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liveliest on the nationalist right, where some of the DPJ’s most potent challengers include 
people spoiling for a verbal confrontation with South Korea. That will make the bilateral 
tensions even harder to diffuse. 
 
Pundits are struggling to understand how matters deteriorated so swiftly. They are mystified 
as to why Mr Lee brought the emperor into the fray. The 78-year-old has worked hard to 
improve relations with South Korea, as with all neighbours who suffered under Japanese 
imperialism. He is not shy of apologising. 
 
As for the surprise visit to the island, Mr Lee has broken what the Japanese see as a diplomatic 
taboo. And he has sought to aggravate the thorny territorial issue with the emotive issue of 
“comfort women”, South Koreans press-ganged during the second world war, along with other 
nationalities, to provide Japanese soldiers with sex. 
 
A year ago South Korea’s Constitutional Court compelled Mr Lee’s government to take steps to 
address the grievances of some of the victims who every week hold protests outside the 
Japanese embassy in Seoul. Park Cheol-hee of Seoul National University reckons that Mr Lee 
decided to go to the island partly out of frustration, because his government was unable to 
persuade Mr Noda’s administration to offer compensation to the comfort women, along with 
profounder apologies than Japan had issued to date. 
 
In South Korea the blame for this fell largely on Mr Noda. However, Hitoshi Tanaka, a 
Japanese foreign-policy expert who has taken part in comfort-women negotiations in the past, 
says it was long ago agreed between the two countries that Japan could not offer state 
handouts to individuals, however much they suffered, on the (admittedly curious) ground that 
the demands would be endless. He says the Lee administration ignores numerous past 
apologies, as well as indirect compensation payments. 
 
A big risk now is that the row could inflame anti-Korean sentiment in Japan. Charismatic right-
wing politicians such as Toru Hashimoto, mayor of Osaka, who is preparing to launch a 
nationwide political party to take part in the elections, is one of several influential figures who 
have called for a review of the 1993 “Kono Statement”, named after the then chief cabinet 
secretary, which is Japan’s fullest apology for the incidents of sexual slavery. So has Shinzo 
Abe, a nationalist whose disastrous spell as prime minister has not snuffed out his ambitions. 
Such a review would infuriate South Koreans. 
 
Deteriorating relations have already had material consequences. In June, and at the last 
moment, South Korea shelved a deal to share intelligence with Japan, mainly about North 
Korea. Military exchanges, which are encouraged by the United States, an ally of both 
countries, were suspended this week. Japan is mulling whether to renew a currency-swap 
agreement that expires in October. Politicians are even threatening to stop a Korean soap-
opera star from visiting Japan, after he took part in a swimming relay to Dokdo. For Japanese 
women obsessed with the “Korean wave” of popular culture, that is extremely serious. 
 
Five million tourists travel between the two countries each year, and the business ties are so 
thick that a huge incentive exists for South Korea and Japan to overcome their differences. It 
will not happen, however, before Mr Lee leaves office. By then, Mr Noda may be gone too. 
 
Fonte: The Economist, London, v. 404, n. 8801, p. 37-38, Sept. 8th – 14th 2012. 
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