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Disclaimer 

 Before going into the specifics of the territorial disputes, I would like to specify some 

disclaimers regarding this thesis. This thesis does not attempt to make any political arguments 

for or against any of the territorial claims made by the Chinese, Japanese, and South Korean 

governments. Unlike some previous literature, this thesis is not an evaluation of the claims 

through an examination of primary sources but only focuses on the Chinese, Japanese, and South 

Korean national curricula and their pedagogy surrounding the territorial disputes. 

 This thesis focuses on the three countries, the People’s Republic of China (hereafter 

China), Japan, and the Republic of Korea (hereafter South Korea or Korea), and the narratives of 

history on the territory disputes present in these countries. Although other actors may be a part of 

the territorial dispute, this thesis does not include the other actors’ positions or their part in the 

history of the territorial dispute. This is not a claim about the legitimacy of the other actors, their 

influence on the creation and escalation of the disputes, or their claims to the islands if they have 

any, but merely because the scope of the research focuses on the People’s Republic of China, 

Japan, and the Republic of Korea. 

 The thesis will refer to the islands in contention by the name used in the country currently 

exercising sovereignty over the islands. The islands in dispute between Japan and China will be 

referred to as the Senkaku islands after the Japanese name, and the islands in dispute between 

Korea and Japan will be referred to as the Dokdo islands after the Korean name. The use of these 

names is not meant to signal an acceptance of any particular claims on the islands’ sovereignty. 

Periodically, other forms of the names may appear when talking about the historical names of the 

islands. 
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 The conclusions of the research may also have been affected by the limitations of finding 

sources. While the first chapter of the thesis focuses on the drafting of the post-World War II 

treaties concerning the islands, many of the sources are focused on the U.S.’s role in the creation 

of the treaties. Similarly, chapters 2 and 3 focus on the historiography and the historic narratives 

in China and Korea respectively. As the Chinese textbooks used are from 2003 and 2006 and the 

Korean textbooks from 2011, 2013, and 2014, some of the views analyzed in this thesis may be 

outdated.  
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Introduction 

I. Senkaku/Diaoyu and Dokdo/Takeshima in the Modern World 

In July 2020, an article with the headline “Chinese ships sail in Japanese territorial waters 

near Senkakus for 39 hours — longest since 2012” appeared in the Japanese newspaper The 

Japan Times.1The Japanese government deemed the Chinese ships' patrol around the Senkaku 

Islands “extremely serious” and reaffirmed its “resolute stance” on defending the islands.2 The 

Senkaku Islands, or the Diaoyu Islands (Diaoyudao) as they are known in Chinese, are a set of 

small islands 400 kilometers west of the Japanese island of Okinawa.3 Although Japan currently 

administers the islands, China started actively asserting its claim over the islands in the 1970s 

after “expectations grew for abundant oil and gas deposits in the area.”4 Since then, the islands 

have been the center of a territorial dispute between China and Japan. 

A similar phenomenon can be observed not too far northeast. In response to the Tokyo 

Olympic Organizing Committee’s use of a map including the Liancourt Rocks on its website, the 

South Korean foreign minister “demanded the Japanese Embassy in South Korea modify the 

map showing the islets as Japanese territory,” and Korean Democratic politicians have 

considered stronger measures of enforcing its stance, including talk of boycotting the Tokyo 

Olympics.5 Although the rocks are currently administered by Korea under the name Dokdo, 

Japan has continuously asserted its claim to the islands through various activities including 

 
1 “Chinese Ships Sail in Japanese Territorial Waters near Senkakus for 39 Hours — Longest since 2012.” 2020. The 
Japan Times. July 6, 2020. https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/07/06/national/china-japan-territorial-waters-
senkakus/. [newspaper titles go in italics, at least the Times word, I think] 
2 “Japan Calls China’s Longest Dispatch of Ships near Senkakus ‘Serious.’” 2020. The Japan Times. July 22, 2020. 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/07/22/national/japan-china-ships-near-senkakus/. 
3 “Japan Calls China’s Longest Dispatch of Ships near Senkakus ‘Serious.’” 2020. The Japan Times. 
4 “Japan Calls China’s Longest Dispatch of Ships near Senkakus ‘Serious.’” 2020. The Japan Times. 
5 Shin, Mitch. n.d. “South Korea Erupts in Outrage Over Tokyo Olympics Map.” Accessed October 25, 2021. 
https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/south-korea-erupts-in-outrage-over-tokyo-olympics-map/. 
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government pamphlets and education.6 The two sets of islands are part of an ongoing territorial 

dispute based on historical claims that centers around China, Japan, and Korea. 

 

 

[Figure 1. Map of Dokdo/Takeshima and the Surrounding Korean and Japanese Islands]7 

 
6 Bae, Chinsoo. 2012. “Territorial Issue In The Context Of Colonial History And International Politics: The Dokdo 
Issue Between Korea And Japan.” The Journal of East Asian Affairs 26 (1) p. 39 
7 Image from Kim, Heemin, and Jinman Cho. “A New Approach to a Territorial Dispute Involving a Former 
Colonizer-Colony Pair: The Case of the Dokdo/Takeshima Dispute between Korea and Japan.” Korea Observer 42 
(September 1, 2011): 431–59. 
 



 Kim 9 

 

[Figure 2. Map of Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands]8 

II. Dokdo Background Information 

The Dokdo/Takeshima dispute refers to the island pair between the Korean Peninsula and 

Japan. Although internationally referred to as the Liancourt Rocks in English, the islands are 

called “Dokdo (독도),” or “Solitary Island,” in Korean and “Takeshima (竹島),” or “Bamboo 

Island,” in Japanese.  

Currently, the South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs has a separate dedicated page to 

Dokdo that states the government’s basic position over the islands as the following: 

 
8 Image from Lipin, Michael, Alison Klein, and Dino Beslagic. “The Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands - An Interactive 
Map.” Voice of America News, September 28, 2012. https://www.voanews.com/a/senkaku-diaoyu-islands-
map/3632772.html. 
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Dokdo is an integral part of Korean territory, historically, geographically, and 
under international law. 
No territorial dispute exists regarding Dokdo, and therefore Dokdo is not a matter 
to be dealt with through diplomatic negotiations or judicial settlement.  
The government of the Republic of Korea exercises Korea’s irrefutable territorial 
sovereignty over Dokdo. 
The government will deal firmly and resolutely with any provocation and will 
continue to defend Korea’s territorial integrity over Dokdo.9 

Conversely, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan makes claims to Dokdo by asserting that 

“Japan’s Consistent Position on the Territorial Sovereignty over Takeshima” has always been: 

Takeshima is indisputably an inherent part of the territory of Japan, in light of 
historical facts and based on international law. 
The Republic of Korea has been occupying Takeshima with no basis in 
international law. Any measures the Republic of Korea takes regarding 
Takeshima based on such an illegal occupation have no legal justification. 
Japan will continue to seek the settlement of the dispute over territorial 
sovereignty over Takeshima on the basis of international law in a calm and 
peaceful manner. 
Note: The Republic of Korea has never demonstrated any clear basis for its claims 
that it had taken effective control over Takeshima prior to Japan's effective 
control over Takeshima and reaffirmation of its territorial sovereignty in 1905.10 

The Korean government posits that “no territorial dispute exists regarding Dokdo.”11 this 

claim stems from the Korean narrative that asserts continued sovereignty over Dokdo since the 

Age of the Three Kingdoms in the third century CE, only interrupted during the Japanese 

Colonial Era when Japan colonized Korea. However, the Japanese claim they have historically 

possessed Takeshima, and the Takeshima islets were officially incorporated into Japan’s 

Shimane Prefecture on January 28th, 1905.12The Japanese narrative asserts that this 

incorporation was “simply an act of confirmation of historical possession,” and not a new 

 
9 “The Government’s Basic Position,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Korea, accessed May 7, 2022, 
https://dokdo.mofa.go.kr/eng/dokdo/government_position.jsp. 
10 “Takeshima,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, April 23, 2020, https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-
paci/takeshima/index.html. 
11  “The Government’s Basic Position,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Korea 
12 Alexander Bukh, “Korean National Identity, Civic Activism and the Dokdo/Takeshima Territorial Dispute,” 
Journal of Asian Security and International Affairs 3, no. 2 (2016): p.184 
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territorial claim.13 The South Korean government and people regard the 1905 incorporation of 

Dokdo into the Shimane Prefecture as illegal, and the act is seen as the “first step in Japan’s 

colonization of the [Korean] peninsula.”14 

Since Korea achieved liberation from Japan after the Japanese surrender to the Allied 

Powers on August 15th, 1945, both countries have been asserting their claims to the islands. 

Tension around the islands escalated in 2005 when the Shimane Prefectural Assembly declared 

February 22nd as “Takeshima Day” to commemorate the one-hundredth anniversary of the 

Japanese incorporation of the islands.15 Although Japanese nationalists originally headed the 

legislation for the anniversary, the movement gained popularity and “nearly unanimous support 

in the assembly.”16 The decision strained diplomatic relations between Japan and Korea as the 

Korean government wanted to limit trade with Japan “even if it caused hardship in South 

Korea.”17 

Tensions continued surrounding the islands until April 2006 when Japan and South Korea 

almost entered a maritime conflict over the islands. In response to a Japanese ship entering to 

“map the underwater geography as part of documenting their claim to the islands,” the South 

Korean naval and coast guards were dispatched, “vowing to stop any Japanese incursion.”18 

Currently, the Dokdo Islands are administered by the South Korean government as part of South 

Korean territory with twenty people registered as residents of Dokdo.19 Currently, the South 

Korean government also operates a Dokdo Special Police who protect the islands.20 

 
13 Bukh, “Korean National Identity, Civic Activism and the Dokdo/Takeshima Territorial Dispute,” p.184 
14 Bukh, “Korean National Identity, Civic Activism and the Dokdo/Takeshima Territorial Dispute,” p.185 
15 Kevin J Cooney and Alex Scarbrough, “Japan and South Korea: Can These Two Nations Work Together?,” Asian 
Affairs: An American Review 35, no. 3 (2008): p.184 
16 Cooney and Scarbrough, ““Japan and South Korea,” p.184 
17 Cooney and Scarbrough, ““Japan and South Korea,” p.184 
18 Cooney and Scarbrough, ““Japan and South Korea,” p.184-5 
19 Chae-jong Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa (고등학교 한국사) (Seoul: Jihaksa (지학사), 2014). p.399 
20 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.399 
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III. Senkaku Dispute Background Information 

 The Senkaku/Diaoyudao dispute focuses on a dispute between the Japanese, Chinese, and 

Taiwanese governments centered around the island chain in the East China Sea. Under the 

administration of the Japanese government since the Okinawan Reversion Treaty in 1971, the 

islands have been in contention since July 1970 when Taiwan laid claim over the Senkaku 

Islands under the “principle of the natural prolongation of its territory.”21 The Japanese 

government responded to the claim by asserting the islands as part of the Ryukyu Islands chain, 

thereby originally part of the Japanese territory that should be returned to Japan.22 In its 1972 

legal framework for claiming the islands, the Japanese government traced its history of the 

islands back to 1895 when it claimed the islands were uninhabited and unclaimed, and therefore 

the Japanese incorporated them under the international guideline of terra nullius.23  

The issue became even more complicated when the People’s Republic of China 

expressed its claim to the islands through the People’s Daily in December 1970.24 In 1971, the 

Chinese Communist Party claimed the historical heritage of the islands as they had been used by 

the Chinese since the Ming Dynasty, “when they were used as navigation points by sea voyagers 

from Taiwan.”25 Since the 1970s, the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute has remained a topic of contention 

in Chinese-Japanese relations though it was shelved during the normalization of the two 

countries' relationship in the 1970s. The dispute has periodically flared up in 1990, 1992, 1996, 

and most recently and significantly in 2012.26 

 
21 James Manicom, “The Collapse of Cooperation over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” in Bridging Troubled Waters, 
China, Japan, and Maritime Order in the East China Sea (Georgetown University Press, 2014), p.43, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vj8tx.8.  
22 Manicom, “The Collapse of Cooperation over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” p.44 
23 Manicom, “The Collapse of Cooperation over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” p.44 
24 Manicom, “The Collapse of Cooperation over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” p.44 
25 Manicom, “The Collapse of Cooperation over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” p.44 
26 Manicom, “The Collapse of Cooperation over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,” p.47-52 
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The islands have been administered directly by the Japanese national government since it 

nationalized the islands in 2012 by buying the islands from a private owner. Since the 

incorporation of the islands into Japanese territory, the Japanese government has permitted its 

civilians to move to the islands, and the population reached 200 inhabitants.27 The Japanese 

government maintains a separate page on the Senkaku Islands through the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, which outlines its claim to the Senkaku islands as the following: 

There is no doubt that the Senkaku Islands are clearly an inherent part of the 
territory of Japan, in light of historical facts and based upon international law. 
Indeed, the Senkaku Islands are under the valid control of Japan. There exists no 
issue of territorial sovereignty to be resolved concerning the Senkaku Islands. 
Japan will act firmly and calmly to maintain its territorial integrity. 
Japan continues to strive for peace and stability in the region, which is to be 
established through the observance of international law.28 

Japan’s position on the Senkaku Islands resounds its position with Dokdo. As it did with its 

claims to Dokdo, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs emphasizes the “inherent” nature of 

the Senkakus as a part of Japanese territory by claiming legitimacy through “historical facts” and 

international law.29 Interestingly, as the South Korean government did with Dokdo, the Japanese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs also denies the existence of the territory dispute regarding the 

Senkaku Islands.30 

On September 25th, 2012, the Chinese government responded to the nationalization of the 

islands by the Japanese government by issuing a white paper statement on the islands through the 

 
27“Situation of the Senkaku Islands,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, accessed April 6, 2022, 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/c_m1/senkaku/page1we_000010.html. 
28 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. “Senkaku Islands.” Accessed April 6, 2022. 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/senkaku/index.html 
29 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. “Senkaku Islands.” 
30 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. “Senkaku Islands.” 
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State Council Information Office.31 The statement, titled “Diaoyu Dao, an Inherent Territory of 

China,” detailed the Chinese claim to the island.32 The main claims of the document are as 

follows: 

I. Diaoyu Dao is China's Inherent Territory 
II. Japan Grabbed Diaoyu Dao from China 
III. Backroom Deals Between the United States and Japan Concerning Diaoyu 
Dao are Illegal and Invalid 
IV. Japan's Claim of Sovereignty over Diaoyu Dao is Totally Unfounded 
V. China has Taken Resolute Measures to Safeguard its Sovereignty over Diaoyu 
Dao33 

In asserting its claim to the Senkaku Islands, China also uses the term “inherent territory” to 

describe its historic connection to the islands.34 The Chinese narrative clearly shows the 

sentiments of Japanese treachery that will be explored in future chapters on Chinese 

historiography as they claim Japan “grabbed” the islands from China through “backroom deals” 

with the US.35 

IV. Historiography 

 Current historiography on the territorial disputes in Northeast Asia offers three different 

ways of interpreting the territorial disputes: some scholars provide an analysis of the continued 

effect post-World War II treaties have on defining territories in Northeast Asia, others aim to 

evaluate claims or assertions of territorial claims, while others aim to create a framework for 

future reconciliation.  

 
31 “Full Text: Diaoyu Dao, an Inherent Territory of China,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of 
China, 26 2012, 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/diaodao_665718/201209/t20120926_701830.html. 
32 “Diaoyu Dao, an Inherent Territory of China,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 
33 “Diaoyu Dao, an Inherent Territory of China,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 
34 “Diaoyu Dao, an Inherent Territory of China,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 
35 “Diaoyu Dao, an Inherent Territory of China,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 
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 In analyzing the start of the territorial disputes, historians point to the treaties created 

after the fall of the Japanese Empire in World War II. I started my research on the territorial 

disputes with Kimie Hara’s “50 Years from San Francisco: Re-Examining the Peace Treaty and 

Japan’s Territorial Problems.”36 Through an analysis of the San Francisco Peace Treaty and the 

reversion of Japanese colonies, Hara claims that the omission of specific details for which 

territories would be returned to each country led to the origins of many maritime disputes in 

Northeast Asia.37 Hara’s article connecting the treaties to the territorial disputes emphasizes the 

U.S.’s role in setting the precedents for the territorial disputes due to American involvement in 

drafting the treaties. Other authors include Jean-Marc F. Blanchard, who follows the drafting of 

the treaties through an analysis of historic U.S. Foreign Relations documents, and Zhijian Liang, 

who follows Blanchard’s methodology to assert that confusion and ambiguity over the islands 

could have been avoided through better access to “all available documents and other valid 

evidence” in the process of drafting the treaty.38 

 Liang’s use of the term “valid evidence” highlights the second method of analysis of the 

territorial disputes. Unlike Blanchard, Liang also uses the historic foreign relations documents to 

make a second claim: “the reconstruction of [Liang’s] dual line of history concerning the 

provenance of the Diaoyu Islands supports the opinion that the Chinese discovered the Diaoyu 

Islands originally.”39  Similar to Liang, while some historians may trace the dispute to the mid-

20th century to emphasize the vagueness of the treaties, others use historical documents from the 

period to evaluate or support political claims for the territories. In his article, “Territorial Issue in 

 
36 Kimie Hara, “50 Years from San Francisco: Re-Examining the Peace Treaty and Japan’s Territorial Problems,” 
Pacific Affairs 74, no. 3 (2001): 361–82, https://doi.org/10.2307/3557753. 
37 Hara, “50 Years from San Francisco” 
38 Zhijian Liang, “Study of the Diaoyu Islands: A Continuation of Document-Based Research in the Style of Jean-
Marc F. Blanchard,” China Review, 2011, p.130 
39 Liang, “Study of the Diaoyu Islands,” p.114 
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The Context Of Colonial History And International Politics: The Dokdo Issue Between Korea 

And Japan,” Chinsoo Bae asserts that Japan’s acquisition attempt of Dokdo was part of its 

“history of aggression,” and that the first five drafts of the San Francisco Peace Treaty placed 

Dokdo under Korean sovereignty.40 Bae views the Dokdo dispute as not only a historical 

problem, but one rooted in politics as the issue is “a potent tool in rallying [Japanese] right-wing 

and nationalist supporters to conservative factions and parties.”41  

 The final method of analysis of the territorial disputes looks not to the past, but to the 

future. Some historians hope to provide a legal framework for reconciliation and resolving the 

disputes. One such example is Joshua Castellino and Elvira Domínguez Redondo’s approach to 

the issue through the lens of international law.42 Castellino and Domínguez Redondo use 

contemporary cases related to Terra Nullis and uti possidetis juris to evaluate Japanese and 

Korean claims to the Dokdo Islets.43 Ji Young Kim, on the other hand, chooses to focus on 

domestic politics and refers to the islands dispute as part of the “symbolic politics” between 

Japanese conservative elites and the Korean masses and suggests a resolution through restraint 

and removal of cultural biases.44 

 While current historiography focuses on the political ramifications of the territorial 

disputes and evaluates the claims made by the contending governments, I choose to explore a 

theme that is easily overlooked in the discussion of the territorial disputes: post-colonialism. My 

interest in the impact of post-colonialism on the territorial disputes started with Chinsoo Bae’s 

 
40 Chinsoo Bae, “Territorial Issue in the Context of Colonial History and International Politics: The Dokdo Issue 
Between Korea and Japan,” The Journal of East Asian Affairs 26, no. 1 (2012): p.39 
41 Bae, “Territorial Issue in the Context of Colonial History and International Politics,” P. 43 
42 Joshua Castellino and Elvira Domínguez Redondo, “The Title to Dokdo/Takeshima: Addressing the Legacy of 
World War II Territorial Settlements/Finding the Right Settlement of Dispute Mechanism,” International Journal on 
Minority and Group Rights 22, no. 4 (2015): 550–77. 
43 Castellino and Redondo, “The Title to Dokdo/Takeshima.” 
44 Ji Young Kim, “Escaping the Vicious Cycle: Symbolic Politics and History Disputes between South Korea and 
Japan,” Asian Perspective 38, no. 1 (2014): 31–60. 
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2012 article “Territorial Issue in the Context of Colonial History and International Politics: The 

Dokdo Issue Between Korea And Japan.”45 While presenting an interpretation of Japan’s claim 

to the territorial disputes, Bae’s article focused on “[exploring] new patterns, from the 

perspective of colonial history and international politics that might have been overlooked in 

previous studies of the Dokdo issue.”46  

Bae asserts that Japan’s 1905 choice to incorporate Dokdo was “in the line of Japan's 

imperialistic aggression,” and its modern claims to Dokdo are used as a response to gain 

domestic support in times of trouble for the Japanese government. 47 Drawing from Bae’s theory, 

I focused my research on connecting the territorial disputes to the memories of Japanese 

colonialism and imperialism in South Korea. While conducting research, I also was heavily 

influenced by Zheng Wang’s book Never Forget National Humiliation.48 In his book, Wang 

argues that the Chinese historical memory of its humiliation under the Japanese Empire’s 

invasion of Manchuria and the subsequent Chinese retaliation against the Japanese continue to 

influence Chinese historiography, education, and politics today.49 Combining the perspectives of 

two different countries, I decided to examine the advent of the territorial disputes in the context 

of the end of colonialism in Asia, the remnants of nationalism and post-colonialist memory in the 

dominant historical narrative of Korea and China, and how these historiographies shape the 

future generations’ interpretation of the territorial disputes through history education. In my 

thesis, I address two central questions: “How do the historical narratives present in Chinese and 

 
45 Bae, “Territorial Issue In The Context Of Colonial History And International Politics.” 
46 Bae, “Territorial Issue In The Context Of Colonial History And International Politics,” p.45 
47 Bae, “Territorial Issue In The Context Of Colonial History And International Politics,” p.45-46 
48 Zheng Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics and Foreign Relations 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2014) 
49 Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation. 
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Korean education reflect the advent of the territorial disputes?” and “How does history education 

in China and Korea reinforce the territorial disputes in East Asia?” 

V. Argument 

 Through my thesis, I argue that the historical memory of Japanese colonialism and 

aggression and nationalist ideas continue to shape Chinese and Korean interpretations of the 

territorial disputes to the present. While the creation of the territory disputes may be attributed to 

a multiplicity of different factors, including the start of the Cold War and U.S. strategic interests, 

the Chinese and Korean narratives focus on Japan and its role in starting the disputes due to the 

prevalence of post-colonial nationalistic historiography. Additionally, the Chinese and Korean 

education systems present the territorial disputes in a nationalistic framework that frames the 

protection of territorial claims as a milestone in the nation’s progress and protection from past 

humiliation.   

 The first chapter of the thesis focuses on the creation of the territorial disputes and the 

selective use of strategic ambiguity to suggest that territorial disputes are not an inherent or a 

perpetual problem stemming from ancient history, but a byproduct of 20th-century international 

politics in Asia. The second chapter starts a more specific analysis by centering around China 

and its position in the Senkaku dispute. In this chapter, I examine the dominant Chinese narrative 

of “Never Forget National Humiliation” in reference to China’s status during the 20th century 

and its continued effect on Chinese historiography. Through an analysis of the history of Chinese 

historiography and Chinese education on the territory dispute, chapter 2 shows the perceived 

importance of the Senkaku dispute in protecting Chinese sovereignty. The third chapter follows 

the same framework but with Korea and the Dokdo dispute. The chapter follows the 

development of Korean nationalist history as a means of countering Japanese colonialism and the 
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rise of Korean nationalist historiography as the center of Korean social thought. By examining 

the presence of minjok ideals in contemporary Korean education on the history and the Dokdo 

dispute, chapter 3 displays the prominent role of Japanese colonialism in framing ideas about the 

protection of sovereignty over Dokdo in Korea.  
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Chapter 1: Tracing the Origins of the Territorial Disputes 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the extent to which the treaties after World War II were purposely 

drafted ambiguously and the politics and strategic choices behind such decisions. The 

international politics of the Cold War and domestic politics in the United States, South Korea, 

Japan, and China led the drafters of the treaties concerning the Senkaku Islands and Dokdo 

Islands to create ambiguous treaties that led to the territorial disputes. This chapter examines 

how the overarching advent of the Cold War and other pressing diplomatic issues led the U.S., 

the primary drafter of the San Francisco Peace Treaty and the Okinawa Peace Treaty, to 

strategically craft ambiguous treaties.  

I. Senkaku and Dokdo Before the Second World War 

The precedent of determining the sovereignty of the Senkaku Islands and the Dokdo 

Islands started with the Allied Powers’ proclamation of returning colonial territory to former 

countries in the Cairo Communique and the Potsdam Declaration. On December 1, 1943, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt of the U.S., Chiang Kai-shek of the Republic of China, and Winston 

Churchill of Great Britain announced a statement concerning their policy towards Japan in the 

Second World War. In the communique, the three leaders claimed the following on the future of 

the Japanese colonies: 

The Three Great Allies are fighting this war to restrain and punish the 
aggression of Japan. They covet no gain for themselves and have no thought of 
territorial expansion. It is their purpose that Japan shall be stripped of all the 
islands in the Pacific which she has seized or occupied since the beginning of the 
first World War in 1914, and that all the territories Japan has stolen from the 
Chinese, such as Manchuria, Formosa, and The Pescadores, shall be restored to 
the Republic of China. Japan will also be expelled from all other territories which 
she has taken by violence and greed. The aforesaid three great powers, mindful of 
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the enslavement of the people of Korea, are determined that in due course Korea 
shall become free and independent.50 

The Cairo Communique remains important for setting a precedent for the Allied Powers’ policy 

on Japanese colonial territories. The document reaffirms that the Allied Powers did not seek 

territorial gain through the surrender of Japan, thereby ending the propagation of imperialist 

colonialism in Asia. Additionally, it is important to note the emphasis placed on which territories 

Japan must give up in its surrender. Through the Cairo Communique, the Allied Powers “obliged 

the Japanese to renounce inter alia their claim to Taiwan as well as all the territories that they had 

taken by ‘violence and greed.'”51 The phrase “violence and greed” complicates defining the 

territories Japan must give up to its former colonies. In effect, although the Cairo Communique 

created a precedent for limiting Japanese territory and set up the reversion of its colonies to their 

former sovereign nations, it does not specify the extent of such reversions and which territories 

that reversions have pertained.52 

 The U.S., the Republic of China, and Great Britain reaffirmed this sentiment of ending 

colonialism and returning sovereignty to the Japanese colonies two years later when defining the 

terms of Japanese surrender at Potsdam on July 26, 1945. Clause 8 of the Potsdam Declaration 

defines the Japanese territories as “limited to the islands of Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, Shikoku 

and such minor islands as [the U.S., Republic of China, and Great Britain] determine.”53 The 

implication to note in clause 8 of the Potsdam Declaration does not lie in the main islands named 

 
50 “The Cairo Declaration,” November 26, 1943, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, Foreign 
Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, The Conferences at Cairo and Tehran, 1943 (Washington, DC: 
United States Government Printing Office, 1961), 448-449. https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/122101 
51 Jean-Marc F. Blanchard. “The U. S. Role in the Sino-Japanese Dispute over the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands, 1945-
1971.” The China Quarterly, no. 161 (2000): p.101; Joshua Castellino and Elvira Domínguez Redondo, “The Title 
to Dokdo/Takeshima: Addressing the Legacy of World War II Territorial Settlements/Finding the Right Settlement 
of Dispute Mechanism,” International Journal on Minority and Group Rights 22, no. 4 (2015): p.556 
52 Castellino and Redondo, “The Title to Dokdo/Takeshima,” p.556 
53 “Potsdam Declaration.” n.d. National Diet Library. Accessed September 14, 2021. 
https://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/e/etc/c06.html. 
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in the clause, but in that the determination of Japanese territory, thereby the determination of 

which colonial territories are reverted to their former countries, was not determined through the 

opinions of the Japanese or its former colonies, but by the Allied Powers.54 This sentiment of the 

Allied Powers determining the future of territories in Northeast Asia continues in the subsequent 

treaties surrounding the Senkakus and Dokdo.  

II. The San Francisco Peace Treaty 

 After the surrender of the Japanese Empire in the Second World War, the Allied Powers 

met to draft the San Francisco Peace Treaty. Although the San Francisco Peace Treaty acted as a 

treaty that set up the normalization of relations between Japan and the Allied power, it is 

imperative to understand the San Francisco Peace Treaty as an extension of the Allied powers’ 

agenda to create a system that supported the Free World in its impending fight against 

Communism in the Cold War.  

II-a. Dokdo in the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

Article 2 of the final draft of the San Francisco Peace Treaty defines the extent of 

Japanese territories by renouncing Japan’s claim to its territorial acquisitions during the 20th 

century in the following words: 

(a) Japan, recognizing the independence of Korea, renounces all right, title and 
claim to Korea, including the islands of Quelpart, Port Hamilton and Dagelet.55 

Although the San Francisco Peace Treaty explicitly mentions the islands of Quelpart, 

Port Hamilton, and Dagelet, it leaves the territorial sovereignty of the many minor islands 

in East Asia ambiguous. Because the treaty does not mention the renunciation of 

 
54 Castellino and Redondo, “The Title to Dokdo/Takeshima,” p.556 
55 Treaty of Peace with Japan (with two declarations), San Francisco, 8 September 1951, United Nations Treaty 
Series, vol. 136, No. 1832, available from https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%20136/volume-136-i-
1832-english.pdf p. 49 
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sovereignty for Dokdo/Takeshima (hereafter Dokdo), the Japanese government pointed to 

this absence of territorial guidelines in the San Francisco Peace Treaty to assert 

sovereignty over the islands. 

 It is interesting to note that the first drafts of the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

mentioned the islands by name. Earlier drafts of the San Francisco Peace Treaty show the 

U.S. government’s intention of “[favoring] the transfer of Takeshima to Korea].”56  

Under Chapter II, Territorial Clauses, Article 6, of the 2 November 1949 draft, Japanese 

territory is defined as  

Japan hereby renounces in favor of Korea all rights and titles to the Korean 
mainland territory and all offshore Korean islands, including Quelpart (Saishu 
To), the Nan How group (San To, or Komun Do) which forms Port Hamilton 
(Tonankai), Dagelet Island (Utsuryo To, or Matsu Shima), Liancourt Rocks 
(Takeshima), and all other islands and islets to which Japan has acquired title 
lying outside the line described in Article 3 and to the east of the meridian 124° 
15' E. longitude, north of the parallel 33° N. latitude, and west of a line from the 
seaward terminus of the boundary approximately three nautical miles from the 
mouth of the Tumen River to a point in 37° 30' N. latitude, 132° 40' E. longitude. 

The inclusion of Dokdo in the first drafts of the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

reflects the earlier American occupation policies. When MacArthur proposed a 

demarcation line for the Japanese territory under U.S. occupation, the line excluded 

Dokdo from the Japanese territory.57 SCAPIN 677, a memorandum from the Supreme 

Commander for the Allied Powers to the Imperial Japanese Government on 29 January 

1946, defines the Japanese territory to include “the four main islands of Japan (Hokkaido, 

Honshu, Kyushu, and Shikoku)” and other minor islands while excluding “(a) Utsuryo 

 
56 Kimie Hara, “50 Years from San Francisco: Re-Examining the Peace Treaty and Japan’s Territorial Problems,” 
Pacific Affairs 74, no. 3 (2001): 361–82, https://doi.org/10.2307/3557753.  
57 “SCAPIN 677 - Takeshima Immediately After World War II.” n.d. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. Accessed 
December 11, 2021. https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/na/takeshima/page1we_000061.html.  
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(Ullung) Island, Liancourt Rocks (Tako Island), and Quelpart (Saishu or Cheju) Island.”58 

Similarly, SCAPIN 1033, another memorandum on 22 June 1946, provides specific 

limitations for Japanese fishing territories, and dictates that “Japanese vessels or 

personnel thereof will not approach closer than twelve (12) miles to Takeshima…nor 

have any contact with the said island.”59 However, this line was only drawn “for the 

occupation authorities’ administrative convenience and was not necessarily intended as a 

final border demarcation.”60 Consequently, Japanese scholars interpret this document to 

signify a “[suspension of] Japanese jurisdiction” rather than a “[determination] of title.”61 

The later versions of the drafts reflect the provisional status of the Dokdo islands 

and the change in American interpretations of these islands. When the Korean 

ambassador requested an amendment to the draft treaty to include Dokdo in a letter to the 

U.S. secretary of state on 19 July 1951, assistant secretary of state Dean Rusk replied the 

“United States could not concur in the proposed amendment as it applied to Dokdo since, 

according to his information, Dokdo had never been treated as a part of Korea.”62 

Conflicting interpretations of Rusk’s letter remain in the analysis of Dokdo’s sovereignty. 

One interpretation is the retention of Japanese sovereignty of the minor islands not 

outlined in the San Francisco Peace Treaty. However, Seok Woo Lee suggests Rusk’s 

refusal to adopt the Korean amendment is based on the U.S. understanding of East Asian 

history, thereby “[leaving] the door open to Korea to show that it had treated Dokdo as 
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part of Korea before 1905 when the Japanese placed Dokdo under the jurisdiction of 

Shimane prefecture.”63  

II-b. Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

Article 3 provides the foundation for the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands (hereafter Diaoyu) 

dispute between Japan and China U.S acquisition of the Okinawan Islands: 

Japan will concur in any proposal of the United States to the United Nations to 
place under its trusteeship system, with the United States as the sole administering 
authority, Nansei Shoto south of 29 north latitude (including the Ryukyu Islands 
and the Daito Islands), Nanpo Shoto south of Sofu Gan (including the Bonin 
Islands, Rosario Island and the Volcano Islands) and Parece Vela and Marcus 
Island. Pending the making of such a proposal and affirmative action thereon, the 
United States will have the right to exercise all and any powers of administration, 
legislation and jurisdiction over the territory and inhabitants of these islands, 
including their territorial waters.64 

One debate stemming from article 3 of the San Francisco Treaty was defining the 

extent of the Ryukyu islands placed under U.S. jurisdiction. The term Nansei Shoto was 

added to the draft treaty as the Japanese believed the Nansei islands constituted “all 

islands between Kyushu and Formosa.”65 Samuel W. Boggs, special advisor for 

geography in the office of the special assistant for intelligence and research, suggested 

the term Nansei “in deference to Japanese wishes.”66 The term Nansei Shoto, or Nanpo 

Shoto, suggests a bias towards Japan’s claim to the islands as it was a Japanese word in 

contrast to the word Ryukyu, a derivation of the Chinese Loochoo.67 The choice to use a 

 
63 Lee, “Dokdo,” p.365 
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Japanese word in defining the islands in the San Francisco treaty shows an affinity 

toward Japanese sovereignty over the islands. 

Another factor of contention was the ambiguous “residual sovereignty” of the 

Okinawan islands given to the Japanese government by the U.S. A U.S. army analysis 

does affirm residual sovereignty to mean “the United States will not transfer its sovereign 

powers [administrative, legislative, and jurisdiction] over the RyukyusIslands to any 

nation other than Japan.”68 Although the U.S. established itself as “the sole 

administrating authority in Okinawa,” the San Francisco Peace Treaty does not contain 

information on where sovereignty over the islands.69  However, when examining the San 

Francisco Peace Treaty, this sentiment is not expressed. Although the U.S. established 

itself as “the sole administrating authority in Okinawa,” the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

does not contain information on where sovereignty over the islands.70 

Paul J. Smith, National Security Affairs professor in the Naval War College, 

contends there were 3 major considerations to the rationale behind granting Japan 

residual sovereignty over Okinawa: cultivating Japan as an important U.S. ally in the 

Asia-Pacific Cold War, providing an incentive to the Japanese government to grant 

“maximum flexibility” to the U.S. use of military bases on Okinawa, and mitigating anti-

American sentiment in Okinawa and mainland Japan.71 In effect, the U.S. had “neither 

prohibited Japan from repossessing the Ryukyus in the future nor closed off alternative 
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territorial settlements with other countries.”72 However, internal sentiment in the U.S. 

displays U.S. sympathy toward Japanese sovereignty. John Foster Dulles, then-Secretary 

of State, affirmed Japan would hold “residual sovereignty” of the Ryukyus at the San 

Francisco conference and during the Senate ratification of the treaty.73 A 1965 

memorandum confirmed this agreement shows an agreement “to return [the Ryukyu 

Islands] to full Japanese control as soon as Free World security interests permit.”74  

II-c. Strategic Ambiguity in the San Francisco Peace Treaty 

Although some scholars claim U.S. lack of information or bureaucratic blunders 

led to the ambiguities in the San Francisco Peace Treaty, these theories may only be 

partly true; instead, a more accurate interpretation of the San Francisco Peace Treaty is to 

examine it as a carefully crafted document using strategic ambiguity. The strategic choice 

for ambiguity concerning Dokdo was the uncertainty of South Korea’s future. At the 

same time as the early drafting of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, the future of South 

Korea became uncertain with the progression of the Korean War, leading to the 

disappearance of “Takeshima” from the subsequent U.S. drafts.75  Although previously 

America’s hold on the Korean peninsula had been seemingly secure, the intervention of 

communist China in November 1950 “prompted Washington to consider ‘loss of Korea’ 

a possibility.”76 Although one explanation for this change could have been to shorten the 

previously lengthy treaty, Dulles’ choice to shorten the treaty could have alternatively 

been a strategic choice to “give rise to disputes…to give the U.S.A room for future 
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manoeuver.”77 By creating ambiguity in Dokdo’s status, Dulles ensured a potential 

“wedge” to secure an alliance with Japan and prevent the expansion of communism by 

setting up the Kurile Islands, Dokdo, and Senkaku to be included in the Acheson line, 

“the U.S. defense line in the Western Pacific.”78  

For the Senkaku islands, the U.S’ choice can be best explained by examining 

Okinawa’s strategic importance in retaining American security in the Pacific. Although 

initially limited to the Kume Island in the west, U.S. military action started expanding 

into the Senkaku islands by 19 January 1946.79 The Truman administration recognized 

the retention of Nansei Shoto as an imperative for securing the American position in the 

Pacific, and the objective became more important with the start of the Chinese Civil 

War.80 In August 1948, the Central Intelligence Agency issued a report warning 

communist victory in mainland China and the subsequent return of the Ryukyus to China 

could lead to Soviet entry into these islands, “[putting] at risk the whole U.S. Pacific base 

system.”81 The subsequent fall of China to the Communist party made the retention of 

Okinawa a more important task as it became one of the “important defence points” for 

the U.S. defense perimeter in the Asia-Pacific.82 

However, this ambiguity in the San Francisco Peace Treaty provided the basis for 

the current territorial disputes when considering the framework the San Francisco Peace 

Treaty provides in defining the Senkaku Islands and Dokdo under international law. 

When considering the international legal implications of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, 
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Seok Woo Lee elaborates on the significance the San Francisco Peace Treaty holds in the 

islands’ status under international law as it is “difficult to ignore the possibility that great 

legal significance will be accorded to the process of territorial disposition by the Allied 

powers according to the San Francisco Peace Treaty.”83 While the territories’ status in the 

San Francisco Peace Treaty may not be “the ultimate factor in determining the 

sovereignty issue,” the execution and drafting of the treaty remain significant as “all 

relevant data may be reevaluated within the framework of general principles of 

international law in relation to territorial acquisitions.”84  

The treaty did not entirely neglect the possibility of disputes arising from these 

ambiguities. Dulles’ goal was to have these ambiguities created by the shortened treaty be 

dealt with in the future through the International Court of Justice as outlined by the 

process in article 22. 

“If in the opinion of any Party to the present Treaty there has arisen a dispute 

concerning the interpretation or execution of the Treaty, which is not settled by 

reference to a special claims tribunal or by other agreed means, the dispute shall, 

at the request of any party thereto, be referred for decision to the International 

Court of Justice. Japan and those Allied Powers which are not already parties to 

the Statute of the International Court of Justice will deposit with the Registrar of 

the Court, at the time of their respective ratifications of the present Treaty, and in 

conformity with the resolution of the United Nations Security Council, dated 
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October 15, 1946, 2 a general declaration accepting the jurisdiction, without 

special agreement, of the Court generally in respect to all disputes of the character 

referred to in this Article.”85 

Although Article 22 of the San Francisco seemingly provides a simple solution to the 

territorial disputes by presenting the case to the International Court of Justice, the Article 

is more important in its representation of a recurring theme concerning territorial disputes 

in Northeast Asian treaties: a deferral to the future generation to resolve the problem. 

III. The Okinawa Reversion Treaty  

 

[Figure 3. Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs Diagram of the Territories Given Back to Japan 

Okinawan Reversion Treaty] 86 
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The tactic of strategic ambiguity continued into two subsequent treaties that chose to 

postpone a resolution of the territorial disputes: the Okinawa Reversion Treaty and the 1965 

Korea-Japan Normalization Treaty. While drafters of both treaties could have chosen to clearly 

define terms and territories for Japan, Korea, and China, the resulting treaties only exacerbated 

the territorial dispute by leaving the problem of definition to the future. 

Recognizing that the U.S. retention of control over Okinawa presented an obstacle to 

developing closer American ties with Japan, Dulles warned Eisenhower the deterioration of an 

alliance with Japan may “offset the military advantages [the U.S.] would gain from the military 

rights [the U.S.] retained in Okinawa.”87 Although the Eisenhower administration and the 

subsequent Kennedy administration did not consider Okinawa's consideration in its foreign 

policy, the question of Okinawa's Reversion saw a shift with the induction of the Lyndon B. 

Johnson administration. The Johnson administration started receiving increasing diplomatic 

pressure from Japan on the Okinawa issue as Okinawa became “the leading political issue in 

Japan.”88  U.S. officials framed Okinawa as “a simmering and potentially dangerous issue in 

terms of U.S. relations with Japan,” and they argued the U.S. would have to choose between two 

mutually exclusive options: the retention of Okinawa or a strategic alliance with Japan.89 In the 

end, the Johnson administration agreed on a reversion of Okinawa “when the security interests of 

the free world in the Far East [would] permit the realization of this desire.”90 Johnson’s time 

frame for the return of Okinawa to Japan did not align with the Japanese request for a reversion 

 
Caption: “The administrative rights of all of the islands within the area inside the straight lines on the map were 
returned to Japan in 1972 in accordance with the Okinawa Reversion Agreement. The Senkaku Islands are included 
in this area.” 
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“as soon as possible,” and displays a preference coherent with his predecessors to retain U.S. 

administration of Okinawa.   

The Nixon administration, however, regarded Okinawa as a “constant irritant” in the U.S. 

Japan relations and initiated the process of returning Okinawa to Japan.91 However, Nixon 

focused only on the diplomatic issue between the U.S. and Japan in his envisioning of the 

Okinawa Reversion Treaty. Nixon’s general objective given to the U.S. embassy in Tokyo was  

1. To retain maximum military flexibility for our Okinawa bases. 
2. To arrange an orderly transfer of administrative rights over Okinawa. 
3. To assure maximum economic and financial benefit to [the] U.S. 
4. To assure best arrangements for the future of U.S. business and other private 
U.S. interests on Okinawa. 
5. To assure public support of [the] continued U.S. military presence.92 

Important to note in Nixon’s general objective is the emphasis placed on the retention of 

U.S. benefits and “public support” towards the U.S., yet the general objective does not 

contain any mention of the Senkaku Islands or the determination of its sovereignty. 

 The absence of Nixon’s opinion on the Senkaku issue derives from the concurrent 

increasing attention given to the Senkaku Islands. In May 1969, the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East reported the discovery of “one of the 

most prolific oil and gas reservoirs in the world” near Senkaku, leading to the interest of 

the international oil industry.93 With this increasing interest from the oil industry came a 

closer examination of the Senkaku issue from China and Taiwan. The Taiwanese actively 

advocated for Taiwanese sovereignty over the islands through various methods, including 
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an aide-mémoire from the Republic of China ambassador to the U.S. and a protest by 

Chinese students in front of the United Nations building.94  

Complicating the issue of reversion was the U.S. attempt to maintain close ties 

with the Republic of China and normalize relations with the People’s Republic of China. 

As the U.S. was also attempting to resolve the issue of textile imports from Taiwan, 

Ambassador at Large David Kennedy suggested it may be best to retain the status quo 

U.S. administration of Senkaku until the territorial dispute was resolved.95 At the same 

time, the 1970s U.S. policy of rapprochement towards the People’s Republic of China 

due to the potential importance of Beijing’s cooperation in competing with the Soviet 

Union.96 

In response to these rising tension and diplomatic ramifications surrounding the 

Senkaku islands, the Nixon administration decided to continue to implement a policy of 

strategic ambiguity like the San Francisco Peace Treaty when drafting the Okinawa 

Reversion Treaty. Although the U.S. returned the Senkaku Islands by grouping them as 

part of the Ryukyu Island Chain, the U.S. administration clearly expressed its intention to 

not partake in making a stance on the legal status of the Senkaku Islands.97 In the Senate 

ratification hearings for the Okinawa Reversion Treaty, Secretary of State William 

Rogers stated “the treaty does not affect the legal status of [the Senkaku Islands] at all. 

Whatever the legal status was before the treaty is going to be the legal situation after the 

treaty comes into effect,” while Robert Starr, the Acting Assistant Legal Adviser for East 

Asian and Pacific Affairs at the State Department reaffirmed U.S. neutrality by claiming 
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the U.S. could not “diminish the rights of other claimants” as it was merely “giving back 

what it received.”98 

Conclusion 

 In tracing the start of the territorial disputes surrounding the Senkaku Islands and 

Dokdo, it is evident that a recurring theme in these treaties is the prioritization of other 

diplomatic issues and the deferral of the issues to future generations. Additionally, it is 

important to note the role the Allied Powers played in determining the sovereignty of 

these territories as it brings into question the responsibility these countries have in 

resolving the territorial disputes.  
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Chapter 2: Senkaku’s Place in Chinese Historic Memory 

Introduction 

Through an analysis of Chinese textbooks and publications from the Chinese Ministry of 

Education, this chapter examines the role Senkaku plays in China’s historic memory. After an 

examination of the theory behind historical memory, this chapter traces the development of 

nationalism and anti-imperialism in China’s historical narratives. The chapter also uses Chinese 

textbooks from 2003 and 2006 to understand how Chinese history education reinforces the 

dominant historical narrative. Finally, the chapter explores publications from the Chinese 

Ministry of Education since the 2012 anti-Japanese protests in China to understand the 

increasing importance of the Senkaku Islands in China’s narratives on history. 

I.  Importance of Historical Memory 

Social memory of the past and historical facts do not always lead to the same conclusion. 

Social memory and history are in “fundamental opposition” as memory continues to change in its 

“permanent evolution,” while history remains an incomplete reconstruction of the past.99 A 

group of people does not derive its memory from historical facts but from the “semiorchestrated 

construction of [a] national narrative” and the bureaucratic selection and omission of historical 

facts in history education.100  These narratives become myths that “define who a group member 

is, what it means to be a group member, and typically who the group’s enemies are.”101  

Compared to historical facts, the way a group remembers history, or historical memory, 

plays a more important role in defining social perception and identity. Although historical 
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memory may be intangible, its effects on a group of people are clearly visible as it helps unite a 

group of people and can determine national interest and policy.102  

In his book, Never Forget National Humiliation, Zheng Wang argues that the presence of 

historical traumas and celebrations is instrumental in developing historical memory. Jan Assman 

provides a similar analysis of cultural memory as derived from “figures of memories.”103 These 

figures of memories are fixed points in the past “whose memory is maintained through cultural 

formation…and institutional communication.”104 However, as modern memory is archival, 

contemporary people depend on the “materiality of the trace, the immediacy of the recording, 

[or] the visibility of the image” in creating historical memory.105 Consequently, the traumas and 

celebrations of the past are not determined by the significance of the event in the past, but can be 

curated through a set of “chosen traumas passed through generations.”106 These chosen traumas 

are incorporated into a group’s identity as they pass from generation to generation through social 

and formal education, and the historical truth becomes secondary to the myth that the culture 

develops.107 This collective memory becomes especially highlighted when it comes to 

irresolvable conflicts as groups use it to “justify” the start or development of a conflict by 

presenting “positive images of the group itself as it engages in intense self-justification, self-

glorification, and self-praise” while delegitimizing its opponent.108 

Wang argues the period of historical trauma is apparent in its “century of humiliation.” 

The “century of humiliation” refers to China’s experience from the mid-19th to the mid-20th 
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century when it was “attacked, bullied, and torn asunder by imperialists.”109 Before the 19th 

century, China had enjoyed regional hegemony in East Asia; consequently, China historically 

believed it to be the chosen country.110 This all changed with Japan and the Western power’s 

challenge to the status quo in the mid-19th century. During the century of humiliation, Chinese 

history is characterized by multiple foreign invasions including the First Opium War (1839-42), 

the Second Opium War (1856-60), the Sino-Japanese War (1894-5), the Japanese Invasion of 

Manchuria (1931-2), and the Anti-Japanese War (also known as the Second Sino-Japanese War; 

1937-45).111 The period is also known as the “treaty century” due to the numerous treaties 

foreign powers imposed upon China; the Chinese refer to these treaties as “unequal treaties” or 

“[treaties] of humiliation.”112 

In this chapter, I examine the escalation of the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute and the 

Dokdo/Takeshima dispute through Wang’s framework of traumas and celebrations. The 

historical background provided in this chapter does not encompass every interaction or event in 

East Asia during the 20th century but focuses on events significant in developing Chinese and 

Korean historical memory toward Japan.  

II. The Creation of Nationalism and Historical Consciousness in China 

II-a. The Fluctuations of Nationalism in China 

 China’s experience during the “century of humiliation” continues to influence its 

nationalism today.113 Nationalism in China did not start entirely as a grassroots movement but 

was started by intellectuals who conducted “consciousness-raising activities” about the history of 
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the unequal treaties in China.114 Recognizing the failure of Confucianism and traditionalism as 

leading ideologies in China, the Chinese Nationalists (Kuomintang) and the Chinese Communist 

Party adopted nationalism as they both claimed that their goal was to “save the country.”115 

 It was under the Kuomintang and the Chinese Republic that Chinese nationalism first 

flourished. Sun Yat-sen and his successor Chiang Kai-shek adopted the idea of xuechi (雪耻), or 

“avenge humiliation” as their “main political platform and mission of [their] party.”116 In his 

book China’s Destiny (1947), Chiang asserts the following about the lessons of China’s 

experience during the century of humiliation: 

The Chinese people cannot hope to make their country strong and wipe out their 
national humiliation unless they struggle to the utmost for the attainment of their 
goal, and the goal can only be attained through a national revolution which will 
unify the people’s will and fulfill the people’s aspirations.  

In his analysis, Chiang emphasizes the Chinese nation’s humiliation as it lost its regional 

hegemony and was attacked by Japan, a country it had previously considered to be a tributary 

and vassal state.117 Aligning with Chiang’s analysis of Chinese history, “Never Forget National 

Humiliation” became the national slogan in China.118 

 However, contrary to Kuomintang’s focus on humiliation during the 1920s and 1930s, 

the Chinese Communist Party minimized nationalism based on past humiliation, instead of 

focusing on the victory of the Chinese Communist Party and the “importance of class 

consciousness.”119 Although the humiliation China suffered under Japan had been central in 

building national consciousness under the Kuomintang, the Chinese Communist Party focused 
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on its victory over the Kuomintang to create a consciousness founded on class rather than 

ethnicity.120 The focus on class also allowed Mao Zedong, the leader of the Chinese Communist 

Party, to position himself as a leader of international communism while nationalism would 

contradict his efforts.121 

 The focus on nationalism and past humiliation only started receiving attention again with 

the outbreak of the Tiananmen Square protest [date] and the newly developed pressure on the 

Chinese Communist Party.122 Recognizing a need for change to promote support from the 

younger generation, Deng Xiaoping and the Chinese Communist Party decided to focus on 

ideological education.123 This was the start of the Chinese Patriotic Education Campaign. The 

Chinese Communist Party designed the Patriotic Education campaign to educate the Chinese 

public about the struggle of the Chinese people against the “foreign imperialists who had invaded 

China.”124  

The Patriotic Education Campaign was more pervasive than the formal education in 

school as it utilized different media to change public perception. Movies depicting scenes of 

Japanese atrocities during the Sino-Japanese wars (1894-5, 1937-45), including the Nanjing 

Massacre (1937), biochemical warfare, and the Japanese sexual exploitation of “comfort 

women,” became more widespread.125 Japanese soldiers in television series were simplified into 

villains as the series highlighted Japanese cruelty in contrast to the Chinese youths “heroically 

fighting the Japanese enemy.”126 At the same time, local governments erected monuments to 
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remember the fight against the Japanese army.127 Similarly, the publication Cankao Xiaoxi 

selectively translated foreign articles to invoke “patriotic sentiment among China’s well-

educated readers.”128 The Cankao Xiaoxi would translate articles from right-wing Japanese 

extremists to create a false representation of the Japanese perception of past atrocities “even if 

those rightists were not well known and considered ridiculous by most people in Japan.”129 

The Patriotic Education Campaign was successful in changing the historical memory of 

the Chinese public. Although it was the older generation that experienced the traumatic events 

under the Japanese empire, it was the younger generation raised with a patriotic education who 

were stronger in expressing anti-Japanese sentiment.130 The shift in the narrative of the Sino-

Japanese War is a good example of the change in historical perspectives under the Patriotic 

Education Campaign. Previously, education on the Sino-Japanese War resonated with the 

dominant Marxist ideology of the Chinese government by focusing on the internal class conflict 

between the workers and the bourgeoisie.131 In the new narrative, the “emphasis [was] placed on 

the international and ethnic conflict between China and Japan.132 While previously China was 

described as “the victor,” China as “the victim” became more common in the national narrative 

as it highlighted the foreign atrocities China suffered during the 20th century.133   

II-b. The Effect of Chinese Nationalism on Historical Memory 

 The anti-Japanese sentiment was not historically limited to the territorial disputes with 

Japan. Starting with the Japanese Empire’s aggressions toward the Chinese in the 20th century, 

the Chinese started referring to the Japanese in popular culture through derogatory terms such as 
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riben guizi134 (Japanese devils) and xiao riben135 (Small Japan).136 Using the Chinese character 

gui137, referring to ghosts or supernatural beings, Riben guizi was an allusion to the monstrosity 

and mystery of the distant territories the Japanese came from.138 Although previously reserved to 

talk about westerners in the Opium War, the Chinese started using it for the Japanese when they 

began to come into conflict with the Japanese. Another term for the Japanese, woren,139 

translates to “people of servitude” and alludes to China’s superiority over the Japanese based on 

the Chinese historic concept of hua-yi, or the Han Chinese people and the eastern barbarians to 

refer to other nations.140 Based on the etymology of these Chinese insults towards the Japanese 

people and the repeated reinforcement of relative Chinese superiority, Leo T.S. Ching, Professor 

of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies at Duke University, argues that “anti-Japanism in China is 

less about Japan than about China’s self-image mediated through its asymmetrical power 

relations with Japan throughout its modern history.”141 

 A similar analysis can be made about anti-Japanese student protests. Anti-Japanism 

emerged as a part of Chinese nationalism during the shift towards nationalism from socialism in 

the 1980s and 1990s.142 Anti-Japanism acted as a measure to contain the rise of Japanese 

nationalism and to legitimize state power during tumultuous years of economic reforms and 

public unrest.143 However, anti-Japanese protests were historically limited to university 
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campuses. The start of grassroots anti-Japanese protests on the Senkaku dispute began when 

internet activities on Peking University’s online Bulletin Board System started focusing on the 

Japanese occupation of the Senkaku Islands in September of 1996.144 The online system acts as a 

mode of coordination and mobilization, however, was usually short-lived as state authorities 

became wary of the civil unrest and dissolved such protests.145 

 However, the anti-Japanese protests in the 1990s showed a change in the Chinese 

nationalists’ perception of the Japanese people. Although the term guizi had previously been 

limited to refer to imperialists and explicit enemy figures during the Sino-Japanese War and the 

Communist Revolution, the new generation’s perception of guizi included Japan and the entire 

Japanese People. Ching claims through his analysis of the use of guizi over the course of the fall 

of the Chinese dynasty and the rise of the Socialists to the modern capitalist globalization of 

China that “the meaning of ‘guizi’ has shifted from an effort to distinguish Japanese militarism 

from Japanese people to blurring and conflating these two categories.”146 In other words, while 

previously the Chinese people differentiated Japan's history of militarism from the actions of 

modern Japan, the rise of nationalism led to the evocation of historical memory in the perception 

of the Japanese people. 

III. Territorial Disputes in Chinese History Education 

III-a. Development of Chinese History Education 

 Since 1993, Chinese history education started focusing more on its modern history as 

Shijie Jinxiandaishi bixiuke (compulsory study on modern world history) replaced Shijie Lishi 

(world history) and Zhongguo Jinxiandaishi Bixiuke (Compulsory study on Chinese modern 
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history) was added to the high school curriculum.147 The Chinese modern history curriculum 

divided the period between 1840 and 1949 into 3 parts focusing on “the history of humiliation, 

the history of struggle, and the history of exploration.”148 The division of the curriculum is 

contingent on the Chinese Communist Party’s nationalist narrative of Chinese history. Chinese 

nationalist narratives emphasize China’s long history of greatness throughout its dynasties, the 

fall of the country’s international stature due to the attacks by foreign aggressors during the 

“century of humiliation,” and the recovery and rise of China under the leadership of the Chinese 

Communist Party.149 

 Since 2001, all Chinese textbooks were revised according to the 1980s “one syllabus, 

many editions” decree from the State Commission of Education under the People’s Education 

Press, a publisher affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education.150 Contrary to the previous 

practice of centralized control, the new standards provided a minimum standard for students in 

the exam-oriented Chinese education system that “[laid] the foundation” for their understanding 

of history.151 The standards for history education are also emphasized in the Zhongkao (The High 

school entrance exam) and Gaokao (the national entrance exam for universities). The Zhongkao 

and the Gaokao act as a method to link the past to the present by shaping the students’ 

understanding of history.152  
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The Chinese Ministry of Education outlines suggested answers in their sections on 

Gaokao preparation, even having a dedicated section on the Senkaku Islands in 2013 titled “2013 

Special review on the heated topic in History: Diaoyu Islands and the Sino-Japanese 

relations.”153 Teaching supplements on the section emphasize the historic connections China has 

to the islands and the need to reflect on China’s past to build toward the future.154 Although these 

suggested answers and materials may not change the new generations’ minds completely, by 

designating preferred answers to historical questions and having students cram for the exams 

based on such answers, the Chinese Ministry of Education exposes students to perspectives per 

the Ministry’s standards.155 Considering the large number of students who take the Gaokao in 

China, 10.71 million in 2020 and 10.78 million students in 2021, it would not be an exaggeration 

to say the Gaokao material is influential in shaping the national historic narrative.156 

III-b. Japanese Portrayal in Chinese Textbooks  

 The first portrayal of Japan in the Chinese textbooks focuses on Japan’s role as a “keen 

learner” of Chinese culture.157 Examples such as the Kentoshi, the Japanese delegation to the 

Chinese dynasties, are “used as examples to highlight China’s influence and historical cultural 

superiority over Japan.”158 However, Japan changes from a “keen learner” of Chinese culture to 

“a permanent menace” as Japan began to challenge the status quo at the start of the 20th 

century.159  
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As Li explains in the chapter “Configuring a Threatening Other,” “accounts of the first 

and second Sino-Japanese Wars were used to teach students a clear historical consciousness and 

to encourage them to remember the scars and damage that Japan inflicted on the Chinese 

throughout history.”160 This is because China’s historical relationship with Japan “mirrored the 

formation of the national identity of China.”161 The rise of Japanese imperialism is significant to 

the Chinese historical narrative as China regards it to be the start of China’s decline in 

international status while Japan continued to grow at China’s expense.  

The first instance of Japan’s aggression toward China was during the First Sino-Japanese 

War in 1894, known as the jiawuzhanzheng (甲午战争) in China. The war ended with Japan 

forcing China to sign the Treaty of Shimonoseki, known as the maguantiaoyue (马关条约) in 

China. Chinese textbooks emphasize the treaty of Shimonoseki’s role in deteriorating Chinese 

sovereignty as it made “the struggle of imperialist powers for China […] more intense.”162 Of the 

clauses of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, the Chinese textbook emphasizes four clauses: the 

Japanese annexation of the Liaodong Peninsula, Taiwan, and its affiliated islands, and the 

Penghu Islands; the monetary compensation to the Japanese military; the opening of Chinese 

ports to Japanese ships and merchants; and the permission for Japan to create factories in China’s 

trading ports and for Japanese products to be sold without paying the Chinese inland tax.163 The 

textbook emphasizes how these clauses set the foundation for the western spheres of influence as 

they weakened Chinese sovereignty, put economic pressure on the Chinese people, allowed 
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imperialist countries to enter further into China, and allowed the plunder of Chinese resources 

and labor.164 

The Treaty of Shimonoseki signaled a change in Chinese historical consciousness; it 

marked an important part of the “Century of Humiliation.” While Chinese sovereignty had been 

undermined by Western powers dividing China into spheres of influence, Japan was a country 

China had historically regarded as barbarian and a vassal state to the Chinese dynasties. 

Consequently, Japan’s historic relationship with China added to China’s humiliation, and China 

blames Japan for bringing about the decline of China by challenging the status quo of the East 

Asian order. 

Conversely, another war with Japan, the Second Sino-Japanese War [dates], is depicted 

as restoring Chinese sovereignty in the late 20th century from its Century of Humiliation. 

Japanese aggression had not ended with the First Sino-Japanese War as China was forced to fight 

with the Japanese again in the Second Sino-Japanese War starting in 1937. In China, the war is 

known as the zhongguohangrizhanzheng (中国抗日战争), which can be translated as the 

“Chinese Anti-Japanese War” or the “Chinese War of Resistance against Japan.”165 As the name 

suggests, the war is seen as a catalyst for the unity of the Chinese people against the common 

enemy of the Imperial Japanese troops. A Chinese history textbook describes the Chinese victory 

in the Second Sino-Japanese War as  

“The victory of the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression is the first victory for 

the Chinese people in more than 100 years. It has achieved a comprehensive victory in 

the struggle against foreign aggression. It has greatly enhanced the national self-esteem 
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and self-confidence of the people throughout the country and contributed to the 

development of the national people’s revolution.”166 

As the Japanese war had been the catalyst in undermining Chinese sovereignty, it had also 

become the spark that led China to unite and overcome its century of humiliation.  

Chinese education continues to portray Japan as “an imminent threat in east Asia” and 

China’s “most ferocious enemy” by citing its historical aggression against China.167 The Chinese 

normalization treaty with Japan is depicted as a byproduct of the restoration of amicable relations 

with the U.S.168 The normalization treaty with Japan is mentioned only briefly in the section on 

China’s discussion with the U.S on several issues including China’s seat in the United 

Nations.169 The guidebook for educators provides more detail on the negotiation of the China-

Japan normalization treaty by focusing on a goal to “put an end to the abnormal state that existed 

between China and Japan.”170 Teachers are encouraged to emphasize the Japanese government’s 

recognition of China as the “sole legal government of China” and the Chinese government’s 

renunciation of war reparations against Japan “for the sake of friendship between the Chinese 

and Japanese peoples.”171 

Despite the hopes of peace raised in the mid-20th century, when learning of the world 

after the Second World War, the textbooks emphasize Japan’s continued remnants of 

imperialism by focusing on the lack of apology from the Japanese. The Chinese textbooks 
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emphasize that Japan has “never truly apologized to the people of Asian countries that were 

invaded by Japanese fascists.”172 Japanese politicians are also portrayed as wishing to 

“whitewash the history of aggression” by continuing to pay tribute to “Class-A war criminals” 

every year.173 The textbooks also draw attention to the Japanese history textbooks’ denial of war 

crimes by positing that the “purpose of the Japanese war was to ‘liberate’ the people of Asia, 

without mentioning the crimes committed by the Japanese army in Japan.”174 Of the many 

denials of guilt remaining in public opinion, the most atrocious for the Chinese is the denial of 

the Nanjing Massacre as “fictional” and the claim that the Sino-Japanese war was “provoked” by 

China.175 

IV. The 2012 Senkaku Incident and the Increased Focus on the Territorial Disputes 

 Possibly due to being published in 2006, the two secondary level Chinese textbooks 

examined in this thesis do not explicitly focus on territorial disputes with neighboring countries 

except in the last section.  Coming at the end of the chapter on China’s diplomatic history, this 

section focuses on maintaining the status quo until the settlement of the dispute by asserting that 

China’s foreign policy is a policy of peace.176 Teachers are encouraged to teach students that 

“historically proven legal points” should be the basis for negotiation on territorial disputes, and 

“the status quo cannot be changed by force.”177 However, this adherence to the status quo 

territory boundary maybe because the territorial disputes in question in the section do not include 

the Senkaku dispute, but focus on the borders with Myanmar, Pakistan, Nepal, and Mongolia, 

who may have claims to territories currently under Chinese jurisdiction.178 Focus on the Senkaku 
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dispute started with the Japanese nationalization of the islands in 2012 and therefore may be 

reflected in post-2012 textbooks. 

IV-a. The 2012 Anti-Japan Protests in China 

 With the advent of the new year, tensions surrounding the Senkaku Islands escalated with 

the landing of Japanese citizens and politicians on the disputed territory.179 In response, the 

Chinese government declared its “indisputable sovereignty over the islands.”180 Although there 

had been past instances of escalations of tensions surrounding the islands, the 2012 dispute 

reached a new high when Shintaro Ishihara, the “hawkish” governor of Tokyo, declared he 

would buy the Senkaku Islands for the Tokyo prefecture on April 16.181 Ishihara planned to buy 

three of the five islands in the Senkaku Island chain (Uotsuri, Minami Kojima, and Kita Kojima) 

from its private owner.182 Before Ishihara’s purchase, the Japanese internal affairs ministry had 

had to pay approximately 24 million yen to rent the three islands from its private owner, a 

resident of the Japanese Saitama Prefecture.183 

A politician famous for his ultranationalist views, Ishihara was known to use his status as 

the governor of Japan’s most important prefecture to criticize the national government, and his 

decision to buy the Senkaku Islands was a continuation of his past criticisms.184 In citing the 

legitimacy of the purchase, Ishihara argued that “it is natural for Japan to purchase its own 

territory, and no one should have a problem with that.”185 Ishihara planned to demonstrate 
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Japanese sovereignty over the Senkakus and to do so without the help of the incumbent yet weak 

Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) who were perceived to be underperforming by the Japanese 

voters.186 

 Driven by the nationalist voices calling for action on the Senkaku Islands, the Japanese 

national government planned to buy the Senkaku Islands on 7 July. In protest, 14 activists from 

Hong Kong landed on the Senkaku Islands to assert China’s claim and were subsequently 

arrested by Japanese forces.187 In response, the Chinese government expressed through its state 

media, Xinhua news, that Japan should “refrain from taking any action that could endanger the 

safety of the lives and property of Chinese citizens.”188 The article, provided also in the Chinese 

edition, reaffirmed China’s stance on the Senkaku islands remained “clear and resolute” and 

cited various Chinese officials asserting “China’s historically proven sovereignty over the 

islands.”189  

Following the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s “solemn complaint” against Japan’s arrest of 

the Chinese activists, the Chinese activists were deported back to China on August 17th.190 The 

return of the Chinese activists was portrayed very differently in the Japanese and Chinese 

media.191 The next day, some Japanese politicians and members of right-wing groups announced 

their plan to travel to the Senkaku islands.192 In response, the Chinese state media sent another 

“solemn complaint” to the Japanese government, an attempt to present China positively to the 
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international community as a “sober, deliberate, realistic, and serious” country in contrast to 

Japan’s brash decisions.193 

 The Chinese government was not the only group voicing their disapproval of the 

Japanese government as the Chinese people began to take to the streets to protest the Japanese 

government’s arrest of the activists. The August 15 protests in Taiwan drew connections between 

Japanese imperialism and the territorial dispute by emphasizing that the protest was held on “the 

67th anniversary of the Japanese surrender in the World War II.”194 Although the Chinese public 

may not have connected the two events before, reports that presented the Senkaku dispute under 

the historic memory of the Japanese imperial conquest of China would have reminded the 

Chinese public of its historic trauma and further instigated nationalistic sentiments against the 

Japanese. 

 The DPJ government finally decided to nationalize the Senkaku Islands on September 10. 

The reasoning behind the choice was to avoid further escalation of conflict with the Chinese 

government as the Japanese government believed a private acquisition of the islands by the 

Tokyo governor would further instigate conflict.195 However, the Japanese Prime Minister’s 

decision proved to be a miscalculation as the announcement infuriated the Chinese public. 

Protests erupted in Chinese major cities including Beijing, Shandong, and Guangdong the next 

day.196 Although the Chinese state media did not report on the protests in its attempt to contain 

the spread of civil disorder, the CCTV news simulcast, the television counterpart of the state 
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media, dedicated half of its 30-minute program to describing the nature of the territorial 

dispute.197 

IV-b. Increased Interest in Introducing the Senkaku Islands in Chinese Education 

Starting from the Japanese government’s decision to nationalize the Senkaku islands, the 

Chinese government decided to increase its education system’s attention on the territorial 

disputes. The territorial disputes were no longer a diplomatic issue, they had become a threat to 

undermine Chinese sovereignty again. Amid the protests, the Chinese Ministry of Education 

posted a news article on September 12, 2012, that described the Japanese decision to nationalize 

the islands as “a serious violation of China's territorial sovereignty, a serious injury to the 

feelings of the 1.3 billion Chinese people, and a serious violation of historical facts and 

international legal principles.”198 The Senkaku islands became a new tool the Chinese 

government could use to assert Chinese sovereignty in education. The article suggests using the 

issue as “a realistic textbook for school life” so students can apply their education to the real 

world and understand “the importance of political and history classes.”199 

Since 2012, China has started emphasizing its historically legitimate claim over the 

Senkaku Islands. Chinese records for the islands date back to the Ming dynasty when Chinese 

authors recorded visiting islands named “Diaoyuyu” and “Chikanyu” on the route of “Fujian to 

Ryukyu” in the 1403 book Send by the Wind.200 The Chinese continued to map the topography of 

the Senkaku islands in detail every time their envoys passed through the islands on their way to 
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the Ryukyu kingdom.201 During the 14th century, the Chinese generals Zhang He and Wu Zhen 

of the Chinese coastal defense had used the islands as the maritime frontier to protect Chinese 

coasts from Japanese pirates.202   

Additionally, China developed an international legal framework for legitimacy over the 

Senkaku Islands by emphasizing the return of the islands as part of the Japanese surrender at the 

end of the Second World War. China asserts the Cairo Communique and the Potsdam 

Proclamation built the foundation for China to regain “Taiwan, the Penghu Islands and other 

territories occupied by Japan, and the Diaoyu Islands and their affiliated islands have returned to 

China in terms of international law.”203 This narrative argues that Japan’s decision to nationalize 

Chinese territory is “a blatant denial of the victory of the World Anti-Fascist War204 and a 

serious challenge to the post-war international order.”205 By defining Japan’s actions as a 

transgression of post-World War II treaties, the Chinese narratives imply that the Japanese 

nationalization of the islands signals a revisionist attitude towards the commitments it made after 

the Second World War. Japan’s actions do not only have modern implications, but they signal a 

return to Japan’s mid-20th-century imperialist intentions before the Allied power treaties tied 

them down. 

The islands are also used as a symbol to instill patriotism and protectionism in the future 

generation. In the wake of the nationalization of the Senkaku Islands, multiple Chinese 

universities, including Beijing University, Lanzhou University, and Nankai University started 
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organizing symposiums in September of 2012.206 With many teachers, students, and scholars in 

attendance, the symposiums “[called] for rational protection of national interests” as the teachers 

affirmed they would “set an example, teach and educate people, be rational and patriotic, and 

safeguard sovereignty.”207 In a bulletin to Xiamen University on November 12th, 2012, the 

Ministry of education encouraged students to  

Catch the hot spots, focus on action, and guide students to be patriotic. On the 
occasion of defending the sovereignty of the Diaoyu Islands and the 81st 
anniversary of the ‘September 18’ Incident, organize students to carry out 
patriotic signature messages, thematic discussions, watch patriotic films, 
documentaries and other activities, and guide students to rationally express their 
patriotism and protect the land, ‘Don't forget national humiliation, be rational 
Patriots’ turning patriotic enthusiasm into the diligent pursuit of enhancing one's 
own comprehensive quality, improving scientific and technological innovation 
capabilities, and serving the development of the country and the nation, and 
realizing the dream of a strong country with practical actions.208 

The September 18th incident refers to the Mukden incident when the Japanese used a 

dynamite explosion on a Japanese-owned railroad near Shenyang, Manchuria, as a 

pretext to attack Shenyang and moved their troops from Korea and Japan into Manchuria 

on September 18, 1931.209 The Senkaku islands became associated with Japanese 

imperialism in history education as the protests were linked to the historic significance of 

the September 18 held in Chinese historic memory of Japanese imperial aggression. 

Through this association, Chinese students would be taught to view giving up the land as 

regressing to China’s “century of humiliation.” 
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As such, anger towards the nationalization of the Senkaku islands became a focal point 

for nationalist education. However, call to action such as these do differentiate civil action from 

riots by cautioning students to be “[keep] a cool head and [express] patriotic feelings rationally 

and legally” when it came to the Senkaku islands.210 Education about the Senkaku islands 

became a medium of patriotism as students were encouraged to “turn their patriotic enthusiasm 

into more active actions, study hard, study hard, be determined to become talents, and strive to 

master the skills of serving the motherland.”211 

Conclusion: China’s Maritime Aspirations and the Increasing Focus on the Senkakus 

The emphasis on the Senkaku Islands grew only stronger as China developed an image 

focused on its maritime capabilities. A publication from the Ministry of Education in September 

2017 responds to “suggestions on strengthening the education of national maritime knowledge 

and sea power awareness under the strategic background of the '21st Century Maritime Silk 

Road.'"212 In the reply, the Chinese Ministry of Education affirms the need for increased focus on 

the sea in its education system as China’s maritime endeavors provide a potential to “[realize] 

the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”213 Imageries such as “rejuvenation of the Chinese 

nation” and the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road” resonate with China’s narrative of history; 

China continues to remember its humiliation during the mid-20th century and its policies to this 

day are an attempt to return to its regional hegemony in Asia.  
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The Senkaku dispute remains at the heart of this refocus to the seas. Identifying Chinese 

claims to territories becomes an integral part of the Chinese geography course as students are 

encouraged to “remember [China’s] territorial area, point out [China’s] neighbors and seas on the 

map, and recognize that [China] is both a land power and a sea power.”214 The Chinese Ministry 

of Education publication from 2017 calls for an explicit focus on the territorial disputes in 

Chinese textbooks by asking students to “use materials to explain that the South China Sea 

Islands are an integral part of China's territory, and the Diaoyu Islands and their affiliated islands 

are China's inherent territory.”215  

The Senkaku Islands are also given a larger significance as they are framed not as 

independent island chains, but as an extension of China’s claim to Taiwan. In the September 

2017 publication, the Ministry of Education asserts students will be encouraged to use “historical 

facts” to “[tell] the historical origins of Taiwan and its affiliated island including the Diaoyu 

Islands and the South China Sea Islands as an inalienable part of [China’s] territory.”216 Another 

publication from the Ministry of Education in December of the same year asserts Taiwan to be 

“an inalienable part of [China’s] territory” and the need to educate students in response to the 

recent “complex and severe” situation in the Taiwan Strait.217 Accordingly, the Ministry plans to 

increase material on Taiwan in its “History of China” textbook including “the jurisdiction of the 

Ming and Qing dynasties over the Diaoyu Islands and its affiliated islands.”218 Narratives on the 
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Senkaku islands such as the above centering around Chinese sovereignty over Taiwan make 

Chinese sovereignty over Taiwan even more integral in overcoming the historical memories of 

humiliation. 

As the Chinese textbooks examined in this thesis were from 2003 and 2006, they do not 

reflect the recent changes in China’s focus on the seas and increased attention to the territorial 

disputes in the South China Sea. However, publications such as the above from the Chinese 

Ministry of Education clearly show a renewed focus on the island disputes as they become a 

venue to reassert China’s regional hegemony. It will be interesting to see if future research shows 

if the more recent textbooks reflect the proposed changes and how the historical narrative 

surrounding the Senkaku islands has adapted to China’s shift towards the seas.  
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Chapter 3: Dokdo as a Symbol of Korean Resistance 

Introduction 

 China is not the only country whose history of Japanese colonialism continues to affect 

its social and historical memory. This chapter examines the development of the historical 

narrative in South Korea to understand how the Dokdo dispute fits in the Korean nationalist 

historical narrative. Through previous literature review, the chapter starts by tracing the 

development of the Korean historic narrative, or minjok sahak (the minjok historiography). The 

chapter follows the minjok historiography from its conception as a challenge to Japanese 

historiography based on cultural assimilation to its decline during the authoritarian period of 

Korea in the 1960s and finally its revival under the democratization of Korea in the 1980s under 

the minjung movement.  

 Using this historic framework, I will then examine the remnants of minjok and minjung 

ideology in the current historical pedagogy of South Korea. Through an analysis of secondary 

level history textbooks, teaching guidebooks, and official pedagogical guidelines, this chapter 

shows South Korea also has an idea of a unique Korean nation that has been threatened by 

foreign powers. Specifically, this chapter highlights the importance history education in Korea 

places on Korean students’ imperative to protect Dokdo by linking the territorial dispute with 

Japan’s imperial past and how history education shapes the students’ understanding of Korea’s 

past. 

I. Symbolic Politics 

 Similar to the Chinese predominance of historical memory, Korean historiography is 

influenced by the idea of symbolic politics. Symbolic politics is based on the idea that people’s 
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political preferences are based on emotion and popular symbols can influence these emotions.219 

The potential of symbolic politics does not lay in the veracity of the symbols, but in their power 

to evoke emotions as people choose to believe claims that confirm their preferred narrative and 

choose to reject those that contradict it.220 These emotion-laden ethnic symbols are made by 

creating an out-group and eliciting anger and belligerence against the out-group.221 Symbolic 

politics can work in two directions: the elite-led process in which political leaders “initiate 

nationalistic policies and lead nationalistic movements without the wide support of the public” or 

a mass-led process in which “hostile masses engaging in widespread protests push moderate 

political leaders’ to adopt hawkish policies toward the other.”222 

 Ji Young Kim argues that, while Japan sees elite-led symbolic politics in play, Korea is 

dominated by the mass-led process of symbolic politics.223 South Korea remains united on a 

dominant historical narrative against Japanese imperialism, and the South Korean media deepens 

anti-Japanese nationalism by “[fanning] the flames of public antipathy” through reports of 

Japanese nationalistic policies with “provocative undertones.”224 The enraged Korean public in 

turn organize public protests that pressure politicians or incentivize them to take a hawkish 

stance against Japan to solidify the public’s support.225 

II. The Development of Korean Historical Narratives 

II-a. 1910-45: Nationalist Minjok History as a Fight Against Colonialism 
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 On November 17, 1905, Ito Hirobumi, representative of the Japanese government, 

entered the Korean royal palace with Japanese troops and demanded that the king and his 

ministers accept Japan’s proposed treaty.226 Although King Kojong persisted in his refusal of the 

treaty, Japanese troops seized the seal of the Minister of Foreign Affairs from the Foreign 

Ministry and forcibly approved the treaty, thereby setting up the Japanese colonization of 

Korea.227 The first period of Japanese colonialism focused on assimilating Koreans into Japanese 

culture by banning the Korean language and history.228 In its stead, the Japanese colonial 

government introduced a new culture that “eulogized Japanese culture and arts as superior” to 

“destroy Korean culture along with the identity and confidence of the Korean people.”229 

 In the process, the Japanese developed new historiography that focused on legitimizing 

Japanese authority over the Korean peninsula. Using the Japanese rediscovery of Seokgulam, a 

Korean Buddhist grotto that goes back to the eighth century, the Japanese developed a narrative 

that argued that Korea’s past was characterized by an “Asian,” rather than “Korean,” glory that 

had seen a “downward slide into the vulgar and trivial art” during the Joseon Dynasty; the 

Japanese government were only intervening in Korea to protect Korea and its people and lead 

them to modernization.230 Henry Em argues that Japanese colonialist historiography was 

characterized by four themes: the integral part external Chinese, Manchurian, and Japanese 

forces played in Korea’s historical developments; the stagnancy of premodern society; the 

dominance of factionalism in Korean political culture; and shared common ancestry between the 
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Japanese and Korean, thereby legitimizing Japanese colonization as a “restoration of ancient 

ties.”231 

 In response to these attempts at eradicating Korean culture and history under the Japanese 

Empire, Korean intellectuals worked to create a different interpretation of Korean history. The 

new school of Korean history, named “Minjok Sahak” or “nationalist history,” was influenced by 

the disintegration of traditional Korean society and Korea’s political independence, and the 

aforementioned rise of Japanese scholarship that distorted Korean history.232 Minjok Sahak was 

focused on developing a new Korean identity to replace the “tattered image” of the Korean past 

and challenging the Japanese narrative.233 

 In an attempt to revitalize Korean history, the historians focused on ancient Korean 

history to preserve the memory of Korea’s ancient past against Japanese mutilation and to 

develop a Korean narrative void of Chinese or Japanese influence.234 A historian central to this 

development of a “unique” Korean history was Chae-Ho Sin (1880-1936). One of the most 

“militantly nationalistic” historians, Sin created a new Korean history focused on the 

distinctiveness of Korean culture and society, the steadfastness of the Korean people against 

foreign aggression, and the development of the Korean nation as “an essential part of world 

history.”235 

Sin’s history identified Korea as the descendants of Tan’gun, a near-mythical figure born 

between the Son of Heaven and a woman-turned bear who would create the first Korean nation, 

and created “a distinct separate [Korean] ethnicity” through a “precise singular genealogical 
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history.”236 Sin’s vision of the Korean national boundary and the expansive Korean minjok was 

in response to Japanese scholar Kume Kunitake (1839-1931), who criticized the Japanese 

conception of territory “limited” to its islands.237 However, while Kume’s argument was based 

on creating a rational framework to legitimize Japanese colonialism, Sin’s imagination of the 

Korean national space was a foundation for Korean resistance to such Japanese encroachment.238 

Consequently, Sin’s historical framework posits the historic existence of a unique, united Korean 

minjok and Korea’s history as a continued narrative of attempts to unify the Korean nation. 

II-b. 1945-1960: Redefining Korean Nationalism 

 Japanese colonialism in Korea ended after thirty-five years with the end of the Second 

World War. However, due to the suddenness of independence, Korean nationalists saw difficulty 

in developing a new Korean identity at Korea’s independence, primarily due to three factors: the 

predominance of external factors, i.e., the end of the Second World War, and not domestic 

actors, in achieving independence; the disregard for the indigenous provisional government and 

the implementation of an American occupation; and the division of the Korean Peninsula into 

two different states.239 With the united nationalism during the Japanese Colonial Era complicated 

by these factors, Korean historians had to find a new way to interpret the nation’s past and unify 

it. The answer they decided to focus on in South Korea was anti-communism. With the outbreak 

of the Korean War, ethnic nationalism was combined with anti-communism, and North Koreans 

and Koreans who did not adhere to the government’s anti-communist ideology were excluded 

from the national community.240  
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 The focus on anti-communism also meant a step away from the dominant anti-Japan and 

anti-imperialism nationalist narrative. Post-colonial Korean society did not focus on the 

“historical details” but instead focused on the “general situation of colonial rule” as the era was 

defined by the drafting of peace treaties.241 In this social context, historiography after liberation 

focused on defining Korean history through periods, creating historical stages.242  

II-c. 1960-1980: The Silencing of Anti-Japanese Nationalism 

 Anti-Japanese nationalism waned with the rise of the military regime in Korea. Starting 

with his military coup d’état on May 16, 1961, Park Chung-hee created a military junta that 

evolved from a quasi-democracy to an institutionalized authoritarian regime.243 Park’s regime 

was characterized by a firm grip over domestic politics and the economy that did allow sustained 

economic growth.244 During this period of economic development, South Korea also saw an era 

of rapprochement with Japan as the two governments worked to create the Korea-Japan 

Normalization Treaty in 1965.245  

However, it may be misleading to characterize this period as a decrease in anti-Japanese 

nationalism, and “a decrease in the public display of anti-Japanese nationalism” may potentially 

be a better representation of the period. The Normalization Treaty itself was created amidst 

“widespread anti-Japanese nationalist sentiments,” and the anti-Japanese groups responded to the 

ratification of the treaty through six months of protests including hunger strikes and “a funeral 

service for nationalist democracy.”246 Although the demand for compensation for Japan’s 
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colonial past remained strong among the public, the issue was “settled completely and finally” 

by both the Korean and Japanese governments with the 1965 agreement.247 The Normalization 

Treaty remains controversial to this day due to the Park regime’s renunciation of further claims 

to compensation, and declassified documents of South Korean negotiators show that the 

representatives rejected Japan’s offer for individual compensation to victims in favor of a lump 

sum payment to the state that the government could channel into state-led development 

projects.248 

Although anti-Japanese sentiments still lingered in the public’s mind, the official 

historiography and national narrative did not reflect this animosity as the authoritarian regime 

maintained a strong hold on it. The military regime in Korea “effectively stifled public hostility 

over [the issue of history]” and deferred historical justification in favor of a stronger and closer 

relationship with Japan for economic purposes.249 The Park administration used its subdual of 

anti-Japanese sentiment as leverage to secure Japanese economic assistance.250  

The diminishing anti-Japanese narrative was also of personal interest for Park in his quest 

to legitimize his regime. Park’s military career included his time as a former military officer of 

the Manchurian Empire.251 Connected with the fact that his administration created the 

normalization treaties with the Japanese, anti-Japanese criticism of the government not only 

endangered Park’s political legacy but also undermined his validity as the head of government.252 

In place of the anti-Japanese narrative, Park sought to promote nationalization through a 

modification of the previous narrative. In his historical narrative, Park emphasized the 
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importance of the Korean provisional government in the liberation process, thereby justifying his 

regime by establishing continuity from the colonial era independence struggle.253 

II-d. 1980-2005: The Revival of Nationalist Korean Historiography and the Rise of Minjung 

 Park and the military regime finally came to an end in the 1980s with the rise of the 

democratization movement in Korea. After Park was assassinated by the chief of the Korean 

Central Intelligence Agency in October 1979, Korea entered a period of transition that ended 

with Chun Doo-Hwan, head of the Military Security Command, taking power through a 

reorganization of the military by the end of the same year.254 Simultaneously, Korea was seeing a 

rise in calls for democracy as university students demanded the end of the military regimes.255 

An event symbolic of the democratization movement in Korea was the Kwangju 

Democratization Movement in 1988 where students and citizens in the city of Kwangju protested 

against martial law and the arrest of the opposition leader, Kim Dae-Jung.256 Following years of 

transition and continued demonstration by citizens, Korea finally established a truly democratic 

government with the 1993 election of Kim Young-Sam, the first civilian president since 1961.257 

 The rise of the democratization movement also led to the creation of a new national 

identity narrative for Korea. The Minjung movement, roughly translating to the ‘people’ or the 

‘masses,’ focused on a narrative that advocated for the people to become the ruling political, 

economic, and cultural power in its struggle against “unjust political power.”258 Minjung was not 

seen as a particular class’ agenda but attempted to unite all parts of Korean society including 

workers, farmers, students, and intellectuals.259 The Minjung movement was characterized by its 
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strong stance against authoritarianism and colonialism. The history of Korea was re-envisioned 

from a history focused on great powers and individual leaders to emphasizing the role of the 

masses in Korea’s modern history.260 

 Amid this political change, the 1980s saw increased attention from the public towards 

historical issues, such as the issue of comfort women and Japanese textbooks.261 However, Kan 

Kimura emphasizes the issue of Japanese textbooks was not new in the 1980s. Domestically, the 

Japanese textbooks had previously caused controversy over their coverage of Japan’s colonial 

past, most apparent in the Ienaga trials during 1967 and 1982 when Japanese history textbook 

author Ienaga sued the Japanese government against its request to change the content of his 

textbooks.262 Kimura outlines three possible explanations for the sudden emergence of historical 

issues in Korea: first, the Korean public had continued to be frustrated by the historical issues 

and their voice had only been silenced by the military regime’s authoritarian policies; second, the 

Korean public perceived Japanese society as becoming increasingly right-leaning; third, there 

was a change in the relations between Japan and South Korea.263 

 Kimura asserts that the change was not derived from any significant changes in Japanese 

textbooks or society, but rather from a change in the South Korean public’s perception of the 

textbooks issue: 

In the 1982 history textbook dispute, history textbooks were given special 
meaning in South Korean society. Many believed that Japanese textbooks were 
symbols of Japanese society, a society that was becoming more and more 
nationalistic.264 
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III. Dokdo’s Place in the Nationalist Framework 

III-a. Placing Dokdo in the Context of Japanese Imperialism 

 Nationalist Japanese historians claim the Dokdo Islands were found by the Japanese and 

incorporated into the Japanese Empire as the islands had no inhabitants and thereby no claimants 

to sovereignty over them. Modern Korean historians perceive this claim to be the start of 

Japanese encroachment on Korean sovereignty and the Japanese takeover of Dokdo is seen as the 

first step in Korea’s regression into a Japanese colony.265 Consequently, the islands have socially 

become a symbol of the Japanese Colonial Era, and protecting them is seen as a method of 

recovering from Korea’s recent humiliation. 

 History textbooks in Korea strengthen this connection between Dokdo and the Japanese 

Colonial Era by placing the territorial dispute in units concerning Japanese imperialism or the 

Korean independence movement. A Korean textbook from 2015 introduces its unit on Dokdo 

with the following quote from a diplomatic document sent from the Korean government to the 

Japanese government on October 28th, 1954: 

“Dokdo is the first of the Korean territories to be sacrificed in the process of 
Japan’s invasion of Korea. In response to the Japanese government's irrational 
and consistent claim to Dokdo, the Korean people harbor suspicion that Japan is 
repeating the same method of aggression. Dokdo is not just a few rocks, but the 
anchor of our nation. How are we to retain our independence if we are to lose it? 
For Japan to scheme of seizing Dokdo signifies a re-invasion of Korea.”266 

 
265 Bukh, “Korean National Identity, Civic Activism and the Dokdo/Takeshima Territorial Dispute,” p.185; Ji Young 
Kim, “Escaping the Vicious Cycle,” p.50-51 
266 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268 
 Translated from: “독도는 일본의 한국 침략 과정에서 최초로 희생된 영토이다. 독도에 대한 일본 정부의 
불합리하고 일관된 주장에 대해 한국 국민은 일본이 동일한 방법의 침략을 반복하고 있는 게 아닌가 
의구심을 갖는다. … 독도는 단 몇 개의 바윗덩어리가 아니라 우리 겨레의 영애의 닻이다. 이를 잃고서야 
어찌 독립을 지킬 수 있겠는가. 일본이 독도 탈취를 피하는것은 한국에 대한 재침략을 의미하는 것이다.” 
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Here, the Korean narrative about Dokdo equates the Japanese interest in Dokdo with the start of 

its imperial ambitions. In the 2018 high school curriculum for Korean history, Dokdo is placed in 

the unit on “the movement to create a modern nation-state.”267 The national Korean curriculum 

outlines the goal of the units to be “an examination of the creation of a modern nation-state in the 

face of increasing invasions from Great Powers”268 and “to understand the process of Japan’s 

invasion of Korean sovereignty and the movement to protect sovereignty in response.”269 The 

curriculum outlines the unit to be taught through an examination of historical primary sources, 

including reform plans, the Annals of the Chosun Dynasty, and treaties after the opening of the 

Chosun government, to confirm Dokdo as Korean territory.270  

A similar case is seen in the 2012 high school curriculum for Korean history in which 

Dokdo is given a separate subunit titled “Dokdo and Gando” under the unit on “the changing 

international order and the movement to create a modern nation.”271 Gando refers to a small part 

of southern Manchuria to which some nationalist groups in Korea lay claim to.272 The region is a 

part of a larger question concerning Chinese claims to Koguryo (37 BCE – 668 CE), an ancient 

Korean kingdom that is significant to the Korean history for resisting Chinese annexation 

 
267 Translated from “근대 국민 국가 수립 운동” (Keundae kukmin kukga surip undong) 
268 Translated from “열강의 침략이 가속화되는 가운데 여러 세력이 추진한 근대 국가 수립 노력을 탐색한다.” 
269 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162: Social Studies 
Curriculum” (Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, July 2018), 
http://www.ncic.go.kr/mobile.kri.org4.inventoryList.do. p.147 
Translated from “일본의 국권 침탈 과정과 이에 맞선 국권 수호 운동의 내용을 파악한다.” 
270 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.148 
“개혁안, 문집, 조선왕조실록, 조약문 등과 같은 사료에 근거하여 개항 이후 조선 정부가 추진한 개화 정책의 
방향, 다양한 계층의 근대 국민 국가 수립을 위한 노력, 열강의 경제적 침략과 그에 대한 대응을 파악할 수 
있다. 역사적 근거에 의거하여 독도가 우리의 영토임을 확인할 수 있다.” 
271 Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology Public Release No.2012-14: Social Studies Curriculum” (Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology, Republic of Korea, December 2012), http://www.ncic.go.kr/mobile.kri.org4.inventoryList.do#. p.98 
Translated from: “국제 질서의 변동과 근대 국가 수립운동.” 
272 Daniel Gomà, “The Chinese-Korean Border Issue: An Analysis of a Contested Frontier,” Asian Survey 46, no. 6 
(2006): p.867, https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2006.46.6.867. 
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attempts, as a part of the Chinese dynasties and the continued disagreements of the historic 

boundary of the Sino-Korean border.273  

 
[Figure 4. Map of Gando]274 

A continued theme in the unit is tracing the origins of Korea’s present territorial disputes 

challenge to the Japanese Empire’s policies of undermining Korean sovereignty in the early 20th 

century. The 2014 Korean textbook from Jihaksa focuses on the shared experience of the Korean 

Empire’s (1897-1910) attempt at legitimizing its sovereignty over Dokdo and Gando and the 

subsequent loss of sovereignty to these territories due to the Japanese Empire’s intervention.275  

One of the learning goals of the unit focuses on “[proving] that Dokdo is Korean territory 

 
273 Gomà, “The Chinese-Korean Border Issue: An Analysis of a Contested Frontier,” p.867-8 
274 Image from Je-hae Do, “NGOs Go to International Court to Reclaim Gando,” Korea Times, September 8, 2009, 
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2022/05/113_51482.html. 
275 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268-71 
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through an examination of historical origins and tracing its history and [identifying] the problems 

of the illegal incorporation of Dokdo by Japan and the injustice of the Gando Convention.”276 Per 

the learning goal, the unit explains Japan’s illegal incorporation of Dokdo to the Shimane 

Prefecture in 1906 and the 1909 Gando Convention where Japan recognized the legitimacy of the 

Qing government over Gando, thereby silencing Korea’s claim to the region.277  

The Korean narrative’s claim to Dokdo during the 20th century focuses on Imperial Order 

41 of the Korean Empire. The order, issued on October 25th, 1900, by the Korean Empire, was in 

response to the Japanese “illegal invasion and lumbering activity” on the island of Eullengdo, a 

Korean island close to Dokdo.278 In an attempt to deter Japanese influence on the islands and 

assert Korean sovereignty, the edict promoted the jurisdiction of the county governor of 

Eullengdo to include Jukdo and Seokdo, old names for the Dokdo Islets.279 The Korean 

textbooks emphasize the significance of the imperial order as an internationally sanctioned 

“notice to the world that Dokdo was a part of the Korean territory.”280 However, the Japanese 

were undeterred by the Korean proclamation and at the request of Nakai Yojaburo, a local fisher 

in Japan who asked the Japanese government to incorporate Dokdo into the Japanese Empire so 

that he may monopolize the fishing rights around the island, the Japanese government 

proclaimed the islands “uninhabited” and integrated it into the Shimane Prefecture in 1906 under 

the name “Takeshima.”281  

 
276 Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology Public Release No.2012-14,” 101 
277 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268-71 
278 Han-uk Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa (Seoul: Bisang Kyoyuk, 2013). p.35; Chae-jong Chong et al., Kodung 
hakkyo Han’guksa Kyosayong Jidoseo (고등학교 한국사 교사용 지도서) (Seoul: Jihaksa (지학사), 2011). p.203  
279 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa Kyosayong Jidoseo. p.203 
280 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
Translated from: “특히 1900년 10월 대한 제국은 칙령을 반포하여 이를 근대법적으로 재확인하였다. 대한 
제국은 울릉도를 울도로 개칭하고 울도 군수가 관할하는 지역에 석도(독도)를 포함시켰다. 그리고 이 
사실을 중앙 관보에 게재하여 독도가 대한 제국의 영토라는 사실을 세상에 공표하였다” 
281 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.35 
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Some Korean historians, such as the publisher Jihaksa in its 2018 Korean history 

textbook, argue that the fisher only submitted the request to the government under the pressure of 

the Japanese navy and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.282 This is because Japan’s interest in 

Dokdo escalated when it recognized the strategic importance of Dokdo during the Russo-

Japanese War (1904-05). After instigating the Russo-Japanese war, the Japanese forced the 

Korean Empire to sign an international protocol that allowed Japan to utilize Korean locations 

for strategic and military purposes.283 Using this treaty, the Japanese took advantage of Korea’s 

islands and locations of military significance such as watchtowers on Jeju Island, Komun Island, 

and Ulsan.284 This included the construction of a watchtower on Ulleungdo to monitor the 

movement of Russian fleets and a plan to build another watchtower on top of Dokdo.285  

The 2018 Jihaksa textbook argues that, when the Korean government found out about the 

Japanese incorporation of the Dokdo islands into the Shimane Prefecture in 1906, they ordered 

the Ulleungdo County Governor to investigate the issue. However, due to the Korea-Japan 

Treaty of 1905,286 the Korean Empire could not retaliate diplomatically against the Japanese 

incorporations.287 By emphasizing the Korea-Japan Treaty of 1905, the textbook writers 

 
282 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
283 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.35 
284 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
285 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. 35 
286 Through the Treaty of 1905, the Japanese government essentially removed Korea’s sovereignty. The preamble of 
the treaty ambiguously defines the duration of the treaty to be dependent on Korea’s capability as a nation. 
However, the preamble does not specifically define the standards for evaluating Korea’s capability, thereby leaving 
the termination of the treaty to the discretion of the Japanese government. Through Article 1 and 2, the Treaty of 
1905 dissolved Korea’s power to create diplomatic ties with other countries by giving the Japanese government 
power over Korea’s international relations. Through the first two articles, Japan had effectively isolated Korea from 
foreign aid. The Treaty of 1905 had effectively allowed the Japanese government to create the foundations of future 
attempts at colonization of the Korean peninsula. 
 
For more information on the Treaty of 1905 refer to “The Second Half of the Chosŏn Period (1170-1392)” in 
Jinwung Kim’s book A History of Korea: From”'Land of the Morning Calm” to States in Conflict 
287 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
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highlight the role Japanese imperialism played in taking over Dokdo as it was the Japanese treaty 

that had removed Korea’s ability to recover its island.  

The textbooks assert even that the Japanese government had known their actions were 

illegal by pointing to documents from the Japanese that recognize Korean sovereignty over the 

islands. The Jihaksa textbook presents the Nihon Yochirotei Zenzu, a 1779 Japanese map 

depicting “Eulleungdo and Dokdo outside the Japanese longitudinal and latitudinal lines,” 

another map from the Japanese Army that included Dokdo as part of Joseon, and an 1877 

statement from the Daijō-kan, a premodern imperial institution of Japan, asserting “Eulleungdo 

and Dokdo had no relations to Japan.”288  The historical narrative asserts that Japan had known 

for a long time of Korea’s sovereignty over the islands, emphasizing the hypocrisy of the 

decision to integrate it into the Shimane prefecture based on it being “unowned.”289 

By placing a dialogue on the Dokdo territorial dispute in the context of the start of 

Japanese colonialism, Korean history education associates the territorial dispute with the 

historical memory of trauma during the Japanese Empire. The portrayal emphasizes Japan’s role 

as the aggressor in the territorial dispute and creates a narrative of Japan continuously scheming 

to undermine Korean sovereignty. By associating Dokdo with the Japanese Colonial Era, this 

rhetoric makes the islands become more than rocks; they become a symbol of Korean resistance 

and protecting them means preserving Korean sovereignty. 

III-b. Dokdo as a Part of the Inherent Korean National Space 

 To display legitimacy over its sovereignty over Dokdo, the Korean history textbook’s 

units on Dokdo focus on framing Dokdo as an “inherent” and “important” part of the Korean 

nation. The idea of an inherent Korea stems from Sin Chae-ho’s 1923 book Manifesto of the 

 
288 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
289 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.35 
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Korean revolution where he calls for a revolution targeting “Bandit Japan” (Kangdo ilbon) and 

other “traitorous politicians” to recover an “indigenous Korea” (koyu ui choson).290 Modern 

Korean textbooks emphasize the historical connection Korean dynasties had to the Dokdo islands 

and include Dokdo in the “inherent” territory of historic Korea. 

  The 2018 Korean curriculum for fifth and sixth-grade social studies focuses on Dokdo in 

a unit called the “future and unification of the Korean Peninsula.”291 In this unit, elementary 

students are intended to “examine historical sources to understand the efforts of the [Korean] 

ancestors in protecting Dokdo and cultivate a sense of territorial sovereignty based on an 

understanding of Dokdo’s geographical characteristics including its location.”292 The teaching 

methods outlined for the unit in the curriculum define Dokdo as “an inherent territory of 

Korea”293 and focuses on creating a “volition to protect the national territory”294 in responding 

“reasonably and proactively”295 to historical distortion from neighboring countries.296 The 

teachers are also asked to “guide students to recognize the value of Dokdo as a beautiful and 

special part of the Korean territory through an appreciation of Dokdo’s beauty”297 and to provide 

a class on geography to help students “understand the importance of Dokdo through the past and 

confirm Dokdo’s status as Korean territory in the present.”298  

 
290 Em, The Great Enterprise. p.110 
291 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.56 
Translated from “한반도의 미래와 통일” 
292 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.56 
Translated from ““독도를 지키려는 조상들의 노력을 역사적 자료를 통하여 살펴보고, 독도의 위치 등 지리적 
특성에 대한 이해를 바탕으로 하여 영토주권 의식을 기른다.” 
293 Translated from “고유의 영토” 
294 Translated from “국토 수호 의지” 
295 Translated from “합리적이고 능동적으로” 
296 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.56 
297 Translated from: “독도의 아름다움을 감상할 수 있게 하여 아름답고 소중한 국토로서의 독도의 가치를 
인식하게 지도할 필요가 있다. “ 
298 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.56  
Translated from: “지리적 차원에서 독도에 대한 학습이 이루어지게 함으로써 과거의 역사 속에서 독도의 
의의를 넘어 현재에도 우리 영토로서의 위상을 확인하도록 한다.” 
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 Separate from developing an appreciation of Dokdo, Korean history education also 

focuses on establishing continuity in the narrative of Korea’s possession of Dokdo. The 2018 

curriculum for Korean history in high school introduces the importance of recognizing the 

significance and importance of Korean geography, including the sovereignty over Dokdo, in the 

context of world history, and emphasizes learning “the traditional perception of national territory 

through ancient maps and texts.”299 The curriculum for middle-school social studies is more 

specific by asking students to “analyze ancient maps and texts to affirm Dokdo is Korean 

territory.”300  

The Korean Dokdo narrative creates legitimacy to its sovereignty over Dokdo through an 

examination of its presence throughout Korean history. The textbooks argue that since Korean 

and Japanese historical texts display evidence for Korean sovereignty over Dokdo, “it is clearly 

shown from the Three Kingdoms period that Dokdo is the inherent territory of Korea.”301 Dokdo 

was first integrated into the Korean territory under General Lee Sabu of the Silla Dynasty who 

integrated Usanguk into Silla in 512.302 Similar evidence can be found in maps during the 

Chosun Dynasty, such as the “Donggukyeojiseungram,” a geography book from 1531 with a 

map of Korea on its first page.303 The textbooks highlight the map’s portrayal of Mureung and 

Ureung, which point to the islands of Dokdo, east of the Uljin Prefecture of Korea.304 A Japanese 

 
299 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.159 
Translated from: 고지도와 고문헌을 통하여 전통적인 국토 인식 사상을 이해하고, 국토 인식의 변화 과정 을 
설명한다.   
300 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.75 
Translated from: “우리나라 영역을 지도에서 확인하거나 그려 보고, 고지도와 문헌 등을 분석하여 독도가 
우리나 라 영토임을 확인한다.” 
301 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.116 
Translated from: “옛 문헌과 지도 속에서 우리나라와 일본은 독도를 우리의 영토로 기록하였으며, 삼국 
시대부터 지금까지 독도가 우리의 고유 영토였다는 사실이 시기별 문헌 자료와 지도에 명백히 나타나 
있다.” 
302 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.116 
303 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.116 
304 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.116 
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source during the same dynasty in 1785 is also given as evidence since it displays Dokdo in the 

color of the Chosun dynasty rather than the color of Japan.305 The timeline continues to the 

modern age by pointing to the aforementioned Imperial Order 41 of the Korean Empire and 

SCAPIN 677 from the Allied Occupation Forces after World War II. Moreover, the Korean 

textbooks emphasize SCAPIN 677 to be proof of Korean sovereignty over Dokdo as they display 

Dokdo, written as Takeo, to be separated from Japanese territory without mentioning the 

complicated political context of the decision.306 

 The narrative also asserts that Japan recognized Korean sovereignty over the islands but 

displayed continued intentions of infringing on Korea’s sovereignty over Dokdo. In 1693, An 

Yongbok of the Chosun Dynasty went to Japan and received confirmation from the Edo 

Shogunate, more widely known as the Tokugawa Shogunate, that Dokdo was indeed Korean 

territory, leading to a long period without contention surrounding Dokdo until the mid-19th 

century.307 However, Japan continued to show a desire to encroach on Dokdo through illegal 

fishing activities from Japanese fishers during the reign of Cheoljong of the Chosun Dynasty 

(1831-64). The Japanese plot continued to the modern age when they were forced to give back 

the Korean islands after their surrender in WWII.308 The Japanese manipulated the drafting of the 

San Francisco Peace Treaty by having the U.S. Department of State use a brochure with the 

Japanese claim to the islands for reference to territorial sovereignty and continued to actively 

lobby the U.S. government in the drafting process.309 It is interesting to see that the Korean 

textbooks portray the Japanese as the perpetrators in the San Francisco Peace Treaty, possibly to 

 
305 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.116 
306 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.116 
307 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268 
308 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268 
309 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.389 
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minimize the portrayal of the Koreans’ lack of voice in the drafting of the treaty and to separate 

the ambiguity of the San Francisco Peace Treaty from U.S. strategic goals. The segment also 

does not mention the ambiguity of the San Francisco Peace Treaty. 

The textbooks do, however, provide a counterargument to the Japanese claim that Dokdo 

was unclaimed territory due to its being uninhabited. For evidence during the following Koryo 

dynasty, the textbooks point to “Koryosa,” a contemporary history of Koryo, that describes  

the King [verb omitted] there is an island in the middle of the East Sea called 
Ureungdo where the land is large and the soil is fertile…Yulip came back and 
said ‘The soil has too many rocks that the people may not live on it,’ and the 
debate was ended.310  

The excerpt shows that Koreans during the Koryo dynasty had continued to know of the 

existence of Dokdo, yet chose not to live on it due to natural deficiencies. Entries from the 

Chosun dynasty paint a different picture that again presents the Japanese as the aggressors. 

Although records show that Korean fishers on the eastern coastline frequently fished around the 

islands and perceived Dokdo as an extension of Eulleungdo, the government was forced to move 

the residents of Eulleungdo and other eastern islands to the mainland due to the attacks of “the 

Japanese Pirates.”311  It was only during the reign of Chuljong when Japanese encroachment 

reappeared that the king decided to end the policy of vacating the islands by encouraging 

settlement of the islands and dispatching an official to the islands.312 The Korean textbook’s 

inclusion of the origin of the absence of Korean residents on the islands could be in response to 

Japan’s portrayal of the island as unclaimed due to the lack of residents. Instead, the Korean 

 
310 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa, p. 116 
311 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268 
Translated from “조선은 한때 왜구의 침입에 따른 피해를 줄이고자 울릉도 등 섬 주민을 본토로 이주시키는 
쇄환 정책을 실시하였다” 
312 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.268 
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textbooks suggest the islands may have been previously inhabited by Korean citizens, only to be 

emptied due to Japanese aggression.  

Learning goals such as these take a different turn from the emotion of trauma and 

protection from the previous Japanese invasion narrative; instead, focusing on the eminence and 

importance of Dokdo invokes pride and appreciation toward national territory. The narrative of 

continuity in Korea’s relation to the islands also situates the territorial dispute in the present. 

Dokdo changes from a historic part of Korea as some other territories may previously have been, 

it becomes an essential part of Korean national territory that continues to be part of Korea to the 

present.    

III-c. The Dokdo Dispute as a Milestone in Korean Development 

 Korean history education goes beyond asserting the historical connection of Korea to 

Dokdo by teaching students about the ongoing historical debates and territorial disputes in 

Northeast Asia. In fact, Korean textbooks frame the territorial dispute as a necessary step in the 

final stage of nationalist historiography: the emergence of Korea as an essential part of world 

history. By associating the territorial disputes with the unification of the Korean Peninsula and 

peace in the East Asian order, Korean textbooks place the Dokdo dispute as an opportunity for 

Korea to become a leader in restoring ties with its East Asian neighbors and a prominent global 

player. 

 The Dokdo dispute is usually introduced at the end of the history curriculum with other 

problems that stem from the different historical perspectives in East Asia. Titles on the unit that 

teach the Dokdo dispute include “Korea in the World,”313 “The Future of a Unified Korea and 

 
313 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.74 
Translated from: “세계 속의 우리 나라” 
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the Peace of the Global Society,”314 and “The Development of the Republic of Korea and 

Changes in the Modern World.”315 Common themes in these units include globalization and the 

unification of Korea. Along with the unification of Korea to reunify the Korean nation, these 

narratives imply that the resolution of territorial and historical disputes is an important milestone 

for the future of Korean development. 

Particularly, in the unit “Modern East Asia,” of the 2018 East Asian history curriculum, 

the learning goals are explained as follows: 

In East Asia, 'historical issues' exist between Korea, China, and Japan; between 
Japan and Russia; and between China and Southeast Asian countries over issues 
such as reorganization of past history, territorial disputes, and historical 
distortions, and these 'historical issues' can lead to the creation of diplomatic 
problems between the countries. The ‘historical issues’ between Korea, China, 
Japan and between China and the Southeast Asian countries can be understood 
through a specific analysis of the Japanese military 'comfort women' issue, Japan's 
unreasonable claim to Dokdo, China's distortion of ancient history such as the 
history of Goguryeo, and territorial disputes between China and the Southeast 
Asian countries. In addition, students should investigate the efforts of each 
country to resolve these ‘historical issues,’ and international activities seeking 
peace and common prosperity to examine various ways to pursue 
reconciliation.316 

The objective of East Asian history in Korea shows Korea’s portrayal of itself as a leading 

member of the East Asian international order as it encourages students to take the initiative in 

 
314 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.55 
Translated from: “통일 한국의 미래와 지구촌의 평화” 
315 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.102 
 Translated from “대한민국의 발전과 현대 세계의 변화” 
316 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.203 
Translated from “동아시아에는 과거사 정리, 영토 분쟁, 역사 왜곡 등의 문제를 놓고 한·중·일 간, 일본과 
러시아 간, 중국과 동남아시아 국가 간에 ‘역사 현안’이 존재하고 있고 이러한 ‘역사 현 안’이 국가 간의 외교 
문제로 비화되기도 한다. 동아시아의 평화를 위협하고 긴장을 고조시키는 한·중·일 및 중국과 동남아시아 
국가 간 ‘역사 현안을 일본군 ’위안부  문제, 일본의 독도에 대 한 부당한 영유권 주장, 중국의 고구려사 등 
고대사 왜곡 문제, 중국과 동남아시아 국가 간 영토 분쟁 등을 사례로 각각의 구체적인 쟁점을 중심으로 
이해할 수 있도록 한다. 또한 이러한 ‘역사 현안’의 해결을 위해 각국의 노력과 평화와 공동 번영을 모색하는 
국제적 차원의 활동 등에 관 한 사례를 조사하여 화해 추구를 위한 다양한 방법을 탐구하도록 한다.” 
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promoting peace in East Asia. The learning goals also emphasize the importance of resolving the 

matters of “historical issues” between the different countries in Asia as they “[create] diplomatic 

problems between countries.317 Of the different issues needing a solution, we can see Dokdo as 

one of the prominent obstacles to peace in East Asia and the portrayal of Japan as the perpetrator 

of the problem due to their “unreasonable claim.”318 

Similar sentiments of the “Korea as a Peacemaker” narrative can be found in other 

learning goals such as the 2012 history learning goal of the unit about “the Development of the 

Republic of Korea,” which encourages students to “correctly understand territorial issues and 

historical conflicts with neighboring countries and seek solutions to the problem.”319 However, 

the resolution to the problem of different historical interpretations does not equate to giving up 

Korean sovereignty over Dokdo as the “correct [understanding]” of the Dokdo issue is specified 

to be an “accurate understanding of the rationale for Dokdo as Korean territory.”320 

 While the textbooks introduce the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute as part of the ongoing 

historical problem in East Asia, they also differentiate the Dokdo dispute from the Senkaku 

dispute by emphasizing the political and economic causes of the Senkaku dispute, while focusing 

on the problem of historical distortion for Dokdo. The Senkaku dispute is introduced in the 

context of contentions surrounding maritime sovereignty as “unclear maritime boundaries and 

ownership over islands after the Second World War during the escalation of competition to 

secure maritime resources and the propagation of nationalism aggravates the conflicts.”321 While 

 
317 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.203 
318 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.203 
319 Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology Public Release No.2012-14,” p.44 
Translated from “주변국과의 영토 문제와 역사 갈등을 올바로 이해하고 해결 방안을 찾아본다.” 
320 Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology Public Release No.2012-14,” p.44 
Translated from “독도가 우리 영토인 근거를 정확하게 이해하고” 
321 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.394 
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the textbooks claim the disputes surrounding the islands are based on historical interpretations of 

sovereignty,322 the escalation of the Diaoyu/Senkaku conflict is also attributed to the expected 

economic value of the natural gas and oil presumed to be under the island.323 While the Dokdo 

dispute is mainly based on historical interpretation, the textbooks imply that the Senkaku dispute 

is based on economic reasons and the debate on history is a byproduct of the rhetoric for 

claiming sovereignty. 

 The narrative present in textbooks also focuses on Japan’s role as the instigator of the 

conflict. When introducing the conflicts in East Asia, the textbooks emphasize “the economic 

development and democratization of Korea, the reform and opening of China, and the long-term 

economic stagnation of Japan” along with the rise of new nationalism as the causes of the 

changing East Asia order and the rise of problems on history. While China and Korea’s recent 

changes are positive, the textbooks imply that Japanese society has mostly experienced a 

negative turn in recent years, which may explain Japan’s interest in claiming these islands. 

Similarly, questions such as “where is the region that Japan is causing a territory dispute in?” or 

“what dynasty from Korean history is China trying to include in Chinese history through its 

promotion of the Northeast Project?” displayed in the review section of the textbook portray 

 
Translated from: “이와 같은 분쟁들은 제 2차 세계 대전 이후 이 지역의 해양 경계와 도서 영유권이 확실하게 
정해지지 않은 상태에서 해양자원 확보 경쟁과 민족주의의 확산으로 점점 심각해지고 있다” 
322 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.395 “Japan claims the Senkaku Islands were ownerless before 1885, 
and Japan officially integrated it into Japan in 1895. However, China claims that Diaoyudao was originally Chinese 
and the island should have been returned after the end of the Second World War.” “일본은 센카쿠 열도가 1885년 
이전까지 주인이 없는 섬이었다며, 1895년에 일본 영토로 공식 편입하였다고 주장하고 있다. 한편 중국은 
댜오위다오가 원래 중국의 영토이며, 제 2차 세계 대전 이후 반환되어있어야 할 섬이라 주장하고 있다.” 
323 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.394-5 
Translated form: “동중국해 상에 위치한 조어도(센카쿠 열도, 댜오위다오)는 8개의 무인도로 이루어진 
지역으로, 현재 일본과 중국, 타이완이 영유권 분쟁…을 벌이고 있다. 조어도에는 석유, 가스 등 중요한 
천연자원이 매장된 것으로 추정되어 경제적 가치가 매우 높게 평가되고 있다.”  
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China and Japan as the creators of historical distortion and Korea as the victim of their 

manipulation of history.324   

 On the other hand, Korea’s role in the dispute is to become the leader in providing a 

solution to the disputes in East Asia, as the textbooks encourage students to find a solution to the 

disputes. The textbooks cite the co-authoring of a shared textbook and historical narrative 

between China, Japan, and Korea to be one example of a viable solution to the differing 

historical interpretations.325 Students are encouraged to write a short essay on “what [students] 

can do to resolve the history controversy in East Asia.” Additionally, the history curriculum 

encourages students “to develop their own understanding of history through historical sources” 

and develop the ability to apply history critically to the modern age.326 

Nonetheless, when examining the sources and activities given to students in their history 

education, some implicitly reaffirm the national narrative. One question in the textbook’s chapter 

review states “write down some specific incidents that show Dokdo is Korean territory.”327 

Another question asks students to “correct the incorrect historical perception that Japan has and 

write methods to resolve these issues.”328 While students are encouraged to examine primary 

sources and develop their interpretation of the texts, students are encouraged to find sources that 

support Korea’s sovereignty over Dokdo.329 Similarly, primary sources given to students in the 

textbooks are usually curated to align with the Korean narrative. One example of a student 

 
324 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
Translated from: 일본이 일으키고 있는 영토 분쟁이 나타나고 있는 지역은 어디인가? 
중국이 동북공정을 추진하면서 중국 역사에 포함시키려고 하는 우리 역사의 왕조는 무엇인가? 
325 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.119 
326 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.204 
327 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.271 
“독도가 우리의 영토임을 보여 주는 구체적 사례를 조사하여 써 보자.” 
328 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.271 
“독도에 대한 일본의 잘못된 역사 인식을 지적하고, 이를 해결할 수 있는 방안을 서술해 보자” 
329 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.399 
‘독도가 우리나라의 영토임을 보여 주는 다른 자료들을 찾아보자.” 
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activity includes examining Dokdo in Korean and Japanese documents. While the question asks 

students to examine how the Japanese government regarded Dokdo until the 19th century, the 

only example given is an order from the Taejunggwan in 1877 stating that “Jukdo (Eulleungdo) 

and Ildo (Dokdo) have no relations to the state (Japan),” while multiple primary sources 

supporting Korean sovereignty are given.330 Activities like these while seemingly encouraging 

students to be proactive to develop their interpretation of history, only confirm the Korean 

narrative. 

 

[Figure 5. Dokdo’s location in relation to Ulleungdo and Oki Islands]331 

Conclusion: Overcoming the Past through the United Minjok 

 Dokdo stands out as a prime example of Korea’s experience with Japanese imperialism. 

The islands remain a significant symbol of the Japanese colonial era by being ascribed the status 

of the first of the Korean territories to be subjugated to Japanese aggression. This symbolic 

narrative surrounding Dokdo continues to dominate political narratives surrounding the islands. 

 
330 Chong et al., Kodung hakkyo Han’guksa. p.269 
331 Image from “Dokdo, Location and Features | MOFA Dokdo,” accessed May 7, 2022, 
http://dokdo.mofa.go.kr/m/eng/. 
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In his 2018 speech commemorating the 99th anniversary of the March 1 Independence 

Movement, South Korean President Moon Jae-In emphasized the importance Dokdo holds in the 

Korean historic narrative:  

We have a proud history of creating liberation with our strength. We have the 
capacity to create peace on our own. With the people's capabilities and 
confidence, I will make the March 1st Movement and the 100th anniversary of the 
founding of the Republic of Korea a new starting point for the establishment of a 
lasting peace regime and prosperity based on peace. In order to do that, we must 
correct the wrong history with our strength.  
Dokdo was the first of our land occupied during the Japanese invasion of the 
Korean Peninsula. It is our territory. Japan's denial of that fact is no different than 
refusing to reflect on its imperialist aggression.332 

President Moon’s speech encompasses two representative characteristics of the Korean 

national historic narrative: the remnants of rhetoric against Japanese imperialism and the role of 

the people in rebuilding the Korean nation. 

 The conception of the Korean nation derives from an objective to counter Japanese 

imperialist narratives. Sin and the many Korean historians developed a historiography aimed at 

differentiating the Korean nation from that of the Japanese and Chinese. Consequently, the anti-

Japanese rhetoric plays an important part in the development of the Korean national identity. 

While Korea’s imperial subjugation represents a time of strife in Korean history, it also 

represents an important turning point that united the Korean people against Japan. History 

 
332 Kyung-jun Park, “[Full Text] President Moon Jaein’s 99th Anniversary Commemorative Speech on March 1st,” 
Yonhap News, March 1, 2018, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20180301031300001. 
Translated from: 우리 힘으로 광복을 만들어낸, 자긍심 넘치는 역사가 있습니다. 
우리는 우리 스스로 평화를 만들어낼 역량이 있습니다. 
저는 이러한 국민들의 역량과 자신감으로 3.1운동과 대한민국 건국 100주년을 항구적 평화체제 구축과 
평화에 기반한 번영의 새로운 출발선으로 만들어 나가겠습니다. 
그러기 위해서 우리는 잘못된 역사를 우리의 힘으로 바로 세워야 합니다. 
독도는 일본의 한반도 침탈 과정에서 가장 먼저 강점당한 우리 땅입니다. 
우리 고유의 영토입니다. 
지금 일본이 그 사실을 부정하는 것은 제국주의 침략에 대한 반성을 거부하는 것이나 다를 바 없습니다. 
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narratives focus on the united efforts of the people in fighting against Japanese imperialism to 

instill patriotism among students.  

 This narrative of the united minjok is comparable to the Chinese narrative of rejuvenating 

the country after the “century of humiliation.” While the current Chinese narrative centers 

around the efforts of the Communist Party in reviving Chinese stature through its victory against 

the Kuomintang, the Korean narrative focus on the role of the people in reviving the Korean 

nation.333 Sections on the Korean independence movement focus on grassroots movements in the 

early 1900s including anti-Japanese militias and the Korean Patriotic Enlightenment Movement 

that sought to educate the people.334 

 How does the combination of anti-Japanese rhetoric and grassroots activism relate to the 

future of the Dokdo dispute? Korea continues to view Japan’s distortion of history as a perpetual 

problem to developing peace in East Asia. As President Moon explains in his speech, Korea 

“must correct the wrong history” to build a “lasting peace regime.”335 Accordingly, the Korean 

history curriculum frames Korea as a leader in developing peace in East Asia. The learning goals 

of East Asian history focus on students understanding the roots of conflict in East Asia and 

finding a solution to the problem.336 However, when examining the pedagogy surrounding the 

territory disputes, the Korean textbooks reinforce the symbolic nature of Dokdo in Korea’s fight 

for independence against Japan. To give up Dokdo is out of the question in the Korean narrative 

as it signals a return of Japanese imperialism and Korea’s inability to resist it. For Koreans, 

 
333 Zheng Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics and Foreign Relations 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2014) p.96-100 
334 Cho et al., Chunghakkyo yoksa. p.36-7 
335 Park, “[Full Text] President Moon Jaein’s 99th Anniversary Commemorative Speech on March 1st.” 
336 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162,” p.195 
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Dokdo is not the simple pair of rocks that outsiders may view it to be; it is the beacon of Korea’s 

resistance to returning to a past of colonialism. 
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Conclusion: The Aftermaths of Nationalist Historical Narratives 

I. Strategic Ambiguity vs Japanese Aggression 

 The first question this thesis started with was “how do the historical narratives present in 

Chinese and Korean education reflect the advent of the territorial disputes?” When comparing 

the U.S.’ interest in strategic ambiguity with the expansion of the Japanese Empire in the 20th 

century, Korean and Chinese history focused on Japanese aggression.  

Through an examination of the documents behind the drafting of the San Francisco Peace 

Treaty, it was clear that the U.S.’ preoccupation with the onset of the Cold War and maintaining 

its hold on Asia was the primary factor for the strategic ambiguity. The U.S. cannot claim 

ignorance over the possibility of contention over the islands as Dokdo was explicitly mentioned 

in the November 1949 treaty draft but was later removed due to conflicting information. Tension 

around the Senkaku dispute also started during the U.S administration of the Ryukyu islands, yet 

the Nixon administration chose to shift the islands’ jurisdiction to Japan without clearly 

resolving the definition of the Ryukyu islands. However, the historical narratives in Korea and 

China aggrandize the role of Japan in starting the territorial disputes, while minimizing the U.S.’ 

role. Korean textbooks assert that Japanese lobbyists may have been the cause for the shift in the 

U.S position and misinformation during the different drafts of the San Francisco Peace Treaty. 

 Another reason for the focus on Japanese aggression may be because it helps frame the 

territorial disputes in a historical context rather than as a political or economic argument. While 

China’s focus on the Senkaku dispute does lend some insight into political and economic 

arguments, the main point for the territorial disputes was focused on each country’s historic 

connection to the islands. Korea created a genealogy to show evidence through documents and 

maps from important Korean dynasties. Similarly, China also traced its legitimacy over the 
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Senkaku islands to the Ming dynasty and asserted its connection to the islands through its claim 

to Taiwanese sovereignty.  

 However, it is also important to note that this emphasis on Japan in this paper may be 

because I focused on keywords such as Japan, Diaoyu/Senkaku, Dokdo/Takeshima, and other 

keywords related to China and Korea’s territorial dispute with Japan when examining the 

textbooks. In the process, details concerning the U.S. and other actors may have been 

overlooked. An examination of each period in the textbooks or an examination of the country’s 

relationship with other contenders, the U.S., or the Soviet Union in China’s case, may show a 

different focus in understanding the start of the territorial dispute. 

II. Similarities in Chinese and Korean Historiographies 

 The question “how does history education in China and Korea reinforce the territorial 

disputes in East Asia” complicated the relationship between colonial memories, nationalism, and 

territorial disputes. Chinese and Korean history are centered on the nationalist narrative in which 

a nation with a great heritage was subjugated to foreign aggression during the 20th century.   

 Of the many aggressors on their country, the two histories point to Japan as the main 

aggressor and create an anti-Japanese nationalist narrative. Japan is portrayed as the catalyst for 

China’s and Korea’s deterioration during the 20th century through the invasion of the national 

territory and the enforcement of unfair treaties. For China, anti-Japanese nationalism was integral 

in creating its national identity as the Treaty of Shimonoseki marked an important part of the 

Century of Humiliation, while its victory in the Second Sino-Japanese war meant a revival of 

Chinese sovereignty. Japan also continues to be regarded with distrust by the two countries as 

they perceive Japan to have been unapologetic for its past aggression and atrocities. 
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Within this anti-Japanese nationalist narrative, the territorial disputes are continuously 

reinforced to maintain the historical memory of colonial transgressions when discussing the 

territorial disputes. Sections dedicated to learning about Dokdo in Korean textbooks are situated 

in the context of the Japanese Colonial Era, and Dokdo reigns as the symbol of the start of the 

Japanese colonial era in Korea. Examples include the previously referenced 2018 speech by 

Korean President Moon Jae-in on the anniversary of the March 1 Independence Movement and 

Former Korean President Lee Myung-bak’s visit to Dokdo on August 10, 2012.337 Media outlets 

such as the Korean Herald continued to link the visit to Korea’s historic memory of Japanese 

imperialism by framing Lee’s visit as “[coming] days before the 67th anniversary of Liberation 

Day on Wednesday, which celebrates Korea’s independence from Japan’s colonial rule from 

1910-45.”338 A similar phenomenon was observed in the 2012 anti-Japanese protests in China 

when Chinese protestors would organize protests on dates related to Japanese imperialism such 

as September 18th, the anniversary of the Mukden Incident.339 

 Contrary to their experience during the 20th century, both countries focus on the revival 

of their nation’s status in the international world in the 21st century. For Korea, the development 

of its economy and the propagation of Korean culture is the focus of Korea’s rise in international 

stature.340 China, however, exalts itself to be the defender of the Third World against 

hegemonism and imperialism. Starting from its experience in the Cold War, China situates itself 

 
337 Kyung-jun Park, “[Full Text] President Moon Jaein’s 99th Anniversary Commemorative Speech on March 1st,” 
Yonhap News, March 1, 2018, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20180301031300001.; Hyon-hee Shin, “Lee Makes 
Unprecedented Visit to Dokdo,” The Korea Herald, August 10, 2012, 
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20120810000348. 
338 Shin, “Lee Makes Unprecedented Visit to Dokdo” 
339 Xiamen University In-Depth Development of ‘five Loves’ Education,” Ministry of Education of the People’s 
Republic of China, November 12, 2012, http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/s3165/201211/t20121112_144383.html. 
340 Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, “Ministry of Education Public Release No.2018-162: Social Studies 
Curriculum” (Ministry of Education, Republic of Korea, July 2018), 
http://www.ncic.go.kr/mobile.kri.org4.inventoryList.do. p.195  
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as a developing country that has also experienced the betrayal of hegemonic powers through the 

Soviet Union and the United States’ secret agreement at the Yalta conference.341 This leads to the 

complicated outcome of the tasks of modern Koreans and Chinese students: to become leading 

members of the international community while protecting the nation’s integrity.  

III. Looking to the future 

 So, what does the future hold for China, Japan, and Korea and their territorial disputes? 

Although the primary focus of this thesis is not to make predictions, it is an important question to 

consider. Previous scholarships on diplomatic relations between the three countries have cited 

the territorial disputes as one of the obstacles to developing stronger ties in East Asia.342 

Similarly, there have been other academics who have analyzed the territorial dispute through 

theories of international relations and international law. Some of these authors have also 

explored solutions to the island disputes including, but not limited to adjudication through the 

International Court of Justice, giving sovereignty to one country while granting fishing rights to 

the other, or joint development of resources on the islands.343 

. My research suggests the answer does not seem to lie in political or economic solutions 

to the islands. The first chapter of the thesis shows the historical precedent of the U.S. attempting 

to mediate the territorial disputes through the formation of international treaties. However, these 

treaties only exacerbated the problem further by creating ambiguity concerning ownership of 

Dokdo and the Senkaku Islands. Some may say the post-World War II treaties were imperfect as 

 
341 Renminjiaoyu chubanshe Lishishi. Shijie jindai xiandaishi xiace. (Beijing: Renmin jiaoyu chubanshe, 2003). 
P.84 
342 Kevin J Cooney and Alex Scarbrough, “Japan and South Korea: Can These Two Nations Work Together?,” 
Asian Affairs: An American Review 35, no. 3 (2008): 173-92 
343 Joshua Castellino and Elvira Domínguez Redondo, “The Title to Dokdo/Takeshima: Addressing the Legacy of 
World War II Territorial Settlements/Finding the Right Settlement of Dispute Mechanism,” International Journal on 
Minority and Group Rights 22, no. 4 (2015): 550–77; Keyuan Zou, “Maintaining Maritime Peace in East Asia,” The 
Journal of Territorial and Maritime Studies 1, no. 2 (2014): 27–49. 
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the onset of the Cold War influenced many of the clauses and the U.S.’ goal in drafting the 

treaties; a modern internationally sanctioned treaty may provide a viable solution. I am not 

suggesting that this is a possibility.  

Nonetheless, while a treaty may provide a solution politically, it will not be a complete 

solution to the territorial dispute unless it addresses the root of the complexity of the East Asian 

island disputes: Korea and China’s colonial memory. Through an examination of the 

historiography and history education in China and Korea in chapters 2 and 3, we have seen a 

continued reinforcement of the connection between the history of Japanese colonialism, its 

effects on Chinese and Korean historical memory, and the claims to the disputed islands. The 

historical narrative in China and Korea leads students to continue to see Dokdo and the Senkaku 

Islands as a symbol of resistance against Japanese imperialism.  

These narratives develop around the islands as they are framed as a part of an ongoing 

debate in East Asia concerning Japan’s approach to its imperial past. While treaties may provide 

a political solution, the narratives of post-colonialism and historic memory remain amongst the 

Chinese and Korean people. Examples from the 2012 anti-Japanese protests in China and the 

2011 anti-Japanese boycott in Korea have shown that these narratives have the potential of 

mobilizing the people independent of the government’s position.344 As long as the larger problem 

of conflicting approaches to colonial memory remains in East Asia, cooperation in East Asia on 

the territory disputes may prove to be difficult. 

  

 
344 Alan Taylor, “Anti-Japan Protests in China,” The Atlantic, September 17, 2012, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2012/09/anti-japan-protests-in-china/100370/.; 
Kichang Im, “Japan’s ‘boycott of Japanese imperialism’ movement in response to Dokdo provocation 
(comprehensive),” Yonhap News, August 10, 2011, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20110810070151004. 
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