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Challenges to Korea-Japan Relationship and the Role of a Public Intellectual

During the past two decades, the Japanese Association of International
Relations (JAIR) and the Korean Association of International Studies (KAIS)
have developed the Japan-Korea exchange panel at annual conferences from
each other with so many support, care, hospitality and friendship. This is in
stark contrast to the current government-to-government relationship that hits
all-time low since the diplomatic normalization of 1965.

Two governments have been mired in historical animosity over the past four
decades, but this time is different. The relationship between two national leaders
(Mr. Abe Shinzo and Mr. Moon Jae-in) is the worst ever. Their verbal
exchanges are bitter, deeply emotional and even churlish. The history problem
has spilled over the trade and security realms, which is unprecedented in bilateral history.

Since the supreme court ruling of forced labor compensation in October 2018, we’ve seen a spiral of mistrust
developed that Tokyo says that we don’t trust Korea because it does not keep the international agreement; we
don’t trust Korea’s export control mechanisms, so we delist it from the white list; in return, Seoul says, since they
don’t trust us, we should not allow them to be in our white list, nor exchanges of military information through
GSOMIA.

This is the crisis of confidence/trust which is grounded in the recent trends of resurgent nationalism and populism,
one of the main themes of JAIR conference this year. Mr. Abe’s slogan “Japan is back” in 2012 was an attempt to
make Japan great again, reminiscing Japan’s glorious past. Such a retro (fuko-teki) nationalism inevitably clashes
with Korea’s nationalism which is firmly rooted in resistance to outside forces (I call it teiko-teki nationalism) —
obviously Japan is the outside other. Especially when Mr. Abe, portrayed as a historical revisionist, reemerged in
2012, Korea’s resistant nationalism has been on the rise.

Nationalist sentiments, conveyed by political leadership in both countries, have led to a populist appeal,
generating biased stereotyping and dogma toward the other (*hannichi” & “kenkan” narratives in each country).
The upshot is that psychological bashing against the other’s national identity/national character as problematic
(Korea is not trustworthy; Japan is destined to shake the fate of Korea) hinders economic, strategic and
operational coordination of two countries.

In a series of unfolding events, we have deep concerns that expert knowledge is marginalized as an elite opinion
while there is a surge in misguided, biased, and totalizing narrative of depicting the other, one that has crippled
informed debates on a range of issues including history reconciliation, economic and security partnership. Even
the most ridiculous demand such as severing (or dramatically weakening) diplomatic ties with the other seems
taken by ill-informed and angry citizens without serious challenge based on informed arguments.

We are worried even further because populist trends in both societies are not just a dangerous phenomenon of the
6



aggravated Japan-Korea relationship but also a warning about the stability and sustainability of modern
democracy.

It is time for the intellectual to step up. As Edward Said wrote in his 1994 book entitled Representations of the
Intellectual, the challenge of intellectual life is to be found in dissent against the mainstream at a time when the
struggle on behalf of underrepresented voices seems so unfairly weighted. The intellectual is an individual with a
specific public role in society, endowed with a faculty for representing, embodying, and articulating a message, a
view, or opinion to the public. The principal intellectual duty starts from the search for relative independence from
power as well as populist pressure.

This role, assigned to both JAIR and KAIS members, is to break with “self-censorship” and “self-restraint”
against dangerous people and misguided opinions either within the government or widely held by the public. We
need courage. We should cooperate in ways that fight back with the coordinated intellectual campaign that rescues
our relations of friendship and democracy from the danger of falling to populism and nationalism.

(2) fere REthEff MEEERETR TR (KAIS) OFERARE (2019 45 12 H 14 A, #EESLIAA LR,
Y UN) BT HAE—F )

Good afternoon. It is my great pleasure and honor to be here at the annual conference of KAIS, Korean
Association of International Studies. | am Takuya Sasaki, President of JAIR, Japan Association of International
Relations. This is my second appearance at your annual meeting.

First of all, on behalf of our association, | would like to send our warm greetings and best wishes to President Yul
Sohn and his colleagues of KAIS who are kind enough and gracious enough to spare the time from the busy
schedule to make our visit to Seoul so comfortable and enjoyable. Your warmth and consideration are very much
appreciated by all of us from our association present at this meeting.

Recently | learned that KAIS was founded in 1956, and our association too was founded in 1956. We could rightly
be a little bit proud of the fact that our two associations were founded three years earlier than ISA. While our
associations were formed more than sixty years ago, it was not until 1998 when our scholarly exchange began in
earnest. The first joint panel was organized in August of that year in Seoul. Since then the joint panel has occupied
a unique and indispensable place in our exchange program. The most recent annual meeting of our association
was held in Niigata last October where we had the privilege to have two eminent scholars from your association,
Pro. Ihn-hwi Park and Prof. Seungjoo Lee for the joint panel. We discussed the foreign policy of Japan and Korea
in the post cold war era and | appreciate very much their fine contribution to the session.

Last year, | spoke from this podium that Japan and Korea are two of the largest beneficiaries of the liberal
international order and need to behave responsibly so as not to excite criticism for damaging it. Also I urged that
we need to place the bilateral relationship in a broader geopolitical context that has been rapidly changing for
these few years. It is now widely reported, regrettably, that the bilateral relationship is at the lowest point since
1965 when we had normalized the relationship. Before the situation spirals out of control, we need to go the extra
mile to bridge serious divides and narrow down the differences. We should not underestimate the difficulties
ahead and | do not believe that there is any magic formula for coping with this complicated matter. Achieving the
bilateral consensus will take time and patience. Still this is one of the great challenges of our time to address with
much care and prudence, particularly when we have Mr. Donald Trump in the United States whose foreign and
trade policy is to advance goals of economic nationalism without having a clear idea of what the notion of an
alliance is all about and we have Mr. Xi Jin Ping in China whose rapid military and economic rise in this region
poses us great opportunities mingled with great concern. | believe that in order to maintain and sustain the liberal
international order in the area, we do not have any realistic alternative but to return to the cooperative and
constructive relationship as Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi and President Dae Jung Kim had determined to pursue
when they issued a joint declaration in 1998, exactly the same year when out two associations started the joint
panel in this city.

In closing, | would like, once again, on behalf of Japan Association of International Relations and also, in my
name, to express our deep gratitude for the generosity and hospitality you have lent to us. | do hope that our close
partnership based on respect and trust for one another will continue well into the future irrespective of the ongoing
political and diplomatic disputes between the two governments.



Thank you very much.
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