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The First History Textbook Dispute and
“Overcoming Japan Movement”: A Turning Point in
Japan-South Korean Relation in the 1980s

KIMURA Kan *

Abstract
The first history textbook dispute is also the first major dispute about historical

perceptions between Japan and South Korea. The goal of this study is to analyze the
dispute and explain why Japan and South Korea had to repeat the same dispute .

First, this study shows how the dispute developed and proves the importance
of the role of the Chinese in this dispute. In the first few weeks, the South Korean media
and government had paid little attention to this issue while it was sensationalized in
the Japanese media. However, the South Koreans realized the importance of the issue
after serious criticism by the Chinese.

Second, this study identifies the importance of the frustration of the South
Korean correspondents in Tokyo with the Japanese at that time (after the diplomatic
normalization between Japan and China in the 1970s) about this dispute, through
interviews with retired South Korean journalists and politicians. They saw that the
Japanese were less respectful to the South Koreans than the Chinese, despite the
fact that Japan and South Korea belonged to the same western block during the Cold
War. This situation frustrated them. Hence, they reacted with their Chinese rivals in
Tokyo and criticized Japanese historical perceptions to force the Japanese to admit
their existence.

Third, this study analyzes how the South Korean government changed its
stance against the Japanese government on this issue. Again, the Chinese’s strong
stance against the Japanese was a key point. When faced with the Chinese’s strong
stance with the South Korean media, the South Korean government was forced to
take a firmer stance.

Lastly, in this context, this study described why the so-called “Overcoming

Japan Movement (Geugil Undong)” started just after the dispute. During the textbook
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dispute in 1982, the South Korean media and government gradually understood that
the Japanese perception of the international order in northeast Asia in the 1980s had
changed in the 1970s as a result of the diplomatic normalization with the Chinese and
that Japan might no longer be their comrade in the Cold War. Hence, they started the
campaign to know the “real” Japanese people and insisted that Japan was something
that they should have overcome. In this process, the South Korean perception of
the Japanese also changed, and they started to regard the Japanese as worthy of

criticism.






