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When National Narratives Clash in Multinational University
Classrooms: A Pedagogical Perspective
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Abstract: While much scholarly attention has
been  devoted  to  analyzing  governments’
attempts to determine ways of remembering or
forgetting the past, little is known about how
the politics of remembrance affect the process
of reconciliation. To what extent does conflict
remembrance actually influence the shaping of
collective  (national)  identities?  Does
remembering  the  painful  past  lead  to
reconciliation?  If  not,  what  does  it  do?  This
article addresses these questions by reflecting
on  the  author’s  experience  of  teaching
multinational groups at her university in Japan,
and discussing fraught issues relating to the
Asia-Pacific  War  (including  the  “comfort
women”)  with  her  classes.  Drawing on  class
observations and student essays from 2016 to
2019,  she  discusses  the  often  conflicting
narratives and identities that students bring to
the university classroom and the pedagogical
challenges involved in negotiating these.  The
paper  illustrates  how  highly  selective
narratives of the national past (learnt at school
or absorbed from the media) affect collective
identity (the way we perceive the self versus
the other), and discusses implications for East
Asian reconciliation and peace.1
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Reconciliation—becoming friends again after a
fight—is  a  beautiful  concept.  But  it  is  not
always  so  when  it  comes  to  researching,

teaching, and living it. As a PhD student, I had
a  hard  time  finding  a  professor  happy  to
supervise  my  doctoral  dissertation  on
rebuilding  a  broken  relationship  between
historical enemy states. It was not on terrorism,
global climate change, or human security, the
so-called  hot  topics  in  international  relations
(IR). As a researcher, I had and have a hard
time  writing  on  it  because  my  personal  life
keeps intertwining with the subject of study. I
could not continue arguing that it is important
to face the dark side of one’s own history when
I was unable to do so in my life. And now as a
professor,  I  have  a  hard  time  teaching  it.
Reconciliation is  not  a  popular IR subject  to
take in Japan where I have been teaching for
almost ten years now. Who would enjoy sitting
in  a  classroom  where  we  read  books  and
articles comparing their home country to other
“successful”  ones  and  highlighting  what  is
wrong with them?

I once gave my Japanese students a role-play
assignment  to  develop  an  argument  from  a
Chinese  or  a  Korean perspective  as  most  of
their  papers  were  mainly  about  why  the
Nanjing massacre is a lie or why the comfort
women  issue  has  been  exaggerated.  I  still
remember what one student was whispering:
“You  know,  she  is  Korean.”  I  was  not  their
professor  anymore.  I  was  just  one  of  their
enemies.  In  Seoul,  I  bluntly  asked  students
what  reconci l iat ion  means  to  them.  I
intentionally  made  them  think  at  individual
levels and did not refer to any specific case.
They answered: “It means to apologize.” When
I asked, “What about forgiving?” the students
showed a very violent reaction. One said that it
was  a  pity  that  I  live  and  teach  in  Japan,
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“wasting” my talent on the enemy country. At
my current university we have students from
more than 30 nationalities  in a classroom, a
Korean is sitting next to a Japanese, a French
next to a German, an Indian next to a Pakistani,
and  a  Tamil  next  to  a  Sinhalese.  Here  we
witness clashes of national narratives every day
when addressing the heritage of  the  Second
World War, still so present.

Just as in personal relations, so with states and
nations,  rebuilding  a  broken  relationship  is
harder than breaking it. Not all initiatives are
successful  in  transforming  enmity  to  amity.
Reconciliation between former enemy states is
challenging since the current generation often
has  not  experienced  the  traumatic  historical
event that  remains unresolved.  By definition,
we cannot remember something that we did not
experience. Instead, perceptions are shaped by
what we have learned at school, what we have
seen from the media, and what we have heard
from older generations. This ongoing dialogue
between  the  past  and  the  present  becomes
more  complicated  as  it  occurs  between  two
collective entities, and across national borders.
More than seventy years have passed since the
Second World War came to an end across the
world. Asia, however, is still in the midst of a
history  war.  How  to  remember  or  not  to
remember  the  conflicting  past  constitutes
major  obstacles  to  reconciliation  and  peace
between China and Japan, Taiwan and China,
South Korea and Japan, India and Pakistan, to
name but a few. 

 

The other in us by Nguyen Huu Phu Gia,
designed by Vo Ha Chi. Used with

permission. A student’s artwork in my
peace-related course: “We draw lines
between us and them by what we see

(collar shape) but there are always other
elements we often miss that connect us

and them (cloth color).”

 

 

Is It Necessary to Reconcile?

Making efforts  to  transform enmity  to  amity
between states has rarely been an attractive
policy option. Reconciliation is one of the least
observed  interstate  cooperative  behaviors
compared  to  others  such  as  al l iance,
appeasement,  détente,  normalization,
rapprochement,  coexistence  or  cooperation.
Some scholars argue that the concept itself has
a religious connotation too strong to apply to
politics,  referring  to  the  reunion  between
human  beings  and  God.2  Schaap  in  Political
Reconciliation  for  instance  points  out  that
“reconciliation  is  central  to  the  Christian
religion  as  it  provides  the  narrative  link
between the Hebrew Scriptures and the New
Testament”.3 During his official visit to Algeria
in 2007, the former French President Nicholas
Sarkozy  refused  to  apologize  for  colonial
misdeeds  emphasizing  that  repentance  is  “a
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religious notion that has no place in relations
between states”.4 In a world of politics where
power, fight, and authority reign, there is no
space  for  sacrifice,  apology,  forgiveness  or
love.  Others  argue  that  reconciliation  is  a
matter  of  interpersonal  or  inter-communal
relations so it should not or cannot be applied
onto  abstract  collective  entities  such  as  the
state.5  There  is  no  normative  reason  for
sovereign  states  to  seek  reconciliation  with
‘others’  as  opposed  to  intra-state  cases  in
which conflicting groups are forced to find a
way to live together. Throughout my study on
political science and international relations in
France, Switzerland, United States, Korea, and
Japan, I have rarely encountered a university
l e c t u r e  f o c u s i n g  o n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l
reconciliation.6  My  professors  were  skeptical
when I told them I would like to write a thesis
on reconciliation (warning me that it would be
difficult to find a job as IR departments would
not  show much interest  in  it).  Reconciliation
was not only rarely practiced in reality, it also
had little space in academia.

Nonetheless  the  process  of  globalization  has
made countries become more accountable. We
now know what is happening on the other side
of the world, which makes it hard to say ‘it is
none  of  my  business!’  when  witnessing
injustice  or  wrongdoings.  Whether  states
respond to the moral obligation is a different
story. But at least this shift from a pessimistic
realpolitik  vision towards a more ethical  one
brought  reconciliation  to  the  center  of
international  relations.7  The  United  Nations8

proclaimed  2009  International  Year  of
Reconciliation  with  the  aim  of  “restoring
humanity’s lost unity, particularly today, when
human  societies  are  fractured  or  deeply
divided.”  Scholarly  works  highlight  the
importance of reconciliation not because it is
ethically right to do so but because it provides
a  better  opportunity  to  build  a  trust-based
society and stable relations in a longer term.9

We see political and societal leaders publicly
recogniz ing  or  apologiz ing  for  past

wrongdoings  committed  against  another
country,  a  phenomenon  unthinkable  half  a
century  ago.10  The  rationale  behind  these
gestures goes beyond the scope of this study.
But  this  reconciliatory  trend  has  certainly
attracted  the  attention  of  the  international
community, mass media and academia.

The most researched dyadic relations include
France-Germany,  France-Algeria,  Poland-
Germany,  Poland-Russia,  Germany-Israel,
Israel-Palestine,  India-Pakistan,  China-Japan,
Japan-South  Korea,  Turkey-Armenia,  Turkey-
Greece (Cyprus issue), mainly post World Wars
reconciliation  cases.  Motives,  methods,  and
processes  of  reconci l iat ion  between
governments  and  people  vary  from  one
another.  Not  all  initiatives  lead  to  genuine
reconciliation. It first requires to properly face
the wound between and among the offender
and the offended. This means not only to be
ready to open the dark side of the self but also
to listen and to try to understand the pain of
the other. Reconciliation is therefore different
from taking revenge, keeping silence, or letting
bygones be bygones. It is also different from
making  a  give  and  take  compromise.
Reconciliation then requires two-way efforts to
transform a relationship from a state of war to
a state of peace11, in other words, a constant
interactive process between the past and the
present as well  as  between the self  and the
other.  This  seemingly  impossible-to-achieve
precondition,  dealing  with  a  learned  past
(rather  than  experienced)  between  two
countries, rich and unique in their own history
and  cul ture,  expla ins  the  pauci ty  of
reconciliation  in  our  world.  In  this  sense,
international reconciliation invites us to rethink
the  concept  of  ‘we-ness’  across  national
borders: “(Reconciliation means) both can live
together,  interact,  and look at each other as
citizens of  the same country without  placing
too much emphasis on what divides them, but
rather what unites them”.12 As provocative as it
may sound,  reconciliation becomes necessary
to those wanting to live in peace with others,
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not against them. Engaging in it is therefore an
open expression of political willingness to ask
revising  the  concept  of  enemy in  IR  and  to
demand  overcoming  the  spirit  of  exclusion,
which is still at the very centre of the concept
of the state today.13

 

Remembrance Leads to War Rather Than
Peace?

화해 (hwa-hae)  in Korean or 和解 (wakai)  in
Japanese, both referring to reconciliation, mean
‘peacefully resolve’. What ‘peacefully’ means is
thus subject to various interpretations. Taking
its  root  from  the  Latin  word  concilium,  the
origin  of  the  term  reconciliation  refers  to
uniting people in sentiment or bringing them
together.  In  ancient  Greece,  reconciliation
meant  “finding  those  words  that  could  turn
enmity  into  friendship”  and  was  used  to
describe  “how  antagonists  would  meet  in
council  to  settle  their  disputes,  a  first
necessary  step  in  the  reconciling  process”.14

The  how  of  reconciliation  thus  becomes  the
major focus of study. In IR, reconciliation has
been considered as a strategy to peace building
and  conflict  resolution  (or  transformation)
focusing  on  justice,  truth  seeking,  apology,
forgiveness,  mutual  understanding,
psychological  transformation,  healing,
compensation, or reparation.15  Which element
to prioritize is context-specific and requires a
constant  dialogue  between  two  countries  to
find  it  out.  What  is  common  in  all  cases
however is the question of how to deal with the
past: What is the best way to bring peace back?
Is money or morality more important? If money,
how much compensation is enough? If morality,
what does apology mean? What constitutes its
sincerity? Who is responsible for it? Who takes
initiative?  When  is  the  best  timing?  Is  it
necessary  to  reopen  the  past  suffering  and
transmit  it  to  the  next  generation?  Or  is  it
better to forget? Which way helps to rebuild
the broken relationship? These are historically

sensitive questions as it directly touches upon
collective memory, hence national identity. 

Remembering a conflicting past that brought us
pain is a relatively new phenomenon. Since the
Westphalian  system became the  omnipresent
rule between states, a defeat is just a defeat. At
best, we sign a peace treaty to declare the end
of  war,  the  ceasefire.  But  compensation,
reparation, apology, repentance, or healing was
not on the agenda between states and nations.
Simply put history was written by the victors,
not by the victims.16 It was with the Holocaust
that we started paying attention to the ones
suf fered  and  los t . 1 7  S ince  then,  the
memorializing of a painful past has become a
lofty  moral  obligation  of  humanity.  Does
remembrance  lead  to  peace?  The  mere
observation of Asia’s history wars demonstrates
the  contrary.  Rather  than  peace  and
reconciliation,  these  have  brought  more
resentment,  rancour,  distrust,  intensified
patriotic  antagonism,  all  in  relation  to  a
histor ical  past  that  few  l iv ing  today
experienced  themselves.18  Where  does  this
socially constructed hatred come from? What
makes  us  believe  what  we  believe  true,
especial ly  in  the  case  of  the  younger
generation?  

According to  a  recent  survey,  both Japanese
and  German  university  students  chose  high
school education as the most important source
of  their  World  War  II  knowledge  (93.2% to
88.3%  respectively)  followed  by  visits  to
memorials and media.19 In its effort to promote
and protect human rights, the United Nations
recognized  the  danger  of  state-sponsored
history textbooks fuelling conflict rather than
bringing  peace:  “History  textbooks  are  an
important tool in the hands of Governments for
transmitting  to  pupils  the  official  historical
narrative.  Especially  in  countries  in  which
history teaching promotes a single narrative,
textbooks occupy a key place and are widely
considered to be a decisive tool for transmitting
government  messages  to  the  widest  possible

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 25 Apr 2025 at 08:06:49, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


 APJ | JF 19 | 5 | 10

5

audience”. 2 0  The  report  goes  further,
emphasizing how states politically use history
textbooks  to  promote  patriotism  and  to
strengthen  national  pride  in  order  to
consolidate  national  identity.  While  Lall
(2008)21  shows  us  how Indian  and  Pakistani
governments have used their history textbook
reform policies to create antagonistic national
identities  against  each  other,  Takayama22

argues  that  Japan,  through  history  textbook
censorship,  has  been  trying  to  eliminate
destabilizing  elements,  in  particular  the
comfort  women  issue,  to  protect  its  official
postwar national narrative.

While  much  scholarly  attention  has  been
devoted to analyzing governments’ attempt at
choosing  ways  of  remembering  or  forgetting
the  past  through  history  textbook,  national
holidays  and  sites  of  remembrance  such  as
museums, 2 3  l i t t le  is  known  about  the
consequences  for  the  younger  generation:
Through the politics of remembrance, what do
they know or not know? How does such state
memory-making affect  the way they perceive
their  home  country’s  relations  with  former
enemy  states?  What  happens  when  national
narratives clash,  a rising phenomenon in the
era of globalizing higher education? Capturing
how  the  current  generation  shapes  their
understanding  of  the  conflicting  past  can
suggest reference points for the potential and
limits of reconciliation through the politics of
remembrance.  It  also brings to our attention
the challenges faced by young people, as active
agents  of  memory,  when  they  discover  that
what they have learned at school is not always
what others believe to be true. Teaching space
–  in  this  paper,  the  university  classroom  –
becomes a locus to test the dialectics between
research  and  educa t i on .  Wha t  we ,
reconciliation scholars, argue on paper comes
alive  in  the  classroom,  which  pushes  us  to
reflect  on  our  reconciliation  pedagogy.  As
Galtung24 has stated, peace researchers should
be attentive to the close link between what we
research, how it is taught, and what impact it

brings to our society. 

In this sense, one of the major challenges for
reconciliation educators is how to design the
course  in  which reconciliation studies  brings
more hope than despair25 and how to make the
seemingly impossible dialogue possible among
students when they are exposed to the clash of
national  narratives  on  ‘controversial  history
issues’,26  ‘violent  past’,27  or  ‘dangerous
memories’.28  Among  a  series  of  conflicting
national  narratives,  I  focus  on the  Japanese-
South Korean relations with a special emphasis
on  the  comfort  women  issue  based  on  my
teaching  experience  at  Japanese  and  Korean
higher education institutions.29 The purpose of
this study is not to question which past is or
should be taught in both countries. Rather, it is
rather  an attempt  to  discover  what  students
narrate  about  their  acquired  confl ict
knowledge,  what  happens  when their  stories
clash  in  university  classrooms,  and  which
pedagogical methods could be implemented if
we want them to become an active agent of
peace and reconciliation.

 

The Clash of National Narratives: Comfort
Women Issue

The comfort women issue is one of the most
controversial  and  politically  charged  in
Japanese-South  Korean relations.  The  rise  of
Japanese  revisionist  movements  in  the  late
1990s triggered a severe backlash in bilateral
relations  as  they  attempted  to  nullify  the
laborious  step-by-step  progress  made  over
decades,  as  exemplified  by  the  1993  Kono
statement,  the  1995 Murayama statement  or
the private Asia Women’s Fund.30 Through its
textbook censorship and screening process, the
Japanese  Ministry  of  Education  (MoE)  made
efforts  to  eliminate  ‘masochistic’  and  ‘anti-
Japanese’  elements  in  order  to  create  “new
history  textbooks  that  enable  children  to  be
proud Japanese”.31 With the aim of creating a
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positive  version  of  their  past,  the  MoE
gradually  dropped  references  to  wartime
atrocities  or  changed certain terms explicitly
indicating  Japan  as  aggressor:  “[i]n  the
interests of the education of citizens, it is not
desirable  to  use  a  term  with  such  negative
implications to describe the acts of their own
country.  A  term  such  as  ‘military  advance’
should be used instead of ‘aggression’”.32 The
governmental  effort  on  improving  national
image  does  not  stop  within  Japan.  In  2015,
Prime  Minister  Abe  Shinzo  criticized  a  U.S.
textbook used in  public  schools  in  California
objecting  to  its  description  of  the  comfort
women  during  the  wartime  period:  “I  just
looked at a document, McGraw-Hill’s textbook,
and I was shocked. [...] This kind of textbook is
being used in the United States, as we did not
protest the things we should have, or we failed
to  correct  the  things  we  should  have.”  He
added:  “Being  modest  does  not  receive
recognition in the international community and
we must argue points when necessary”.33 This
determined attempt to glorify Japan’s past by
whitewashing its wartime atrocities provoked a
violent  reaction  in  the  neighboring countries
leading  to  year-long  protests  both  at  the
governmental and societal levels.34

This growing chasm between Japan and South
Korea in how they deal with the wartime past is
replicated in university classrooms, and often
expressed  in  the  form  of  indifference/denial
versus  anger  when  it  comes  to  the  comfort
women  issue.  In  my  previous  institutions,
where the student body in the classroom has
largely  been  from  one  nationality,  Korean
students, when given the opportunity to write,
have  fervently  raised  the  non-apology  issue
while  Japanese  students  have  kept  silent  or
focused  on  explaining  how  the  issue  has
become  exaggerated.35  Nationality  mostly
reflects what they believe. Now at my current
institution, the situation has changed. Students
are now in the presence of a large number of
others,  with  both  believing  in  their  national
official  narratives.  Some raise curiosity when

other classmates talk, but their narratives often
clash.  In  addition  to  Korean  narratives,
Japanese  students  are  exposed  to  other
national narratives. In an International Peace
Studies  class,  Miki,  for  example,  said  that
during a group discussion she was astonished
but then ashamed to learn about the Japanese
brutal  colonial  policy  practiced  in  Indonesia.
Her  main  embarrassment  was  not  about
whether what she was told was true.  It  was
more about the fact that she had to face an
official  narrative  unknown  to  her  and  was
expected to respond in public.  Shintaro, who
will  start  working  for  a  governmental
institution after his graduation, showed a very
violent  reaction  when  faced  with  alternative
narratives.  He  was  frustrated  to  learn  that
some  of  his  classmates  do  not  share  his
conviction that Koreans are exaggerating the
number  of  comfort  women.  It  is  easily
imaginable how this bitter clash makes any in-
class discussion difficult. As long as cultivating
guro-baru  jinzai  (global  human  resource)
remains  one  of  the  primary  goals  of  the
Japanese higher educational reform36, students
are more likely to face such a clash of national
narratives  at  increasingly  internationalized
universities.  Feeling  angry,  frustrated  or
ashamed,  wanting to  learn more about  what
was not taught, or strongly rejecting all other
narratives, are some of the reactions observed.
In classrooms that often feature more than ten
different nationalities, the classroom becomes a
space of  multiple diverse national  narratives.
Teaching historically sensitive issues in the IR
classroom  is  therefore  becoming  more  and
more challenging with the global composition
of the student body.37

 

Same Bed, Different Dreams

As historical  narratives  are  closely  linked  to
national  identity,  students  get  easily  hurt  or
irritated when faced with other stories, other
beliefs. This is obviously not their fault. What
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they tell us simply demonstrates the “success”
of  their  respective  government’s  attempt  at
transmitting the single official  narrative of  a
conflicting  past.  They  learn  differently  about
the same historical event38, and hence they talk
about  it  differently.  In  my  peace-related
courses (2016-19), I created a mini research-
based assignment asking students to choose a
museum,  a  memorial,  or  simply  a  site  of
remembrance  to  share  their  experience  and
reflection on the purpose of remembering. An
overwhelming  majority  of  Korean  students
chose the statue commemoration of the comfort
women  while  Japanese  students  chose  the
atomic bomb museum/dome/city in Nagasaki or
Hiroshima (86% to 98% respectively). Content
varies but four common points are found.

Victim narrative. When referring to the statue
of comfort women, Korean students mostly talk
about how “we” suffered under colonial rule,
how cruel “they” were, and why it is unjust not
to  sincerely  apologize.39  A  similar  response
comes from Japanese students when it comes to
the Atomic Bomb museum. The main discussion
is formed around the cruelty of war and how
Japanese  people  had (unnecessarily)  suffered
and lost so many lives. As Ernst Renan once
said, pain connects people more strongly than
joy. Victimhood talks more: Comfort women for
Korean; Nagasaki and Hiroshima for Japanese;
and the Nanjing massacre for Chinese students.
While a clear distinction between the “we” who
suffered and the “them” who caused us pain is
present, a deeper reflection on how we made
them suffer is rarely mentioned.40 As we argued
in  previous  research,  the  lack  of  reflective
narratives  among  the  student  body  has
something to do with the way they were taught
rather  than  the  inability  to  self-assess  or
criticize.41

Outgoing message. In the case of both sets of
students,  although  the  site  of  remembrance
they  chose  concerned  their  home  country’s
past,  they understood its  main purpose as  a
message sent outwards to “them” rather than

“us”. The Korean students’ reflections on the
purpose  of  comfort  women  commemoration
was along the lines of “you do something to
bring justice back”, which closely aligns with
the statue's original purpose. The civic group
that erected the statue of a young girl in Busan
in  2011  were  explicit  that  the  statue  was
installed “in order to request an official apology
and  legal  compensation  for  Japan’s  colonial
rule and war crimes, and also to discard the
comfort women agreement”.42 In this way, the
site  of  commemoration  becomes  a  place  of
public  protest,  manifestation,  fight  against
human  rights,  targeting  them  rather  than
commemorating  our  pain.43  Similarly,  the
Japanese  students’  reflections  on  the  atomic
bomb memorials  in  Nagasaki  and  Hiroshima
were  concentrated  around  the  danger  of
nuclear  weapons  and  why  the  world  should
stop going to war. Again, this aligns with the
clear outgoing message of the sites themselves.
At the beginning of the Nagasaki atomic bomb
museum  tour,  for  example,  visitors  are
requested to: “[...] Please know the truth under
the  darkness.  Please  do  not  forget.  Please
spread the message.”44 Student’s reflections on
the  memorials  echo  this  original  intention
–asking them to appeal to others in a manner
that politicizes the act of remembrance.

Little  reflection  on  peace.  In  both  cases,
students frequently referred to peace but there
was little reflection on what this term actually
means.  In  the  Korean  case,  the  statue  of
comfort  women  was  officially  named  as  the
statue  of  peace.  However  few  students
discussed  the  concept:  peace  for  them  was
equivalent to justice or apology: 

“The statue of peace was made in order
not  to  forget  what  Japan  did  to  victim
countries as a perpetrator and focus on the
truth about suffering of comfort women. In
international relations, it is necessary for
the  offender  to  sincerely  apologize  and
recognize historical facts.” (P, Korea)
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“The  peace  statue  of  girl  was  built  to
soothe the pain of  the Japanese military
sexual  slavery  (comfort  women)  and
education of students. Not only adults but
also  students  must  learn  the  correct
perception of history. The fact that these
women were forced into performing sexual
acts to pleasure the people in the army is a
huge  violation  of  basic  human  rights.
Apologizing can be somehow interpreted
with  recognizing  the  past  mistake.  The
reason why we keep on trying to  get  a
sincere apology is not only a problem with
comfort women but it is also our problem
because it is our past and our present and
our future.” (L, Korea)

In the Japanese case,  students reflected that
through the atomic bombing in Nagasaki and
Hiroshima, Japan became the symbol of peace.
Peace here is equivalent to a world free of war,
free of nuclear weapons:

“Japan, this small country was damaged a
lot  during  World  War  II  and  we  lost
everything. However we decided to be a
peaceful country and we did not do any
war after that time. We do not even have
any nuclear weapons. In my opinion, this is
amazing. Nagasaki atomic bomb museum
taught me this and make me think about
‘peace’ again.” (G, Japan)

“So  many  Japanese  students  visit
Hiroshima or Nagasaki as a school trip. I
visited both as school trips during primary
school  and  junior  high  school.  The
exhibitions had a powerful  impact  and I
got  strong  emotional  impacts.  Although
there are still  people who have personal
hatred  towards  the  US,  our  victim’s
attitude focuses more on telling the history
and  importance  of  peace  rather  than
blaming  the  US.  Although  it  is  hard  to
forgive the aggressor, we should find out
the way to cooperate with the aggressor
for the world peace.” (H, Japan)

One of the favorite quotes students mentioned
was by the former US president Barack Obama:
“We have known the agony of war. Let us now
find the courage, together, to spread peace and
pursue  a  world  without  nuclear  weapons.”45

(Picture  1)  While  both  Korean  and  Japanese
students  invoked  the  concept  of  peace  they
clearly meant something different.46

 

President Obama’s Message and the Paper
Crane.

Exhibited in the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb
Museum.

Author’s photo. 

 

Socially  constructed  antagonism.  When
discussing the main purpose of remembrance,
many students shared how a visit to a memorial
or a museum dealing with contested heritage
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enhanced a sense of patriotism and sometimes
incited a strong hatred towards the others who
caused us pain. Gustafsson47 has analyzed how
visiting war museums in former enemy states
impedes Japanese children from taking pride in
being Japanese. In a class I taught in Korea, a
student confessed: “I am sometimes surprised
myself  how angry and furious  I  can become
about something I have not even experienced
just  by  watching  TV news about  Japan”.48  If
contested  memories  transmitted  through
school  education,  museums,  or  media  only
serve  to  generate  a  socially  constructed
antagonism amongst  the younger generation,
and with respect  to  a  painful  past  that  they
were  not  even  involved  in,  are  they  worth
transmitting? Is  it  not  better to forget  if  we
want our next generation to live in peace with
former  enemy  states?  Rieff49  has  praised
forget t ing  “so  tha t  l i f e  can  go  on” ,
acknowledging  that  such  memories  do  an
injustice to  the past:  “Remembrance may be
the ally of justice, but [...] it is no reliable friend
to peace, whereas forgetting can and at times
has played such a role.” 

While  there  is  no  clear-cut  solution  to  this
question, what is clear is that not all sides hold
the same right when it comes to the politics of
remembrance:  “The  narratives  of  the
perpetrator and the victim cannot be granted
equal moral weight”.50 Is it possible for ‘us’ who
caused ‘them’ pain to suggest forgetting? Or is
it possible to expect sincerity when an apology
is forced? Whether conflicting narratives lead
to war or peace appears to much depend on
why such narratives are being produced and
how the past is being remembered.

 

Through the Eyes of Others Approach

In  the  era  of  globalization,  students  are
constantly  exposed  to  competing  national
narratives. We learn that what brought us glory
brought them pain. We discover that there are

different official narratives of the same event.
We get surprised by the fact that what we have
forgotten still resonates strongly in them. My
students have a lot to say when it  comes to
blaming others or justifying one’s own position
when  asked  why  certain  countries  fail  to
reconcile.  Their  arguments  presume  that
reconciliation and peace can only start when
they take action, not us. They become quickly
silent  when  asked  what  is  required  to
transform the enmity to amity or what we can
do to rebuild the relationship. In a mini survey
exercise  I  conducted  in  my  class,51  many
students left blank their answer to the question
“what  role  do  you  think  you  can  play  to
promote reconciliation?” Some answered that
they  had  never  thought  about  this  type  of
question while others considered reconciliation
a  task  for  politicians.  How  can  we  expect
students to become aware of their own peace
agency if they are not even convinced that they
can work with others inside the classroom? The
fundamental  problem  I  encounter  while
teaching  peace  and  reconciliation  is  that
students do not always know how to listen to
and communicate with others when they are
exposed to conflicting national narratives.

As  a  reconciliation  scholar,  I  feel  a  strong
responsibility but also a sense of vulnerability
whenever I  walk into  the classroom. Since I
started  teaching  reconciliation,  I  have  kept
questioning myself about why I teach. Scholars
have  different  motivations,  reasons,  and
purposes  of  engaging  themselves  into  their
career path in research and teaching.  In my
case, professional experience in the diplomatic
service and international organizations pushed
me first to make a connection between theory
and  reality:  Does  my  intellectual  reflection
contribute  to  promoting  reconciliation  in  un-
reconciled  cases  around  the  world?52  This
puzzle  went  further  when  I  commenced  my
academic  career:  “Does  research  on
reconciliation affect reconciliation happening in
our world? Is research helping policy makers
find a  better  way to  reconcile?  Does all  the
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excellent  debate  and  discussion  at  academic
conferences resonate beyond the ivory tower?”
“Does  teaching  reconciliation  lead  to
reconciliation?  Does  the  research  outcome  I
share in the classroom help students become
interested  in  reconciliation  studies  and
eventually incite them to become an agent of
peace themselves?”  I  realized that  education
could  or  could  not  become  an  essential
resource  for  reconciliation  depending  on  the
answer I provided to these questions. Through
my teaching experience in Japan and Korea, I
came to understand that I have been looking at
my students not only as a subject to transfer
knowledge but also as a potential candidate to
become a protagonist of reconciliation. Having
observed the lack of interest among students in
reconciliation studies, my purpose of teaching
became  clearer  over  time:  to  help  students
discover  their  own  role  in  promoting
reconciliation  by  introducing  various  un-or-
reconciled cases around the world, by raising
awareness  of  its  importance,  and by  making
them see issues from the eyes of others. This
self-reflection on why to teach linked me to the
question of how to teach.

In  this  spirit,  I  tried  to  implement  several
methods  hoping  to  help  students  see  the
contested  history  issue  through  the  eyes  of
others.  Instead  of  focusing  on  one  museum
from  one’s  own  national  perspective  I  now
asked  students  to  choose  two  sites  of
remembrance or museums adopting a different
perspective on the same conflicted past, or one
museum  o f  the i r  home  country  that
commemorates  the  pain  of  others.  This  dual
reflection  approach  made  the  in-class
conversation very lively as students showed a
lot more interest in sharing, wanting to know
the why, and engaging in debate with critical
but open minds. They compared the different
reaction of Korea and Taiwan when it comes to
the comfort women issue; discussed what they
discovered during their visit to the World War
II memorial in Berlin and Yasukuni shrine in
Tokyo;  and shared how they felt  in  a  South

Korean  museum  that  featured  a  contrasting
view  on  North  Korean  and  Vietnamese
communism.  A  group of  Indonesian  students
said  that  during  their  research  they  were
surprised to learn that there was no museum
that addressed the suffering of Timor Leste in
Indonesia. One of my seminar students wrote
an undergraduate thesis on comparing comfort
women  museums  in  Korea  and  Japan.  She
showed how the Korean museum focuses on the
emotional side such as suffering, pain, sorrow,
and  frustration,  while  the  Japanese  museum
focuses on factual elements such as place, year,
and  number  that  makes  visitors  react  and
reflect differently. (Picture 2) I do not intervene
much in what they argue as that is clearly not
the purpose of my teaching. I, however, push
them to question themselves about what makes
them  bel ieve  what  they  bel ieve  true.
Comparing  sources  they  cite  in  order  to
develop their argument has been proved useful
in fostering critical thinking. It is not unusual
to see a reference list filled with Japanese or
Korean media sources only. I also ask them to
deeply  reflect  on  whether  what  they  argue
would stay the same even though they might
have  been  born  in  the  opposing  country.
Allowing one’s nationality to determine one’s
belief is the right of the individual, but at least
we should be aware of  the fact  that,  in this
case, in forming our belief, we prioritize one’s
own national belonging rather than a deeper
reflection to search for historical truth. In this
sense, a comparative approach in reconciliation
pedagogy turned out to be useful but it needs
to be employed with care. 

Reconciliation  scholars  have  been  frequently
comparing cases, Europe with Northeast Asia
in  particular,  highlighting  national  leaders’
behavior of repentance, recognition or denial,
cultural  argument  on  shame  versus  guilt,
religious  values,  the  impact  of  US  foreign
policy, the role of regional institutions, history
textbook  controversies,  government-civil
society relationships, top-down versus bottom-
up approaches and governmental influence in
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the  creation  of  official  narratives.53  Such
research  has  been  valuable  in  identifying
elements  that  explain  the degree of  ongoing
processes  and  in  identifying  measurable
indicators  of  reconciliation.54  It  is  however
important to note that this kind of comparative
research approach does not necessarily lead to
constructive  discussion  when  applied  in  the
classroom.  I  have observed Korean students,
strongly  influenced  by  the  media,  often  cite
European cases for one purpose: to criticize the
other  for  not  having  done  the  same.  Willy
Brandt’s kneeling down in 1970 (it is ironic to
discover that most of them know who Brandt is
but  not  Merkel!),  the  hand-shake  diplomacy
between  Queen  Elizabeth  and  former  IRA
commander Martin McGuinness in 2012, or the
British  foreign  secretary  William  Hague’s
speech addressed to Kenya in 2013, were all
used in their essays to blame Japan. If we want
peace  research  to  contribute  to  real  peace
through  education,  the  ultimate  goal  of
teaching must aim at promoting reconciliation,
not impeding it: “Positive examples are where
the  aim  of  history  teaching  is  more  clearly
oriented  towards  the  reduction  of  conflicts
within  and  among  societies,  the  peaceful
articulation of social and political controversies
[...].  Such  goals  are  attainable  only  when
teaching includes critical thought and analytic
learning,  thereby  encouraging  debate,
stressing  the  complexity  of  history  and
enabling  a  comparative  and  multiperspective
approach”.55

It  therefore  appears  worthwhile  to  design
classroom  content  in  a  way  that  invites
students  themselves  to  discover  methods  of
transforming  enmity  into  amity  that  enables
them to  discover  their  own unique  paths  to
reconciliation. When students were introduced
to  the  Franco-German  joint  leadership  of
Konrad Adenauer and Charles De Gaulle, how
they tried to continue talking even when there
seemed little hope,56 in direct contrast to how
Japan  and  Korea  have  cancelled  official
meetings each time there was disagreement,

they  were  forced  to  consider  the  crucial
importance  of  dialogue.  Moreover,  because
reconciliation  actors  are  so  scarce,  simply
discovering that there are engaged individuals
other than national leaders helps students to
become more aware of their own peace agency.
When talking about  how media  professionals
stopped demonizing each ‘other’ in the Polish-
German relations,57 students reflected on their
own media  literacy.  When teaching  how the
French  historian  Benjamin  Stora  and  the
Algerian historian Mohammed Harbi  tried  to
put  their  sources  together  to  analyze  the
Algerian War58  or how Turkish and Armenian
historians had such a hard time discussing the
term  ‘genocide’,59  I  asked  students  to  think
about the potential as well as the limit of joint
history textbooks in Asia. When discussing the
contribution  of  religious  actors  in  promoting
reconciliation between Poland and Russia60 or
Greece and Turkey,61 we talked about interfaith
dialogue  in  Asia.  It  was  interesting  to  see
students  bringing  Buddhist  or  Confucianist
values such as oneness or harmony to the Asian
reconciliation agenda to counterargue that the
lack  of  Christianism  (mea  culpa  culture,
apology,  forgiveness…)  makes  reconciliation
process  quasi  impossible  in  Asia.  When
introducing  the  role  of  art  and  literature
watching  Andrzej  Wajda’s  Katyn  (Polish-
Russian  case)  or  reading  Go  by  Kaneshiro
Kazuki  (Korean-Japanese  case),  All  the  Light
We  Cannot  See  by  Anthony  Doerr  (Franco-
German  case),  Blood  Brothers  by  James  A.
Baker III (Indian-Pakistani case), Other Colors
by  Orhan  Pamuk  (Turkish-Armenian  case),
students easily plunged into a deeper reflection
wanting to learn more, which is not always so
when approaching the issue through 30 page-
long academic articles or book chapters.

Through this teaching practice, I came to know
that students became not only more interested
in reconciliation studies but also more curious
about how others learn about their own past
histories. It could be beneficial if  we provide
them with a context to see the issues beyond
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historical antagonism. The ‘through the eyes of
others’  pedagogical  approach does  not  bring
any  immediate  solution  to  the  issue  of
contested  memories.  But  it  offers  a  good
opening  point  in  allowing  students  to  think,
discuss,  and  reflect  with  students  sharing
different narratives or holding opposing views.
Although  it  can  be  laborious,  sometimes
painful, to be exposed to conflicting narratives,
students will get a chance to become aware of
their  own peace agency if  they are ready to
listen to others with an empathetic mind and
willing to understand why others do not think
the same way.

 

From Others versus Us to Others and Us

Opening  up  the  dark  side  of  one’s  own
history⎯commemorating those we caused pain
or  suffering⎯  is  challenging.  Bar-Tal  and
Bennink62  highlights  the  importance  of  self-
reflection  on  the  violent  past  and  refraining
from self-glorification and self-praise:  “In the
reconciliation  process,  the  group  must  take
responsibility  for  its  involvement  in  the
outbreak of the conflict, if that was the case, as
well  as  its  contribution  to  the  violence,
including immoral acts, and refusal to engage
in a peaceful resolution.” The reality however
shows  more  cases  of  denying,  blaming,  and
ignoring  such  involvements  than  properly
facing  them.63  We  know  that  from  our  life
experience. When I ask students to share their
own experiences with respect to the difficulty
of  interpersonal  reconciliation,  most  of  them
unconsciously  put  themselves  in  the  victim
position by arguing “He betrayed me, I cannot
trust him any more”, “She hurt me too much
and I know she will do it again”, or “They will
not change. People don’t change.” As much as I
sympathize, I also know how many times I want
the other to forgive me or to give me a second
chance when I make a mistake or cause pain in
the  hope  that  he  or  she  will  believe  I  can
change. Reconciling, and rebuilding a broken

relationship, is not easy. Not everyone can do
it.  It  requires courage to open up ourselves,
which  often  makes  us  become vulnerable.  It
requires trust in others even though we might
get hurt again. It requires a genuine belief in
love. And it requires a strong desire for a better
future  ‘with’  them,  not  ‘against’  them.  Is  it
therefore possible or even desirable to expect it
to  happen  at  a  macro  level  between  former
enemy states?

While  preparing  an  exhibition  on  Germany
entitled  “Memories  of  a  Nation”  in  England,
Neil  MacGregor,  the  former  director  of  the
British  Museum,  confessed  to  the  highly-
selective nature of British history as presented
in  public  contexts:  “In  Britain  we  use  our
history in order to comfort us to make us feel
stronger,  to  remind  ourselves  that  we  were
always,  always deep down,  good people.  [...]
Maybe we mention a little bit  of  slave trade
here and there, a few wars here and there, but
the chapters we insist on are the sunny ones”.64

For instance, the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte
at the Battle of Waterloo was taught in England
as the achievement of the British victory rather
than  the  joint  German-British  effort.  As  the
exhibition  was  well  received  in  London,
MacGregor wished to launch a similar one in
Berlin “precisely because it can be helpful for
us to have our own history explained to us from
an outside perspective”.65  By what he calls a
‘reflexive act of memory’ we better understand
why Britain and Germany have followed such
different lines on the Syrian refugee crisis, the
EU  and  the  concept  of  sovereignty.66  If  the
British  exhibition  “Memories  of  a  Nation”
showed the danger of  selective  memory,  the
2017  German  exhibition  “The  Blind  Spot”
highlighted  a  little-publicized  dark  side  of
Germany’s history relating to its colonial past.
Focusing  on  the  role  of  the  “others”—the
colonized, the exhibition was “publicly digging
into  the  colonial  roots”  of  Germany.  Julia
Binter,  the  curator  of  the  exhibition,  said:
“Research on Germany’s colonial past has been
extensive. Now it is time to start a discussion in
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society and ask what we can learn from it. [...]
It is not until we get to know our own history
with all of its dark sides that we can shape the
present and the future in a positive way. That is
vital  in  a  globalized  society”.67  These  are
exceptional  initiatives,  but  they  open  a  new
door for those interested in reconciliation and
peace.

To make this happen on a larger scale, there
should  be  a  conviction  we  want  peace  with
them—not  against  them,  and  perhaps  a
courage to believe in change: “Although people
materialize  their  memories  of  traumatic
historical  events  in  murals,  monuments,  and
memory  quilts,  these  sites  of  memory  are
themselves subject to change as people come
to  new  understanding  of  their  symbolic
meaning and thus,  construct  and reconstruct
new identities and memories. It offers a hopeful
message  that  these  new  memories  that
represent  the past  can be used as a  tool  to
bring  about  peace  and  reconciliation  in
troubled  places  and  aid  in  the  process  of
fashioning  a  more  peaceful,  just,  and
democratic  future”.6 8  Focusing  on  the
erbfeindschaft (hereditary enemy) referring to
the deep rooted hatred between France and
Germany,  Rosoux69  demonstrates  how  a
contested memory of a Franco-German war is
now presented as a common past of collective
suffering  through  what  she  calls  ‘memory
work’.  This  process is  possible  when we are
r e a d y  t o  r e c o g n i z e  a  p l u r a l i t y  o f
narratives—different  from  relativism,  and  to
transform our perception of identity from one
strong  national  identity  to  multiple  and
sometimes  fragile  ones.

The  Siegestor  in  Munich  demonstrates  this
transformation  well.  Celebrating  Bavaria’s
victorious part in the Napoleonic wars in 1852,
the  Victory  Gate  portrayed  a  one-sided
narrative:  “To the  Bavarian army”.  Damaged
during the Second World War, the Gate went
through a reconstruction and carries now an
‘expanded  narrative’:  “Dedicated  to  Victory.

Destroyed by War. Urging Peace.” The purpose
of remembering has changed: “The focus has
moved  from  commemoration  to  admonition;
from  the  rule  looking  selectively  and
triumphantly  back,  to  the  citizen,  chastened,
looking  thoughtfully  forward”.70  Similarly,  in
2017 France and Germany constructed a  bi-
national museum that “endeavoured to write a
new  history  of  the  battle  and  of  the  war,
honouring the proper patriotism of both sides,
while  deploring  the  excesses  of  nationalism
that had led to the conflict”.71

States and nations today are accountable for
what they do. Heroic glorification of one’s own
past does not stop within a national boundary
anymore.72  The  multinational  discussion  of
national  narratives  continues  through  the
internet,  creating  ‘transcultural  memory’.73

Leaving students to face this entirely unguided,
or  neglecting  to  consider  carefully  the
pedagogical challenges it raises, is dangerous.
Peace does not occur naturally. But who knows
what  happens  if  we  commit  ourselves  to
helping  the  younger  generation  to  become
active  agents  of  peace  ‘through  the  eyes  of
others’  approach?  It  was  not  politicians  or
historians but students who proposed the idea
of a joint  German-French history textbook in
the French-German Youth Parliament meeting
in  2003,  adopted  later  by  the  German
Department of Foreign affairs and the French
Ministry  of  Education.74  The  role  of  teacher
agency  is  crucial  in  shaping  students’
worldview  based  on  ‘collective  maturity’,75

humanistic  values,76  empathy,77  ‘engagement
with  otherness’,78  unity,79  ‘ethos  of  peace’,80

‘ethos of reconciliation’81 and after all, love for
humanity. By showing how Polish and German
students  changed  their  perception  towards
each  other  through  the  joint  education  in
reconciliation,  Schwan82  emphasizes:  “Where
reconciliation  is  successful,  it  is  generally  a
source  of  great  happiness  to  those  involved,
whether they are individuals or peoples.  The
happiness of peoples lies in their coming to feel
confidence  in  one  another,  so  that  they  can
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come  to  terms  with  one  another  without
violence even when the conditions for conflict
are present.” How we deal with the clash of
national  narratives  reveals  much about  what
type of legacy we want to transmit to our future

generation.
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