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At the EAI weekly seminar organised by the East Asian Institute (National University of 
Singapore), Professor Jo Yangheon, professor at the Department of Asian and Pacific Studies, 
and head, Center for Japanese Studies, Institute of Foreign Affairs and National Security 
(IFANS), Korea National Diplomatic Academy explained the changes and continuities of the 
Korea-Japan diplomatic relations over the last 10 years. 
 
Professor Jo began his presentation by detailing Korean-Japanese relations since 2015. He 
first covered the ‘history-centred’ approach of the Park Gyun-Hye government from 
February 2013 to December 2015. The early Park government featured a Korea-China 
approach of cooperation on history issues, resulting in Japan’s criticism of Korea’s tilting 
towards China. The later Park government, from January 2016 to May 2017, reversed its 
Korea-China approach, leading to better bilateral relations with Japan. The North Korean 
nuclear provocation, along with the strengthening of US-Japan-South Korea security 
cooperation and the signing of the General Security of Military Information Agreement 
(GSOMIA) between Japan and South Korea are just some examples of the improved bilateral 
relations. However, under the current Moon Jae-in government, there has been another 
downturn in Korean-Japanese relations, especially over historical issues like the review of 
the comfort women agreement and the conflict on forced wartime labour. The international 
situation in East Asia has also changed during the Moon administration with progress in inter-
Korean relations in 2018, as well as changes in US-China-Japan relations.  
 
 
Professor Jo also said that the current Korea-Japan relations are constrained by a ‘dual-
contorted structure’. The first contortion is a reversed threat perception in the post-Cold War 
era. The two countries’ threat perception of North Korea and China overturned dramatically 
in the post-Cold War era. The different approaches in their China policy and North Korea 
policy have complicated their strategic cooperation.  
 
The second contortion is defined by historical issues. In the 2010s, the conflicts between 
Korea and Japan revolved around the issue of ‘comfort women’ for the Japanese military 
forces. In recent years, Korea-Japan relations have worsened over the issue of ‘forced labour’ 
in the colonial period. The Korean Constitution Court’s ruling on comfort women in 2011 
and the Supreme Court’s ruling on forced labour in 2018 have led to a downturn in Korea-
Japan relations. 
 
Professor Jo further argues that Korea-Japan relations have always been changing due to 
three important factors. Domestic politics (democratisation in Korea, conservative swing in 
Japan) is an important factor in the changing Korea-Japan relations; the changes in the East 
Asian power balance, as well as the leadership factor in the two countries, have all accounted 
for the unpredictability in the bilateral relationship. 
 

 


