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This is the first in what we hope
will  be  a  continuing  series  of
articles  on  the  one  hundredth
anniversarch of Japan's annexation
or  colonization  of  Korea  and  the
subsequent  colonial  experience.
The  coordinators.

 

Did in Meiji 43 [1910] Japan annex
Korea,  the  Empire  of  Korea  (J.
Daikan teikoku, K.Taehan cheguk)?
Do you call this Japan’s colonizing
the Empire of  Korea? If  so,  [Mr.
Education Minister], I would like to
ask, is Scotland an English colony?
Please,  could  you  answer  this
question  for  me?  Are  Northern
Ire land  and  Wales  Engl ish
colonies?  Please  let  me  know.
Before World War I, was Hungary
an Austrian colony?

….

Japan did not want to annex Korea.
Koreans came to Japan and asked
to be annexed. This was expressed
in the Korean Emperor [Sunjong]’s
last Imperial Rescript, where it is
written,  “From  now  we  have  no
choice but to request the Emperor
of  Imperial  Japan’s  protection.”
Also, in 1910 a demonstration took
place in Seoul, the capital. Those
leading  this  demonstration  were
from the Advance in Unity Society
(J. Isshinkai, K. Ilchinhoe). Do you
know what kind of demonstration
this was? It was one that requested
Japan to merge with (J. gappei), or
annex (J. heigō) Korea.

Why Murata Haruki,  a salaryman active in a
number of conservative causes,2 chose August
7, 2009 and the offices of Japan’s Ministry of
Education,  Culture,  Sports,  Science  and
Technology (Monbukagakushō) as the time and
place to  deliver  his  speech is  not  clear.  His
posting  of  a  recording  of  his  monologue  on
YouTube,  however,  has  drawn  him  an
audience—as  of  October  28,  2010,  close  to
17,300 viewers—that  far  exceeds  that  of  his
l ive  presentation. 3  The  Internet,  and
particularly  YouTube,  is  one  of  a  number  of
popular  venues  that  neo-conservative  groups
have used to more efficiently disseminate their
messages,  which  frequently  address  such
Japan-Korea  issues  as  the  Dokto/Takeshima
controversy, North Korea-Japan relations, and

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fmyfmnNwsC4
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Japan-based  Koreans.4  Their  agenda  is
consistent:  to  “correct”  interpretations  of
recent Japanese history that they deem to be
unpatriotic.  These  presentations  thus
supplement  other  efforts  by  Japanese
determined to write a “new history” that instills
national  pride  to  replace  the  shame-ridden
interpretations of Japan’s colonial and wartime
history.5

Murata discussing his views opposing
foreigner voting rights.

Murata’s presentation, which on this occasion
targeted  Japan’s  annexation  of  the  Korean
peninsula,  is  simple,  low  cost,  and  easily
accessed.  Unlike  his  other  YouTube  uploads
that capture him lecturing before an audience,
neither  he  nor  anyone  else  appears  in  this
presentation. Instead, viewers are offered only
the audio portion of Murata’s speech, with his
key points summarized in white Japanese text
against a black background. Choruses of gruff
jeers from his cohort enliven his rather bland
diatribe.  His  message on this  particular  day,
centering on the nature of Japan’s occupation
of Korea, was first that it represented a case of
annexation  (as  opposed  to  colonization),  and
that  it  was  the  Koreans  who  requested  a
reluctant Japanese to annex their country.

Close  geographic  proximity,  a  history  of
checkered diplomatic relations, and an active
Korean  voice  that  protests  attempts  by
Japanese to revise this history have encouraged
neo-conservatives. Japan’s incorporation of the
Korean peninsula in 1910 occupies a central
part of its agenda. Arguments such as those put
forth by Murata demonstrate that differences of
opinion  stubbornly  persist  even  after  six
decades  of  Korean  liberation  from  Japanese
rule. These differences exist primarily, but not
exclusively,  between  Japanese  and  Koreans.
Murata’s  choice  of  venue—a Japanese rather
than a Korean government building—suggests
such  differences  also  exist  among  Japanese
groups. His views on Japan’s occupation closely
resemble those frequently expressed in Japan’s
conservative  circles:  1)  the  equal  status  of
Koreans  and  Japanese  within  the  empire;  2)
Japanese benevolent contributions to Korea and
the Korean people; and 3) Korean support for
Japan’s  annexation  of  their  country.
Additionally,  Murata joins  others  in  rejecting
charges that Japan committed crimes against
the  Korean  people,  such  as  its  campaign  to
encourage Koreans to adopt Japanese names,
its  labor  mobilization  policies  (including
comfort women and forced laborers),  and its
ambition to “erase” Korean identity.6

The existence of a strong conservative voice is
hardly  unique  to  Japan,  as  witnessed  at  the
gathering of European and Japanese extremist
groups  held  in  Tokyo  this  past  August.  The
existence of groups jealously seeking to guard
and guide the national narrative, particularly to
repulse external or internal criticism of it, can
be  found  in  all  modern  nations.  The  United
States,  Germany  and  China,  for  example,
illustrate some of the different ways in which
this is manifest. Japan’s case is interesting in
that  outside  forces  have  joined  internal
pressures to criticize its attempts to “revise” its
colonial and wartime history. This criticism has
encouraged  conservative  groups  to  address
areas of its imperial past that the histories of
other  former  colonial  powers  have  either
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omitted  or  glossed  over.  If,  for  example,
Filipinos  actively  protest  United  States
interpretations of its pre-World War II colonial
occupation  of  their  country,  their  demands
hardly receive the attention that Koreans and
Chinese gain by attacking Japan’s attempts to
“normalize” its historical interpretations of the
l e s s  a t t r ac t i ve  a reas  o f  t he i r  pas t
relations.7  Criticism of Japan’s perceptions of
th is  past ,  in  turn,  has  reawakened  a
conservative  voice  in  Japan  that  believes
sovereign states reserve the right to script a
national narrative that elicits pride rather than
shame among its people.8 The resulting conflict
creates a divide at a time when China, South
Korea, and Japan grope for ways to promote
closer ties. Questions that Murata raises in his
diatribe strike at the heart of Japan’s thirty-six
year occupation of the Korean peninsula, and
thus  are  too  important  to  leave  unattended.
They leave us wondering why Japan finds more
problematic than other former colonial powers
the shedding of this history, a question which
this paper will examine in it conclusion.

Was Korea Annexed or Colonized Territory?

Murata  Haruki’s  primary  goal  is  clear.  By
challenging  the  idea  that  Japan  greedily
colonized  Korea,  he  aims  to  narrate  Japan’s
occupation of  Korea as an act  of  benevolent
annexation,  one  similar  to  England’s  unions
with  Wales,  Scotland,  and  Northern  Ireland
rather  than  its  aggressive  incorporation  of
colonies such as India and Burma (Myanmar).
Drawing this distinction thus distances Japan
from  Europe’s  late-nineteenth  century  land
grabbing  activities  in  Africa  and  Asia,  and
defends  its  stated  mission  of  freeing  these
enslaved  peoples  from  oppressive  Western
colonial  rule.  Japan  annexed  Korea  to  unite
Japanese  and  Koreans  as  fellow  national
subjects. Indeed, this “union” was welcomed by
the Korean people themselves, as called for in
demonstrations  organized  by  the  Advance  in
Unity Society (Ilchinhoe), and indicated in the
Korean  Emperor  Sunjong’s  final  Imperial

Rescript. One additional justification, that this
marriage  delivered  peace  to  an  East  Asia
region that had recently endured a series of
wars centered on the Korean peninsula,  was
heard both at  the time of  annexation and in
more  recent  arguments  put  forth  by  the
Association to Create New History Textbooks
(J. Atarashi rekishi kyōkasho o tsukurukai).9

Murata’s  arguments  simplify  rather  complex
issues  in  an  extreme  way  and  thus  offer  a
skewed  narrative  of  Japan’s  colonial  history.
Japanese  debates  on  the  wording  of  this
expansionist  activity,  as  Hilary  Conroy’s
groundbreaking  study  in  1960  revealed,
resulted in the creation of a new word, “heigō,”
one that Japanese saw as a softer derivation of
heidon—to  “annex,  devour,  [or]  swallow
up.”10 Most Japanese writing in 1895 and 1910
w o u l d  h a v e  a g r e e d  w i t h  M u r a t a ’ s
characterization of Japan’s absorption of Korea
as  an act  of  annexation.  To  them,  the  close
cultural and geographic proximity that Koreans
shared with Japanese required the two peoples
forming  a  much  more  intimate  relationship
than  that  advanced  by  colonizers  in  distant
colonies,  such  as  between  the  British  and
Indians  or  Burmese.11  This  discourse  further
advised the Japanese administration to follow
what  Japanese  perceived  to  be  a  fraternal
English-Scot/Welsh  example,  but  avoid  the
estranged English-Irish one. The University of
Tokyo’s inaugural holder of the chair in colonial
studies,  Nitobe  Inazō,  for  example,  wrote  in
December  1919,  months  after  the  Japanese
battled a major challenge to their rule, that “to
an  English  student  of  colonization  it  will  be
highly interesting to watch the development of
Korea to a Wales or – to an Ireland.”12
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Nitobe Inazō, Educator, appeared on
Japan’s 5000 yen bill

Nitobe’s use of “colonization” to represent both
English  and  Japanese  incorporation  of
peripheral  territories  reflects  the  scholar’s
views  on  the  term  “shokuminchishugi”
(colonialism). This term, he argued, could be
rendered  as  either  “to  plant  people”  or  “to
increase  people,”  depending  on  the  initial
Chinese  character.  In  Nitobe’s  mind,  the
former  more  closely  reflected  Japan’s
assimilation  policy,  to  develop  the  Korean
people as imperial subjects.13  His explanation
suggests that one century ago colonization and
annexation  shared  a  more  synonymous
meaning than Murata may be willing to accept.

植民 (plant)　vs.　 殖民 (increase)

Others, such as the future prime minister, Hara
Takashi,  contrasted the English example that
permitted self-rule (“colonization”), against the
French  (Algeria)  and  German  (Alsace  and
Lorraine)  examples  that  adopted  assimilation
(annexation).  He  advised  Japan to  adopt  the
latter policy in Taiwan.14 One of Japan’s most
passionate  supporters  of  assimilation,  Hara
repeated  th is  argument  a f ter  Japan
incorporated  Korea  into  its  empire,  advising
that its success hinged on the degree to which
it successfully incorporated the peninsula into
the  archipelago’s  existing  political,  cultural,
and  economic  institutions.15  Hara’s  argument
followed those  frequently  heard  at  this  time
that divided colonial policies into the English

(association)  and  French  (assimilation)
approaches,  a  division  Murata  correctly
suggests  to  be  simplistic.  

Hara Takeshi, Japanese Prime Minister
(1918-1921)

As  suggested  in  Murata’s  monologue,  the
English  pursued  two  distinct  policies:  an
inclusive  policy  that  it  introduced  in  Wales,
Scotland, and Ireland, and segregative policies
that it practiced in overseas colonies such as
India  and  Burma.  Whi le  the  Engl ish
government granted peoples in both cases self-
rule, only its United Kingdom possessions sent
representatives to the British Parliament. Hara
apparently  considered  the  United  Kingdom
examples to be limited in the English offering
their  subjects  only  political  rights.  Japan’s
possessions  required  a  more  comprehensive
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assimilation  policy  that  integrated  people
politically, but also culturally and economically.

Though  seen  as  “annexed”  (J.  heigō  sareta)
territory in 1910, Korea is today regarded as
“colonized”  (J.  shokuminchika)  territory,  with
some adding the qualifier that Japan’s action
was  “unique”  when  compared  to  other
colonizing  powers.  Only  Japan  incorporated
territories at its periphery that were inhabited
by  peoples  who  were  racially  similar  to  the
colonizers.16 Similar to Murata’s reasoning, this
expansionist activity held little in common with
Western  colonial  activities  on  the  African
continent  or  in  present-day  Southeast  Asia.
Rather,  it  better  resembled  a  more  intense
form  of  occupation  where  states  absorbed
territories  on  their  periphery  to  strengthen
national  security.  This  expansion  may  have
been  unique  in  its  time,  but  not  within  the
broader  history  of  territorial  expansion.  A
primary concern in such cases, which included
the examples of French Algeria, German Alsace
and Lorraine, and England’s formation of the
United Kingdom, was fear over an enemy, or
potential enemy, getting there first. Conroy, for
one,  argues  that  Japan’s  ambitions  to  annex
Korea were driven by this realist thinking.17 The
same  argument  could  be  made  for  i ts
incorporation  of  Ezo  (present-day  Hokkaido)
and  the  Kingdom  of  Ryukyu  (present-day
Okinawa  Prefecture),  which  acted  to  buffer
Japan’s  two  extremes,  and  later  Taiwan,
incorporated  in  part  to  protect  Okinawa.18

Contemporary  historiography  on  expansion
appears to have drawn a rather consistent line
to separate “colonized” states from “annexed”
territories based on their present status, rather
than  their  historical  development.  Annexed
territories tend to be those that remain under
the  jurisdiction  of  the  expanding  entity,
colonized territories being those that have for
the  most  part  successfully  gained  their
independence.  Murata’s  omission  of  Ireland,
which gained its independence from England in
July 1920, and his inclusion of Wales, Scotland,

and  Northern  Ireland,  which  have  retained
their  United  Kingdom  membership,  suggests
his  understanding  of  this  distinction.  His
attempt to depict the Korean peninsula as an
annexed territory reflects an attempt to break
from it.  

Perceptions on Korea’s status appear to have
shifted just prior to its liberation. Visitors to
Korea  under  Japanese  rule  recognized  the
peninsula  as  annexed  territory.  California
Representative Henry Z.  Osborne,  who led a
Congressional tour in 1920 through Northeast
Asia, characterized Korea in his report as “now
as fixedly a part [of the Japanese Empire] as
California, Arizona, and New Mexico are a part
of the United States.”19  Stanley K. Hornbeck,
then a professor but during World War II a key
advisor  to  Secretary  of  State  Cordell  Hull,
suggested as much in 1924 when he wrote that
with  Korea’s  incorporation  into  the  Japanese
empire  it  “passed”  or  “disappeared  as  a
state.”20

Attitudes  change  with  circumstances.
Following the outbreak of the Pacific War the
United  States  altered  its  thinking  toward
Japan’s  possessions.  We  see  this  revised
att i tude  in  the  December  1943  Cairo
Communiqué  drafted  by  Franklin  Delano
Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Chiang Kai-
shek, which suggested Korea was now being
seen as territory that had been colonized by
force.  Here  the  Allies  vowed to  expel  Japan
“from all…territories which [it]  had taken by
violence and greed” while seeking to protect
their own, or add new, colonial territories. This,
of  course,  included  the  Korean  peninsula,
which was to be granted its independence “in
due course,” after an undetermined period of
Allied occupation. May we conclude that from
this  time  Korea’s  status,  as  viewed  by
outsiders,  changed  from being  “annexed”  to
“colonized” territory?

“Korean  People  became  Japanese  National
subjects”
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I  have another question.  Are you
familiar with what is written in the
Imperial Rescript of Showa (sic) 43
[1910]?  It  said,  “From  today  all
Korean  people  of  the  Empire  of
Korea  have  become  national
subjects of Imperial Japan.” From
this  day the 13 million poor and
starving  people  in  Korea  became
Japanese  Imperial  subjects
(shinmin). From the next day they
received  Japanese  passports.  Did
Indians  and  Burmese  receive
British  passports?  Please  let  me
know.

[Background  calls]  Answer!
Answer  now!

….

In other words, they were the same
national subjects (as Japanese).

Murata continued his diatribe by addressing an
important  point,  that  the  expanding  entity’s
image of the people it incorporated is critical to
determining  the  territory’s  status  as  either
colonized or annexed. But is his interpretation
of Japanese images of Koreans correct? Did the
colonizers truly view the “13 million poor and
starving people of Korea” as the “same national
subjects” (J. kokumin, K. kungmin) from August
1910?  Murata  cites  the  Meiji  Emperor’s
Imperial  Rescript  on  Annexation  that,  he
informs, identified the Korean people as such,
as evidence that Japanese viewed Koreans as
such. This view reflects the idea that Koreans
were  permitted  Japanese  nationality  with
annexation,  and  had  it  taken  from  them  in
1946,  when  they  were  excluded  from
participating in Japan’s first postwar election.
Both  views,  however,  require  further
investigation. Murata’s claim does not coincide
with the published version of this document, or
any other document drafted for this occasion.
Nor does it reflect any of the active discussions

that took place in the Japanese media around
this time. 

Most  problematic  is  his  claim  that  the
colonizers regarded Koreans as “kokumin,” in
other words, as Japanese. The closest the Meiji
Emperor’s Rescript comes to using this word is
in paragraph four, where it declared that the
“people of Korea will enjoy enhanced blessings
under  Our  immediate  guardianship…”
However,  here  the  Japanese  text  renders
“people”  as  minshū,  and  the  Korean  text
minchung  (both  translatable  as  “people”  or
“masses , ”  but—unless  qua l i f i ed  as
such—distinct  from  “[Japanese]  national”).
Resident  General  Terauchi  Masataka’s
statement comes closer. He declared, “As for
the people  of  Korea,  in  general,  all  of  them
shall become subjects of the Empire of Japan…”
“Subjects” is rendered here as shinmin in the
Japanese text and sinmin in the Korean. Indeed,
the word kokumin in reference to Koreans does
not  appear  in  the  official  government  texts
carried by the media on this day.21

国民 (kokumin) 　vs.　臣民 (shinmin)

Murata later refers to Koreans as shinmin. Only
he can reveal whether this shift was intentional
or  accidental.  Unlike  Murata,  during  Japan’s
tenure  in  Korea  most  Japanese  writers
maintained a strict  distinction that separated
the Japanese as kokumin  from the Korean as
shinmin.  They  included  Koreans  as  kokumin
only when both peoples acted as the subject of
their thought, and then in the context of both
peoples  “becoming  national  subjects”
(kokuminka). The Japanese-language media on
at least one occasion explained the necessity of
maintaining  a  distinction  between  the  two
peoples. Within a month after annexation the
Keijō shinpō, a private Japanese newspaper in
the Korean capital, argued the following: 

Korea,  in  fact ,  has  become
Japanese  territory.  Koreans  have
become subjects of imperial Japan
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(teikoku  no  shinmin).  But  we
cannot accept that the Korean, in
becoming an imperial subject, has
also  directly  become  a  Japanese
(Nihonjin).  Today,  those  who  are
entitled  to  claim  the  [status  of]
Japanese are the 50 million or so
people of the homeland (naichijin).
This does not include Koreans, who
have  yet  to  fulfill  the  conditions
required  of  this  status.  Their
ethnicity,  language,  and  customs
history (fūzoku rekishi) may share
the  same  lineage,  but  there  still
remain  huge  gaps  [between  the
two  people].  Even  if  both  are
subjects  of  imperial  Japan,  a
distinction  must  be  maintained
between  Japanese  and  Korean.

The editorial  next  cited  the  British  example.
England,  it  claimed,  did  not  incorporate  the
Irish, the Scots, or the Welsh into the United
Kingdom  as  “English.”  It  coined  the  term
“British” to maintain distinction between Anglo
and  Celt.  Japanese  must  also  follow  this
example by integrating Koreans as shinmin, but
not as Nihonjin.22 Other discussions carried by
the  Japanese  media  appeared  to  justify  this
distinction by arguing that  while  the Korean
and Japanese peoples shared similar roots of
origin, the separation of the two peoples over
the  past  several  centuries  required  that
Koreans catch up to their Japanese cousins to
prepare  for  their  assimilation.  Before  1938,
when  Korean  cooperation  in  the  war  effort
became critical, many writers added that the
“catching up” process should not be hurried.
For the foreseeable future, gradual assimilation
would suffice.23

Japan’s  administrative practices  reflected the
division  of  Japanese  and  Korean  identities
rather than both being considered as Japanese
nationals. From the 1930s Japan-based Koreans
were  given  voting  rights  in  accordance  with

Japanese suffrage laws (males over 25 years of
age), and were allowed to volunteer for military
service from 1938. Military conscription began
from 1944. However, those residing in Japan
were not permitted to transfer their residency
papers to Japan, and had to return to Korea
whenever they needed to amend this document
or obtain a copy of it,  such as when Korean
boys  applied  for  voluntary  military  service.
Socially,  there  are  many  examples  that
demonstrate the fact that Japanese considered
Koreans  as  foreign  rather  than  fellow
countrymen  and  women.  

Indicative of this lower status is the segregated
education system in Korea. A state’s education
system  provides  a  useful  gauge  to  measure
colonizer  intentions  due  to  the  institution’s
importance  in  nation  building,  as  well  as  in
creating  the  level  playing  field  needed  to
provide its recipients with equal opportunity in
employment and social status. The structure of
Japan’s education policy offers a telltale sign as
to the extent to which Japanese believed their
own  assimilation  rhetoric.  Required  of  the
Government-General  was  a  bold  statement
indicating its intention to provide for Koreans
an  education  system of  equal  quality  to  the
Japanese  system,  followed  by  an  education
policy  that  developed  this  intention.  The
Government-General’s  statement  would
necessarily have included Japan’s ambition to
enforce compulsory education.  To draw links
with  Meiji  Restoration  education  policy,  the
administration  might  also  have  quoted  the
ambitious vow that Japan included in its 1872
Fundamental  Code  of  Education,  that  “there
shall, in the future, be no community with an
illiterate family, or a family with an illiterate
person.”2 4  Laying  the  infrastructure  to
accomplish  this  goal  would,  as  the  pledge
suggested, take time. Even by the turn of the
century, Japanese elementary schools enrolled
by world  standards  a  high percentage of  its
people (91 percent of males and 72 percent of
females)  but  s t i l l  less  than  i ts  tota l
population.25  However,  compulsory  education
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r e m a i n e d  i t s  g o a l .  A n o t h e r
institution—universal  military  conscription
initiated  in  1873—further  encouraged
education  development  as  the  Japanese
government  realized  the  need  to  fill  its
military’s ranks with literate and patriotic men
from  all  prefectures  across  the  archipelago.
Educating  females  provided  children  with
capable  instructors  to  direct  their  home
education  (J.  katei  kyōiku)  that  eased  their
transition into elementary school education.

Japanese  articulation  of  Korean  education
policy  fell  far  short  of  this  intention.  Like
Japan’s  education  institutions  in  Hokkaido,
Ok inawa ,  and  Ta iwan ,  in  Korea  the
administration  initially  established  a  dual
education system that instructed Japanese and
indigenous children in separate school facilities
under unequal conditions. The first Education
Act, which the Government-General introduced
in 1911, made no mention of this education as
compulsory. Indeed, we find no such mention
until  1938,  the same year  that  the Japanese
military  began  to  accept  Korean  volunteer
soldiers (J. shiganhei, K. chiwǒnbyǒng). At this
time, the Government-General announced that
it  would  advance  compulsory  education  in
Korea,  but  only  after  another  decade.  The
administration later expedited this plan by two
years,  to  commence  in  1946,  after  it  began
drafting  Korean  boys  into  its  military  from
1944. Even then it estimated that the schools
would be able to accommodate but 90 percent
of  Korean  males  and  50  percent  of  Korean
females.2 6  Different  from  Japan,  where
compulsory  education was instituted prior  to
universal  military  conscription  legislation,
Japan promised Koreans compulsory education
after it  began drafting Korean youth into its
military.

We see differences between Japan’s peninsula
and  archipelago  education  policies  in  the
Government-General’s  dual  education  policy
that segregated the peninsula’s Japanese and
Korean residents,27 with schools for the latter

being  decidedly  inferior.  The  first  Education
Act  l imited  Korean  elementary  school
education  to  four  years,  two  less  than  their
Japanese  counterparts.  Korean  children
wishing to advance to higher education had to
complete  a  two-year  preparatory  course  to
make up for this deficiency. Also, the Korean
school curriculum, with its high concentration
on Japanese language classes, offered Korean
students  less  training  in  science,  math,  and
history. The fact that most of their instruction
was conducted in Japanese, a foreign language,
and in classrooms holding far more students
than  Japanese  classrooms,  further  inhibited
Korean  scholastic  development.2 8  The
administration could correctly claim that time
and resources prevented its providing space for
all  Korean  children  to  study.  The  operative
word  here  is  intention.  Unlike  Japan’s  1872
education legislation, prior to the outbreak of
war in 1938 the Government-General spoke of,
but did little to implement, a system equal to
that enjoyed by Japanese kokumin, both those
residing in Japan and on the peninsula. Without
equality  in  education,  the  thought  that
Japanese  regarded  Koreans  as  their  equals,
regardless of whether they indeed issued them
Japanese passports, remains remote.

Systemic  inequalities  between  Japanese  and
Koreans,  which  appeared  throughout  their
daily  lives,  did  not  go  unnoticed.  The  most
important  critique  of  these  inequalities
appeared  in  an  opinion  paper  (J.  ikensho)
submitted  by  Hara  Takashi  (Japan’s  Prime
Minister from 1918 to 1921) in 1920. Here the
statesman  attacked  the  generally  negative
attitude that  Japanese held  toward “inferior”
Koreans,  as  reflected  in  the  Government-
General  policies  that  nurtured  segregation.
Administering  a  people  as  fools,  he  warned,
would hardly encourage them to change their
attitudes  toward  Japanese.  Hara  advised  the
Government-General to seek a comprehensive
Japanese-Korean  unity  that  integrated  the
classrooms,  but  also  the  home  (through
intermarriage),  the  neighborhood,  and  the
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work place.29 His influence is reflected in the
reforms that ushered in the period of “cultural
rule”  (J.  bunka  seiji)  that  characterized  the
1920s, particularly those reforms that allowed
Koreans to study in schools for Japanese and
eased the regulations for miscegenation. 

The  Government-General  regularly  increased
the number of schools on the peninsula. But, as
one  Korean  complained,  it  placed  higher
priority on control than education. How else,
Chu  Yosŭp  challenged,  could  Japan  justify
employing over three times as many spies as
teachers  (30,000  to  8,111)?3 0  Japanese
assimilation  rhetoric  often  demonstrated  its
l imitations,  as  seen  in  the  discussion
surrounding  the  failed  efforts  in  1929  to
increase Korean political participation.31  Even
as Japan prepared to initiate its most ambitious
effort to unify the two peoples, the Naisen ittai
(Japan-Korea, one body) strengthening plan of
1938,  Japan’s  most  passionate  Korean
supporters  found  room  to  criticize  Japanese
failure to follow their assimilation slogans with
policies  that  encouraged  integration.32  As  Yi
Sǔngu,  a  Korean  attendee  of  meetings
convened  to  evaluate  the  Naisen  ittai  plan,
complained  Japanese  repeatedly  advertise
Naisen ittai but then respond to Korean efforts
to identify themselves as Japanese by refusing
to accept them as such then people.33

“Korea Squeezed Japan”

One  more  thing,  Mr.  Education
Minister. I need for you to tell me
one more thing. After annexation,
Imperial  Korea’s  royal  family
remained. Japan gave to that royal
family  Prince  Nashimoto’s  oldest
daughter  as  a  bride.  What  does
this mean? Can you tell me? What
does it mean for a country to give a
princess to another country?

How about the Burmese? Did they
ever offer a princess to the English

royal  family?  Did  the  British
Empire ever provide Burma with a
princess?

…..

The  taxes  that  Japan  charged
Koreans or this Regional Financial
Grant  system  (chihō  kōfukinsei),
which amounted to more?…. Japan
contributed  much  more  through
the  Regional  Financial  Grant
system than it took from Koreans
in taxes. How can you call this a
colony? It was Korea that squeezed
(sakushu) Japan.

(Background calls) Return it! Give
it back!

Japanese conservatives often cite the benefits
that  Japanese  rule  contributed  to  Korea  and
wonder  why  Koreans  to  this  day  refuse  to
acknowledge  the  more  benevolent  side  of
Japanese rule. Murata’s statements reflect the
disappointment that many Japanese feel when
Koreans characterize this period as harsh and
cruel.  His  attempts  to  counter  Korean
criticisms, however, either neglect entirely or
offer  a  positive  spin  to  the  more  oppressive
elements of Japanese rule. What, Murata might
consider, did the Korean people gain by their
last  crown  prince  being  provided  with  a
Japanese  bride?  To  what  extent  did  Japan’s
financial assistance directly assist the Korean
people under Japanese rule? To what extent did
it  contribute to Japanese control of land and
industry in Korea? 

Messages appearing on another YouTube, titled
in English as “The Korean File of Korea Under
Japanese  Rule”  and  in  Japanese  as  “Nikkan
heigō  no  shinjutsu”  (The  Truth  Behind  the
Japan-Korea  Annexation”),34  advertise  this
benevolent side of Japanese rule more directly.
Its  anonymous  authors  borrow  a  technique
often  employed  by  the  Government-General

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=deDpR3jMlwl&feature-related presentation
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that compared pictures purported to have been
taken  before  and  after  Japan’s  arrival  to
document  Korea’s  progress  under  Japanese
rule.  One example  placed pictures  of  a  one-
room  Korean  schoolroom  alongside  a  grand
school building erected by the Japanese. This
example  d i sp layed  s tudent  seat ing
arrangements, the apparently random seating
arrangement  of  Korean  students  against  the
orderly seating patterns in Japanese schools, to
illustrate progress.35

Its  contemporary  YouTube  counterpart  used
street scenes in a similar way. It featured a pre-
colonial  Korean  dirt  road  lined  with  quaint
traditional  one-story  “mushroom-roofed”
houses36 against the modern paved road lined
with multi-storied shops of the Japanese era.
Rather than oral commentary, this presentation
offers  bilingual  (Japanese  and  English)  text
explanations to augment the pictorial  essay’s
intended message. Scenes from pre-annexation
Seoul are followed by a passage from Isabella
Bird’s  1897  travelogue,  Korea  and  Its
Neighbors,  in  which  she  describes  Korea’s
capital  as  “the  dirtiest  city  in  the  world.”
Similarly, the post-annexation pictorial essay is
interlaced  with  captions  advertising  Japan’s
successes:  Japanese  policy  lengthened  the
average  Korean  lifespan,  and  doubled  its
population;  Japan’s  education  system  greatly
improved  Korean  literacy  rates;  Koreans  in
China  requested  permission  to  use  Japanese
names to escape discrimination; there were no
so-called  “sex  slaves”  but  “mere  prostitutes”
who answered help-wanted advertisements.

As  with  Murata’s  presentation,  arguments
presented in “Korean File” are misleading. Its
only  presenting  Japanese  rule  as  positive
encourages viewers to accept their messages
as the complete truth, which of course they are
not.  We  have  little  reason  to  doubt  the
authenticity of the photographs themselves, for
they  do  not  appear  to  have  been  doctored.
Likewise,  the  data  that  supports  the
presentation’s  messages  regarding  literacy,

name  changes,  and  the  comfort  women  can
also  be  substantiated.  Verification  of
authenticity,  however,  does  not  necessarily
eliminate questions of accuracy. 

The before-and-after pictorial sequences raise
several suspicions. First, the undated pictures
prevent  us  from  verifying  the  temporal  and
spatial accuracy of the comparison being made.
While  it  is  clear  that  the  pictures  depicted
traditional  Korean  scenes,  we  cannot
determine,  for  example,  whether  they  were
taken before or after Japan’s arrival.  Nor do
they  tell  us  whether  the  Korean  situation
improved under  Japanese  rule.  These  photos
also reveal little about representation. Did they
properly  represent  the  entire  system of  pre-
and  post-annexation  schools  and  streets,  or
were they simply exceptional examples of the
two? Finally, displaying in simplistic terms the
sequence  of  traditional  Korean  and  modern
Japanese aims encourages—but  falls  short  of
earning—the viewer’s conclusion that Japanese
annexation  was  essential  for  Korean
modernization.

A more careful reading (and a more accurate
citation)  of  Bird’s  travelogue,  from  which
“Korean  File”  quotes  to  demonstrate  Korean
backwardness ,  suggests  a  contrary
argument—that  Koreans  were  capable  of
modernizing without direct Japanese rule. Her
actual  impressions of  Seoul  in  1895 read as
follows: “I shrink from describing intra-mural
Seoul. I thought it the foulest city on earth till I
saw Peking, and its smell the most odious, until
I encountered those of Shao-shing! For a great
c i t y  a n d  a  c a p i t a l  i t s  m e a n n e s s  i s
indescribable.”37  Compliments  did  not  easily
flow from Bird’s pen, but impressions of Seoul
that  she  registered  during  her  visit  to  the
Korean  capital  in  1897  suggest  the  city’s
remarkable advance.

Seoul in many parts, specially in the direction
of  the  south  and  west  gates,  was  literally
unrecognizable. Streets, with a minimum width
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of 55 feet, with deep stone-lined channels on
both  sides,  bridged  by  stone  slabs,  had
replaced the foul alleys, which were breeding-
grounds  of  cholera.  Narrow  lanes  had  been
widened,  slimy  runlets  had  been  paved,
roadways  were  no  longer  “free  coups”  for
refuse, bicyclists “scorched” along broad, level
streets, “express wagons” were looming in the
future, preparations were being made for the
building  of  a  fine  French  hotel  in  a  fine
situation…. Seoul, from having been the foulest
is now on its way to being the cleanest city in
the Far East.38

Isabella Bird, World Traveler 

Angus Hamilton offered similar observations in
1905, thus suggesting that progress continued
up  through  the  time  when  Japan  forced  a
protectorate relationship upon Korea.39  South
Korean scholars such as Yi T’aejin argue that it
was  Japanese  interference  that  squelched
Korean  efforts  to  modernize.40

The  argument  could  be  made  that  these
improvements were only possible with foreign,
including Japanese, assistance. Much of Seoul’s
communicat ion  and  t ranspor ta t ion

infrastructure developed from the concessions
that the Korean government sold to foreigners.
Yet, the same argument applies to other cases
of  modern  development,  including  that  of
Japan.  Tokyo,  which  bloomed  from  the  late
1880s, received healthy assistance from foreign
exper t s  r ec ru i t ed  by  the  J apanese
government.41  Assistance in this case did not
presuppose occupation as a condition. 

The  pictorial  essay  also  tells  us  little  about
accessibility. Who benefitted from the modern
facilities  that  the  Japanese  administration
introduced to Korea? “Korean File” trusts that
its  viewers  will  accept  the  photo  and  text
display  as  evidence  of  Japan’s  direct
contribution to the Korean people. Reports on
this  progress,  however,  suggest  that  the
Government-General  favored  Japanese
neighborhoods over Korean neighborhoods. As
discussed above, Koreans eventually did gain
access  to  Japanese  schools  after  1920.
Likewise, the shops situated along the modern
street did solicit (and were probably dependent
upon) Korean patronage. Travel literature and
fiction, however, described the uncomfortable
psychological  effect  that  the  two  peoples
experienced  when  crossing  into  the  other’s
zone.42 Koreans who crossed into modern zones
did so as a minority entering a foreign culture
within  the  borders  of  their  own  land.  The
Korean people may have inherited an advanced
infrastructure after its August 1945 liberation
from  Japanese  rule.  But  the  reality  of  the
colonial period more closely resembled a two-
tier  society  that  segregated  the  majority  of
Koreans  and  Japanese  both  physically  and
psychologically,  as Hara Takashi  criticized in
1920. Save for the small percentage of affluent
Koreans, it was Japan’s sudden defeat in 1945
rather than its benevolent rule that allowed the
m a j o r i t y  o f  K o r e a n s  a c c e s s  t o  t h e
advancements  introduced  by  Japan’s  colonial
administration during this period.

Many Koreans recognized Japanese strengths
and the potential value they held for assisting



 APJ | JF 8 | 44 | 4

12

Korea’s modern development. The scholar Yun
Ch’iho,  for  example,  frequently  noted  these
strengths  in  h is  cr i t ic ism  of  Korean
shortcomings.  His  diary  entry  for  May  14,
1920,  is  illustrative:  “One  of  the  material
benefits of the Japanese rule in Korea is the
good roads. They show they have brains. Yet
most  Koreans  haven’t  brains  enough  to
appreciate good roads when they see them.”
Yun, however, also criticized Japanese duplicity
in  that  their  policy  of  segregation  often
contradicted  their  rhetoric  of  unity.  Public
works  projects  provided  one  illustrative
example,  as  Yun noted in  his  July  21,  1923,
diary entry:

So  far  as  Korean  residents…are
concerned,  there  is  neither  more
nor less reasons today to have the
electric car lines between Chongno
and  the  Angukdong  square,  than
there were say, 3 years ago. But no
sooner  [than]  the  Industrial
Bank…built  its  official  residences
in Angukdong than the line is laid.
Thus in every sort of improvement,
the first and last question with the
Japanese  authorities  is  “Will  it
benefit the Japanese” and not “Will
it  benefit  the  Koreans.”  ….The
Japanese  and  foreign  apologists
point to the introduction of modern
facilities  of  transportation  and of
communication  as  the  great
blessings Japan have conferred on
the  Koreans.  The  neglect  or
absence  of  these  improvements
will  hurt  the  Japanese  infinitely
more than the Koreans.43

Yun Ch’iho

The “Korean File” also includes a picture of an
electric  car  as  an  example  of  Japan’s
contribution to  Korean modernity.  Yet,  Yun’s
observations  remind  us  of  the  limitations  in
relying  solely  on  photographs  to  depict
advancements  in  Korea  under  Japanese  rule.  

Another  important  aspect  emphasized  in  the
neo-conservative  agenda  is  the  correction  of
negative charges levied against Japan’s rule in
Korea,  particularly  the  policy  decisions  that
s o u g h t  t o  a s s i m i l a t e  K o r e a n s  a s
Japanese.44  This  agenda  could  justifiably  cite
the failure  of  Japan’s  critics  to  contextualize
their  more  negative  claims  against  the
Government-General.  Its  harsher  measures,
rather than being characteristic of the entire
period, reflect the total  war atmosphere that
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Japan sought  to  create  from the  late  1930s.
They might also argue that these policies were
hardly as total as they are often depicted. The
Government-General  downgraded  Korean
language  instruction  to  an  elective  class  in
1938, and banned it from the school curriculum
in  1943.  However,  it  continued  to  permit
publication of periodicals in Korean up through
Japan’s  defeat.45  The  campaign  to  pressure
Koreans  to  Japanize  their  names,  begun  in
1940, encompassed the majority,  but not the
entire Korean population.46

Attempts  by  Japanese  to  argue  that  these
administrative measures were benevolent, that
they  were  policies  advanced  by  Koreans,
misrepresent aspirations of the minority as the
will of the majority. Among Koreans there were
some who, for various reasons,  considered it
advantageous to adopt a Japanese name. Ken
C. Kawashima, for example, discovered Japan-
based Koreans using Japanese pseudonyms in
order  to  hide  their  Korean  identity  when
dealing with landlords who refused to rent to
foreigners.47 The example presented in “Korean
File” reveals a similar need: Korean peasants
hoping to assume a Japanese identity to escape
discrimination,  here  at  the  hands  of  the
Chinese.  It  is  also  conceivable  that  pro-
Japanese Koreans requested that the Japanese
adopt  such a  policy  to  expedite  assimilation.
Korean  literacy  rates  no  doubt  improved  as
Japanese increased the number of schools on
the peninsula.  Likewise,  among the “comfort
women,”  while  the  vast  majority  were
kidnapped  or  deceived  into  service,  there
apparently  were  “prostitutes”  recruited
through  advertisements.48

While  acknowledging  that  Japanese  policy
benefited  pockets  of  Korean  society,49  a
responsible argument must also acknowledge
that  Japan’s  colonial  policies  systematically
excluded the majority  of  Koreans from these
institutions  of  modernity.  Reliance  on  a
minority  sample  to  explain  the  entirety  of
Japan’s colonial rule grossly neglects the fact

that Japan’s administrative decisions forced a
large  number  of  participants  to  act  against
their volition.50 It turns a blind eye to the many
people who were harshly punished for opposing
Japan’s occupation of their country. As Michael
Robinson  has  shown,  Japanese  media  policy
that  allowed  the  Korean  people  access  to
indigenous newspapers and radio broadcasting
ultimately  strengthened  Korean  national
identity, suggesting a will by many Koreans to
res i s t  the  co lon izers ’  ass imi la t ion
overtures.51  Finally,  neo-conservatives  neglect
to consider that Japan’s history of expansion in
East  Asia  did  not  end  with  the  emperor’s
declaration on August 15, 1945, nor did it end
with treaties of normalization. This history lives
within  the  people  it  affected.  Denial  and
beautification of this history disturbs the efforts
of its surviving victims to distance themselves
from this past, and serves as a painful reminder
o f  Japan ’ s  unwi l l ingness  to  accept
responsibility for the injustices that Japanese
rule inflicted upon them. 

“Normalcy” and the Neo-Conservative Agenda 

I  learned  a  completely  different
h i s t o r y  [ f r o m  M u r a t a ’ s
presentation]  than  that  which  I
studied  in  school.  Young  people
definitely need to watch this.

As a Japanese who didn’t know this
history, I was shocked.

I  hope  that  young  Koreans
definitely understand this reality.

The above comments, all written in Japanese,
demonstrate  the  impact  that  such  YouTube
presentations  have  had  on  their  Japanese
viewers, thus suggesting the need to examine
conservative  messages  more  closely.52  This
analysis  has concluded that this  conservative
agenda,  rather  than  disseminating  false
information,  produces  a  misleading  narrative
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that exploits examples supporting its claim that
Japan crafted expansionist policies beneficial to
the  Korean  people.  Indeed,  it  contends,
Koreans  encouraged  Japan’s  actions.  The
Korean-Japanese  relationship  thus  resembled
that enjoyed by territories annexed by England
that  remain  a  part  of  the  United  Kingdom,
rather than those colonized by force into the
British Empire. If there was a colonizer in this
relationship, Murata further argues, it was the
Koreans who from after 1930 migrated to Japan
in greater numbers than Japanese migrating to
Korea.  As  with  many  points  made  in  his
presentation, Murata here neglects the power
dimension  of  the  colonizer-colonized
relationship that influenced their migration to
Japan,  but  also  to  Manchuria,  and  which
controlled their movements upon arrival.53

Understanding  the  passion  behind  Japanese
conservative efforts, and the influence it has on
Japanese people, requires an understanding of
Japan’s postwar conflicts over how to write its
modern history.  These conflicts  date back to
the early years following its defeat, when the
United  States  occupation  administration
instructed  Japanese  to  black  out  textbook
information  that  it  deemed  militaristic.  The
primary question facing Japanese at this time,
as  put  forth  by  Ienaga  Saburō,  remains  the
essential question facing Japanese at the core
of  their  present  conflict  with  Koreans  and
Chinese  over  textbook  content:  “How do  we
search for the correct knowledge of Japanese
history that should be the content of correct
teaching of the national history?”54

Post-World War II geopolitics have left Japan
between a rock and a hard place in terms of the
goal  of  becoming a “normal  state”  (futsū no
kuni). The term is generally used by Japanese
of conservative persuasion to argue the need
for Japan to abolish Article 9 and expand its
global military responsibilities. Here I extend it
to mean a state also capable of defending its
national narrative. The victors in the war, and
particularly the United States and Great Britain

but also France and Russia, quickly established
as “normal” the omission or beautification of
national  narratives  by  either  changing  or
omitting  the  less  attractive  aspects  of  their
colonial  and wartime histories.  On the other
hand,  the  economic  and  military  influence
wielded by these states over the postwar period
has prevented the vanquished from challenging
the  victors’  colonial  and  wartime  historical
narratives.  This  influence  requires,  for
example, Japan to not only compensate atomic
bomb victims,  but also to remain silent  with
respect to the bomb in the dominant US World
War II narrative: that they were ‘necessary’ for
ending the war and saving (American) lives. 

The  1980s  saw  Japan  reach  a  pinnacle  in
economic strength and national self-confidence,
which  encouraged  it  to  seek  to  revise  its
colonial and wartime histories at the very time
when the national sentiments and economies of
its  victims,  notably  China  and  South  Korea,
blossomed.  Japanese  attempts  to  develop  a
heroic  national  narrative  centered  on
colonialism and  war  faced  criticism that  the
victors  have  escaped.  These  are  the  very
examples of “normalcy” that Japan sought to
emulate.  The  frustration  provoked  by  this
predicament has encouraged neo-conservatives
like Murata Haruki and the authors of “Korean
File” to address, and attempt to justify—albeit
in a rather skewed way—historical events that
“normal countries” have succeeded in ignoring.

This  article  has  sought  to  understand  and
critique  messages  promoted  by  Japanese
conservatives by examining their treatment of
Japan’s annexation of the Korean peninsula and
the history of Korea under Japanese authority.
Their dilution of truth in the name of national
pride and honor scars Japan’s relations with its
neighbors  at  a  time  when  more  productive
voices call for regional unity, calls that will only
grow louder as the influence of China grows.
 Should  the  two  Koreas  resolve  the  issues
separating them, Japan could find itself the odd
state out,  a  hostage to a  “normal”  historical
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perspective  that  denies  its  historical
responsibilities,  amid  a  tighter  East  Asian
community.
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Notes

1 This is a revised version of my presentation,
“Reexamining  Japan’s  Annexation  of  Korea:
Extending  the  Parameters  of  Colonial
Histories” delivered on March 27, 2010, at the
Association for Asian Studies conference held
in Philadelphia, PA. An earlier version appeared
as “New Interpretations of Japan’s Annexation
of Korea: A Conservative Agenda Groping for
‘Normalcy,’” Acta Koreana 13 (1) (June 2010),
113-34.  It  benefited  from  comments  by  Jay
Lewis, Kenneth Robinson, and Mark Selden.

2  Murata  Haruki  is  an  executive  committee
member of the Deliberation Committee for the
Rescue  of  Japanese  Kidnapped  by  North
Koreans (Kita Chōsen ni rachi sareta Nihonjin o
kyūshutsu suru tame no zenkoku kyōgikai) and
the Conference against Foreigner Voting Rights
(Gaikokujin  sanseiken  ni  hantai  suru  kai),
among  other  organizations.  Many  of  his
lectures appear on YouTube. See, for example,
his lecture expressing concerns over foreigner
voting rights in local elections here. (Accessed
October 9, 2010).

3 Murata Haruki, “The Annexation of Korea was

Decidedly  not  a  Case  of  Colonial  Rule,”
(accessed  October  9,  2010).

4  See  also  Kaya  University  professor  Ch’oe
Kiho’s three-part lecture on why he supported
Japan’s  decision  to  annex  Korea  in  his  book
Nikkan heigō: Kanminzoku o sukutta “Nittei 36
nen”  no  shinjutsu  (Japan-Korea  Annexation:
The  Truth  Behind  the  36  Years  of  Imperial
Japanese Rule), (Tokyo: Shodensha, 2004). The
video version of Ch’oe’s lectures has proven to
be  very  popular,  drawing  close  to  120,000
viewers. (last accessed March 17, 2010).

5  In  addition  to  textbooks  such  as  Atarashii
rekishi kyōkasho (The New History Textbook),
(Tokyo:  Fusōsha,  2001),  conservative  groups
have published a large number of monographs,
as well as a comic book series Kenkanryū (Hate
Korea Wave), dedicated to “correcting” liberal
Japanese and Korean views on issues involving
Japanese and Korean history. For a critique of
this  series see Rumi Sakamoto and Matthew
Allen, “Hating ‘The Korean Wave’ Comic Books:
A Sign of New Nationalism in Japan?” Japan
Focus (October 4, 2007). On the Korean side,
see the bilingual (Korean and English) Hanguk
ŭi yǒksa munhwa (Korean History and Culture)
series,  particularly  volume  3  titled  Hanguk
chŏnjaeng kwa kŭndaesa (The Korean War and
Modern History), which covers the period from
late  Chosǒn  to  the  present.  Nakano  Toshio
labels such debates “Wars of Memory” (kioku
no sensō) in his “Tōhoku Ajia de ‘sensō’ o tou
koto” (Questioning “War” in Northeast Asia), in
Keizoku  suru  shokuminchishugi:  Jendā,
minzoku,  jinshu,  kaikyū  (Colonialism  without
End: Gender, Race, Ethnicity, and Class), ed.
Iwasaki  Minoru,  Ōkawa  Masahiko,  Nakano
Toshio,  and  Yi  Hyodǒk,  (Tokyo:  Seikyūsha,
2005), 13.

6  As  we  shall  see  below,  this  last  point  is
addressed  more  comprehensibly  in  another
YouTube  video,  “The  Korean  File  of  Korea
Under Japanese Rule,” (last accessed October
9, 2010).

http://www.amazon.com/dp/0295989017/?tag=theasipacjo0b-20
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0295989017/?tag=theasipacjo0b-20
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0295989017/?tag=theasipacjo0b-20
http://www/youtube.com/watch?v=hpMVRWxFOlo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fmyfmnNwsC4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ATZG6pyY88&NR=1~3
http://japanfocus.org/Rumi-SAKAMOTO/2535
http://japanfocus.org/Rumi-SAKAMOTO/2535
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