
 The Asia-Pacific Journal | Japan Focus Volume 19 | Issue 24 | Number 5 | Article ID 5663 | Dec 15, 2021

1

Katō Kōko’s Meiji Industrial Revolution –
Forgetting forced labor to celebrate Japan’s World Heritage
Sites – Part 2

Nikolai Johnsen

 

Abstract: This article is the second in a two
part-series. Part 1 introduced Katō Kōko as the
pivotal  figure  behind  the  World  Heritage
inscription  process  and  the  controversial
historical narratives of “Sites of Japan’s Meiji
Industrial  Revolution.”  Using  Hashima Island
as an example, part 1 criticised Katō’s omission
of the history of Korean and other forced labor,
and  discussed  the  significance  of  Katō’s
historical revisionism in the Industrial Heritage
Information Centre in Tokyo. Part 2 explores
Katō's leading roles in several heritage related
bodies in Japan.  This allowed her to present
historical evidence selectively and to interpret
it to support her celebratory narrative of the
Japanese  industrial  revolution  while  denying
the relevant history of foreign forced labor. Her
official roles were critical in creating platforms
for  neo-nationalism  that  legitimate  radical
historical revisionism. Katō’s cooperation with
UNESCO is  demonstrably  dishonest  and  she
should be removed from her heritage related
roles  in  order  for  Japan  to  honour  its
commitment  at  the  time  of  World  Heritage
inscription  to  acknowledge  the  history  of
Koreans and others who were forced to work at
these sites during wartime.
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Katō  Kōko  takes  control  of  Japan’s
Industrial  Revolution  World  Heritage
planning  with  Abe’s  blessing

Japan’s  World  Heritage  ambitions  for  its
historical  industrial  sites  took  a  major  step
forward  at  the  beginning  of  December  2012
when  Prime  Minister  Abe  Shinzō  began  his
second term. Within three days he appointed
Katō Kōko to take charge of Japan’s industrial
heritage (“Sangyō isan yaru kara”).1 Over the
ensuing  decade  Katō’s  influence  and  power
over  Japan’s  World  Heritage  planning
increased  dramatically.  In  2013  Katō
established the National Congress of Industrial
Heritage  (NCIH)  and  became  its  Executive
Director. The NCIH is a General Incorporated
Foundation  (ippan  zaidan  hōjin)  officially
created for the purpose of preserving industrial
heritage  and  promoting  related  education
(kyōiku  keimō  katsudō).2  

Katō and the NCIH backed by Prime Minister
Abe were unstoppable. Not even the Japanese
Agency of Cultural Affairs, which traditionally
had  the  final  say  in  Japan’s  World  Heritage
nominations,  could  halt  the  Sites  of  Japan’s
Meiji  Industrial  Revolution:  Iron  and  Steel,
Shipbuilding  and  Coal  Mining  (hereafter  the
Meiji  Industrial  Sites,  or  the  Sites).  The
Agency’s  2013  nomination  meeting  selected
“Churches  and  Christian  Sites  in  Nagasaki”
instead,  with  the  support  of  local  Nagasaki
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prefecture  governments,  because  the  Meiji
Industrial  Sites  were  connected  to  history
“textbook  problems.”3  A  few  days  later  the
Japanese Cabinet held an “expert committee”
meeting that decided to overturn the Agency’s
decision in favor of the Meiji  Industrial Sites
proposal.4 Countries are allowed to make two
World Heritage nominations the same year, but
one of them must be a “natural property.” This
requirement meant that  it  was impossible  to
nominate both the Nagasaki churches and Meiji
Industrial Sites at the same time. 

The committee meeting held by the Japanese
Cabinet  had no historians  despite  the stated
concerns of the Agency of Cultural Affairs, but
included The International Committee for the
Conservation  of  the  Industrial  Heritage
(TICCIH)  founder  Sir  Neil  Cossons  with  two
other  Western  heritage  experts  and  nine
Japanese academics in fields related to science,
engineering,  architecture,  and  economics.5

According to Stuart B. Smith of TICCIH, Prime
Minister Abe personally decided in this meeting
that  the  Meiji  Industrial  Sites  should  be
nominated instead of the sites selected by the
Agency  of  Cultural  Affairs.6  Following  Abe’s
decision,  Katō  personally  compiled  the  2000
page  nomination  document  in  English  for
submission to UNESCO.7

In the final six months leading up to the Meiji
Industrial Sites’ World Heritage inscription in
July 2015, Katō and the NCIH criss-crossed the
globe  on  lobbying  tours  to  visit  the  World
Heritage  Committee  member  countries.
Nominated  sites  cannot  be  inscribed  if  a
country committee member objects, and South
Korea  had  already  started  its  own  lobbying
tours  to  inform  member  countries  of  the
wartime history related to the Meiji Industrial
Sites.  In  2015,  the  21  World  Heritage
Committee  Member  countries  were  Japan,
South  Korea,  Algeria,  Colombia,  Croatia,
Finland, Germany, India, Jamaica, Kazakhstan,
Lebanon, Malaysia,  Peru,  Philippines,  Poland,
Portugal, Senegal, Serbia, Turkey, Qatar, and

Vietnam.8  Katō and the NCIH travelled to all
these  countries  except  South  Korea,
Kazakhstan,  and  Portugal,  for  official
explanatory  meetings  on  the  Meiji  Industrial
Sites. 9

Regardless of complaints from Japan’s Ministry
of Foreign Affairs,  Katō continued to present
World Heritage Committee member countries
with one-sided statistical data on the wartime
history  of  Hashima,  arguing  that  Korean
criticism  was  “unfair.”10  Katō  stated  that
Korean  “propaganda”  instigated  a  “tough
battle” when she referred to South Korea’s own
visits  to  Committee  member  countries.  In
retrospect she regrets having “allowed Korea
to use [Japan’s] industrial heritage for political
purposes.”11  According  to  Katō,  the  truth  of
Koreans officially conscripted for work in Japan
“should  be  explained  to  Korea  and  other
related countries, because other countries do
not know the history of Japan.”12 

During the remainder of Prime Minister Abe’s
second term, which ended in September 2020,
Katō  assumed  several  new  leading  roles  in
government  bodies.  These  include  Vice
Chairman  of  the  National  Committee  of
Conservation and Management for the Sites of
Japan's Meiji Industrial Revolution (June 2014)
and Chairperson of its Interpretation Working
Group (September 2014). Days before the Meiji
Industrial  Sites  were  officially  inscribed  as
World Heritage in July 2015, Katō Kōko was
made  Special  Advisor  to  the  Cabinet,1 3

specifically  in  charge  of  industrial  heritage
inscription  and  tourism  promotion.14  By
obtaining  key  roles  in  relevant  cooperating
public  and  official  bodies  with  the  strong
support of Prime Minister Abe and several local
politicians,  Katō could virtually  make Japan’s
industrial  World  Heritage  planning  and
presentation  her  personal  domain.15  

Katō’s  unprecedented  control  over  the
organization and narrative construction of the
Meiji Industrial Sites after the successful World
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Heritage inscription was set  down in  official
documents.  As  documented  in  the  Sites’
Interpretation Strategy, the Cabinet Secretariat
of  Japan,  working with local  authorities,  was
tasked with the following:16

 

1)  “Establishment  of  the  ‘Industrial
Heritage  Information  Centre’,  Tokyo.”

2)  “Consistent  OUV  rollout  across  all
component parts.” 

3)  “Updates  of  the  full  history  of  each
site.” 

 

Between July 2015 and July 2019 Katō served
as Special Advisor in the Cabinet Secretariat,
with  responsibility  for  Japan’s  industrial
heritage,  making  her  responsible  for  these
tasks.  At  the  same  time,  Katō  served  as
Executive  Director  for  the  NCIH  which  had
these tasks:

 

1)  “Information  gathering  related  to
workers,  including  Korean  workers.”

2)  “Consideration  of  certif ication
programme for the interpretation of ‘Sites
of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Revolution’.”

3) “Human resource training programmes
and training manual.”

 

As of late 2021, Katō was still  the Executive
Director of the NCIH and also the managing
director of the Industrial Heritage Information
Centre (IHIC) since it opened in Tokyo in June
2020.  With  Katō  in  charge  of  planning  the
Centre, collecting and interpreting data for its
exhibitions,  and  controlling  training  manuals
and  historical  presentations  at  all  relevant

sites,  she  was  free  to  select  and  revise
historical  narratives,  denying  any  memories
and other evidence of forced labor that might
threaten the image of important stakeholders. 

 

Annex of the Statistics Bureau and
entrance to the IHIC.

From UNESCO/ICOMOS July 2021 report,
pp. 38.

 

The  National  Congress  of  Industrial
Heritage

Investigating  the  National  Congress  of
Industrial  Heritage  (NCIH)  suggests  that
monetary  gain  and  forced  labor  denial  may
have been just  as  important  as  the officially
stated purposes  designed by  Katō  and other
NICH  board  members.  Katō  registered  the
NCIH’s  address  at  exactly  the  same  Tokyo
office as three private companies in which she
and her core family members had leading roles.
The  Vacance  Corporation,  where  Katō’s
daughter is CEO, was established in 2015 and
was  registered  at  the  NCIH’s  first  address.
When the NCIH changed its office address in
2020,  The  Vacance  Corporation  followed  by
sharing the exact same office address as the
NCIH within  the  same  building  again.17  The
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previous  address  of  the  NCIH was  within  a
short walking distance from Katō’s Transpacific
Education Network mentioned in the Panama
Papers.  The ability  to  move the NCIH office
together with these private companies affiliated
with Katō and her family reveals her hidden
influence over the NCIH and raises important
questions regarding Katō’s personal agenda.

The NCIH has received enormous amounts of
money  from the  Japanese  government,  many
times  higher  than  what  heritage  related
research institutes have received in Japan in
the  past.18  The  NCIH is  not  even an official
research  institution,  classifying  itself  as  a
private  foundation.  From 2016 to  September
2021,  the NCIH has been paid at  least  1.35
billion  yen  including  consumption  tax
(equivalent to over $12.2 million (US)) by the
Japanese  government  for  data  collection,
research,  and  IHIC  operational  costs.  The
NCIH’s asset size for fiscal year of 2020 was
more than 720 million yen with a net worth of
over 131 million yen.19 Even with such capital
strength, Katō claims to be unable to find any
relevant  evidence  of  forced  labor  or  even
discrimination at the Sites during wartime.

Katō and the NCIH’s data collection focused on
locating primary evidence “necessary to rebut
the charges leveled by South Korea.”20 Before
even starting the data collection, Katō decided,
based  on  her  own  interpretation,  that  all
Koreans  who  worked  at  the  Meiji  Industrial
Si tes  dur ing  wart ime  did  so  without
experiencing  force  or  discrimination.  She
believed in the need to deny allegations that
many workers had been “killed” (“korosareta”)
at these sites (“chigau to iwanakya dame nan
desu”).21  In  her use of  the term “killed” she
uses  the  comparison  with  Nazi  Germany  in
saying mass executions didn’t happen, as these
worksites  were  not  death  camps.  But  she
ignores the fact that these were war industry
sites forcing foreign laborers to work in deadly
conditions, a policy not unlike Nazi Germany’s.
Katō  had  little  reason  to  anticipate  protest

against  this  biased  interpretation  within  the
NCIH,  because  for  many  of  its  members
presenting  evidence  of  the  deaths  of  forced
laborers  would  conflict  with  the  interests  of
companies and company groups to which they
have been linked. 

Comparing Table 1 and Table 2 below indicates
potential conflicts of interest among members.
Acknowledging  vict ims  could  lead  to
defamation  and  significant  lawsuits  for
company  groups  like  Mitsubishi  and  Nippon
Steel.  On  the  other  hand,  successfully
producing and presenting celebratory stories of
these  companies’  contributions  to  Japan’s
“miraculous” modernization could greatly boost
their  public  relations  image.  The  NCIH’s
registration  documents  specify  that  the
foundation  has  “conducted  promotion  and
public relations activities related to industrial
heritage”22 which include sites still in operation
by company groups represented by key NCIH
members. These companies have benefited not
only  from  positive  public  relations,  but  also
from  tax  reductions.  When  the  NCIH  was
founded  in  2013,  the  Japanese  government
started  implementing  a  new  law  reducing
property tax and city planning tax by two thirds
for  companies  operating  industrial  sites
inscribed  as  World  Heritage.23

 

Table 1 – World Heritage inscribed Meiji
Industrial Sites in Kyushu where Koreans
and others were forced to work

Site
Component Location Owner

Hashima Coal
Mine

Hashima
Island,
Nagasaki

City of
Nagasaki
(Mitsubishi
Materials
Corporation
until 2001)

Takashima
Coal Mine

Takashima
Island,
Nagasaki
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Mitsubishi
No.3 Dry
Dock*

Nagasaki
Shipyard

Mitsubishi
Heavy
Industries

Mitsubishi
Giant
Cantilever
Crane*
Mitsubishi
Former
Pattern Shop
Miike Coal
Mine and
Miike Port

Ōmuta and
Arao

Nippon Coke
and
Engineering

The Imperial
Steel Works*

Kita-Kyushu
(Yahata)

Nippon Steel
Corporation

*Sites still in operation

 

Table  2  –  NCIH members  with  potential
conflicts of interests

Role
within
the NCIH

Name
Previous roles in
conflict with
revealing forced
labor history

Chairman Kojima
Yorihiko

Started Mitsubishi
Corporation career
in 1965, becoming
company President
(2004–2010),
Chairman
(2010–2016),
Advisor to the
Board of Directors
(2016–2020); Board
of Directors for
Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries
(2010–2016)

Honorary
Chairman

Imai
Takashi*

Military student at
the Imperial
Japanese Naval
Academy during
wartime. Started
Nippon Steel
Corporation career
in 1952, and
became company
President
(1993–98),
Chairman
(1998–2003), and
Honorary Chief
Board Advisor
(2003–n.d.)

Director
(1 of 16) Ījima Shirō

Head of Nagasaki
Shipyard as the
Director of Ship
and Marine
headquarter of
Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries
(n.d.–2010), Direct
assistant to
company President
(2010–n.d.)

Director
(1 of 16) Yagi Jūjirō

Started Nippon
Steel Corporation
career in 1965,
serving as company
Vice President and
Director of
Engineering
(2003–2005)

Councilor
on Board
of
Trustees

Marukawa
Hiroyuki

Former Nippon
Steel Corporation
employee. Head of
Nippon Steels’
public relations
center in 2008

Advisor Hayashida
Hiroshi

Advisor to Nippon
Steel Engineering
(subsidiary of
Nippon Steel
Corporation) in
2015
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*Imai  initially  opposed inscribing  Nippon Steel’s
Imperial Steelworks in Yahata (Kyushu) as World
Heritage, making the questionable claim that he
was concerned that outsiders would need access to
factory  areas  that  would  complicate  steel
production,24 but he changed his mind because he
had been close to the late Katō Mutsuki and “felt
like  [Mutsuki]  wanted  him  to  take  care  of  his
daughter [Kōko].”25 

 

The background of NCIH members and their
responsibilities within the NCIH has not been
transparent.26  For  example,  Chairman  of  the
NCIH, Kojima Yorihiko who was also Chairman
of the Mitsubishi Corporation when the NCIH
was  founded,  has  never  been  mentioned  as
NCIH Chairman on any of  the organization’s
official webpages and his name is also absent
from official  registration forms.27  In  fact,  his
title as NCIH Chairman seems not to have been
used  publicly  since  a  November  2017  news
update  on  Katō’s  website  for  Japan’s  Meiji
Industrial Revolution.28 The NCIH is paid large
amounts of taxpayers’ money, and it should be
seen  as  a  problem  that  the  general  public
cannot even confirm who the current Chairman
is. There are no historians in the NCIH, and
many members are strong supporters and close
friends of Abe Shinzō.29 

 

Tokyo’s  Information  Centre:  nationalist
celebration  and  historical  denial

Katō Kōko has been Managing Director of the
IHIC  since  it  opened  in  June  2020.  She
resigned her position as Special Advisor to the
Cabinet in July 2019 so that she could continue
work related to the industrial heritage sites and
Korea’s  “allegations  of  discrimination”  as  a
“private  citizen.”30  The  IHIC  homepage
describes  the  Centre  as  the  main  place  for
promoting  the  interpretative  strategy  of  the

Meiji Industrial Sites for visitors. The IHIC also
claims to be a research institute that collects
data,  interprets  it,  manages  public  relations,
and disseminates information.31 The Centre was
required  to  a lso  ful f i l l  Japan’s  2015
commitment to take appropriate measures for
remembering the victims forced to work under
hard  conditions  at  some  of  the  Sites,  but
instead it actively denies that forced labor or
discrimination occurred there.32 

 

Floor plan of the IHIC with its three Zones
(Gamble 2021, p. 5).

From UNESCO/ICOMOS July 2021 report,
pp. 38.

 

Exhibition  explanations  are  in  Japanese  and
Engl i sh ,  wh i le  Korean  and  Ch inese
explanations  are  available  through  a
smartphone  application  developed  by  the
NCIH. The Centre is divided into three zones
with printed and digital information panels. The
first zone introduces the Meiji Industrial Sites,
the second zone explains the official history of
Japan’s industrial revolution from the 1850’s to
1910,  while  the  third  zone  is  the  “archive”
section with a focus on wartime Hashima.33 The
first  and  second  zones  do  not  include  any
references to Koreans or others forced to work
against their will.34 
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Zone 1. One of two immersive multi-
displays (Liquid Galaxy)

showing information on each of the 23
component sites.

From UNESCO/ICOMOS July 2021 report,
pp. 43.

 

Both  the  IHIC exhibitions  and  visitor  guides
who explain the exhibits create the impression
that  no  Koreans  or  Chinese  were  forced  to
work  at  the  Meiji  Industrial  Sites.  IHIC
exhibitions  are  based  on  Katō’s  primary
sources,  none  of  which  were  collected  from
outside  Japan.  Katō’s  sources  include  video
interviews with former Hashima residents  as
well as diaries, memos, and letters related to
Korean  workers.  These  materials  had  been
“scattered  throughout  Japan  among
government  agencies,  private  companies,
individual records and collections, and so on”.35

The IHIC people who are guides for visitors,
some of whom are former residents of Hashima
Island, have been personally trained by Katō.36

These  individuals  inform  visitors  that  forced
labor did not occur at the Meiji Industrial Sites
and that  Koreans have lied about  Hashima’s
history.37  Even the ICOMOS/UNESCO mission
that examined the IHIC narratives in June 2021
were  told  by  a  IHIC  guide  that  everyone
interviewed about Hashima has stated that no
one was ever forced to work there, and that

Koreans and Japanese were “one family sharing
one island.”38

 

 

Zone 2. Table with integrated computer
screens that provides information

on industrial heritage sites worldwide.
From UNESCO/ICOMOS July 2021 report,

pp. 49.

 

The archive in zone 3 includes four edited video
testimonies from the 70 testimonies collected
by Katō from former residents  of  Hashima.39

These edited videos, as well as others, can be
found  on  the  NCIH  website  The  Truth  of
Gunkanjima.40 One of the four interviewees is
Suzuki  Fumio,  the  ethnic  Korean  born  on
Hashima in 1933 who escaped as a child with
his Korean family during wartime. The other
three  interviewees  are  Japanese:  Matsumoto
Sakae (born 1928), Inoue Hideshi (born 1929),
and  Tsubouchi  Mitsuoki  (born  1932).  They
knew Korean children of Korean laborers who
came to  Hashima before  the  wartime forced
mobilization.  All  four  interviewees  state  they
have  no  memory  of  discrimination  against
Koreans on Hashima, which is not surprising
considering they were children who had limited
or no understanding of institutional racism and
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who  would  have  had  no  interaction  with
wartime forced laborers.

 

Zone 3. Video screens, wall panels, Liquid
Galaxy, book shelf, and reading area (left)
and Selected photographs of testimonies

(right).
From UNESCO/ICOMOS July 2021 report,

pp. 52-53.

 

There is no description of any type of “victims”
in  the  IHIC,  and  Chinese  and  Allied  POW’s
forced to work at the Sites are forgotten.41 The
ICOMOS/UNESCO  mission  questioned  Katō
several times as to why the Centre does not
attempt to  “remember” the “victims” despite
this being an important condition for approving
the sites. Katō informed the mission that “the
overriding aim of the IHIC was to present and
celebrate  the  OUV  of  the  World  Heritage
property in the context of industrial heritage”
(emphasis  added).42  The  mission  report
describes  how  Katō’s  responses  were  self-
contradictory:

“[O]n the one hand,  […Katō stated that]  the
IHIC was not set up to be a gateway to the
World Heritage property but was established in
response  to  the  World  Heritage  Committee
decision [that Japan must acknowledge those
forced to work at the Sites], and on the other
that the IHIC was not the place to deal with the
prisoners of war who worked [there…D]isplay
space within the research centre is limited and
[…]  the  content  of  the  displays  is  based  on

[NCIH] research.”43

In other words, Katō does not see the IHIC as a
place  for  remembrance  of  victims,  but  as  a
place for celebration of Japanese history and
achievements. One of the first rooms visitors
see  in  Zone  1  is  the  so-called  “celebration
room”  with  a  “timeline  leading  to  the
inscription  of  the  Sites  of  Japan’s  Meiji
Industrial  Revolution.”44  While  neglecting  to
provide  space for  inclusion of  the  history  of
victims  who  worked  at  the  Meiji  Industrial
Sites,  the  main  narrative  of  the  IHIC  is  a
celebration  of  the  technological  advances  of
Meiji Japan, which also fails to document the
countless  Japanese  low-skilled  laborers,
including  Japanese  convicts,  treated  as  sub-
humans by their Meiji Era managers.45 Ryoko
Nakano, the only other scholar who has written
about  Katō  Kōko  in  English,  points  out  that
Katō  is  attempting  to  “globalize  a  glorious
historical narrative of Meiji Japan” that leaves
no room for alternative views.46 In the words of
far-right  political  writer  and memory  activist
Sakurai Yoshiko, who wrote about the IHIC for
the Weekly Shincho:

“[At the IHIC,] Katō has traced the footsteps of
our  great  leaders  of  the  Meiji  Era,  putting
together a meticulous chronicle of their sweat,
tears, joy, and insight—an evocative tale that
never fails to deeply touch one’s heart.”47
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'Celebration room’ showing timeline
leading to

the inscription of the Sites of Japan’s Meiji
Industrial Revolution.

From UNESCO/ICOMOS July 2021 report,
pp. 42.

 

Promoting neo-nationalism as Director of
the Industrial Heritage Information Centre

Katō’s friends and supporters include a large
number  of  neo-nationalists  with  varying
degrees of  power and influence.  By officially
inviting them to her centre, she helps legitimize
their extreme revisionism and racist views. The
NCIH’s official Twitter account frequently posts
pictures of Katō in the IHIC together with right-
wing revisionists and war crime denialists, such
as Motoya Toshio,48 Yamaoka Tetsuhide,49 Kent
Gilbert,50 and the Society for the Dissemination
of  Historical  Fact.51  In  addition,  Katō  openly
gives  lectures  at  well-known  far-right
institutions such as Sakurai Yoshiko’s52  Japan
Institute  for  National  Fundamentals53  and
Motoya  Toshio’s54  Shoheijuku  academy.55  

Katō Kōko allows far-right online influencers to
interview  her  at  the  IHIC,  including  Katō
Kiyotaka,56  WWUK  TV,57  and  Kent  Gilbert.58

Discrediting  Korean  testimonies  is  a  central
focus  of  these  interviews,  and  the  large

majority of viewer comments are xenophobic in
nature,  revealing  a  one-sided audience.  Katō
welcomes  these  neo-nationalist  perspectives.
For  example,  Kent  Gilbert,  a  Japan-based
American  influencer  who  gains  attention  in
Japan by promoting Japanese far-right rhetoric,
suggested  to  Katō  that  Koreans  should  be
grateful  for  Japanese  colonialism,  and  that
obligatory Japanese school trips should include
the IHIC and the Yūshūkan war museum in the
Yasukuni  shrine  complex  to  boost  national
pride.59 Untroubled that her IHIC was praised
together  with  the  highly  controversial  war
museum  at  Yasukuni  shrine,  Katō  nodded
enthusiastically and commented that she liked
his idea (“Ī desu ne”). 

Katō  also  helps  legitimize  neo-nationalist
platforms and media  that  the  general  public
does not follow by appearing on far right media
outlets  as  Director  of  the  IHIC  and  being
identified  a  previous  Special  Advisor  to  the
Prime Minister. One example of her use of this
type of media outlet is the far-right DHC TV
news and debate program Toranomon nyūsu,
described by Japanese Excite News as a “nest
of  the  neo-nationalist  cyber  community.”60

When  the  IHIC  was  f irst  discussed  on
Toranomon  nyūsu  on  1  June  2020,  panel
members laughed condescendingly at  Korean
testimonies of discrimination. A video-clip was
shown of Katō antagonizing a Korean journalist
by presenting pictures of Hashima witness Ku
Yŏnch'ŏl,  insisting  his  witness  testimony  is
fabricated.61  Following  this,  Katō  Kōko  made
several guest appearances as a panel member
herself  on  Toranomon  nyūsu,  discussing  the
IHIC and dismissing forced labor history.62 Katō
also guest starred on the same network’s news-
centered variety talk show “Nyūsu Joshi”63  in
February  2021.  The  narrator  introduced
Japan’s  industrial  revolution  as  a  miracle
protecting Japan from Western imperialism and
claimed that modern Japanese industries can
again  be  superior  to  Korean  and  American
competition because of Japanese DNA passed
on from Meiji industrialists.64
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Attacking the “Straw man”

Katō Kōko’s untrustworthy way of relating to
UNESCO and international stakeholders can be
demonstrated with one of her proposals, noted
in the UNESCO/ICOMOS mission report:

“Establish a platform for dialogue (either online
or in person at the IHIC) between the Hashima
Island  community  whose  memories  were
recorded and are being or will be exhibited at
the IHIC, with the Korean survivor of Hashima
Island Yeon Cheol Koo, to consider alternative
views in an open and scientific way.”65

Yeon Cheol Koo, or Ku Yŏnch'ŏl, is the Hashima
witness mentioned above whose memories Katō
called a fabrication on DHC TV in 2020. 

According to the first chapter of Ku Yŏnch'ŏl’s
biography, his father found employment as a
miner  on  Hashima  several  years  before  his
family joined him on the island in 1939, living
in a family apartment when Ku Yŏnch'ŏl was
eight  years  old.66  While  Ku  Yŏnch'ŏl  recalls
witnessing  abusive  and  discriminatory
treatment  of  Korean  and  Chinese  forced
laborers  who  arrived  on  Hashima  during
wartime, he is unsure if his father experienced
discrimination and abuse. Ku Yŏnch'ŏl’s father
never talked about his own experiences in the
coal  mine.  Similar  to  ethnic  Korean  Suzuki
Fumio, neither Ku Yŏnch'ŏl nor his father were
forcibly  mobilized  during  wartime.67  Several
Korean Hashima survivors of forced labor, such
as Ch'oe Changsŏp,68  Kim Hyŏngsŏk,69  and Yi
Inu,70  have  given  testimonies  of  their  own
personal experiences to Korean media in recent
years.  There  were  seven  known  Korean
Hashima  survivors  of  forced  labor  still  alive
when  the  Meiji  Industrial  Sites  were  World
Heritage  inscribed.71  Why  would  Katō  only
focus  on  the  name  of  one  specific  Hashima
survivor  who  was  a  child—not  a  forced
laborer—as an example of an alternate view of
Korean wartime labor and then compare this

recollection with a group of Japanese who also
were only children during the wartime forced
mobilization of Koreans?

Only the first two of the eleven chapters of Ku
Yŏnch'ŏl’s biography detail his memories from
Hashima. The rest of the book describes how
Ku  Yŏnch'ŏl  joined  the  communist  Workers
Party of Korea in 1950 and fought American
soldiers as a guerrilla in South Korea before
serving 20 years of a life sentence in prison.72

This is an important factor to Katō’s proposal
because it distorts the portrayal of Ku Yŏnch'ŏl
as a hostile and unreliable witness in Japan and
South Korea, making it appear that Ku Yŏnch'ŏl
is just a communist propagandist. Furthermore,
details in Ku Yŏnch'ŏl’s childhood memories of
Hashima described in  his  biography such as
parts of the island’s surrounding geography are
factually  inaccurate,  making  him  an  easier
target for accusations of fabricating memories. 

The  former  Hashima  residents  working  with
Katō who deny forced labor and all  forms of
discrimination  against  Koreans  on  Hashima
participated in a video message produced by
Katō that specifically accused Ku Yŏnch'ŏl  of
fabricating  his  memories  as  part  of  a
communist plot. In the video, published online
with English subtitles in 2019 entitled Who is
Yeon Cheol Koo?,73  Japanese former Hashima
residents laugh at seemingly inaccurate details
in his biography. Matsumoto Sakae attacks Ku
Yŏnch'ŏl  for  promoting  “rubbish,”74  and  it  is
suggested that he is a pawn in a communist
agenda.  The  video  shows  footage  from  a
“Hashima Island community” meeting attended
by Katō Kōko,  in which Suzuki  Fumio states
that they would listen sincerely to testimonies
based  on  actual  experiences,  but  that  they
“cannot respect Ku Yŏnch'ŏl’s story” because
they  are  not  even  sure  if  he  ever  lived  on
Hashima.

Katō  does  not  mention  any  former  forced
laborers  by name,  but  frequently  names and
talks  about  Ku  Yŏnch'ŏl,  turning  him into  a
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“straw man” she considers as a representation
of  other  dubious  Korean  witnesses  who
fabricate  memories  as  part  of  a  political
agenda. Another example from 2019 is a five-
page article Katō wrote about Ku Yŏnch'ŏl in
the  Japanese  tabloid  Daily  Shincho  entitled
“Tondemo Kankoku-jin ni Gunkanjima no moto-
jūmin  ga  gekido,  Nippon  e  no  zōo  wo  aoru
kōtōmukeina  gendō  to  wa’’  (“Crazy  Korean
infuriates  former  [Hashima]  residents:  His
preposterous  conduct  that  stirs  up  anti-
Japanese  hatred”).7 5  In  the  article,  she
questions  the  view  that  Korean  conscripted
laborers were actually forced to live in harsh
conditions  and  stated  that  “nonsensical”
(detarame  na)  testimonies  are  being  spread
about  Hashima.  Katō  derisively  claims  that
while  Ku  Yŏnch'ŏl  described  Korean  forced
laborers as slaves, Japanese people who lived
on Hashima during the war fondly remember
studying, playing, and toiling at work together
with  their  “friends  from  Korea.”  She  again
suggests that Ku Yŏnch'ŏl’s testimony is part of
a  communist  conspiracy,  declaring  that  she
cannot leave Ku Yŏnch'ŏl’s “allegations” alone
because  she  believes  they  are  “not  only
inaccurate, but also possibly hiding a political
agenda.” 

By  trying  to  connect  North  Korean  and
“communist”  agendas  to  Ku  Yŏnch'ŏl’s
memories  of  Hashima,  and  by  frequently
bringing up Ku Yŏnch'ŏl alone when implying
K o r e a n  t e s t i m o n i e s  a r e  g e n e r a l l y
“nonsensical,” Katō is using xenophobia to sell
the  notion  that  Koreans  with  memories  of
forced  labor  and  discrimination  on  Hashima
can’t be trusted. Katō’s disingenuous proposal
for  dialogue  proves  that  she  has  worked
against  the  spirit  of  the  2015  UNESCO
compromise and its values of inclusion of the
views of all  interested parties. Katō’s actions
have  endangered  both  international  relations
and  pub l i c  t rus t  in  UNESCO,  wh i le
disrespecting the dignity of victims who were
forced laborers and the descendants of those
victims.

 

Propaganda pictures by colonial
authorities from 1940

showing the selection process of Koreans
to be sent to Japan for forced labour.

From Seisan sarenai Shōwa - Chōsenjin
kyōsei renkō no kiroku

by Hayashi Eidai (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten,
1990) pp. 45.

 

Recent Developments

The World Heritage Committee of UNESCO has
given  Katō  and  Japan  a  new  deadline  of  1
December  2022  to  significantly  improve
historical  narratives  of  Koreans  and  others
forced  to  work  at  the  Meiji  Industrial  Sites.
Progress appears unlikely if Katō Kōko remains
in  charge  of  these  sites  and  how  they  are
presented to the public. As late as August 2021,
Katō  posted  on  her  website  The  Truth  of
Gunkan j ima  i n  her  response  to  the
UNESCO/ICOMOS mission report, stating that
“[w]e reject the implication made at the time of
listing and subsequently that Korean workers
were  ‘victims’  because  their  labor  was  the
result  of  gross  infringements  of  human
rights.”76 That same month, Katō produced and
uploaded the video The Residents of Hashima
Island voice how much they are angry towards
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the 44th UNESCO Decision.77 In this video, the
Chief  Guide  of  the  IHIC,  Nakamura Yōichi,78

angri ly  s tates  that  forced  labor  and
discrimination did not occur on Hashima, and
that  UNESCO  must  be  dissolved  if  they
continue to act as “pro-Korean.” Furthermore,
Katō  published  an  article  in  the  right-wing
political magazine Seiron that month with the
rabid title “Kankoku to han-Nichi Nihonjin ni
sennō sareta Yunesuko” (“UNESCO has been
brainwashed  by  Korea  and  anti-Japanese
Japanese  people”).79  

Katō  Kōko’s  long  authority  and  control  over
Japan’s Industrial Heritage project was possible
because of her extensive Japanese political and
international  World  Heritage  stakeholder
networks.  Katō  has  abused  this  power  to
construct and present historical narratives that
celebrate Japan while denying the memory of
Korean  and  other  forced  laborers.  Her
foundation  that  conducted  research  for  the
Meiji  Industrial  Sites,  the  NCIH,  has  former
and present business executives connected to
companies that owned, or currently own, these
sites, indicating potential conflicts of interest.
Hashima coal mine’s World Heritage status in
particular increases tourism to the island, while
relevant history is withheld from visitors. This
commercial  approach encourages mainstream
tourists to experience the atmospheric ruins of
“Battleship Island” while failing to present the
full history of Hashima. Katō’s stated intention
to  improve  h i s tor ica l  narra t i ves  i s
demonstrably  false.  

For  the  sake  of  improving  Japan-Korean
relations  and  to  give  a  sense  of  restorative
justice  to  Korean  victims  of  Japanese
colonialism,  including  younger  generations
suffering  from  collective  trauma,  Katō  Kōko
should  be  relieved  of  all  her  roles  and
responsibilities relating to the Meiji Industrial
Sites. If not, UNESCO will have no choice but
to acknowledge that Japan has failed to honor
its promise at the time of the Sites’ inscription
and remove the World Heritage status from the

relevant industrial sites. 

 

Korean forced laborers driven away in
colonial police trucks

while family members watch.
From Seisan sarenai Shōwa - Chōsenjin

kyōsei renkō no kiroku
by Hayashi Eidai (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten,

1990) pp. 51.
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