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Kan Kimura, an expert on Korean-Japanese relations, is a professor at Kobe University. His 

work The Burden of the Past: Problems of Historical Perception in Japan-Korea Relations is a 

reexamination of the complex historical layers that have shaped and continue to shape the 

relationship between South Korea and Japan. In both countries, public historical discourse is 

overwhelmingly nationalist in nature. This has resulted in diverging perceptions of the past and is 

reflected in their respective foreign policies towards each other, as neither is willing to make 

concessions over the fear of public backlash.  This work represents a synthesis of studies 

undertaken by other scholars, which were primarily case studies of individual issues of historical 

perception. 

Kimura begins in Part I by searching for the frequency of key terms (Japan Textbooks, 

Comfort Women, Volunteer Labor Corps, Yakusuni, and Pro-Japanese Collaborator) in the main 

newspapers in Korea1 (Chosun ilbo) and Japan (Asahi shimbun) to analyze the visibility of trends. 

Several adjustments were then made to the search process, such as the creation of an index to 

 

1 Any mention of Korea from this point forward will automatically refer to South Korea (Republic of 
Korea). North Korea (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) will be specifically referred to as such. 
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account for factors such as increases in newspaper length over time and other variables. The author 

was able to find that most of these issues most prominently emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. He 

attributed this increase to three broad historical factors, most notably: the emergence of a 

generation that had neither experienced nor had a stake in the period of Japanese colonization, 

changing International Relations such as Japanese and American rapprochement with China and 

the end of the Cold War, and South Korea’s own economic growth and a decreased reliance on 

Japan for trade. The democratization movement in South Korea also removed barriers to expression 

in the public sphere.   

The theoretical framework introduced by Kimura to analyze how issues of historical 

perception emerged is in the form of a three-stage process. Firstly, an event and its significance has 

to be “discovered” by multiple actors. Secondly, their perceptions of this event must clash. Thirdly, 

the actors must invest sufficient importance in the matter, to outweigh the negative consequences 

that a clash would cause. According to him, issues of historical perception are rarely about the 

absolute importance of an event, but rather on the relative importance to the different actors. He 

continues to argue throughout the publication that both case studies are examples of a “rediscovery” 

of historical events relating to the relationship between both countries and that various politico-

economic factors bring these to the foreground.  

Part II focuses on the emergence and process of the first case study: the History Textbook 

Issue. This continues to remain one of the most critical issues between the two countries. He argues 

that the textbook issue first came to the forefront in 1982, with the launch of textbook screening 

processes in Japan after the Chinese government had lodged an official complaint about the content 

of a textbook. The new generation of Japan cognoscenti in South Korea saw this as an opportunity 

to educate the public about the content of textbooks in Japan, which led to the discovery that 

historical perceptions varied quite significantly between both countries. The emergence of the 

People’s Conference and the long process to publish their revisionist New Version of Japanese 
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History textbook further complicated relations. During this time, both countries’ governments were 

able to somewhat control discussion on the topic. They sought to do this as Cold War dynamics 

were still prominently active, and each viewed the other as a fellow member of the “free world” 

that could not afford to have such an issue harm wider relations.  

The final part, Part III, is a case study on another very prominent disagreement between the 

two: the Comfort Women Issue. This issue came to the forefront after decades of Gisaeng tourism 

from Japan, former comfort women telling their stories publicly for the first time in the early 1990s, 

and the formation of private organizations such as Chongdaehyop who advocated for the issue to 

be addressed. The Japanese government had no interest in addressing issues of compensation, 

which it felt had all been handled under the 1965 Treaty of the Normalization of Relations and 

Claims Settlement Agreement. South Korea pressed for a full investigation, which led to the Kono 

Statement and a series of apologies by subsequent Prime Ministers. The lack of specificity and 

perceived insincerity of the apologies as a result of a series of “irresponsible statements” made by 

key officials of the Japanese government further escalated this issue. Finally, the end of the Cold 

War ushered in a period of populist patriotism in both countries, with the issue being approached 

differently by each incoming administration depending on the domestic political situation, which 

has not led to a de-escalation until today   

The most notable merit in this publication lies in the fact that it adds volume to a field within 

which little formal study has been undertaken in an English language context. Since the text was 

originally published in Japan, it provides us with an insight into what is written for the Japanese 

domestic market. Despite this, with some small exceptions, the approach to this highly political 

issue was methodical and detached, blaming escalations in both countries for the emergence of the 

disputes. Both the Textbook Issue and the Comfort Women Issue were investigated in terms of 

their origins and political effects, and not on a moral basis or whether one side had a “right” 
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perception of history. The publication provides readers with a good introductory basis for the issue, 

as understanding the text did not require extensive knowledge of either country.   

Despite all the merits, there are a few flaws to the approach. The author fails to address the 

popular factors raised by such issues, namely the emotive force that a history of colonization has 

in a country, and the personal histories intertwined with this. The publication focuses on the issues 

of historical perception playing out almost entirely on an abstract politico-economic level. While 

mentioned, the actions of private individuals, civil society organizations, and the general public, 

could have been more at the forefront. There was also little mention of how the advent of the 

internet, which provided more opportunities for citizens of both countries to communicate directly, 

has influenced debates on historical perception. 

The methodology, at least at the start of the publication with the investigation into and the 

overreliance on newspapers is also slightly problematic. While searching for key term does show 

the frequency with which an issue is discussed, it still completely removes these terms from the 

context of the articles they were written in. The author also frequently mentions that over time the 

amount of references to Japanese imperialism in Korea increased in Japanese History textbooks, 

and that this was evidence for an increased awareness of the issue in Japan. Once again, it is unclear 

what the wider context of the referencing of these terms was, as they could have also discussed 

Japanese colonization in an apologetic matter for example. The frequent use of editorials as 

mouthpieces for public opinion is also a bit limiting, especially since newspapers in Korea were 

subject to government censorship until 1987. 

A welcome addition to this publication would have been suggestions for a way forward 

with the historical perception issue. This leaves many open questions, for example: What could be 

some concrete steps that both governments could take towards reconciliation and joint 

remembrance? Could the United States play a role? Will China’s growing power or a reemergence 
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of the North Korean threat once again put both countries into a Cold War-like situation, thereby 

forcing them into a working relationship? This future perspective was distinctly lacking.  

What is particularly difficult about a work like this, and Kimura refers to this himself, is 

that it is not possible to reach a satisfactory conclusion as these issues are still very much ongoing. 

In fact, issues of historical perception have flared up again recently, and the Japan-Korea 

relationship is currently at a low point with no solution in sight any time soon.2 Each new 

administration in either Japan or Korea brings along with it a novel approach on how to deal with 

issues of historical perception or escalate them for that matter. This opacity is affected by 

everything from the state of the economy to the strength of the administration’s political 

foundation. It is precisely the continued relevance of this issue that highlights the value of a work 

like Kimura’s which, despite some shortcomings, sheds light on the complicated origins of this 

conflict. 
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