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Historical issues have long been a source of conflict between Japan and 
South Korea. Despite various efforts to establish a shared understanding 
of history, opposing viewpoints have persisted. To understand this conun-
drum, this study examines how the realities of colonial rule are per-
ceived, remembered, and narrated as history, and how the differences in 
perception between Japanese and Korean people arise.

First, the common recognition between Japanese and Korean peo-
ple is that “the colonial rule of the Japanese Empire was extremely pow-
erful.” This is acknowledged not only by those who emphasize the harm 
inflicted by the Japanese Empire but also by so-called “colonial modern-
ization theorists.” However, the Japanese colonial government did not 
completely monitor, manage, or indoctrinate the people. This was the 
case in the Japanese mainland as well.

It is true that Japan’s wartime mobilization was very coercive. This 
“strong mobilization” was, in fact, a product of its “weak rule.” It was 
because of its incomplete management of residents, the lack of surveys 
or registration of the labor force required for mobilization, and the diffi-
culties in administrative procedures for conscription that the colonial ad-
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ministration had no choice but to forcibly gather people in every possible 
way. Additionally, the recruitment of “comfort women” was also carried 
out in a situation where the administrative authorities could not adequate-
ly monitor or manage the Korean communities, leading to legal viola-
tions such as abduction and fraudulent recruitment.

However, few people knew that “weak rule” led to “strong mobili-
zation.” Instead, the Korean people subject to these policies thought that 
they were direct measures taken by the powerful administration equipped 
with legal authority to control and mobilize the people. This perception 
persisted and spread widely even after the war. Regarding labor mobili-
zation, the term “jing-yong (conscription)” of the National Mobilization 
Act and the National Conscription Order was used. It encompassed dif-
ferent cases, including a kind of formal contract between an employer 
and an individual (although in reality, state coercion was often involved). 
Nonetheless, labor mobilization was perceived as a policy-driven and le-
gally based practice authorized by the National Mobilization Act.

Regarding the mobilization of “comfort women,” during the war, 
there was a saying that they were recruited as Women’s Volunteer Corps 
(yeoja jeongsindae) in Korea and Japan, and then, after liberation, the 
words became a record in historical texts as evidence of the policy-driv-
en and organized mobilization of “comfort women.” In Japan, such dis-
course was virtually nonexistent, but from the 1970s onward, it began to 
emerge as a narrative based on information from South Korea. Today, it 
has been confirmed that the mobilization of Women’s Volunteer Corps to 
military factories and other locations was separate from the mobilization 
of “comfort women,” but the explanation based on the abovementioned 
perception that the Japanese Empire mobilized “comfort women” 
through policy and institutions has been generally accepted. 

In contrast, the view of the Japanese imperial bureaucrats differed 
from the discourse that had been passed down in Korea.

First, addressing the question of legal grounds, they said that the 
mobilization of Koreans to workplaces in Japan under the National Mo-
bilization Law and the National Conscription Order occurred after Sep-
tember 1944, and that the work of “comfort women” did not fall under 
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the scope of national mobilization, thus being unrelated to the National 
Mobilization Law (this implies that “comfort women” were not recruited 
as Women’s Volunteer Corps under the Imperial Order for the Mobiliza-
tion of Women for Labor). Additionally, addressing the “Yoshida Seiji 
testimony,” they said that even considering factors such as the adminis-
trative command structure, the relationship between civilian officials and 
military personnel, and the destabilization of public order, there was no 
basis for the claim that the Yamaguchi Prefecture’s Labor Service Asso-
ciation (Labor Service for the Nation Association) conducted “slave 
hunting” in Jeju Island pursuant to military orders. These explanations 
were accurate and reasonable.

However, it is not possible to simply dismiss the perceptions and 
memories of the Korean people as inaccurate or meaningless. Regardless 
of whether there was legal basis or official involvement, the Korean peo-
ple perceived the labor mobilization as no different from the organized 
coercion of the Japanese Empire, as for them, it represented a form of 
wartime mobilization.

At the same time, it is necessary to point out that there were possi-
ble errors with the perceptions and memories of the ruling class, which 
could provide accurate explanations based on legal interpretations. Under 
“weak rule,” Japanese imperial bureaucrats could not manage or control 
the internal dynamics of the Korean people’s independent communities. 
They had no way of knowing what was happening within those commu-
nities, nor could they fully understand how the Korean people viewed the 
Japanese. Therefore, even though there were cases of forced mobiliza-
tion, illegal abductions, and fraudulent recruitment leading to the recruit-
ment of “comfort women,” they were unable to fully grasp this reality. 
As a result, the Japanese came to hold perceptions and memories that 
were at odds with the actual situation, believing that they maintained 
good relations with the Korean people.

And those Japanese who failed to fully grasp the reality of colonial 
rule often speak of the past as if they alone possessed the accurate facts. 
Such an attitude stems from the colonialist mindset that the Japanese are 
capable and the Koreans are ignorant and incapable. Overcoming the af-
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tereffects of colonial rule and deepening historical understanding is the 
path to resolving these historical conflicts.
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