Yuyeong Lee: Hello, Mr. Lee Myung-pil. Could you first introduce yourself?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Myoung-pil Lee: Hello, Yuyeong. I am Lee Myoung-pil, the representative of HERO History Research Society in Shanghai. Before we begin the interview, let me introduce our research society. The name "HERO History Research Society" holds two meanings. One signifies encountering heroes in history and shaping them as mentors. The other is an acronym derived from the initials of the words “History, Exploration, Research”—an organization dedicated to exploring and researching history. Hence, our organization embodies these aspects.
Yuyeong Lee: Thank you. With the many experiences you've had throughout your life, such as traveling and living in different places, what stands out as the most memorable?
Myoung-pil Lee: Well, one particular journey in my life held significant meaning and became a turning point. It was a trip I took in the summer of 2008, a seven-day eight-night journey to Northeast China with my two children – a sixth grader and a fourth grader at the time. The theme of the trip was centered around Goguryeo (37 BC – 668 AD), Balhae (698-926 AD), and unification. Exploring the history of Goguryeo and Balhae in the Manchurian region, our land from over 2,000 years ago, while standing by the Tumen River and Amnok River, gazing across to our half of the country, North Korea and this journey had immense significance for me. It served as a catalyst for establishing the HERO History Research Society. So, in that regard, the trip I took with my children to China back in 2008 was a pivotal moment that brought about considerable change in my life.
Yuyeong Lee: I see. For me, our encounter happened during my middle school years in Shanghai. Was that trip your first visit to China?
Myoung-pil Lee: No, that trip occurred more than a decade after I had already been living in China. Interestingly, the personal significance of that journey for me was related to the educational upbringing of our children. Similar to your experience, Yuyeong, my children were born and educated in China. Despite being of Korean descent, at school, they learned in English. Interacting outside school meant engaging with the Chinese community, and at home, they had a Korean upbringing. This dual identity raised questions about whether they were Korean, Chinese, or even American. Through that trip, I realized that instilling a strong sense of Korean identity in our children, just like you, could enable teenagers raised overseas to become more global citizens. Consequently, I developed an interest in providing education that nurtures Korean identity among our teenagers.
Yuyeong Lee: Understood. Through your historical lectures and site visits, I've gained substantial insights into identity. Could you share how your personal passion for pursuing expertise in history began?
Myoung-pil Lee: Well, the initial spark, I believe, came from a sense of obligation as a father. I wanted to instill in my children a sense of where they come from, who they are, and which country they belong to. That desire was the starting point. I think that same sentiment became a motivation not just for my children but also for their friends or other individuals, a drive to impart that knowledge to them as well.
Yuyeong Lee: Understood. I've seen your passionate dedication during the HERO History Research and various lectures, even witnessing you provide enthusiastic explanations while on historical site visits despite rain and without using an umbrella. Could you share why you teach Korean history with such passion to your students?
Myoung-pil Lee: Understanding one's roots is a valuable asset. If we fail to learn from history, there's a saying that history will repeat itself, right? Especially having been in China for a long time, living here for 30-years, I understand the importance of the relationship between Korea and China. Therefore, the reason I convey history to our students on-site is for a better future between Korea and China. Both Korea and China have a shared memory of resisting Japanese imperialism. I highlight these aspects to teach our students about the spirit of independence and sovereignty that our independence activists possessed. These movements occurred within the context of Korea's relationship with China. Ultimately, I engage in these activities with the hope that Korea, China, and Japan, the three Northeast Asian countries, can become more peaceful nations.

Yuyeong Lee: I understand. Despite your passion, the painful history of Korea might not resonate deeply with the younger generation. What were the most challenging or rewarding moments for you while teaching Korean history to the younger generation?
Myoung-pil Lee: One of the challenging aspects was the relatively low interest among the younger generation regarding history, which is different from our generation's perspective. It was somewhat difficult, especially when they lacked interest even in the fundamental knowledge that one should at least know. However, it made me feel a sense of regret that they lacked such knowledge. On the other hand, it reinforced my belief in the necessity of education. But the most rewarding moments were when the students who attended our educational programs told me that they gained a new perspective on our history, understood the importance of peace between Korea and China, as well as the significance of peace in our relationships with Japan. When they embraced the idea that wars should be prevented, it gave me a great sense of pride and satisfaction as an educator.
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Yuyeong Lee: Then, with regard to the Japanese colonial period, you sought out the descendants of independence activists to remind them of how heroic their ancestors were and to express gratitude to the descendants. What inspired you to delve deeply into the Japanese colonial era, the Korean War, or the unification process? Were there any particular activities or moments that inspired you?
Myoung-pil Lee: Yuyeong, how long do you think the history of our country has been?
Yuyeong Lee: I believe it's been over 2,000 years.
Myoung-pil Lee: How many years exactly?
Yuyeong Lee: It's been over 2,000 years.

Myoung-pil Lee: We talk about our history as being nearly half of ten thousand years long. Dangun harabeoji (Grandfather/ancestor Dangun) founded the nation in 2333 BC. Thus, we possess a history of over 4,000 years, almost close to 5,000 years. However, the division between North and South Korea, which has existed for just over 70 years, is relatively short in the context of this extensive history. We used to be one people for a considerable period. However, recently, due to ideological differences, there has been division between North and South. So, let me ask you the reverse question: is division normal, or is unity normal? Yuyeong, what are your thoughts? For 5,000 years of our history, we were one. However, for the last 70 years, North and South have been divided. So, was it normal for us to be united, or is it normal for us to be separated?
Yuyeong Lee: I'm sorry, Teacher, I'm not sure if I can answer this or not. But personally, in the past, Korea expanded its territory significantly, had parts of it taken away, and now, there's division. There's pain, and though it would be ideal to achieve reunification, the hope or necessity for that seems to be gradually fading. Our history is deep, and while we belong to the same root, the same ethnicity, we're currently in a ceasefire status, a state of tension, and a threat remains. Seeing it from this perspective, there's a question whether they (North Korea) really desire reunification. Talking about the division between North and South Korea is a deep-rooted pain in Korean history. Consequently, it has led to separated families, fear of war re-eruption, economic loss due to inefficient utilization of defense costs and North-South resources, technological capabilities, and cultural differences. Your explanation about the history of division between North and South Korea has prompted me to have more interest in this history. As for your question, do you agree that unification should happen?
Myoung-pil Lee: Yes, of course, I agree. The reason I initially asked your opinion is that the generational differences between us are evident. Nowadays, there's a difference in how the younger generation thinks, right? So, I'm asking about the viewpoints of the younger generation because it's important in our interview. During our history, there were times when Korea was Goguryeo (37 BC – 668 AD), Baekje (18BC - 660AD), and Silla (47BC - 935AD), yet despite these divisions, overall, we were one nation. Now, the division between North and South has only existed for around 70 years within this history of over 4,000 to nearly 5,000 years. So, this brief period in the overall history is, in fact, one part. Therefore, I want to bring an awareness that this current situation is not normal. Do you agree with that? We're not necessarily saying that advocating for reunification is a good thing, but from a historical perspective, we were always one. Now, the division over the past 70 years is just a short period. Hence, I want to convey that this short period is not a normal situation and that we should make efforts together to restore what is abnormal back to normal.
Yuyeong Lee: As you mentioned, it seems that the opinions on reunification differ between the younger and older generations. According to my research, there's a notably higher proportion of opposition to reunification among the younger generation, particularly those in their 20s and 30s. What do you think is the reason why younger people seem more opposed to reunification compared to the older generation?
Myoung-pil Lee: I believe it's related to our society, and it's not just a problem of the younger generation. It seems to be a structural issue. If we delve deeper into the core of why the younger generation thinks that way, it's mainly influenced by economic factors. South Korea heavily relies on exports, and in terms of the economy, our domestic market is relatively small, with a population of less than 50 million. The younger generation has received excellent education compared to the previous generations. When we compare our generation to the current younger generation, they are actually better educated. However, economic opportunities and job prospects are becoming increasingly challenging. This is one aspect. Another aspect is that our society is gradually becoming more focused on individual families and personal lives, causing a decrease in emphasis on community values. When we were young, there was more active involvement in community activities and connections among neighborhood friends, but now society has shifted towards focusing more on personal or family matters. Consequently, the younger generation is inclined to evaluate things based on whether they benefit personally or not, whether they receive opportunities or not. This issue is not solely about the younger generation but reflects broader societal structural problems. So, what should be done? We need to show the younger generation that reunification could bring new economic values. Also, the older generation should make efforts to emphasize the importance of community among the younger generation. Society is built by individuals coming together as a community, so promoting the significance of community values will, I believe, help foster more empathy towards reunification.
Yuyeong Lee: Thank you. You mentioned the economic aspects, and according to my research, a significant number of people oppose reunification due to concerns about potential economic losses and increased taxes after reunification. How do you address this viewpoint that we need to educate people on the economic benefits?
Myoung-pil Lee: Ah, yes. I studied economics at university. I feel that there's a distorted perception among the younger generation regarding the costs and aspects related to reunification. It's simplified to think that taxes will increase and burdens will fall on individuals. That's not entirely accurate. Admittedly, there might be short-term economic costs, particularly for the South, if reunification occurs. However, in the long term, I believe reunification would present a tremendous opportunity for our nation. I can explain this from two perspectives – resources and market expansion. Firstly, there are significant resources, like underground minerals such as iron ore, anthracite, and rare earth elements, already identified in North Korea. These resources could significantly contribute to the economy if properly utilized post-reunification. Secondly, having a unified country would create a larger domestic market, which is essential for a stable economy. Currently, with a population of around 75 million combined from the South and North, a unified Korea would provide a substantial market. The resources mentioned earlier, along with the potential for market expansion, can counterbalance the short-term economic costs of reunification. Additionally, considering that a unified Korean Peninsula could serve as a hub for peace among Korea, China, and Japan, the reduction in defense expenses alone could pave the way for tremendous opportunities and possibilities for future generations.
Yuyeong Lee: I see. I appreciate your perspective on this matter. Earlier, you mentioned the shift in societal values from community-centric to more individualistic. Do you think this change is primarily due to shifts in our entertainment culture, recreational activities, or other reasons?
Myoung-pil Lee: I don't think it can be attributed to just one factor. As I was studying and researching the independence movement, what struck me was the dedication of our independence fighters. They were aware that they might not achieve independence in their lifetime. Yet, they selflessly sacrificed themselves to establish an independent nation for the future generations. This emphasizes the value of community and shared goals. Even in recreational activities, there used to be more community engagement. However, during the Japanese occupation and the subsequent societal changes, we seemed to have lost the importance of these valuable assets. Reviving these community-oriented values could ultimately contribute to creating a better society and potentially aid in overcoming the division that plagues us.
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Yuyeong Lee: Thank you. Do you have any advice for the younger generation, particularly those in their 20s and 30s, who may hold differing views from yours?
Myoung-pil Lee: Sure. When we were young, we grew up listening to songs about reunification and the wish for a unified Korea. However, the recent younger generation seems to have less interest in this concept. Some might question, "Reunification? Is it necessary? Isn't it fine without it? Will it increase my tax burden?" But as I mentioned earlier, fundamentally, we were always one nation throughout our long history. So, the abnormality is having two separate entities. The normal state would be one. That's where we should begin. Persuading younger generations emotionally might be challenging. However, reunification could be a significant leap for our nation. With a larger domestic market, stable production, and consumption, there could be immense potential. Additionally, the untapped resources in the North, even if they are not excavated, could cover the costs of reunification. Moreover, the reduction in defense spending alone to maintain the current division could offer significant opportunities. If North and South unite, it might be an opportunity for us to appreciate the aspects we overlooked previously, fostering a sense of community.
Yuyeong Lee: Thank you. Finally, could you share your thoughts on Korean history from your experience teaching it?
Myoung-pil Lee: Personally, I focus on the history of Korea's independence movement in my lectures. Our independence movement wasn't merely about seeking a country. It was about creating a country that the next generation could lead, a country with developed culture, respecting individual thoughts and ideas, and emphasizing the value of community. Through the independence movement, we strived for a nation that upheld these ideals. Reflecting on our history, the independence movement was not about personal goals but about the journey towards a healthy and respected community. I believe our younger generation should take pride in our history, even in the painful parts, as there's much to learn from it. Therefore, I encourage more interest in history among the youth.
Yuyeong Lee: Thank you for your time, Lee Myoung-pil.
Myoung-pil Lee: Thank you.

