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INTRODUCTION 

1. Rational 

Korea and Japan are two neiboughring countries in North-

East Asia, which share the mutual strategic space and several 

common cultural characteristics, especially the influence of 

Confucianism in the past. During the Cold War, Japan and Korea 

were close alliances of the USA, lying on the breaking point that 

prevented the spread of communism in the Asia-Pacific region. 

However, there was a paradox in the Japan-Korea relations that have 

never been in harmony; by contrast, they were sometimes in 

conflicts. 

Korea and Japan have witnessed certain domestic politico-

economic turmoil in the last three decades. 

Deep changes in the regional economy, politics, and security 

platform have influenced significantly on the Korean and Japanese 

foreign policy. The tendency of tolerance, releasing conflicts, 

cooperation and development focusing on economy instead of 

confrontation in ideology, politics and foreign policy on the past, as 

well as the emergence of China, the nuclear conflicts on the Korean 

peninsula, etc. are the factors that promote Korea and Japan to 

remove divergence and move closer to each other although this 

process has met many challenges. 

Being two of the countries with a leading economy in the 

region, Korea and Japan have participated and contributed greatly to 

the economic, political and security links in the region and 

worldwide. Their relationships have significantly affected the 

development in East Asia in general. 

With such particular features, the study on the Korean and 
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Japanese relations in the period 1980–2013, concerning the political 

and economic aspects to clarify the move, influence, and nature of 

these relations through the analysis of the impact on the internal and 

external factors. In this light, one can recognise the tendency of the 

international relationships in North-East Asia in particular and in the 

Asia-Pacific region, in general, during and after the Cold War. 

The research on the Korean and Japanese relations also helps 

Vietnam to build an appropriate strategy in the international relations, 

particularly with Korean and Japan. In addition, the emergence of 

Korea as an under-developed country to become a ‘mid-power’, one 

of the developed countries is an invaluable lesson for Vietnam in its 

development.  

Actually, there have been several domestic and international 

researchers studying the relations between Korea and Japan. 

However, in Vietnam presently, the study on these relations on two 

important aspects, namely politics and economy, especially in the 

more or less transitional period, during and after the Cold War has 

not received an appropriate attention. Meanwhile, many scientific 

features need to be investigated more deeply, more thoroughly 

concerning the circumstances in which the relation forming, 

achievements, limitations, characteristics and the multifaceted impact 

of these relations occurr. 

Coming from this respective, the author has chosen the topic 

“Economic and political relations of Korea and Japan (1980–2013)” 

for her dissertation in the field of World History, coded as 

62.22.03.11. 

2. Aims and content of research 

2.1. Research aims 
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 This research aims to clarify the move and development 

of the relations between Korea and Japan in the period 1980–2013 on 

the economic and political aspects. On the basis of this clarification, 

some characteristics are learnt, and the impacts of these relations on 

each stakeholder as well as the countries in North-East Asia are 

evaluated. 

2.2. Research content 

To fulfill the aims above, the dissertation has the basic tasks 

as follows: 

– Analyse the factors affecting the economic and political 

relations between Korea and Japan in the period 1980–2013, namely 

the world and regional circumstances, the two countries’ situations, 

and the historical factors affecting these relations. 

– Clarify the move of Korea and Japan’s relations 

concerning the economic and political aspects from 1980 to 2013. 

– Demonstrate the characteristics and the impact of these 

relations on the development of the two countries and on the region. 

3. Research scope and literature sources 

3.1. Research scope 

On the space perspective, the dissertation focuses on the 

study of the bilateral economic and political relations between Korea 

and Japan. Besides, the internal changes of Korea and Japan as well 

as the international atmosphere being in continuous motion, 

especially in North-East Asia, directly or indirectly influenced on the 

relations between the two countries, etc. are the focus of the analysis. 

On the time perspective, the dissertation concentrates on the 

investigation of the relations between Korea and Japan from 1980 to 

2013. 
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 On the content perspective, the dissertation analyses and 

synthesises the process of bilateral relations between Korea and 

Japan mainly in terms of economy and politics. Regarding economy, 

the dissertation concentrates on three principal aspects, namely 

bilateral trade, direct foreign investment (FDI), and official 

development assistance (ODA). 

 In the political area, it is possible to expand the content of the 

dissertation to diplomatic politics and security politics to ensure the 

completeness of the project. 

3.2. Literature sources 

 The principal references used in the dissertation are as 

follows: 

1. The documents, accords, agreements of cooperations, 

joint statements, official statements between Korea and Japan and 

related countries; speeches of presidents, prime ministers, and 

officials of the ministries of foreign affairs, defense and trade; 

2. Research works, monographs, and reference books by 

domestic and international scholars concerning the dissertation and 

documents from Vietnam News Agency and Yonhap News Agency; 

3. Research works published in domestic scientific journals 

and credentials news pages of the USA and the UK; the Korean and 

Japanese news pages. 

4. Domestic and foreign theses, dissertations, and the 

relevant projects on the ministerial level. 

4. Research methodology and methods 

4.1. Research methodology 

The dissertation was carried out on the basis of a deep 

consideration of the dialectical and historical materialism of Marxism 
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and Leninism in the analysis and evaluation of the nature, 

characteristics, properties and the impacts of the problems and 

historical events. In addition, the Ho Chi Minh Ideology and the 

standpoints of the Communist Party of Vietnam concerning 

international relations were applied to investigate and evaluate the 

economic and political relations between Korea and Japan in the period 

1980–2013. 

4.2. Research methods 

 This is a history dissertation studying the international issues 

and relations between two countries on the economic and political 

aspects, and therefore the historical methods play a principal role. 

Specifically, these methods were utilized to reconstruct the process of 

the extremely diversified and complicated economic and political 

relations between Korea and Japan from 1980 to 2013 and clarify the 

issues and events happening in this process in a chronological order. 

At the same time, the logical methods were applied to withdraw 

certain necessary generalisations concerning the basis, achievements, 

limitations, nature, and characteristics of the relations between these 

two countries. Besides, the dissertation also combined several 

interdisciplinary methods of international relations, such as analysis, 

synthesis, statistics, contrast, and comparison. These methods 

assisted in the evaluation of the events, data, and information in the 

dissertation in a more thorough and accurate manner. 

5. Contribution of the project 

On the basis of the selective inheritance of the results of 

domestic and foreign works, the dissertation contributions are as 

follows: 

5.1. From the scientific points of views 
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Firstly, the dissertation is a history work that provides a 

relatively systematic and comprehensive view from the history angle 

about the evolution of the Korea and Japan relations in the economic 

and political field. Thereby, the characteristics, nature, and evaluation 

of these relations for Korea and Japan, and the North-East Asia 

region were withdrawn. 

Secondly, the dissertation sheds light on the characteristics 

and points out the impacts of the economic and political relations 

between Korea and Japan on the two subjects and the North-East 

Asia region. 

Thirdly, the dissertation contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the history of Korea, in particular, and the relations 

between Korea and the neighbouring countries, in general. The 

dissertation can serve as a reference for the teaching and learning of 

the students and those who are interested in the history of Korea. 

5.2. From the practical points of views 

Firstly, the dissertation is a useful reference for lecturers, 

researchers, PhD. students, master students and students of History, 

and for those who are interested in the history and international 

relations of Korea and Japan. 

Secondly, from the historical experiences in the Korea-Japan 

economic and political relations, in a certain extent, the dissertation 

gives a scientific and practical background for policymakers and 

leaders to design suitable strategies in the relationship with the 

neighbouring countries and the countries in the region, especially 

with Korea and Japan, two strategic partners of Vietnam at present.  

6. Structure of the dissertation 

 Besides the Introduction, Conclusion, References and 
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Appendices, the dissertation has four chapters.  

 Chapter 1. Background of the research 

 Chapter 2. Factors affecting the Korea-Japan economic and 

political relations (1980–2013) 

 Chapter 3. Evolution of the economic and political relations 

from 1980 to 2013 

 Chapter 4. Evaluations of the Korea-Japan economic and 

political relations (1980–2013) 

CONTENT 

CHAPTER 1. BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH 

1.1. Research review in Vietnam 

1.1.1. Related works (in a certain extent) concerning the 

Korea-Japan economic and political relations  

First group: Review work concerning Korea and Japan and 

several issues relating to the two countries in the regional platform. 

Typical works are “Korea-country and people” (2010) by Kien Van 

and Nguyen Anh Dung; “Korea: History and Culture” (1996) written 

by Hanoi University of Social Sciences and Humanities; “Japanese 

history” (1997) by Phan Ngoc Lien; “Process of socio-economic 

development of Korea (1961–1993) and experience for Vietnam” 

(2008) by Hoang Van Hien; “Treatise on economy and politics of 

Korea” by the Korean International Interchange Fund; “Politics of 

North-East Asia region” (2007) by Tran Anh Phuong, and 

“International relations in the Asia-Pacific region” (2014) by Pham 

Quang Minh. 

Second group: Research works on the foreign policy of 

Korea and Japan and the reshaping of the policy of foreign economy, 

politics, and security of these two nations upon the international and 
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regional changes. The most typical work is “Korea with the North-

East Asia region after the Cold War and the Vietnam-Korea 

relations” (2009) by Nguyen Hoang Giap. 

1.1.2. Research works dealing directly with the Korea-

Japan relations in general and the economic and political 

relations in particular 

This group comprises the research works dealing directly 

with the Korea-Japan relations and special works related to the areas 

and issues in the relations of economy, politics-foreign policy, 

politics-security of Korea and Japan. The typical works in this group 

include “Deciphering Korea’s policy toward North-East Asia from 

the post-Cold War period to the beginning of the 20th century” by 

Phan Thi Anh Thu; Research project on the Institutional level 

“Korea-Japan relations in the 1990s” by North-East Asia Institute 

directed by Hoang Minh Hang; Thesis “Korea-Japan relations after 

the Cold War” by Tran Thi Duyen; “What is seen in the trade deficit 

of Korea with Japan in the recent years” by Dang Quy Duong; 

“Flying swallows model and the position of Japan in the production 

network of North-East Asia” (2008) by Duong Minh Tuan, etc. 

The second group consists of deep investigations regarding 

the economic relations between South Korea and Japan.  

1.2. Research works directly concerning Korea-Japan 

relations, in general, and the economic and political relations, in 

particular  

First group: Overall research on Korea-Japan relations. 

Typical works in this group include “Japan and Korea in 1990: 

From Antagonism to Adjustment” (1993) by Brian Bridges; 

“Bilateral Relationship of the Republic of Korea and Japan” (2013) 
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by Sang-Yeon Kim; “South Korean-Japanese Relations 1969-1979: 

Is There More Beyond Emotionalism” (1992) or “Japan’s Grand 

Strategy on the Korean Peninsula: Optimistic Realism” (2000) by 

Victor D. Cha, etc. 

Second group: Deep studies on the economic relations 

between Korea and Japan. Typical works in this group comprise 

“Korea’s Economic Miracle: The Crucial Role of Japan” (1997) by 

Robert Castley; “South Korea’s Rise: Economic Development, Power 

and Foreign Relations” (2014) by Uk Heo and Terence Roehrig, 

“Japan-South Korea Economic Relations Grow Stronger in a 

Globalzed Environment” (2012), and “The Impact of a Shaky Japan-

South Korea on Economic Relations-What should Japan and South 

Korea Do Now?” (2014) by Hidehiko Mukoyama. 

Third group: Deep investigations on the political relations 

between Korea and Japan during and after the Cold War. Two of the 

most dominant works in this field are “Japan and Korea: The 

Political Dimension” (1985) by Chong-Sik Lee and “South Korea 

since 1980” (2013) by Uk Heo and Terence Roehrig. Besides the 

monographs, there are other articles with various subjects concerning 

the politics-foreign policy and politics-security, such as “Dokdo or 

Takeshima? The International Law of Territorial Acquisition in the 

Japan-Korea island Dispute” (2005) by Sean Fern published in Stanford 

Journal of East Asian Affairs; “Japan’s Yasukuni Shrine: Place of 

Peace or Place of Conflict?” (2006) by William Daniel Sturgeon; 

“Japan, the United States and Yasukuni Nationalism: War, Historical 

Memory and the Future of the Asia Pacific” (2008) by Mark Selden, 

etc. 

1.3. Some remarks and issues posed for the dissertation  
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Evaluating the research background on the economic and 

political relations between Korea and Japan in the period from 1980 

to 2013, we have the following principal remarks. 

Firstly, there are numerous research works on the relations 

between Korea and Japan concerning economy and politics. 

However, most of them focus on the particular issues such as trade, 

investment, or politics-foreign policy or territory disputes, and 

prostitution. There were practically no works thoroughly analysing 

the interactions in terms of economy and politics in the economic and 

political relations between these two nations. 

Secondly, most of the published articles and research works 

mainly concentrate on the period when Korea was occupied by the 

Japanese (1910–1945) and the normalisation of the Korea-Japan 

relations in 1965 and after 1991. 

Thirdly, the articles relating to the political relations between 

Korea and Japan have a certain discrepancy in the viewpoints, 

especially in the territory disputes. Through the collected literature, it 

is possible to remark that the number of works by Korean authors 

concerning historical disputes and politics are more numerous than 

those of Japanese authors. The investigation and evaluation of the 

outcomes together with the limitations of previous research are the 

basis for the author of this dissertation to refer and selectively inherit 

these works. Simultaneously, the author continues to clarify the 

research problems, pose the foundation for the formation of relations, 

achievements, drawbacks, characteristics and multiple impacts of the 

Korea-Japan economic and political relations. 

CHAPTER 2. FACTORS AFFECTING KOREA-JAPAN 

ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL RELATIONS (1980–2013) 
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2.1. External factors 

2.1.1. International context and North-East Asia region 

With the international context, the changes from the regional 

context from 1980 to 2013 also significantly affected the Korea-

Japan relations. It was the escalation, recession and the easing and 

ending of the Cold War within a decade. The drastic confrontation of 

ideology paved the way for the needs for a peaceful, stable 

environment for cooperation and development, which supported the 

nations to eradicate the barriers in the Cold War, declined the relative 

position of the USA, and enabled Russia to revitalise partially. The 

process of regional cooperation initially taken place mainly in the 

economic realm has recently expanded to security and the fight 

against terrorism. The tendency of regionalisation created the ground 

for the birth of the ideas and initiatives of cooperation, regional and 

interregional connection such as the initiative to form the East Asia 

Economic Caucus (EAEC) or the model of economic cooperation 

like ASEAN+3 and Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). In addition, the 

emerging issues in the region that have not been still settled such as 

the nuclear issue on the Korea peninsula, the strong emergence of 

China or the disputes regarding territorial border sovereignty create 

the opportunities as well as challenges in the Korea-Japan relations. 

2.1.2. Influence of the US, Chinese and North Korean 

factors 

2.1.2.1. US factor 

Firstly, the US factor has a close and binding connection in 

terms of security interests in the Korea-Japan relations. Secondly, in 

addition to the security and political interests, the US factor also 

affects the Korea-Japan relations in terms of economy. Thirdly, the 
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ambiguous US policy toward the issue Dokdo/Tekeshima in the San 

Francisco Peace Pact, which gave rise to the Korea-Japan relations to 

rift during the Cold War, indirectly created severe long-lasting 

conflicts between Korea and Japan. 

2.1.2.2. Chinese factor 

China, a neighbouring country with Korea and Japan, has a 

close connection and common historical and geopolitical space. As a 

close alliance with the Democratic People Republic of Korea1, China 

becomes a country with a decisive voice in the settlement of the 

nuclear issue on the Korean peninsula. Furthermore, the strong 

emergence of China partly raises concerns not only for the 

neighbouring countries but also for the stability and security in the 

region. China always proves to be a role and status of a large country 

in the settlement of disputes and conflicts and is also one of the 

factors causing disputes and conflicts. Clearly, the USA and the 

alliance countries, especially Japan, are always alert with China’s 

peaceful evolution and consider this country as a permanent threat. 

Besides, China is a factor affecting the Korea-Japan economic 

relations through bilateral and multilateral cooperation. In addition to 

economic reasons, Korea needs Chinese supports as a bridge for the 

dialogues with North Korea to resolve the unsettled issues on the 

Korean peninsula. A more long-distance goal that China strives for in 

the attack on the connection between Korea and Japan is to break 

down the willingness to establish a close alliance between the USA 

and these two countries.  

2.1.2.3. North Korea factor 

                                                           
1 In short, North Korea 



13 

 

As for North Korea, this is a multidirectional factor that 

affects the development and stability in the relations between South 

Korea and Japan. On the one hand, this factor is simultaneously the 

catalyst to push South Korea and Japan to co-operate. On the other 

hand, it creates opposite viewpoints regarding the foreign policy 

toward North Korea and the attitude concerning the nuclear issue on 

the Korean peninsula.  

2.2. Internal factors 

2.2.1. Premise in the Korea-Japan relations prior to 1980 

2.2.1.1. Economic issues 

The Korea-Japan economic relations had positive signs at the 

beginning of the 1960s. However, due to political barriers, it was not 

until 1965, when the Treaty of diplomatic normalisation between the 

two countries was officially signed, the Korean economy had a way 

to develop more significantly. Japan gradually became a leading 

country in providing assistance and investment to Korea and 

contributed greatly to Korean economic development in the late 

1970s.  

2.2.1.2. Historical and political issues 

 Japan and the Korean peninsula, in general, and South Korea, 

in particular, have a longstanding relationship and many ups and 

downs of history. The political relationship between South Korea and 

Japan from 1910 to 1945 was a confrontation during Japan's rule over 

the Korean peninsula. From 1948 to 1961, the relationship between 

Korea and Japan was hostile when South Korean President Rhee 

Syngman had a fierce anti-Japanese stance. However, the political 

relationship between Korea and Japan improved considerably during 

the presidency of Park Chung Hee (1961–1979) with the Treaty of 
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the normalisation of Korea-Japan bilateral relations signed in 1965. 

This is the most important legal basis, laying the foundation for the 

exchange, cooperation and settlement of political issues in the later 

period. 

2.2.2. The need for cooperation from both sides and the 

adjustment of foreign policy of South Korea and Japan in 

bilateral relations 

2.2.2.1. The needs for bilateral cooperation from both sides 

The period from 1980 to 2013 witnessed South Korea and 

Japan deal with political, economic, and social turmoil due to the 

internal and external factors. Therefore, bilateral cooperation has 

become an inevitable need for the following main reasons: 

In the early 1980s, South Korea needed economic aid from 

Japan to tackle foreign debt problems (mainly with Japan). The 

support of capital, science transfer, technology, and investment from 

Japan was one of the factors contributing to the restoration, stability 

and economic development of Korea during the 1980s and until 

1995. Moreover, the trade deficit in the Korea-Japan economic 

relations was also a factor that bound these two economies together. 

Despite the cyclical recession, Korea, by the early 2000s, basically 

reached the status of a country with leading economic development 

in the continent. 

Similar to Korea, Japan experienced many political and 

economic events, especially the "two decades of loss" that made 

Japan's economic status decline compared with the dominant growth 

period of this country in the previous decades. In this context, Japan 

should promote cooperation with East Asian countries, including 

South Korea, to maintain a voice in the region. Although the 
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economy was showing signs of serious recession, Japan was still an 

economic power, which tried to find a suitable political position. In 

addition, since the early 1990s, Japan has expressed a desire to 

become a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC), thus avoiding conflict and establishing a harmonious 

relationship with neighbouring countries, especially China and 

Korea, is extremely necessary. 

In addition, South Korea and Japan have a common strategic 

ally–the United States. The common security concerns, namely the 

nuclear issue of North Korea and the rise of China as a hegemonic 

power, prompted the two countries to promote exchanges and 

cooperation despite the fact that the relations between the two 

countries have always fallen into conflicts due to historical problems 

and territorial disputes. 

2.2.2.2. The adjustment of the foreign policy of South 

Korea and Japan in the bilateral relations 

One of the common features in the foreign policy of both 

Korea and Japan is that they have flexible changes to suit the 

international context and national interests and needs. Depending on 

the policy and objectives of each Korean president or prime minister 

of Japan, their foreign policy is planned accordingly. However, the 

most common points in their foreign policy are to tighten alliance 

with the United States, expand relations with countries in the region 

and worldwide, and improve and strive to cooperate with each other 

for common goals and interests in economy, security and consensus-

seeking for emerging issues. 

CHAPTER 3. KOREA-JAPAN ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 

RELATIONS FROM 1980 TO 2013 
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3.1. Economic relations 

3.1.1. Bilateral trade 

 The Korea-Japan trade relations from 1980 to 2013 can be 

divided into three main phases: 

 Phase 1: Throughout the 1980s until 1993. This was when 

the Korean economy showed a clear dependence on trade relations 

with Japan, especially on imports. Phase 2: From the early 1990s to 

1996 – in this period, Korea was trying to cut its trade deficit with 

Japan. Phase 3: During 1997-1998, due to the impact of the financial 

and monetary crisis in Asia, both Japan and Korea were in a severe 

economic downturn, and their bilateral trade declined substantially. 

Phase 4: Period from the beginning of the 2000s through 2013 when 

Korea-Japan trade relations were facing huge challenges from the rise 

of China as a potential trading partner. One of the biggest problems 

in Korea-Japan bilateral trade is the huge trade deficit that Korea 

faced. The Korean government took certain steps to curb the 

situation. In addition, to further tighten trade relations, the Korea-

Japan bilateral and multilateral China-Japan-South Korea FTAs have 

been negotiated. Despite the obstacles, if successful, these FTAs will 

contribute to the creation of the largest trading area in East Asia. 

3.1.2. Foreign direct investment (FDI) 

 The investment from Japan to Korea from 1980 to 2013 can 

be divided into three main waves: 

 The first wave took place in the 1980s when Japan's 

investment in Korea was shaken by direct influence from the Korean 

political situation. The second wave started in the second half of the 

nineties of the twentieth century until the year 2000. This was when 

investment from Japan to Korea developed in an upward trend. The 
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third wave took place from around 2004–2005 to the early years of 

the second decade of the 21st century (2011–2012). Although the 

global financial crisis of 2008–2009 caused Japan's investment into 

Korea to decline, the overall value of the investment increased. 

3.1.3. Official development assistance (ODA) 

 Compared with trade and investment, Japan's ODA to Korea 

from 1980 to 2013 is not really bold and striking. In the early 1980s, 

South Korea still needed ODA from Japan to restore and develop its 

economy. However, by the early 1990s, as Korean economy had 

made great strides, Japan gradually cut back on non-refundable aid 

and low-interest loans. Instead, Japan only supported South Korea 

technically, and by the 2000s, it officially removed South Korea from 

the list of ODA recipients. 

3.2. Political relations 

3.2.1. Efforts to improve bilateral political relations and 

develop high-level dialogue channels 

Since the early 1990s, leaders of the two countries have made 

positive moves to strengthen their bilateral relations, first of all 

dealing with the "legacy" of the past, while striving to develop their 

interests and bilateral relations through high-level dialogue channels. 

In addition, Korea and Japan have also actively engaged in dialogues, 

conferences, and seminars, mainly the Summits and the Ministerial 

Conferences, with the aim to enhance mutual understanding, 

consolidate comprehensive cooperation, and resolve disputes and 

conflicts through dialogue. 

3.2.2. The attitude of Korea and Japan on issues related 

to past heritage 

3.2.2.1. Problem of women comfort 
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 One of the biggest historical and political hindrances to the 

relationship between Korea and Japan over the people of South 

Korea is still not satisfied with the apology made by Japan. 

3.2.2.2. The controversy over the Yasukuni temple between 

the heads of state of Japan and South Korea 

In addition to the historical and territorial disputes, the 

political relations between Korea and Japan have been hampered by 

the barriers that have emerged from visits by Japanese heads of state 

to Yasukuni Shrine. Japan's move has been steadily rising with 

protests from its neighbours, especially South Korea and China, who 

have long held that as an act of “reminding the war sufferings”. The 

fact that the heads of state of Japan regularly conduct visits and 

memorials at the Yasukuni Shrine is one of the causes of conflicts 

with neighbouring countries, especially with South Korea. 

3.2.2.3. The dispute over Dokdo/Takeshima island sovereignty 

 In fact, this problem started to boom back to the late 1970s, 

but it has become tense since 1996, when both the Korean and 

Japanese governments made their way through the UNCLOS and the 

formulation of official views on the EEZ, accompanied by actions to 

assert national sovereignty. The Dokdo/Takeshima dispute between 

South Korea and Japan is expected to be extremely problematic and 

has a significant impact on the Korean-Japanese bilateral relations, 

especially when East Asian countries have so many territorial 

disputes over territorial waters. 

CHAPTER 4. SOME COMMENTS ON ECONOMIC 

AND POLITICAL RELATIONS BETWEEN SOUTH KOREA 

AND JAPAN FROM 1980 TO 2013 

4.1. Achievements and limitations in economic and 
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political relations between South Korea and Japan (1980–2013) 

4.1.1. Achievements 

Over the past 30 years of cooperation, the economic and 

political relations between South Korea and Japan have gained 

remarkable achievements and they are as follows: (1) The process of 

bilateral economic cooperation between South Korea and Japan in the 

period 1980–2013 has gained remarkable achievements and is one of 

the factors creating the foundation for the development of Korean 

economy; (2) Between 1980 and 2013, in economic relations, South 

Korea and Japan have become important trading and investing 

partners; (3) The governments of Korea and Japan have always 

shown great efforts to solve past, historical problems. After the Cold 

War, the process gained many remarkable achievements. 

4.1.2. Limitations 

In addition to the achievements, the economic and political 

relations between South Korea and Japan (1980–2013) also have the 

following limitations: (1) First of all, there was the imbalance in trade 

relations. Korea is always in a trade deficit with Japan with 

increasing value; (2) The Korea-Japan economic relations (1980–

2013) show fierce competition in several specific areas, of which 

Japan, from a position of a country providing capital, aid, investment 

and transfer of science and technology to Korea, has gradually lost its 

leading position in the region, and Korea has become a fierce 

competitor in some specific fields. (3) The most obvious obstacle in 

the Korean-Japanese economic relations is the failure to sign the 

bilateral trade agreement (JKFTA); (4) Many of the political 

problems between Korea and Japan are related to Japan's past 

occupation of the Korean peninsula, from the dispute over 
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Dokdo/Takeshima island, the Yasukuni Shrine, the history textbook, 

or about women comfort. 

4.2.  Characteristics 

1. Although having the same ideology, social-political 

system, and the same alliance with the US, Korea and Japan still 

experience ups and downs in there relations in the period 1980–2013. 

2. These are the relations between the world's second-largest 

economic power (before it was overtaken by China in 2010), trying 

to establish an international political role and influence 

commensurate with economic power and a "medium power" that is 

gradually rising economically and politically in the region and 

worldwide. These relations have changed, most clearly in the 

economic field, in which South Korea from the dependence on Japan 

has gradually established the relationship of equality, cooperation 

and competition. 

3. In the Korea-Japan relations, the economic and political 

factors have a reciprocal relationship and, in general, economic 

relations have progressed relatively more positively than politics. 

4. The ups and downs in the relationship between the two 

countries depend heavily on the personal political ideals of the 

presidents of Korea and the prime ministers of Japan. 

5. The economic and political relations between Korea and 

Japan are greatly influenced by nationalism. 

6. The Korea-Japan economic and political relations are 

strongly influenced by the United States, China and North Korea. 

4.3. Impacts of the Korea-Japan relations (1980–2013) on 

the two countries and the region 

4.3.1. For South Korea 
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 Japan plays an important role in the economic development of 

South Korea. 

 - Japan is considered a "model" for Korean economy. The goal 

set by the Koreans is to do what the Japanese do, but at a faster pace and 

with lower cost. Japan became the target of competition as well as a 

competitor of Korea. 

 - The trade deficit is one of the problems that have a negative 

impact on trade relations between South Korea and Japan. 

 - Maintaining cooperative relations with Japan contributes to 

helping South Korea to achieve a balanced position in addressing 

regional issues; South Korea has also partly built up the image and 

position of a moderate, neutral nation in the region, and created political 

stability for economic and social development. 

 - Political contradictions have become the dominant feature of 

negative aspects of the Korean-Japanese relations. 

4.3.2. For Japan 

 - Japan is one of Korea's leading economic partners and has 

great influence on the Korean market. 

 - Japan has always wanted to improve relations with its 

neighbours to bring about the image of a civilized, modern post-war 

Japan that deserves an economic leader with a decisive voice in the 

settlement of regional and international issues. 

 - The relationship with South Korea has also generated the 

political influence over Japan, in which the continued dominance and the 

return of politicians within the LDP are one of the most obvious signs. 

 - The economic relations with South Korea also brought some 

negative issues for Japan's economic development, especially South 

Korea with the dominant development, in turn, competes with Japan in 
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some specific fields. 

4.3.3. For Northeast Asia 

The Japan-Korea relations are relatively stable and developed, 

contributing to promoting economic cooperation in Northeast Asia. 

The relationship between South Korea and Japan has a strong 

impact on the political environment in Northeast Asia. 

CONCLUSIONS 

1. It can be said that the sharing of many values, interests in 

history, economy, and politics together with being neighbours and 

alliances of the United States in Northeast Asia is ‘glue’ that 

contributes to the promotion of Korea and Japan to exchange, support, 

share, cooperate, and compete with each other. However, 

contradictions and conflicts of interests left by history are very difficult 

to solve. 

2. From 1980 to 2013, the economic and political relations 

between South Korea and Japan went through many stages of 

development, from stress to reconciliation, negotiation, cooperation, 

and development as each other's partner, but the rift remains 

unavoidable. The journey from confrontation to cooperation between 

the two countries witnessed many variations in the international, 

regional, and domestic situation, and of the international relations. This 

journey also depends on the particular foreign policy of the presidents 

or prime ministers of each country. 

3. Among the causes leading to the ups and downs in the 

relations between South Korea and Japan, the historical factor is 

overwhelming with a dominant colour. The issues of women comfort, 

island disputes, claims of compensation and apology, and textbook 

issues are inherited from the past, and last longer to the present, and 
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possibly even to the future. In addition, these factors also contribute to 

anti-Japanese psychology and anti-Korean psychology in the heart of 

the Korean and the Japanese. In the future, this relationship is expected 

to continue to be influenced by these factors and trends, so that the 

economic and political relations between South Korea and Japan will 

still face many difficulties and challenges. 

4. Although not having a strategic partnership and not 

expressing a great willingness in bilateral relations, South Korea and 

Japan display the economic, political, diplomatic, and security 

cooperation, which is considered as a symbol of historical 

reconciliation in the region, especially after the Cold War. 

5. In essence, the Korea-Japan economic relations (1980–

2013) have shifted from dependence to cooperation and competition. 

This is a problem and, at the same time, one of the most striking 

features of the Korea-Japan relations. In particular, South Korea's 

dependence on Japan’s aid tends to decrease over time, especially 

with non-refundable aid and low-interest loans ending in the 1980s 

and the technical cooperation ended in the 2000s. By contrast, in 

spite of being a large regional and global economy with two decades 

of loss, cyclical recessions, as well as natural disasters, Japan 

possesses an economy with the slowing down signs. Moreover, in 

terms of comparative advantage, Japan faces fierce competition from 

middle and emerging economies such as South Korea and countries 

aspiring to become a superpower like China. Politically, the Kore-

Japan relations are a "twinned" relationship, maintaining cooperation 

on the basis of mutual and private interests, but are easily shattered 

by disputes and inherent conflicts. 

6. This relationship, despite the ups and downs, always 



24 

 

affects the geopolitical environment and order in the East Asian 

region, in general, and Northeast Asia, in particular. The relations 

between South Korea and Japan have always been an important 

factor in maintaining the status and influence of the US-Japan-South 

Korea alliance and in promoting cooperation in Northeast Asia, 

especially the mechanism China-Japan-South Korea. 

7. In the future, the Korea-Japan economic and political 

relations may still face many challenges from history, viewpoints, 

and perceptions of contemporary people, but the need for cooperation 

for the development of Northeast Asia and of each country is 

indispensable. In the face of changes in the context and international 

relations, especially the influence and domination of the United 

States and China, and the nuclear issue on the Korean peninsula, the 

tightening of diplomatic relations between the two countries has 

become an urgent demand of these two neighbours.  


