Transitional Justice in the Age of Global Uncertainty


Paper 1.

Two Decades of Research on Truth and Justice: Lessons for Korea and Beyond

Geoff Dancy and Kathryn Sikkink
 
The systematic cross-national study of transitional justice began two decades ago when a research team at the University of Minnesota started counting human rights prosecutions in Latin America. After extending this database to transitional democracies in every region of the world, Kim and Sikkink (2010) found that human rights prosecutions were associated with improvements in core physical rights resulting of normative pressures and material punishment. However, they did not find a similar association with the use of truth commissions. Since 2010, multiple research teams transformed these initial efforts into a comprehensive global database called Transitional Justice Evaluation Tools (TJET). This presentation will document the evolution of evidence-based research on truth and justice over the years. It will then turn to three major lessons from constantly updated and improved data that extend from 1970 to 2020. First, human rights prosecutions of abusive state agents continue to deter future human rights violations. Second, prosecutions of former state leaders are beneficial to democracy. And third, while truth commissions have some positive outcomes, they are not often associated with institutional reform or reconciliation. 
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Paper 2. 
Norm Contestation and Transitional Justice in South Korea:
Domestic Politics and Japan–Korea Relations

Ja Hyun Chun and Hun Joon Kim

South Korea’s modern history has been marked by colonial subjugation, internal unrest, war, and decades of authoritarian rule, leaving behind many civilian victims. Since democratization, victims and activists have persistently demanded truth, justice, and the restoration of dignity, framing their struggles in the language of human rights and transitional justice. In response, successive governments have undertaken a range of transitional justice measures to confront past abuses, while some administrations—particularly in dealing with Japan’s colonial injustices—pursued political pacts and diplomatic settlements seeking pragmatic resolution. Yet these initiatives have faced strong resistance from political actors and societal groups, and the norm of transitional justice in Korea remains deeply contested. This paper examines the nature and dynamics of this contestation, focusing on key actors, their strategies, and the rationales they use to justify their claims. It further asks whether such contestation has ultimately advanced or impeded the institutionalization of transitional justice norms domestically and in Korea’s relations with Japan.
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Hun Joon Kim is Professor of Political Science and International Relations at Korea University. His research examines transitional justice and human rights in the Asia-Pacific, with a particular focus on how societies reckon with past atrocities through truth commissions. He is an editor of Transitional Justice in the Asia-Pacific (Cambridge University Press, 2013) and author of The Massacres at Mt Halla: Sixty Years of Truth-Seeking in South Korea (Cornell University Press, 2014).



