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Rethinking Japanese Colonialism in Korea:
Hegemony, Modernity, and Unsilenced Voices
Michael Robinson

This paper critiques the politicization of historical narratives upon which our
understanding of Japanese colonialism and modem Korean history have become en-
twined. Nationalism is a political and cultural ideology that strives to create separate,
bounded nations. Its internal logic supports a dyadic framework of cultural, eco-
nomic, political, and social oppositions. Its ultimate intention is to create, support,
and maintain a collective solidarity; and, in its most developed form, it supports the
creation and maintenance of collectively unified nations that are wedded to state
structures.

The ideology of nationalism has become inextricably enmeshed with the
Western linear notion of modernization. History writing since the mid-19th century,
as well, has accepted the linear notion of progress and its logical historical end-state,
the nation state. Modern Japanese and Korean history have become narratives of
national becoming as well as modernization. These two narratives join and affect
each other in peculiar ways when considering the period of Japanese occupation of
Korea. In both cases, our understanding of history is skewed by the political and
moral imperatives of nationalism and modernization.

This essay argues that to truly understand modern Korea and Japanese colo-
nialism, we must find a way to break the vicious cycle of nationalist recrimination,
victimization, and colonial guilt. While continued exposition of a nationalist narra-
tive proving Japanese culpability for economic exploitation and cultural and political
repression might serve contemporary Korean political solidarity, they do not advance

our understanding of modem history. Moreover, continued denial of the colonial
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past in Japan simply perpetuates the nationalist anger of Korean historians.

History needs to develop competing narratives in order to fully give voice to
the modern experience of Japan in Korea and Koreans under Japanese rule. The
complex construction that is modernity can not be understood in simple binary terms.
The nationalist narrative of the Koreans and the Japanese statist defense concerning
the colonial period silences many voices. It is from these voices that a new under-
standing of Japan's and Korea's modemn experience will emerge. By broadening our
narrative to include the experience of both Japanese and Korean women, peasants,
workers, and intellectuals in their common confrontation with colonial
modernity...issues quite different from their participation in nationalist movemenits,
a bridge can be made between national boundaries. Qur histories about separate na-
tions-have taught us much, but in order to explore the true diversity of world culture,
we need to create narratives that support tolerance of this diversity.

It might be impossible to de-politicize historical narratives, but it is possible
to create competing narratives that balance our understanding of how we.came to
be....Such understanding will hopefully support a more inclusive wisdom as to where

we are going as well.
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