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The impact of symbolic boundaries on perceptions of relations
between Japan and South Korea
Karina V. Korostelinaa and Yuji Uesugib

aSchool for Conflict Analysis and Resolution, George Mason University, Arlington, VA, USA; bSchool of
International Liberal Studies, Waseda University, Tokyo, Japan

ABSTRACT
This paper argues the perceptions of relations between two nations
involve not only the institutionalized national-boundary but also the
perspectives of multiple symbolic boundaries. Based on a qualitative
study, this paper aims to explain how different symbolic boundaries
impact Japanese experts’ perception of interrelations between
Japan and the Republic of Korea (South Korea). The paper
includes an analysis of opinion surveys, 20 semi-structured
interviews with experts, and three focus group interviews with
university students of Peace Studies Departments conducted
throughout June and July of 2018 in Tokyo, Japan. These results
advance existing scholarship by showing that Japanese experts
use the following four symbolic boundaries to comprehend
relations between Japan and South Korea: boundaries between (1)
victims and perpetrators; (2) ‘the West’ and the Asian cultural and
political space; (3) nationalistic and peaceful countries; and (4) a
state and people.
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Introduction

Extensive literature on Japanese-South Korean relations describes the hierarchical con-
struction of the Japanese ‘self’ versus the inferior Korean ‘other’ and emphasizes the
state-level dimension of relations between these two nations. Scholars also concentrate
on the dimension of ‘democracy’ in the construction of social boundaries with other
countries and show the perceptional divide between Japan and the West. These scholars
explore the role of discourse of peaceful and aggressive nations in the views of social
boundary with Japanese neighbors. This paper advances this scholarship by describing
how symbolic boundaries of ‘the West versus Asia,’ ‘victims versus perpetrators,’ and
‘people versus the state’ are constructed and function within the narratives of Japanese
experts.

This paper bases its argument on the theoretical perspective of symbolic boundary,
defined as a distinctive narrative about relations on both sides of the boundary and
across the boundary (Tilly, 2005). This paper argues that the perceptions of relations
between two nations do not involve only an institutionalized national boundary.
Instead, people perceive the national divide from various perspectives, thus creating
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multiple symbolic boundaries (Lamont, Pendergrass, & Pachucki, 2015) that construct
cross-cutting categories of analysis. The complexity of the dynamics of conflict between
two nations should be analyzed based on this perspective of multiple symbolic boundaries
rather than a duality of ‘nation-to-nation’. Therefore, the paper asks: What symbolic
boundaries do Japanese experts perceive in the complex relations between Japan and
South Korea?

Symbolic boundary

A symbolic boundary as a form of a social boundary is a crucial mechanism of the for-
mation of social identities that define not only the relationship between ‘them’ and ‘us’
but also the meaning of the in-group identity (Barth, 1981). As social identities ‘center
on boundaries separating us from them’, people develop and maintain relations within
the in-group on each side of the boundary as well as establish interrelations between
the groups across the boundary line (Tilly, 2005, p. 7). These narratives create the basis
for collective identities and constitute boundaries as sites or zones common to two
groups (Eyal, 2006; Thelen, 2002).

Social boundaries are formed and shaped through shared narratives of the boundary
within in-group relations and across the boundary in inter-group relations as a ‘contiguous
zone of contrasting density, rapid transition, or separation between internally connected
clusters of population and/or activity for which human participants create shared rep-
resentations’ (Tilly, 2005, p. 132). Boundary creation and maintenance are contingent
upon the position of cultural and political elites. These elites define how inclusive, exclu-
sive, and open a particular social boundary should or can be (Horowitz, 1975). Social
boundaries also depend on contextual factors, including cultural repertoires, traditions,
and prevailing narratives within a particular group as well as political movements or every-
day interactions between individuals (Doevenspeck, 2011; Lamont, 2000; Somers, 1994;
Swidler, 2001). The creation of social boundaries occurs through the invention or borrow-
ing of different boundaries, encounters between previously distinct or competing groups,
and changing meanings of in-group identities (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001). As people
tend to minimize the intra-group differences and amplify and even overstate the inter-
groups dissimilarities, a social boundary may become more solidified (Tajfel & Turner,
1979). A social boundary is one of the most important mechanisms that define collective
identity, politics, and tensions (Barth, 1981; Cohen, 1985, 1986; Horowitz, 1975; Tilly, 2005).
Established social boundaries help people create social order, defining and classifying
relations between social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

In comparison to established and institutionalized social boundaries (e.g. ethnic,
national, religious), symbolic boundaries employ various conceptions, interpretative sche-
mata, and cultural dimensions in creating, maintaining, and contesting differences
between groups of people (Lamont et al., 2015). Similar to social boundaries, symbolic
boundaries are relational and help define identity meaning in opposition to the perceived
identity of other groups (Barth, 1969; Horowitz, 1975). Symbolic boundaries also help
increase group self-esteem through favorable comparison with other groups (Tajfel &
Turner, 1985). As these boundaries separate people into groups and develop essential dis-
tinctions, symbolic boundaries are also employed to contest and redefine the meaning of
established social boundaries. In some cases, symbolic boundaries become so salient that
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they replace social boundaries (Lamont & Molnár, 2002). Symbolic boundaries are formed
to create and preserve existing power relations and patterns of exclusion and inclusion,
creating social hierarchies, exploitation, and opportunity hoarding (Bourdieu, 1977;
Gramsci & Lipset, 1959; Tilly, 2003, 2006). The formation of symbolic boundaries is also con-
sidered a central process in contentious politics.

Multiple symbolic boundaries may exist between two nations, representing a wide
variety of intergroup divisions, including (a) categories of victims and perpetrators; (b)
belonging to different regions; (c) cultural and political spaces; (d) commitments to par-
ticular values, including peace, justice, or national superiority; and (e) divisions between
states and people. Within one nation, multiple conceptual perceptions of the social
boundary with another nation can co-exist in competitive and even conflictual relations
(Korostelina, 2013). Understanding how members of one nation view symbolic boundaries
that shape their relationship with another nation provides a more nuanced understanding
of the dynamics of conflict and reconciliation between these societies. The perspective of a
symbolic boundary provides information on multiple interpretations of the relations
between two nations as well as these interpretations’ uses to justify specific policies
toward another nation.

Research on social boundaries between Japan and South Korea

This paper is built on the scholarship discussing the connection between Japanese identity
and the construction of social boundaries in relation to Japan’s neighbors. Scholars
emphasize that the Japanese public, politicians, and experts hold diverse and sometimes
competing views on international relations with South Korea (Hagstrom, 2016; Kim, 2014).
By exploring these differences, many authors concentrate on a ‘nation-to-nation’ bound-
ary and show the role of U.S. foreign policy toward East Asia and security issues related to
North Korea (Michishita, 2014; Park, 1998; Samuels, 2006), diplomatic relations and leader-
ship (Sakaedani, 2005), and centripetal and centrifugal force (Ku, 2016).

Other studies emphasize the hierarchical construction of the Japanese ‘self’ versus the
inferior Korean ‘other’ across national boundary (Guillaume, 2011; Hagstrom, 2015; Tamaki,
2010). Tamaki (2010) shows how a hierarchical worldview and the emphasis on Japanese
superiority and uniqueness influence relations with Japan’s Asian neighbors. These neigh-
bors, including South Korea, are perceived as either (a) positing a threat to the Japanese
identity, and thus, as nations that should be controlled, or (b) subordinate nations, and
thus can be taken advantage of. Perceptions of threat include both physical security (in
the case of North Korea) or ontological security (in the case of economic development
of South Korea) (Hagstrom, 2016). However, some studies stress that, while Japan strongly
impacts social processes in occupied Korea, Japanese people were ‘likewise transformed
by the experience, as they digested and incorporated what they saw into their own (per-
sonal and national) narratives and self-conceptions’ (Atkins, 2010, p. 4).

Other or ‘middle’ dimensions in perceptions of relations between Japan and its neigh-
bors also are discussed in the literature. Some authors argue that Japan perceives itself as a
democratic state, thus creating a stronger connection with democratic states and separ-
ating itself from totalitarian or authoritarian states (Hagstrom, 2016; Sakamoto, 2007).
However, this dimension is considered as a new version of the superiority model of con-
trast between ‘civilized’ Japan and ‘uncivilized’ China. The studies also showed that,
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despite the belief that Japan is modern and democratic, there were the perceptional div-
isions between Japan and the West, including the U.S. (Befu, 2001; Guillaume, 2011).
According to some scholars, Japan strives to be recognized by the West and acknowl-
edged as an equal nation (Suzuki, 2009). Similarly, Japan sees other Asian nations as
irrational and emotional while Japan perceives itself as rational and mature (Hargstrom
& Hanssen, 2016).

Another dimension of these perceptions relates to peace and pacifism. The perception
of Japanese identity as ‘peaceful’ is contracted not only in comparison to its aggressive
policies in the past, but also in the opposition to the abductions of Japanese citizens by
North Korea, the unwillingness of South Korea to accepts Japanese apologies as sincere,
and the assertive actions of China (Hagstrom, 2016). The peace movement in Japan
arrives both from feelings of suffering as victims of wartime and from experiences of
being a perpetrator or aggressor that defines its difference with its neighbors (Buruma,
1994/2009; Igarashi, 2000; Orr, 2001).

The perception of relationships between Japan and South Korea is also affected by sym-
bolic politics, including the role of historic narratives and approaches to the past (Berger,
2003; Hundt & Bleiker, 2007; Jeon, 2012), political identities and group myths (Kim, 2014).
Many published studies addressing issues connected with Japanese invasions and coloni-
zation of Korea show that a slow process of reconciliation between Japan and South Korea
is still influenced by unmourned traumas, unresolved disputes about the occupation pol-
icies (including comfort women and forced laborers presentation of history in Japanese
textbooks) the visits of Japanese leadership to the Yasukuni Shrine, and the around two
tiny rocky islets surrounded by thirty-three smaller isles, known as Takeshima (‘bamboo
island’) in Japan and Dokdo (‘lonely island’) in Korea (Gi-Wook, 2014; Jaejeong, 2009;
Low, 2013; Seraphim, 2006).

Despite their multitude of approaches, these studies examined the problems of relations
between Japan and South Korea based on a dualistic perspective of two subjects – two
nation-states – separated by the national boundary. This study aims to bring more
complexity into the understanding of these relations and show how other factors, such
as symbolic boundaries, affect perceptions of relations between Japan and South Korea.

Methodology

Data collection

In-person, semi-structured interviews and focus groups were conducted throughout the
summer of 2018 in Tokyo, Japan. Interviews included six questions exploring (1) the impor-
tance of history and memory for national identity in Japan; (2) the connection between
interpretations of history and current conflicts between Japan and South Korea; and (3)
an assessment of current relations, including official apologies made by successive Japa-
nese governments. Questions included:

1. How are history and memory important for national identity in Japan?
2. How are current relationships between Japan and South Korea affected by this history?
3. How would you assess the state of post-war settlement and reconciliation between

Japan and South Korea?
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4. How does South Korea perceive the attempts of Japan to apologize for violence?
5. Do you see a possibility of improving relationships between Japan and South Korea?
6. What should be done to promote reconciliation between two countries?

Each individual and focus group interview lasted between one to two-and-a-half hours.
The sampling method featured snowballing with several entry points to ensure a diver-

sity of views and attitudes. The primary criteria for the selection was the knowledge of the
expert about the relationships between Japan and South Korea, thus all experts have aca-
demic or policy-oriented experience related to this issue. As these experts represented
academic discourse on the topic, they acknowledged the limited scope of this research.
However, the position of the interviewees in the academic world of Japan and their pub-
lication records allow the authors to discuss the results as representative for the Japanese
expert opinion.

The final sample for individual interviews included 20 respondents, including 16 leading
academics (historians, political scientists, sociologists, and international relation scholars
who work as university professors or experts in think tanks), two representatives of
major non-government organizations (including peacebuilding and youth organizations),
and two Ph.D. students working on projects in the field of foreign affairs. Six of the inter-
viewees were female and fourteen were male; the age of the participants varied from 28
to 70, with the median age being approximately 45 years old. Interviews were conducted
primarily in English, and an interpreter assisted in one interview. Given the majority of the
interviewees write and communicate in English in professional and international settings,
English proficiency of most of the interviewees was high. The final sample for focus
group interviews included 17 respondents, including B.A. and M.A. students from
Waseda University and International Christian University. Ten of the interviewees were
female and seven were male; the age of the participants varied from 19 to 25. Focus inter-
views were conducted in English. Given all students write and communicate in English in
academic settings, English proficiency of most of the interviewees was high.

Data analysis

Phenomenological analysis was employed to analyze the interview data. This method of
data collection enables researchers to understand what social boundaries participants per-
ceive in understanding past events and experiences within the context of the present dis-
course. Several stages comprise a phenomenological analysis. First, several themes were
identified to manage large data clusters without losing the deep meaning of received
information or the focus of the research questions (Finlay, 2014; Smith, Flowers, &
Larkin, 2009). We formed specific clusters by merging similar or related themes and
making a summary table of the structured themes. These clusters were independent
from the six questions, as many themes were cross-cutting across the questions. The analy-
sis conducted on each individual interview contributed to the generation of common,
general themes for all or most of the interviews. These themes were then combined
into four clusters related to four perceived social boundaries: boundaries between (1)
victims and perpetrators; (2) ‘the West’ and the Asian cultural and political space; (3) natio-
nalistic and peaceful countries; and (4) a state and people. Second, within each cluster, we
identified factors either impeding or promoting reconciliation processes. For some
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clusters, differences between conservative and liberal approach were profound, thus we
present two competing narratives serving as interpretations of social boundary. For
other clusters, all respondents provided similar descriptions, thus only one coherent nar-
rative is presented.

Results

1. Symbolic boundary between victims and perpetrators in WWII.
This symbolic boundary has two competing interpretations: (1) a boundary narrative

conceptualizing the Japanese people as victims (specifically related to U.S. aggression
and war in general) and also articulating that Japan is a forgiving nation; and (2) a bound-
ary narrative positioning Japan as a perpetrator that needs to apologize and compensate
its victims in South Korea.

Japanese as victims

This symbolic boundary places both Japan and South Korea on the ‘victims of aggression’
side of the boundary. Many respondents stressed that the Japanese people are victims of
the war and militarism of their own society. One respondent said ‘Japanese education put
Japan as a victim of war, atomic bombing, but we do not talk about what we did to other
countries.’ Some respondents emphasize that Japan feels victimized specifically by the
actions of the U.S. with one respondent stating the Japanese people have ‘a strong
feeling of victimhood. The idea is that the U.S. has brought disaster to us, we are
victims of the U.S. aggression.’ Another respondent echoes, ‘[the] Tokyo tribunal was con-
ducted by the foreign people, the U.S., thus people in Japan see themselves as victims. The
idea that the Japanese government was a perpetrator is not popular and does not exist
among Japanese public.’ Many respondents stress that young people learn about Japa-
nese victimhood rather than Japan’s history of colonization, invasions, and war. One
respondent stated, ‘War responsibility is not taught in schools.’ Another respondent
echoes, ‘Peace education in Japan is about nuclear bombing, horrible experience of Japa-
nese people. But we do not discuss why we got there, the discussion on roots is ignored.’

This feeling of victimhood is exacerbated by the fact that people in South Korea do not
know about Japanese sufferings or do not want to recognize them. One respondent stres-
ses, ‘[the] Korean people do not know about [the] negative effects of war on Japanese
society, such as nuclear bombing.’ Another respondent argues, ‘Japanese people feel
remote and far from Korea because they [the Japanese] see themselves as victims and
Koreans do not want to accept it.’ Many respondents state that this denial is the major
gap in the perception of war between Japan and South Korea, making this social boundary
the most salient one.

One half of respondents describe Japan as a forgiving nation with one respondent
stating, ‘Japanese people have a talent to forget history and go forward, forgetting
nuclear bombing for example, forgetting and forgiving the U.S.’ This sentiment is
shared by another respondent who emphasizes ‘Japan does not want to repeat any vio-
lence because we are victims but not because of what we did to Korea.’Many respondents
invoke a realpolitik frame to explain this forgiveness: as an ally and a partner of the U.S.,
Japan had to move forward, forgetting and forgiving the past violence. One respondent
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stated: ‘Japan has to deal with the U.S.: we have to be allies.’ Another respondent explains,
‘Amnesia is a part of [the] memory process’. Many respondents believe that forgiveness
and the ability of Japanese to work cooperatively with former enemies is a sign of strength
and good intentions.

This perception of Japan as a forgiving nation impacts the perception of relationships
with South Korea. A majority of respondent state that South Korea should finally accept all
apologies and retributions and forgive Japan. One respondent emphasized:

Victimization by the U.S. is very strong, but we have no negative feelings now. We thank the
U.S. for democratizing Japan, but South Korea do[es] not feel so toward Japan. Japanese
people believe that Koreans should feel the same way as we feel toward the U.S. And this
feeling also leads to a deep disappointment that Korea does not see our apology as sincere.

Thus, many respondents attest that the Japanese people believe their relations with South
Korea is a ‘finished business’ and both countries need to forget the past. One respondent
emphasized,

We already paid South Korea in 1965 and compensated again in 1995 and 2015, but South
Koreans feel that we are not sorry, they [the Koreans] are very demanding and want more
apologies. They do not recognize that Japan is a victim too.

Many respondents stress that Japanese people believe that the process of apology and
compensation is complete and South Korea uses history for political gains.

About a half of respondents concluded that Japan experiences the fatigue of apology,
with one respondent stressing, ‘Japan think[s] we could not have more apologies, as the
issue is already resolved.’ Another respondent echoes: ‘South Korea needs continuous
apology, but it is difficult. When do you stop?’ Many respondents stress that this feeling
is especially strong among conservative politicians who believe that Japan expressed
too many apologies and regrets and that these should stop.

Similarly, Japanese experts believe that Japan has done enough and could not make
any more concessions to South Korea. One respondent emphasized, ‘What [is] done
could not be undone, we can try to find political solutions, but South Korea denies
them. If Japan will issue more apologies, it will look weak.’ Another respondent stresses,
‘For South Korea, Japan does not apologize enough, but for Japan, we are done, no
more apologies.’ Thus, the feeling of fatigue regarding the apology prevails among con-
servative politicians and general public in Japan.

Japan as a perpetrator

This narrative places Japan on the side of perpetrator while South Korea is represented as a
clear victim. Respondents stress that many people in Japan, especially older generations,
display self-criticizing attitudes and guilt regarding what Japan did to Korea. Pacifism is
very important to these generations, and they believe that Japan needs to apologize
and compensate the victims, with one respondent stating, ‘people feel very sorry of
what Japan did to Korea, for colonialism and aggression, and believe that Japan needs
to deal with it.’ As another respondent verifies, ‘Japanese people feel guilty and nervous
in relations with South Korea.’ However, some respondents emphasize that the situation
is changing. One respondent explains, ‘Feeling of guilt is [sic] still important among
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older generation, older teachers who were left-wing controlled (Japanese school) edu-
cation, but in 1980s it disappeared, teachers’ unions are not strong anymore.’

This change in feelings of remorse and the need for apology is explained by both the
transformation of history education and amnesia processes in collective memory. Respon-
dents believe that younger people in Japan do not know about the occupation of Korea,
with one respondent clarifying,

In Japan, people do not know what really happened during the occupation, they are frustrated
by the South Korean government’s attempts to bring it again and again. They could not think
about colonization policies and could not understand South Koreans.

Many respondents stress the denial of Japan’s colonial history in regards to many events,
including the Nanjing massacre in China, and defection of the number of victims and
forced laborers. They believe that history textbooks do not represent narratives about
comfort women, and colonization. While, according to our respondents, Japanese
people are sorry for Japan’s aggression, the Japanese people are misinformed by their
government and their history education. The Japanese government avoids these topics,
and according to some respondents, some people in the government, including the
current Prime Minister, are committed to the legacy of their predecessors who were
involved in the occupation of Korea. Respondents explain this by the ‘need to rescue
history’ and the absence of an easy solution for this dilemma. For the Japanese people
to put the past behind and move forward, they must stop thinking about history. As
one respondent states, ‘It is hard to apologize and rescue history at the same time. It is
symbolic phenomena that shows how deep historic amnesia is in Japan.’ Another respon-
dent emphasizes: ‘In Japan, people consider history as a past and do not want to return [to]
it again and again.’

Thus, many respondents believe that Japanese apologies are only partially complete or
not direct, and one respondent stated, ‘Japan issued apology for only few things, it does
not cover everything.’ Another respondent described:

Even some leaders apologize, other[s] continue to believe that Japan did all [the] right things.
There are strong contradictions among politicians who cater to the conservative public that
honestly believes that Japan did nothing wrong and thus demonize South Korea.

Many respondents believe that Japan should restore relations with South Korea and sin-
cerely apologize.

To address this issue, the respondents emphasize a need for a historical analysis. One
respondent stated, ‘Memory of the war is very important: all political and economic pro-
blems are discussed in terms of responsibility of Japan for WWII.’ They believe that
Japan’s history of war crimes should be taught in schools and should not be denied or
obfuscated by the Japanese government. Some respondents propose teaching students
at the university level using common history textbooks. One respondent stressed, ‘We
need to know what really happened so that we can understand each other better.’ For
these respondents, the Japanese government’s denial of history is the main source of
the ongoing problems with reconciliation between Japan and South Korea.

2. Symbolic boundary between a state and people rather than two countries
This symbolic boundary is also represented in two narratives. One narrative describes a

boundary between the Japanese state on one side and some state officials and businesses
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using comfort women and forced labors on the other side. The respondents stated that
these war criminals and business representatives were not acting as state agents, thus
the Japanese government is not responsible for their actions. As violations of human
rights were not directly set by the government, Japan should not apologize to South
Korea. One respondent described the comfort women issue: ‘It was not [a] government
[al] responsibility or slavery established by the government. It was informal exploitation.
So, [the] Japanese government should not issue a formal apology’. Another respondent
echoes, ‘The issue of violence and exploitation is between victims and perpetrators, but
South Korea wants apology between nations.’ By using this symbolic boundary, some
respondents deny the responsibility of the Japanese state and place accountability on
individual military leaders, politicians, and businessmen. This placement results in the
respondents’ belief that the Japanese government should not issue any apologies to
South Korea as a nation.

The second narrative describes a social boundary between an abusive state and a
people independent of nationality. Respondents state that comfort women and forced
laborers were poor people in the Japanese empire, including Japanese women. One
respondent explained: ‘Comfort women and people involved in forced labor were not
only Koreans but from all nations (in the Japanese empire, including Japanese). It is a
class issue, not ethnic issue.’ Another respondent echoes,

It is not an issue between governments but between the government and people. There were
injustices to Japanese people: some comfort women were also Japanese. They also have rights
to receive apology and compensation, but [the] Japanese government never made [an]
apology to Japanese people.

Some respondents also emphasize that the Japanese government needs to apologize to
specific people and not to the government of South Korea. They stress that Korean leaders
also participated in colonization and collaborated with Japanese government. Thus, they
see it as an issue of the human rights of women and forced laborers and not a diplomatic
problem between Japan and South Korea. These respondents believe that Japanese gov-
ernment should apologize to individual victims and not to South Korea as a state. Instead,
according to respondents, the government of South Korea should also apologize to
victims who were forced to become comfort women and forced labors because its leader-
ship collaborated with Japan or allowed Japan to execute these policies.

3. Symbolic boundary between ‘the West’ and Asian culture and politics.
This symbolic boundary is described through one narrative with sometimes differing

interpretations of its meaning. The first main component of this symbolic boundary is a
division between Japan (as a part of democratic Western society) and other Asian
countries. One respondent stated, ‘[the] Japanese consider themselves better than
other Asian people and connect themselves with Western societies.’ Many respondents
explain that after the WWII, Japan was looking at the U.S. and Europe, developing
Western-style society and democracy. Most Asian countries were either authoritarian or
pro-communist, leading to the development of the strong symbolic boundary that
impacts the relations between Japan and other Asian countries even today. As one respon-
dent emphasizes, ‘Japan has a feeling of superiority toward Asian neighbors. While Japan
was building a democratic society, Korea was corrupted, authoritarian, and divided.’
However, many respondents acknowledge that after 2012, when Abe’s Liberal Democratic
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Party (LDP) replaced the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) government, Japan became
more involved in the region and oriented towards connecting with other Asian countries.
This shift occurred in conjunction with the rise of China, as the GDP of China has exceeded
that of Japan in 2010, and the Obama administration’s launch of a new policy called ‘Reba-
lance to Asia’ in 2011. This new direction has created a divide in the Japanese society that
still sees itself as a part of Western and developed world.

The second component of this symbolic boundary is a divide between rational thinking
in Japan and emotional and irrational Asian culture. The majority of respondents empha-
size that the Japanese approach is based on facts and international law while the South
Korean approach is emotion-based and not based on legal mind, and thus, illogical.
One respondent states,

In Japan, history studies are objective and scientific while in South Korea they are emotional,
value oriented, and subjective. We had a wrong policy during the WWII, but we are trying to
analyze the roots of violence and have rational discussion, but South Korea is not open for the
objective and scientific discussions.

Another respondent echoed, ‘Japanese education is objective, based on facts, in South
Korea there are too much emotions, nationalism, and dogmatic positions.’ These respon-
dents believe that the South Korean approach is based on too much emotions while Japa-
nese approach is rational is shared by many respondents.

This perceived social boundary between rational and emotional approaches also leads
to differing perceptions of specific past events as well as present-day conflicts. According
to several respondents, the Japanese government created a policy of changing names for
Koreans because it wanted to protect them from the discrimination, lower social position
in society, and low-pay jobs. These respondents stress that it was a rational decision to
create equality among all people in the empire; however, South Koreans see the policy
as forced assimilation and experience very negative emotions in reaction to this policy.
Similarly, several respondents explain that disputes surrounding comfort women continue
because of the differences of approaches to the past. One respondent stated, ‘[the] Japa-
nese government concentrates on disputes around [the] number of victims and specific
facts. Japan does not understand why South Koreans are so much into emotions.’ Many
respondents explain that it is hard to deal with history when Japan approaches history
from a legal and rational point-of-view while South Koreans’ reactions are very emotional
and irrational. Many respondents also state that the current conflict regarding the Take-
shima/Dokdo island is also affected by this divide in approaches, with one respondent
stressing, ‘Japan bases its claims on international law and South Korea uses emotions
and subjective judgements.’ Many respondents emphasize that many issues of the past
and current conflicts can be resolved if South Korea makes its judgments based the inter-
national law similarly to Japan. Thus, according to these respondents, the process of recon-
ciliation is impeded by the irrational and emotional approach of South Korea.

This symbolic boundary between rational and emotional approaches also impacts per-
ceptions of forgiveness. Many respondents state that South Koreans want an emotional
apology while the Japanese people hardly express the issue directly. One respondent
stressed, ‘In South Korea, emotions dominate, they want an emotional apology, but
Japan has a different expression.’ Another respondent states, ‘South Korea wants [the]
Japanese government to act like Germans, sit on a knee, they want an emotional
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apology, more visible, symbolic.’ According to respondents, because Japan does not
express emotional regrets, it is not perceived by South Koreans as an earnest apology
but rather as superficial. Some respondents emphasize that the Japanese people have
different ways to express their sense of regrets, and thus the Japanese should have
freedom of expression and should not be forced to offer an emotional apology.

4. Between nationalistic and peaceful countries
This symbolic boundary places Japan on the side of peaceful countries, while South

Korea is positioned as representing a country of profound nationalism. An overwhelming
majority of respondents describe Japan as a country without nationalism, militarism, and
even without strong patriotism. At the same time, they project South Korea as a nationa-
listic country with strong emotions generated by a distorted history. One respondent
stated,

We have different concepts of peace: for South Korea, peacemeans reunification and compen-
sation for colonization; in Japan, peace is linked to the post-war (WWII) order and co-existence.
In South Korea, peace studies are occupied by international relations and are very ideological,
while in Japan peace studies are developed by peace-lovers and idealistic.

Another respondent stresses, ‘There is a big war museum in South Korea, but not in Japan.
Japan is a peaceful country’.

Some respondents believe that South Korea features some anti-Japanese education
promoting negative stereotypes about Japan; students there accept this view, and
many South Koreans have adverse attitudes toward Japan. One respondent stated, ‘Edu-
cation in South Korea plays a very important and negative role. Many people in South
Korea, including students, are always reminded what Japan did, and they see themselves
as victims.’ Some respondents also discuss the role of the media and public diplomacy in
promoting a nationalistic approach to history, as well as a negative media portrayal of
Japan. One respondent stated, ‘In South Korea, there is much more awareness about
history. Very good public diplomacy and public opinion making based on history. Japan
is not good at it.’ Stressing that history is much more important for Japan than for
South Korea, many respondents conclude that a distorted or a lack of awareness of
history throughout South Korea results in negative collective emotions, strong national-
ism, and negative perceptions of Japan. Many respondents also believe that, while
some South Koreans like Japan, changing the minds of the public and challenging
these negative views of Japan is difficult. A majority of respondents suggest that South
Korea uses history to increase nationalistic sentiments among the public and to gain
power in international relations. As one respondent states, ‘[the] South Korean govern-
ment is using this conflict to increase their power. They manipulate power and history
to unite their country.’ The respondents believe that South Korea uses history for its
own gain, namely to maximize the benefits of negotiating with Japan.

Some respondents explain that this focus on history in South Korea results from the
need of South Korean politicians to increase national unity. Respondents stress that the
domestic dynamics in South Korea are based on negative representation of history and
that victimhood helps politicians gain and preserve power, with one respondent
stating, ‘Victimhood and negative attitudes to Japan unites people in South Korea. It is
hard to become a politician there without catering to the public. It is a self-trap there.’
Other respondents also emphasize that the approach to history in South Korea is a
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symbolic dispute linked to a contemporary situation. Thus, according to them, the Take-
shima/Dokdo island is a positive symbolic representation of a war for independence
and national identity, and one respondent explained, ‘The fight for the island is a represen-
tation of their national pride.’

Another explanation used by many respondents arrives from the history of dictatorship
in South Korea. According to them, South Korea was an authoritarian state till 1989, and
thus, the fight for democracy and human rights continued for years and still remains a
main value. During the dictatorship regime, public opinion did not matter in South
Korea. After the 1990s, as South Korea became a democratic country, its government
started listening to its citizens’ opinions, and thus historical issues become more impor-
tant, using Japan as a part of its enemy image. One respondent explains,

South Korea places a strong value on human rights. It has a short history of democracy, but (it
has) a long fight for democratization that involved the pursuit of human rights. Now they
redefine violence and colonization as human right issues: for them, de-colonization and
democratization are connected.

In comparison to South Korea, many respondents describe Japan as a country with no
strong national identity due to its complete absence of nationalism. A majority of respon-
dents state that the Japanese national identity is not prominent and Japanese citizens do
not have a strong sense of national identity until these individuals travel abroad. One
respondent stated, ‘Japanese people do not have a strong national identity. They are
more cosmopolitan.’ Another respondent explains, ‘There is no common meaning of iden-
tity and views on history in Japan. Education avoids emphasizing on national identity,
nationalism, and patriotism.’ Many respondents discuss that ‘war history’ had a negative
impact on their national identity but it also created inspirations for peace among the
public. These respondents stress that education in Japan avoids nationalism and it is
rather a moral education emphasizing what is right for the society, how to maintain
social order, and which social norms are important. As one respondent stresses, ‘Being
peaceful is the most important element for Japanese identity.’

Discussion

These interviews with experts revealed four major narratives of symbolic boundaries pre-
vailing in academic discourse in Japan. Using the symbolic boundary between victims and
perpetrators, the first narrative places Japan and South Korea on the side of victims. This
boundary describes Japan as both victims of the war and of the U.S.’s aggressive bombing
and occupation of Japan. This boundary also emphasizes that the South Korean people do
not know about the suffering of the Japanese and do not want to accept that the Japanese
were also victims. Moreover, the psychological process of ‘scapegoating’ impacts the
beliefs of the Japanese people who place all blame on war criminals. The call for the
apology is considered by many Japanese as pro-communist or ‘leftist’ behavior, and
thus threatens the values shared by mainstream society. This difference in the perception
of the symbolic boundary creates a disparity between two nations and impedes the recon-
ciliation process. It is important to note here that many respondents personified the State
of Japan, and treated Japan, not just the Japanese people, as a victim. They identified with
the state of Japan and did not distinguish the state from its people when speaking about
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victimhood. This could be a cause of South Korean frustrations towards Japanese attitudes.
To address this issue, Japanese government started introducing some changes in history
textbooks. For example, there is increasing tendency to separate the Japanese state from
the people and to focus on the sufferings of ordinary people who were left at home.

As Japan sees itself as a forgiving nation, it also expects South Korea to finally forgive
Japan. However, as our respondents mentioned, because South Koreans still demand
more apologies and compensations, the Japanese people believe that South Korea
would never accept the apology, so unlike Japan it is ‘not a forgiving nation’. This
opinion of respondents in our study is supported by the results of the Public Opinion
Survey on Diplomacy conducted by the government of Japan in March 2016 (Public
Relations Office, 2016). While 84.4% of respondents feel affinity towards the U.S., only
33% feel an affinity towards South Korea. Similarly, while 88% of Japanese respondents
see current relations between Japan and the U.S. as good, only 22.7% see current relations
between Japan and South Korea as good. This creates even stronger symbolic boundary
between two nations and a fatigue toward reconciliation efforts.

This understanding of the symbolic boundary between victims and perpetrators
suggests that reconciliation processes could be achieved through stressing a common
identity as victims. For example, feminists in both sides see the phenomenon of
‘comfort women’ as a shared tragedy for women in both sides and beyond. Because
they believe that women in both sides have been the victims of masculinity in each
society, and therefore, they share a common identity as victims, which allows them to
engage in reconciliation process to fight against their common enemy of masculinity.
Human rights activists in both sides can frame the phenomenon of ‘comfort women’ as
human rights violation, not necessarily as a peculiar sign of Japanese cruelty, and they
could overcome the national divide between them and work together to fight against
injustice. Yayori Matsui, a Japanese female feminist and women’s rights activist, was the
spearhead of such a movement. She was the founder of Japan-Asia Women’s Resource
Center, the Violence Against Women in War Network, Japan, (which is now reestablished
as the Violence Against Women in War Research Action Center), and Women’s Active
Museum on War and Peace (WAM). Together with women in Asia including South
Korean, she played an instrumental role in setting up the ‘Women’s International War
Crimes Tribunal on Japan’s Military Sexual Slavery’ in 2000, which accused both individual
perpetrators including Emperor Hirohito and Japan as a state for their illegal actions
(VAWW RAC, n.d.).

In 1983–1984, the steps to reconciliation were taken with visits of Japanese Prime Min-
ister Nakasone Yasuhiro to South Korea and South Korean President Chon Doo-hwan to
Japan. Welcoming President Chon, Emperor Hirohito said, ‘I think it is regrettable that
an unfortunate past exists between the two countries at one point of the twentieth
century, and it should never be repeated’ (Haberman, 1984). This statement was con-
sidered as an official apology by President Chon and the South Korean media (Haberman,
1984). Ten years later, in June 1995, the Japanese House of Representatives adopted a res-
olution which acknowledged the suffering of victims, expressed deep sense of remorse
and reaffirmed its commitment to peace. ‘A Statement for the Fiftieth Anniversary of
the End of World War II’ made by the Japanese Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi on
15 August 1995, admitted damage and suffering caused by Japanese colonial rule and
aggression (Seraphim, 2006). Murayama also established the Asian Women’s Fund
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(AWF) to provide compensation for ‘comfort women’ and to increase public awareness of
these human rights violations. In 1998, President Kim Dae-jung together with Japanese
Prime Minister Obuchi Keizou issued the Japan – South Korea Joint Declaration that
confirmed Japan’s regret and an apology, resolve of both countries to promote
cooperation and to put the past behind them, as well as Japanese commitment of $3
billion in aid to South Korea (Sakaedani, 2005). In response, South Korean government
opened its markets to Japanese cultural products (Moon & Suh, 2005). In 2009, the
Prime Minister Hatoyama Yukio stressed importance of conciliatory polices toward
South Korea. In August 2010, the next Prime Minister, Kan Naoto, also apologized to
South Korea for harsh colonial rule of Japan (Ku, 2016). On 28 December 2015, a new dip-
lomatic agreement on ‘comfort women’ was made between South Korean and Japanese
governments.

At the same time, as our experts noted, if the Japanese are criticized continuously by
South Koreans for the absence of a sincere apology, Japanese may lose their trust in
the sincerity of South Koreans in their pursuit for reconciliation and eventually fall into
reconciliation fatigue. Therefore, the return to the truthful recognition of Korean victim-
hood by Japan depends on the willingness of South Koreans to stop criticizing Japan
for its absence of a sincere apology. The readiness for forgiveness depends on a type of
communal violence: people are less ready to forgive in communities exposed to asym-
metric violence (Penic, Elcheroth, & Morselli, 2017). Thus, it is not easy for South
Koreans to understand and officially recognize the sufferings of Japanese people, much
less to forgive Japan. However, for Germany and France, it was the action of President
Charles de Gaulle who acknowledged the victimhood of Germans, recognized the proble-
matic actions of France, and described Germany as a ‘great nation,’ that started the
process of successful reconciliation between two countries (Rosoux, 2001).

The second narrative of the symbolic boundary between victims and perpetrators pos-
itions Japan on the side of perpetrator while South Korea is represented as a clear victim.
While many Japanese individuals feel guilt regarding Japan’s actions in Korea and believe
that Japan needs to apologize and compensate the victims, current formal history edu-
cation in public schools avoids teaching students about Japan’s responsibility in the nega-
tive legacies of colonization, occupation, and violence in Korea. Thus, the new generation
does not know about Japan’s colonization policies in Korea and cannot understand the
fusses that South Koreans make. This opinion of respondents concurs with results from
Waseda University’s survey of students showing that only 80% of students aware that
Japan occupied Korea and Taiwan, but not aware of Japan’s responsibility of war
crimes. 76% of students believe it is wrong to admit Japan’s administration of Korea
and Taiwan was ‘colonial’ occupation. They claim that Japan’s occupation of Korea and
Taiwan was not colonial occupation, believe that Japan has already paid for its crimes,
and the issue was concluded vis-à-vis a treaty with South Korea, thus the case is closed.
According to these students, the issue of comfort women was also resolved in 2015,
and it is no longer a legal issue.

The second symbolic boundary represents the division between a state and people.
Despite differences in the two narratives representing this perceived social boundary –
the first one leading to the denial of the responsibility of Japanese government and the
second one requiring an apology of both governments to their people – both narratives
negate the apology of the Japanese government to South Korea. The first narrative
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counter-posits individual perpetrators and victims, and the second narrative counter-
posits the governments and the people. Both narratives of this symbolic boundary lead
to a belief that the Japanese government should not apologize to the government of
South Korea.

To overcome this impediment to reconciliation positioned by the symbolic boundary
between the state and the people, it is important to build on already successful people-
to-people exchange programs. While history plays a negative role on the macro-level,
its influence is less significant on individual people and their interpersonal relationships.
Exchanging students, artists, businessmen, athletes, and scholars increases common
understanding, develops positive views on each other, and improves relations between
Japan and South Korea. There are a number of institutions and platforms for people-to-
people exchange between these two countries. For example, both governments launched
jointly the ‘Japan-Korea Youth Friendship Exchange Program’ in 1987, still continuing
today, to commemorate the 20th anniversary of the normalization of diplomatic relations
of the two countries. Under the rubric of the Japan-East Asia Network Exchange for Stu-
dents and Youths (JENESYS), the Japanese government promoted exchanges between
high school students, university students, and teachers. Public service corporations,
such as the Japan-Korea Cultural Foundation and the Center for International Youth
Exchange, are commissioned by the Japanese government to carry out these exchange
programs. Continuing cultural exchange, including the creation of a common pop
culture that started in 2002, leads to constructive cultural relations, more positive views
and friendship. It is important to go beyond the national boundary and bond both civil
societies within these countries, creating cross-cutting ties potentially uniting South
Korean and Japanese peoples. The bridges that are already built through exchange, cul-
tural connections, and tourism can foster a stronger relationship between these two
countries and encourage their governments to reconcile.

The third symbolic boundary – between ‘the West’ and Asia – positions Japan as a part
of Western civilization and liberal democracy in comparison with authoritarian or pro-com-
munist Asian countries. This boundary help justify an absence of a strong regional identity
that ties Japan to Asia. This symbolic boundary also includes the divide between rational
thinking in Japan and emotional and irrational Asian culture. More specifically, in dealing
with the past, the Japanese approach is described as based on facts and the international
law while the South Korean approach is considered emotion-based and illogical. South
Korea is also described as demanding the expression of emotional regrets by Japan and
not accepting other forms of confession. This irrational and emotional approach of
South Korea and its demands for an emotional apology are perceived as serious impedi-
ments to the process of reconciliation.

The first division related to this symbolic boundary could be overcome with the increas-
ing value of regional cooperation. South Korea and Japan are more similar now in terms of
economic development, and they can overcome the relative deprivation perceived
between these two nations when Japan was more developed in the twentieth century.
There is an increasing tendency in Japan and South Korea to concentrate on issues that
both are facing now, including economic concerns, gender-related issues, aging societies,
and other regional challenges. In 2016, Waseda University (Japan), Korea University (South
Korea), and Peking University (China) were selected to jointly conduct a leadership
program for multi-layered conflict resolution and social innovation as a part of the
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CAMPUS Asia (Collective Action for Mobility Program of University Students in Asia) uni-
versity student exchange program funded by the Ministries of Education within each of
the three countries involved (https://www.waseda.jp/top/en/about/activities/campus_
asia). This is a great example of such cooperation that that can unite these three countries
and create collaborative frameworks, interdependency, and integration.

The second division – between rational and emotional – is harder to overcome, but
some ideas can support the reconciliation process, including a stronger emotional bond
through culture and sport. For example, in 2002, two countries co-hosted the FIFA
World Cup, that contributed to the feeling of mutual recognition and cooperation. This
year also was named the Nikkan Kokumin Koryunen (Year of Japan – ROK National
Exchange) with over hundred activities happening every month, including sport, art, aca-
demic and business exchanges. South Korean pop-culture, described as ‘Korean Wave,’
including movies like ‘Shuri,’ ‘JSA’ and ‘Voice,’ a TV series ‘Winter Sonata’, and pop-
music, became very popular among Japanese people. Since then a number of events
have been planned and implemented in the name of social and cultural exchanges. For
example, in 2005, to commemorate the 40th year anniversary of the normalization of
the diplomatic relations, the Nikkan Kouryu Matsuri (Japan-Korea Exchange Festival)
was launched as an annual event in Seoul, and since 2009 the festival was also held in
Tokyo, which was endorsed by the Foreign ministries of both governments. Pop culture,
which is often led and supported by younger generations, has been the most promising
area to generate an environment conducive to reconciliation. Some K-POP artists speak
and sing in Japanese fluently and became icons for friendship between Japan and
South Korea. K-POP pioneers include, TVXQ who was nominated for the Japan Record
Awards, the most prestigious music scene in Japan, and appeared in the NHK Kohaku
Uta Gassen (which means the National Music Tournament), the most commonly
watched TV program in Japan at the end of each year, in 2008. Another pioneer is
KARA who got the first place for the Oricon rookie annual sales in 2010 and appeared
in the NHK Kohaku Uta Gassen in 2011. Now there are so many K-POP artists performing
in music scenes in Japan although they are sometimes criticized by nationalistic elements
in both countries and occasionally, they are forced to take a loyalty test in South Korea.

The fourth symbolic boundary – between peaceful countries and countries with pro-
found nationalism – positions Japan as a country without nationalism, militarism, and
strong national identity. South Korea is placed on the other side of the boundary with
nationalistic discourses dominating in education, politics, and civic society. This national-
ism in South Korea is described as instrumental, helping the government to unite people
and undermine position of Japan in the international arena. At the same time, the idea of
peace is presented as the most important element for Japanese identity. This opinion of
respondents in our study is supported by results from the Public Opinion Survey on Diplo-
macy, conducted by the Japanese government in March 2016. 51% of respondents believe
there is a need to increase the international community’s confidence in Japan, 61% believe
that Japan should contribute to world peace through efforts to stabilize the region and
resolve conflicts peacefully, and 39% oppose the participation of Japan in the United
Nations’ military activities even for the prevention of violence.

This symbolic boundary creates complications for the reconciliation process as it dele-
gitimizes the search for justice in South Korea and their requests for a sincere apology and
compensations. This boundary also diminishes the need for an apology among the
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Japanese public as the public see Japan as a more peaceful nation in comparison to South
Korea. To overcome these impediments, an emphasis on values of peace in both countries
could help develop a stronger overarching identity and unite both countries in their pre-
vention of violence and wars around the globe. For example, the nuclear crisis between
North Korea and the U.S. is used as an opportunity for Japan and South Korea to overcome
their differences and unite to preserve peace and prosperity in the region. Many people in
the region do not want to see the crisis to turn into a catastrophe.

Conclusion

Our study shows that multiple symbolic boundaries that are created between two nations
impact the reconciliation process in various ways. The establishment of symbolic bound-
aries is a process of constituting and re-configuring relations between nation-states
beyond usual national boundaries. Symbolic boundaries represent counter-discourses
and alternative modes of dividing nations into categorical groups. While social boundaries
are institutionalized, symbolic boundaries involve classification struggles over categories
of a divide. These symbolic boundaries can be one-sided or asymmetric with another
nation contesting the nature and the meaning of a symbolic divide.

The symbolic boundary is chosen based on prospective for legitimacy and power of a
particular nation, allowing it to claim an advantageous position vis-à-vis another nation. In
comparison with social boundaries, symbolic boundaries in conflict include power
dynamics through normativity rather than exclusion and dominance. Nations in conflict
use moral discourse to draw symbolic boundaries that increase their power and legitimacy
and establish the moral order through closure. The contentious process of development
and maintenance of symbolic boundaries also allows for the brokerage of alliances.

Cross-national conflict can be represented as a configuration of multiple symbolic
boundaries. As symbolic boundaries define perceived divisions imposed by one of the
nations, conflict resolution and reconciliation processes involve a negotiation process
with another nation that may prefer other types of a symbolic boundary or favor a
different meaning of it. The reconciliation process between two nations should consider
these multiple symbolic boundaries and adjust specific practices to address the complex-
ities of the meanings of the national divide.
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