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WHAT ARE YOU? WHO AM I? - "BORDER CROSSING" AND 
OTHER ISSUES IN WORKING ON KOREA UNDER JAPANESE 

RULE 
 

JULJAN BIONTINO 
The discussion about what Japanese Studies is, its 
nature as academic discipline and its attitude 
toward interdisciplinary inquiry has been 
continuing since the field was established. 
Questions such as whether Japan as such can be a 
"science" or whether at least Japan can be a method 
for scientific inquiry lead to quantifying questions, 
such as to whether Korea, China, Taiwan, Germany, 
the US, East Asia or Europe can be such a method. 
Or do countries as a unit of thought merely serve as 
venues for case-studies? In this paper, the above 
questions are approached from personal experience 
as a form of self-evaluation. This happens in the 
conviction that it is as crucial for university faculty 
to engage in such attempts of “self-study” in the 
same way as it has been advised for school teachers 
to do so. An introspective form of analysis about 
classes and research is not only necessary to help in 
developing teaching skills and awareness of 
academic issues, but also helps in obtaining a deeper 
understanding of oneself as an academic (Johnston 
2006, p. 57-84). 
 Even though interdisciplinary approaches 
are generally highly encouraged inside area studies, 
longer established disciplines such as history or 
religious studies take a more conservative stance 
when it comes to interdisciplinary approaches or 
when working with scholars from area studies 
covering “unknown territories”. In the end, these 
issues circle around the right of interpretation of 
theory. Often the more traditional, long established 
academic fields tend to reserve such rights for 
themselves, being all too often standoffish about 
opening their field of inquiry from the well-
established boundaries of the “West” to the still 
somewhat unknown “East”. Here language barriers 
are often also a big issue. 
 When a scholar literally crosses borders, 
culture-related issues become challenged, mainly 
because traditions and thus perceptions of academic 

disciplines also differ from country to country, and 
also because of political or social issues, which are 
often reinforced by the structure of academic 
institutions themselves. As argued in this paper, 
area studies-approaches often meet with 
disapproval or rejection in Japan and Korea, because 
they are out of the scope of interest of most 
historians in these countries.  
 Initially trained in Japanese Studies at a 
German university, my academic trajectory took me 
from Japanese History to Korean History, from the 
frameworks of Japanese Studies and Korean Studies 
into history, history education, anthropology and 
comparative religious studies. By discussing 
various examples of my research, this paper aims to 
give an outline of issues and prejudices one has to 
face when dealing with Korea under Japanese rule 
from a historiographical and interdisciplinary 
standpoint. Thus, this essayistic paper tries to be a 
critique of “Japanology” as an academic field of 
activity among a wide range of area studies that 
share the same problems, and also tries to offer 
suggestions on how they can be overcome in order 
to raise scholarly credibility and reputation not only 
of Japanese Studies, but of area studies in general. 
A Japanologist's Master Thesis on Korean Modern 
History? 

From the very first day, as students of Japanese 
Studies, we were advised that we are to understand 
Japanese Studies as the critical, academic inquiry 
into Japan. Because I always preferred history 
among all school subjects, it was only natural for me 
to use historiography as a way to approximate 
myself to Japan. The main reason why I did not 
choose to pursue the study of history at university 
at that time was my desire to learn what was then 
still considered an “exotic” language. Classes on 
Japanese History however soon rekindled my 
interest in history, and they were also the place to 
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nurture my interest in Korea. From our first classes 
concerning the Jōmon and Yayoi periods, we 
learned about the steady influx of “Koreans” to the 
“Japanese” peninsula. During classes on the Meiji 
and Taishō periods, we learnt about the annexation 
of Korea. Unfortunately, our professors as 
specialists on Japan could not explain more than the 
basic issues of the colonial period, but they 
nevertheless encouraged us students to engage in 
our own studies. In conclusion, this means that I 
came the “classic way” in approaching Korea, in the 
sense that I did not start studying about Korea from 
the beginning, but came to study about it “through” 
Japan, that is through Japanese Studies. Older 
generations of scholars went this way almost 
exclusively, so to speak “crossing over” from Japan 
or China, rather than to deal with Korea from the 
start. There are only few examples of Koreanists 
who dealt exclusively with Korea. As a popular 
example may serve Werner Sasse, emeritus 
professor at Hamburg University. Here it is also of 
importance that in Germany, Korean Studies are far 
less well established than Chinese or Japanese 
Studies, and East Asian Studies, long a road to foster 
studies about Korea in the US, are only a rather 
recent trend in Germany. The direct dealing with 
Korea by itself was made possible only during 
recent years by the increase in numbers of 
undergraduate and graduate programs in Korean 
Studies worldwide. 
 After embarking on my study of Korean 
history in general and the colonial period in 
particular, materials available in German or English 
were soon exhausted. So I started to read 
scholarship of Japanese historians on Korea. 
Reading the works of Kajimura Hideki (1935-1989) 
and Yamabe Kentarō (1905-1977), I started to share 
especially the latter's view that Korean Modern 
History and Japanese Modern History are entangled 
and intertwined (Nakatsuka 2017, p. 17-18). This led 
me to study under Kimijima Kazuhiko, a professor 
who worked on history education and issues in 
Japanese-Korean relations. 
 It is remarkable that I mostly learned about 
Korea through a Japanese lens at that time, and it is 
impossible to deny that this lens was thoroughly 
leftist. As the result of my studies, my master thesis 
examined Utsunomiya Tarō's (1861-1922) role in 
subduing the March First Movement of 1919 in 
Korea and attempted to give an insight into the 
perceptions this general had about Korea and its role 
as a Japanese colony. Utsunomiya saw the 
movement as assemblies of “blind masses” 
following only a few leaders, thus he tried to limit 
the use of violence against the masses. Nevertheless, 
brutalization escalated, as can be seen in the 
Cheamni Massacre of April 15th 1919, when 29 men 
were trapped inside a church that was then set on 
fire by Japanese troops, causing the men to burn 
alive. Arguing against the Western Missionaries 
who tried to make the barbaric behavior of the 
Japanese public in the world press, Utsunomiya 
himself wrote several memoranda and articles about 
his views on the Korean peninsula, working out 
strategies to “pull the Koreans over” to the Japanese 

side, all the while trying to defend himself and his 
troops against what happened in Cheamni. When 
Hasegawa finally resigned his office in July 1919, 
Utsunomiya was left in charge to see through the 
change in office from Hasegawa to Saitō Makoto 
(1858-1936). In sum, I argued that Utsunomiya, as a 
military-intellectual, had a definite role in working 
out the basic guidelines of what was later to become 
institutionalized as the “Cultural Policy” (bunka 
seiji) of colonial rule in Korea, and also exercised a 
traceable influence on his superiors (Biontino 2011). 
 The primary source of evidence is 
Utsunomiya Tarō‘s diary, the publication of which 
in 2007 caused an immediate stir in Japan as 
valuable and broad-ranging material (Ōe 2007, p. 
120-121). Among other fields of interest, the diary 
holds a great opportunity to find new insights into 
the March First Movement as seen through the eyes 
of a military man who, albeit he was not part of the 
dominating Chōshū faction, enjoyed a certain 
prestige and influence inside the military. The 
criticism I had to face was whether a diary can be 
considered a historical source, and if the sole 
reliance on one historical source such as the diary 
can produce trustworthy historiographic 
scholarship, which I countered by the intake of 
methodology from literary studies, which is 
perfectly acceptable in the framework of Japanese 
Studies, but perhaps not in at least traditional 
historiography itself (Smith and Watson 2001). My 
overall approach was positivist, and I was able to 
link newspaper articles and other pamphlets with 
unknown authorship to Utsunomiya. Another 
criticism I faced was that if somebody is to work 
objectively about Japan or Korea, a topic of national 
peril such as the March First Movement seemed 
entirely unfit. This I rejected outright, because 
“sympathies” play no role in analyzing historical 
sources. If they did, these sympathies would rather 
go to the person whose most intimate notes one is 
reading, rather than to the “unknown” Korean 
masses, for whom one anyhow also feels 
compassion for the hardships they endured. 
 But how then am I supposed to classify my 
thesis? Its genre might be summarized as a Japanese 
Studies approach to the military history of Japan, 
and a Korean Studies approach to movement-
oriented historiography. It surely is Japanologist in 
the sense that it is mostly made up from Japanese 
language sources, because at that time I still was not 
fluent enough in Korean. Needless to mention most 
sources on the colonial period are written by the 
colonizer and thus in Japanese. It was possible to 
write such a thesis thanks to the stance of my 
advisers that for the understanding of Japan as part 
of East Asia, Korea needed to be taken into account 
more seriously. It is still safe to say that Korean 
Studies are very marginal in Germany. Considering 
my lack of skill in the Korean language at that time, 
most Japanese Historians on Korea I talked to 
considered reading Korean historiography earlier 
than from the late nineties as a waste of time, 
because of political bias. The other lesson I learned 
from talking to Japanese scholars was about their 
perception about knowledge production. I was 
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advised that in order to be read in Japan, it would be 
necessary to produce scholarship in Japanese or at 
least of a quality that Japanese scholars deemed 
worthy of being translated into Japanese. 
Doctoral program and degree in South Korea: Am 
I a Koreanist? 

More than being able to produce in 
Japanese, to me the fact that my Korean lacked far 
behind my Japanese language skills and thus my 
work was biased in as far as I could not read 
thoroughly scholarship produced in Korea. This 
finally formed my decision to go to South Korea to 
pursue my doctoral studies. I took up a doctoral 
program at Seoul National University's department 
of History Education. But why choose the 
department of History Education over the 
department for National History? Actually, both 
departments work quite closely with each other and 
it is possible for students to not only take classes 
from both departments, but also to take classes from 
the Graduate School of International Studies. 
However, choosing History Education as major held 
the advantage that it was possible to work outside 
the traditional framework of Korean History in 
South Korea. Whilst ‘Korean History’ as national 
history focuses strongly on Korea, and thus for 
example only hardly allows for Japan as an actor in 
its historical narrative, in the department of History 
Education there are scholars of different periods of 
Korean history, and in addition scholars of Western 
History, Chinese and Japanese history and of course 
History Education itself as well. Intellectually, this 
was a very nurturing environment that gave me the 
freedom to explore Korean history from multiple 
perspectives without being bound to a traditionalist 
or nationalist approach. This however in no way 
means that the Department of Korean History is led 
by politically biased scholars; quite to the contrary, 
conservative and liberal stances are well 
distinguished. It simply means that there is an 
academic border protected by a choice of applicable 
content (see Seo 2010, Chapter 4). 
 During my years in Seoul, I not only learned 
different strands in Korean historical theory and the 
nature of Korean historiography, but most strikingly 
found out that undertaking a PhD project in Korea 
meant to broaden my view on history and the world. 
For example, professors often took pains into 
contextualizing history broadly, by taking in 
examples from countries and contexts not usually 
part of my frame of mind. So, I soon was to find out 
that I was not accepted as the Japanese Studies 
specialist that I was trained as, but as a German 
national. Just to name one example: during class, I 
could explain the peace preservation law was 
passed in Imperial Japan, but had no clue about the 
history of German agriculture policy. It had become 
necessary to once again study German and 
European history, and more thoroughly than had 
been required in high school, a task I tackled by 
going through Wehler's Deutsche 
Gesellschaftsgeschichte (Wehler 1987-2008), which is 
considered a standard reference about Germany's 

modern history especially valuable for its non-
chronological, problem-oriented approach. 
 Long before I was handing in my 
dissertation, during a dinner party, I then was asked 
the question I named this paper after. “Who are you, 
what are you? A Koreanist? A Historian? A 
Koreanist, right?”. At that moment, I just managed 
to answer: “I am afraid I want to be a Historian of 
Korean and Japanese history, but because I am 
lacking the educational background in history 
theory, I might only be a Japanese Studies person 
who happens to look at Korea and occasionally 
China as well.” It is of importance here that, even 
though I was enrolled in the program of History 
Education, I was not seen as a historian in training, 
but as a “Koreanist”, meaning following a “foreign 
approach” to Korea. “Korean Studies” in Korea 
itself is rather a foreign concept, Korean issues 
usually being dealt with in the respective traditional 
fields of academic inquiry. This is also true for 
Japan, where “Japanology” or “International 
Japanese Studies” is not that old of a concept either. 
 Going to Korea, initially I had in mind to 
continue my research on the March First Movement, 
because I was more convinced my “Japanese 
attitude” to the topic would not match the results of 
Korean research. I was soon to find out the study of 
“history of movements” (undōshi, kor. undongsa) was 
a far outdated approach and that it might be hard to 
get anything new out of the March First Movement, 
at least if I was to refrain from bold 
reinterpretations. Because of my work on 
Utsunomiya Tarō, I was interested in how the 
politics of religion that were laid out by people like 
him in order to win over Koreans to the Japanese 
cause worked out. This way I was drawn to the 
study of Shintō and Buddhism in the colonial 
context. I came to examine the changes on Mount 
Namsan in Seoul from the period between 1892, 
when Japanese settlers first planned to build a 
Japanese Shintō shrine at Namsan, until the period 
after Koreas independence, when all Japanese 
facilities on Namsan were dismantled. Because 
Japanese Shintō shrines and Buddhist temples on or 
surrounding Namsan mainly employed rituals in 
order to assimilate Koreans into the effort of the 
Japanese Empire and to win them over for the 
Japanese war cause, it was decided that my thesis 
should put a special focus on rituals and events on 
Namsan (Biontino 2016). 
 This decision was also motivated by the fact 
that I am a German, which enabled me to draw from 
theoretical approaches of memory culture, ritual 
theory as well as the notion of political religion, that 
is, applying “German” and “Western” theoretical 
approaches not well known in Korea to a Korean 
scenario. This is nothing else but the “Koreanist” 
approach mentioned above. Still, I personally did 
not care deeply about the origin of my theoretical 
approach, but rather chose it out of academic 
necessity – screening prior research and sources, I 
found that even though Namsan as ritual space in 
colonial Seoul had received a certain attention, it 
was necessary to look at the daily ritual life and at 
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what motivated the changes on that mountain 
during the colonial period. 
 After all, Namsan was considered a sacred 
space during the whole period of rule by the 
Chosŏn-dynasty, due to geomantic and shamanist 
principles. Thus, Namsan remained the only 
mountain in Seoul untouched by lumbermen and 
free of gravesites. In 1900, three years after the 
declaration of the Korean Empire, former king 
Kojong now as emperor had an altar built to honour 
those who died for the country, which primarily 
meant those who died in resistance to Japan. From 
the onset of Japanese rule, many shrines and 
buddhist temples were built on the mountain, 
erasing the earlier functions it held for the Korean 
state. In succession Namsan was turned into a sort 
of theme park of Japanese religion, ritual and 
culture. A stroll over Namsan enabled Japanese in 
the colony to reassure themselves of being Japanese 
citizens, while Koreans could learn about Japan in 
many facets. The Japanese authorities appropriated 
Namsan, which had been a ritual space over 
centuries, and overwrote its meaning to supplant a 
Japanese image of life and duties on to the Koreans. 
So to say, Namsan came to be used as a basis for the 
assimilation of Koreans, long before the “official” 
assimilation policy set in, and in that respect Shintō 
in Korea worked quite close to a religion, and not 
according to the official stance on Shintō as a non-
religious ritual of state.  

Applying the theoretical background of 
political religions, I came to see that State-Shintō in 
the colonial context was hardly justifiable as non-
religious ritual of state, because the religious appeal 
had to be fostered in order to turn Koreans into 
“citizens of the empire": Shintō was a necessary tool 
to incorporate Koreans into the Tennō familism of 
the day. On top of that, Buddhist facilities close to 
Shintō shrines on Namsan “obscured” the non-
religious meaning of Shrine Shintō that was 
postulated by the government in order to avoid 
conflict with the Japanese constitution, that by the 
way never was extended to Korea (Biontino 2016). 
Still, religious freedom was granted by an order 
along the lines of the constitution (Abramson 2004, 
p. 21). In sum, colonial authorities were unable to 
dissolve the contradictions of Shintō in terms of its 
religiosity. After all, Japanese authorities had 
nothing else to ideologically assimilate Koreans into 
Japanese than Shintō: the much praised “colonial 
modernity” Korea is said to have enjoyed was 
mostly controlled by the Japanese, and not enough 
a reason for Koreans to happily agree to being a 
“citizen of the empire”. In the end, climbing up the 
impressive stone stairs of Namsan itself became a 
loyalty check: Namsan was a place of forced 
compliance, a place for wartime education that 
glorified death and violence (Biontino 2016). 
 Presenting my findings, the biggest 
criticism I received from my committee then was 
essential to the core. My thesis could be read as a 
“Japanese history” or “Japanese studies” thesis, but 
not as one of Korean History because I obviously 
had ignored what all my inquiry really meant to the 

Koreans living during those times. Even though, as 
I mentioned earlier, the department had a liberal 
atmosphere, my thesis at that time did not fit the 
structural requirements of my program – after all, I 
was registered for Korean Modern History inside 
the department of History Education. Fortunately, 
this problem could be addressed and solved by 
rather simple restructuring, because I indeed had 
considered and written about Koreans and their 
reactions, but this was not evident from my table of 
contents and chapter headings. Thus I was advised 
that many a Korean reader would have put down 
the thesis even though the content might have been 
appropriate. 
Interdisciplinary approaches: From history to 
religious studies and anthropology 

In Korean academia, I was almost 
exclusively perceived as a foreigner, as a “German” 
wanting to work on Korean history with a 
background in Japanese studies at best. Because of 
such perceptions, from my very first year in Korea, 
I was considered as somebody working on the 
intersections of Western and Korean history, that is 
the period from the opening of ports in 1876 to 1905, 
before Korea was put under Japanese protectorate, 
even though I understand myself as historian 
studying the period of Japanese rule over Korea. 
 Because it seemed to me that it was this area 
where my skills were needed, I happily agreed to 
take part in several projects concerning the German 
Peasant War and the Tonghak Movement of 1894. 
This not only in historiographic terms but also in 
terms of memory culture (Biontino 2011). Both are of 
interest to Korean historians because the Tonghak 
Movement over time was also interpreted as 
peasant war and more recently as revolution (Shin 
and Lee 2008). I wrote several papers in Korean that 
concerned Western Views on Tonghak in past and 
present (Biontino 2013), and I cooperated with 
Korean professors to work interdisciplinary on 
Tonghak applying history and philosophy as 
method, for the simple reason that the backgrounds 
of the various Tonghak leaders and their own 
approach to the Tonghak thought was essentially 
different and had yet to be properly considered in 
Western scholarship on Korean history and religion. 
 Even though finally achieving recognition 
in the field of history (Biontino and Yim 2016), prior 
to that several journals of religious content in 
Germany as well as in the English-speaking 
countries were reserved against our work 
considering that Tonghak was “some strange 
religion” or that our research was “biased because 
of religious issues”. Such stances are first of all 
linked to a reluctance to accept Tonghak as an 
indigenous thought or religion rich in content 
because of the lexical knowledge on Tonghak 
available in the West, which tends to describe it only 
as a distorted form of Catholicism or a blend of ideas 
that had been around before. This is of special 
relevance in Japanese Studies, because many 
historians active in Japan have worked on Tonghak 
issues as well, and their work is also often cited in 
Korea. Secondly, such views stem from the fact that 
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Ch'ŏndogyo (the belief in the Heavenly Way) 
developed out of Tonghak during the colonial 
period, and also that there are several other new 
religions in Korea, some acting internationally, 
which found their belief on teachings of Tonghak or 
implement those in their own belief system. 
 The problem is that because of such 
attitudes, a controversial topic of one country, that 
could benefit deeply from recognition and 
consideration by scholars outside that country, in 
terms of Tonghak in fields such as history, religious 
studies or philosophy, remains ignored. Korean 
historians struggle with the role of Tonghak and its 
thought in the huge peasant rebellion of 1894, which 
is often considered as one reason of the outbreak of 
the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895). Of course, 
there are also English language studies on Tonghak, 
but most of them are only produced as monographs 
or published inside area studies journals, and thus 
outside of the field of vision of many who adhere to 
the current trends of online publishing and short 
articles. This is especially a pity considering the 
many possibilities that a transnational approach to 
peasant protest studies could gain from considering 
East Asian peasant movements as well. 
 The key issue is that whilst Japanese and 
Korean scholars are keen to receive Western 
scholarship important to their relevant fields, these 
fields are in the West not considered by the 
according field, but almost exclusively inside 
Japanese or Korean studies. Works produced in the 
framework of Japanese Studies and Korean Studies 
relevant to certain fields outside this framework 
remain thus unnoticed in most cases. Issues from 
inside area studies hardly can come into 
consideration or discussion outside of these fields in 
the “West”. Thus, I argue that the job of a Japanese 
Studies scholar should not primarily be to try to be 
read in Japanese by a Japanese audience in the way 
Japanese history scholars suggest. Their main task 
should be to try to disseminate information about 
Japan as a case study in the respective field of 
theoretical inquiry the Japanese Studies scholar is 
engaged in, next to pursuing original research as 
part of Japanese Studies. This way, area studies, 
often only considered as so-called “orchid majors”, 
beautiful and exotic, but idealistic and unnecessary 
fields, can gain the reputation they actually deserve. 
This does not mean that the Japanese Studies 
specialist, or in extension any area studies specialist, 
should only function as a medium to introduce and 
discuss issues for his or her “home audience”. If 
“Japan”, “Korea” or “East Asia” or whatever other 
country could become the very method of how ideas 
of established fields of inquiry such as history can be 
challenged, or a method of how problems arising in 
such more traditional fields can be tackled, then area 
studies will arrive at a whole new level of 
importance. 
 Another problem that needs to be overcome 
is that historiography or other traditionally 
established fields are rather conservative when it 
comes to interdisciplinary approaches, as an 
example from Korea may serve that scholars are 

rather reluctant to take in methodology or topics 
from other fields such as religious studies, literature 
or anthropology. This I experienced when studying 
colonial policy and came to learn about Japanese 
graveyard policy in Korea, which was one of the 
biggest issues of Korean discontent with Japanese 
rule (Yanaihara 1937, p. 392). Whilst in Western 
historiography, the study of death has also been 
tackled from a historical perspective, it is no easy 
task to convince Korean historians in general to 
allow for an analysis of the “inner world” (naimen 
sekai, kor. naemyŏn segye), be it as part of death 
studies or more conventional fields such as the 
history of movements (Biontino 2015). 
Conclusion 

 After being educated in Japanese studies, I 
spent nearly six years as PhD student in a history 
department in Korea. Then I returned to Japan as 
faculty of a department for Liberal Arts and Sciences 
that also features a “Japanese Studies” major. Some 
might find it strange that as a German I went by the 
way of Japan to go to Korea and then came back in 
a sense, and because of that may question my 
objectivity. If Japanese historians working on Korea 
deem Korean “historiography” before 
democratization of no use at all and unreliable 
because of political bias, this is a huge 
misapprehension in the sense that most 
historiography, if not all science, is dependent of 
politics – as unfortunate as this may be. More often 
than not, I am supposed to have a clear stance on 
historical issues that are nowadays heavily 
politicized, such as issues concerning Comfort 
Women or territorial claims between Korea and 
Japan. As a scholar, I can only say that I do not 
believe there is something as pure objectivity, and 
especially the historian is in his judgment bound to 
the sources available. It is often said I am “a third 
party” when looking at Japan, Korea, or East Asia. 
But, in a sense my educational background and the 
fact I live in East Asia belie this. But being educated 
not only in Japan and South Korea, the impact of 
History Education in reunified Germany surely 
made me skeptical concerning historical revisionism 
of all political spectrums, and critical of nationalist 
paradigms, but also aware of sentiment and moral 
concerns when dealing with historical issues. 
 Returning to Japan also meant a reunion 
with old teachers. They obviously had the answer to 
my externally-imposed identity crisis. Having 
studied more about Korean history than the average 
Japanese, I shall now be considered a historian of 
Korea (chōsenshi kenkyūsha). So ironically enough, 
what Korean scholars denied me to be, Japanese 
scholars did accept. Thus ends my anecdotal 
introspection, and whilst for others the questions 
about my identity seems decided, I allow myself to 
not label myself anymore, so to speak literally to 
enjoy the “liberal” in “liberal arts”. 
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