

Aug-10 4 13 12 14 5 28 

Sep-10 1 4 6 1 4 10 

Oct-10 0 3 6 3 1 19 

Nov-10 1 3 10 4 1 4 

Dec-10 0 2 6 5 2 10 
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Jan-11 0 1 5 2 0 7 

Feb-11 0 1 10 4 1 5 

Mar-11 1 0 13 14 2 43 

Apr-11 0 1 10 4 1 32 

May-11 0 1 10 4 0 8 

Jun-11 0 1 4 3 0 8 

Jul-11 0 2 8 1 3 21 

Aug-11 0 5 23 7 8 45 

Sep-11 3 3 5 6 3 8 

Oct-11 10 2 7 5 0 4 

Nov-11 1 3 8 0 0 8 

Dec-11 16 0 7 22 0 3 

Jan-12 4 1 6 4 2 8 

Feb-12 1 1 4 2 0 7 

Mar-12 1 2 4 10 0 17 

Apr-12 0 4 8 6 0 13 

May-12 2 0 3 14 0 7 

Jun-12 6 1 9 12 0 11 

Jul-12 1 0 2 33 1 8 

Aug-12 29 16 169 52 11 132 

Sep-12 14 5 108 29 6 87 

Oct-12 8 4 78 19 9 62 

Nov-12 10 3 46 9 5 22 

Dec-12 14 13 65 30 15 28 

Jan-13 5 4 24 22 7 16 

Feb-13 6 9 42 11 3 21 
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Appendix 2. An Open Letter to the Nation by President Roh Moo-hyun Concerning 

Korea-Japan Relations, March 23, 2005 

 

My fellow Koreans, 

 

I am fully aware of your anger as I have been reading and watching various media 

reports. Besides, I share the frustration weighing heavily upon the hearts of many of 

you who have remained silent. 

 

I am releasing this message to the nation to help ease the indignation and heavy 

feelings that Korean citizens must have. 

 

What you are frustrated with may be that it is hard to predict a happy ending despite 

your great indignation and protests. I know that when the Government reacted 

tepidly or seemed to have generated few results after taking tough responses, the 

Korean people swallowed their anger, knowing that there was no really effective 

means by which to carry through their will. 

 

You may feel the same way about the Government’s reaction this time as you did 

before;maybe a little bit better, but still frustrated because you think it would be 

difficult to expect any satisfactory outcome from the current issue. 

 

My fellow Koreans,  

 

It will be different this time, however. The Government will handle this issue in a 

proper manner. Of course, the Government will not take a hard-line stance 

emotionally. It will have a strategy to cope with the issue, carefully but actively. It 

will not back down in the middle of the process. It will look far and act steadily. 
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Citizens, 

 

Japan is proceeding with lively discussions about rearmament, after laying the legal 

foundation for overseas deployment of the Self-defense Forces. All of this reminds 

us of our painful past and causes us anguish about the future. 

 

When Japan offered apologies in the past, we accepted them and pledged a 

partnership; at that time we did so because we thought it might be hard for the 

Japanese people to understand us if we denied them recognition of their country as 

an ordinary nation state. Based on such a judgment, we have held our tongues, 

repressing our worries; ll for the sake of the future of Korea-Japan relations. 

 

Given that an apology presupposes sincere reflection and corresponding actions, 

Prime Minister Koizumi’s visits to the Shinto shrine undermine the sincerity of 

reflection and apologies made by former Japanese leaders. 

 

Nevertheless, the Korean Government went no further than implicitly urging him to 

refrain from the visits, without raising any direct diplomatic issue or taking 

countermeasures. That was indeed for the sake of a forward-looking bilateral 

relationship, which Japanese leaders had always urged repeatedly. However, we 

have come to the point where we can no longer overlook the situation in silence. 

 

The Russo-Japanese War was not a conflict between the two countries over territory, 

as the name implies, but one of aggression into the Korean Peninsula that Japan 

started for the complete dominance of Korea. In fact, a victorious Japan immediately 

stripped Korea of its diplomatic authority and began de facto colonial rule. 

 

During the war, Japan incorporated Dokdo island into its own territory. Indeed, it 

robbed us of Dokdo with military might. Japan’s Shimane Prefecture designated 
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Februay 22, the very day when Japan incorporated Dokdo into its territory 100 years 

ago, as "Takeshima Day." That is an act justifying its invasion and denying Korea’s 

independence. 

 

The same goes with the textbook issue. In the past, when distorted textbooks were 

adopted by only a few Japanese schools, we placed high expectations on the 

conscience of Japan and had an optimistic outlook for the future of Northeast Asia. 

But now, those distorted textbooks are about to be revived. That, too, is an attempt to 

justify Japan’s history of aggression. 

 

We cannot help but regard these acts as those of the Japanese nation because they 

are not simply committed by a local government or a group of thoughtless ultra-

nationalists; they are being done with implicit support from the country’s ruling 

group and the central government. These acts nullify all the reflection and apologies 

Japan has so far made. 

 

Now, the Korean Government has no choice but to respond sternly. We can no 

longer stand by and watch Japan’s attempts to justify its history of aggression and 

occupation and its intention to achieve hegemony again, because this is a matter that 

will determine the future of the Korean Peninsula and Northeast Asia. 

 

It is true that such acts by Japan do not correspond with the intention of the majority 

of the Japanese people. But, things could change any time if Japan keeps distorting 

history, instigated by its political leaders. 

 

Fellow citizens, 

 

The Government will act resolutely. It is true that even though the Government had 

something to say and arguments to make, it has so far been biting its tongue, leaving 
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them in the hands of nongovernmental organizations or the victims of Japan’s 

colonial rule. 

 

Neither did the Government listen carefully to the painful outcries from the victims 

nor offered proper help to them even when they were hitting the streets struggling to 

find the truth. It must have refrained from doing so in consideration of the 

diplomatic burden or possible impact on the economy caused by an inter-

governmental conflict. More than anything else, however, it must have exercised 

self-restraint for the sake of a forward-looking Korea-Japan relationship. 

 

But what came back to us in return is Japan’s behavior that does not seem to show 

any consideration for the future. Now, some people are asking if the Korean 

Government’s inaction has led Japan to become so inconsiderate. We cannot let that 

happen. From now on, the Government will do everything it can. 

 

First of all, the Government will take resolute diplomatic action. The core of our 

diplomatic responses will be to sternly demand that the Japanese Government 

correct the wrongs. It is doubtful that the Japanese Government will make a sincere 

response. But we will not stop exerting our claim until Japan says what we deserve 

to hear. 

 

The next thing is to make our case to the international community. It is a reality that 

international order is basically founded on power and that national interest comes 

first in international relations. However, the international community is progressing 

step by step toward emphasizing universal values and order that all members should 

respect. If Japan wants to play a role beyond that of an ordinary nation and become a 

leader in Asia and the world, it must behave in accordance with the just causes 

learned from history and regain the trust of the international community as an 

indisputable peace-loving nation 
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The international community is also obligated to urge Japan to behave in accordance 

with the conscience of humanity and the norms of international society. We will try 

to persuade the international community to never forget those norms. 

 

More important than anything else is to persuade the Japanese people. In order for 

the issues to be solved ultimately, it is essential for them to face history as it was and 

understand correctly what their country needs to do for the future of the two 

countries and Northeast Asia. Only then can the Japanese Government’s policy take 

the right direction. 

 

These tasks will not be easy to achieve. It is not only a tough but also uncomfortable 

thing to try to find fault with and point fingers at others. The two countries may 

confront each other more often than they did. It could also be very embarrassing to 

quarrel with each for the whole world to see. 

 

There could probably be a tough diplomatic war(conflict). And that may adversely 

affect exchanges in economic, social, cultural and various other sectors, especially 

causing concern about possible economic difficulties. 

 

But we do not have to worry too much about it. I believe that we are capable of 

enduring a great many difficulties. And we must be determined to bear the hardship 

on our shoulders if we have to for the sake of our nation. But I will try to manage the 

situation judiciously so as to prevent unbearably difficult burdens. 

 

Fellow citizens, 

 

No matter what difficulties I may face, I will not back off or obscure the issue, but 

will continue to deal with the problem until I see a result the Korean people find 
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acceptable. This time, I will never fail to resolve this problem at its core. I will ask 

for your help, when the going gets tough. I will listen to your voices whenever new 

things come up. 

 

Now, I would like to ask you to keep several things in mind as I report my 

determination to you. 

 

First, we must never condone the aggressive intent of some Japanese ultra-

nationalists, but this does not mean that we should distrust or antagonize the entire 

Japanese people. We cannot avoid the fact that we are neighbors. If the people of the 

two countries harbor distrust and hatred against each other, we would not be able to 

avoid another enormous misfortune. 

 

Second, I ask you to keep calm and respond with composure. Act sternly, but 

persuade with reason and dignity. There may be times when there are unpleasant 

emotions expressed, but never lose control of your emotions. This is not a fight that 

requires physical power. If we fail to maintain our good cause properly, we are likely 

to be counterattacked. Please refrain from provoking or insulting the Japanese 

people. 

 

Third, I ask you to have perseverance and patience. If this is to be called a fight, this 

fight will not be over in just a day or two. It will be an endurance game. Be 

determined to endure any difficulties but be wise and patient enough to minimize the 

consumption of your energy so that it lasts long. 

 

Fourth, look far and act strategically. Judge with prudence. Speak and act slowly. Do 

not overreact over minor developments or voice too many opinions. I am a bit 

concerned if we have spoken too much and acted too much. 
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My fellow Koreans, 

 

Our claim is based on a great, just cause from history. We have never made 

outrageous demands. Nor have we demanded that Japan make a new apology. We 

are just asking Japan to correct the wrongs that nullify even the insufficient 

apologies some Japanese have made. And we are simply calling on the country to 

recognize the truth about issues that have not been addressed so far and to take 

proper measures. 

 

I firmly believe that justice will prevail in the end. I will handle this issue with 

conviction, with strategies and in a proper manner. I will never let you down. 

 

I ask you to have faith in me and support me. Do not lose courage and self-

confidence. Our calls will surely be answered by a just history. 

 

Presidential Archives, Accessed January 21, 2004  

http://16cwd.pa.go.kr/cwd/en/archive/archive_view.php?meta_id=en_letters&navi=i

ssues&id=53d78e22f42287f63a612c42 
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Appendix 3. Address by President Lee Myung-bak on the 67th Anniversary of 

Liberation August 15, 2012 

 

Fellow citizens, our beloved brethren in the North and compatriots residing overseas,   

I join all Koreans in celebrating the 67th anniversary of liberation today.   I pay 

profound tribute to our patriotic forefathers who gave their precious lives to win 

back the country, to patriots who devoted themselves to founding the nation, and to 

our men and women in uniform who sacrificed themselves while fighting during the 

Korean War or serving on the frontlines protecting national security.   I extend my 

gratitude and sympathy to the decorated patriots who fought for the nation’s 

independence and families of fallen heroes.   My heartfelt congratulations and 

appreciation also go out to the members of Team Korea who made a triumphal 

return from the London Olympics and all the Korean people who rooted for them 

with one heart throughout the night.   It has been 64 years since Korea made its 

debut in the London Olympic Summer Games of 1948.   Even though the 

Government was yet to be established, our athletes could travel by ship and 

participate in that Olympics with the help of donations from the public; they won 

two bronze medals. This time in London again, Korea became the fifth strongest 

sports powerhouse.   Each and every one of our 245 athletes touched the hearts of all 

Koreans.   I am very proud to be a citizen of the Republic of Korea.   The Republic 

of Korea has thus far made remarkable prog ress not only in sports but in all sectors, 

which is unprecedented in world history.   Korea has taken on challenges with 

indomitable determination and worked hard to enter onto the center stage from the 

periphery of the international arena.   Reaching beyond industrialization and 

democratization, the country achieved an information-based society and now stands 

side by side with advanced nations.   This accomplishment is not something we took 

away from someone else through force. It is the fruitful result we proudly harvested 

with our own hands through perseverance, sacrifice and hard work.   I pay my 

limitless respect to all Koreans who pulled off such achievements with all their 
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efforts.   Fellow Koreans,   In my inaugural address in 2008, I declared the “first 

year for the advancement of the Republic of Korea.” Marking the 67th Liberation 

Day today, I assert that the Republic of Korea has proudly joined the ranks of 

advanced countries.   The very people who were clothed in rags and starving under 

colonial exploitation, the land horribly ravaged by war, the divided nation that was 

once the poorest in the world  carved out the Republic of Korea of today with sweat 

and tears. Some call it a miracle, but there is no such thing.   Patriotism that bound 

people together with dedication whenever the country was in difficulty; educational 

zeal that made people teach enthusiastically and study hard no matter how poor they 

were; and a challenging spirit that caused people never to succumb to any 

hardship—these three elements were the driving force behind Korea’s development 

model that astonished the world. They are also the essence of the spirit of liberation 

that derived from Korea’s long history and culture.   Under the banner of creative 

pragmatism, my Administration single-mindedly pursued the country’s advancement 

over the past four and a half years. It was a period when the spirit of liberation was 

vibrantly demonstrated.   Korea overcame the 2008 global financial crisis in the 

most exemplary fashion in the world.   Most advanced countries have yet to restore 

their pre-crisis GDP levels, but Korea’s GDP grew more than 10 percent from the 

figure before the financial crisis. Among major countries, only Korea and Germany 

have witnessed a recovery in employment to the level before the 2008 crisis.   In 

addition, Korea’s sovereign debt to GDP ratio remains the healthiest among the 

OECD member countries. Thanks to that fact, Korea’s credit rating rose on two 

occasions while most countries suffered a downgrade in sovereign ratings.   This 

year, Korea became the seventh country that has a per capita income of more than 

US$20,000 and a population of over 50 million.   Over the past several years, Korea 

has taken a big step toward the center of the global stage. The country is now seizing 

the global spotlight like never before in its history.   For the first time, Korea became 

a member of the G20, the premier economic forum in the world. It also became the 

first emerging and Asian country to host a G20 Summit in Seoul, which it did to 
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great success.   By smoothly coordinating disagreements among major countries and 

helping alleviate the concerns about the future of the G20, Korea firmly established 

its position. When the foreign exchange crisis occurred in 1997, Korea had to ask for 

a bailout loan from the IMF. After only 10 or so years, the country took the lead in 

formulating the IFM governance reform.   The Seoul Development Consensus, 

which was agreed upon and announced by the G20 leaders, laid out a new strategy 

for helping developing nations to stand on their own going beyond the simple 

material aid provided in the past. Watching the leaders of African developing 

countries thank Korea in tears for its sincere efforts, my heart was touched.   This 

past March, a Nuclear Security Summit was held in Seoul. Through the Summit, 

Korea played its part as a consensus builder on global security and helped work out 

global peace governance, thereby greatly contributing to expediting the goal of 

building a nuclear-free world.   Joining the Development Assistance Committee of 

the OECD in 2010, Korea became the only nation in the world since the end of the 

Second World War to turn into an aid-donor from an aid-recipient country.   Aid 

supplies from overseas used to be unloaded at the port of Busan, but it has been 

reborn as a hub port where such aid supplies are being shipped out to other countries 

in need. In this regard, it is of particular historic significance that the High Level 

Forum on Aid Effectiveness was held in Busan in 2011.   Participating leaders from 

around the world expressed astonishment at such a dramatic turnaround.   Korea 

now ranks third in terms of the number of volunteer workers dispatched overseas, 

following the United States and Japan.   A countless number of Koreans are putting 

the spirit of sharing into practice and giving selfless service in many parts of the 

world ranging from Africa to remote areas in Southeast Asia and South America.   In 

addition, Korea has been taking the initiative and playing a responsible role in 

addressing global issues. One of the crucial pending issues facing all humanity is 

climate change.   As part of the efforts to respond to climate change, Korea worked 

together with many countries around the world and established the Global Green 

Growth Institute. Designed to provide support for developing countries to prepare 
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for climate change, the GGGI was launched as an international organization in Rio 

de Janeiro, Brazil in June this year with the participation of 16 founding member 

countries. Through the Institute, the first international organization established at 

Korea’s initiative, green growth has become an enduring goal for the international 

community.   Over the years, the Republic of Korea has grown into a greater country, 

and its global leadership has been further cemented.    

 

My fellow citizens,    

Numerous challenges still lie ahead of us. The global economic crisis triggered by 

the eurozone fiscal crisis is more serious than anticipated. Unless the eurozone 

swiftly takes drastic measures in a preemptive manner, it is expected to take more 

time than originally projected for the global economy to turn around.   Because of 

the global economic slowdown, economic growth in all countries across the globe is 

plummeting. Korea cannot be an exception given its high foreign dependency. It is 

worrisome that exports are declining and that the domestic economy is losing vitality.   

For its part, the Government is now channeling all its energy and efforts into 

responding to the current situation. By convening the meeting for emergency 

economic measures every week and closely taking stock of developments, it is 

taking thorough measures to revitalize the economy.   All necessary measures are 

being taken to boost domestic demand as well as to expand exports and overseas 

plant construction while stabilizing consumer prices. In addressing the current 

global crisis, the Government efforts alone will not suffice.   Collaboration of all 

economic entities, including businesses, is urgently needed. Business leaders are 

well advised to continuously increase investment and employment without being 

intimidated.   When all businesses are undergoing tough times, only those willing to 

risk making new investments will be able to benefit from them when the economy 

turns around; only they can hope for a new takeoff.   The cooperation of workers is 

also of cardinal importance. The occurrence of labor disputes in Korea is lower than 

the OECD average, which is a significant improvement. In the face of the current 
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global economic crisis, however, politically motivated disputes by some labor 

unions comprised of highly paid workers will hardly win empathy from the public.   

Though important political events are scheduled in the coming months, I urge 

lawmakers to show active bipartisan cooperation in reviving the economy and taking 

care of the day-to-day lives of the people.   Particularly at a time when the global 

economy is not performing well, a social environment that encourages businesses to 

produce more, invest more and employ more is needed.   The Administration and I 

will place top priority in steering state affairs on resuscitating the economy and 

stabilizing the lives of the general public; we will do all we can. A politician has a 

fixed tenure, yet the duties of taking care of the economy and everyday lives of the 

public must continue without stopping.  

 

My fellow citizens,    

The national income is rising, but the issue of polarization is coming out in relief.   

By the measure of statistics only, the gap between each social stratum has shown 

signs of improvements since 2008. Still, the everyday lives of low-income families 

and the middle class remain tough. On top of this, the quality of life of each 

individual is lagging behind the buildup of national strength. There is a dearth of 

decent jobs for young people.   Finding a solution to these problems has emerged as 

a matter of primary concern for leaders of all nations across the world. I, myself, feel 

a graver sense of responsibility on this matter than anyone else and am giving much 

thought to the issue without getting a good night’s sleep.    Last year I put forth 

ecosystemic development as the goal in steering state affairs. Creating a future 

where everyone is better off is a pressing task of our generation. As polarization is 

being aggravated due to the global economic crisis, it is now impossible to achieve 

sustainable growth without ecosystemic development.   To create a society where 

those who fall can get help to stand up and run again, the Government has expanded 

tailor-made welfare insofar as it did not compromise fiscal soundness and made all-

out efforts to create more job opportunities.   The Government has so far intensively 
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supported Meister high schools and specialized high schools in a bid to overcome 

inflation in higher education, alleviate gaps caused by academic backgrounds and 

move towards a society where individual abilities come before academic 

achievement.   As a result, more than 90 percent of graduating students of these high 

schools landed a job this year.   With the employment of high school graduates 

recently increasing in a dramatic manner, a positive change is taking place in our 

society. By keeping this momentum up, the Government will usher in a “new era of 

employment of high school graduates.” At a time when global competition is taking 

place between business ecosystems, going beyond the competitions between 

businesses, shared growth has become inevitable for business survival.   Though it is 

understood that a significant improvement is being made in terms of shared growth 

between SMEs and big companies, there still remains a long way to go. For further 

improvements, conglomerate culture has to be changed first.   Nations as well as 

businesses have to adopt a future development strategy based on the simple truth 

that it is only possible to go a long way when going together.  

 

My fellow citizens,   

Only when the economy grows will it be possible to provide welfare benefits and 

create job opportunities. In the future smart society, creativity is the biggest growth 

engine, and the source of competitive edge.   It is not an easy task to build a social 

infrastructure where individual creativity can be exhibited to the fullest, yet that is a 

must for Korea since it has to continue to advance.   The future era will likely 

present a big chance for Korea especially well known for its unparalleled zeal for 

education in the world.   Up until now, quantitative expansion has been the mainstay 

to uphold the nation’s education. To take off to a greater height, however, it is 

necessary to nurture creative talent.   We have so far embraced existing technologies 

and applied them to our use. In the years to come, however, we have to secure 

original technologies on our own and further foster knowledge industry.   In this 

connection, the Government has dramatically increased R&D investments even 
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during the global economic crisis.   The aggregate Government R&D budget of the 

past five years amounted to 68 trillion won, or about US$60 billion. Its average 

annual increase ranked second in the world following China, and ranked third in 

comparison to GDP.   The Daejeon International Science and Business Belt as well 

as the Science and Technology Campuses in Gwangju and the Daegu-Gyeongbuk 

area are expected to play a pivotal role in advancing the country’s science and 

technology, further strengthening the nation''s capabilities.   These places will attract 

the most prominent scientists in the world. The facilities promise to be a breeding 

ground for creativity and passion to challenge the unknown realm and will 

contribute not only to the progress of the nation but to all humanity as well.   In 

fostering the creative potential of the whole society, diversity is more important than 

homogeneity. In nurturing creativity and innovation, harmonious diversity provides 

better soil than stereotypical conformity.   Approximately 1.4 million non-Koreans 

are already living in the Republic of Korea, and their number will continue to 

increase in the years to come.   For the sake of forging ahead in this age of cultural 

diversity, the country must transcend the idea of ethnic homogeneity and embrace 

the value of a multicultural society. In this regard, reinforcing legal and institutional 

devices will be important, but enhancement of social awareness is more important 

than anything else.   We have to open our doors more widely and foster an 

environment where talented people can come from around the world and fully 

demonstrate their abilities.   Eighty million Koreans,   For South-North relations to 

develop in a consistent and sound manner, ties between the two sides should first be 

on a normal footing.   All along, the North Korea policy of this Administration has 

been solidly based on this recognition.   Superficially, the situation may look 

different, but in reality, the Administration’s principled North Korea policy is 

evaluated as beginning to bring about a substantial effect. Pyongyang has also come 

to a situation where it has to look straight at reality and consider a transformation. 

We will carefully watch for the  possible changes.   Denuclearization of the Korean 

Peninsula was agreed on between the South and North as well as at the Six-party 
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Talks. It has to be strictly complied with as it also constitutes an international 

obligation under UN Security Council resolutions. On the basis of it, the South, 

along with the international community, is ready and willing to help the North.   The 

South is open to inter-Korean dialogue while at the same time being mindful of the 

human situation in the North.   The ultimate consummation of our liberation consists 

in national unification. National reunification will be the springboard of a truly 

greater Republic of Korea.   On the one hand, the Government will strive to open a 

viable path for coexistence and coprosperity, and on the other hand, it will steadily 

prepare for unification.   In pursuit of stability and common prosperity in Northeast 

Asia in addition to better conditions for peaceful reunification, the Government has 

long been closely cooperating with the United States, China, Japan, Russia, the EU 

and ASEAN nations.   Unification of the peninsula will also be a great blessing for 

the neighboring nations as well as all other countries.    

 

My fellow citizens,    

Japan is a close neighbor, a friend that shares basic values, and an important partner 

that we should work with to open the future.   However, we have to point out that 

chain links tangled in the history of Korea-Japan relations are hampering the 

common march toward a better tomorrow in the Northeast Asian region, as well as 

bilateral ties.   Particularly, the issue involving mobilization of “comfort women” by 

the imperial Japanese military goes beyond relations between Korea and Japan. It 

was a breach of women’s rights committed during wartime as well as a violation of 

universal human rights and historic justice. We urge the Japanese Government to 

take responsible measures in this regard Korea will proactively accommodate its 

neighbors and other members of the international community and cooperate with 

them on a higher dimension. This kind of well-rounded stance is necessitated by the 

fact that Korea has now emerged as a leading nation. It is also necessitated by the 

need to manage and further advance its global networks.    My fellow Koreans,   The 

world has now entered an age of radical change in the face of the worst economic 
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crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s.   The crisis, which started in the 

advanced Western nations that have led the world for the past hundreds of years, is 

spreading to other economies. The center of global economic power is shifting as 

well.   With China and India rising rapidly, the main axis of the world economy is 

moving toward Asia. The Northeast Asian region surrounding the Korean Peninsula 

is about to undergo seismic change in earnest.   At this important juncture, Korea has 

just entered the ranks of advanced nations breaking away from the group of late 

starters that it had long belonged to. From now on, it is not viable to follow others.   

Our country is now in a position to open a path on its own. We have to develop "a 

Korean route" that no one else travelled before.   We have to be equipped with new 

determination and heightened awareness so that we will successfully take up the role 

of a frontrunner. The strength that we have had so far as a runner-up may ironically 

become a stumbling block as a frontrunner.   We have to boldly shed the undesirable 

things of the old, while galvanizing unchanging virtues. We have to start thinking on 

a different dimension.    In order to open a new horizon, we need to think more 

creatively, gain wisdom that can see through the future and have a broad-minded 

spirit of cooperation. Preparing for the future on the basis of these principles, we 

will have to faithfully carry out the role of a global leader. To this end, we need to 

dream a new dream and ignite our passions anew.   The nation will take a new leap 

forward, going even higher than our historic success. While accepting world 

standards, the nation will set new global standards. While maintaining self-respect, 

the nation will gracefully contribute to the wellbeing of the world. While having a 

relatively small land, the nation will maintain a big stature. Building up this kind of 

nation is a historic mission placed upon the Korean people and me.   I have complete 

trust in the Korean people.   The Korean people can do it.   We can change the 

impossible into the possible, and once again write a new chapter in the history. 

 

Fellow citizens, 
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The Administration and I will do all we can to solve pending economic issues, 

including creation of more jobs and curbing inflation.   The Administration will also 

strive to safeguard socially vulnerable individuals by cracking down on school 

violence, illegal loan practices, sexual violence and other crimes.   The Government 

will do its utmost to fairly manage the presidential election scheduled for December. 

I hope the election will prove to be an occasion where Korean political culture is 

enhanced one step higher.   In order to establish a Greater Korea, I will continue to 

work ever more faithfully along with the Korean people until the last day of my term 

in office.   Fellow citizens,   I thank you all very much. 

Presidential Archives. Accessed January 21, 2014 

http://17cwd.eng.pa.go.kr/pre_activity/speeches/speeches_view.php?uno=7100&boa

rd_no=E03&search_key=&search_value=&search_cate_code=&cur_page_no=2#sth

ash.LICbPCyI.dpuf 
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초록 

 

한일간 역사문제 및 영토분쟁의 패턴에 대한 분석 

 

Ohtsu Haruna 

국제지역학 

서울대학교 국제대학원 

 

 

한국과 일본은 국교 정상화 이후 협력 관계를 강화시켜 왔다. 이러한 

노력에도 불구하고 양국은 1990 년대 후반 이후 특히 역사 · 영토 문제에서 

많은 갈등을 빚어왔다. 이러한 맥락에서 많은 연구자들이 역사 · 영토 문제가 

양국 관계를 규정하는 중요한 요소라는 지적을 해 왔지만 이러한 문제를 

변수로 초점을 맞춘 연구는 아직 적다. 본 논문은 양적 분석 (한일 양국의 

역사 · 영토 문제에 관한 신문 기사 수의 분석) · 질적 분석 (1998 년에서 

2013 년까지 쟁점이 된 역사 · 영토 문제의 사례 연구) 를 상용하여 역사 · 

영토 문제의 쟁점화에 기여한 요소를 찾아 본다. 본 논문은 한일간 역사 · 

영토 문제의 쟁점화에 관련하여 다음과 같은 분석을 하고자 한다. ① 역사 · 

영토 문제는 불변의 변수가 아닌 쟁점화 · 진정되는 종속 변수이다. ② 

쟁점화의 전형적인 패턴은 일본측의 도발적인 발언이나 행동에 대해 한국 

대통령이 여론에 밀리는 형태로 강경 외교를 전개함으로써 양국 언론이 

감정적으로 과열화되는 것이다.  ③ 양국 정상이 외교적 손실에도 불구하고 

공격적인 태도를 상대방에게 취하게 된 배경에는 양국의 국내 정치적 요인이 

있었다. 
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