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Abstract

The differing confluences of historical memory, identity, and nationalism 
in South Korea and Japan have prevented the two countries from 
resolving their history disputes in order to achieve reconciliation. How 
the Koreans and the Japanese view historical events is deeply interwoven 
with how they define themselves and the emotional attachment to their 
countries. Therefore, it is the convergence of these three factors that lies 
at the heart of these disputes and is what makes the latter so volatile and 
difficult to resolve. This paper will first examine how the intertwining 
of the three factors has led to mutually conflicting identities in South 
Korea and Japan and why that has hampered reconciliation between the 
two countries. It will then analyze what they can do to overcome those 
obstacles by analyzing the case of Germany’s reconciliation with its 
former historical enemies. 
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Introduction

Historical reconciliation between South Korea and Japan has been 
doggedly difficult because the differing confluences of historical 
memory, identity, and nationalism in the two countries have transformed 
disputes over history into a continuing source of friction between the 
two countries.1 The disputes, moreover, have fostered mistrust and 
antagonism between the peoples of the two countries. The reason for 
this conflict is due to the fact that the Koreans and the Japanese differ 
in how they interpret and remember their shared history.2 This has 
contributed to the formation of mutually conflicting identities that, 
in turn, are reinforced by their strong emotional attachment to their 
countries. As a result, the controversy has been driven by the different 
meanings that historical events have for Koreans and Japanese as a result 
of their differing identities. This difference has led not only to divergent 
interpretations of the events, but also to disagreements over what actions 
are appropriate to resolve the conflict, as well as whether the actions 
already taken to settle the issues have been sufficient. Therefore, it is 
the convergence of these three factors in mutually conflicting ways that 
lies at the heart of the history disputes; it is what makes the latter so 
volatile and difficult to resolve. This paper will first examine how the 
intertwining of the three factors has led to mutually conflicting identities 
in South Korea and Japan and why that has hampered reconciliation. 
Then it will analyze what they can do to overcome those obstacles by 
analyzing the case of Germany’s reconciliation with its former historical 
enemies. 

Confluence of Historical Memory, Identity, and Nationalism 

in Korea

The identity of the Korean people—who they are as a people—has 
been constructed through selective interpretation and remembrance 
of their past history and reinforced by the pride in their country and 
its accomplishments.3 Their identity is one of the vital links that bind 
them into a collective whole. Since it is their identity that gives meaning 
and significance to the life of their collective and validates the choices 
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that they make as a group, their identity is sacrosanct, and, as such, it 
needs to be nurtured and defended from all detractors regardless of the 
consequences. Any attack on their identity is an existential threat to the 
life of their collective and their country, and must not be allowed to go 
unanswered.

The Korean people have fashioned their national identity from how 
they interpret and remember their turbulent modern history. They view 
recent history as both a time of despair and impotence and of renewal 
and strength. The beginning of the twentieth century was a traumatic 
time in which their country’s failure to modernize led to Korea’s own 
“century of humiliation.”4 The downward spiral began with a weak 
Korea increasingly unable to control its own destiny due to foreign 
imperialism. It first became a victim of a power struggle between 
China, Russia, and Japan for control of the Korean peninsula with Japan 
emerging as the victor after militarily defeating its rivals China (1895), 
and Russia (1905). It then suffered its greatest setback since the beginning 
of the Korean nation over a thousand years ago when, after putting up 
fierce resistance, it was unable to prevent Japan from forcibly colonizing 
Korea in 1910. While Korea had suffered from devastating foreign 
invasions and debilitating foreign influence and control throughout its 
long history, the Japanese colonization of Korea was the first time in 
which Korea was not only militarily occupied but directly ruled by an 
oppressive foreign power. 

Japanese colonial rule, which lasted for 35 years until Japan was 
defeated by the Allied forces at the end of World War II (1945), played a 
crucial role in shaping Korean identity. The terrible ordeal of the colonial 
experience left an indelible mark on the collective psyche of the Korean 
people. Koreans, now as then, view the loss of their independence as a 
“national shame (kukch’i).”5 Their pride in their long history, the great 
cultural achievements of their ancestors, and the tradition of resistance to 
foreign invasions and overcoming adversity, suffered an enormous blow 
with the incorporation of Korea into the Japanese empire. It was the 
single most shocking and tragic moment in all of Korean history.

They not only lost their national sovereignty, “but also their lands, 
their rights, and every aspect of their lives came under the control of 
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Japanese rules and regulations.”6 Under a harsh colonial rule, Koreans 
suffered from repression aimed at suppressing anti-Japanese and 
nationalistic activities; exploitation of their labor, land, and resources 
in order to aid the Japanese economic development; and mass killings 
committed by the Japanese authorities in suppressing a nationwide 
popular uprising to achieve independence by the Korean people on 
March 1, 1918 (March First Movement), and by large numbers of the 
Japanese people themselves in a fit of mass hysteria against Koreans 
during the Great Kanto Earthquake in Tokyo in 1923. 

But what angers and pains Koreans the most about this period is 
the enormous suffering inflicted on the Korean people as they were 
increasingly forced to aid the desperate Japanese war effort in the Asia-
Pacific War. Koreans were conscripted into the Japanese military to 
sacrifice themselves in the name of the Japanese emperor and forcibly 
taken to Japan to work in the mines and munitions factories where 
many died from appalling and dangerous working conditions and U.S. 
bombing raids. It is estimated that 40,000 to 50,000 Koreans were killed 
in the atomic bombs dropped in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.7

But of all the suffering inflicted on the Korean people by the Japanese, 
none was more shocking and morally nauseating than the enslavement 
of an estimated 200,000 young Korean women to service the Japanese 
soldiers in military brothels throughout East Asia.8 For Koreans, the 
sexual slaves, whom the Japanese euphemistically called “comfort 
women,” evoke not only a barely contained rage at the inhumanity of 
these Japanese actions, but also a deep sense of mortification that they 
were unable to prevent the inexpressible horror committed against 
Korean women, many of them teenagers. Koreans feel as if they were 
collectively responsible for the tragedy that befell these young victims. 
The sexual slavery of Korean women epitomizes what they see as the 
utter impotence and degradation of the Korean people under Japanese 
colonial rule.

Lastly, Koreans view Japanese colonial rule with a deep sense of 
shame and disgrace at the loss of self-respect and self-pride caused by 
the Japanese efforts to discredit and suppress their culture and identity 
in order to eradicate Korean nationalism,9 this by an alien people whom 
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they had regarded in the past as their cultural inferiors. The Japanese did 
not only discriminate against Koreans by treating them as second-class 
citizens in their own country. Through the policy of forced assimilation—
that is, the attempt to “Japanize” Koreans—the Japanese compelled 
their neighbors to use only the Japanese language in schools, to adopt 
Japanese names, and to pray at the Shinto shrines and worship the 
Japanese emperor as a god. They also prohibited the teaching of Korean 
history and geography. The Japanese, moreover, tried to justify their 
colonial rule by stressing that Koreans were inferior to the Japanese.10 
Koreans were portrayed as lacking in independence and originality 
and as backward and servile toward foreign powers by the Japanese 
historians of this period.11 Therefore, the Japanese efforts to suppress 
Korean culture and idea, as well as to mold them in their image, led to 
a whole generation of Korean people who were not only ignorant of 
their rich cultural heritage and history, but also made to feel inferior and 
ashamed of who they were as a people.

As a result of the bitter Japanese colonial experience seared into 
their collective memory, the Koreans have constructed an identity that 
is resolute in upholding its national sovereignty, integrity, and honor 
from any foreign interference, opposition, or criticism. It is an identity 
that is uncompromising in rejecting any foreign country or people from 
disrespecting and denigrating Korean people, their culture and history. 
This is all the more so if the offending country is a former enemy like 
Japan whose transgressions caused untold suffering and humiliation. 
Therefore, Japanese colonial rule has reinforced the identity that Koreans, 
as a people, will “never again” allow themselves to be humiliated by a 
foreign power seeking to disparage their culture, deny their history, or 
undermine their own sense of worth and importance. 

Contrasting markedly with the way in which the Japanese colonial 
period is seen as a time of suffering and degradation, the Korean view 
of the successful modernization of the nation in the post-war period 
as a time of renewal and strength has left an indelible mark on their 
identity.12 Contrary to the ardent hopes of the Korean people after the 
end of the oppressive rule by a detested foreign power, the liberation of 
Korea in 1945 did not usher in a new period of national independence 
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and revival. Instead, the onset of the Cold War, with Korean society 
deeply fractured along ideological lines, led to the formation of two 
separate, antagonistic states on the Korean peninsula (1949)—South 
and North Korea—supported by their respective Cold War patrons, the 
United States and the Soviet Union. The uneasy relations between the 
two Koreas erupted into the devastating Korean War (1950-53) that was 
initiated by North Korea in an unsuccessful attempt to unify the Korean 
peninsula under communist rule. 2.5 million South and North Korean 
lives, a high proportion of whom were civilians, were lost in the conflict.

Emerging from a fratricidal war that left a legacy of bitterness and 
hatred between the two Koreas, South Korea slowly recovered from 
the war and embarked on rapid economic development in the 1960s 
under the new military government. What took other countries over one 
hundred years to achieve, Korea completed in less than half a century, 
creating out of an impoverished, agrarian society a prosperous, industrial 
economy. No less astonishing was the Korean people’s hard-fought 
victory in overthrowing the post-war legacy of civilian and military 
dictatorships in 1987 and successfully consolidating its democracy. 

After paying a heavy price for its failure to modernize at the turn of 
the twentieth century, South Korea’s rapid development led to a new-
found respect and admiration not only in the eyes of the world but also 
in the eyes of Koreans themselves. They felt at long last that they had 
resumed their rightful place in the front ranks of the developed countries 
and that their faith and trust in their history and in themselves had been 
vindicated. Their immense pride and confidence in their country’s rapid 
development in the face of challenging circumstances helped to fuel 
nationalism in Korea.

The rise of Korean nationalism, in turn, has led to the idea that a 
strong, developed Korea must uphold the honor and the dignity of the 
Korean people and nation, the integrity of its history and culture, and 
the status and respect for their country in the international community. 
It has also reinforced the idea that Korea should be treated with respect 
befitting its international standing; other countries must treat Korea as 
their equal. Any foreign country or people that treat or regard Korea as 
its inferior or relegate it to a subordinate status are to be categorically 
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rejected. 
It is the Korean people’s identity shaped by their interpretation of the 

ebb and flow of Korea’s modern history—when history disputes arise 
with Japan over the incorporation of Korea into the Japanese empire, 
the impact of colonial rule on Korean society, the atrocities committed 
against Koreans, including sexual slavery, the representation of history 
in Japanese textbooks, and the sovereignty of Dokdo/Takeshima island—
that causes a forceful, if not a visceral, response condemning Japan. 
When the disputes between the two countries over their shared history 
raise suspicions or confirm that the Japanese are diluting, whitewashing, 
or denying past transgressions against the Korean people, Koreans 
view the Japanese claims or actions as attacks on the legitimacy of their 
identity. 

As such, if Koreans remain silent, compromise their stance on history 
issues, or take a position that is anything less than a total rejection of 
even the slightest effort by the Japanese to dilute or whitewash history, 
they would not only be allowing a former oppressor to demean the 
memory of countless Koreans who sacrificed themselves for the cause 
of Korean independence, suffered and died needlessly from Japanese 
atrocities, but would also be acquiescing in and justifying the period 
of colonial rule, acknowledging Korea’s inferiority and its subordinate 
status vis-à-vis Japan. Because Koreans would be guilty, along with the 
Japanese, in denying the validity of who they are as a people if they 
allow Japanese words and deeds demeaning Koreans to go unchallenged, 
Japanese attempts to whitewash or deny their shared history evoke 
among Koreans a powerful impetus and resolve to confront and hold 
Japan morally and legally accountable for its past actions. The confluence 
of Korean historical memory, identity, and nationalism does not allow 
Koreans to respond in any other way than with a total rejection of 
Japanese distortions of their shared history. 

Confluence of Historical Memory, Identity, and Nationalism 

in Japan

The Japanese interpretation and remembrance of its shared history with 
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Korea has led to the construction of an identity that conflicts with the 
identity that Koreans have created, based on their own interpretation 
of that history. The reason that Japanese and Korean identities conflict 
with one another is because the former is based on a historical narrative 
that glorifies or justifies Japan’s colonization of Korea and minimizes or 
denies its exploitation of and acts of cruelty against Koreans, whereas the 
latter is based on a historical narrative that is the opposite of the Japanese 
one. For this reason, the mutually incompatible identities resulting from 
their combative historical narratives have led to many acrimonious 
disputes.13 Because their mutually exclusive identities lie at the heart of 
their disagreements over history, these disputes have been emotionally 
charged, deeply divisive, and irreconcilable. 

The identity based on denial and justification of the country’s colonial 
and wartime record that has fueled Japanese nationalism in the post-
war period has become deeply entrenched in the political establishment 
and the Japanese public because it was constructed and supported by the 
conservative “iron triangle” of politicians, bureaucrats, and businessmen 
who, for all practical purposes, “[have] maintained power to the present 
day.”14 But it has been the conservative politicians, some of whom were 
originally pardoned war criminals, who have been crucial in shaping the 
Japanese identity through their control of the Japanese government in 
the postwar period. In fact, with the creation of the Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) in 1955, the conservatives established a tradition of one-
party dominance that, with few exceptions, lasted from the 1950s to the 
twenty-first century.

According to the identity espoused by the conservatives, Japan’s 
decision to go to war grew out of just, noble, and altrusitic motives and 
the violence committed against people of other countries in the Asia-
Pacific war has been either greatly exaggerated or is untrue. In what the 
Japanese call the Greater East Asian War, Japan acted in self-defense to 
protect itself from the threat posed by Western incursion into the region 
and to liberate Asian countries from Western colonial rule, as well as 
to bring economic development and prosperity to the region through 
the creation of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.15 Therefore, 
since Japan was not responsible for the war, the conflict should not be 
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characterized as a war of aggression. 
The same logic was applied to justify and extol Japanese colonization 

of Korea and to whitewash or deny atrocities committed against 
Koreans. If Japan had not taken over Korea that was increasingly unable 
to defend its sovereignty from foreign incursions, the power vacuum on 
the peninsula would have been filled by a hostile power with the aim of 
controlling Japan. According to Watanabe Michio, former Deputy Prime 
Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs, it was wrong to characterize 
Japan’s takeover of Korea as “colonization by the use of force”; rather 
the annexation was achieved peacefully through a legitimate treaty 
negotiated by the two governments.16 

The colonial rule, moreover, was beneficial to the development of 
Korea, which made its rapid economic development in the decades after 
the 1960s possible. According to Kubota Kenichiro, the chief Japanese 
negotiator in the normalization talks between South Korea and Japan 
starting in 1953, Korea would have been in a far worse state if it had been 
colonized by China or Russia. Thus, when the normalization talks were 
concluded in 1965, the Japanese government refused to characterize the 
economic aid promised to Korea under the agreement as “reparations,” 
though they allowed the Korean government to declare to their own 
public that Japan had paid reparations in order to get Korea to sign the 
agreement.17 As for the Japanese acts of cruelty against Koreans during 
colonial rule, the conservative politicians claimed that no government 
records existed to prove that the Japanese government was directly 
responsible for forcibly drafting Korean women to work in the military 
brothels despite evidence to the contrary.18 Since Japan had not done 
anything wrong by colonizing Korea, it did not owe an apology to the 
Koreans.19 

The identity promoted by the Japanese conservatives from the early 
postwar years has continued to exert influence over Japanese politics 
and society despite growing public opinion since the 1990s in favor of 
apologizing for Japanese misdeeds as well as efforts by progressive forces 
to offer an alternative identity based on a historical narrative that fully 
acknowledges Japanese responsibility for the atrocities committed during 
the colonial rule and the war of aggression in the Asia-Pacific.20 The 
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reason that the identity promoting Japanese nationalism has persisted is 
because conservatives have strongly resisted any moves to undermine 
it, and in fact have been proactive in taking steps to strengthen that 
identity among the Japanese people. When Japanese leaders began 
to issue weak apologies in order to renew its relations with countries 
formerly victimized by Japan from the mid-1960s to the late 1980s, they 
were denounced by the conservatives for misleading the Japanese people 
by distorting history and undermining their national pride, as well as 
tarnishing national dignity in the international arena.21 Even when some 
conservative leaders offered apologies that showed some remorse but 
did not mention specific misdeeds, other conservative members of the 
government were quick to counter these remarks by denying or even by 
justifying Japanese past violence.22 In fact, “whitewashing and denials of 
past atrocities remained widespread,”23 not only among the conservative 
politicians but also within the larger public.

Public opinion surveys taken over time show that the identity 
propagated by the conservatives continues to hold sway over the 
Japanese public.24 In the Kyodo surveys in the late 1960s and the early 
1970s, the majority denied that Japan had done anything wrong in the 
war and, moreover, Japan’s war against China was seen as unavoidable 
and justifiable because of Japan’s self-defense imperative. Even though 
by the 1980s the Japanese public had a growing historical understanding 
of past wrongdoings due to the release of new information about 
Japanese atrocities in the war, a NHK survey in 1982 showed that around 
45% agreed that Japan’s military expansion was unavoidable because 
Japan was a poor country with few resources. What is more, more than 
45% agreed that the Pacific War facilitated the independence of Asian 
countries from Western imperialism. Thus, “while Japanese remembrance 
evolved during this period, societal debates reflected the prominence—if 
not dominance—of unapologetic view” rooted in the identity constructed 
by the conservatives.25 

The conservative backlash grew even stronger during the 1990s to 
counter the historic apologies made by Japanese prime ministers that 
acknowledged responsibility for Japan’s wartime past and the positive 
change in the Japanese public’s attitudes toward the history problem. 
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In a sharp departure from apologies issued by previous conservative 
leaders, the two non-LDP Prime Ministers Hosokawa Morihiro (1993-
94) and Murayama Tomiichi (1994-96) issued forthright apologies 
reflecting a high degree of remorse and an open admission of Japanese 
transgressions. In 1993, Hosokawa made an unprecedented apology by 
making the first clear-cut admission of the war in the Asia-Pacific as an 
“aggressive war” and a “wrong war.” Later, in a summit meeting with 
Korean president Kim Young Sam, the Japanese prime minister issued 
an apology for Japanese misdeeds, including the mobilization of sexual 
slaves. Also in 1995, Japan's only socialist Prime Minister, Murayama, 
issued a milestone apology in which he used the words “profound 
remorse” and “heartfelt apology” for the damage and the suffering 
inflicted on the Asian people by Japanese colonial rule and aggression for 
the first time.26 This occurred in the midst of change in Japanese attitudes 
toward the history problem as more Japanese people became supportive 
of admitting past wrongdoings. In an NHK survey conducted in 1994, a 
bare majority (52%) recognized Japan’s war in Asia as one of aggression, 
and the number of people who claimed the war was inevitable declined 
from 44.8% in the NHK survey in 1982 to 32% in 1994.27 

But the landmark apologies made by Hosokawa and Murayama led 
to an immediate outcry among conservatives in and out of government. 
In response to Hosokawa’s apology, about 100 LDP Diet members 
formed the Committee for the Examination of History to promote the 
historical view that the Asia-Pacific war was justified and that military 
brothels did not exist. Nationalist organizations such as the Japan 
Bereaved Families’ Association and the Yasukuni Shrine issued a counter-
statement praising the war as one of self-defense to secure the welfare 
of the Japanese people. The LDP politicians in Murayama’s cabinet 
were also quick to deny past misdeeds including the wartime sexual 
enslavement of Asian women. Conservative politicians also watered 
down a resolution apologizing for the war supported by Murayama, but 
it “was nonetheless so offensive to conservatives it was approved in a 
session boycotted by over half of the members of the Diet, and was never 
approved by the Upper House.”28 

Even into the 2000s, conservative politicians have reinforced an 
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identity that relieves Japan of responsibility for the war and for atoning 
for the atrocities it committed.29 In the first Abe government (2006-2007) 
in March 2007, the LDP Prime Minister Abe Shinzō stated that there was 
no evidence that the Japanese military or the government used force to 
recruit Asian women to work in the military brothels, while stating later 
that he nevertheless supported the Kōno statement issued in 1993 by 
Chief Cabinet Secretary Kōno Yōhei that partially admitted the Japanese 
government was involved in the forceful recruitment of the sex slaves. 
Subsequently, in the second Abe government (2013-present) in 2014, the 
government panel that Abe had commissioned to review the drafting 
of the Kōno statement issued a report that undermined it by implying 
that the way in which the language was crafted in the statement was 
the result of political negotiations, rather than based on historical 
facts, between the Korean and Japanese governments.30 Then, during 
an inquiry session in the Diet in April 2013, he stated that while he 
recognized that Japan had inflicted suffering and damage on the people 
of other countries during the war, he did not fully agree with the historic 
apology issued by Prime Minister Murayama in 1995. He also questioned 
the validity of characterizing the war as a war of aggression by saying 
that the definition of “aggression” had not been agreed upon in academia 
or in the international community. 

Along with the return of the LDP as a ruling party under Abe in 
2013 after losing control over the government to the opposition party—
the Democratic Party of Japan—from 2009-2012, the domestic political 
conditions in Japan will likely move the Japanese society in a more 
conservative direction.31 Not only do the conservatives who have 
consistently promoted a nationalistic identity dominate the ruling party, 
but also the party is headed by Prime Minister Abe who has “played a 
key role in establishing (and subsequently directing) an LDP committee 
to attack school textbook content, promote revisionist views on the war, 
and deny the existence of the Nanjing Massacre and jugun-ianfu (‘comfort 
women going with the army’)” since he was first elected to the Diet in 
1993.32 The opposition parties that once provided a system of checks and 
balances in the political system, moreover, have been marginalized in 
Japanese politics. The progressive Japanese Socialist Party, which urged 
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the Japanese to face up to history, has lost influence since losing most of 
its seats in the Diet in 1996. 

The public  that  had become more receptive to accepting 
responsibility for the war and accounting for past history is complaining 
of “apology fatigue.”33 In a recent Pew poll, 63% of Japanese think Japan 
has apologized enough for the war. This figure rises to 73% among those 
aged eighteen to twenty-nine. There is also growing cynicism in Japan 
that politicians in countries victimized by Japan are manipulating the 
history issue for opportunistic reasons. They believe that the history issue 
is being used as a bargaining chip to take unfair advantage of Japan such 
as forcing the government to pay reparations. These developments may 
give the conservatives more clout in shaping Japanese public opinion 
in favor of an identity that emphasizes national pride and historical 
achievements while denying or justifying its past history.

In addition to resisting moves by the government to change the 
postwar identity that the conservative elites had constructed to restore 
Japanese pride, the conservative LDP leaders have taken active steps to 
strengthen nationalist identity by making symbolic visits to the Yasukuni 
Shrine and by promoting the “patriotic” education of Japanese youths. 
The LDP secretly enshrined seven defendants who had received death 
sentences for war crimes in the Tokyo trials at the Yasukuni Shrine, a 
Shinto shrine established to honor the memory of Japanese soldiers who 
had sacrificed themselves in the wars fought in the name of the Japanese 
emperor.34 Since the 1980s, conservative Japanese prime ministers and 
the members of the cabinet and Diet have visited the shrine to pray 
for the war dead, including the approximately 1,000 Class-A and also 
Class-B and Class-C war criminals enshrined there. For the conservatives, 
honoring the memory of those who were labeled as war criminals is a 
symbolic way of rejecting the claim that they were guilty as charged. In 
this opinion, these men are not guilty because the Asia-Pacific war was 
a just war and the atrocities they are accused of committing either did 
not occur or were no worse than other atrocities committed in occupied 
areas during World War II.35 They were victims of a hypocritical “victor’s 
justice”: their only “crime” was that they lost the war. Along with the 
visits by other conservative prime ministers in the past, Abe’s visit 
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to the Yasukuni Shrine in 2013 was meant to reinforce this symbolic 
importance.

The conservative politicians in cooperation with nationalist 
organizations have also sought to instill patriotism among Japanese 
youths through history education in order to counter what they have 
termed “a masochistic view of history,” which makes Japanese students 
feel remorseful and guilty about the past. After the U.S. military 
authorities enacted educational reforms in 1947 to prevent the revival 
of militarism and hypernationalism in Japanese schools, LDP leaders 
reversed these reforms. In 1963, they undertook the decision to allow the 
central government to regain control over the education policy it had 
relinquished to local authorities and to begin screening history textbooks 
to remove negative references to Japanese wartime conduct.36 Textbooks 
deemed to have an insufficient level of patriotism or be historically 
inaccurate were rejected, and for this reason, the textbook coverage of 
wartime violence declined noticeably. 

Beginning in the 1970s, however, Japanese education policy evolved 
significantly as the Ministry of Education was forced to relax its 
screening procedures and to accept a broader range of historical material, 
including the depiction of Japanese war atrocities, due to the political 
pressure from the Japanese Left and to legal decisions declaring that the 
government certification of textbooks violated the constitutional right 
to freedom of expression. As a result, textbook coverage of the war and 
Japan’s aggression and atrocities increased once again. But, concerned 
about what they viewed as the growing impact of a masochistic view 
of history on Japanese youth, the conservatives mobilized to write 
textbooks that provided a patriotic interpretation of Japanese history. 
In the struggle between the conservatives and liberals over the content 
of history education, the LDP has consistently supported textbooks that 
gloss over the war. This is the reason why the overall Japanese education 
remains “largely unapologetic: discussions of the past misdeeds—if not 
totally absent—[are] often cursory at best.”37 Therefore, the conservative 
governing elite has continued not only to prevent the erosion of 
nationalistic identity, which they constructed after the war to restore 
pride in being Japanese, but also to strengthen it—whether this takes 
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the form of honoring the memory of those whom they believe were 
unjustly labeled as war criminals or deleting what they perceive to be 
the wrongful depictions of Japanese colonial and wartime conduct from 
school textbooks.

The convergence of historical memory, identity, and nationalism 
in Korea and Japan has led to the construction of two identities, each 
defining what it means to be either Korean or Japanese, that are 
mutually exclusive.38 Because of this contradiction, the affirmation of 
one national identity leads to the rejection of the other. If the Japanese 
identity aimed at restoring Japanese pride in their history can only be 
legitimated by glossing over or denying its shared history with Korea, 
the Korean identity can only be validated by categorically rejecting the 
Japanese distortion of that history. In other words, one can only be “right” 
if the other is “wrong.” Because the penalty for each side in the history 
disputes appears to be de-legitimation and the loss of identity, there can 
be no room for compromise or even partial victory. In the battle over 
history, it is all or nothing; either one wins and the other loses or vice 
versa. Therefore, as long as the two countries adhere to their respective 
identities, their disputes over history will continue to produce friction 
and erode trust between them. The two will not be able to achieve 
historical reconciliation because their identities, instead of converging, 
will continue diverging.

Lesson from Germany’s Historical Reconciliation with Its 

Former Enemies

After the partition of Germany into West and East Germany by the 
Allied forces following World War II, both the democratic regime in 
the West and the communist regime in the East were forced to confront 
the historical legacy of Nazi Germany. But the two Germanys differed 
in how to interpret and remember their past history. The East German 
leaders constructed an identity that relieved East Germans from the 
historical burden of Nazism by positing a historical narrative in which 
the communists suffered from their heroic resistance against the Nazis 
and were not responsible for the wartime atrocities. Therefore, since the 
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East Germans were free from complicity with the Nazis, East Germany 
did not need to seek historical reconciliation with Germany’s former 
enemies. 

In contrast, the West German leaders decided to embark on a more 
difficult process of identity formation that would have as its starting 
point the acceptance of responsibility for the war and war crimes. As 
a result, West Germany could not avoid the painful introspection and 
atonement (Vergangenheitsbewaltigung or “overcoming the past”) that were 
necessary if it was to reconcile with its former enemies and the victims of 
Nazi atrocities.39 Because West Germany (and then a unified Germany) 
was successful in achieving a historically unprecedented reconciliation 
with its former enemies, it offers important lessons for how Japan can 
achieve a similar reconciliation with the countries that suffered from 
Japanese colonial rule and aggression in the Asia-Pacific war.40 

In the West German case, the confluence of historical memory, 
identity, and nationalism did not lead to the construction of an identity 
that conflicted with that of its former adversaries in the Second World 
War. On the contrary, the West German political leaders acting in 
their national interests—the reunification of Germany, rearmament, 
and integration with Europe41—wanted to construct an identity that 
would be unassailable in assuring its former enemies and victims of 
Germany’s genuine contrition for the immense suffering it inflicted on 
the peoples of Europe and its resolve never to threaten again the peace 
and security of its fellow European countries. They also wanted to show 
that Germany would fulfill its moral and legal obligations in discharging 
its responsibility for being the aggressor in the war and perpetrating 
unspeakable horrors against other countries. 

In addition, they stressed that Germany would promote European 
integration as a way of reconfiguring its identity into a larger European 
identity and, thereby, suppressing the nationalism that had previously 
led Germany into conflict with its neighbors.42 For Germans, the appeal 
of European integration “was at least as much the identity it conferred; 
it enabled them to transcend, at least in part, their Germanness by 
building a new shared identity with former enemies that would also 
make their identification as Germans more acceptable to themselves 
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and their neighbors.”43 The work of successive political leaders in 
deepening and broadening this identity, aimed at assuring its former 
enemies that Germany would never allow history to repeat itself, led to 
the establishment of a common historical narrative that was accepted 
by its citizens and the aggrieved parties as a valid and sincere sign 
of Germany’s desire for reconciliation. For this reason, the role of the 
German government was crucial in initiating and sustaining this process.

The construction of national identity by German political leaders 
was a gradual one because it took time for the public and its former 
victims to be convinced about the validity of the historical narrative that 
was required to legitimize the new identity. In the years immediately 
following the war, the German government, under a conservative 
leadership, acknowledged and accepted responsibility for past aggression 
and paid reparations to the Israeli state and organizations for the Nazi 
atrocities committed against the Jewish people.44 The West German 
political elite and society, however, were reluctant to confront the past, 
and reparations to Israel were highly unpopular. The government, 
moreover, offered occasional vague apologies that emphasized 
Germany’s own suffering. While history education acknowledged the 
Nazi past, it also stressed the innocence and the suffering of the German 
people. 

But, from the mid-1960s to 1990, under the liberal Social Democratic 
rule, West Germans increasingly began to admit and atone for past 
crimes.45 German politicians began to give important speeches offering 
greater contrition than in the past. Departing from conventional wisdom, 
Chancellor Will Brandt stated that German aggression was responsible 
for the suffering of the German people after the war.46 He also said 
that the crimes that Germany had committed were the most horrific in 
modern history and had disgraced the German name all over the world. 
In a somber address to the German parliament in 1985, German president 
Richard Weizsacker declared that historical reconciliation was not 
possible without the remembrance of past misdeeds of the Nazi regime 
and urged the German people "face up . . . to the truth.”47 The greater 
remembrance of Nazi crimes led to judicial proceedings against former 
Nazis, additional reparations, and greater coverage of past atrocities 
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in history education. While there was an attempt by conservatives to 
“normalize” West German historical memory by paying less attention 
to past transgressions and more to post-war accomplishments, by the 
end of the 1980s there was bipartisan consensus regarding the need for 
contrition. 

From the 1990s to the 2000s, the German leaders regularly continued 
to offer apologies for World War II and the Holocaust.48 On the 
observance of the fiftieth anniversary of Germany’s surrender, attended 
by the heads-of-state from the former Allied nations, President Herzog 
lamented the early German amnesia regarding its war responsibility and 
noted that the German people must squarely face their history honestly 
and relentlessly. In addition to expanding its extensive reparations policy 
and continuing the coverage of Nazi violence in history education, a 
unified Germany has built memorials and museums to remind people of 
past violence. More recently, Germany passed a law whereby a person 
can be charged with incitement or slander and face up to five years in 
prison for denying the Holocaust. Public support for official contrition 
has grown in unified Germany as well. 

The key to the success of Germany’s reconciliation with its former 
enemies and victims was the important role played by its political leaders 
from both the conservative and liberal ends of the political spectrum in 
creating a common identity that was embraced not only by the German 
people, but also by the victims of German aggression as an assurance 
that German people would prevent the repetition of history. In fact, there 
is not a more telling sign of the extraordinary effort of the Germans in 
redefining their identity to win the trust and confidence of their former 
enemies and victims than when German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder 
accepted an invitation to attend the sixtieth anniversary commemoration 
of the Normandy invasion. Schröder, standing alongside the leaders of 
the countries that had been Germany’s bitter enemies, “celebrated the 
anniversary as a day that marked Germany’s liberation from fascism,” 49 
and not as a day of mourning or remembering an ignominious or bitter 
defeat at the hands of its enemies. The fact that Germany has done more 
than any other country in history in atoning for its past misdeeds is a 
manifestation of their commitment to their postwar identity as a people 
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who will never forget the past in order to create a better future for all. 
The success of German historical reconciliation with its victims and 

adversaries holds valuable lessons for the Japanese who, in spite of the 
efforts to make amends for their past crimes, are no closer to achieving 
that objective than when Japan began to offer tepid apologies in the mid-
1960s. Japan cannot win the trust and confidence of its former enemies 
and victims until it speaks with one voice as Germany did in showing 
contrition, accepting responsibility, and fulfilling its moral and legal 
obligations to make amends for past misdeeds. This in turn requires the 
Japanese leaders to construct a unified national identity that is embraced 
by the Japanese people and its victims as an assurance that Japan will 
never allow the repetition of history.

Conclusion

In examining the German case for lessons that can be applied in 
resolving the historical conflict between Korea and Japan, a number of 
issues demand careful consideration. First, it was easier for Germany 
to eventually reconcile with its former enemies because mainstream 
political leaders, unlike their Japanese counterparts, did not make a 
“concerted effort to justify or deny Germany’s past crimes.”50 This cleared 
the way for the German leaders, though initially reluctant to confront the 
past and focusing their attention on German victimization, to build an 
identity based on a historical narrative that had as its core the following 
three aims: offering sincere contrition, accepting responsibility, and 
making amends. This enabled the historical narratives of Germany and 
its former enemies to converge rather than diverge in their interpretation 
and remembrance of their shared history. Even with this impediment 
removed, the construction of postwar identity proved to be a long and 
difficult process before it was finally embraced by the German people. 

The mainstream conservative Japanese leaders, however, have 
constructed an identity based on a historical narrative that is divergent 
on all counts with that of its former enemies and victims. It does this by 
glorifying and justifying as well as whitewashing or denying its colonial 
and wartime record. Given the “prominent status” of the nationalist 
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historical narrative “in the political establishment and public sphere,”51 it 
will not be easy for the political leaders to replace it with an alternative 
narrative that “gives an honest representation of the past traumatic 
conflict and an unambiguous definition of the responsibility for the 
conflict.”52 For this to occur, it is necessary for the Japanese people to 
redefine who they are as a people. Instead of seeing themselves as a 
nation of people with just and altruistic motives and as the victims 
of violence perpetrated by others, they must conceive of themselves 
as being just the opposite of what they have previously imagined 
themselves to be—that is, as aggressors, perpetrators, and victimizers. 
To align their historical narrative with that of their former enemies 
will require an even more prodigious effort than that of the Germans. 
Whether the pressure for change comes from the Japanese people or the 
political leadership or a combination of these two forces, the construction 
of a new identity will entail a long and painful process of redefining 
what it means to be Japanese. 

While the actions of governments may often exacerbate relations 
between countries over the issues of history, the German example 
demonstrates that, in the final analysis, only governments can 
sufficiently set in motion a genuine process of reconciliation and ensure 
its successful outcome.53 The Japanese government must initiate this 
process by establishing a unified and consistent position based on broad 
public consensus on the imperative need to undertake reconciliation with 
its neighbors. Until then, Japan’s reconciliation with its former enemies 
will remain a work-in-progress.
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