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Throughout the history of human civilizations, spawning from the widespread formation of ethnically-disparate, geographically-separated states, communities, and countries, racial prejudices have always sprung from socio-political conflict and the delineation of “other”-ness.  But what are the fundamental environmental factors that contribute to this racially and nationally-based bigotry?  Is this an inevitable inherent consequence of the interaction between principally isolated homogeneous communities?  In this essay, we explore these questions by delving into the intricacies and nuances of the racial prejudices derived from the Japanese occupation of Taiwan and Korea.  Korea’s reaction to Japanese imperialism in their homeland serves as the quintessential catalyst for national animosity that often resonates strongly in Koreans even far beyond the boundaries of the two countries.  Taiwan, on the other hand, existed under incredibly different societal circumstances and exemplifies a more bipolar reaction to Japan’s actions, ultimately manifesting itself with the creation of a unique Taiwanese identity and more varied ethnic preconceptions.  For many people of Taiwanese descent, Taiwan’s history under the rule of China and Japan has actually resulted in a pro-Japanese, anti-Chinese sentiment, in spite of the 50 years of Japanese occupation and control.  We then continue by contrasting the manifestations of these biases in Asia with the materialization of the same prejudices in America, focusing on the different environmental factors, significantly more heterogeneous ethnic make-up, and the presence of a controlling American societal intermediary.  Before we can begin to understand and analyze the factors affecting ethnic prejudice, we must first understand the historical occurrences and cultural perspectives from which they spawned.  So, we will begin our exploration by detailing the historical background and lasting consequences of the Japanese occupation of Taiwan and Korea.  

Developing Taiwanese – Japanese Relations

A Brief History


In 1895, Taiwan became the first colony in Japan’s imperialistic endeavors of the 19th and 20th centuries.  The Chinese Ch’ing dynasty was forced to cede Taiwan to Japan after losing the Sino-Japanese War in 1895, and Taiwan remained under the control of the Japanese for the next 5 decades.  Being its first colony, Japan was determined to focus all of its energies on creating a successful, well-managed, well-funded colony that could not only serve as a productive protectorate, but ultimately be integrated with the rest of Japan; this also served as a statement to all of the western colonial powers that Japan was itself a power to be reckoned with, and that they could govern a colony equally as well as, if not better, than their western counterparts.  

By contrast with the later Japanese colonial efforts in Korea, the implementation of many Japanese ideals and societal and economic improvements eventually was predominantly well-received in Taiwan despite initial resistance (the reasons for this will be further discussed and analyzed in the “Taiwanese Reaction to Japanese Colonialism” section).  “Although there were many political movements calling for reform and a Taiwanese parliament during the Japanese era, these were not signs of strong, militant anti-Japanese sentiment among the Taiwanese people of the time – as a result of industrial and economic development and public works on the part of the Japanese administration, the standard of living for Taiwanese was drastically raised, leading to pro-Japanese feelings on the part of many Taiwanese of the time.” (Guo 1)  Initially, the Japanese arrived to find a country decimated by decades of neglect from the Ch’ing Dynasty, a state with no organized law system, an economy almost entirely based on sugar and rice, and a multitude of anti-Japanese protests, particularly in Southern Taiwan.  However, these rebellions were suppressed immediately and violently; for example, when anti-Japanese protests erupted in 1896, 30 villages were destroyed and every living thing within a radius of 5 miles was killed.  

As the Japanese colonialists rolled out their plans to improve the country, the instances of resistance dramatically lessened, and the Taiwanese population grew to accept the Japanese policies, especially as their merits (relative to the incredibly poor management of the previous Chinese rule) became increasingly apparent.  Japan strived to execute a number of policies aimed at high economic growth and future integration of Taiwan’s economy into the Japanese empire.  One of the first policies implemented by the Japanese was to put an end to Chinese migration from the mainland, a gesture that served to differentiate the Taiwanese population as unique and distinctly separate from the looming negatively-viewed Chinese presence.  The Japanese also began to staff the military, bureaucracy, and government with Japanese citizens.  Furthermore, they established an organized domestic law and order system, a coherent structure that was never successfully established in Taiwan earlier.  This put an end to the warlordism and rampant lawlessness that existed before as a result of the poor colonial management abilities of the Ch’ing dynasty.  Along with the overall organizational and structural value added, they created much more economic infrastructure by building roads, railways, communication systems, factories, and harbors to facilitate export to Japan.  Because Taiwan was largely an agricultural island, the Japanese also put the highest priority on improving the efficiency and efficacy of their agricultural industry; this fundamentally included improving irrigation canals, implementing land reform policies by buying out landlords, and introducing new strains of rice.  They also worked on establishing new light industries such as constructing food processing plants, and setting up economic reforms such as standardized currency and uniform commercial practices.  Later on, Taiwan became a crucial supplier for Japan in World War II by supplying the Japanese war effort with textiles, chemicals, and machine tools.  Taiwan was also a critical base site from which Japan launched its invasion of the Philippines and Indonesia.  Although these economic and industrial reforms to improve Taiwan were clearly designed to benefit Japan, they did lay the foundation for Taiwan’s later “miracle” economic growth, even after Japan lost its colonial rule over the island.

In addition to the economic and industrial changes, Japan implemented a number of social and cultural institutions to fundamentally adjust the notion of Taiwanese identity to become more integrated with the Japanese whole that the empire had envisioned for its future.  The primary strategy for shifting away from a legacy of Chinese cultural inheritance and towards the ideals emphasized in Japan was to introduce a widespread revamp of the education system, so that the growing generation would be shaped and molded with the help of Japanese-style schools.  In these schools, classes were taught in kokugo, the national Japanese language, and neither Mandarin Chinese nor Taiwanese were acceptable languages in class.  Scholarships were also introduced so that students could study in Japan.  The purpose of these schools was not specifically to serve as a medium for propagandistic information dissemination for the growing generations (although they did indeed serve that purpose as well), but rather to make the education experience in Taiwan the same as it was in Japan.  These measures were not solely formulated to exploit Taiwan as a Japanese colony, but instead, much attention was actually directed at the overall Taiwanese people’s well-being; again, this is because Japan had planned for Taiwan to become an integral part of the Japanese empire, and as such wanted the lifestyle in Taiwan to be on par with the rest of Japan.  Ultimately, these educational reforms functioned as the first step in breaking away from Chinese influence, and greatly improved the school systems in Taiwan, as demonstrated by significant increases in literacy rate and technological skill acquisition.

Although to this point, we have been focusing on how the implementation of Japan’s wide-sweeping reforms in Taiwan ultimately benefited Taiwan by dramatically modernizing its economy, education system, and infrastructure, we must remember that these are essentially indirect consequences of Japan’s aims to serve itself and bolster its hold as a colonial power.  Furthermore, the Taiwanese were very limited in their ability to design their own policies, and their lives were predominantly dictated by the decision-makers in Japan and the local government institutions, often occupied by many Japanese citizens.  Also, although much of the initial resistance, particularly in Southern Taiwan, gradually lessened over the years, local rebellions did not completely disappear.  Many of these uprisings were persisted by the efforts of the Taiwanese aboriginal population; for example, in the Musha uprising of 1930, thousands of Taiwanese aboriginals were killed as they rose against the Japanese, and were quickly and violently defeated.

During the proceedings of World War II, Taiwan’s fate as a Japanese colony was terminated and the country was handed back to China.  In the Cairo Conference of 1941, officials from China, Great Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union gathered to discuss military options against Japan, and ultimately reached an agreement with Chiang Kai-shek, the President of the Republic of China, that Taiwan, the Pescadores, and the four provinces in North-Eastern China would be returned to China after the war.  Finally, when Japan was defeated by the allied forces in 1945, the Potsdam Declaration reaffirmed the Cairo Decision, and on October 25, 1945, Taiwan was officially handed back to the Nationalist government in China.

Taiwanese Reaction to Japanese Occupation


Ultimately, the Taiwanese reaction and response to the Japanese imperial undertakings differed dramatically from the situation in Korea, and for many people of Taiwanese background, the Japanese occupation manifested itself in the form of a pro-Japanese, anti-Chinese prejudice, rather than the undeniable anti-Japanese sentiment generated in Korea. 

“Unlike the Koreans, who vehemently detested and tenaciously opposed the Japanese and their colonial occupation, the Taiwanese are said to have retained a fairly positive image of the Japanese and recollected approvingly the virtues of Japanese rule.  If the Koreans speak of oppression and resistance, the Taiwanese speak of modernization and development. … Although the supposed contrast between colonial Taiwan and colonial Korea has more to do with their respective precolonial and postcolonial histories than Japanese rule per se, it is undeniable that Japanese colonialism has had a profound impact on the subsequent developments of these former colonies.”  (Ching 8)

By no means does this analysis attempt to argue that Japanese rule of Taiwan was necessarily “fair”, but rather by relative comparison, it was far more beneficial for the Taiwanese people, community, and economy than the previous and following negative impact of Chinese rule.  “So, with Korea, we get a general verdict of exploitation; and with Taiwan, a general verdict of modernization” (Cumings 6).  In this section, we will begin to explore and analyze the cultural, historical, and social reasons why the Japanese occupation of Taiwan did not generate the same anti-Japanese prejudices that existed in Korea, but instead served to intensify the fervor of existing anti-Chinese sentiments, ultimately creating a uniquely Taiwanese identity shaped by centuries of influence from other countries.  


The first and most obvious reason why the Japanese occupation of Taiwan was ultimately met with low levels of resistance and even some degree of approval by the Taiwanese masses was that the employed Japanese policies tremendously improved the standard of living both financially and biologically for the Taiwanese people.  It brought greater levels of organization, structure, unity, and industry to a country with great unharnessed potential.  As mentioned in the history section, the Japanese brought ideas to organize the government, spark local industries, establish an export-oriented economy, and build roads, railways, port facilities, power-plants, factories, a sewage system, and an electrification system.  Although Taiwan’s agriculture industry was successful, it was no longer the country’s sole basis for survival.  In essence, Taiwan was not treated entirely as an exploitable resource, but instead was developed as a potential future branch of Japan, wherein its occupants would benefit from the same standard of living and practices found in Japan.  

In the earlier days, Japan focused on building up Taiwan’s agricultural capabilities, as well as its various industries by providing the necessary capital, technology, and management techniques.  In agriculture, they allowed the existing system to continue to prosper: “in Taiwan, unlike other sugar-producing colonies, indigenous family farms and small-scale rice millers not only survived but thrived in competition with Japanese sugar capital” (Ka 2).  In terms of industry, the Japanese constructed factories all from Japanese capital and technology, which sparked the economy by providing more jobs.  Factories provided training and hospital services free of charge for Japanese and Taiwanese workers alike.  This served to improve the economy, health, and human capital of large segments of the Taiwanese population.  In the end, the Japanese government had allocated about 37.4 million yen for investment in Taiwan’s development over 13 years (approximately $20 billion US today), ultimately hoping Taiwan would be assimilated into the Japanese culture (Guo 2).  As a result of the Japanese intervention, the economic productivity outpaced the population growth by almost threefold in this time period (http://www.china-biz.org/Taiwan_Pages/ Taiwan_Before_The_Miracle.htm).  On the agricultural front, sugar production increased 11-fold over 15 years, and rice production also sustained significant increases (Guo 2).  Average adult height data, which serves as an established indication of health and welfare, also showed marked increases during colonial times (Morgan).  With the improved economy, standard of living, and access to health benefits, the lifestyle for the Taiwanese people underwent a significant transformation.  The economy grew to the point where it was essentially on the same level as Japan, and by the “late 1920s, the consumption of meat, vegetables, and fruit… was higher than that anywhere in China, and even higher than in some parts of Japan…”; also, the death rate dropped to 33 per 1000 in 1906 and to 19 per 1000 in 1940 due to better “hygienic measures” introduced by the Japanese government and the multitude of newly built hospitals (Guo 2).  Although it is clearly difficult to attain objective measures of the overall population’s contentment with the Japanese rule, it is clear to see that Japan’s plans for developing Taiwan as a modern state had tremendously beneficial effects on the country’s economic production, and biological health and well-being.


Notwithstanding the pervasive institution of Japanese-style schools, the uniquely Taiwanese history and culture was not completely stifled by reformed Japanese government and education systems.  Taiwanese citizens were still allowed to practice many of their indigenous customs, and although the newer schools were taught in a Japanese dialect, the curriculum still included studies about Taiwanese and Chinese geography, history, and culture.  Additionally, the education system began to implement a nearly “universal primary school education” where the majority of the denizens of Taiwan had access to schooling.  By contrast, in China, the education system at that time was primarily used to benefit the wealthy.  Continuing on the issue of education, the Japan-Taiwan relation proved to be a give-and-take relationship, as students from Taiwan were given opportunities to travel abroad to study in Japan.  In 1922, at least 2400 Taiwanese students were studying in Japan, and by 1942, that number had tripled (Guo 3).  Ultimately, this example, as well as many of the other Japanese policies, demonstrate that the endeavors in the colony of Taiwan forged an undeniably bi-direction relationship, in which both parties did receive remarkable benefits.  For this reason, much of the Taiwanese population was content with their new position under a greatly improved ruler (relative to China) that was willing to invest in its economic and social development.


Another critical factor in developing a pro-Japanese sentiment in Taiwan and facilitating the eased transition into Japanese colonial rule was the unquestionably unpopular actions and treatment of the Chinese control prior to and following the period of Japanese occupation.  In other words, existing as a subordinate to the modernization and development implemented by the Japanese (although not as desirable as having Taiwanese independence) was a far more favorable fate than surviving under the harsh and careless hand of the Chinese government.  To the Taiwanese people of the time, the most basic comprehension was that life under the rule of the “specter of China” consisted of a neglectful and harsh colonial ruler that persisted a society of corruption, lawlessness and warlordism.  On the other hand, towards the end of the 19th century when the Japanese occupied Taiwan, they were far more pro-active in developing the economy, education, government, and promoting the overall well-being of Japanese and Taiwanese residents alike.  

The poor treatment by the Chinese government prior to 1895 can be captured by the common saying that in Taiwan, there was an “uprising every three years and a revolt every five.”  However, after the Japanese took over, the physical, social, and economic landscape of Taiwan changed dramatically as the disorder and lack of organization and centralized control was replaced by a proven formula for social order and efficiency.  This discrepancy was aptly described by an American traveler who commented on Taiwan’s capital, Taipei, as follows: “Taihoku, otherwise known as Taibei, gives one a queer, almost uncanny feeling after months in China.  For here, all is orderliness in complete contrast to Chinese disorder on the other side of the channel” (Cuming 5).  Then, after Taiwan was ceded back to China again after World War II, the fluctuation continued and pro-Japanese, anti-Chinese opinions intensified as the economy plummeted because of “ruinous economic policies resulting from [Chinese] leaders’ preoccupation with the war against the Communists on the mainland” (Guo 5).  While Japanese leaders had benefited from colonialism in Taiwan by developing the country and its resources, Chinese leaders gutted public and private Taiwanese buildings to provide steel for China, appropriated food storages to feed the Chinese army, and allowed public health services, public works, and the education system  to deteriorate (Guo 5).  Furthermore, demonstrations and protests for reform were treated with harsh, senseless violence.  Most notably, demonstrations in early 1947 were brutally suppressed as more than 10,000 Taiwanese people were killed by the end of March, in an incident now known as the 2-28 Incident.  Based on the extraordinary shift in treatment back to the harsh hand of the apathetic Chinese government, Taiwanese people grew to embrace the Japanese virtues developed in the colonial period, and antagonize the comparatively cruel and inhumane actions of the Chinese government. 


Finally, by contrast with the anti-Japanese movements found in other Japanese colonies such as Korea, pro-Japanese, anti-Chinese viewpoints existed in Taiwan in part because of Japan’s role in crafting a truly unique Taiwanese identity, distinctly demarcated from the inherited cultures of China and Japan.  One of Japan’s most significant policies in Taiwan was the cutting off of migration from mainland China to Taiwan.  Without this continued ethnic mixing, Taiwan was able to maintain itself as a more demographically homogeneous country of Taiwanese citizens, and therefore promote the unity and establishment of a Taiwanese identity that remains strong to this day, both in Taiwan and in peoples of Taiwanese descent all over the world.  “From the initial reorientation of Taiwan’s economic activities from southern China to Japan to the desinicization of Taiwanese cultural forms in the period of imperialization, Japanese colonialism was instrumental in delineating and delimiting the relationship between mainland China and colonial Taiwan” (Ching 7).  Because of its constantly changing history of being influenced by a number of different colonial powers and “big brother” ruling countries, the Taiwanese identity is not a direct evolving translation of aboriginal Taiwanese values, but instead a conglomerate mixture of Taiwanese, Chinese, and Japanese inheritances, all fused together to form an identity that is undoubtedly distinct from the Chinese or Japanese identity.  This Taiwanese conceptualization can only be understood “in relation to the “residual” Chinese culturalism and the “dominant” Japanese colonialism – a contradictory and irreducible triple consciousness that is the embodiment of colonial Taiwanese identity formation” (Ching 13).  However, it is most notably a direct relic of Japanese occupation that Taiwan was able to at least partially move out of the cultural and political shadow of China and into a unique character that exists today within its people and culture; an important conceptualization that laid the foundation for present-day struggles towards Taiwanese independence.

Characterizing South Korean-Japanese Relations
South Korean Identity and National Pride


In characterizing South Korean-Japanese Relations, it is important to take into account the immense sense of national pride that dominates Korean society. Centuries of isolation had allowed Korean society to develop and evolve its own national identity independent of other Asians. The longevity and durability of its culture promoted an air of superiority among Koreans, which greatly added to the shame and injustice experienced by Koreans during the Japanese occupation.

A great deal of South Korean national pride originates from its having been a unified country since the 7th century. Since its unification, the Korean people experienced great strides in social reform, the sciences, and the arts. Koreans took pride in their self-sufficiency and believed their culture to be indomitable. The Korean written language, Hangul, is probably the major source of Korean identity (L.o.C, 2004). The Korean oral language had existed since ancient times; however, half its vocabulary originated from Chinese and its written form relied on Chinese characters (L.o.C, 2004). In the 15h century, Korean scholars developed Hangul. Its advent was heralded as a great scientific achievement, even though it was sparsely used until the 20th century. The written language helped to distinguish Koreans as a separate and independent people in East Asia. During the Japanese occupation, Koreans emphasized the use of Hangul instead of Chinese in order to maintain and protect their Korean identity.


For the many centuries leading to the Japanese occupation period, Koreans felt themselves superior in East Asia in terms of social reforms, scientific developments, and its national achievements. Koreans, with their devotion to neo-Confucianism, considered their society as the most refined. Korean society placed a high premium on wisdom—even going as far as implementing nation-wide civil service exams for government jobs. People of all classes participated in the exam, under the concept that the government should be led by the wisest—displaying social mobility and freedom rare for its time in Asia. Such movements toward reform and refinement of existing social practices convinced Korean society of its own self-sustainability. Koreans thus shunned foreigners, considering them unrefined “barbarians” (L.o.C, 2004), and tried to remain isolated for as long as possible. Their ability to remain isolated seemed only to support their self-appointed superiority. They had successfully rebuffed about 900 foreign invasions (Vedpuriswar, 2003) and as Westerners approached the Korean peninsula, Korea rejected all attempts at contact and negotiation. Catholicism had managed to infiltrate Korean society, but was soon banned from Korea citing the religion’s failure to worship ancestors properly (L.o.C., 2004). And after witnessing the atrocities of the Opium War in China, Koreans shut its doors completely.

History of South Korean-Japanese Conflicts


South Korean-Japanese relations have been dominated by conflict. Korean-Japanese conflicts date back to the end of the 16th century, when Koreans successfully repelled two major Japanese invasions. Koreans managed to remain relatively isolated for centuries afterward; however, Korea caved in to Japanese threats in 1875 and signed a treaty in 1876 that opened up a few ports to the Japanese (L.o.C., 2004). In order to alleviate the Japanese threat, Korea opened up its doors to Western powers, hoping to protect itself by playing one power off another. 


However, the Tonghak Rebellion of 1894-95 marked the end of Korean independence. Koreans invited foreigners to send troops into Korea in order to crush the rebellion. China and Japan both sent troops over, which eventually resulted in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895). Japanese victory forced out Chinese influences out of Korean and allowed Japan to establish hegemony over the Korean peninsula (L.o.C., 2004). The Japanese implemented their first policy changes in Korea through the Treaty of Shimonoseki. The products of this treaty were initially considered beneficial to the Korean people in the eyes of the outside world. Class distinctions were abolished and slaves were liberated. 


In 1895, the Japanese assassinated the Korean queen, who had opposed the Japanese, sparking mass outrage among the Korean people against the Japanese (L.o.C., 2004). The Korean king retaliated by enacting many reform measures that supported the Russians. However, the Japanese defeated the Russians in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 that gave Japan complete control over Korea. In 1910, Korea was annexed as a Japanese colony.


It is important to remember that Korea had been an independent unified country for more than twelve centuries up to this point. Korea had been by no means a perfect society; however, Korean society and culture including their shortcomings were distinctly Korean. Having been conquered by the “inferior” Japanese crippled Korean national pride and created major anti-Japanese sentiment. The changes implemented by the Japanese were initially considered beneficial, such as the disintegration of class distinctions through the Treaty of Shimonoseki. However, the sudden abolishment of class distinctions sent Korean society into political chaos, adding fuel to the anti-Japanese fire.

Japanese Policy in Korea and Korean Resistance


Korean reactions to the Japanese occupation was initially mixed but later consolidated into a massive anti-Japanese movement near the end of Japanese rule. The Japanese at first treated Koreans as a separate entity, theoretically allowing the Koreans the same rights as the Japanese although restricting free speech and other liberties to curb anti-Japanese sentiment (L.o.C., 2004). However, as the Japanese entered their expansionist phase leading up to World War II, Japanese policy toward Korea shifted toward complete assimilation of the Korean people. Korean resistance to Japanese rule was violently crushed. Most Koreans began to focus on preserving the Korean culture and identity in hopes of gaining a measure of revenge in the future (L.o.C., 2004).


Most scholars consider the early Japanese policies in Korea as actually beneficial and even as the catalyst to Korean development and modernization. As mentioned earlier, the first changes implemented by the Japanese was the disintegration of the class system. Moreover, the Japanese abolished slavery in Korea and modified the tax structure to relieve the tax burden suffered by the majority of farmers in the rather agrarian colony (L.o.C., 2004). 


After Korea had been officially annexed, Japan implemented further “benevolent” changes in order to quiet Korean resistance to Japanese rule. The Japanese allowed labor unions to organize and began improving the infrastructure in Korea (Vedpuriswar, 2003). The colonial government also developed a manufacturing sector in the highly agricultural colony and enhanced farming technology in order to increase rice output from the farmlands (L.o.C., 2004).


However, although a few chose to cooperate with the colonial government, most Koreans by no means welcomed Japanese rule (L.o.C., 2004). Most of the economic developments endowed little or no benefits to Koreans themselves since most business ventures and farmland had been taken over by the Japanese (L.o.C., 2004). Many Korean farmers were forced into sharecropping as more and more land fell into Japanese hands. Much of the rice production was actually exported for consumption by the Japanese Imperial Army. Koreans, meanwhile, saw a shortage of food quality and supply and were forced to import poor quality grains from China in order to prevent mass starvation (Vedpuriswar, 2003).


Korean animosity toward the Japanese increased even more as Japan mobilized Korea for the War effort. Many young Koreans were enlisted by the Imperial Army and many women were forced into the role of comfort women—prostitutes to alleviate the tension among Japanese soldiers. In order to maintain maximum output from the colony, the Japanese adopted a policy of completely assimilating the Korean people. Koreans were forced to change their names for Japanese ones. Koreans were also forced to worship at Shinto shrines. The use of the Korean language was also banned, which in effect shut down Korean newspapers as well. Korean history books were even burned (Vedpuriswar, 2003).


Until their liberation, Koreans fumed at the injustice of having been denied the right to their national identity. Koreans were horrified to find their children adopting Japanese values and speak better Japanese than Korean. They were in essence witnessing the complete annihilation of their prized culture and national identity. However, most resistance movements were forced underground, since the colonial government violently crushed any outward shows of resistance (L.o.C., 2004). Many Koreans died in the name of national pride, giving the Koreans more reason to hate the Japanese. 

The Korean War, Division, and Blaming the Japanese


As conflict in Korea deepened after Japanese occupation, so did Korean animosity toward the Japanese. The end of World War II marked the end of Japanese rule in Korea. However, Korea continued under foreign rule, this time by the Soviets and the Americans, and to a lesser degree, the United Nations. 


Korea was fated to be divided ever since. Upon Japanese surrender, Korea was divided into two control zones, with the Soviets in the north and the Americans in the south. The plan was to allow the Korean people some time to develop an independent government; however, disagreement over the plan led the United States and the Soviets to install separate governments in the South and the North, respectively. Cold War tensions eventually precipitated into a bloody war that resulted in a permanent division of the Korean people. 

Soon after the installation of governments in the North and South, the armies of the North invaded the South in hopes of unifying the country. One of the bloodiest wars in history ensued, with China and United States joining the war. In the end over a million Koreans, North and South, perished, half of them civilians (W.J.U., 2003). Thousands of civilians were massacred by both armies. Most buildings and infrastructure on both sides were destroyed (Vedpuriswar, 2003). Korean was essentially left without power or the ability to grow its own food. The greatest loss was perhaps the signing of the armistice in 1953. The cease-fire agreement left the two sides technically still at war, permanently dividing the north from the south, and also the peoples of both sides. 


The losses suffered by the Korean people were intensified by their culture and history. The Korean peninsula had been a unified nation since the 7th century. Throughout the centuries since, Koreans as a unified people had withstood about 900 invasions. This image of endurance and unity had been a major part of the Korean identity. Moreover, Korean society had been founded on neo-Confucian principles, which emphasized the importance of family. The division created by Soviet and American occupation had separated millions of families in Korea. Despite their physical separation, most Koreans still considered their situation as “one people, two nations” (L.o.C., 2004), revealing the strong sense of Korean identity that had survived through Japanese occupation. However, the war forced Koreans to fight one another. Often, family members fought on opposing sides. Over a million casualties later, the Korean people found themselves permanently divided—divided for the first time in 1300 years. In the end, both Korean independence and unity had fallen at the hands of foreigners, causing much anguish in the Korean people and wounding Korean national pride. 


Although Cold War tensions seemed to be primarily responsible for the Korean War, most Korean attributed most of the blame to the Japanese. Koreans often argued that had the Japanese left Korea alone, the Korean War would not have occurred. They argued that the Japanese presence had destroyed all semblance of social order in Korea, effecting an era of great political turmoil. The political chaos created by the Japanese, they argued, prevented the formation of a unified government following liberation, creating the effect of adding insult to injury. 

Lingering Hostilities Following the Korean War


Hostility toward the Japanese continued long after the end of Japanese occupation. Perhaps the most telling of the hostility is the way Koreans dealt with Koreans who had cooperated with the Japanese colonial government (L.o.C., 2004). Even as Korean citizens, many were executed or assassinated (L.o.C., 2004). Those who were pardoned were doomed to wear the label of sympathizing with Japan and were subjected to much discrimination and hostility—similar to the adversity communists faced in America during the Communist witch-hunts. 

In the two decades following the Korean War, South Koreans bitterly witnessed the Japanese economy rapidly develop and become a major power while South Korea plunged into deep recession (Vedpuriswar, 2003). The Korean War had destroyed or damaged most of the industries and infrastructure in Korea, and South Korea found itself as one of the poorest nations in the world. Even the Communist state of North Korea experienced temporary growth and prosperity, adding to the bitterness. 

Following the Korean War, Koreans sought to restore its national pride by establishing its national history and eliminating Japanese influences in Korea. In the 1980’s, the Japanese government revised their school textbook guidelines in order to soften the image of the Japanese during its imperial era, including its occupation of Korea. This action sparked much outrage in Korea, which reacted by erecting in 1987 Independence Hall, which graphically depicted the atrocities of Japanese occupation (L.o.C., 2004). The Korean account of its national history also gradually adopted harsher language when depicting the Japanese. Meanwhile, the South Korean government also banned many cultural imports from Japan, including art, film, and music (L.o.C., 2004). Ironically, Koreans opted to keep the groves of cherry blossoms planted by the Japanese during the colonial era, citing their natural beauty. The presence of cherry blossoms perhaps had symbolic significance in Korea, as Koreans began to realize that despite all the hostility, Koreans had to cooperate with the Japanese in order to restore and build its economy.

Koreans and the Japanese opened diplomatic relations through an agreement in 1965. Under the agreement, the South Korean government granted Japanese fishermen the right to fisheries near the South Korean shore in exchange for much needed capital (L.o.C., 2004). In addition to the deal, the Japanese government agreed to pay some reparations, but without admitting guilt. The capital, coupled with loans and trade helped to fuel economic and industrial development in the south. Due to the infusion of Japanese (and some American) capitol, the Korean economy experienced rapid development and growth during the 1960’s and early 1970’s. 

Despite the benefits of the economic cooperation, hostilities toward the Japanese still lingered as the agreement was considered a “sellout” (L.o.C., 2004). Massive demonstrations protesting this deal and other government policies plagued South Korea for years under the Park Chung-Hee regime, culminating in his assassination. Koreans felt slighted by the amount of reparations the Japanese government offered through the deal. The Koreans would wait until the 1990’s before the Korean and Japanese governments began renegotiating the amount of reparations to be paid by the Japanese.

Cultural Factors Promulgating Hostilities


The hostilities Koreans harbored toward the Japanese were augmented by the nature of Korean culture. The highly centralized nature of Korean culture seemed to amplify the anti-Japanese rhetoric spewed by politicians and civil movements alike. The rhetoric soon took on a propagandistic character and worked its way into the family and the Korean conscience. 


The Korean people had never known freedom of speech. Since its foundation, Korea as a nation had been dominated by a class system that emphasized Confucian values. Confucianism in principle demands obedience and reverence toward elder and superior people, and violations of such rules of conduct were swiftly and harshly punished (L.o.C., 2004). During the Japanese occupation, free speech was severely restricted. Newspapers were shut down and any resistance against the Japanese colonial government was severely put down (Vedpuriswar, 2004). 


A “liberated” Korea under its first few governments found little improvement in the area of free speech. Under the Rhee, Park, and Chun regimes that spanned almost four decades, government opposition groups were heavily censored and opposition demonstrations were violently crushed. Korea was under martial law during this span. Artists and poets were often jailed for depicting corruption in the government. The extent of government censorship showed in full force during the Kwangju Uprising in 1979. About 50,000 protestors had participated in the demonstration to protest the Chun regime coup among other political issues. The “uprising” was crushed in two hours by an army division, resulting in about 200 deaths (L.o.C., 2004). 


The restriction of free speech over the centuries played a major role in the centralization of Korean culture. The restriction of free speech allowed certain ideas to get streamlined in Korean culture, especially during the four decades after “liberation”. There had been some alternative movements in Korea, such as the Sirhak movement of the late Choson dynasty; however such movements often reinforced or refined traditional values instead of changing them.


Moreover, cultural isolation further enhanced this streamlining effect. Korea had remained isolated for about 1200 years, rebuffing invasions and rejecting foreign attempts at contact. As mentioned earlier, the nationalistic movements in Korea led to the expulsion of foreign cultural products. The commonly held perception of the Korean people as “one people” also implied a collective Korean conscience—as if all Koreans adhered strictly to the neo-Confucian code. The lack of differing points of view in Korea allowed certain ideas to dominate the culture. Debate and free speech could not exist in an isolated, censored nation under martial law. 


The geographic distribution of peoples in South Korea further intensified the centralization of Korean culture. As Seoul became the only major metropolis in Korea, accounting for about 12 million of the 35 million people nationwide, Korean culture became dominated by Seoul-specific values. Korean politics became dominated by Seoul interests, as most new and modern businesses as well as the conglomerates operated out of Seoul. Korea was home to only a handful of major media outlets, including only two television stations, all of which were based in Seoul. These media outlets were controlled by conglomerates which had large stakes in the government. Thus much of the news received by the Korean populace was heavily influenced by the government. 


One of the ideas streamlined by the government was anti-Japanese sentiment. Politicians often used the Japanese as a vehicle for mobilizing the popular support. And the populace embraced such rhetoric while remembering the atrocities of Japanese occupation and the Korean War. Anti-Japanese rhetoric found its way into the education curriculum. History books became geared to enflame animosity toward the Japanese while parents, remembering the injustices suffered at the hands of the Japanese, taught children to distrust the Japanese at home. Eventually, Anti-Japanese sentiment became a part of the Korean collective conscience. 

Korean-Japanese Cooperation in the Modern Era


However, as memories of the Japanese colonial era started to fade with time, Koreans and the Japanese experienced greater cooperation in East Asia. 1979 marked the beginning of a new relationship between Korea and Japan, as the two agreed to an informal alliance regarding matters of security and defense (L.o.C., 2004). In 1983, Japan agreed to loan Korea about US$4 billion with low interest, a loan which Korea used to develop its industries, improve its credit rating and recover from the oil crisis of the late 1970’s. The loan was signed off by a Japanese delegate in South Korea, marking the first time a Japanese official had visited South Korea since the end of World War II (L.o.C., 2004). 


Korea has also received financial cooperation from Japan on other major projects. Japan offered financial and security assistance for the 1988 Olympics held in Seoul. Moreover, Japan and Korea jointly hosted the 2002 World Cup. Both events helped to establish Seoul as an economic power on the global level.


Korea’s transition toward global economic prominence led to the nation’s increasing dependence on foreign trade. As a major economic power, Korea could no longer ignore Japanese pleas to balance its trade. Korea eventually freed up Korean-Japanese trade and removed bans on Japanese goods. Whereas in the 1990’s Koreans driving Japanese automobiles were persecuted, it is now common to see Koreans driving Japanese luxury automobiles. 


Regardless of their history, Koreans and the Japanese faced similar challenges in economic recovery. Both countries found themselves stripped of much of its industrial capacity following the end of World War II. Both countries had to rebuild their economies using foreign capital. Both countries experienced rapid economic growth and were both considered economic miracles in East Asia. Despite the hostilities, Koreans could not hide their appreciation for Japanese technology and economic prowess, and vice versa (Vedpuriswar). 


The similar economic experiences shared by Korea and Japan may help to explain the trend of increasing economic cooperation between the two countries. As Korea and Japan both became dependent on export, they both recognized the need to cooperate in order to compete against the other major powers such as the United States and China. The formation of the European Union further encouraged Korean-Japanese cooperation. The two countries now cooperate either directly or through ASEAN. Although Korea and Japan are not official members of ASEAN, ASEAN summits often features ASEAN +3 summits, which include the two countries (K.O.I.S., 2003). In effect, East Asia came to be identified as its own entity, especially with the formation of ASEAN. 


In the modern era, Korean-Japanese relations are often described as “amicable” (L.o.C., 2004). The two countries have held ministerial meetings annually since normalizing their relations in 1965. The two countries have had their share of problems over the years, including a brief termination of diplomatic ties over the content of Japanese history books. Moreover, Korean-Japanese relations came under further strain due to the abduction of Kim Dae-Jung in 1973 and the discriminatory treatment of the Korean minority in Japan (L.o.C., 2004). However, the two countries have made great strides in according many productive agreements, including economic cooperation, security measures such as cooperative sea-rescue, and the increase in Korean-Japanese student exchange programs (Kim, 2004).


It is important to record the attitudes of the younger generations since they represent the future in Korean-Japanese relations. Many young peoples from Korea and Japan visit each other’s countries, helping to create a thriving tourist industry in both countries. Moreover, the bilaterally supported Korea/Japan Student Convention promote friendships and cooperative learning, hoping to improve Korean-Japanese relations (Kim, 2004). The hostilities created by the Japanese occupation seem to be in decline as the older generation who actually witnessed the Japanese occupation decreases in number and the younger generation grows increasingly indifferent to Korean-Japanese conflicts of the past.

The Asian-American Experience


In studying the historical origins of ethnic prejudices within Asia, and exploring how environmental factors can dramatically shape the biases people have about each other, it begs the question of how these same prejudices play out when removed from the geographic, cultural, and socio-political environments from which they developed.  It is precisely this scenario that occurs in America, a more heterogeneous, relatively unbiased setting where these same prejudices, rooted in the same political occurrences of the last 110 years, manifest themselves in truly unique ways.  In present day society, many of the aforementioned prejudices still exist with great intensity in the respective Asian countries, but in America, this animosity between Asian groups is severely diminished, and people of different ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds can to some degree, peacefully co-exist.  In this section, we strive to identify the critical factors that have shaped the way prejudice is manifested in the United States, and highlight the differences with the cultural counterparts in Asia.  We begin by exploring the general issues that formulate this unique dynamic, and continue by examining Korean-American-Japanese-American relations in the United States as a case study.


One of the most cohesive forces in the United States that brings together these previously antagonized groups is the whole notion of unity and identity through shared struggle.  Because all of these different ethnic groups essentially shared the same experiences of migrating to the United States and facing the same obstacles associated with being lumped into the “Asian” or “Asian-American” category by the greater American society, they find that they have more grounds to relate with one another and more incentive to unite and cooperate to overcome these socio-political hindrances.  Because the dominant, primarily-white society does not characterize them specifically as Taiwanese-Americans or Korean-Americans or Japanese-Americans, all of the different ethnic groups find themselves pigeonholed into the same stereotype-enforced category.  This draws a striking difference from the situation in Asia where each of the different ethnic groups comes from completely different social, economic, and political situations, so there is very little chance for them to see eye-to-eye.  Essentially, the shared experience and shared “enemy” really bands all of these East-Asian-American groups together on the basis of necessity and new shared commonalities.


Another critical facet of American society that encourages different Asian-American groups to overcome their prejudices is the heterogeneity of the American ethnic demography.  When large numbers of homogeneous communities are geographically centralized, isolated, and all exposed to the same media messages and taught to think essentially the same ways, there is little room for open-mindedness about other cultures and other foreign points of views.  In America, the different ethnic groups are forced to not only be exposed to other cultures, but also live around people from other backgrounds.  It is precisely in this ethnically heterogeneous landscape that the power of exposure can help overcome ignorance and encourage peaceful co-existence.  There are, however, specifically clustered ethnic communities, but these do generally still retain some level of ethnic mixing.  For example, San Francisco’s JapanTown does not have a statistically significant increase in Japanese-American residents as compared to the rest of San Francisco.  Furthermore, these ethnic clusters are typically commercially-based, not residentially based.  So, even though there is a plaza or chain of Asian restaurants, this does not necessarily mean that the owners or patrons of these restaurants live in that area.  On the whole, the Asian-American experience has facilitated the lessening of ethnic ignorance by not only allowing, but forcing various ethnic groups to witness and understand the true manifestations of the cultures that they are taught to hate in their homelands.  


As generations of Asian-Americans pass in the United States, each generation exists further and further from the actual historical conflicts from which the prejudices arose in the first place.  Asian-Americans born in the United States grow up without being surrounded by the constant propaganda of the Asian homeland (although American propaganda is a different story), and attend schools with children of varied ethnicities.  While their parents, grandparents, or ancestors may have had first-hand accounts to the atrocities and occurrences of the past, each passing generation is much more removed from that historical precedent, and as a result, they begin to grow prejudices relating to the American or Asian-American experience, while letting go of many of the prejudices held by the previous generations of their families.  Essentially, as new generations grow up in different environments, the prejudices they hold most deeply are a function of the society in which they grew up and are immersed, and less a matter of their historical ethnic biases.

Finally, in addition to the shared struggle, ethnically heterogeneous communities, and growing generations of Asian-Americans, taking action upon historically based ethnic prejudices within the United States is prevented simply by the role of the American government and law officials as intermediaries.  As a third-party mediator, Americans do not relate with inter-Asian animosities and subsequently, do not tolerate violent or forceful manifestations of those prejudices.  With the combination of these American cultural factors, Asian-American groups are immersed in a society that encourages the overcoming of these prejudices and demands a commitment to a peaceful heterogeneous community.

The Korean-American Experience Along-side Japanese Americans


Korean-American/Japanese-American relations in America are analogous to Korean-Japanese relations of the modern era as outlined in the earlier section. Despite a long history of conflicts between Korea and Japan, and despite initial tensions between Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans, the circumstances in the United States and the common experiences shared by Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans led to the eradication of Korean-Japanese tensions in the American setting. The emergence of the Asian-American identity promoted Korean-American and Japanese-Americans to cooperate in the fight for greater prosperity in America. 


The first wave of Japanese entered American in the late 19th century, followed by Koreans in 1903. The Japanese, who came to work the farms in Hawaii and California, faced great animosity among the poor working classes of America. The poor working class of America depicted the Japanese essentially as strikebreakers for working for low wages. As the Japanese improved working conditions and wages for themselves, the new influx of Koreans into the United States seemed to have the same effect on the Japanese as the Japanese had on the American working class. Japanese-Americans resented the Korean immigrant workers for undermining organized strikes and lowering wages. As Koreans continued to come into the United States through Hawaii, more and more Japanese began to move to the mainland and into California.


Meanwhile Korea had been annexed by the Japanese, causing some tension among their emigrants. The Japanese had even prevented Koreans from immigrating to the United States to prevent Japanese-American wages from falling (L.o.C., 2004). However, the tensions between Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans throughout their stay in America were considerably less than those experienced in Asia. Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans had other issues to worry about such as fighting discrimination, and thus simply brushed their differences aside. Eventually, new generations of Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans educated in the United States recognized the need for Asian-Americans to cooperate in order to gain prosperity in the United States. They recognized that acts such as the Japanese interment, laws such as those completely banning Asian immigration, and discriminatory business practices against Asian-Americans were struggles that both groups shared. The two groups began cooperating with other Asian American groups in the civil liberties movement.


Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans established ethnic centers in major metropolises, with a majority of Korean-Americans settling in Los Angeles and Japanese-Americans settling in San Francisco. Whether it is due to distance or shared experiences, the two communities co-existed without conflict over the decades. One possible explanation is the exposure to many differing viewpoints in a racially diverse setting. Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans, even with their ethnic centers, have managed to disperse all across America, preventing effective centralization and isolation of their cultures. These Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans were educated from the perspective of a third-party: the Americans. Furthermore, their ability to identify with one another helped to form the Asian-American identity. The new category of Asian-American helped promote additional cooperation between the two minority groups in America.


This does not mean that Korean-Americans and Japanese-Americans have avoided racial conflicts completely. The two groups have over time notably clashed with other races, especially non-Asians, mostly over labor issues and business practices. Korean-American conflicts with the African-American community resulted in the Los Angeles Riots of 1992. In the aftermath of the riots, however, Korean-Americans and African-Americans actively worked together to rebuild Koreatown in Los Angeles and to improve their relations with one another. Since the tragedy tenderly named Sa-I-Gu by Korean-Americans, minorities in America have experienced greater cooperation and communication overall in dealing with conflicts.

Conclusion


These case studies have shed light on three points. First, conflicts such as war are likely to create long-lived inter-ethnic animosities. Second, certain factors can be identified as enflaming these animosities. Lastly, the identification of animosity-alleviating factors gives hope to conflict-ravaged peoples for future reconciliation regardless of the intensities of these conflicts. 


The colonial activities of China and Japan triggered much resentment in Taiwan and Korea, respectively. Human nature craves freedom; Taiwan and Korea struggled to gain their independence during the 20th century and suffered many losses along the way. These struggles and losses trigger bitterness toward those responsible for generations. 


In studying the Taiwanese and Korean experiences under Japanese colonialism, several factors that intensify conflict can be identified. The study of the Taiwanese experience reveals how neglect for basic civilian needs such as government and infrastructure can lead to widespread discontent. In the case of Korea, isolationism and centralization of culture led to an irrational abhorrence of foreigners, which ultimately necessitated the use of force.


 However, there is hope for peoples in conflict. Many Taiwanese actually welcomed the Japanese as a favorable alternative to the Chinese presence. The Taiwanese considered Japanese acts as those improving the quality of life, creating much pro-Japanese sentiment. Koreans, on the other hand, found their anti-Japanese sentiment discordant with their long term developmental goals. They recognized the need to cooperate with the Japanese and the rest of Asia in order to improve their quality of life. This trend of globalization also opened the Korean conscience to a wider range of perspectives, allowing for more effective inter-ethnic communication and understanding. Similarly, Asian-Americans have tended to cooperate and collectively fight for a better life in America instead of fighting against one another. Their interaction with many minority groups and their dispersal across America helped facilitate communication and allowed them to identify and share their common struggles. 


As the crisis in the Middle East seems to be drawing many nations into conflict, there is still hope that these nations can avoid magnifying their differences. These nations must avoid infringing on the basic freedoms of the other and facilitate effective education and communication. However, they must first recognize the need to cooperate as cooperation is necessary for improving the quality of life. Hopefully, the Taiwanese and Korean experiences can give these nations hope for future reconciliation.
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