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Introduction

Recently the movement seeking to establish
an economic political community in East Asia has
become increasing active. The movement original-
ly emerged in 1997 when East Asian countries
responded to the Asian financial crisis by holding
the summit talks of ASEAN+3 (Japan, China and
South Korea). Since then ASEAN+3 summit talks
have been held annually, and in 2005 India,
Australia, and New Zealand also began to partici-
pate. Therefore it is possible to say that, following
the example of the European Community/Union, a
route to the unification of the region has now been
established. In this situation it is not wise to have
political disputes among East Asian states.
Actually, the first step to regional integration is to
build trust among the respective countries of the
region. To build trust a concrete policy is required.
Therefore the main aim of this essay is to highlight
an attempt to publish single history teaching mate-
rial in three East Asian countries as an example of

developing regional trust. Firstly, in this article, we

shall trace the development of an East Asian
Community. Secondly, we shall introduce the issue
of school history textbooks in Japan, which has the
potential to lead to political disputes. Finally, we
shall consider the example of single history teach-
ing material as a way for building harmonious rela-

tionships among East Asian countries.

The development of the East Asian
Community

The movement which envisages the regional
integration of East Asia emerged from the summit
talks of the Association of South East Asian
Nations (ASEAN) + 3 (Japan, China and South
Korea) in 1997. However, a precursor can be found
in the institutional frameworks of the early 1990s,
such as East Asian Economic Group (EAEG) and
East Asian Economic Caucus (EAEC), which were
advocated by Mahathir, who was then Prime
Minister of Malaysia. Mahathir emphasized ‘the
need to work together with the East Asian
economies through the formation of EAEG’.?
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However, the EAEC was criticized by the US
Secretary of State, James Baker, who suggested
that ‘the EAEC would draw a line in the Pacific,
dividing Japan and the United States’.’* Japan took a
cautious attitude towards the EAEC as a result of
this strong US opposition.*

The first ASEAN+3 Summit was held in Kuala
Lumpur in 1997. The Japanese Prime Minister,
Hashimoto, contributed to the realization of this
summit while proposing that ‘a Japan-ASEAN sum-
mit be held in conjunction with the ASEAN infor-
mal summit’.® ASEAN countries responded by
broadening the framework to include China and
South Korea in the talks. Although the first
ASEAN+3 Summit did not generate substantial
achievements, this meeting was a historic first con-
ference for the leaders of East Asian countries.
The Asian financial crisis proved a ‘vital impetus to
the subsequent development of the new regional
framework’.” During the crisis Asian countries rec-
ognized that both Southeast Asia and Northeast
Asia were interdependent.® Therefore the crisis
helped to institutionalize the ASEAN+3
framework.?

The second ASEAN+3 Summit held in Hanoi
in 1998 was more substantive than the previous
one and focused on cooperation to cope with the
Asian financial crisis.” This Summit adopted the
decision to regularize the ASEAN+3 meeting, and
therefore the ASEAN+3 framework was to be insti-
tutionalized. During the Summit the South Korean
President, Kim Dae Jung, suggested the establish-
ment of the East Asian Vision Group (EAVG),
‘composed of eminent intellectuals charged with
the task of drawing up a vision for mid-to-long-term
cooperation in East Asia for the Twenty-First
Century’." In the meantime the ASEAN countries
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indicated ‘their high appreciation for the role and
contribution by the three countries of the People’s
Republic of China, Japan and the Republic of Korea
in overcoming the economic and financial crisis
affecting the region’.”? The report of the EAVG was
published at the ASEAN+3 Summit of 2001.

In 1999 the third ASEAN+3 Summit was held
in Manila, and the heads of governments issued a
‘Joint Statement on East Asia Co-operation’. At the
summit it was agreed that the organisation’s scope
of co-operation should be comprehensive and
cover the following fields: economic co-operation,
financial and monetary co-operation, social and
human resource development, scientific and tech-
nical development, culture and information, devel-
opment co-operation, political-security, and
transnational issues.”

In 2000 the ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers
Meeting was held at Chiang Mai. At the meeting
there was ‘growing support to create a region-wide
mechanism on financial governance for East Asia™
and it was agreed to create ‘a system of bilateral
currency swap agreements’ among ASEAN+3
member states.” This was called the Chiang Mai
Initiative. At the forth Summit in Singapore a range
of new ideas such as ‘the desirability of transform-
ing the ASEAN+3 Summit into an East Asian
Summit and desirable forms of free trade in the
region™ were discussed. In order to promote prac-
tical co-operation among East Asian states the East
Asian Study Group (EASG) was to consider a
framework for free trade and an East Asian
Summit.”

In 2004 the movement to realize the East
Asian Summit was accelerated, and in 2005 the first
East Asian Summit was held in Kuala Lumpur. The
Summit included all 13 ASEAN+3 states with India,
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Australia and New Zealand as associate members.
Nevertheless this did not mean that the ASEAN+3
framework was transformed into the East Asian
Summit. According to Dent the ASEAN+3 frame-
work can remain ‘the main vehicle for advancing
regional economic co-operation and integration in
East Asia’ while the East Asian Summit framework
provides ‘a broader and more outward-looking dia-
logue forum for discussing a wide range of politi-
cal, economic and other foreign policy-related
issues’.’® The East Asian Summit was to be held
once in two years, and therefore, the second East

Asian Summit was held in Beijing in 2007.

The issue of school history texthooks in
Japan as a generator of political disputes
within the East Asian region

Within the framework of the East Asian
Community, which emerged from the summit con-
ference of the ASEAN+3, not only economic issues
but also those of national security were discussed.
Therefore it may be possible to say that, following
the example of the European Community/Union, a
route to the unification of the region has now been
established. Why did it take until now to establish an
economic and political community in the East Asian
region? One of the reasons lies in the fact that ‘Japan
has found it particularly hard to gain the trust of
other East Asian nations with regard to adopting a
regional leadership role’.”* As the past horrors of
Japanese military actions in World War II remain in
the memories of many of East Asia’s older genera-
tions,? East Asian states remain divided by security
concerns and historical animosities.*

There are two historical issues in Japan that
still anger people in East Asia. One is the contin-

ued visit by Japanese top politicians to Yasukuni

Shrine which honors about 2.5million Japanese
war dead including 14 convicted Class-A war crimi-
nals.?? For example, Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi visited Yasukuni Shrine annually, and it
created considerable controversy. The other is the
issue of Japan’s school history textbooks, which
have been criticized for demonstrating a ‘distorted
view of Japanese military practices in East Asia
during the Second World War’.* This situation has
angered many East Asian people and is in sharp
contrast with the example of Germany, which has
reconciled with those countries that it invaded dur-
ing the Second World War and which was one of
the first to join the European Union.

How can we overcome this historical obstacle,
which has provoked political disputes, and under-
mined trust within the East Asian region? Here I
would like to focus on the issue of school history
textbooks and to explore a solution for creating
better relations between Japan and East Asian
countries. As the issue of school history textbooks
has been debated since the early 1980s I shall
divide the process of debates around the issue into
three stages: the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s.

In 1982 the issue of school history textbooks
come to the surface. In June the Japanese media
reported that the Education Ministry’s screening of
school textbooks had been forced to amend the
description of the Sino-Japanese War (‘invasion’
was transformed to ‘move in’ and ‘intervention’),
and also the Nanjing Massacre in high school his-
tory textbooks. The Chinese government criticized
the Japanese Education Ministry’s action, which
permitted the amendment of history relating to
Japanese imperialism and the invasion of China.
The South Korean government also criticized the

description of colonial rule there.* In response, the
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Japanese government sent top Foreign Ministry and
Education Ministry officials to China and South
Korea in order to broker a solution while announc-
ing that the Government would accept the amend-
ments that China and South Korea requested.

In November 1982 the Japanese government
created a neighboring country clause as one of the
criteria for the Education Ministry’s screening of
school textbooks. The clause states that ‘the gov-
ernment should consider the treatment of events of
the modern history among neighboring Asian
countries in the eyes of international understand-
ing and international cooperation’.? This may be
thought as the safety valve that prevents the glorifi-
cation of the Second World War and Japanese
imperialism, and therefore, it may be possible to
interpret that the Japanese government prioritized
the creation of good relations among Asian coun-
tries while addressing China and South Korea’s
demands.

In 1993 nine high school history textbooks
passed the Education Ministry’s screening
process, and all of these textbooks included a
description of wartime comfort women. In 1996 all
seven junior high school history textbooks, which
passed the screening process contained a descrip-
tion of wartime comfort women. This was due to
the fact that many historians and intellectuals in
the countries concerned actively called for this
addition and highlighted the issue of wartime com-
fort women.* This issue encountered criticism
from several groups including right-wing organiza-
tions in Japan. It has been suggested that the for-
mation the following year of the Japanese Society
for History Textbook Reform was created as a
direct response and that they started to plan for

market penetration of their own textbooks as a
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consequence”

In 2001 a textbook by the Japanese Society for
History Textbook Reform cleared censorship by
the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology. The Society called existing histo-
ry textbooks masochistic and announced that the
organization had written a textbook which con-
tributed to building the confidence of children
towards being Japanese and to help them to con-
tribute to world peace and prosperity.” The South
Korean government protested and requested the
amendment of 25 sections of the textbook while
China took a similar stance to the South Koreans.”
Nevertheless protests by the Chinese and South
Korean governments calmed down due to the very
low level of adoption the Society’s textbook
achieved, despite its stamp of approval from the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology.*

Overcoming the issue of school history
textbooks

In short, the issue of school history textbooks
has come to the surface in every decade since the
early 1980s, and this issue continues to be a gener-
ator of political dispute among East Asian coun-
tries. How can we overcome this issue and develop
trust within the region? Firstly, we shall consider
and critique a textbook produced by the Japanese
Society for History Textbook Reform. Secondly, we
shall review a method for understanding history in
order to advance harmonious relationships among
East Asian countries. Finally, we shall investigate a
concrete example that may help us to build trust
among states within this region.

The textbook published by the Japanese
Society for History Textbook Reform can be criti-
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cized in many ways. To begin with, the description
is Japan-centrism: it does not place any blame at
the feet of Japan and aims at emphasizing the pride
of Japan and the Japanese.* Secondly, it lacks bal-
ance: it misidentifies historical fact, obscures the
interpretation of history emphasizing nationalism,
makes myths historical facts, glorifies the emperor
and imperial system, denies the invasion of Asia,
disdains other Asian countries, denies peaceful
principles within the Japanese constitution, empha-
sizes armament and stresses the national anthem
of Japan.®? Ultimately, this textbook admires
Japanese nationalism, the imperial system and eth-
nocentrism while disdaining Asian countries.*

The above indicates that this textbook clearly
has faults, mainly in terms of emphasizing the
nationalistic pride of Japan and its contempt for
other Asian countries. Consequently, Chinese and
South Korean government protests regarding the
contents of this textbook are obviously problematic
for building harmonious relations among East
Asian countries. So how can we advance harmo-
nious relationship building with our neighbors?
One way to realise this is to reconsider a sharing of
historical interpretation.

Okuda and his friend, who have studied the
subject of school history textbooks in relation to
Japan, China and South Korea, suggest that it
should become a priority for all the actors in this
scenario to listen to the voice of others consciously
and to work towards the creation of a shared
understanding of history through the reconstruc-
tion of perception.** In their book relating to the
issue, Sato and his colleagues highlight that it is
decisively important that perpetrators reflect on
their past invasion and colonial rule and recon-

struct their national identity by working towards

the harmonious coexistence of the people of the
East Asian region, as the victims will only ever take
a protesting stance unless the perpetrators show
an apologetic one.* Liu, who wrote about the
future relationship between Japan and China, sug-
gests that looking back on history is an emotional
issue and that by giving a thought to the heart of
the opponent by listening and respecting their
arguments is the first step to realising true recon-
ciliation between Japan and China.** Kondo, who is
a specialist on the issue of school history textbooks
in Europe, suggests that it is not enough to admit
responsibility and to realise a history education
that reflects past conduct. This is just a starting
point for reconciliation; we also need to understand
the experiences and views of those people who suf-
fered during this time period.”

Almost all of above commentators describe
the importance of listening to the voice of oppo-
nents and reconstructing a shared perception of
history. This approach would lead to harmonious
relationship building among East Asian countries,
a prerequisite for establishing an East Asian
Community. How can we realise a humble under-
standing of opponents and a shared perception of
history? Is there any concrete project currently
doing so?

In 2003 Sato and his colleagues, who consid-
ered the issue of school history textbooks, sug-
gested the possibility of editing a single teaching
manual and materials by history specialists from
Japan and South Korea in order to overcome the
issue of school history textbooks.* This idea was
realised in 2005 with the publication of The History
for Opening a Bright Future: A Modern History of
Three East Asian Countries edited by Japan, China
and South Korea, the Single History Teaching
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Material Board.* This project started as a reaction
against the publication of the Japanese Society for
History Textbook Reform’s textbook in 2001.* The
teaching material produced aims at sharing an
understanding of history among children of East
Asia. Mitani, a specialist in the issue of school his-
tory textbooks, gave positive feedback on the pub-
lication of The History for Opening a Bright Future,
indicating that ‘it is possible to regard this as a
great advance since history educators in East Asia
got to be acquainted with each other and they
noticed the whereabouts of matter in dispute thor-
ough the editing activity’.** Projects like this can
help us to listen to the voice of opponents and to
reconstruct a shared historical perception that may
contribute to the building of harmonious relations
among East Asian countries, a critical first step

towards establishing an East Asian Community.

Conclusions

In this article we mainly considered a way to
overcome the issue of school history textbooks
that has undermined Japanese relations with Asian
countries and could be considered one of the caus-
es for political dispute within the East Asian
region. In the course of the article, we first traced
the development of an East Asian Community.
Although the Community has not officially been
established, a framework for economic and politi-
cal union within the region has been institutional-
ized since the first meeting of ASEAN+3 in 1997.
The development has been dynamic, and some
subsystems such as EAVG have also been created.
Following that discussion, we introduced the issue
of school history textbook in Japan, and identified
the fact that this issue has come to the surface dur-

ing every decade since the 1980s. Especially as a
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result of the publication of the history textbook by
the Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform,
the perception gap between Japan and Asian coun-
tries widened further. Additionally, we reviewed a
way forward for overcoming this issue and building
trust among East Asian countries. What we found
was that only way to develop trust among our
neighbors was to reconsider a sharing of historical
interpretation: Listening to the voice of opponents
and reconstructing a shared perception of history.
A joint project by Japan, China and South Korea,
the Single History Teaching Material Board, was
insightful in this sense. Finally, it may be possible
to say that our attempt to build trust within the
East Asian region, a first step toward regional inte-

gration, has just commenced.
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