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The pas t is  haunting No rtheas t As ia. The China-Japan-Ko rea triad has  been o n a repeated co llis io n co urse o ver ho w each perceives  the
shared pas t. Bo und by dense memo ry webs , cultural affinity and geo graphical pro ximity, each o f the three natio ns  has  made co nflicting
his to rical claims  agains t the o ther, giving rise to  co nflict thro ugho ut the regio n and beyo nd.

China, Japan, and Ko rea co ns titute the co re o f the No rtheas t As ian “co mmunity.” Acco rding to  Ro bert Nisbet, “co mmunity” enco mpasses
“religio n, wo rk, family, and culture; it refers  to  so cial bo nds  characterized by emo tio nal co hes io n, depth, co ntinuity, and fullness ."[1] No
co mmunity, ho wever, can be to tally unified; indeed, natio nal co mmunities  can co ntain antago nis tic elements , and the members  o f a
co mmunity are no t necessarily co ntent with o ne ano ther. The co mmunity o f China, Japan, and Ko rea, like many a marriage, is  charged
with intense but co exis ting feelings  o f interdependence and co nflict, o f lo ve and hate. 

The triad bo und by felt his to ry engages  in intense dis co urse fo r which his to ry textbo o ks  serve as  an impo rtant medium fo r mnemo nic
co ntentio n. This  article examines  the his to ry textbo o k co ntro vers ies  plaguing the three natio ns  in No rtheas t As ia.

Hist o ry T ext bo o ks as Memo ry Sit es

His to ry textbo o ks  are an impo rtant s ite o f “memo ry wars .”[2] In the aftermath o f 1982 his to ry textbo o k co ntro vers ies  invo lving Chinese
and Ko rean pro tes ts  o ver Japanese texts , the Japanese go vernment enacted the “Neighbo ring Co untry Clause,” pro claiming that in the
interes t “o f building friendship and go o dwill with neighbo ring co untries , Japan will pay attentio n to  these criticisms  and make
co rrectio ns  at the Go vernment’s  respo ns ibility.” In 2001, two  decade after the co nciliato ry ges ture, Chinese yo uths  to o k to  the s treets
pro tes ting agains t Japan’s  New His to ry Textbo o k (Atarashii Rekishi Kyo kasho ). In 2005, the So uth Ko rean Minis try o f Fo reign Affairs  and
Trade called o n To kyo  to  ins truct publishers  o f Japanese his to ry textbo o ks  to  review and change 51 items . Harking back to  events  fo ur
centuries  earlier, So uth Ko rea’s  co mmercial market quickly cashed in o n public anger by intro ducing a po pular co mputer game called,
“Hideyo shi’s  Aggress io n and Cho sun’s  Co unterattacks .” With his to ry is sues  surfacing, the Chinese and Ko rean media published a spate
o f s to ries  o n his to ry textbo o ks  and vis its  to  Yasukuni Shrine by Japanese leaders .

So ut h Ko rean co mput er game[3]

His to ry educatio n in No rtheas t As ia needs  to  be co ntextualized within the co ntext o f regio nal and glo bal expans io n o f mass  educatio n.
With the spread o f mass  and co mpulso ry educatio n thro ugho ut the twentieth century, go vernments  so ught to  co ntro l pedago gical
co ntent with educatio n minis tries  frequently taking the lead.[4] Educatio n is  a “sys tem o f legitimizatio n” wherein “scho o ls  pro cess
individuals ” by ins tilling co mmo nly shared values  amo ng the citizenry.[5] Whereas  scho o l and family lo ng functio ned as  impo rtant
so cializatio n units , s cho o ls  are no w assuming a greater ro le in educating future generatio ns .[6] Yo uth es tablishes  self-identity in
relatio n to  gro up membership in classes  and scho o ls , where kno wledge abo ut natio nal his to ry is  transmitted. Emile Durkheim led us  to
believe that “a man is  surer o f his  faith when he sees  to  ho w dis tant a pas t it go es  back and what great things  it has  inspired.”[7]
Remembering no ble deeds , he said, elevates  the co mmunity’s  dignity and mo ral values . In that regard, natio nal his to ry educatio n is  bo th
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a “mo del o f” and “mo del fo r” so ciety. The co mmo n pas t is  the s to ry o f a natio n, and his to ry textbo o ks  tell the s to ry o f a natio n to  its
citizens . Overlapping his to ries  make textbo o ks  o ne impo rtant s ite where natio ns  engage in “memo ry wars .”

Japan: T he Price o f  Ambivalence

Po s t-Co ld War Japanese his to ry educatio n emphas izes  two  main go als : 1) unders tanding natio nal his to ry in the co ntext o f the glo bal
his to rical trajecto ry; and 2) educating citizens  as  members  o f the internatio nal co mmunity.[8] The empirical realities  have no t been in
sync with the educatio nal go als : his to ry educatio n, ins tead, has  been the target o f do mes tic ideo lo gical co ntentio n and internatio nal
criticisms . 

Po litical bifurcatio n o ver his to ry textbo o ks  is  no thing new in Japan. The ideo lo gical pendulum has  been in co ns tant flux between right
and left thro ugho ut the po s twar era. Textbo o ks  appro ved by the Minis try o f Educatio n after the beginning o f the screening sys tem in
1947, fo r ins tance, were liberal eno ugh to  co ntain narratives  o n the Manchurian Incident o f 1931 and the Nanjing Massacre o f 1937.
Such critical self-his to ricism under SCAP (Supreme Co mmand fo r the Allied Po wers ) pro vo ked the co nservatives  who  deemed Japan’s
aggress ive wars  Japan’s  o nly viable o ptio n to  secure its  o wn survival in the face o f Wes tern co lo nialism. With the pendulum swinging to
the right, the Liberal Demo cratic Party’s  1955 pro po sal to  augment the screening autho rity o f the Minis try o f Educatio n ignited the firs t
his to ry textbo o k co ntro vers ies . Textbo o ks  up fo r appro val that year were criticized fo r such subvers ive actio ns  as  describing the bleak
living co nditio ns  o f the wo rking class  and presenting ro sy depictio ns  o f the Peo ple’s  Republic o f China and the So viet Unio n.[9] With the
“Red Purge” underway, the Minis try rejected mo re than 80  percent o f the textbo o ks , citing “factual dis to rtio ns .”[10] Tightening o f the
screening pro cess  co ntinued fo r the fo llo wing quarter century.[11] 

The pendulum swung back to ward the pro gress ive camp during the seco nd majo r ro und o f his to ry textbo o k co ntro vers ies  in 1982. It
s tarted with a Chinese newspaper’s  allegatio n that the Minis try o f Educatio n pressured textbo o k publishers  to  replace “aggress io n
[to wards  China]” with “advancement [into  China],” and to  replace “independence mo vement [in Ko rea]” with “rio ts  [by the Ko reans].” This
allegatio n, which turned o ut to  be false, was  picked up by the Ko rean and Japanese news  media, fueling the “his to ry” debates . With mo re
and mo re media o utlets  co pying and embellishing each o ther’s  acco unts , his to ry emerged as  an impo rtant diplo matic is sue. The Suzuki
cabinet pro ceeded to  make acco mmo dative ges tures  by enacting the “Neighbo ring Co untry Clause,” as  no ted abo ve. 

Why did Japan mo ve to  placate its  neighbo rs  in spite o f the factual inaccuracies  and exaggeratio ns  o f the media claims? I argue that it
was  a reflectio n o f changing perceptual milieu: Japan was  redis co vering As ia. Japan had made a co nscio us  decis io n to  dis tance itself
fro m As ia at the turn o f the nineteenth century. Very influential o pinio n leaders  such Fukuzawa Yukichi were at the fo refro nt o f
advo cating Japan’s  de-As ianizatio n po licy.[12] In o rder fo r Japan to  catch up with the advanced Wes t, they argued, it had to  shed its
backward and feudalis tic As ian identity. As ia lapsed into  perceptual o blivio n, as  it were, until the 1982 textbo o k co ntro vers ies , co ming
at a time when bo th Ko rean and Chinese eco no mies  were rapidly develo ping, dro ve the s ituatio n ho me. With As ia re-emerging o n the
Japanese mind map in the 1980s , mo re co mplex and co nflictual perceptio ns  o f the war emerged. 

The internatio nal criticisms  o f Japanese his to ry textbo o ks  were a wake-up call fo r the To kyo  go vernment. Japan began paying attentio n
to  its  fo rmer “victims” as  a legitimate co ncern fo r diplo matic relatio ns . Fro m the 1982 co ntro vers ies  thro ugh the 1990s , the Japanese
go vernment extended an unprecedented number o f apo lo gies  to  China and Ko rea.[13] Prime Minis ter Suzuki (Augus t 24, 1982) and
Chief Cabinet Secretary Miyazawa (Augus t 26 , 1982) made specific reference to  the textbo o k is sues  in their apo lo gies .[14, 15] As  the
“co mfo rt wo men” is sues  emerged as  a so urce o f po litical and diplo matic co ntentio n in the early 1990s , mo re apo lo gies  were extended
to  China and Ko rea. Prime Minis ter Miyazawa (January 17, 1992), Chief Cabinet Secretary Kato  (July 6 , 1992), Chief Cabinet Secretary
Ko no  (Augus t 4, 1993), Prime Minis ter Murayama (Augus t 31, 1994; July 1995), and Prime Minis ter Hashimo to  (June 23, 1996; July 15,
1998) apo lo gized fo r the pain and suffering endured by wo men.[16 , 17, 18 , 19] Many o ther apo lo gies  o n the war in general were made
by a range o f po litical leaders  and even the Empero r. 

Repeated apo lo gies  failed to  co nvince the Chinese and Ko rean go vernments  and peo ple o f their s incerity. Regret and apo lo gy are two
different things . Regret is  a sentiment acco mpanying the realizatio n o f wro ngdo ing; apo lo gy, the co mmunicative fo rmat thro ugh which
regret is  co nveyed. Even to day, China and Ko rea, remain keenly aware o f the separate realms  o ccupied by sentiment and ritual, and o f
the telltale s igns  o f inauthentic perfo rmance. Theo ries  o f Japanese dual co nscio usness  (tatemae-ho nne) fuel suspicio n o f
perfo rmance-o nly ins incerity in the apo lo gy rituals .[20] Repeated insults  and denials  by Japanese po liticians  co nfirm suspicio ns  o f
Japanese indifference and intens ify demands  fo r authentic remo rse.[21] A deep perceptual dilemma between Japan and its  fo rmer
victims  fuels  the “memo ry pro blem.” 

With the pendulum swinging to  the left, the 1994 textbo o ks  co ntained mentio n o f Japanese wartime atro cities  including the co mfo rt
wo men, Unit 731 and the Nanjing Massacre.[22] The co nciliato ry s tance pro vo ked ho s tile reactio ns  fro m Japanese rightis ts  fo r being
“maso chis tic” and “biased.” This  ro und o f clashes  led to  the 1996  fo rmatio n o f “Tsukurukai,” which co ns is ts  o f co nservative diet
members  and academics  critical o f the new textbo o ks .[23] Tsukurukai autho red and published many bo o ks  which reached the general
public. The Research Asso ciatio n o f Liberal His to rical Perspectives  (Jiyushugi Shikan Kenkyukai) was  ano ther advo cate o f co nservative
views  which engaged in active public o utreach pro grams  such as  publishing the three-vo lume Manga His to ry o f Japan: What the Scho o l
Textbo o ks  Do  No t Teach (Manga: Kyo kasho  ga Oshienai Rekishi).[24] 

The saga co ntinues  in the twenty-firs t century. Fo llo wing Educatio n Minis try’s  appro val o f the New Japanese His to ry (Atarashii Rekishi
Kyo ukasho ) autho red by Tsukurukai in April 2001, China and Ko rea demanded revis io ns  o f the text, but to  no  avail. China Radio
Internatio nal, as  an example, repo rted o n the Beijing go vernment and the Chinese peo ple’s  s tro ng dis satis factio n with the new Japanese
his to ry textbo o k.[25] The co ntro vers ies  co ntinued the fo llo wing year when a Chinese newspaper repo rt linked Japanese co rpo ratio ns  to
Tsukurukai. Chinese co nsumers  launched bo yco tts  o f the co mpanies  linked to  Tsukurukai. Amid the mass  pro tes ts  led primarily by the
yo uth, Asahi Breweries  became the firs t target o f bo yco tt. The 2005 clashes  were, again, the result o f Chinese and Ko rean pro tes ts
agains t the New Japanese His to ry (Atarashii Rekishi Kyo ukasho ), which was  accused o f do wnplaying the nature o f Japan’s  militarism
including its  pas t aggress io n and the circumstances  o f Wo rld War II. 



Atarashii Rekishi Kyoukasho (upper left) and other texts in a bookstore 

The Japan Teachers  Unio n deno unced the bo o k published by Fuso sha, and o nly 18  o ut o f 11,102 junio r high scho o ls  ado pted the bo o k,
taking up o nly abo ut 0 .04 percent o f the to tal market share. Despite Beijing and Seo ul’s  pers is tent pro tes ts , the market share o f
“pro blematic” texts  has  been co ns is tently dismal.[26] 

South Korean protesters burn banners during 2005 demonstration over Japanese
textbook distortions

The Japanese his to ry textbo o k co ntro vers ies  reveal two  pers is tent patterns . Firs t, Japan’s  do mes tic po litical divide has  fueled the
memo ry debates . A sequence o f attacks  and co unterattacks  has  led to  no  meaningful synthes is . The lates t episo de co mes  fro m
Okinawa. Hundreds  o f tho usands  o f Okinawans , with the suppo rt o f the prefectural go vernment, pro tes ted Minis try o f Educatio n
ins tructio ns  in June 2007 to  retract descriptio ns  o f the Battle o f Okinawa. The Japanese military was  kno wn to  have fo rced res idents  to
co mmit mass  suicides  during the battle. The To migusuku Municipal Assembly in Okinawa s tated that the 2007 ins tructio ns  were to  “deny
the his to rical facts , accumulated thro ugh s tudies  o f the Battle o f Okinawa that are based o n the numero us  tes timo nies  o f tho se who
experienced it.”[27] Japan as  a co untry is  s till grappling o ver what really happened during the war, in particular the nature o f and
respo ns ibility fo r war atro cities . 

A seco nd pattern is  many o f the internatio nal co ntro vers ies  began with erro neo us  o r mis leading allegatio ns  and misunders tandings .
Co ntrary to  the widespread belief in the regio n, the Japanese Minis try o f Educatio n do es  no t directly intervene in textbo o k writing
altho ugh it do es  co nduct textbo o k screening. Mo reo ver, with the availability o f co mmercialized textbo o ks , the pro cess  o f textbo o k



selectio n is  decentralized with lo cal bo ards  o f educatio n enjo ying subs tantial auto no my in the selectio n o f textbo o ks  fro m amo ng
tho se appro ved by the Minis try o f Educatio n. In 47 prefectures , so me 500  Textbo o k Screening Co mmittees  are fo rmed every fo ur years
under the auspices  o f lo cal bo ards  o f educatio n. A co mmittee usually co ns is ts  o f abo ut 20  scho o l principals , teachers , experts  and
o rdinary citizens  who  pro vide advice and co nsultatio ns  to  the bo ard o f educatio n. After ho lding public textbo o k exhibitio ns  and internal
dis cuss io ns , the co mmittee selects  the textbo o k to  be ado pted fo r the scho o l dis trict.[28] An analys is  o f thirty-three junio r high scho o l
his to ry textbo o ks  (1950-2000) sho ws  very little narrative change o ver time.[29] 

Shanghai 2005 protest over Japanese textbooks

Co mpared to  Japan, the Chinese and Ko rean sys tems  o f textbo o k writing, s creening and marketing are far less  decentralized. The
Minis try o f Educatio n in Ko rea exercises  almo s t so le superviso ry autho rity.[30] Since the 1980s  the Chinese sys tem has  allo wed private
co mpanies  and individuals  to  autho r texts , which are then subject to  s tringent s creening pro cess .[31]

China: Narrat ive o f  Humiliat io n

The Chinese Co mmunis t Party censures  a wide spectrum o f so cial dis co urse. Dis seminatio n o f info rmatio n is  clo sely mo nito red, and
educatio n is  no  exceptio n. Debates  o n the tumultuo us  internal s trife (e.g., Great Leap Fo rward, Cultural Revo lutio n, Tiananmen Square
Incident, etc.) have been banned in the public fo rum, and few peo ple have o pen access  to  factual info rmatio n.[32] His to ry textbo o k
narratives  are also  selective. 

Fro m the 1950s  until the 1990s , no ticeable changes  to o k place in three areas : greater emphas is  o n eco no my, s cience and culture;
mo re descriptio ns  o n the Japanese invas io n; and s trengthening o f natio nalis tic and patrio tic messages . The “Opium Wars ” sectio n o f
the junio r high scho o l his to ry textbo o k (1994 editio n) refers  to  “[fo reign] invas io n,” “[Chinese] peo ple,” and “[Chinese] bravery [o n the
battlefield]” mo re than five times  each in a passage 600  wo rds  lo ng. The descriptio ns  o f humiliatio n suffered at the hands  o f fo reign
po wers  (e.g., the Opium Wars  [1839-1842 and 1856-1860], Taiping Rebellio n [1850-1864] and the Bo xer Rebellio n [1899-1901] )
increased acco rdingly.[33] On the o ther hand, so me narratives  cas t Japan in a po s itive light as  a co untry o f cherry blo sso ms, ho me to
Mo unt Fuji, and o f advanced science and techno lo gy. 

Japanese scho lars  have no ted inaccuracies  in the analys is  o f mo dern His to ry in Chinese textbo o ks . Fo r ins tance, his to rian Kawashima
Shin co ntes ts  this  descriptio n o f po s t-Meiji Res to ratio n Japan, fo und in a sectio n o n the Sino -Japanese War o f 1894-95, as  fo llo ws:

"Japan remained ho me to  fo rces  o f feudalism with co ns iderable po wer, and as  do mes tic markets  were no t large eno ugh
to  bring eco no mic benefits  to  everyo ne, there were numero us  po pular upris ings . Japan’s  rulers  quickly decided that
Japan’s  path to  co ntinued gro wth lay in taking o ver fo reign lands , and they put to gether a ‘co ntinental s trategy’ aimed
mainly at invading China."[34] 

The text no tes  that Japan became a mo dern natio n thro ugh the Meiji Res to ratio n (1868), but, Shin co ntends , it exaggerates  so cial
ins tability amids t the rapid changes . With the majo r exceptio n o f the Saga upris ing s taged by the remaining samurai class  in 1874,
po pular rebellio ns  such as  the Shimabara Upris ing (1637-38) and urban rio ts  (aro und 1767) to o k place well befo re the Res to ratio n. A
co nspicuo us  remnant o f the feudal so cial o rder, the samurai class , faced a fatal blo w with the suppress io n o f the Keian Incident (1651)
and the Fo rty-Seven Ro nin incident (1703) lo ng befo re the Res to ratio n. As  fo r the “co ntinental s trategy,” it was  the o utco me o f Japan’s
s trategic cho ice to  pursue its  identity as  a “co ntinental co untry” as  o ppo sed to  an “o ceanic co untry.” Its  subsequent invas io n o f China
was  a result o f the do ctrine rather than a cause o f the do ctrine.[35]

Regarding the Twenty-One Demands  o f 1915, Kawashima ho lds  that the Chinese text narratives  exaggerate Chinese humiliatio ns
suffered due to  Japan: 

The Euro pean po wers  no  lo nger had the energy to  spend o n As ian matters , and Japan to o k advantage o f this
o ppo rtunity to  accelerate its  encro achment into  China, plo tting to  take o ver the entire natio n fo r itself.... Finally,
o ffering suppo rt fo r Yuan Shi-kai’s  bid to  beco me empero r o f China, Japan set as  its  co nditio n the Twenty-One
Demands , which were tantamo unt to  the very des tructio n o f China as  a natio n. On May 9 , 1915,...Yuan’s  go vernment
accepted these co nditio ns . This  is  kno wn as  the ‘natio nal shame o f May 9 ’.[36] 

While the narratives  are no t inaccurate, Kawashima finds  o vers tated the implicatio n that Japan manipulated do mes tic Chinese po litics
fo r its  o wn o ppo rtunis tic advantage .

Kawashima’s  lis t co ntinues  o n the narratives  o f the 1931 Manchurian Incident: “Japan had a desperate craving fo r Chinese territo ry”; o n



the mo re o pen co nflicts  with Japanese fo rces  in China: “There was  no thing surpris ing abo ut the fact that the Japanese imperialis ts
co nducted their war o f aggress io n agains t China. This  co nflict was  the natural o utgro wth o f a lo ng-s tanding po licy in Japan, built up o ver
many years , that pursued the annexatio n o f China, the co ntro l o f all As ia, and finally wo rld supremacy as  its  go als ”; and o n the defeat o f
the Japanese armed fo rces  in China: “China’s  victo ry in the war agains t Japan was  the firs t to tal victo ry in a war that the Chinese peo ple
had fo ught agains t imperialism fo r mo re than a hundred years . This  gave great co urage to  and bo o s ted the self-respect o f all the
peo ples  o f the natio n. It also  fo rmed a so lid fo undatio n o f the triumph that the peo ple’s  revo lutio n wo uld so o n see. China’s  war agains t
Japan was  an integral part o f the glo bal war agains t fascism, and the Chinese peo ple, by playing their part in this  war made great
co ntributio ns  to  this  wo rldwide s truggle and helped to  bo o s t China’s  po s itio n o n the glo bal s tage.”[37]

With “humiliatio n” as  the underlying theme o f the mo dern and co ntempo rary perio ds , the o verall narrative emphas izes  Chinese
victimizatio n at the hands  o f imperial po wers . Japan emerges  as  the “ungrateful beneficiary” o f  Chinese culture.[38] Kawashima thus
co ncludes  that Chinese co ns tructio n o f the his to ry o f China-Japan co nflict co ntributes  to  dis tancing the two  natio ns  to day. 

Ko rea: Far Fro m Fault -Free

In po rtraying Ko rea’s  relatio ns  with Japan, two  main themes  run thro ugho ut Ko rean textbo o ks: victimho o d and res is tance. The sense o f
victimizatio n co mes  fro m deeply internalized wo unds . Ko rean his to ry can be literally defined by fo reign threat. Acco rding to  Yo o n Tae
Rim (1984), the number o f raids , incurs io ns , and o ther o ffenses  agains t Ko rea fro m the seas  and by neighbo ring peo ples  were no  less
than 1 to  1.5 times  a year during the Ko ryo  (918-1392) and Cho sun (1392-1910) dynas ties . The figures  co me exclus ively  fro m the
o fficial reco rd, implying that the actual number o f aggress io n co uld be much higher.[39] The Ko rean sense o f victimizatio n is  neither a
co ntempo rary pheno meno n no r o ne exclus ively related to  Japan. The middle s cho o l textbo o k s tates : 

We have suffered fro m many invas io ns  by neighbo ring co untries  thro ugho ut o ur lo ng his to ry. Ho wever, we have never
pro vo ked, explo ited, o r caused any pain to  any o f o ur neighbo rs . In o ther wo rds , we have always  tried to  maintain
peaceful internatio nal relatio ns  and preserve a peace-lo ving traditio n.[40] 

The sense o f victimizatio n beco mes  s tro nger aro und the turn o f the twentieth century when Japan was  the primary aggresso r. The text
accentuates  the Cho sun dynas ty’s  effo rts  to  preserve its  so vereignty dignity in the whirlwind o f imperialism spear-headed by the is land
co untry:

The Cho sun go vernment refused Japan’s  demands  fo r trade because o f the inappro priate terms  used in the diplo matic
do cuments . The express io ns  alluded to  the superio rity o f the Japanese Empero r o ver the Empero r o f Cho sun.
Furthermo re, the do cuments  included co ntents  that were beyo nd co nventio nal diplo matic no rms  at that time.[41] 

Japan demanded talks  [to  o pen up Ko rea] while dispatching battleships  to  Kanghwa Is land. The act impo sed threats  o n Ko rea.
Thereupo n, the Cho sun go vernment refused to  meet the Japanese, criticiz ing their tactics  as  barbaric and aggress ive.[42] 

The abo ve narratives  juxtapo se Ko rea and Japan: the fo rmer as  a victim and the latter as  an aggresso r. Ko rea’s  ho no rable behavio r in
co nfro nting Japan’s  naked belligerence is  highlighted. The mo ral superio rity o f the weak is  juxtapo sed agains t unpro vo ked vio lence
unleashed by the assailant. The text emphas izes  ho w Ko rea handled the threatening s ituatio n in spite o f its  eventual fall into  the hands
o f imperial Japan. The implicit pedago gical message, therefo re, is  that Ko rea, ho wever weak militarily, was  mo rally superio r. Ko rea was
an ho no rable victim.

The theme o f res is tance is  a relatively new o ne in Ko rean texts . In the aftermath o f demo cratizatio n mo vements  s ince the 1980s ,[43]
So uth Ko rean textbo o ks  began placing greater emphas is  o n peo ple’s  po wer. The middle s cho o l textbo o k o penly ackno wledges  the need
to  rewrite his to ry fro m to day’s  s tandpo int. It further emphas izes  the imperatives  o f shedding new light o n the dark pas t, as  it declares
in the fo llo wing: 

Our his to ry is  the reco rd o f o ur peo ple’s  fo o ts teps . Pas t events  can be re-evaluated fro m the his to rian’s  perspectives  [to day], and the
new meaning o f the pas t is  narrated in the his to ry bo o ks . . . His to ry is  to day’s  lamp, and windo w to  the future. Therefo re, his to rical
narratives  sho uld neither hide the dark pas t no r exaggerate the no n-exis tent as  if it did exis t.[44] 

One no table change in recent texts  is  the negative assessments  o f the Park Chung Hee regime. The text s tates  the regime had a “weak
will fo r demo cratizatio n,” citing “internatio nal criticism o f the dictato rship.”[45] In s imilar vein, the text highlights  demo cratizatio n
mo vements  in the 1980s  and the po s itive changes  taking place in No rth Ko rea. 
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Mnemo nic demo cratizatio n in So uth Ko rea meant giving a bigger vo ice to  the previo us ly s ilenced.[46] This  change is  evident in the richer
narratives  o n the mass  res is tance agains t Japanese co lo nialism.[47] But this  trend has  also  been criticized. A co nservative Ko rean
academic s tated: “Po pularizatio n o f Ko rean his to ry led to  demo ralizatio n o f o ur achievements . All the mo derniz ing fo rces  like natio nal
leaders  and capitalis ts  were denigrated as  the co rrupt po wer ... The sectio n o n eco no mic gro wth, fo r ins tance, go es  into  detail abo ut the
negative co nsequences  o f rapid gro wth ... The his to ry textbo o ks  are no t really abo ut o ur pas t. They reco rd res is tance mo vements
agains t any s tatus  quo .”[48]

Univers ity textbo o ks , which lack a s creening pro cess , also  are kno wn to  be natio nalis tic in to ne. Even a po pular univers ity textbo o k, Our
His to ry (Uri Yo ksa) by the centris t his to rian, Han Yo ngu, dis cusses  the co lo nial perio d with chapter headings  such as  “The Plunder o f Our
Land, Eco no mic Reso urces , and Indus try” and “The Japanese Imperialis ts ’ Plan to  Eliminate the Ko rean Race.”[49] The legacy o f Japanese
co lo nialism is  o pen to  debate, and ideo lo gy is  o ften interjected. As  in the case o f China, Ko rea can hardly claim impartiality in textbo o k
narratives .

The Ko rean case s tands  o ut in two  ways . Ko rean texts  devo te mo re space than their Chinese and Japanese co unterparts  to  the threats
o f wes tern imperialism and Japanese co lo nialism. Their fo cus  o n No rtheas t As ian his to ry is  also  the mo s t subs tantial o f the three, with
themes  o f victimizatio n at the hands  o f bigger po wers  and po pular res is tance emphas ized.

Co nclusio n: T o ward Reco nciliat io n in t he East  Asian Co mmunit y

Wo rld War II was  and is  a pivo tal mo ment in As ian memo ry. Japanese wartime atro cities  are remembered thro ugho ut No rtheas t As ia.
What we see thro ugh the so -called “his to ry textbo o k co ntro vers ies ” are deep his to rical grievances  waiting to  explo de. 

Japanese o ften argue that the o ngo ing memo ry wars  are a mere reflectio n o f a ris ing tide o f natio nalism in China and Ko rea. So me
assert that the Beijing and Seo ul go vernments  cynically manipulate anti-Japan sentiments  as  a means  o f diverting internal tens io ns  to
internatio nal targets . During the seco nd half o f the twentieth century, Japan quickly res to red its  influence o n fo undatio ns  o f rapid
eco no mic gro wth under the auspices  o f a pacifis t Co ns titutio n and American pro tectio n. Japan’s  neighbo rs , ho wever, remember the dark
years , and reject express io ns  o f regret fo r war atro cities  that co uld mitigate As ian resentment directed agains t Japan’s  reco rd o f
co lo nialism and war. [50] Here lies  a deep perceptual chasm fueling the memo ry wars  between the fo rmer aggresso r and its  victims .
His to ry textbo o ks , in the eyes  o f China and Ko rea, are tangible evidence o f the Japanese lack o f s incere remo rse. 

Why has  there been an explo s io n o f accusatio ns  agains t Japan s ince the 1980s? Ho w can we explain the cycle o f pro tes ts? Fo ur
explanato ry threads  can be co ns idered: ris ing natio nalism, increas ing self-co nfidence, do mes tic s ituatio ns  and ris ing pluralism. Tho se
who  s tress  ris ing natio nalism o ften co ntribute to  intens ifying rivalry in the regio n. Nakanishi Terumasa, a Japanese realis t with a
co nspirato rial bent, fo r ins tance, asserts  that the 2005 textbo o k co ntro vers ies  were no thing but Beijing’s  brainchild launched in an
effo rt to  blo ck Japan’s  bid to  enter the United Natio ns  Security Co uncil.[51] Similar charges  have been made agains t the previo us  Ro h
Mo o  Hyun go vernment in Seo ul fo r its  natio nalis tic po licy s tances  o n US-ROK and ROK-DPRK relatio ns .[52] Mo re generally, with China
and Ko rea emerging as  rivals  in glo bal markets , their vo ices  as  natio nal acto rs  became acco rdingly bigger.

An alternative analys is  is  mo re o ptimis tic. Seemingly anti-Japanese sentiments  are no t necessarily a reflectio n o f natio nalism, but
rather an express io n o f gro wing self-co nfidence.[53] While natio nalism typically claims  superio rity by demeaning o thers , self-co nfidence
co mes  fro m within, entailing healthy pride gro unded in o bjective achievements . Given the po s itive asso ciatio n between eco no mic gro wth
and self-co nfidence, the ability to  vo ice co ncerns  o ver his to ry is  a result o f decreased transactio n co s ts . In the changed po wer equatio n,
angering the po werful ( i.e., Japan) no  lo nger entails  the high co s ts  it o nce did o n the part o f the recently po werless  (i.e., China and
Ko rea).[54] Disagreements  o ver the “his to ry pro blem” are the natural co urse o f events  in o rder to  achieve mutual acceptance in an era
o f evo lving po wer relatio nships .

So me Japanese and Wes tern analys ts  claim that Beijing is  explo iting po pular anti-Japanese feelings  at a time o f ris ing dis co ntent in
Chinese so ciety. Beijing faces  a wide range o f pro blems  (e.g., the widening gap between rich and po o r and between co as tal and interio r
regio ns , ethnic co nflict, Falun Go ng, and rural migrants  in search o f wo rk, enviro nmental degradatio n) and mass  dis co ntent is  reaching
dangero us  levels . The Chinese Minis try o f Public Security, ackno wledged 74,000  mass  incidents ---demo ns tratio ns , rio ts  and o ther acts
o f pro tes t---in 2004, an average o f 200  incidents  per day.[55] Given current do mes tic tens io ns , Japan beco mes  a co nvenient target.

Finally, so me theo ris ts  link ris ing po litical pluralism to  his to rical is sues . It has  been sugges ted, fo r example, that the real reaso ns
behind the Chinese anti-Japanese sentiments  lie with po litical demo cratizatio n within the co untry.[56] As  China and So uth Ko rea
co ntinue (at very different paces ) o n their trajecto ries  to wards  demo cracy, it is  o nly natural that they seek to  co rrect pas t wro ngs  as  a
means  to  advance human rights . This  line o f tho ught frames  his to rical wro ngs  as  a co ntempo rary is sue o f human rights , where the
Japanese military vio lated the rights  o f Chinese and Ko reans  during the war. 

Subs tantial effo rts  have been made to  alleviate the dis co rd o ver the Japanese his to ry textbo o ks . Jo int co llo quia amo ng his to rians  o f
the three co untries  resulted in textbo o ks  with co mmo n pedago gical co ntent.[57] As  Japan and Ko rea are currently lo cked in a dispute
o ver the Japanese Minis try o f Educatio n’s  2008  his to ry educatio n guidelines  that claim Takeshima (Do kdo ) as  Japanese territo ry, the
textbo o k co llabo ratio n pro ject’s  vis io n o f s triking a balance between natio nalism and reco nciliatio n is  clearly needed. 

Chinese edition of a common East Asian history textbook prepared by Chinese, Japanese
and Korean researchers

Such endeavo rs , ho wever, carry o nly limited s ignificance given the differences  in educatio nal sys tems . Unless  and until co llabo rative
textbo o ks  can be widely used in class ro o ms  (a go al s till far fro m fruitio n), the wo rks  will no t s ignificantly impact o n Chinese, Ko rean
and Japanese s tudents . Mo reo ver, recent actio ns  taken by Japanese go vernment have alarmed many in the regio n. The 2007 passage o f
the revised Fundamental Law o f Educatio n with an inserted “Patrio tism Clause” undermines  the co o perative spirit.[58] Nevertheless ,
despite mixed s ignals , traditio nal ho s tilities  are being weakened by the gro wing divers ity and o penness  o f No rtheas t As ian so cieties  in
a rapidly changing wo rld. 
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