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Abstract
Ito Hirobumi and Meiji Japan’s Policy toward Korea

Kubo Nobuko

I examine Meiji Japan’s policy toward Korea, focusing on the political career of Ito Hirobumi
(1841-1909). Ito had a great influence on the foreign, including Korean, policy of Meiji Japan.
There are a lot of studies on the political career of Ito. Concerning the Korean policy, quite a
few of them have paid much attention to his exerting the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1905(the
Eulsa Treaty) and his policy as the first Japanese Resident-General of Korea. However, any of
them has not sufficiently revealed the long-term formation and changes of his policy toward
Korea. In particular, little attention has been given to Ito before 1905. Against this scene, I try
to reveal the whole picture of formation and changes of Ito’s policy toward Korea.

I have a critical view on the aggressive policy toward Korea during the Meiji period, and
the enforced Annexation of Korea. Ito deeply intervened in the Korean policy from the early
period of Meiji. For example, he was one of the policy-makers who set up the plan to enter
into the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1876 (the Treaty of Ganghua Island). And he was the
ambassador plenipotentiary to conclude the Shimonoseki Treaty (1895), which greatly

influenced on Korea’s future destiny.

I have a critical view on the negative side of Japanese modern history, for instance, the lack
of the East Asian perspective. Meiji Japan gradually turned away from East Asia in the
process of the Western modernization. Later, Japan had completely lost the East Asian
perspective until the Pacific War. After the War, Japan reflected on herself. But, frankly
speaking, it cannot be denied that Japan has not sufficiently reflected upon the lack of the
East Asian perspective. In order to overcome this situation, I would like to suggest two

viewpoints: ‘the viewpoint from the future’ and ‘the viewpoint from the East Asian region.’

In Korea, Ito has been regarded, and criticized, as a ringleader of Annexation of Korea. In
contrast, in Japan, some scholars argue for Ito: “He did not expect the annexation of Korea.”;
“He had intended to exert the annexation better than really performed.”; “The Korean

annexation was hastened by the radical annexationists, since Ito was assassinated.” However,



such arguments for Ito cannot be accepted. No doubt, it is the fact that Ito was the ringleader
who had forced Korea to be a protectorate of Japan. And he, as the first Japanese
Resident-General of Korea, established the system in order to push forward the Annexation of
Korea.

Including those studies on Ito, there has been the difference in historical perceptions
between Japan and Korea. It is the biggest problem residing in the study on the modern
history of Japan-Korea relations. It goes without saying that researchers of history should
provide the actual proofs based upon the historical facts, without depending on their
government’s official views on the history. And further, it is necessary that we take a cool
attitude toward the negative sides of the historical facts, which should be criticized and
reflected. If so, we could overcome the difference in historical perceptions between Japan and
the other East Asian countries: And we could find the way to an amicable settlement of the
matter of historical perceptions in near future.

Also, Japan should make an effort to enrich the education of history, which is attached
greater importance to the modern East Asian history. If young students do not know even the
historical facts, they cannot understand the difference in the historical perceptions. As a
matter of course, they cannot expect to solve the matter of historical perceptions. Don’t forget
this: The modern Japanese history is formed not only by herself but also in relation to the

history of neighboring countries in East Asia.
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