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Abstract: Japan and Korea have shared a long history, with Korea being a colony of Japan from 

1910 to 1945. This dark chapter of history shared by the two nations has a significant impact on 

their bilateral relations even today. This research focuses on how the Japanese annexation of Korea 

has impacted the relations between Japan and South Korea. The paper also takes a brief look at 

Japan-North Korea relations. There are three issues this research reflects upon – the 

Dokdo/Takeshima issue, the comfort women issue, and the Yasukuni shrine issue. While trying to 

understand these friction points, this paper lays out the underlying phenomenon of historical 

trauma that the Koreans carry with them, and how the politicians from both sides exaggerate  

historical events to acquire gains in the domestic political realm. While reflecting upon the kind of 

relations Japan has developed with both the Koreas after the Korean War the inevitable role 

geopolitical alliances played to shape the relations of two Koreas with Japan becomes clear. 

 

Historical Background – The Colonial Past  
 

Japan underwent a period of radical change into a modernised state at the time of the Meiji 

Restoration from 1868 onwards. This not only led to the centralisation of power in Japan, but it 

also was the beginning of Japanese ambitions as a coloniser. Around this time, Korea was called 

Joseon and due to its geographical and strategic location, the attention of many prominent powers, 

including the Western nations alongside the weakening power of the Imperial Family was slowly 

leading Joseon into a political crisis. Continuous attempts from Japan to invade and rule Korea 

made things even more difficult for the Korean rulers. Eventually, as a result of Japanese win in 

the Russo – Japanese war in 1905, Korea came under the rule of Japan in 1910. For 35 years, until 



Japan’s surrender to the United States (US) in World War II in 1945, and the independence of 

Korea, Koreans underwent a traumatising experience, which till date deeply impact their approach 

toward the Japanese. Japan’s negligent efforts towards correcting the wrongs it committed in the 

past only ended up making things worse as seen in the bilateral relations between Japan and South 

Korea. The division of the Korean peninsula into North Korea and South Korea, because of the 

Korean War and Japan’s interactions with each of the countries show a very contrasting and 

concerning image. 

 

Ever since the Korean independence, the major source of contestation between the two nations has 

been the way they both interpret their shared history and how none of them is ready to substantially 

cooperate with the other. The problem stems more from the Japanese side as compared to the 

Korean side, since they refuse to shoulder their share of responsibility. As a result, there are 

unresolved matters left over from the past like the Dokdo/Takeshima, Yasukuni Shrine, the 

comfort women, and Japanese textbooks constitute a barrier to crossing the national boundaries of 

their epistemological framework and forging better bilateral relations with one another (Hyun 

2008). 

 



 
Korea in 1925 – a photo from Hyung Il Pai Collection 

Source: https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2013/10/colonial-korea-revealed/ 

 

It becomes pertinent to first look at the geopolitical situations that have existed since the end of 

World War 2 and how that shaped Japan’s relations with the two Koreas respectively. After this, 

the paper focuses on the friction points which have proven to be detrimental to bilateral relations 

between South Korea and Japan, followed by a conclusion. 

 

Cold War, Japan, and the Two Koreas  
 

Cold War immediately started after the end of World War II, after the Japanese surrender to the 

US which also led to the independence of the Korean Peninsula from the Japanese rule. Because 

of this, Japan became a close ally of the US. However, the Korean Peninsula became the first 

flashpoint of the Cold War, with the Northern part under the influence of the Soviet and Chinese 

forces and the South being under the American influence. This eventually led to the Korean War 

(1950 – 53) and led to the establishment of two new countries – North Korea and South Korea. 

https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2013/10/colonial-korea-revealed/


Japan has had very hostile relations with North Korea, which improved a bit from 1971, and on 

the other hand, South Korea and Japan have cooperated far more, partly since both the nations are 

US allies. However, as we have mentioned before, the colonial past is still successful in 

overshadowing the potential of better relations and thus acts as a major hurdle to more successful 

bilateral nations. 

 

Japan-North Korea Relations  
 

North Korea’s approach towards its relations with Japan is filled with dualism. On one hand, Japan 

has been the main target of the North Korean regime’s anti-imperialistic narrative; the other, it 

seeks to corporate more with Japan to balance out Seoul’s influence and emerge as the superior 

one in the North-South rivalry. However, with increasing aggression of China in the recent years 

along with increasing polarisation between the US and China are also an indication of worsening 

relations between Japan and North Korea (Roy 1998).  

 

Until 1955, there were very limited economic interactions between Pyongyang and Tokyo, which 

started to grow gradually with the Furuya – Kim agreement during the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

However, with normalisation of relations with South Korea in 1965 along with increasing 

resistance from the Japanese side led to a sudden halt of economic interactions between Pyongyang 

and Tokyo and led to worsening bilateral relations between the two nations (Roy 1998). .  

 

However, trade between Japan and North Korea picked up a pace again from 1971 with the 

emergence of détente, but this had put Japan in a dilemma. On one hand, there was a growing 

voice and interest within Japan for normalising and having better relations with not only North 

Korea but also China and the USSR, and on the other Japan had its stakes on South Korea in terms 

of both economy and security. As a result, Japan has adopted the basic policy of seikei bunri 

(separation of the trade from politics) which has left both the Koreas unsatisfied (Ko 1977).  

 

There are some friction points when it comes to Japan-North Korea relations like instances where 

Japan had the obligation to publicly criticise Pyongyang for conducting anti – Seoul activities in 



Japan and increasing nuclear tests conducted by North Korea, especially under Kim Jong Un, since 

many of these tests, like in 2017 were conducted on the Japanese airspace. 

 
 

Kim Jong-Il and Koizumi Junichiro in Pyongyang, September 17, 2002 

Source: https://apjjf.org/2012/10/9/Wada-Haruki/3699/article.html  

 

 

Japan – South Korea Relations  
 

South Korea and Japan had established diplomatic ties in 1965 with the Treaty on Basic Relations 

which led to Japan recognising South Korea as the only legitimate government in the Korean 

Peninsula. However, despite being two key allies of the US in East Asia and despite its persistent 

efforts, there are some major hurdles in their bilateral relations and there is a looming element of 

distrust between the two nations. This is also becoming a major hurdle for the US to bring about a 

united front against China in the region. The election of the new Prime Minister of Japan in 2021 

and the absence of interaction with Seoul so far is a concerning development for those who want 

better South Korea – Japan relations, especially the US. 

https://apjjf.org/2012/10/9/Wada-Haruki/3699/article.html


 

From the 1980s there was increasing economic cooperation between Seoul and Tokyo, but the 

development of better political corporations has been very rocky and slow, and this trend is evident 

even today.  The major reason behind this is the colonial past and Japan’s reluctance to take 

responsibility for its actions (Colbert 1986). We are going to reflect upon three of these major 

points of tension:  the Dokdo/Takeshima, Yasukuni Shrine and comfort women.  

 

Dokdo/Takeshima  
 

 
Map Showing Dokdo/Takeshima Islands  

Source: https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/dokdo-island-case-study-asias-maritime-disputes  

 

https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/dokdo-island-case-study-asias-maritime-disputes


Dokdo (Takeshima in Japanese) is an island consisting of two islets which are 170 metres apart. It 

is 87km away from Ulleungdo in the Sea of Japan/East Sea and is the subject of a territorial dispute 

between South Korea and Japan (Hyun 2008). Both the countries claim sovereignty over the 

islands and governments have had an exchange of notices even before the establishment of 

diplomatic ties in 1965. Scholars from both Japan and South Korea along with their governments 

have engaged in continuous debate and exchange of claims and statements while referring to 

historical texts which have talked about the island. Even Cairo (1943) and Potsdam (1945) 

Declarations, that there is a looming ambiguity in this issue. Japanese claim it to be inherently a 

part of Japanese territory while Koreans consider Dokdo as an integral part of life due to cultural 

reasons. Due to domestic reasons, the governments in 1965 had decided to leave this issue on an 

ambiguous note and it still haunts the bilateral relations between Seoul and Tokyo (Hyun 2008).  

 

Yasukuni Shrine  
 

 
Yasukuni Shrine 

Source: https://japan-forward.com/the-yasukuni-visits-ー-a-us-marines-reaction/  

 

https://japan-forward.com/the-yasukuni-visits-ー-a-us-marines-reaction/


Yasukuni Shrine was built in 1869 and it represented a turning point for Japan as a modern state. 

It is a particularly peculiar shrine for state Shintoism (traditional religion of Japan) as it was built 

to commemorate government troops killed in action, and even now, it is believed that it houses the 

spirits of troops who were loyal to the Emperor. As a result, it became a symbol of Japanese 

millenarianism at its zenith (Hyun 2008). The shrine also houses spirits of Korean and Taiwanese 

officers who fought for the Japanese during the time of war. Controversial was erupted with this 

shrine vis-à-vis South Korea due to two reasons – first, in 2001, the family members of the soldiers 

who have been enshrined in the Yasukuni Shrine sued the Japanese government to cancel the 

enshrinement of the Korean soldiers, returning their remains and compensating the families with 

the unpaid salaries. However, this entails legal difficulties as any court order on Yasukuni Shrine 

can mean that the state is interfering in religious affairs which is a violation of Article 20 and 

Article 89 of the Japanese Constitution. The approach of the shrine’s priests is also concerning as 

it is, in a sense, keeping the colonial past alive by not cooperating with the families who are still 

grieving and are traumatised. The second instance was that of the Japanese Prime Minister 

Koizumi Junichiro visiting the shrine on annual bases which drew immense international criticism, 

especially from both South Korea and China, but he still did it during his tenure (2001 - 2006)  

(Hyun 2008). This became a symbol and reason for the worsening relations between Japan both 

China and South Korea. 

 

The Comfort Women Issue  
 



Former South Korean “comfort woman” Lee Yong-soo was photographed during the unveiling ceremony 

for the new memorial in Seoul 

Source: https://wsimag.com/culture/65930-the-human-tragedy-of-comfort-women  

 

Comfort women have been a highly contested historical issue between Japan and Korea. And here, 

it is blatantly clear, that Japan isn’t exactly willing to shoulder its responsibilities. “Comfort 

women” were women forced by Imperial Japan to serve as sex slaves and provide “comfort” to its 

soldiers during the Sino – Japanese War. The number of victims of this systematic exploitation 

range from at least 50,000 to at most 200,000. According to a report made in 1940, victims were 

composed of Koreans (51.8%), Chinese (36%) and Japanese (12.2%) (Hyun 2008). After the Pearl 

Harbour attack in 1941, it is estimated that there was a significant pull of comfort women from 

Southeast Asian countries occupied by Japan. It came into the limelight only in the late 1980s, 

when Seoul became truly democratic, and the women’s movement took up a rapid pace and raised 

this issue. The Korean women’s association released an official statement asking the Japanese 

government to issue an official apology, written, before the visit of then-President Roh Tae-woo 

to Japan. Since then, this is a heated issue between the two nations and Japan has consistently kept 

on denying it, despite the international pressure and criticism. There was a slimmer of hope in 

2015 when Seoul and Tokyo came together and signed the Japan-Korea ‘Comfort Women’ 

https://wsimag.com/culture/65930-the-human-tragedy-of-comfort-women


Agreement. But it fell apart shortly after mainly because of the lack of willingness of Japan 

government to take responsibility for the wrongdoings it had committed in the past. Thus, it is still 

a contested issue between the two nations which are embroiled in a series of legal battles, which 

are yielding mixed results. 

 

Conclusion  
 

For having mature bilateral relations with South Korea, Japan has to shoulder its responsibilities 

from colonial times, at least to an extent. Though it is also true that the nationalistic forces in both 

the countries are fanning the flames, therefore, it is imperative for both the nations to come together 

and have clarity on the issues of the past which still haunt them and their relations with one another. 

From the US’ perspective, Japan and South Korea need to come together and have each other’s 

backs to create a US-friendly front to counter China in East Asia but seeing their deep division –

does not seem to be a reliable vision. A mature and cool-headed approach is needed to improve 

the relations, which does not seem to be the case, and as stated before Japan has to take a more 

empathetic and responsible stand instead of trying to avoid responsibility and accountability to the 

best of their efforts. Trauma is not easy to overcome in any way, and people who have suffered 

the atrocities during the colonial period – the Koreans deserve at least a minimal form of substantial 

apology so that they can close the chapter and move on with their lives. This also shows just how 

divided East Asia is as a region. Historical wounds are always hard to heal. 

 

References  
 
1. Aviles, Andres. ‘Impacts of Japanese Colonialism on State and Economic Development in 

Korea and Taiwan, and its Implications for Democracy’. Naval Postgraduate School, 2009. 

2. Booth, Anne, and Kent Deng. ‘Japanese Colonialism in Comparative Perspective’. Journal of 

World History 28, no. 1 (2017): 61–98. https://doi.org/10.1353/jwh.2017.0002. 

3. Colbert, Evelyn. ‘Japan and the Republic of Korea: Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow’. Asian 

Survey 26, no. 3 (1986): 273–91. https://doi.org/10.2307/2644193. 



4. Duus, Peter, ed. The Cambridge History of Japan. 6: The Twentieth Century / Ed. by Peter 

Duus. Repr. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Pr, 1997. 

5. Haggard, Stephan, David Kang, and Chung-In Moon. ‘Japanese Colonialism and Korean 

Development: A Critique’. World Development 25, no. 6 (June 1997): 867–81. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(97)00012-0. 

6. Hong, Sah-myung. Korea and the World. Window on Korea. The National Library of Korea; 

HUFS Press, n.d. 

7. Hundt, David, and Roland Bleiker. ‘RECONCILING COLONIAL MEMORIES IN KOREA 

AND JAPAN’. Asian Perspective 31, no. 1 (2007): 61–91. 

8. Hyun, Dae-song, ed. The Historical Perceptions of Korea and Japan: Its Origins and Points of 

the Issues Concerning Dokdo-Takeshima, Yasukuni Shrine, Comfort Women, and Textbooks. 

Gyoha-eup Kyeonggi-do, Korea: Nanam, 2008. 

9. Jansen, Marius B., ed. The Cambridge History of Japan. 5: The Nineteenth Century / Ed. by 

Marius B. Jansen. Repr. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Pr, 1996. 

10. Jonghoe, Yang. ‘Colonial Legacy and Modern Economic Growth in Korea: A Critical 

Examination of Their Relationships’. Development and Society 33, no. 1 (2004): 1–24. 

11. Kim, C. I. Eugene, and Lawrence Ziring. An Introduction to Asian Politics. Prentice Hall of 

India Private Limited, 1979. 

12. Kim, Chun-gil. The History of Korea. 1st ed. Greenwood Histories of the Modern Nations. 

Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2005. 

13. Ko, Seung K. ‘North Korea’s Relations with Japan Since Detente’. Pacific Affairs 50, no. 1 

(1977): 31–44. https://doi.org/10.2307/2756117. 

14. Kohno, Masaru. ‘On the Meiji Restoration: Japan’s Search for Sovereignty?’ International 

Relations of the Asia-Pacific 1, no. 2 (2001): 265–83. 

15. Nish, Ian. Review of Review of The Japanese Colonial Empire, 1895-1945, by Ramon H. 

Myers and Mark R. Peattie. Journal of Japanese Studies 11, no. 1 (1985): 225–28. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/132245. 

16. Oda, Shigeru. ‘The Normalization of Relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea’. 

The American Journal of International Law 61, no. 1 (1967): 35–56. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2196830. 



17. Roy, Denny. ‘North Korea’s Relations with Japan: The Legacy of War’. Asian Survey 28, no. 

12 (1988): 1280–93. https://doi.org/10.2307/2644746. 

18. Shin, Hee-Suk. ‘CURRENT DOMESTIC TRENDS IN JAPAN AND THEIR 

IMPLICATIONS FOR KOREA-JAPAN RELATIONS’. Asian Perspective 11, no. 1 (1987): 

108–19. 

        18. ‘Why Did the 2015 Japan-Korea “Comfort Women” Agreement Fall Apart?’ Accessed 27 

November 2021. https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/why-did-the-2015-japan-korea-comfort-

women-agreement-fall-apart/.  

 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2644746
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/why-did-the-2015-japan-korea-comfort-women-agreement-fall-apart/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/why-did-the-2015-japan-korea-comfort-women-agreement-fall-apart/

