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This study articulates how individuals accept or deny state apologies for the past wrongs and
guestions the representativeness of the state in the process of reconciliation. It reveals that
Japan’ s past apologies have not been made in vain, and have had marginal positive effects in
Chinese society.

The * history problem’ has been a long-standing issue affecting the
relations between Japan and China. One of the major obstacles to bilateral reconciliation is the
negotiation and controversy regarding Japan’ s state apologies over the past wars and colonialism.
This study explores how Chinese society views Japan’ s state apologies regarding the past wrongs.
Based on data obtained from social media and interviews, it categorizes Chinese society’ s
perceptions regarding Japan’ s state apologies into three types: the radically nationalistic view,
the moderate view, and the alternative view. It reveals that although Japan’ s unrepentant image
remains to be dominant, Japan’ s past apologies have not been made in vain, and have had marginal
positive effects in Chinese society. Social media continues to play a key role in this process, such

as facilitating access to alternative information and archiving Japan’ s past apologies.
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Political apologies over past wrongs have become an emerging norm in the current global politics
scenario. While many scholarly works have explored the topic of apologies and reconciliation
between states, it continues to occupy a marginal status in International Relations (IR). We have
seen some relatively successful cases of apologies in settling past grievances in postwar
international relations such as between Germany and its European neighbors; however, if
apologies are regarded as hypocritical and insincere, they may create distrust and conflicts
between states. Therefore, the questions of whether and how states should make apologies to
address historical injustices, and to what extent apologies are effective in reducing conflicts
deserve further attention.

Aspart of such an exploration, this study focuses on the case of Sino-Japaneserelations. The
‘history problem’ has been along-standing thorny issue affecting the rel ations between Japan and
China. One of the major obstaclesto bilateral reconciliation is the controversy regarding Japan’s
state apol ogies over the past wars and colonialism. A long-term puzzle is that although thereis a
record of Japan’s apologies, asin the case of Japan-K orea affairs, they are regarded asinsufficient
and insincere by China; in turn, China’s dissatisfaction with Japan’s apologies galvanizes the
country’s nationalist resentment and distrust toward Japan.

While many studies have investigated how Japan crafts and issues apologies and why it fails
to adequately apol ogize, most of them have only concentrated on state-to-state actions. The state-
centric perspective ignores some important variants and nuances in apology politics. It assumes
the government as the sole actor and that it holds the monopolized power to accept or deny
apologies, but never questions the representativeness of the state in society. It does not 1ook into
how social groups and individuals react to apologies. Since conflict and reconciliation are not
limited to inter-state relations, what the public thinks and says also matter. Therefore, it isvita to
‘bring the society back’ into the existing understanding of apologiesin Sino-Japanese relations.

This study seeks to chalenge conventional wisdom and deepen the understanding of the
consequences of state apologies by focusing on China’s social response to Japan’s apologies. It
‘brings the society back’ into the study of apologies and incorporates the role of socia media,
focusing on decentralized grassroots discourse and perception. It intends to explore how Japan’s
past state apologies are viewed in Chinese society. For example, do people know of Japan’s past
apologies? If they are aware of Japan’s apol ogies, how do they evaluate these apologies? How do
they place state apologiesin the bilateral reconciliation?

This study adopts textual analysis and interviews as research methods.



This study presents a complex picture of China’s response to Japan’s apologies, contributing to
the existing relevant literature. It brings the society back into the study of apol ogiesand articulates
the reception and denial of apologies at the social and individual level. It contributes to the
understanding of state apologies from Japan to Chinain the following ways:

First, the empirical datarevealsthat Japan’s past apologies have not been madein vain, and
have had marginal positive effects on some groups in the Chinese audience. At least among the
informants of this study, partly recognizing Japan’s past apologies with varying degrees of
dissatisfactions was a typical reaction as opposed to an utter denia of the apologies. There a'so
exigt silent minority groupsthat are completely satisfied with Japan’s apologies and which in turn
question China’s domestic paliticization of the history problem. Although the state triesto impose
aunified, authoritative response to apologies, there exist different interpretations of apologiesin
society.

Second, it raises the skepticism regarding to what extent a government can represent its
society in responding to apologies. We tend to use government leaders’ responses as the criteria
to judge the consequences of Japan’s apologies and make a simple conclusion that one apology
is satisfying or not. Yet, whether an apology is sincere or not also depends on interpretations by
socia groups and individuals. The recipient state’s political manipulation of denying apologies
may also cause domestic backlashes. This is true even in authoritarian societies, as this study
reveals. In this study, the backlashes against the state are produced by marginalized groups, often
in a silent way. Therefore, the consequences of apologies are more uncertain than we
conventionally think.

Third, this study grants attention to the role of social media in the process of society’s
responses to state apologies. In authoritarian societies, social mediais perhaps the only channel
that can dlows for information pluralism. Despite state censorship, some social media platforms
in China facilitate access to different information about apologies and Sino-Japanese relations.
Different ideologica groups interpret information about apologies in divergent ways, and no
single voice can monopolize in the age of socia media. Additionally, the storage function of social
media makes past apol ogies be remembered. When an apology is made by state representatives,
it will be stored and shared on the Internet, having alasting effect on society.

Fourth, it is worthy of noting that although this study observed some diversity regarding
attitudes toward Japan’s apologies, the image of Japan being unrepentant remains dominant in
Chinese society. Given the entrenched anti-Japanese sentiments, the existence of vocal radical
nationalism, and the divided historical views in Japan, it is unreaistic to expect Japan’s state
apologiesto be highly satisfying for Chinese society. Japan’s apol ogies, when made appropriately,
could play a marginally positive role in expressing goodwill; however, to enable apologies to
facilitate bilateral reconciliation, state cooperation based on shared strategic interestsisvital. The
socia perspective in this article is a complement and refinement, rather than replacement, of the
existing state-centric theoretical viewpoint. There is along way to go before real reconciliation
between China and Japan can be achieved. Both sides need to squarely face thisissue.
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