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Introduction

The Greater East Asian War (Daitō-A Sensō)

I
n a 1943 history text, Japan’s Ministry of Education presented the following
account of the Asia-Pacific War, which dealt inter alia with the capture of
Nanjing:

Our nation united Korea and the Japanese mainland and contributed to
the foundation of peace in the East. In addition, [our nation] has adhered
to the policy that Japan and Manchukuo are indivisible and has given East
Asia the strength needed to defend itself. It is absolutely necessary for
Japan, Manchukuo, and China to have the most cordial diplomatic rela-
tions. Our nation has explained this necessity to China and has repeatedly
asked China to cooperate [with our nation]. Nevertheless, not only has the
Chinese government failed to understand our sincere wishes, but it has
also persisted in anti-Japanese activities. With the support of Europe and
the United States, it has vigorously reinforced its military capability and
has tried to bring pressure to bear both on Japan and Manchukuo.

Finally, on July 7, 1937, at Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing, Chinese
soldiers confronted and began shooting toward our army, which was en-
gaged in maneuvers. Furthermore, [some] even went too far by harming
our settlers.

Our nation tried to persuade China to cease its lawlessness and to
stem the disturbance; however, [the Chinese government] not only contin-
ued, but also increased its unjust activities. Thus, [our nation] dispatched
the army to punish China for its violence, and the war expanded from
northern China to central and southern China.

During the war unswervingly loyal, brave, and courageous Imperial
officers and soldiers traveled to different regions and conquered the
enemy’s bases one after another. On December 13, soon after [the war
began], [they] conquered the capital, Nanjing, and planted the rising-sun
flag atop of the walls of Nanjing. By October of the following year, or 1938,
[they] had captured crucial places such as Guangdong, Wuchang, and
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Hankou. As the Navy blockaded the coast and the Army and Navy planes
brought the skies under their control, the enemy’s government, which
had fled to Chongqing, nearly fell apart.

His Imperial Majesty established the headquarters inside the Imperial
Palace and worked on military matters day and night. On the first year an-
niversary of the [China] Incident, [he] issued an imperial rescript and ex-
pressed his appreciation for the strenuous efforts of the officers and sol-
diers and for the support and sacrifices that had been offered on the home
front. [He] also encouraged [every Japanese] to [work hard] in order to es-
tablish peace in East Asia by cooperating with China as soon as possible.
Inspired by the sacred words of His Majesty, our government declared on
the Birthday of the Late Emperor Meiji [November 3rd] in 1938 that the
goal of the war was to awaken China and to establish new order in East
Asia.

Those Chinese who were impressed with our sincere wish founded
some new governments in China. This contributed to the eventual estab-
lishment of the new Nationalist Government in Nanjing, led by Wang
Jingwei. In November, our nation concluded a treaty with the new govern-
ment and, thereafter, began to work together with Manchuria and China
in order to build a new order in East Asia. The Chongqing government,
however, survived because of American and British assistance and contin-
ued to resist our nation.1

In the more than six decades since its occurrence, the Nanjing Massacre has
undergone continuous redefinition and reinterpretation in Japan, China, and
the United States. Today it is easy to assume that the massacre was always
viewed in the three nations as an emblem of Japan’s wartime aggression in
China and that it has always inspired revulsion like that associated with the
Holocaust or Hiroshima. In truth, however, the image of Nanjing as the site of
particularly brutal atrocities is a more recent construction. The massacre as it is
discussed today did not exist in either national or international awareness until
decades after the event. Certainly, Japanese atrocities in Nanjing were reported
widely in China and the United States immediately after the fall of Nanjing, and
such information, albeit on a limited basis, was available even in wartime
Japan. Yet wartime understandings and contemporary reports as to the scale
and duration of the atrocities were far less controversial than they later be-
came. In the decades following the Asia-Pacific War (1937–45), the politics of
the Cold War dominated historical discourse in East Asia, and the memory of
Nanjing was pushed into the background. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s,
disputes over the facts and significance of Nanjing were virtually nonexistent.
It was only after the early 1980s that Nanjing attained a prominent position in
the history and memory of the Asia-Pacific War and attracted the attention of
a wide range of commentators. 

This book demonstrates the shifting understandings of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre. It examines how the history of Nanjing has been constructed in Japan,
China (including Taiwan), and the United States from 1937 to the present. Both
as a historical topic and as an emblem of countless conflicting emotions and
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ideas, the Nanjing Massacre has touched these three countries in a startling va-
riety of ways. Nanjing has figured in the attempts of all three nations to pre-
serve and redefine national and ethnic pride and identity, assuming different
kinds of significance based on each country’s changing internal and external
enemies. It has influenced—and in turn been influenced by—foreign policy and
diplomatic relations among the four governments considered in this study. Per-
ceptions of it have been used as a barometer of patriotic loyalty, and its memory
has been manipulated in order to galvanize such loyalties. It has left its mark on
journalism, film, painting, fiction, and museum displays. It has triggered acute
controversies among individuals and groups of various political values. It has
haunted and influenced the conscience of the world.

Initially an event with primarily local repercussions, the Nanjing Massacre
has evolved over decades into a matter of extraordinary international signifi-
cance. The process of the internationalization occurred in four distinct phases,
each of which is treated in a separate three-chapter section. In each of the four
phases of this study, one entire chapter is devoted to the history and memory of
Nanjing in Japan, China, and the United States, respectively, during the period
in question. Part I examines the history and memory of the Nanjing Massacre
during the Sino-Japanese and the Pacific Wars (1937–45). Part II discusses the
perceptions of Nanjing during the years following World War II, a period domi-
nated by the politics of the earlier phases of the Cold War (1945–71). Part III an-
alyzes the accounts of the massacre between 1971 and 1989, a period when lit-
erature concerning Nanjing appeared more frequently than in the previous
years. Part IV traces the history and memory of Nanjing during the post–Cold
War period, or from 1989 to the present.

Japan, China, and the United States have been studied to the exclusion of
other nations. These three nations and their citizens have always taken the lead
in internationalizing Nanjing, and memories and histories of Nanjing have in-
fluenced the national consciousness of these countries more than they have af-
fected the public awareness of any other nation. For the countries in this study,
the question of how to treat the legacy of Nanjing—whether to deplore it, sani-
tize it, rationalize it, or even ignore it—has mattered most intensely, for that
question has touched upon closely held notions of ethics, nationality, and his-
torical identity.

Japanese revisionists, that is, those commentators who have downplayed,
excused, or even denied the atrocities in Nanjing, have performed a pivotal role
in publicizing Nanjing beyond national boundaries. Had there not been intense
challenges from the revisionists, the history and memory of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre might have remained a domestic issue rather than becoming an interna-
tional symbol of Japan’s wartime aggression. Vigorous disputes over Nanjing
first arose in Japan in the early 1970s. As the revisionists became more visible in
the 1980s, their adversaries expanded in number and inspired an increase in
commemorative activities in Japan. Toward the mid-1980s, Chinese commenta-
tors joined the dispute and condemned the revisionists for their denial of the
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massacre. Finally, by the early 1990s, Chinese-American organizations had
begun to protest vocally against the claims of the Japanese revisionists.

The story of Nanjing in historic memory only begins with an understanding
of chronology. What must also be recognized is the immense variety of inter-
pretations that the event has inspired, as well as the strident disagreements
about how the massacre should be remembered. Almost everyone who has at-
tempted to retell or reinterpret the story of Nanjing has wished for her or his
version to be accepted as authoritative, and the battle for acceptance has led not
only to intense public debate, but also to a seemingly endless generation of writ-
ten narratives and visual materials. No single account or interpretation of the
massacre has emerged as dominant, in part because there is no agreement even
as to the basic terms of the debate. Commentators have been unable to agree on
the very definitions of the matters they are discussing. They differ as to the
proper meaning of words like “victim,” “perpetrator,” “atrocity,” and “civilian.”
The number of victims at Nanjing largely depends on how one has defined 
“victims,” “perpetrators,” “atrocities,” and “Nanjing,” and accordingly, the es-
timate can go up and down. One may even be able to deny the event altogether
by using definitions that serve one’s belief and political motive. Since people
have disputed the very boundaries of the victimized city, even the meaning of
the word “Nanjing” has sparked dissent.

As the result of the decades-long dispute, numerous accounts on Nanjing
are now available not only in Japanese, but also in Chinese and English. Some
are analytical and scholarly, while others are emotional and polemical. Some
provide complex pictures of the massacre; others present simple, black-and-
white depictions of Nanjing. These competing accounts by both scholars and
nonscholars, especially those who base their positions on ethnocentric argu-
ments, have tended to speak of the massacre in broadly nationalistic terms, 
reducing the participants to monolithic words such as “the Chinese” and “the
Japanese.”

Yet national consciousness and character are never monolithic. Nations al-
ways contain individuals who speak, think, and act contrarily to the majority of
their fellow citizens. In keeping with this philosophy, I prefer to avoid using col-
lective nouns like “the Japanese” or “the Chinese,” which tend to reinforce facile
generalizations and to obscure the fact that national histories are intrinsically
contentious and never garner strict unanimity of opinion or action. Neverthe-
less, because these collective nouns are rooted in the vocabulary of history, I
have been compelled to use them from time to time. My occasional use of this
kind of collective noun stems not from my preference, but from a combination
of convenience and convention. In historical terms, the various “we’s” and
“they’s” have been defined and redefined throughout the six decades analyzed
in this work. Those lives regarded as belonging to “us” have often been treated
differently from those regarded as belonging to “them.” Similarly, the definition
of “atrocity” has also altered since World War II, and the international commu-
nity today is perhaps less tolerant of gross human rights violations than it was
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sixty years ago. During the war, killings of enemy soldiers and civilians alike
were probably more acceptable among the belligerents in order to defeat the
perceived enemies. The history of the “Greater East Asian War,” quoted at the
beginning of this introduction, comes from a 1943 textbook that sixth-graders
in Japan were encouraged to regard as an authentic version of contemporary
events. It is only one example of the kind of story that a nation could legiti-
mately tell its children at the time of the war.

Though I begin my analysis from the 1930s, I attempt throughout this vol-
ume to provide context and to explain why the intensive disputes about the
massacre began in the early 1970s and intensified across national boundaries,
particularly since 1989. In trying to sift through the complexities of the history
and memory of the Nanjing Massacre, one inevitably discovers that these com-
plexities derive not only from the enormity of the event itself, but also from the
political, social, and psychological forces that have molded the perceptions of a
given commentator. The goal of this study is to demonstrate how and why each
individual came to a particular understanding of Nanjing, rather than to judge
who or what is right and wrong or true and untrue based on my personal poli-
tics and interpretations. The core of the dispute over Nanjing can be largely at-
tributed to the individual predispositions of the participants in the debate.
Without an understanding of the varying motives and politics, it is hardly pos-
sible to understand why the dispute over Nanjing has lasted more than three
decades and is not likely to end in the immediate future.

Throughout this monograph, although individual names are mentioned
when possible, I have loosely used the terms “revisionists” and “progressives” to
describe the two opposing camps in Japan that have participated in the dispute
over Nanjing. The former has tended to reject the history of the Nanjing Atroci-
ties officially introduced to Japan during the American occupation and has at-
tempted to revise or delete it from modern Japanese history. In contrast, the lat-
ter faction disapproves the values of Imperial Japan, including its colonialism
and aggression. Progressives may or may not endorse the procedures of the In-
ternational Military Tribunal for the Far East, but they tend to see the tribunal
as possessing factual merit, and they generally accept its findings with regard to
the Nanjing Massacre. In reality, however, individuals within both schools of
opinion more or less differ as to the particulars of their positions and views, and
the coarse division of the disputants into two opposing camps inevitably ig-
nores existing diversities and complexities among them. Nevertheless, such cat-
egorization is useful as it allows us to highlight the very essence of the dispute of
Nanjing Massacre and its process of the internationalization.

In this study, I try to include the experiences and ideas of the numerous au-
thors, critics, correspondents, curators, filmmakers, lawyers, politicians, veter-
ans, and victims. It has been my intention to treat all points of view with fair-
ness and respect, even when I strongly disagree with them. Nevertheless, my
writing cannot be entirely free from my personal politics, either. I have a high
regard for activists, historians, lawyers, schoolteachers, and university profes-
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sors in Japan and elsewhere who have ceaselessly worked to preserve and publi-
cize the history and memory of Nanjing as well as other Japanese wartime
atrocities. I am critical of nationalists and ethnocentrists in China, Japan, and
the United States, who have intentionally or unintentionally based their judg-
ments of history on the supposition that one’s nation or ethnicity determines
one’s value as a human being. I have written this book as a modest protest
against those whose views of the world are imprisoned by concepts of nation
and ethnicity.

Finally, as to the sources, this study is heavily based on newspapers from the
various countries. They offer some of the traceable footprints that one may fol-
low in an effort to understand the memory and history of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre across national boundaries. The role of mass media in nationalizing and
internationalizing Nanjing is indisputable, and this study intends to demon-
strate the way in which these news reports contributed to the making of the
“Rape of Nanking.”
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I

ALLIES AND ENEMIES IN THE 
ASIA-PACIFIC WAR (1937–45)
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1

Japan: Mobilizing the Nation, 
Sanitizing Aggression

I
n the immediate aftermath of the fall of Nanjing on December 13, 1937, and
the subjugation of Chinese forces, the atrocities in Nanjing did not exist in
official Japanese accounts, nor did most Japanese learn of these atrocities

which had destroyed hundreds of thousands of lives. Authorized newspaper re-
ports, magazine articles, radio programs, textbooks, and even cartoons all sup-
ported the war effort and denounced Chinese leaders who, it was said, were pro-
moting the anti-Japanese movement in China. These accounts emphasized
Chinese atrocities in sensational reporting designed to stir public antagonism
toward the enemy nation and its people.

In order to control the media and public opinion, the government made full
use of its police power. It censored the press and even eavesdropped on street
conversations between ordinary citizens. It arrested people who challenged its
policies and spied on those whom it regarded as potentially harmful to the gov-
ernment. Especially suspect were Communists, liberals, ethnic minorities, and
members of religious organizations.

Even during this period of suppression, however, Japanese society was neither
monolithic nor perfectly united. Accounts that escaped censorship—the so-
called “rumors and lies,” banned writings, smuggled publications, and personal
diaries—did record and condemn the random killings, looting, and rape in Nan-
jing. Communists and their sympathizers in China and the United States sent
their publications to friends in Japan. Missionaries smuggled in written accounts
of Japanese atrocities in China. Japanese soldiers recorded their experience in
Nanjing in their field diaries. Yet, at the height of hostilities with China, such bru-
talities seemed almost indistinct from the rest of the fabric of enmity, nationalism,
and war. Thus, in the immediate aftermath of the outrages at Nanjing, only the
most attentive observers in Japan were aware that they had even happened.
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OPENING THE DOOR TO THE ATROCITIES

IN NANJING: FANNING DOMESTIC HOSTILITY

TOWARD CHINA

From the beginning of the armed conflict in July 1937, the Japanese govern-
ment and its supporters, including the mass media, stressed that Chiang Kai-
shek had planned and initiated armed struggle. According to the official view,
Japan had been seeking peace in Asia, only to be dragged into an unwanted
military conflict with China. Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro’s decision to dis-
patch additional forces to China received enthusiastic support from the large
national newspaper Tōkyō asahi shinbun. In an article titled “Obviously Planned
Anti-Japanese Armed Conflict; Firmly Decided to Dispatch to Northern China;
Determined Statement by the Government to China and Other Countries,” the
editor used boldface to emphasize that “this incident was no doubt an anti-
Japanese armed conflict that was carefully planned by China” and “[the Japa-
nese government] sincerely hopes that the Chinese side will immediately reflect
on its attitude and that peaceful negotiations [will be instituted] in order not to
worsen the circumstance.”1

The media stressed that the Chinese soldiers and guerrillas were recklessly
killing innocent Japanese civilians as well as combatants. Japanese casualties
inflicted by “unlawful” Chinese shootings at the Marco Polo Bridge and other
places were widely reported in the Asahi.2 When approximately 3,000 Chinese
troops in Tongzhou attacked Japanese forces as well as civilians and killed some
200 Japanese and Korean residents, the Japanese war correspondents of Dōmei,
Ōsaka mainchi shinbun, Tōkyō nichi nichi shinbun, Tōkyō asahi shinbun, and other
papers described the event in detail and expressed outrage.3 The Asahi, for ex-
ample, detailed Chinese looting and destruction in the Japanese community as
well as the stabbing and killing of women, children, and infants.4 In another
article on the same page, the Asahi correspondent Tanaka, who had met sur-
vivors of the incident, described his feelings of unprecedented fury and declared
that “July 29th must not be forgotten.”5

On August 10, 1937, Asahi readers learned the details of another atrocity by
the Chinese peace preservation force in Shanghai. Ōyama Isao, a 27-year-old
first lieutenant of the Imperial Navy, was surrounded by Chinese forces and rid-
dled with dozens of bullets.6 According to those war correspondents who could
express their opinions without police suppression, the Japanese forces were, as
the government insisted, merely responding to Chinese aggression, and it was
the Chinese troops who should be blamed.7 Typical was the reaction of the war
correspondent Itō when Japanese soldiers burned a farmer’s house and opened
fire on fleeing Chinese guerrillas who had been hiding inside it. Itō observed
that the soldiers had done so to avenge Lieutenant Ōyama.8 In the eyes of many
Japanese war correspondents, the Chinese military in Shanghai were merely vi-
cious. “Blood-thirsty” Chinese fighters had dropped bombs and killed not only

12 A L L I E S  A N D  E N E M I E S  I N  T H E  A S I A - PA C I F I C  W A R  ( 1 9 3 7 – 4 5 )



 

Japanese civilians, but also unarmed American, British, Chinese, and French
residents in the city.9

Even liberal journalists of the time such as Kiyosawa Kiyoshi and Baba
Tsunego stood by the government after the so-called China Incident (Shina
jihen)—the name officially given to the undeclared war between China and
Japan—that began at the Marco Polo Bridge in July 1937.10 At the meeting of
the International Association of Poets, Playwrights, Editors, Essayists, and
Novelists (PEN) in London in November 1937, Kiyosawa opposed the Chinese
request that the association condemn Japanese attacks on hospitals, schools,
and museums. Instead, he advocated that PEN should protest Chinese fortifica-
tions of these buildings, the action that had incited the Japanese military to at-
tack. As Kiyosawa explained to a Norwegian colleague, the China Incident was
the result of Japan’s struggle for survival. The United States and Southeast
Asia, he argued, were rejecting Japanese immigrants; moreover, Japanese ex-
ports were being excluded by high tariff barriers. Other members of PEN, all of
whom supported the Chinese request, might have had a hard time understand-
ing Kiyosawa’s Japan-centered explanation, but, to Kiyosawa, Japanese nation-
als were fighting for international justice, and members of the association were
unfairly criticizing Japan.11

The liberal journalist Baba Tsunego shared the view that Japan was fighting
for international justice. Ordinary Japanese, he argued, never expected to fight
such a great war against China, and the people of China were, in fact, not the
enemy of the Japanese. He rationalized that Japan was fighting out of an obliga-
tion to protect Asia from Western aggression. During the Tokugawa period
(‒), when the Western powers were expanding their territories, Japan
had isolated itself on small islands and immersed itself in martial arts and tea
ceremonies. When Japan awoke, all of the prominent lands around the world
had already been occupied, and Japan was itself almost swallowed up by these
other powers. Russia, he argued, was pressuring China to fight against Japan in
order to exhaust Japanese national strength, so that Russia might expand its
own influence into China. Baba, who believed in “Asia for Asia,” could not toler-
ate the possibility of China as a Russian proxy.12

The official view of the time was clearly stated in elementary school text-
books. In the fifth-year geography textbook, written for 10- and 11-year-old
children, that came into use in 1936, Japan was defined as consisting of the
Japanese islands—mainland (Honshū), Hokkaidō, South Sakhalin, Shikoku,
Kyushu, Taiwan, Ryukyu islands, the Kurils—and the Korean peninsula.13 In
the sixth-year geography textbook available in 1936, a description of Man-
chukuo was added in the chapter on Asia. The textbook stressed that relations
between Manchukuo and Japan were extremely close and that Manchukuo was
Japan’s lifeline. According to the textbook explanation, “Our country endorsed
Manchukuo’s independence as soon as it became independent, then withdrew
from the League of Nations, and has been making a substantial effort to de-
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velop this nation [Manchukuo] and to maintain peace in Asia.”14 After the
China Incident in 1937, the textbook was again revised. The 1939 sixth-year 
geography textbook emphasized that Japanese efforts to preserve coexistence
and co-prosperity with China, as well as Japanese development and sacrifice,
were contributing to the development of Chinese transportation and foreign
trade. In addition, the textbook blamed Chinese leaders for their “incorrect atti-
tude” (ayamatta kangae) and for their provocative anti-Japanese ideology, both of
which had led to the China Incident. Japan, according to the textbook, “has
been urging China to reflect on [its mistaken policy toward Japan] and continu-
ally carrying out its mission of eternal peace in Asia.”15

Just like the geography textbook, national history textbooks were also re-
vised after Japan went to war against China. A 400-word paragraph in the text
issued to sixth graders in 1941 offered the following summary: 

After the Manchurian Incident was settled, our country (waga kuni) con-
cluded a cease-fire agreement with China. Moreover, [our country] 
pursued the establishment of eternal peace in the East based on the co-
operation of Japan, Manchukuo, and China. However, the Chinese gov-
ernment, assisted both by European countries and the United States, did
not understand our sincerity and persistently tried to exclude our coun-
try. Furthermore, [it] also dispatched troops [to the north] and tried 
to disrupt the development of Manchukuo. In July 1937, at the Marco
Polo Bridge near Beijing, Chinese troops fired on our army, which was
conducting maneuvers. In addition, some even assaulted our residents.
Therefore, in the interest of justice, our country decided to send the mili-
tary to rectify China’s mistaken ideas and to establish eternal peace in
the East. Since then our military, both navy and army, has accomplished
significant achievements. The people on the home front have sincerely
been giving solid support to this campaign and are rushing forward in
order to carry out this great mission. The foundation for eternal peace 
in Asia is gradually being laid.16

Also reflecting the trends of the time were readers used in Japanese class in
the 1930s. In volume 1 of the newly revised reader issued in 1933, first-year
pupils learned to read by mastering phrases like “Forward, forward, soldiers for-
ward” (susume susume heitai susume) and “The flag of the rising sun, banzai,
banzai” (hinomaru no hata banzai banzai), neither of which had been included in
the textbooks used during the previous 15 years.17 In the second-year reader
(vol. 2), stories about the navy and army were introduced: “Elder Brother in 
the Navy” (Kaigun no nı̄san) and “Enlistment of Elder Brother” (Nı̄san no
nyūei).18 “Elder Brother in the Navy” glorified military technology, with Isa-
mu’s elder brother serving as a sailor on a heavily armed, high-tech aircraft
carrier. In “Enlistment of Elder Brother,” family members and neighbors con-
gratulate the elder brother on enlisting, but the story does not tell whether he
comes back alive. Other new readings in the revised textbooks included “Sub-
marine” (Sensuikan) and “Admiral Tōgō” (Tōgō gensui) in the third-year reader;
“Great Maneuvers” (Daienshū) in the fourth year; “Riding the Asia Express”

14 A L L I E S  A N D  E N E M I E S  I N  T H E  A S I A - PA C I F I C  W A R  ( 1 9 3 7 – 4 5 )



 

(‘Ajia’ ni norite) in the fifth year; and “Dogfight” (Kūchūsen), “Japanese Sword”
(Nihontō), and “Mechanized Unit” (Kikaika butai) in the sixth year.19

Revised editions of ethics textbooks in the 1930s superficially resembled the
textbooks in geography, history, and language, in that they were aimed at
strengthening loyalty to the emperor and promoting patriotism. However, they
continued to stress such universal concepts as benevolence, courage, honesty,
international peace, public welfare, and the rule of law. They also included sto-
ries of nonmilitary figures as well as Western role models. The sixth-year ethics
textbook that became available in 1939, for example, contained a brief biogra-
phy of Benjamin Franklin and stressed friendship between nations in order to
maintain international peace. Loyalty to the throne, the development of the na-
tion, the obligations of the people, and Confucian principles were also empha-
sized.20 The fifth-year textbook issued in 1938 featured such historical models
as Socrates, Nogi Maresuke (a general who achieved fame in the Russo-Japa-
nese war and later committed suicide in order to follow the Meiji emperor into
death), Christopher Columbus, Katsu Kaishū (a Shogunal official and master of
Western naval science), and Yoshida Shōin (an imperial loyalist before the
Restoration).21 In the fifth-year ethics textbook, the last chapter, titled “Good
Japanese” (Yoi Nihonjin), stated that “it [is] our duty not to forget the kindness
of others and to be benevolent and generous to everyone.”22

Popular magazines, including comic books, also encouraged their young read-
ers to believe in Japan’s mission in Asia and fostered the desire of male children to
become generals or admirals. One of the most popular cartoons among children
in the 1930s was Tagawa Suihō’s “Stray Dog, Norakuro” (Nora-kuro), published
serially in the monthly magazine Boy’s Club (Shōnen kurabu) from 1931 to 1941
and in book form by Dai Nihon Yūbenkai Kōdansha (Kōdansha).23 The protago-
nist was a homeless orphan dog, Straydog Kurokichi (Norainu Kurokichi), or
Nora-kuro for short, who joined the Regiment of Brave Dogs (Mōken rentai) as a
second-class private and received a promotion each year. He battled bears, moun-
tain monkeys, pigs, gorillas, chimpanzees, mythic river monsters (kappa), and di-
nosaurs. The humorous cartoon was an allegory of Japanese foreign affairs and
spread a positive image of the military among children. In “Nora-Kuro,” dogs
were depicted as brave, strong, righteous, and merciful, whereas their enemies
were not. In Norakuro’s Charge (Norakuro sōkōgeki), the seventh volume of the se-
ries, published in December 1937, dogs fought against the nation of pigs, led by
the general called Fried-Pork Cutlet (Tonkatsu), who held power by suppressing
and exploiting a nation of powerless sheep.24 The model for General Fried-Pork
Cutlet seemed to be Chiang Kai-shek. At the end of the volume, Norakuro, who
had now risen to the rank of lieutenant, cried out: “If you want to fight back, go
ahead! I will always fight for peace in order to maintain peace in great Asia.”25

By December 1937, cartoons and other authorized mass media had im-
mersed the ordinary public in narratives intended to mobilize the war effort and
to legitimize Japan’s aggression in China. Accounts of the Battle of Nanjing
were no exception.
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VICTORIOUS NEWS REPORTS OF

THE CONQUEST OF NANJING

In the final weeks before the fall of Nanjing, newspapers enthusiastically pre-
dicted an imminent, dramatic victory and sought to inspire their readers with
national gratitude toward the Japanese military. On November 30, December 4,
and December 6, 1937, Tōkyō nichi nichi shinbun carried reports of a “killing con-
test” between two second lieutenants, who were trying to outdo each other in
obliterating the Chinese enemy.26 On December 8, 1937, Yomiuri shinbun re-
ported that the Japanese national flag was now waving atop Zijin Mountain and
that the capture of Nanjing, which “the entire nation” had passionately awaited,
would soon be a reality.27 The same day the Nihon Hōsō Kyōkai (NHK), Japan
Broadcasting Corporation, broadcast a special radio music program “Evening of
the Prelude to the Capture of Nanjing” (Nankin kōryaku zensō no yū) to cele-
brate the Japanese victory.28 By this date the Japanese Army had completely sur-
rounded Nanjing, and Matsui Iwane, commander in chief of the Central China
Area Army, had ordered his pilots to drop leaflets containing an open letter to
Tang Shengzhi, the Chinese commander in chief, advising surrender so that the
historical buildings of Nanjing might be saved from destruction. However, as
Japanese media described it, Tang “ignored Matsui’s generous bushidō attitude in
a rude manner,” forcing the Japanese troops to attack Nanjing.29

Around 9 P.M. on December 10, Tōkyō asahi shinbun issued an extra edition of
the newspaper announcing that the military had seized all the entrances into the
city. With a clever eye to marketing, Asahi had the extra distributed among the
crowds at a dance hall in Akasaka. An Asahi reporter then recorded the ecstatic
reactions of the 300 dancers for inclusion in the next day’s paper. Asahi also re-
ported festive lantern parades in Tokyo.30 Newspapers reported that elementary,
secondary, and college students and prisoners, too, applauded the capture of the
capital and the punishment of Chiang Kai-shek’s anti-Japanese government.31

After the fall of the city, these newspapers jubilantly announced the annihi-
lation of the enemy.32 On December 16, 1937, for example, the press reported
that “the Imperial Army [was] now conducting mopping-up operations against
stragglers. . . . Reporters estimated that Matsui’s army had captured or killed
approximately 60,000.”33 Two days later, the papers were filled with accounts
of the triumphant entry of Japanese troops into Nanjing. As Tōkyō nichi nichi
shinbun observed, the Japanese flag was now raised over Nanjing, a former capi-
tal of the enemy, and “all, officers and soldiers alike, were deeply moved to
tears.”34 In a record-breaking three and a quarter hours, spectacular photo-
graphs of the ceremony were carried to Japan in Asahi’s own airplane and were
printed in the extra of the Asahi on the same day.35

Longer stories by war correspondents that detailed the capture of Nanjing
also appeared in the large-circulation general magazines in early 1938. These
included not only the simple “you-savage, we-hero” writings often found in the
newspapers, but also narratives that informed readers about the battle in Nan-
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jing.36 Like all other authorized reports at the time, these accounts supported
the war effort and the fighting in Nanjing. Bungei shunjū correspondent Kosaka
Eiichi, for example, rushed from Shanghai to Nanjing on December 8, hoping to
witness the dramatic fall of Nanjing. Kosaka vividly described the detritus of
battle that he saw on the way from Shanghai to Nanjing. He wrote of the
trenches, bullet holes, destroyed houses, exploded bunkers, and countless dead
bodies of horses and Chinese soldiers on the side of the road. All attested to the
bitterness of the fighting. Kosaka seemed to be embarrassed by what he saw, es-
pecially the numerous dead on the road, although he did not comment further
on his feelings. Instead, he stated, as if trying to convince himself, that the
corpses would later be buried with care by the Japanese troops.37

When Kosaka arrived in Nanjing, war fever overtook him. After all, he
wrote, if the Japanese troops had dealt a bitter blow to the Chinese defense
forces in Nanjing, the defenders had brought this treatment on themselves by
ignoring Matsui’s ultimatum. Death was the order of the day on the battlefield,
and Kosaka himself had almost been killed by Chinese machine-gun fire. He
had also observed dead Japanese soldiers being cremated even though there
was no Japanese military monk to chant the proper ceremonial sutra. When
Nanjing fell, Kosaka was moved to tears of joy, along with many of the soldiers,
as he watched the Japanese national flag flying high on the wall.38

Ōya Sōichi, a critic and writer who was also in Nanjing at the time, was 
a more analytical and ironic observer. Whereas Kosaka was merely outraged 
by anti-Japanese slogans on walls between Shanghai and Nanjing, Ōya was
amused to see red posters written in Japanese announcing: “Welcome Imperial
Japanese Army” (kōgun kangei) and “Welcome Great General of the Land of Ris-
ing Sun” (tōyō dai shōgun kangei). These posters hung at the entrance of the
houses in Wuxi, even though the walls had previously been painted with anti-
Japanese slogans. Ōya concluded that residents in Wuxi had tried to appease
first the Chinese and then the Japanese troops. As he noticed, these residents,
who had suffered a great deal from the turmoil of war, treated the Japanese
army just as they might have received another group of Chinese warlords. Peo-
ple in the town were rarely seen because they were hiding, and those who did
appear were mostly elderly men with armbands bearing clumsy handmade in-
signias of the rising sun.39

When Ōya examined fortified bunkers immediately after the Japanese mili-
tary had seized the area around Nanjing, he sometimes smelled perfume and
saw women’s hair oil and underwear left behind. These items made him imag-
ine young, patriotic Chinese women who did not mind risking their lives to en-
courage soldiers at the front and who sometimes took up guns themselves. Al-
though he did not see any dead bodies of women in uniform, he found a large
white flag stained with blood belonging to “School for Orphaned Daughters”
(joshi izoku gakkō), which he assumed the women had used to cover the
wounded. These abandoned articles, highlighting the tragic situation of Chi-
nese women, moved him very much.40
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Like Kosaka, Ōya witnessed many unburied corpses of Chinese soldiers be-
tween Kushan and Suzhou. Because of inadequate road conditions near
Changzhou, he was forced to leave his car and walk. He soon found that he had
to be careful not to step on dead Chinese soldiers. He sometimes had to eat
strangely colored rice steamed in water from a creek where dead bodies were
floating. As he approached Nanjing, he spent a night on a straw bed that
smelled of dung and twice was almost killed, once by land mines and once by a
falling artillery shell.41

On the night of December 12, Ōya was too excited to sleep because of the ex-
pected capture of Nanjing, which he predicted would make a permanent mark
in world history. Just after 3 o’clock in the morning, he heard news that Zhong-
shan Gate had been seized. Immediately after dawn, he entered the walled city,
where he saw excited Japanese soldiers dancing and singing. Walking around
the city the next day, he felt pity for its impoverished residents who had no place
to go and for the Chinese nation, which had the misfortune to be led by such
blundering and error-prone government leaders.42

Accounts published in widely circulated newspapers and popular journals,
such as Kosaka’s and Ōya’s, celebrated the Japanese conquest of Nanjing, but
rarely mourned the devastation of the city and its people. They seemed to re-
gard the war with China as a good war. Although they occasionally expressed
some sympathy toward their enemy, for the most part they held Chiang Kai-
shek and his “anti-Japanese” movement responsible for the war and its destruc-
tive consequences. Wartime narratives emphasized the idea that the state owns
its citizens and that public well-being depended on the state and its leaders. In
these pro-war narratives, the concept of inviolable individual human rights
was largely missing.

“LIARS AND TRAITORS”: THE SHACKLING

OF OPINION

Undeniably, wartime Japan had capable leaders, practiced in controlling the
media and education, in using the police to suppress views that challenged
those of the government, and in promoting the ideology of a united Japanese
empire fighting for international justice. Measured according to the swelling
tide of nationalism and the silencing of criticism they were able to achieve,
these leaders were indeed successful.

In order to control public opinion, newspapers, periodicals, and books were
censored.43 Radio programs were also directed to contribute to national war 
efforts.44 In addition, the Special Higher Police (Tokkō) maintained a steady
surveillance of potentially antigovernment Buddhist, Chinese, Christian, civil
rights, Communist, Korean, labor, right-wing, and socialist organizations. The
police monitored private conversations, rumors, and even lavatory graffiti, all
in the name of maintaining “public order.” Liberals and democrats who criti-
cized the government policies or provoked antiwar movements were dismissed
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from their jobs and sometimes arrested. By the end of 1937, writers and speak-
ers who protested Japanese aggression in China had no place to publicly express
their views. In 1937, 529 alleged leftists were arrested, and 210 were indicted for
violations of the Peace Preservation Law.45 In addition, 254 cases of rumors
considered harmful to the society were investigated in 1937, and 107 people
were prosecuted.46

In the three days of the fall of Nanjing, the following examples of repression
occurred. Wada Mutsurō, 26-year-old manager of a café in Tokyo, who had told
a taxi driver that it was quite natural for Chinese to become anti-Japanese since
their nation had been invaded by Japan, was sentenced to three years’ proba-
tion, violation of which could have led to eight months in prison.47 Ozawa
Nobuo, a 22-year-old student suspected of Communist sympathies, stated in a
Tokyo restaurant that Japan was waging an aggressive war against China and
that he, who loved China, would not change his ideas even if he were to be
killed by the police. He was sentenced to two years’ probation with the possi-
bility of ten months in prison.48 The police found an antiwar slogan in a public
toilet at Shinjuku Station and searched for the person who had written in pencil
“War does not save poor proletarian farmers. Chinese people, stand up against
fascism!”49

Police also targeted intellectuals. On December 1, 1937, the Library Bureau
of the Ministry of Home Affairs declared that People and Peace (Minzoku to
heiwa), written by Yanaihara Tadao, a liberal professor of economics at the Uni-
versity of Tokyo, violated Article Nine of the Press Code because the book
would provoke antiwar sentiment and disturb peace in society.50 Yanaihara de-
cided to submit his resignation to the university. At the end of his last lecture
there, he said, “I believe that a university is responsible for maintaining a criti-
cal mind. A university should be a place where social phenomena are analyzed
and criticized from a viewpoint above the fray. Based on true national interests,
true should be regarded as true, wrong should be regarded as wrong.” He con-
cluded his lecture with an old saying: “Even if your flesh withers, do not kill
your spirit” (nikutai wa horobiru mo seishin o korosu nakare).51

Yanaihara was fortunate compared to the approximately 400 members of the
Labor-Farmer faction (rōnōha). Even though this faction had earlier seceded from
the Communist Party, the authorities were not interested in making formal dis-
tinctions. On December 15, 1937, the government declared that the rōnōha or-
ganization was in violation of the Peace Preservation law. Shortly thereafter, the
police rounded up its members.52 The government and the police accused the
rōnōha organizations of fomenting antiwar ideology and plotting Communist
revolution under Soviet auspices. A monthly report by the Tokkō police urged
that overtly Communist activities had to be thoroughly controlled, and any lib-
eral organization was suspect as a breeding ground for Communism.53

The government was also anxious to control ethnic minorities within its ter-
ritory. According to the census, the empire in 1935 encompassed 97.7 million
people on Japanese islands (naichi), the Korean peninsula, Taiwan, the Kuril 
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islands, and other places.54 Of these, approximately 626,000 were Koreans.55

By December 1936, more than 40,000 ethnic minorities, of whom some 29,000
were from China and Manchukuo, lived within this territory.56 By the end of
1940, according to the Tokyo Metropolitan Police, 7,632 Taiwanese were living
in Tokyo.57 The police considered these new Japanese every bit as dangerous as
native-born leftists, and their fears increased after Japan went to war with
China. From the outset of the war in 1937, many members of suspect racial and
national categories received sentences for allegedly spreading lies and rumors.

For example, on November 22, 1937, Liu Hanfu, a 38-year-old building su-
perintendent from Manchukuo, was sentenced to six months in prison because
he publicly stated that Japan would lose the war with China because the Soviets
would intervene. On December 10, 1937, Choe Wan-Seok, a 26-year-old student
from Korea, was sentenced to eight months in prison because, as an alleged
Communist, he asserted that the China Incident was an act of Japanese imperi-
alist aggression and that the long war with China would touch off a civil war in
Japan, which would in turn result in Japan’s becoming a socialist nation. On
April 1, 1938, a 26-year-old refugee from Russia, Alexander Tethler, was sen-
tenced to three years’ probation with the possibility of four months in prison
because he had commented that Chinese had welcomed Japanese forces by
waving the Japanese flag only because they were afraid of being shot.58

Although the police considered convicted liars and their rumors dangerous
and traitorous, it was these so-called lies and rumors that often offered the most
candid criticisms of the government’s war effort. Almost by definition, it was
only these supposedly dangerous dissenters who expressed profound sensitivity
and sorrow for the sufferings of the nation’s perceived enemy and its citizens.
And, of course, the reports and articles that fell under the wartime censorship
would have provided a more diverse perspective of the war than the authorized
accounts, which blamed China for disturbing international justice and white-
washed atrocities committed by the Japanese military.

BANNED ACCOUNTS

Although contemporary reportage rarely mentioned the brutalities in Nanjing,
unauthorized documents revealed what approved accounts could not. The
massacre received rather frank treatment in a number of banned writings.
Though these accounts remained suppressed and unavailable to the public dur-
ing the war, they recorded the Japanese atrocities in Nanjing at the time and
later became valuable sources for historians such as Hora Tomio in refuting
claims that the Nanjing Massacre was an illusion.

One of these sources was Living Soldiers (Ikiteiru heitai), a graphic, thought-
ful, and detailed narrative of the atrocities written by Ishikawa Tatsuzō in
1938.59 After the fall of Nanjing, Chūō kōron, a leading monthly magazine, sent
Ishikawa to the city with the assignment of writing a novel about the battle.
Had the authorities not banned his novel from publication, readers would at
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least have had the chance to learn of Japanese soldiers mercilessly killing Chi-
nese soldiers and civilians while shedding bitter tears for their own dead coun-
trymen. The manuscript also described Japanese soldiers engaged in looting
Chinese homes and businesses for food, bedding, and other goods. Others were
shown searching for women. Although Ishikawa’s novel also portrayed patri-
otic soldiers eager to fight to the death, it was no shallow tribute to the glory of
war. He described the military brothels and sex slavery in Nanjing and did not
gloss over the beheadings of suspected Chinese guerrillas or the Japanese policy
of taking no prisoners. Hatred of “the Chinese,” the sufferings of those who
sought refuge in the safety zone, and the mass killings of Chinese soldiers by
Japanese destroyers on the Xiaguang River all received frank treatment, bear-
ing testimony to the inhumanity of the war.60

Living Soldiers also tried to explain why Japanese troops had been trans-
formed into something akin to armed bandits. In the novel, the troops sup-
ported and fed themselves by systematic larceny. Such looting became an ex-
cuse among Japanese soldiers to leave their camps, and soon this pretext began
to provide an opportunity to look for women in the villages. Yet few soldiers
were able to find young women, since so many, guessing their probable fate
from their previous experiences of civil war, had fled. Disappointed in their
searches, these soldiers instead brought back such articles as women’s hand-
kerchiefs and shoes to show off to fellow soldiers in their units.61

Suspicion of civilians seemed to transform soldiers into brutes. When one
second lieutenant passed by an 11- or 12-year-old girl on the street, she shot
him in the back and killed him. The troops who heard the gunshot surrounded
the house where she was hiding, broke into it, and shot rounds of bullets into
the girl, who was hiding behind the bed. An old man in the house was also shot
to death. Such incidents were used to rationalize the killing of Chinese non-
combatants. As the troops approached Nanjing, they were also frightened by
the anti-Japanese hostility of the people. Immediately after the incident of the
girl’s shooting, the troops received a directive allowing them to kill resisting
civilians.62

In Ishikawa’s novel, the killing of prisoners of war resulted from military ex-
pediency as well as from the laxness of the Japanese commanding officers. Tak-
ing prisoners required extra manpower and police effort, and the troops chose
to kill instead. Ishikawa wrote: “To Corporal Kasahara, killing the enemy is like
killing fish. He kills the enemy without remorse. Only his instinctive love of his
fellow soldiers moves his feelings. He is an impressively excellent soldier, and
nothing but a soldier.”63 Although there was no official order from the top to do
so, killing surrendered troops was in fact a widespread practice during the Japa-
nese military advance to Nanjing. 

In another scene, Katayama, a Buddhist monk who mourned the dead Japa-
nese soldiers, disappointed Nishizawa, a commander who wanted to believe in
religion as a unifying force. Ishikawa’s commentary following a dialogue be-
tween the two characters reflected his concern for the way war changes human
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beings. The monk, as Ishikawa wrote, “believed that Buddhism would tran-
scend national borders when he was practicing asceticism in Japan. . . .
When he volunteered for military service, he thought he would be willing to
pray for the Chinese dead. But he could not do so after he actually came to the
battlefield.” Ishikawa continued: “The battlefield seems to have a strong, myste-
rious power that can transform combatants into a mass that shares the same
characteristics, thinks in the same manner, and has the same desire. As Private
Kondō, a graduate of a medical school, lost his intelligence, Katayama Gensen
[the monk] seems to have lost his religion, too. The only reminder that he was a
monk is that he knows Buddhist sutras and how to conduct funeral cere-
monies. As soon as he puts on the uniform after removing his clerical robe, his
mind is transformed from that of a Buddhist monk to a soldier’s. . . . Yet
Katayama is not necessarily solely responsible for this. During peace time, his
religion is expansive enough to transcend national borders. The reason he can
no longer do so is not that religion has become powerless, but that the hurdle of
national boundaries has risen too high to surmount.”64

Ishikawa’s monk, who had begun with compassionate intentions but whom
war quickly converted to an ideology of race and nation, is a poignant emblem
of psychology that made the Nanjing atrocities possible. Ishikawa’s novel was
not available to the public until the end of the war, but even if it had been, it
probably would have had little effect.65 A work of fiction, however realistic in its
tone and subject matter, was unlikely to persuade ordinary Japanese to con-
front the military and the government or to hold the military accountable for
the atrocities. It was one thing to describe the monk’s attitude; it would have
been quite another, in the midst of war, to persuade readers to purge similar
feelings from their own hearts.

“COMMUNIST PROPAGANDA”

While Buddhism in Ishikawa’s novel failed to establish understanding across eth-
nic or national borders, communism was one ideology that did succeed in cross-
ing these boundaries in wartime Japan and uniting peoples of various ethnicity
and nationalities. Although banned writings were generally not circulated in
Japan, the police continued to find dissenting publications, both smuggled across
and printed within the nation’s borders. Ranging in kind from flyers to books,
“Communist propaganda,” as the police called it, addressed various issues.
Stressing Japanese atrocities, emphasizing heavy casualties suffered by the Japa-
nese military, and appealing to the antiwar sentiments of readers, the texts were
brought into Japan not only by antiwar activists, but also by Japanese soldiers
who picked up the publications in China. Between July and November 1937, the
police across Japan confiscated 20 different flyers brought from China. Some con-
sisted only of simple slogans such as “Japan and China are brothers: Why are we
fighting?” and “The real enemy is the Japanese military that plagues you.” Others
were longer essays, like an 800-word piece brought from the Shanghai area.66
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Among the publications seized by the police, two focused on the violence in
Nanjing: “Japan under the Threat of Fascism” (Fassho kyōi no Nihon) in Far-
Eastern War News (Kyokutō sensō nyūsu), no. 4 (January 10, 1938), and What
War Is (Sensō to wa). Far-Eastern War News was a community newspaper, or
rather a flyer, seemingly intended to inform the Japanese community in Seattle,
Washington, of what was going on in Asia. According to the Tokkō’s monthly
report in February 1938, which included excerpts from the flyer, the newspa-
per’s editor of the Far-Eastern War News, who learned of the massacre from a
New York Times article, briefly informed the readers about violence committed
by the Japanese military after the capture of the city. In an item titled “A Matter
for Great Regret,” he wrote:

At the time the Japanese military captured Nanjing, there were wide-scale
looting, rape, and atrocities, which had not been seen in the past. Foreign
witnesses were very surprised and expressed the opinion that “the battle of
Nanjing would remain not as a brilliant victory in Japanese war history,
but as a shameful incident that would ruin national dignity.” It is con-
cluded that the large-scale atrocities that took place in Nanjing can be at-
tributed to a deterioration in military discipline among ordinary soldiers
influenced by fascist officers, such as Colonel Hashimoto [Kingorō], all of
whom indulged in gekokujō [insubordination] without severe punishment.

It is also said that military discipline has been lax because this war
does not have a noble cause. In either case, an alarming situation was re-
ported in the news.67

What War Is, on the other hand, was a Japanese translation of Harold Tim-
perley’s What War Means: Japanese Terror in China, published in 1938. Although
Timperley, a correspondent for the Manchester Guardian, did not explain why
the Japanese military committed atrocities in Nanjing, his book presented these
atrocities based on statements, documents, and correspondence supplied by
American and European witnesses who had remained in the city. In the Japa-
nese translation, Kaji Wataru and Aoyama Kazuo, both of whom helped the
Guomindang fight against Japanese militarism, wrote introductions for the
book. Kaji expressed that he was not surprised to learn of mass Japanese atroci-
ties around Nanjing, having heard other inhumane stories earlier. 

During his imprisonment for violation of the Peace Preservation Law in the
mid-1930s, Kaji was regaled by his cellmate with stories of life in the military.
The inmate boasted to Kaji that he had performed beheadings and committed
rape during his service in the military in 1932. What made Kaji furious was the
prisoner’s emotionless and guiltless manner of talking about his crimes. Kaji
heard a similar story in Shanghai in 1936 from a “rogue journalist” who him-
self bragged of killing civilians during the Shanghai Incident of 1932. Kaji ar-
gued that Japanese national ethics had been corrupted by the aggressive war in
China and stressed that Japan could be saved only by aborting its aggressive for-
eign policy.68 Similarly, Aoyama emphasized the corruption of the morale
among the Japanese military, especially after the Manchurian Incident, the
popular name for the military confrontation between Japan and China that oc-
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curred in 1931. He argued that this corruption was attributable to the structure
of the Japanese military as well as to the domestic social system. He urged read-
ers to join the struggle against fascism, militarism, and aggression in order to
abolish the fundamental causes of Japan’s international shame.69

Although the exact number of copies of “Japan under the Threat of Fas-
cism” and What War Is was unknown to the police, it is clear that only a few
people in Japan had an opportunity to read them. The police confiscated a 
total of 3 copies of “Japan under the Threat of Fascism” in February 1938 (1
each in Osaka, Hyōgo, and Hiroshima); 10 copies in March 1938 (2 each in
Hyōgo and Osaka; 1 each in Kochi, Fukushima, and Fukuoka); and 3 copies in
Aichi from April through June 1938.70 As to What War Is, 11 copies, among
other antiwar publications, were confiscated from an American missionary in
Shanghai named Luther Tucker, who had been distributing this work as well as
other “Communist propaganda” in Osaka, Shizuoka, and Tokyo in February
1939.71

Although the circulation of these accounts of the Nanjing atrocities was
negligible, Japanese authorities were extremely anxious lest such arguments in-
terfere with mobilization and incite criticism against the government. The effort
and concern the government devoted to suppressing antagonistic views were
demonstrated by its reaction to the Chinese “paper bombing.” At dawn on May
20, 1938, two Chinese airplanes scattered thousands of flyers and pamphlets in
southern Kyūshū. Although these “paper bombs” fell over a mountainous area
inhabited by few people, police officers and firefighters in Miyazaki and Ku-
mamoto were immediately mobilized to protect the people from their “harmful
influence.”72 The Chinese propaganda was presented in five different versions:
one pamphlet addressed to “the people in Japan” and four flyers addressed to
“tradesmen and artisans,” “laborers,” “farmers,” and “members of various po-
litical parties.”73 All called on Japanese to stop the aggression and to fight
against the military clique. The pamphlet urged the people to follow Mr. and
Mrs. Kaji Wataru, Japanese nationals who had rejected the policy of the Japa-
nese government and were supporting China.74 Despite the mountainous ter-
rain, the searchers collected 1,520 pieces of paper bombs. The chemical compo-
sition of the paper was even tested in order to pinpoint where these flyers had
been printed. The authorities learned that the paper had probably been pro-
duced between 12 and 18 months earlier by a paper mill on the Pacific coast of
Canada.75 Although a few people, mostly farmers, picked up paper bombs that
eluded the authorities, they did not show any interest in them. In the report,
the Tokkō concluded that there was no evidence of public unrest resulting from
the incident.76

PERSONAL ACCOUNTS

Smuggled publications were not the only sources of information. Soldiers
recorded their experiences of the attack on Nanjing in their field diaries. Their
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accounts included stories of rape, looting, burning, and killings of civilians. Al-
though they were made available only much later, these diaries provide a con-
temporary glimpse of the soldiers’ lives. In essence, the soldiers recounted sto-
ries that paralleled the experience of the characters in Ishikawa’s novel. Those
written by infantrymen and artillerymen of the Yamada Unit, the Thirteenth
Division, demonstrated how ordinary men in their thirties with children back
home in Japan were transformed into cold-hearted soldiers capable of killing
captured women and children. The diaries described widespread looting in the
military, soldiers in constant fear of guerrilla reprisals, and the systematic
killing of thousands of prisoners at Mufu Mountain outside the walled city.77

Occasionally, the writers, whose real identities were usually concealed dur-
ing the postwar editing, expressed personal sympathies for Chinese orphans,
prisoners, women, or farmers. “Saitō Jirō” wrote of his compassion for a girl
who was staring blankly at a burning house next door to her own. Moved by
pity, he gave her all the sweets he had in his pocket.78 “Miyamoto Shōgo” felt
sorry for surrendered soldiers who were not adequately fed.79 “Kondō Eishirō”
disclosed his feelings for the wretched survivors he encountered in a village:
mothers holding their babies, elders praying for mercy, and children crying
from fear. He also gave sweets to a child.80 “Meguro Fukuharu” discussed his
feelings for a Chinese person who was forced to give up his hen.81 Yet “Saitō,”
“Miyamoto,” “Kondō,” and “Meguro” were also the emperor’s soldiers, who fol-
lowed orders and killed prisoners, seemingly without great remorse. “Meguro”
confessed his lack of discomfort in beheading Chinese guerrillas and disclosed
that at one time he delighted in killing stragglers.82

A diary written by Ohara Kōtarō, a transport soldier of the Sixteenth Regi-
ment, Sixteenth Division, was slightly different, in that it was more detailed in
its observation of daily activities and also less violent. The content may have
been more moderate because Ohara, like other members of his unarmed trans-
port corps, was not involved in combat and also because he was an idealistic
and well-educated elementary school teacher. Evidently a popular instructor,
Ohara continued to receive letters from his former students and their parents
during his two years of service.83 Like other Japanese soldiers advancing to
Nanjing, he and his fellow soldiers supported themselves by looting, though he
often expressed his guilt as he plundered cattle and crops and devastated farm-
lands.84 Yet when Nanjing was seized, he, too, expressed his gratitude.85 While
Ohara himself never participated in acts of random execution or manslaughter,
he did not evince as much remorse with respect to Chinese soldiers and prison-
ers as he did to the civilians in the villages.86

CONCLUSION

By the late 1930s, although the authorities had succeeded in suppressing per-
ceived leftist and democratic organizations, members of which were generally
sympathetic toward Chinese victims of the war, they were not so successful in
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controlling right-wing organizations. As stated in a confidential report in 1941
by a judge of the Kumamoto District Court, ultranationalist movements in-
creased rapidly in Japanese society after the Manchurian Incident in 1931, in
contrast to the decline of leftist movements.87 Despite the fact that these right-
wing organizations and their supporters often opposed the government and re-
sorted to terrorist acts, such as the assassinations of the May 15 Incident of
1932 and the attempted military coup of the February 26 Incident of 1936, they
were generally supportive of the war effort between July 1937 and the spring of
1939.88 As the undeclared war between China and Japan bogged down, these
ultranationalist organizations aggressively demanded the destruction of the
anti-Japanese government in China and the elimination of British, Soviet, and
American assistance to Chiang Kai-shek. They also denounced existing political
parties and what they called weak-kneed diplomacy (nanjaku gaikō), calling in-
stead for the spread of the Imperial Way (kōdō), or emperor worship, around the
world.89

Under such domestic circumstances, the Nanjing atrocities existed neither
in official Japanese records nor in general public awareness. Many Japanese
were caught up in war fever. Rumors and smuggled documents about the
atrocities in Nanjing were introduced to Japan from China and the United
States in spite of strict censorship. However, a wartime history of the Nanjing
atrocities failed to develop, not merely or even primarily because people in
Japan were prevented from telling the story, but rather because the nation as a
whole was largely unwilling to hear it.

Nevertheless, careful readers were able to read between the lines of author-
ized accounts and learn about the atrocities. For example, Hora Tomio, a histo-
rian born in 1906 who later became a renowned chronicler of the Nanjing
atrocities, always tried to read newspapers critically during the war in search of
truth. Although Hora’s searches sometimes came up empty, he occasionally felt
confident that the censored newspapers had communicated more than the gov-
ernment desired to be known.90 Certainly, newspaper reports of the “killing
contest” and the virtual annihilation of enemy units exposed some of the reali-
ties of war, but the tone of the reports also gave attentive readers a strong sense
of the generally unbridled violence of the campaign.91 By and large, however,
perpetrators and eyewitnesses of the massacre stored their experiences in pri-
vate memories and memoirs, planting the seeds of the subsequent controversy
over the Nanjing Massacre in Japan.
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2

China: Intolerable Atrocities

F
rom 1937 to 1945, the atrocities in Nanjing were by no means the main
symbol of Japanese aggression. The international and domestic political
realities of the time tended to divert attention elsewhere. People in China

experienced indiscriminate bombings, violence against women, chemical and
biological warfare, and other atrocities of war. The rape of Nanjing was not an
isolated incident of Japanese violence, either in the eyes of most Chinese or in
the opinion of the government. The Nanjing atrocities were more prominent in
local than national awareness. 

Although the Nationalist leaders did not ignore the atrocities in Nanjing,
they needed to consider what kind of appeals would produce the most powerful
international effect. While desperately seeking military and economic assis-
tance as well as campaigning to have punitive measures instituted against
Japan, the Nationalist government found Japan’s chemical warfare more politi-
cally useful than Nanjing to stir international outrage against Japan and to per-
suade the international community to take measures to stop Japanese aggres-
sion in China. 

Though the massacre was not the government’s preferred propaganda tool,
many individuals and groups did use print media to communicate the atrocities
in Nanjing to the world public. These writers included Kaji Wataru, a Japanese
national who fled to China and organized the Japanese People’s Antiwar Al-
liance (Nihonjin hansen dōmei) in order to confront Japan’s militarism. At the
same time that the Nationalist government protested Japanese violence to the
leaders of the League of Nations, concerned individuals, both Chinese and non-
Chinese, reached out to their counterparts around the world in order to stop
Japanese violence in China.

27



 

GOVERNMENT APPEAL TO THE LEAGUE

OF NATIONS

The Chinese government first condemned the massacre on the international
stage on February 2, 1938, at the sixth meeting at the 100th Session of the
Council of the League of Nations in Geneva. On that date, Wellington Koo, first
delegate of the Republic of China, reported to the other 15 members of the
council about the atrocities that had occurred in China since the Eighteenth
Assembly in September 1937, when Koo had made an earlier appeal against
Japanese aggression.1 To Koo and other government leaders, the sack of Nan-
jing was one of many atrocities perpetrated by the Japanese military. At this
meeting, as at the previous one, he first highlighted the indiscriminate bom-
bardment of open towns, which had resulted in the mass killings of Chinese
civilians. He stressed that 17 provinces had been bombed and that the victims
were mostly women and children.2

He then went on to describe the atrocities in Nanjing:

In addition, the cruel and barbarous conduct in the occupied areas of
Japanese soldiery, which used to pride itself on its good discipline, has
added to the sufferings and hardships of a war-stricken people and has
shocked the sense of decency and humanity. So many cases of it have
been reported by neutral eyewitnesses and published in the foreign press
that it is hardly necessary to cite evidence here. Suffice it, as an illustra-
tion, to quote a description by the correspondent of the New York Times, re-
ported in The Times of London of December 20, 1937, of the scene of hor-
ror in Nanking following the capture of the city by the Japanese; these are
his succinct words: “Wholesale looting, violation of women, murder of
civilians, eviction of Chinese from their homes, mass executions of war
prisoners, and the impressing of able-bodied men.”

Another authentic account of the atrocities perpetrated by Japanese
soldiers at Nanking and Hangchow, based on the reports and letters of
American professors and missionaries, is to be found in the Daily Tele-
graph and Morning Post of January 28, 1938. The number of Chinese civil-
ians slaughtered at Nanking by Japanese was estimated at 20,000, while
thousands of women, including young girls, were outraged. The Ameri-
can Chairman of the Emergency Committee of Nanking University, writ-
ing to the Japanese Embassy on December 14, 1937, stated in part: “We
urge you, for the sake of the reputation of the Japanese Army and Em-
pire, and for the sake of your own wives, daughters and sisters, to protect
the families of Nanking from the violence of your soldiers.” The cor-
respondent added that “in spite of this appeal, the atrocities continued
unchecked.”3

Koo urged the league to take action to stop Japanese aggression by explain-
ing its threats to vital European and American interests in China. He then al-
luded to the so-called Tanaka Memorial, a forged petition allegedly presented by
Prime Minister Tanaka Giichi to the emperor in July 1927, which purported to
outline Japan’s plan for world domination, beginning with the subjugation of
China and other parts of Asia. Koo argued that the trajectory of Japan’s aggres-
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sion since the Manchurian Incident had conformed to, and therefore estab-
lished the authenticity of, the Tanaka Memorial.4

At the May meeting of the council, after chiding the member states of the
league for having done little to aid China, Koo again protested Japanese atroci-
ties against his country. He did not mention Nanjing in this session. He first
condemned the killing of civilians by indiscriminate bombing and then dis-
closed the use of poison gas by the Japanese military in its efforts to break
through the Shantung front. He continued to stress that the Sino-Japanese con-
flict was not a bilateral but an international problem. The league adopted a
resolution, similar to previous ones but with a new paragraph requesting that
member states submit information concerning Japanese use of toxic gases.5 Al-
though the British representative voted in favor of the resolution, he predicted
that the claim would be proved baseless.6

In September, Koo made a much stronger appeal against Japanese chemical
warfare and indiscriminate bombing to the representatives of the league. Al-
though he mentioned the terrors in Nanjing reported in the European and
American press, he focused his protest on the general methods of the Japanese
army: “Of all the methods of warfare which the Japanese forces have employed
against my country, the gas attacks and the air bombings are the most inhu-
man in character.”7 He estimated the number of victims of Japan’s indiscrimi-
nate bombardments as 10,500 civilians killed and 13,300 wounded between
August 1937 and May 1938.

This emphasis on Japanese chemical warfare and indiscriminate bombard-
ments came at the behest of Chiang Kai-shek. Koo, as well as Quo Taichi, am-
bassador at London, and Tsien Tie, ambassador at Brussels, received a telegram
from the diplomatic section of the Guomindang government on September 3,
1938, requesting that they emphasize “Japan’s inhumane methods [of] warfare
particularly frequent use [of] poison gas.”8

Indeed, the Nationalist government in Chongqing frequently sent letters to
the secretary general of the league informing him of Japanese chemical war-
fare and other actions. A letter dated August 5, 1938, included a report signed
by Dr. H. Talbot, a British surgeon in the Nanchang General Hospital, who con-
cluded that 19 men examined on July 10 and 11, 1938, at the hospital had been
poisoned by a type of mustard or chlorine gas.9 In a letter dated August 24,
1938, Hoo Chitsai, director of the Permanent Office of the Chinese Delegation to
the League of Nations, reported the use of asphyxiating gas on August 22,
causing the deaths of two battalions of men.10 A letter dated September 5,
1938, provided further information on Japanese chemical warfare in China,
documenting 11 gassings by Japanese troops between May and September
1938.11

Although Chinese claims of Japanese chemical warfare in China may have
confused mustard gas (blister gas), asphyxiating gas (choking gas), vomiting
gas, tear gas, and smoke, they were not unfounded. The chief of the general
staff in Tokyo authorized troops in Pingjin to use tear gas as early as July 28,
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1937. On April 11, 1938, Tokyo granted troops in Shenxi the authority to use
vomiting gas. A month later the government extended this permission to in-
clude the use of mustard gas.12 According to the military statistics describing
supplies and actual expenditure on ammunition between July 1937 and No-
vember 1938, the Japanese troops in China used 2,588 canisters of tear gas and
14,271 canisters of vomiting gas from a supply of 92,000 and 80,000 cans
respectively.13

Nearly a year after Koo first sought active support from the members of the
league and secured the adoption of three resolutions, the Chinese government
was still not satisfied with the situation. On September 19, 1938, Koo made a
fourth appeal to the league, urging member states to carry out the previously
adopted resolutions to recommend an embargo against Japan of war supplies
such as oil and raw materials and to supply financial and material aid to
China.14 However, the president of the council proposed only to invite Japan to
discuss ongoing Sino-Japanese disputes. Further Chinese complaints to the
league aimed at securing aid in resisting Japanese aggression proved equally
useless.

Yet Koo never gave up. In September, Koo forwarded a statement to the sec-
retary general titled “Some Recent Data Concerning Japan’s Invasion of China
and Her Conduct of Warfare.”15 It comprised five sections: (1) The Names of
the Invaded Provinces; (2) Railways Seized by Japan; (3) The Outrage at
Nanking; (4) Japan’s Method of Aerial Warfare; (5) Japanese Gas Attacks. The
section dealing with Nanjing mentioned specific figures based largely on a sur-
vey conducted by the Nanjing International Relief Committee. It stated that 74
percent of the 3,250 Chinese killed at Nanjing and 98 percent of the wounded
had been victims of deliberate acts of violence. The statement continued: “The
total number of civilians killed, including those cases not yet verified, was esti-
mated at 20,000; 4,200 Chinese were forcibly taken away under military ar-
rest, most of whom are believed to have been killed. The number of people thus
affected by Japanese acts of massacre and violence represents 1 person in every
23 or one in every five families.”16 In addition, it was estimated that 88 percent
of the buildings in the city had experienced some form of material loss, al-
though only 2 percent of this damage had been caused by military operations.
By contrast, 24 percent of the damage had resulted from fire, 63 percent from
looting, and 11 percent from forcible entry. The report also stated that thou-
sands of women and girls between the ages of 14 and 50 had been sexually
abused.17

Although not mentioning its sources, “Some Recent Data Concerning
Japan’s Invasion of China and Her Conduct of Warfare” depended heavily on a
survey organized by Lewis Smythe, an American professor of sociology at
Nanking University and a member of the Nanking International Relief Com-
mittee, a charity organization that succeeded the International Committee for
the Nanjing Safety Zone.18 His survey, titled War Damage in the Nanking Area
and completed in June 1938, was printed by the Mercury Press of Shanghai in
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the fall of 1938 and included a foreword by Miner Searle Bates, an American
professor of history at Nanking University. In his foreword, Bates expressed his
views on the significance of the devastation in the Nanjing area. He stressed
that Japanese documents and publications were likely to blame the Chinese for
the burning and looting that took place in the city, whereas Chinese documents
would likewise blame the Japanese for the damages there. The committee,
therefore, considered it necessary to conduct a factual survey concerning the
damages in and around Nanjing.19 The pamphlet was not printed for profit; the
committee’s goal was to supply copies of the pamphlet to relief committees
abroad.20

In the survey, Smythe estimated that 12,000 civilians had been killed by vio-
lence in the city and in areas adjacent to its walls.21 Moreover, he reported
30,950 deaths—excluding those of soldiers—in the four and a half counties ad-
jacent to Nanjing.22 Of these, the violence accounted for the deaths of 22,490
males, mostly able-bodied men up to their mid-40s, and 4,380 females, mostly
elderly women.23 According to Smythe, the counties had a population of 1.2
million to 1.3 million before the war, and that figure had decreased to 1.08 mil-
lion by the time of the survey. Each family lost an average of 220 Chinese dol-
lars, during a time when approximate annual income of a farming family was
289 Chinese dollars.24 In addition, 16 percent of the draft animals in the region
had been lost during the war.25

AMERICAN AND EUROPEAN HUMANITARIANS

IN NANJING

Numbers, however, do not fully attest to the experience of the residents of Nan-
jing and its environs, though many did not remain long enough to witness the
full extent of the suffering. The Chinese Nationalist leaders fled from Nanjing to
Chongqing in early December 1937, but the devastation in Nanjing continued
even after February 1938.26 The foreigners who stayed in Nanjing sought to res-
cue its residents and to win international support for their efforts by publicizing
their devastation and suffering. Smythe’s survey in particular was aimed at
achieving this objective. The Nanjing International Relief Committee sponsored
two more surveys after Smythe’s in order to provide accurate information on the
violence and its aftermath: Crop Investigation in the Nanking Area and Sundry Eco-
nomic Data and The Nanking Population: Employment, Earnings and Expenditures.
The former, a brief survey conducted by six investigators in the summer and au-
tumn of 1938, was a systematic study of the conditions of crops. The latter dis-
cussed family conditions in Nanjing during the winter of 1938–39. It concluded
that 16 percent of all families in Nanjing had no male head (as compared with 8
percent in the prewar period) and that the employment rate was only 27 percent.
As the study stressed, most of the people in Nanjing continued to suffer from
poverty more than a year after the fall of Nanjing.27

John Rabe, a German who was the chairman of the International Commit-
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tee for the Nanjing Safety Zone, provided a shelter for hundreds of refugees in
his own garden in Nanjing and made every effort to save people during the
weeks after the fall of the city. After returning to Germany, he tried to publicize
the situation in China. In May 1938 he gave five lectures about the sufferings of
the people in Nanjing and showed a film by John Magee, chairman of the Nan-
jing Branch of the International Red Cross, which documented Japanese atroci-
ties. Believing that German leaders would offer their help if only they knew
what was going on in Nanjing, he sent a copy of his lecture to Hitler in hopes
that something would be done to save the people of China. But Nazi authorities
soon prohibited Rabe’s lectures and confiscated the film, presumably because
they did not want to jeopardize their relations with Imperial Japan.28

George Fitch, associate general secretary of the Foreign YMCA of Nanjing,
circulated a 9,500-word letter to his friends in Shanghai and abroad that de-
tailed his observations in Nanjing between December 10 and December 31,
1937.29 The letter began:

What I am about to relate is anything but a pleasant story; in fact, it is so
very unpleasant that I cannot recommend anyone without a strong stom-
ach to read it. For it is a story of such crime and horror as to be almost un-
believable, the story of the depredations of a horde of degraded criminals
of incredible bestiality, who have been, and now are, working their will,
unrestrained, on a peaceful, kindly, law-abiding people. Yet it is a story
which I feel must be told, even if it is seen by only a few. I cannot rest until
I have told it, and perhaps fortunately, I am one of a very few who are in a
position to tell it. It is not complete—only a small part of the whole; and
God alone knows when it will be finished. I pray it may be soon—but I am
afraid it is going to go on for many months to come, not just here but in
other parts of China. I believe it has no parallel in modern history.30

Fitch’s letter is strongly worded and emotionally powerful. Whether or not the
events it describes are truly without parallel in modern history, there is no ques-
tioning that Fitch himself believed that what he had seen was uniquely horri-
ble. With the highest urgency, he appealed to his friends to help save the resi-
dents of Nanjing.

NANJING VERSUS CHINA

Fitch’s letter was included in What War Means: Japanese Terror in China written
by Harold Timperley, a correspondent for the Manchester Guardian in China,
who was also active in publicizing Japanese atrocities in China to the world. The
book was circulated in China, England, France, Japan, and the United States.31

Timperley cited Fitch’s letter virtually in its entirety, deleting only the names of
informants, including Fitch’s own.32 In addition to the detailed description of
the Nanjing atrocities, which comprised nearly half of the book, he also dis-
cussed terrors in North China (Beijing and Tianjin), Shanghai, and the Yangtze
Delta (Suzhou, Wuhu, Hangzhou, and Wuxi), from the beginning of the Sino-
Japanese hostilities in July 1937 to February 1938.
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Timperley provided estimates of casualties, but his report was rather confus-
ing. At the beginning of the book, he stated that “at least 300,000 Chinese mili-
tary casualties for the Central China campaign alone and a like number of civil-
ian casualties were suffered.”33 At another point, he insisted that more than
300,000 Chinese civilians were killed in the Yangtze Delta, part of Central
China, between August and November 1937.34 Even if its figures were not per-
fectly accurate, the book provided vivid narratives of suffering in Japanese-
occupied areas, quoting personal letters, newspaper reports, and eyewitness ac-
counts written by local and foreign residents. Timperley differed with members
of the International Relief Committee and International Committee for the
Safety Zone in that his most pressing goal was to elicit financial and military as-
sistance for China as a whole rather than for Nanjing in particular.

Shuhsi Hsu also aimed to bring international assistance to China by expos-
ing readers to sufferings in Central and North China in English-language
books. In the Documents of the Nanking Safety Zone he compiled, he presented his
readers with nearly 70 pleas and protests made by the International Committee
for the Nanjing Safety Zone to the Japanese authorities between December 14,
1937, and February 19, 1938.35 The book, which consisted of letters and re-
ports written by the members, illustrated the efforts of the members of the
committee to save lives of the people in Nanjing. Hsu also wrote Japan and
Shanghai, The War Conduct of the Japanese, Three Weeks of Canton Bombing, A
Digest of Japanese War Conduct, and A New Digest of Japanese War Conduct.36

Through these English-language books, he informed readers of sufferings in
Central and North China.

Similarly, Wellington Koo and other Chinese leaders were more concerned
about the situation in China overall rather than in Nanjing alone. Soon after
the seizure of Nanjing, they learned of the atrocities there: on December 23,
1937, Koo received a telegram from his government informing him of the sys-
tematic killing of 50,000 people in four days.37 A second telegram reached him
on December 26, 1937, stating that the Japanese atrocities in Nanjing “stag-
ger[ed] human imagination.” The report confirmed to Koo’s satisfaction the au-
thenticity of a story printed in the New York Times.38 Because the military
struggle against Japan continued after the fall of Nanjing, Koo’s main concern
was to stop the aggressor and to stir world public opinion against Japanese in-
vasion. After receiving a copy of Timperley’s book from the author, Koo had his
counselor write him a letter congratulating him on his work to “further en-
lighten world opinion on Japanese ruthlessness and enable it to take more con-
crete measures to outlaw the aggressor.”39

Kaji Wataru, the Japanese proletarian writer who wrote the foreword to the
Japanese edition of Timperley’s What War Means, confessed in his introduction
that he was not too surprised to learn of the Japanese atrocities in Nanjing. Kaji
regarded the bloodshed as an unavoidable consequence of Japan’s aggressive
foreign policies since the early 1930s. Unless Japanese imperial policies were
crushed, the moral values of the nation would never be redeemed from corrup-
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tion.40 Unlike so many other Japanese, Kaji never yielded in his resistance
against the Japanese imperialism despite intense hardships. 

CHINA AND KAJI WATARU

After spending two years in a Japanese prison for violation of the Peace Preser-
vation Law, Kaji was released on bail in 1935. When he emerged from confine-
ment, he found that his leftist friends had mysteriously disappeared and that ar-
ticles in the press were grotesque distortions of the true political situation.
Although he was not sure what he could do in China, he could not bear merely
to observe Japan’s war preparations and not act.41 In 1936, he fled to Shanghai,
where he met Chinese intellectuals, many of whom had studied in Japan, in-
cluding Lu Xun. In mid-August 1937, when Japanese and Chinese forces col-
lided in Shanghai, Kaji requested Song Qingling (the widow of Sun Yat-sen) to
ask Chiang Kai-shek if he could work for the Chinese Nationalist govern-
ment.42 The Nanjing government made no reply for more than three months,
during which time Kaji and his wife were hiding in Shanghai, trying to elude
both the hostile Chinese public and the Japanese military police and its local
collaborators. Spurned by Chiang, the Kajis depended on American, Chinese,
and New Zealander friends for their daily survival.43

In November, after Kaji and his wife escaped to Hong Kong, where he con-
tributed articles opposing Japanese aggression in China to leftist media outlets
such as Xinhua ribao, Jiuwang ribao, and Qiyue. Chen Cheng, who learned about
Kaji’s articles from Zhou Enlai and Guo Moruo, invited Kaji to Wuhan.44 He ar-
rived in Wuhan in March 1938 and delivered a speech to the Association for
Chinese Anti-Imperialist Literary Artists (Zhongguo Kangdi Wenyuijia Xiehui)
in which he declared that the day would come when Japanese and Chinese peo-
ple together would fight against Japan’s despotic militarism.45

In Wuhan, Kaji began to carry out his long-deferred plan of reeducating
Japanese prisoners of war in China and organizing a group of them to confront
Japanese militarism. In the beginning, his task was very challenging. Kaji ob-
served that few Chinese leaders believed that Japanese soldiers could be reedu-
cated. Japanese soldiers, who thought that their lives would be finished if they
became prisoners, tended to fight to the death. These soldiers knew that the
Japanese government as well as Japanese society would treat prisoners as “so-
cial outcasts” (hikagemono) and that they and their family members and rela-
tives would be persecuted. In addition, the Chinese general public, given their
hatred toward “Japanese devils,” often beat Japanese prisoners to death.46

The Nationalist government finally ratified Kaji’s plan in May 1939, and a
POW camp was built in Guilin in July. Kaji selected 11 Japanese prisoners out of
some fifty inmates, with whom he lived and studied for about a month. On De-
cember 25, 1939, the group established the Japanese People’s Antiwar Alliance
(Nihonjin hansen dōmei) and left for Kunlunguan in the northern part of Nan-
ning. During the night of December 29, facing Japanese troops about 300 me-
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ters away, they sent their first antiwar message through a loudspeaker. Kaji
knew that these troops had not returned to Japan since July 1937 and that, by
1939, most of the original members of the units had been killed and replaced.
Therefore, the speaker focused on the wastefulness of Japan’s military leaders
and their needless sacrifice of the nation’s soldiers. He reminded the troops of
their families back home, eagerly waiting their safe return. He asked the troops
whether it was their will to impose suffering on the Chinese people. The Japa-
nese troops at first responded with machine-gun fire, but soon they stopped fir-
ing and listened. The alliance concluded that its efforts had significantly dam-
aged morale among the Japanese troops.47

As Guomindang-Communist relations deteriorated, the Nationalist govern-
ment ordered Kaji to dissolve the group on August 25, 1941. Fearing that mem-
bers of the alliance were overly sympathetic to communism, the government
demanded that they be “reeducated.” All the members except Kaji and his wife
were transported to a POW camp in Zhenyuan. Kaji and his wife were ordered
to reside in Chongqing, where an office was provided to them.48 Kaji’s goal of
destroying Japanese militarism, however, was carried on by his allies and fol-
lowers. Nosaka Sanzō (Okano Susumu), a Japanese Communist sent from
Moscow to Yenan in 1941, was still leading branches of the alliance in North
China, and the Chinese Communists continued their support of the alliance. In
North China, some 200 members under Nosaka actively engaged in antiwar
operations against the Japanese military. They broke into communication lines
among the Japanese troops; scattered antiwar leaflets; appealed to the soldiers’
homesickness and sympathy through loudspeakers; and sent “comfort bags”
containing soap, underwear, and antigovernment and pacifist messages to the
soldiers.49 In North China, an ally of the alliance known as the Korean Volun-
tary Army also actively fought against the Japanese military to gain Korean 
independence.50

CONCLUSION

As the Japanese military faced increasing opposition from guerrilla forces 
in China, it employed more violence to suppress this resistance. From 1940 on,
the Japanese army in northern China implemented the so-called “Three-Alls
Operation”—burn all, kill all, and loot all—an operation that reached its peak
in 1942–43.51 While many observers in Nanjing would have agreed that the
atrocities there were a prime example of wartime brutality of the Japanese mili-
tary in China, the Chiang Kai-shek government at the time regarded Nanjing as
only one of many such outrages visited on the nation by the Imperial Japanese
Army. As in 1938, the government leaders felt that Japan’s most inhumane ac-
tions were its gas attacks and aerial bombings. 

It was only after the war, when atrocities against civilians received much
more international attention, that Nanjing became the principal emblem of
atrocities committed in China. In the late 1930s, before the full fury of the Nazi
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Holocaust and the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, outrages against
civilian populations were not generally regarded as the most heinous acts of
war. Therefore, the Chinese government saw little point in exploiting memories
of Nanjing. Because China’s principal appeal at the League of Nations was to
European powers that could recall gas and air attacks from World War I, it
made sense to emphasize similar current assaults by the Japanese military. 
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3

United States: The “Rape of Nanking”

A
fter the Manchurian Incident of 1931, Japan’s popularity among the
American public declined rapidly. When Americans learned about the
brutal Japanese attack on Shanghai in January 1932, a movement to boy-

cott Japanese goods gained support, even though the proposed ban was never
instituted.1 When the undeclared war began in July 1937, American and Euro-
pean correspondents relayed detailed reports of the situation in China. Al-
though pro-Japanese accounts were also circulated, those that stressed Japa-
nese atrocities in China were much more popular in the United States. By the
summer of 1939, the sympathies of those Americans who paid attention to
such matters lay with China rather than Japan. 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the brutalities in Nanjing symbolized 
for Americans the cruelty and barbarism not just of the Japanese military, but
of the Japanese people as a whole. Unlike in Japan or China, the “Rape of
Nanking,” as Americans labeled it, was already recognized by many in the
United States as a symbol of Japanese cruelty. Although Japanese military
atrocities of all kinds may have inflamed the American public, the images of
executions and random killings of Chinese civilians and soldiers alike with
bayonets and swords seem to have supplied a particularly volatile fuel for the
anti-Japanese imagination, perhaps because they called to mind stereotypical
images of the feudal and barbaric Japanese samurai warrior. When China be-
came America’s ally and Japan became its enemy, the definition of “Japanese
atrocities” applied inclusively to acts perpetrated against Chinese as well as
Americans. Indeed, any Japanese display of force in Asia was seen as illegiti-
mate, and casualties inflicted on Americans and Chinese populations, regard-
less of the circumstances, were likely to be viewed as atrocities.
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REPORTS AND PUBLICATIONS ON NANJING

In the United States, the atrocities in Nanjing were reported firsthand in news-
papers such as the New York Times, the New York Post, the Washington Post, and
the Chicago Daily News.2 Tilman Durdin, a New York Times correspondent who
was in Nanjing, reported the fall of the city and the killings of civilians in the
December 18, 1937, edition of the newspaper. In the article, he insisted that
Japan had lost a rare opportunity to gain Chinese support and respect when it
committed wholesale atrocities and vandalism. He wrote of mass executions of
Chinese soldiers, possibly including civilians, of streets scattered with the dead
bodies of women, elderly men, and children, and of citywide looting by the
Japanese military.3

Durdin’s second detailed report appeared on January 9, 1938. He included
vivid day-by-day descriptions of events from December 6 to December 13, 1937,
and found “little glory for either side in the battle of Nanking.” On the one
hand, he condemned the arson by the retreating Chinese military and de-
nounced General Tang Shengzhi and his aides, who fled on December 12 and
left their subordinates trapped within the walled city.4 On the other hand, he
protested the many incidents of killing, looting, rape, and arson by the Japanese
military during and after the seizure of the city.5

Archibald T. Steele, a Chicago Daily News correspondent who was also in
Nanjing, offered his account of the atrocities in the newspaper’s editions of De-
cember 15, 17, and 18, 1937. Like Durdin, Steele emphasized that Japan had lost
an opportunity by failing to win support from the residents in the captured
capital. He also reported executions of hundreds of Chinese by the Japanese
military; dead bodies piled up almost five feet high at the Xiaguang Gate; Japa-
nese looting of American properties and destruction of American flags; Japa-
nese bayonetings of innocent civilians; and the bravery of American missionar-
ies who stayed in Nanjing to help the Chinese residents.6 Steele acknowledged
that he had observed only a fraction of the army’s depredations; nevertheless,
he had seen enough to be filled with a sense of sadness, cruelty, horror, and
pain.7

Durdin estimated that at least 33,000 Chinese were killed, whereas Steele 
estimated that between 5,000 and 20,000 people were killed in Nanjing.8 In
these articles, the duration of the Nanjing atrocities was a week or less, and the
scope of the reports confined to the area inside and around the walled city. To
Durdin, unrestrained brutalities and cruelties in Nanjing could be “compared
only with the vandalism in the Dark Ages in Europe or the medieval Asiatic
conquerors.”9

These newspaper articles are examples of the media coverage of atrocities in
Nanjing available to the American public. In addition, Timperley’s What War
Means: Japanese Terror in China, Smythe’s War Damage in the Nanking Area, and
Shuhsi Hsu’s Documents of the Nanking Safety Zone were also circulated in the
United States.10 Numerous publications, from Reader’s Digest to Life magazine,
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informed the American public of Japanese atrocities in Nanjing and other parts
of China. By mid-1939 a majority of the American public favored China over
Japan in the conflict. According to a Gallup Poll, 43 percent of respondents an-
swered that their sympathies lay with China in August 1937, a figure that rose
to 74 percent in May 1939.11 Sympathy for Japan remained unchanged at 2
percent from August 1937 to May 1939.12

UNDECLARED WAR OVER PUBLIC OPINION

In the United States, China and Japan waged an undeclared war for American
public support. Although they failed to gain significant support, Japanese pro-
pagandists as well as Japan sympathizers publicized their views in the United
States. The Foreign Affairs Association of Japan published pamphlets that un-
derscored the supposed legitimacy of Japan’s struggle against China. After the
military conflict began between the two nations, accounts of Chinese atrocities
came forth from the association’s presses.13 For example, its What Happened at
Tunchow [Tongzhou]? included photographs of destroyed buildings and dead
bodies as well as newspaper reports that condemned Chinese atrocities against
civilians.14 Hino Ashihei’s Wheat and Soldiers (Mugi to heitai), a 1938 bestseller
in Japan which described lives of soldiers who participated in the Battle of
Xuzhou, was published in English in 1939.15 Hokuseido press printed books
that insisted that Japan had behaved justly and that China itself was responsi-
ble for any injustices in the region.16 People such as A. F. Thomas, an English-
man who sympathized with the Japanese government, gave lectures in the
United States and England for five months in 1937–38, arguing that many were
prejudiced against Japan.17

None of these pro-Japanese works had wide currency in the United States. In
contrast, mass media (such as Time, Life, and Fortune), humanitarian organiza-
tions (such as the American Committee in Aid of Chinese Industrial Coopera-
tives, the China Aid Council, and the Church Committee for China Relief), and
public figures—such as Madame Chiang Kai-shek (Song Meiling), Pearl Buck,
and Henry Luce—all argued the righteousness of the Chinese position. Luce’s
magazines, Time, Life, and Fortune, together had approximately 3.8 million sub-
scribers in 1941. The United China Relief, which was founded in 1941 and ab-
sorbed eight existing independent relief organizations, succeeded in raising
$3.25 million in 1941. And Song Meiling became the first Chinese citizen and
the second woman to speak before Congress when she traveled in the United
States in 1943.18

NANJING AFTER PEARL HARBOR

After the Pearl Harbor attack, authors who emphasized alleged Japanese racial
characteristics and natural “uniqueness” began to flourish. One example is
Harold Timperley’s Japan: A World Problem, published in 1942. Timperley in-
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sisted that “megalomaniacal ideas have been working in the blood of the Japa-
nese, not merely for generations, but for centuries.”19 He believed that the on-
going military conflict between Japan and the West was irreconcilable and that
few were paying attention to the psychological forces that were driving the
Japanese to world domination. He stressed that a feudal bushidō mentality,
which prevented Japan from accepting Christian values and Western democ-
racy, remained strong in Japan.20

In 1942, a 120-page paperback titled Our Enemy was published by James
Young, who had been imprisoned in Japan for two months in 1940. He empha-
sized that the Japanese “duplicat[ed] all Nazi brutalities, exceed[ed] them, and
add[ed] a whole satanic range of their own peculiar cruelties.”21 According to
Young, among the many Japanese mass atrocities (from the indiscriminate
bombings in China, to Pearl Harbor, to atrocities in Manila), those committed
against Nanjing were the worst. In addition, he warned that Japan had long
planned this war and that Japanese-Americans were agents of Japan whose
task was to aid in a Japanese invasion of the United States. He claimed that no
matter where they lived, the Japanese were nationalistic and followed instruc-
tions from Tokyo. He not only supported the internment of Japanese descen-
dants in California, but also advocated a tougher policy toward all Japanese in
American territories.22

Academics also interpreted matters from a standpoint of ethnicity. Some
stressed the uniqueness of Japanese culture and character and tried to under-
stand Japanese atrocities from this perspective. In April 1942, “Japan: Beauty
and the Beast” appeared in Amerasia, a left liberal scholarly journal for special-
ists of Asian studies in the United States, Great Britain, Japan, and the Soviet
Union.23 In the article, Bradford Smith, who taught at Rikkyō University and
Imperial University of Tokyo between 1931 and 1936, attempted to explain how
the Japanese could at the same time be both gentle, family-loving people and
the inhuman barbarians who had assaulted Nanjing.24 To him, the typical
Japanese married man—whom he called “Watanabe-san” for the purpose of
the article—would be “loyal to his family, fond of his home, sensitive to art 
and nature, clean, patient, enduring, [and] courteous” at home.25 Yet, he ar-
gued, the same person could commit atrocities.26 According to Smith, nine fac-
tors in the Japanese “racial” background combined to explain the behavior of
“Watanabe-san”: 

(1) moral training restricted to family and national loyalty; (2) the notion
of their unique divinity setting them apart from the rest of mankind; (3)
the inferiority psychosis; (4) fear and hatred of individualism; (5) disre-
gard for the value of human life; (6) unbridled sexuality; (7) the back-
ground of head-hunting; (8) the release from cramping social restrictions;
(9) the lack of a religious literature based upon ethical and spiritual prin-
ciples worthy of respect.27

Other scholars, however, found Smith’s approach unenlightening. In the
June 1942 issue of Amerasia, Smith’s viewpoint was assailed by two articles, one
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of which was “Japan: Neither Beauty nor Beast,” written by A. Grajdanzev, a
research associate of the Institute of Pacific Relations.28 Although Grajdanzev
agreed that Smith’s points were true for a certain group in Japan then in power,
he found none of Smith’s nine factors specifically Japanese or connected to
Japanese heredity.29 To Grajdanzev, the issue was not a racial question, but a
social phenomenon that could be altered by a change of social forces inside
Japan; otherwise, there would be no hope of future peace with Japan.30

In the other article contesting Smith’s claims, William Holland, interna-
tional research secretary of the Institute of Pacific Relations, also underscored
that many of the Japanese attitudes and habits described by Smith were 
not racially inherited.31 Afraid that Smith’s article would lead readers to con-
clude that Japanese were intractable by nature, Holland argued that the cur-
rent Japanese attitudes and habits were systematically inculcated. The principal
source of this indoctrination had been the educational system, which could be
changed.32 As for the Japanese atrocities in Nanjing and elsewhere, Holland ar-
gued that one should not seek explanations in the Japanese character and that
a small group of leaders were responsible since the atrocities were mostly or-
ganized and deliberate.33

In contrast to the many emotional and simplistic publications in circulation,
editors of Amerasia challenged the myth of “Japaneseness” and emphasized
pluralism in Japanese society. As the war deepened, the tone of Amerasia’s an-
tiracist message became increasingly firm. In the issue of April 1, 1943, the
journal raised the question of whether there was another Japan that bore no re-
semblance to the imperialist monolith that haunted the Western imagination.
In a review of seven books about Japanese social structure, an anonymous au-
thor expressed disbelief in the argument, advanced in most of the books, that
all Japanese thought and acted alike and differed as a group from all other peo-
ples.34 The writer singled out John Embree’s The Japanese as providing authori-
tative evidence refuting Japanese uniqueness.35 In November 1943, the anony-
mous editor of the journal again raised the question of whether there was
another Japan. In the issue, the editor strongly objected to the theories of John
Goette, the author of Japan Fights for Asia, and Sydney Greenbie, the author of
Asia Unbound, both of whom emphasized Japanese racial uniqueness.36 In
order to challenge the racial theory, the editor this time called attention to Japa-
nese Americans fighting for the United States on the Italian front. He also intro-
duced Yashima Taro’s The New Sun, in which the author described his prison life
in Japan and friendship with his cellmates, many of whom were also being held
as political prisoners.37

CONCLUSION

The views advocated by Amerasia did not succeed in slowing the overwhelming
current of anti-Japanese emotion in the United States. The Japanese atrocities
in Nanjing contributed to the image of inherent Japanese cruelty, as the stories
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about Nanjing were coupled with information about other atrocities. During
World War II many Americans supported this monolithic perception of the
Japanese, and opinion polls consistently showed that 10 to 13 percent of respon-
dents desired the extermination of the Japanese as a people.38

In both Japan and China, the enormity of the Asia-Pacific War as a whole
and expediencies of wartime domestic politics contributed to the general exclu-
sion of the Nanjing atrocities from national memory. Ironically, it was in the
United States that the atrocities had the greatest initial influence on popular
perceptions. The same events that triggered relatively little immediate outcry in
Asia resounded more loudly on the other side of the world; they not only in-
flamed public opinion against Japan, but also proved useful to those who chose
to highlight the alleged Japanese psyche and its supposedly unique capacity for
cruelty.

These understandings of Nanjing that were publicized through the mass
media in the United States during the war played a central role in establishing
an American orthodoxy on the subject of Nanjing. When the war ended and
Americans arrived in Japan as the liberators of the Japanese people from their
oppressive leaders, the American interpretation of Nanjing was exported to
Japan and contributed to educating Japanese. In wartime America, literature
on Nanjing emphasized the unique cruelty of the entire Japanese population,
but in occupied Japan, this literature served to enlighten its citizens about the
practices of their military. As in the wartime United States, a substantial role in
spreading awareness of the Nanjing Massacre among the Japanese public was
played by the media.
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4

Japan: Confronting the 
Nanjing Massacre

I
n the years that immediately followed the Asia-Pacific War, Japanese aware-
ness of the Nanjing atrocities was deeply influenced by external forces, princi-
pally the social and political reforms imposed by the American occupation,

and the geopolitical tensions of the nascent Cold War. Whereas American policy
early in the period called for the condemnation of wartime Japanese leaders,
mounting fears of socialism and communism later impelled the United States to
ally itself with the same conservative forces it had initially sought to discredit. As
American foreign policy followed this so-called reverse course, a parallel reversal
became visible in the history and memory of the Nanjing Massacre.

Unlike in the period prior to 1945, the Nanjing Massacre became a subject of
broad discussion in Japan once the occupation began. When the occupational
forces arrived, they brought with them American perceptions of Japan’s conduct
during the war. Images of scenes like the atrocities in Nanjing quickly became
part of a public Japanese understanding of history. The Supreme Commander for
Allied Powers (SCAP) fostered the integration of Nanjing into Japan’s official his-
tory and, along with its exposure of Japan’s other wartime actions, actively dis-
closed the facts of the outrage in Nanjing. Public awareness spread among Japa-
nese through newspapers, radio programs, textbooks, and the International
Military Tribunal for the Far East, better known as the Tokyo Trial. The war-weary
people accepted these narratives of wartime brutality, and issues of war responsi-
bility were publicly debated in the period immediately following the defeat.

GREATER FREEDOM THROUGH CENSORSHIP

Within two weeks after Emperor Hirohito’s message of surrender was an-
nounced, American troops landed in Japan. Because of occupation initiatives,
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Japanese gained a freedom that stood in stark contrast to their wartime experi-
ence. This freedom nonetheless remained a limited, supervised one. In mid-
September 1945, the occupations’ Civil Censorship Detachment (CCD) issued a
press code, ostensibly intended to educate the Japanese media in the responsi-
bilities and meaning of a free press. The code required the Japanese press to
meet 10 strict guidelines to adhere to “the truth.” Just as the Japanese govern-
ment had strictly prohibited news media from criticizing its war effort, the CCD
ordered journalists not to mention “false or destructive criticism” of the Allied
Powers, their wartime policies, or the American occupational policies. In the
eyes of the CCD, no piece that included such material could be considered a
“true” news story.1

On the same day the code was issued, Asahi shinbun, which had denounced
the use of atomic bombs against civilians and crimes by American soldiers after
their arrival in Japan, was ordered to suspend publication for 48 hours.2 The
CCD maintained that the Asahi articles would disturb the public tranquility and
could be categorized as false or destructive criticism of the Allied Powers.3 It
was, however, acceptable for Japanese media to be critical of Japan, the war,
and Japanese wartime military leaders. On September 17, 1945, after the Allies
released stories of Japanese atrocities in the Philippines to the Japanese media,
the Asahi editorial commented that the war had been shameful and blamed
military leaders, particularly Tōjō Hideki, for dictatorial wartime politics.4 The
Asahi editorial on December 7, 1945, the fourth anniversary of Pearl Harbor,
suggested that Japanese policies since the Manchurian Incident had been en-
tirely mistaken and that the devastation and suffering inflicted on the nation
were inevitable outcomes of Japan’s wartime acts.5 A week later, the editor
urged every Japanese to be critical of the war and to recognize the domestic and
international crimes that the nation had committed. It also stressed that Japan
must be reborn and make its best efforts to rid the world of war.6

Asahi’s newly self-critical attitude should not be read as insincere. A survey
conducted by the United States Strategic Bombing Survey between November
10 and December 29, 1945, found that an overwhelming number of the Japa-
nese interviewed for the survey answered that they were better off currently
than during the war and reacted favorably to the occupation.7 The survey also
discovered that the most frequent suggestion received from participants was to
change Japan into a peaceful, more democratic nation, free at last from mili-
tarism.8 A majority of the Japanese citizens indeed supported the occupation
and its reforms. Yet American reformers carefully directed the news media to
inform the public of the evils of wartime militarism while suppressing criti-
cisms against the occupation. 

REVISIONS AND BLACKENED TEXTBOOKS

Japanese government organs such as the Ministry of Education also came
under occupation authority. On September 20, 1945, less than a month after
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Gen. Douglas MacArthur arrived in Japan to assume leadership of the occupa-
tion, the ministry issued an order to delete or revise certain sections in text-
books, especially in ethics, national history, and geography. Materials that em-
phasized arms and defense, that intended to stir patriotism, that might disturb
international cooperation and friendly relations, or that significantly misrepre-
sented the current situation under the occupation were subject to deletion or
revision.9 In classrooms, the same teachers who once had demanded that their
students become loyal patriots now made their students either black out sen-
tences or tear out pages based on the ministry’s new guidelines.10

On December 31, 1945, SCAP prohibited the teaching of ethics, national his-
tory, and geography altogether. By November 1946, geography and national
history were again allowed in schools, and a two-volume national history text-
book for elementary schools, The Course of the Nation (Kuni no ayumi), which
had been approved by SCAP, was published in September 1946.11 Because na-
tional history, geography, and ethics were combined into social studies from
April 1947, The Course of the Nation was only used for a short period.12 None-
theless, the second volume of The Course of the Nation, which covered events
from the Tokugawa period to the end of the Asia-Pacific War, presented Japa-
nese wartime history quite differently from previous national history textbooks.
Concerning the China Incident, it stated:

Six years after the Manchurian Incident, the China Incident occurred. In
July 1937, at the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing, a fight between Japanese
and Chinese forces suddenly began. Our army immediately advanced its
forces and occupied Beijing. Then, [the army] took Qingdao and Shanghai
as well as ravaging Nanjing. [The Japanese forces] occupied such impor-
tant places as Guangdong, Wuchang, and Hankou.13

According to the textbook, it was the military that had dragged Japan into
an unwanted war. “Although the government made every effort to end the inci-
dent and to maintain friendly relations with China, the military rapidly en-
larged the fighting. Like a stone gathering momentum as it rolls down a slope,
the incident got out of hand.”14 On the subject of the defeat, the text stated: 

Our country was defeated. Japanese people suffered greatly during the
war. The military, which suppressed the people and waged reckless war,
caused this unhappiness. . . .

Under General MacArthur, the Allied Powers occupied Japan. This
occupation was aimed at establishing public order in Japan, destroying the
military, completely overthrowing militarist ideologies, giving freedom to
the people, and rebuilding Japan into a democracy. . . .

The government and the people have been working together to build
a peaceful Japan in order to carry out the goal set by SCAP. . . .

A new politics has begun. Now, truly, the people must combine their
efforts in order to make Japan a democratic nation.15

Although the discussion was very brief, this textbook explained for the first
time that Japanese troops had ravaged (arasu) Nanjing. History books for junior
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high school and high school students published by the Ministry of Education in
1946 stated: “Atrocities in Nanjing, committed by our military when it occupied
the city in December, served to stiffen the resistance of the Chinese people.”16

Written in an elliptical style that characterizes schoolbooks the world over,
these texts did not contain extensive discussions of the massacre and other
Japanese wartime atrocities. However, even these brief treatments revealed the
desire, shared by SCAP and the Japanese authors of the textbooks, to educate
the people about these atrocities and to inculcate the occupation’s perspective
on the war.

ENLIGHTENING THE PUBLIC: THE NANJING

MASSACRE IN THE PRESS

While censoring the press, the American authorities also initiated an effort to
educate the Japanese people about their version of the history of the Pacific
War. Beginning on December 8, 1945, four years to the day (local time) after 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the first installment of “The History of the
Pacific War” (Taiheiyō sensō shi) appeared in all national newspapers. The 
articles, written by Bradford Smith, author of “Japan: Beauty and the Beast”
(1942) who was then working for the U.S. Office of War Information, was serial-
ized for 10 days.17 NHK Radio also broadcast a serial program on the history of
the Pacific War titled “Now It Can Be Told” (Shinsō wa kōda) from December 9,
1945, to February 10, 1946.18 According to “The History of the Pacific War,”
neither Hirohito nor the ordinary public bore any blame for the war. Rather, the
military leaders were solely responsible for the abuses of power, the depriva-
tions of the people’s freedom, the inhumane treatments of civilians and prison-
ers of war, and other violence that had occurred during the war. Of all the
crimes that the military leaders committed, the worst had been the suppression
of truth that had followed the enforcement of the Peace Preservation Law in
1925. According to Smith’s history, it was against Hirohito’s will to launch a
surprise attack on Pearl Harbor.19 In short, the facile script approved by the
Civil Information and Education (CIE) emphasized that both innocent ordinary
people and Hirohito had been deceived by the military leaders. Tōjō and his al-
lies bore the blame for establishing despotism and dragging Japan into a devas-
tating defeat.20

Although Smith’s series never criticized Allied wartime policies and actions,
it offered a critical view of the Japanese wartime policies and atrocities that the
people in Japan could never have read in authorized publications during the
war. The articles included descriptions of such atrocities as the Nanjing Mas-
sacre and the Bataan Death March. In “The History of the Pacific War,” the
atrocities in Nanjing (Nankin ni okeru akugyaku) were described as follows:

On December 7, the Japanese army began its attack on the outlying vicini-
ties of Nanjing. One week later, prompted by fierce Chinese resistance in
Shanghai, the anger of the Japanese army exploded in Nanjing, and the
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soldiers committed horrible atrocities. According to witnesses who in-
sisted that the atrocities in Nanjing were the worst in modern history,
more than 20,000 men, women, children were confirmed to have been
murdered. For four weeks, Nanjing was a city drenched in blood, and
human bodies lay scattered on the streets. Under such conditions, the
Japanese army became still more brutal and inflicted a variety of suffer-
ings upon civilians, committing murder and other atrocities.21

The description given in “The History of the Pacific War” thus reflected an
American understanding of the Nanjing Massacre, and this is what was dis-
seminated in the mass media to educate the Japanese populace.

ATROCITIES IN THE “SACRED WAR”: THE TOKYO

TRIAL AND THE NANJING MASSACRE

Through national and local mass media, the citizens learned for the first time
the details of Japan’s wartime atrocities, including the Nanjing Massacre. The
International Military Tribunal for the Far East (1946–48), which tried 28 Japa-
nese wartime leaders, significantly contributed to publicizing the gruesome 
stories of Nanjing. On July 25, 1946, one of the nine prosecution witnesses in
regard to the Nanjing atrocities, Dr. Robert Wilson of the University of the Nan-
jing Hospital, testified before the court. Newspaper articles offered detailed 
accounts of these witnesses, often with stunning headlines such as “Children
Also Brutalized; Dr. Wilson Discloses the Nanjing Atrocities”; “Women and
Children Also Perished; Atrocities in Nanjing Revealed”; and “Shoot to Kill If
You See Them; Mr. Xu Chuanyin Testifies.”22

On July 30, 1946, the press reported the testimony of Miner Bates, a profes-
sor of history at Nanking University, who estimated that 12,000 noncombat-
ants were slaughtered within the walled city alone and some 20,000 rapes oc-
curred in the month after Japanese troops seized Nanjing.23 On the following
day, reflecting on the massacre, Yomiuri shinbun’s editorial stated:

Newspaper correspondents accompanying the army that captured Nan-
jing were more or less aware of the atrocities by the army. They witnessed
innumerable atrocities during the so-called “sacred war,” which was in
fact a war of aggression. Yet they dared not remonstrate to the military,
deeming it wiser to shut their eyes and to excuse the brutality as an un-
avoidable wartime evil. The irresponsibility of war correspondents, our-
selves included, is reprehensible in its disregard of humanity.

Despite the fact that the military committed unspeakable brutalities,
the government issued a statement declaring that Japan would consider
Chinese people its friends. Such contradictory actions were characteristic
of all Japanese policies on China, resulting in spreading hostility toward
Japanese among Chinese people. This hostility remains the bitterest in 
the more than one-thousand-year history of relations between China 
and Japan. We must acknowledge the crimes committed by the milita-
rists, epitomized by the Nanjing Massacre, as an ineradicable blot on our
history.24
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On August 8, 1946, in its letters section titled “Voices” (Koe), Asahi shinbun
printed an emotional letter from Hanaki Sankichi, a farmer in Chiba who had
been shocked to learn about the massacre. Hanaki wondered how the Japanese
could purge the hereditary evil from their blood and insisted that the sobs of
Nanjing must cause every single Japanese person to tremble. He wished that all
of the Japanese would reflect on these things and admonish themselves. He
wondered when and how the world would trust Japanese as peace-seeking na-
tionals and stated that he would be glad to write with his own hand a nonag-
gression covenant for the Japanese people to sign.25

Unlike Hanaki, who wholeheartedly believed the court testimony, Rad-
habinod Pal, a justice from India who served at the Tokyo Trial, was much more
skeptical. Although Pal believed that there was “no doubt that the conduct of
the Japanese soldiers at Nanking [had been] brutal and that such atrocities
[had been] intense for nearly three weeks and continued to be serious to a total
of six weeks,” he found some difficulty in accepting the prosecution’s account
of the Nanjing Massacre in its entirety.26 In his 1,235–page dissenting opinion,
Pal contended that some testimonies regarding the massacre must be exagger-
ated and sometimes even distorted.27 One of the testimonies whose authen-
ticity Pal particularly questioned was one made by Chen Fubao (Ch’en Fu-pao),
an 18-year-old Nanjing resident at the time of the massacre.28 Chen testified on
July 26, 1946, before the court as follows:

On the second day the Japanese were in Nanking, 14 December, they took
thirty-nine from the Refugee Area. They were civilian men. They exam-
ined them, and those that had a hat mark on the forehead, or a callous
spot on hands caused by handling a gun, were brought to a little pond,
and taken out on the other side. I and another were put to one side, and
the Japanese used light machine guns to kill the rest. There were thirty-
seven who were killed in this way, and I saw this. . . .

On the 16th of December I was taken by Japanese soldiers again, and
also a lot of healthy young men and they put them in a crowd and Japa-
nese soldiers wrestled with them and those that the Japanese could not de-
feat wrestling, they killed with the bayonet. I saw them kill one man for
this reason. On the same day in the afternoon I was taken to Tai Ping road
and saw three Japanese set a fire to two buildings, which were: one, a
hotel, the other, a store or furniture shop. The names of the Japanese sol-
diers who set the fire are: UMAYAHARA and MURAKAMI of the Kuwata
Regiment of the Mukai Unit.29

Pal found it extraordinary that Japanese soldiers seemed “to have taken such
a special fancy of him [Chen] as to take him to various places to witness their
various misdeeds and yet spare him unharmed.”30 In addition, the very certi-
tude of Chen’s statement regarding the precise numbers of the dead, dates of
atrocities, and names of Japanese soldiers raised Pal’s doubts as to the authen-
ticity of the young man’s testimony.31 The justice was not claiming that Chen
or any other witnesses had intentionally lied before the court; rather, he sug-
gested that it is a normal emotional reaction for victims of injury to uncritically
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accept the kinds of rumors and speculations that they would ordinarily dismiss
as fantastic. These same emotions could easily prompt survivors to exaggerate
their accounts.32

Although the defense requested that dissenting opinions be read before the
court, this request was denied.33 Nonetheless, albeit briefly, newspapers such as
Asahi shinbun reported the four minority opinions, including Justice Pal’s. “In-
dian Justice Votes Not Guilty” (Indo hanji muzairon), which appeared on No-
vember 13, 1948, was very short, containing only some 400 Japanese charac-
ters, and nearly hidden at the bottom of the newspaper page. Only careful
readers would learn that Pal’s dissenting opinion was nearly 1,300 pages long
and that he declared that all of the defendants were innocent and should be
freed immediately. Also noted was Justice Pal’s belief that the tribunal must not
subordinate justice to carrying out any political goal.34

The Tokyo Trial sentenced seven of the accused to death. One of the seven
was Matsui Iwane, the commander of Central China forces at the time of the
massacre, for not taking any effective action to halt the wholesale atrocities.
The court ruled that Japanese soldiers killed 200,000 civilians and prisoners of
war in six weeks of the occupation and that approximately 20,000 cases of rape
occurred during the first month of the occupation.35 This judgment of the
Nanjing Massacre set in place the standard understanding of the event in Japa-
nese postwar historiography, and SCAP prohibited any harsh criticisms of that
judgment during the occupation. But immediately after the occupation was
over, those whose voices had been silenced during the occupation began to
challenge the established account of Japan’s wartime history.

RETURN OF THE PREWAR ELITES

Because it suspected that Pal’s statements would undermine the policies of the
occupation government, SCAP prohibited the publication of Pal’s critical dis-
sent during the occupation.36 It is important to note that Pal was not trying to
excuse the alleged behavior of Japanese troops in Nanjing; to the contrary, he
was merely questioning the defendants’ legal responsibility under international
law. Nevertheless, given SCAP censorship as well as the general public support
of the trial, even a recklessly nationalistic editor would have paused before
printing even a legalistic defense of the atrocities. The more right-wing view
that the war was a sacred crusade, fought for the benefit of Asia, was even less
likely to appear in print.37

On April 29, 1952, one day after Japan’s independence, On Japan’s Innocence:
The Truth on Trial (Nihon muzai ron: shinri no sabaki), was printed. Its author,
Tanaka Masaaki, had traveled in China with Matsui Iwane and attended Mat-
sui’s funeral after the latter was hanged in 1948. At the funeral, Itō Kiyoshi,
chief Japanese defense counsel for Matsui, shocked Tanaka by informing him
that Pal’s dissenting opinion existed. Tanaka told of his own attempts, through
Japanese publishers and politicians, to obtain the permission of the occupation
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authorities to publish Pal’s opinion. However, his efforts came to nothing. He
then borrowed a copy of Pal’s opinion that had been distributed to Japanese de-
fense lawyers and hired three part-time translators to render the document into
Japanese. Since Tanaka and his publisher believed that they would be arrested if
they published the document immediately, they prepared Pal’s dissent so that it
could be published as soon as the occupation ended.38

Tanaka’s book reflected his deep frustration over the Tokyo Trial, his anger
toward the Allied forces, and his disappointment with his countrymen. In his
introduction, he condemned the trial for failing to punish war crimes by the Al-
lies. He deplored the American dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. In addition, he pointed an accusing finger at “white people,” who dis-
criminated against “colored people” and excluded Asians from their lands.
Tanaka was convinced that European and American racial discrimination had
been responsible for causing the war between Japan and the Allied powers.39

He argued strenuously that Japan was innocent and that it was the Allied 
countries that were responsible for war crimes. Intentionally or not, Tanaka
distorted the essence of Pal’s arguments to support his thesis. In his separate
opinion, Pal did not claim that Japan was innocent, nor did he examine
whether or not Japan’s actions and policies in China and elsewhere were justifi-
able in law or morality.40 Pal had stressed that he had simply found the evi-
dence insufficient to convict the 28 defendants on any of the counts charged in
the indictment.41

Moreover, Tanaka’s understanding of Pal’s opinion regarding the Nanjing
Massacre was imperfect, to say the least. Tanaka condemned three witnesses
who testified for the prosecution—Magee, Xu, and Chen—as propagandists and
misleadingly suggested that Pal had entirely rejected their testimony.42 On the
contrary, Pal never argued that these three witnesses intentionally exaggerated
or distorted the evidence, nor did he discount their entire testimony.43 In addi-
tion, by not mentioning other witnesses and evidence submitted to the court,
Tanaka created the false impression that Magee, Xu, and Chen were the only
witnesses who testified to Japanese atrocities in Nanjing before the court, when
in fact Pal had evidence from nine witnesses and more than 20 statements.44

Tanaka’s book conveys his deep personal embarrassment over the Japanese
nation’s submissive behavior following its defeat. Tanaka stressed that, because
of the defeat, Japanese had lost their self-confidence and ethnic pride. He in-
sisted that the people had taken to heart the bitter accusations made by the
prosecution without judging them true or false. He was deeply disappointed
that intellectuals, critics, scholars, wartime political leaders, and ordinary peo-
ple all excused themselves from taking any responsibility for the acts of the
state. He even declared that he was ashamed of the Japanese as a people. As
Tanaka observed, the people (kokumin) claimed that they had been deceived by
the wartime leaders, while their apologetic leaders emphasized that they had
opposed the war, that they had done their best to avoid the war, or that they had
always searched for ways of ending the war.45
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By the time the occupation was over, the United States had radically revised
its ideas of what leadership was best for Japan, and center stage had been re-
claimed by old-time political elites who felt no further need to apologize for their
wartime behavior. Impelled by the spirit of the Cold War, SCAP indulged in its
own form of McCarthyism in the form of the Red Purge. Whereas it had once
purged more than 200,000 wartime political, economic, and social leaders, it
now restored many of them to favor, including former suspected war criminals.
Simultaneously, SCAP purged more than 10,000 Communist Party members
and party sympathizers, eliminating them from positions in both the govern-
ment and private sectors.46 In November 1954, Hatoyama Ichirō, who was re-
habilitated from the original purge in 1951, formed Japan’s Democratic Party
(Minshutō), which included Kishi Nobusuke, who spent the first three years
after the war awaiting trial for alleged Class A war crimes. According to a sur-
vey conducted in 1952 by the Prime Minister’s Office, 58 percent of 480 male
and 48 percent of 120 female respondents voiced concern lest Japan’s mili-
tarism return, now that the purge was being lifted from the wartime leaders.47

In 1955, the Democratic Party published a report titled The Problem of De-
plorable Textbooks (Ureubeki kyōkasho no mondai). The report warned its read-
ers that Japanese education was facing great danger because “red textbooks”
(akai kyōkasho), mostly written by members of the Japan Teachers Union
(Nikkyōso), had been indoctrinating schoolchildren with leftist biases. Accord-
ing to the report, these red textbooks were aimed at either promoting the poli-
tical activities of the Japan Teachers Union; mobilizing radical and destruc-
tive labor movements; substantially denouncing (kokiorosu) the mother country
of Japan; romanticizing the Soviet Union and Communist China; or spread-
ing Marxism-Leninism among schoolchildren.48 For example, Bright Society
(Akarui shakai), a social studies text edited by Takahashi Shin’ichi and Hidaka
Rokurō, greatly disturbed Democratic Party members. The Problem of Deplorable
Textbooks claimed that the latter part of the textbook was filled with the “his-
tory of Japan’s invasion of China” and quoted a passage that the Democratic
Party considered infuriating: “The Kwantung Army in Manchuria was believed
to be by far the strongest army among the Japanese military. Yet the Russian
army defeated it easily.”49 To the party, it was unbelievable that the textbook
seemed to applaud the Russian victory over Japan’s Kwantung Army. The au-
thor concluded the report by calling for action to prevent the spread of the evil
communist influence. He urged other politicians to join the movement initiated
by the Democratic Party.50

From the mid-1950s on, as conservatives returned to positions of political in-
fluence and as the Cold War progressed, textbooks toned down their discussions
of Japanese aggression in Asia. Descriptions of the Nanjing Massacre, which
had never been discussed in detail, now disappeared almost completely from
history textbooks.51 The first task of the conservative survivors of the initial
postwar purge was to reeducate the hostile public, most of whom supported the
postwar educational system and opposed the social values that had prevailed in
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wartime, such as the emphasis on ethics and loyalty to the throne. A survey
conducted in 1950 disclosed that 64 percent of 2,000 people interviewed con-
sidered postwar education to be better than what had been offered during or
prior to the war, and only 6 percent wanted schools to revive the wartime 
emphasis on emperor worship.52 The battle between the old-time ideologues
and the so-called progressives was more general than specific.53 In the 1950s,
would-be Nanjing Massacre revisionists, such as Tanaka, never focused their
attack solely on representations of the massacre. Those who idealized Japan’s
part in the war were never forced to confront these progressives over the Nan-
jing Massacre proper, because no detailed study of the massacre was conducted
by journalists, activists, or scholars during the 1950s.54

PROGRESSIVES IN THE OCCUPATION PERIOD

The Tokyo Trial and news articles on Japanese atrocities, including the Nanjing
Massacre, caused progressive intellectuals to ponder issues of war guilt and the
future role of a new Japan. However, few prominent figures limited their atten-
tion solely to the Nanjing Massacre, for their concerns were much broader.
They asked questions such as who had been responsible for the war. Unlike the
majority of the public, who saw neither the emperor nor the people as responsi-
ble for Japan’s aggression, these progressives emphasized that the public as well
as the emperor must share the responsibility.

Masaki Hiroshi, a lawyer who had continually challenged the government
in his private journal Up Close (Chikaki yori) throughout the war, concluded in
early 1946 that overthrowing the emperor system (tennōsei) was an essential
first step toward taking responsibility for Japan’s wartime misconduct, both 
toward non-Japanese and the nation’s own citizens. In his postwar writing,
Masaki stressed that thrusting the responsibility for the war upon a small circle
of military leaders was immoral and irresponsible. He felt that the emperor and
the public were both trying their best to avoid their responsibilities. Although
Masaki, who identified himself not as a communist but a humanist, was aware
that people overwhelmingly supported the emperor system, he felt responsible
for enlightening them as to the real cause of Japan’s wartime misdeeds and for
increasing the number of people who shared his view. Masaki argued that the
essential system of the postwar government was no different from what it had
been in wartime. Therefore, left to its own devices, the government was fated to
repeat the errors of the past. The only hope for avoiding such tragic repetitions
lay with the people. Japanese must realize the institutional causes of the war
and assume responsibility for changing the system. Otherwise, Masaki insisted,
Japan would never make positive contributions to the future of humankind.55

Similarly, Hani Gorō, a renowned Marxist historian who was elected to the
Upper House in 1947, strongly advocated in 1949 that Japan must overthrow
the emperor system and become a republic. He argued that all of Japan’s
wartime atrocities were in essence committed in the name of the emperor and
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that the issue of tennōsei was not only domestic, but also international. He
stressed that Japan’s ability to contribute to world peace would depend on its
transformation into a republican government. Otherwise, large corporations
(zaibatsu), the military, bureaucrats, or crime syndicates would always be able
to use the current system in order to achieve their goals. In the eyes of Hani,
tennōsei was nothing but a potential means to revive ultranationalism and en-
danger international humanity.56

Just as Masaki and Hani faced war responsibility, so did many educators. An
overwhelming number of teachers felt responsible for having imparted an edu-
cation that had romanticized the war and contributed to Japan’s war mobiliza-
tion. Many felt that their own hands had been stained with blood.57 Members
of the Historical Science Society of Japan (Rekken) in Tokyo agreed in 1945 that
history textbooks must be based on scientific truth.58 In 1949, history teachers
founded the Association for History Educators (Rekishi kyōikusha kyōgikai)
and pledged themselves to the doctrine that “history education must be based
on historical studies as well as pedagogical theories and must be independent
from everything but truth.”59

In the late 1940s and 1950s, neither Japanese progressives nor ethnic mi-
norities within Japan had forgotten the devastation inflicted on other countries
by Japan’s war effort. However, faced with a series of domestic and interna-
tional “reactionary movements,” including the Red Purge, Japan’s rearma-
ment, and the Korean War, they failed in their efforts to convince the public
that Japan had played a predatory role in the Asia-Pacific War. Despite this 
failure to spread “victimizer consciousness,” namely the acknowledgment of
Japan’s victimization of neighboring nations during the war, the progressives
did succeed in organizing mass peace movements by appealing to antiwar emo-
tion among the public.60 For example, the Association for Preserving Peace,
Japan (Nihon heiwa o mamoru kai) collected more than 6.5 million signatures
nationwide in 1950 supporting the so-called Stockholm Appeal, which de-
manded an absolute ban on nuclear weapons, the establishment of strict inter-
national weapons controls, and the classification of the use of nuclear weapons
as a war crime.61

In coming to terms with the aftermath of the war, many Japanese were more
likely to embrace the notion of “victim consciousness” than “victimizer con-
sciousness.” This “victim consciousness” (higaisha ishiki) gained a firmer foot-
hold among the public following an atomic bomb test on the Bikini atoll carried
out by the United States in March 1954. The test killed one of the 23 fishermen
exposed to radiation and also led to atomic poisoning that contaminated food
supplies and the environment. By the time the first international conference on
the banning of atomic weapons was held in Hiroshima in August 1955, more
than 30 million persons worldwide had signed a petition demanding a global
ban of atomic weapons. After the conference, the organizers of the conference
continued to strengthen antinuclear opinion by educating the public about
what had happened in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.62 Public awareness of the war
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found a symbol in the slogan “Never Send Our Students to the Battlefield” (os-
hiego o futatabi senjō ni okuruna), a phrase adopted by the Japan Teachers Union
at the 18th meeting of its Central Committee in January 1951. Although the an-
tiwar climate of the 1950s did not evolve beyond the level of “victim conscious-
ness,” the new Japan did contain voices dedicated to reminding the nation of its
past aggressions.63 Even during the years of conservative reaction, antiwar ac-
tivists devoted themselves to reminding the nation of the suffering it had in-
flicted on other peoples.

ROCKING THE BOAT: 1950S ANTIWAR ACTIVISTS

CONFRONT THE PAST

These antiwar activists never gained the support of a popular majority, how-
ever. Although the Nanjing Massacre received little attention, a handful of de-
voted antiwar activists persistently challenged the public to remember Japan’s
wartime atrocities. After the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established
in October 1949, Chinese, Japanese, and Taiwanese who celebrated the creation
of the new government agreed to found the Association for Japan-China
Friendship (Nit-Chū yūkō kyōkai). The association was formally founded on Oc-
tober 1, 1950, and included some 180 representatives of various political and
ethnic groups. Uchiyama Kanzō, who owned Uchiyama Bookstore and had
helped proletarian writers such as Lu Xun and Kaji Wataru in Shanghai during
the war, became the first chairman of the trustees.64

The association organized various projects to inspire reflection on Japan’s
wartime misdeeds against China. In the late 1950s, it sponsored a memorial 
service commemorating the deaths of Chinese and Korean slave laborers in
Hanaoka, Akita (known as the Hanaoka Incident). In February 1953, with 
the help of Buddhist, labor, and humanitarian organizations, the association
founded the Committee for Mourning the Dead Chinese Prisoners (Chūgokujin
horyo junnansha irei jikkō iinkai). The committee researched more than 130
forced labor sites and excavated remains of the laborers. It sponsored memorial
services for the laborers, sent the remains of approximately 3,000 victims back
to China, and sought to hold the government legally responsible for the killing
of slave laborers.65

In summer 1956, some 1,000 war criminals, who had been detained in a
special prison in Fushun, China, returned to Japan. While they were incarcer-
ated, some of these prisoners wrote narratives of their wartime experiences.
The resulting book, published in March 1957, was titled Three Alls (sankō) in
reference to a Chinese word that means kill-all, burn-all, and loot-all. Because
of pressure from right-wing extremists, the publisher suspended the sale of the
book for three months.66 Refusing to give in to this pressure, the authors, who
had organized the Group of Returnees from China (Chūgoku kikansha ren-
rakukai), published another, more extended book of confessions with a differ-
ent publisher. The group gave this volume a different title, Invasion: Confessions
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of Japanese War Crimes in China (Shinryaku: Chūgoku ni okeru Nihon senpan no
kokuhaku), and added four new confessions to the text.67 Just like Three Alls, In-
vasion included photographs of such subjects as skeletons, dead infants, and
people being buried alive. The pages of Invasion are filled with confessions to
acts that included arson, looting, the use of toxic gas, and the killing of women
and infants.68 Readers of the book were exposed to tales of unimaginably inhu-
mane conduct committed by writers like Suzuki Yoshio.

Suzuki, a newly recruited private at the time, volunteered to burn houses in
a village in order to impress his commander. An elderly woman, who lived
there, begged him not to set a fire, pointing to her little granddaughter. He
pushed her away with his rifle. The child, who was helping her grandmother,
stared at him with sorrowful eyes, but even her silent pleading did not stop him.
Suzuki set a fire, which soon spread to neighboring houses. He then went into
the next house. A woman who had just given birth was lying on the bed. For a
moment the sight reminded him of his sister and her baby in Japan, but this did
not stop him. Another elderly woman begged him with tears in her eyes not to
burn her house. He kicked her away and set the fire. The woman went into the
house, and screams and the cries of a baby came from inside. Not wanting to
hear them, Suzuki threw another bundle of flaming straw into the house.69

In the afterword to Invasion, the Group of Returnees from China expressed
concern about how their family members would react to the book; they were
quite aware that their stories were horrific and shameful. Despite their shame
and their rudimentary writing abilities, they felt responsible for recording their
honest confessions and enlightening the public about the reality of the war in
order to atone for the sins that they had committed. Just as the members of the
group had once believed in Japan’s aggression as a sacred cause and had been
ready to give their lives for it, they now staked their lives to acknowledge their
wartime crimes. According to the book, their motive for disclosing their
wartime inhumane acts was that they wished never again to see young people
of Japan murder innocent people in Asia.70 Although these returnees have
often been accused of being brainwashed by the Communists, they now had a
new mission to educate their fellow Japanese citizens about the reality of the
war and to remind the nation of Japan’s wartime atrocities. Surviving members
continue to pursue this mission to this day.

“I WILL NOT LET IT HAPPEN AGAIN”:
PROGRESSIVES STRIKE BACK

A lesson that progressives learned from the war was to act before it was too late.
Unlike during wartime, when no organized resistance succeeded against the
state, progressives banded together in the postwar period and fought against
the state when necessary. Antinuclear movements in the 1950s were one exam-
ple. Another example was the anti-Japan U.S. Security Treaty movements that
mobilized more than 5 million people nationwide and forced Kishi Nobusuke,
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then the prime minister, to resign from the office in 1960.71 Liberal activism
was also reflected in countless protests against the Vietnam War and meetings
held during the 1960s.72 The first Ienaga textbook lawsuit also demonstrated
such atmosphere of the time.

In June 1965, Ienaga Saburō, a history professor at Tokyo University of Edu-
cation, began legal proceedings against the government, which had “re-
quested” that he revise and rewrite descriptions in his New Japanese History
(Shin Nihonshi), a high school history textbook. The government’s “request”
was accompanied by a threat to withhold authorization to publish the book
until Ienaga complied. Ienaga, who had been writing and revising the textbook
since the early 1950s, had nearly a decade of experience with the textbook au-
thorization system. As the government tried to promote nationalism among
youth via textbooks starting in the mid-1950s, Ienaga began to experience
stronger official opposition. After examining the 1964 textbook, the govern-
ment told the publisher that 323 items would have to be revised in order to pass
the authorization, among them Ienaga’s description of the Pacific War. Govern-
ment inspectors would not allow Ienaga to characterize the war as “reckless”
(mubō) and found his description of the war too negative (kurai). By the mid-
1960s, Ienaga was well prepared to confront the government.73

Ienaga explained to a reporter his reasons for suing the government:

In the prewar period, although I disagreed with the war, I never spoke up
and could not prevent that idiotic [bakageta] war. As a result, I was forced
to see the motherland ruined. I was teaching at Niigata High School from
1941 till 1943 and at Tokyo Teachers College from 1944. I sent my students
off for the battlefront. I regret this deeply. I feel a certain responsibility for
the war. I will not let it happen again. The basis of my motive is this feeling
of responsibility for the war. [The inspectors] claimed that illustrations
and descriptions of the war were too negative, and this outraged me. I can
no longer bear it.74

Ienaga was not sure how he would pay his potentially enormous legal fees. How-
ever, as soon as news reports publicized the lawsuit, Ienaga received anonymous
donations daily, and supporting organizations were founded nationwide.75

Backed by his supporters, who ranged from teachers and lawyers to home-
makers, Ienaga filed another lawsuit against the government in 1967. This time
Ienaga and his lawyers strategically narrowed their demands. In the 1966 edi-
tion Ienaga had reinstated six of the 323 items that the government had de-
manded to have stricken. These six changes, the ones Ienaga considered most
important, included the use of the term “reckless” to characterize the war. De-
spite these fairly modest revisions, the 1966 edition failed the government’s in-
spection. Ienaga’s second suit concerned only these half-dozen changes. Per-
haps because the issues had been so drastically narrowed, the judgment of
Ienaga’s second lawsuit of 1967 was rendered before his first lawsuit of 1965
could come to an end. In 1970, the Tokyo District Court ruled in favor of Ienaga
in his second suit, though the government immediately appealed.
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In Ienaga’s first and second lawsuits, the representation of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre did not become an issue because there was no specific discussion of it in
the versions of his textbook under scrutiny. Although he was certainly aware of
Nanjing, perhaps he did not feel compelled to mention the incident in a text-
book that had to cover Japanese history from the Stone Age through the post-
war period in fewer than 300 pages. The massacre was not yet a contested issue
in Japanese historiography, and few authors had extensively written about it.
Moreover, Ienaga’s concern extended beyond Nanjing: he denounced all as-
pects of the “Fifteen-Year War” (jūgonen sensō) that was waged from 1931 to
1945.76

BEGINNINGS OF NANJING MASSACRE

HISTORIOGRAPHY

The Nanjing Massacre remained largely outside common awareness in Japan
throughout the 1950s and the 1960s. For practical purposes, the 1960s may be
considered as marking the beginning of the historiography of Nanjing. In 1965,
veterans of the Kumamoto Units published their military history and included
a brief discussion of the “Nanjing Incident” (Nankin jiken). Its editor agreed that
Japanese must reflect on the Nanjing Incident and accept responsibility for the
killing of innocent civilians. Nonetheless, he expressed astonishment at the
claim that the Kumamoto Sixth Division was responsible for inflicting 230,000
casualties during the atrocities. This statistic, which had been claimed by the
Chinese military tribunal that pronounced the death sentence on Tani Hisao,
the division’s commander, had infuriated veterans of the division, who consid-
ered it an irresponsible exaggeration. The editor defined the incident as includ-
ing only those atrocities that took place between December 12 and December
17, 1937. Although he admitted a fraction of the alleged atrocities that resulted
in the deaths of civilian Chinese, the editor did not find any veterans who wit-
nessed the gigantic scale of atrocities that the Chinese side claimed. In addition,
the editor argued that, unlike the Ninth and Sixteen Divisions, the Kumamoto
units entered the city on December 14 to join the mopping-up operation and
had maintained their discipline. The editor concluded that the trial was politi-
cally motivated and that the court had executed Tani because it was not politi-
cally expedient to prosecute imperial family members like Prince Asaka, the
army commander in Central China during the war. The editor further sug-
gested that Tani had been made a scapegoat for other responsible high-ranking
generals, most of whom had already been killed in action or executed.77

In 1966, Gotō Kōsaku, a war correspondent who advanced to Nanjing with
the Kumamoto Sixth Division, edited a book titled The Truth of the Nanjing Oper-
ation (Nankin sakusen no shinsō). Gotō’s single motive in publishing the book
was to clear the Kumamoto Sixth Division of the charge of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre. Gotō, together with Shimono Ikkaku, the chief of staff of the Kumamoto
Sixth Division at the time of the incident, discovered a number of living wit-
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nesses among Japanese soldiers, whose stories Gotō included in the book along
with the division’s military history. The book also contained Tani’s diary and
testimony, in which Tani insisted upon his innocence, and letters written by vet-
erans and bereaved family members of the division, expressing their gratitude
for Gotō’s and Shimono’s efforts to exonerate the division.78

The first detailed study of the Nanjing Massacre by a historian also appeared
in the 1960s. In 1967, Hora Tomio, a history professor at Waseda University,
published Riddles of Modern War History (Kindai senshi no nazo), in which he
examined the Nanjing Massacre (1937), the Marco Polo Bridge Incident (1937),
the Nomonhan Incident (1939), and the Korean War (1950–53).79 American
atrocities in Vietnam led him to think comparatively about Japanese atrocities
during the wars in East Asia and to analyze them more fully than newspaper
reports had. In his section on the Nanjing Massacre, Hora examined documents
submitted by both the defense and prosecution to the Tokyo Trial, Pal’s dissent-
ing opinion, newspaper and periodical reports at the time of the massacre, and
accounts written by Smythe and Timperley. After discussing atrocities against
prisoners of war, plainclothes guerrillas, and civilians, Hora estimated that
some 100,000 combatants were killed while fighting and that 100,000 civilians
were killed during and after the battle. Using this method of analysis, he con-
cluded that the death toll of the massacre was considerably more than the fig-
ures originally assessed by American and European witnesses. Hora also wrote
that he tended to agree with Timperley’s estimate that the Japanese invasion
from Shanghai to Nanjing took the lives of approximately 300,000 Chinese,
many of whom were noncombatants.80

CONCLUSION

After Japan was defeated in World War II, a new consensus committed to pre-
serving peace emerged among the people. Later, during the height of the Cold
War, this consensus was generally linked to antiwar and antinuclear weapons
sentiment and took firm root in postwar Japanese society. This peace activism
often disregarded Japanese wartime aggression and atrocities, however, and it
tended not to touch upon issues regarding war responsibility. Although some
Japanese and others tried to promote public awareness of the devastations in-
flicted on other Asian peoples by the Japanese military, they achieved little suc-
cess. Under these conditions, Nanjing and other Japanese atrocities, which had
been given nationwide publicity by the occupational authorities, were gradu-
ally overshadowed by the new pacifist sentiment.

Moreover, between 1945 and 1971, both those who disputed the credibility of
the Nanjing Massacre and those who fully acknowledged the event were less
aggressive and more benign in their writings than in the post-1971 period. Dur-
ing this period, neither side took particular notice of the other, nor did either
side regard the other as its opponent. Revisionists did not feel compelled to place
the massacre in the context of other mass atrocities in order to make it seem
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less terrible. Nor, on the other hand, did progressives feel obliged to emphasize
the inhumanity or scale of the massacre in order to refute the denials that em-
anated from revisionist writers. In general, revisionists were primarily con-
cerned not with refuting specific individual atrocities committed by the Japa-
nese military, but with resisting the wholesale demonization of Imperial Japan
in postwar Japanese society. Similarly, progressives were more concerned with
analyzing the fundamental cause of the war and its relation to the emperor sys-
tem. Both the tone and the stakes of the debate over Nanjing were soon to
change.
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5

China: In Times of Civil and Cold War

A
fter Japan’s defeat, relations between the Nationalist Chinese government
and the Communist Party deteriorated, and the United States took an 
increasingly active role in Asia. Under such domestic and international

circumstances, political considerations affected the Nationalists’ and Commu-
nists’ definition of Chinese patriots as well as their respective images of Japa-
nese war criminals. For the Nationalist government, collaborators and Commu-
nists became the most reviled enemies, while Nationalist supporters and
sympathizers as well as American imperialists with their nuclear weapons be-
came the most threatening enemies of the Communist government.

From 1945 through the 1960s, influenced by domestic and international
politics, neither the Nationalist nor the Communist government emphasized
the uniqueness of the Nanjing Massacre among other atrocities committed by
Japanese troops during the war. Both governments continued to view the Japa-
nese people as victims of their own military leaders, just as they had during
wartime. During the civil war, the main focus of both Nationalist and Commu-
nist governments was on defeating their current enemies rather than remem-
bering the war against Japan of the 1930s and 1940s. Even after the victory of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the massacre did not become a symbol of
Japan’s wartime aggression in PRC’s official historiography.

In the 1950s, the Communist government instead used the memory of the
massacre to denounce American imperialism and to oppose the rearmament of
Japan. According to the official interpretation, Americans had conspired with
Japanese imperialists to make the massacre possible. In the 1950s and ’60s, the
PRC government was not eager to preserve memories of the massacre because
it feared they might contradict the image of national strength among the Chi-
nese public. Nonetheless, without challenging the official interpretation, locals
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in Nanjing preserved their personal memories and the history of the massacre
by initiating detailed studies of the event within the framework of the official
narrative.

GUOMINDANG POLICY TOWARD JAPANESE WAR

CRIMINALS AND CHINESE COLLABORATORS

On August 15, 1945, following the Japanese acceptance of the Potsdam Decla-
ration, which outlined the terms of surrender, Chiang Kai-shek broadcast a
speech in which he appealed to the people not to seek retaliation against the
Japanese people. He stated:

We have . . . repeatedly declared that we were only opposed to the Japa-
nese militarists and harbored no enmity for the Japanese people. . . .
While we must insist on the strict compliance with the term of the surren-
der, we must not look forward to retaliation, and much less shall we im-
pose insults on the innocent civilians. We can only sympathize with their
plight—coerced and misled as they have been by their Fascist and Nazi
leaders, and hope that they will repent of their mistake and sins. If, on the
other hand, we attempt to retaliate with atrocity for the past atrocities of
the enemy, and repay with insult their mistaken superiority complex in
the past, then the spirit of revenge shall be interminably perpetuated—a
development far from the intentions of our righteousness-loving Army.1

This rule did not, however, apply to Chinese collaborators. Immediately after
Japan’s China Expeditionary Army officially surrendered to the Guomindang
government on September 9, 1945, the authorities began to arrest those whom
they regarded as traitors, including intellectuals, celebrities, businesspeople,
and former personnel of the puppet Nanjing government.2 According to China
Year Book 1948 (Zhonghua nianjian 1948), 30,185 people were indicted in high
courts (gaodeng fayuan) nationwide. Of these, 369 were sentenced to death, and
979 were sentenced to life imprisonment. Another statistical study concluded
that the high court in Nanjing alone sentenced at least 17 Chinese to death and
38 Chinese to life imprisonment between April 1946 and August 1947.3

On April 12, 1946, a week after the first hearing, Chen Gongbo, the head of
the Nanjing puppet government, was sentenced to death by the High Court in
Jiangsu. The Supreme Court (zuigao fayuan) in Nanjing upheld the decision, and
Chen was executed on June 3, 1946. Although the court held that Chen had
collaborated with the Japanese militarists, established a puppet government in
Nanjing, and exploited the Chinese people, Chen insisted that he decided to co-
operate with the militarists because he believed that his countrymen stood to
lose more by resisting the invaders than by cooperating with them. Admitting
he had been incorrect, Chen testified that he thought he could achieve a rea-
sonable compromise with Japanese authorities.4

A comparison of the sentences of Chinese collaborators and Japanese war
criminals is revealing. Overall, the Guomindang authorities arrested more than
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30 times as many Chinese collaborators as Japanese war crime suspects. Chi-
nese collaborators were condemned to death nearly two and a half times more
often than Japanese defendants, and they were more than 10 times more likely
to receive life sentences. While asking the public to treat Japanese generously,
the Nationalist government treated its own nationals whom it regarded as trai-
tors with little benevolence. Immediately after the surrender of the Japanese
military in China, the Guomindang made suspected traitors figures onto whom
the public could release its anger.

THE GUOMINDANG AND THE NANJING MASSACRE:
THE MILITARY TRIBUNAL IN NANJING

Whereas Class A war criminals accused of committing crimes against peace
and humanity were tried in Tokyo, Japanese, Koreans, and Taiwanese accused
of conventional offenses, that is, Class B and Class C defendants, were tried in
various Allied nations. The Guomindang government held its first trial of Japa-
nese war crime suspects in Beijing on April 16, 1946. Military tribunals were
held in 10 cities in China, including Nanjing. These trials resulted in fewer exe-
cutions than did the trials held in other Allied nations.5 Tani Hisao (the division
commander of the Kumamoto Sixth Division) and Tanaka Gunkichi (a com-
pany commander of the Kumamoto Sixth Division) were executed for commit-
ting wholesale atrocities in Nanjing. The two participants in the alleged “killing
contest,” Noda Tsuyoshi and Mukai Toshiaki, were given the same sentence.

Unlike many of those who concealed themselves for fear of execution or
lesser punishments, Tani, Tanaka, Noda, and Mukai, who believed themselves
innocent, did not try to flee and were arrested between February 1946 and Sep-
tember 1947.6 In court, all four emphatically proclaimed their innocence, and
they also declared in their wills that they did not commit the alleged atrocities.
All accepted execution as their fate, and each believed he died for upholding his
values rather than as a punishment for his alleged crimes. Tani convinced him-
self that he would die for his motherland.7 Tanaka believed that his soul would
be with the emperor after his death.8 Mukai and Noda fervently hoped their
deaths would establish a stronger bond between China and Japan.9

In the minds of Tani, Tanaka, Mukai, and Noda, all of whom were graduates
of either the Military Staff College or the Military Academy, the military tribu-
nal in Nanjing had misunderstood the function of military justice. As Mukai
protested in his will, the killings that the army committed during combat were,
to his mind, not crimes, but justified acts.10 The defendants’ definition of
“atrocity” differed from that of Chinese prosecutors, who regarded killings 
of Chinese people, whether combatants or civilians, as “atrocities.” In the eyes
of the tribunal judges, news reports of such phenomena as the “killing contest”
proved that the Japanese military had amused themselves by murdering inno-
cent Chinese people. The tribunal did not regard these deeds as acts of combat.
The judges concluded on March 10, 1947, that the Japanese military killed
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more than 300,000 Chinese between December 12 and 21, 1937. This judgment
was based on the conclusion that 190,000 victims were put to death in mass 
executions, and their bodies were destroyed without a trace, whereas another
150,000 were interred by volunteer burial societies.11 The judgment also seems
to have involved some strange arithmetic, since adding these two numbers
yields a number greater than 300,000. There is evidently no way to explain the
discrepancy.

Moreover, the court could not understand why criminals like Tani Hisao
claimed innocence. It insisted that Japanese commanders, including Tani, were
all responsible for the organized and wholesale murder, arson, rape, and loot-
ing. Although Tani stressed that Chinese victims could not identify any specific
Japanese division as the perpetrators, the court condemned Tani for evading his
responsibility. Though Tani moved to introduce testimony from Shimono
Ikkaku and other members of his staff during the Nanjing campaign, the court
declined to hear these witnesses because it considered them accomplices in the
atrocities. Because of the unimaginable cruelty of the crimes, the judges con-
cluded that Tani deserved a public execution.12 Although tribunals in China as
a whole acquitted 350 of the 883 indicted Japanese (including 16 Korean-born
and 41 Taiwanese-born Japanese), the tribunal in Nanjing had no mercy for
these four defendants who symbolized the Nanjing atrocities.13

Because of the civil war, the Guomindang government closed military tri-
bunals in nine cities in 1947. A tribunal in Shanghai was still operating, but it
issued its last judgment on January 26, 1949.14 As Wellington Koo, a Chinese
diplomat, later recollected, because of the civil war and Chiang Kai-shek’s pre-
sumption that Japan would be an important Asian ally for China, the National-
ist government supported a generous policy toward Japan even during this 
period, when the people still vividly remembered Japanese atrocities.15 Mean-
while, the communist People’s Liberation Army (PLA) seized Shenyang on No-
vember 2, 1948, conquered Beijing on January 31, 1949, and captured Nanjing
on April 23, 1949. On October 1, 1949, the PRC was established.

WAR CRIMINALS AND THE CHINESE

COMMUNIST PARTY

From 1945 to the mid-1950s, three turning points in international affairs in
Asia influenced the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in its definition of “war
criminals”: Japan’s defeat, the civil war in China, and the CCP’s participation in
the Korean War. On September 14, 1945, an editorial in the Communist Party’s
newspaper Jiefang Ribao named suspected war criminals for whom the editor
urged punishment. The newspaper demanded that the Allied Powers mete out
stern justice to the alleged offenders, including military personnel, politicians,
imperial family members, bureaucrats, and business leaders in both Japan and
occupied areas. The party declared such military leaders as Tōjō Hideki, Araki
Sadao, and Okamura Yasuji the leading war criminals who were most responsi-
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ble for preparing and waging an aggressive war against China. The second tier
of war criminals were those who had abetted the most wanted military leaders:
namely, Emperor Hirohito and other imperial family members, such as Prince
Asaka; bureaucrats like Aoki Kazuo; zaibatsu leaders including Furuta Toshi-
nosuke; reactionary politicians such as Shigemitsu Mamoru; and propagan-
dists of ultranationalist groups like Tokutomi Sohō. The editorial warned that
many Japanese war criminals were pretending to have been pacifists and were
planning future revenge against the Allied Powers. In addition, it underscored
that the Chinese people should be especially concerned about war criminals be-
cause China had experienced the longest period of occupation and the most
prolonged suffering. The editors insisted that stern justice was required not in
the name of retaliation but of eternal peace. Although the party included Mat-
sui Iwane in the list of second-tier war criminals, it held Matsui responsible for
being a propagandist of an ultranationalist group rather than for the Nanjing
Massacre.16

The term “war criminals” acquired additional meanings as the civil war pro-
gressed. On July 7, 1947, the Central Committee of the Communist Party de-
clared 16 slogans to guide the revolutionary movement. The first slogan ex-
horted the people to win the defensive war and to annihilate Chiang Kai-shek’s
invading army. The second one urged them to oppose the traitor Chiang Kai-
shek, and the third one vowed to bring to justice all the Nationalist war crimi-
nals being harbored within Chiang’s forces and to confiscate all the assets they
had stolen from the people. In the eighth and ninth slogans, the committee ex-
pressed its gratitude to the PLA and the people for supporting the party’s war ef-
forts. The twelfth and thirteenth slogans appealed to the Nationalists and their
supporters to give up their reactionary resistance and to unify the nation under
the banner of democracy. The seventh slogan mentioned punishment for Japa-
nese war criminals, but it also stressed the need to punish Chinese collaborators
and to prevent Chiang from using reparations from Japan to fight the civil
war.17 These slogans suggest that the CCP’s primary concern was no longer
Japan’s war crimes, but the present war crimes of the Nationalists during the
ongoing civil war.

On November 1, 1948, the General Headquarters of the PLA issued an order
to prosecute Nationalist war criminals for certain actions during the civil war. It
strongly condemned the Nationalist forces that, according to the order, were de-
ploying chemical weapons and were murdering people, looting, and indiscrimi-
nately bombing cities.18 On January 14, 1949, Mao Zedong, the chairman of
the Central Committee of the CCP, responded to a peace proposal offered by 
Chiang Kai-shek by accusing him of concluding unpatriotic treaties with the
United States, committing wholesale atrocities, and impoverishing the people.
Mao called Chiang the most prominent of all war criminals and declared that
the PRC would not conclude a peace treaty unless the Nationalist government
agreed to eight conditions, which included punishing war criminals as well as
abolishing the unpatriotic treaties.19
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After the outbreak of the Korean War and the entry of China into the war, the
PRC government added American servicemen to its lists of war criminals. In No-
vember 1950, it sent Wu Xiuquan to the United Nations as chief of the PRC dele-
gation to protest U.S. imperialism and aggression. In the speech he prepared—
but was not permitted to give because of alleged American objections—Wu
blamed American imperialists for 150 consecutive years of aggression against
China. According to Wu, in the 1830s, American merchants had helped Britain
introduce opium into China and had supported British troops during the Opium
Wars; in the 1930s, the U.S. government had exported massive military supplies
to Japan as the latter nation was invading China; and after Japan’s defeat, the
U.S. government tried to transform China into an American colony. Wu insisted
that American cultural and humanitarian efforts in China were a form of inva-
sion and that American friends in China such as Chiang Kai-shek and other re-
actionaries had all been proxies in America’s invasion of China.20 On March 8,
1952, Zhou Enlai, premier and foreign minister of the PRC, accused American
invading forces of conducting biological warfare and declared that if any Ameri-
can pilots were captured while dropping biological agents over China, they
would be prosecuted as war criminals.21

As the term “war criminals” expanded to include Chinese Nationalists and
American servicemen, the CCP’s policy toward Japanese war criminals also
changed, shifting from punitive to nonpunitive. When military tribunals were
held in Shenyang and Taiyuan in June and July 1956, only 45 military person-
nel and civilian officials out of 1,108 Japanese detainees were indicted. Neither
the death penalty nor life imprisonment was recommended for any of these de-
fendants. Although the prosecution had intended to indict 180 detainees and to
demand the death penalty for 70 of them, their plans were thwarted by Zhou
Enlai, who disagreed with the charges, ordered the prosecution to indict fewer
Japanese, and forbade the prosecution from recommending either the death
penalty or life imprisonment. In July 1956, the PRC allowed those Japanese who
were not prosecuted to return home, and all 45 of those indicted had been repa-
triated by mid-1964.22

All of those indicted, including army generals, admitted the charges against
them before the court, whose proceedings were public. Some even requested
that the court impose the death penalty upon them for their wartime conduct.
By the time tribunals were held, the 45 defendants, as well as many of the other
detainees, had confessed their wartime atrocities as war crimes and acknowl-
edged responsibility for their acts. The PRC’s treatment of the detainees, which
was astonishingly lenient, was calculated to persuade the prisoners of the hu-
manity of their captors and to inspire heartfelt repentance. The detainees were
served Japanese-style cuisine three times a day, while the guards who fed them
ate only two meals a day, and they were given expensive foreign medicines
when ill. Furthermore, the guards were forbidden from using violence against
the detainees under any circumstance. In contrast to prevailing practices in the
Soviet Union, the detainees had no obligation to work. Instead, they were given
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time to think, study, and discuss what they had done to Chinese victims.23 The
humane treatment the detainees received served to intensify their shame. As
the nameless Chinese whom the detainees had killed during the war were
transformed from subhuman to human in their minds, their definitions of
“military justice” and “atrocity” also changed. Whereas they may once have
thought of their wartime killings of Chinese as a service to the nation, they
now saw their deeds as crimes. Their former triumphs became painful psycho-
logical wounds, deeply etched in their memories. These memories later pro-
pelled these Japanese to become diehard antiwar activists and advocates of es-
tablishing diplomatic relations with the PRC after their repatriation to Japan.
The strategy that the PRC government followed was reminiscent of the work of
Kaji Wataru, whose reeducation of Japanese soldiers led to the Japanese Peo-
ple’s Antiwar Alliance.

THE NANJING MASSACRE IN THE PEOPLE’S
REPUBLIC OF CHINA

Among the 45 Japanese indicted in 1956, none was charged with the atrocities
in Nanjing. The charges against them mirrored official understandings at the
time of leading war crimes. The prosecution condemned such crimes as the
Japanese policy of Three-Alls (burn all, kill all, and loot all) in North China; 
the arrest, torture, and murder of civilians; chemical and biological warfare;
the production and sale of opium; the political, economic, and cultural aggres-
sion in Manchuria; the postwar assistance given to the Nationalist army; and
the transportation of human “guinea pigs” to Unit 731, Japan’s chemical and
biological unit.24 These charges did not tend to include atrocities that occurred
in Nanjing and other Nationalist-occupied areas.

As the United States became more threatening to China, the PRC govern-
ment began to use the Nanjing Massacre as a political tool against the United
States.25 In March 1951, Xinhua Yuebao, a monthly journal published in Beijing,
reprinted an article from the Nanjing daily Xinhua Ribao titled “Recollections of
the Great Japanese Massacre in Nanjing” (Zuiyi Rikou zai Nanjing datusha).
The anonymous reporter accused American missionaries in Nanjing, such as
Miner Searle Bates, of being more concerned with preserving American prop-
erty than with saving Chinese lives. According to the writer, the creation of the
Nanjing safety zone was a covert plot between American and Japanese devils to
destroy Chinese patriotic resistance, which had inflicted severe casualties on
Japanese invading forces. The reporter claimed that the safety zone had become
a convenient slaughtering pen, drawing the Chinese patriots into a single loca-
tion and enabling the Japanese invaders to kill them more efficiently. According
to the article, an American devil deceived Chinese women and gathered them
in one place so that Japanese soldiers could kidnap young and beautiful Chinese
girls in order to gratify their sexual desires.26 To stir readers’ emotions, the pho-
tograph section of the monthly journal included two pages of photographs of
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Japanese atrocities in Nanjing and elsewhere with the slogan “Remember the
Japanese Atrocities; We Must Firmly Protest the Remilitarization of Japan!”
(Jiqile Rikou baoxing, women jiuyao jianjue fandui Meidi chongxin wuzhuang
Riben!).27 Overall, the article portrayed American humanitarians as being as
evil as, if not more so than, invading Japanese troops.

Nevertheless, the PRC government did not emphasize the uniqueness in
scale and brutality of the massacre. Typical was a journal article by the famous
scholar Guo Moruo, a delegate of the PRC who opposed the American invasion
of Korea and the remilitarization of Japan.28 Although Guo mentioned the un-
precedented devastation that Japan’s militarism had inflicted on Asian coun-
tries and their people, he neither referred to Nanjing nor distinguished it from
Chinese sufferings at other scenes of mass atrocity. Rather, Guo placed Chinese
casualties within the larger framework of atrocities in Asia, noting that Japa-
nese militarism had led to the deaths of more than 10 million people in China; 2
million slave laborers in Indonesia; 1 million Filipinos; 2 million Vietnamese;
and 3.5 million Indians. As for the damages that Japanese militarism inflicted
on Japan itself, he argued that it had resulted in more than 2 million orphans,
1.83 million war widows, and the dropping of atom bombs on two open cities.29

Among the nations that Guo excluded from his statistics were South Korea, Tai-
wan, and the United States, though all three nations had also lost hundreds of
thousands of lives because of Japan’s wartime aggression.

In addition, in the view of the PRC in the 1950s, the Nanjing Massacre never
came close to Hiroshima and Nagasaki in terms of its scale and brutality. Faced
with an American nuclear threat, the PRC directed its sympathies toward
atomic bomb victims in Japan. In an article in Renmin ribao in August 1955, Mei
Ruao, a justice from China at the Tokyo Trial, who had visited Hiroshima six
months after the explosion, strongly condemned the American killing of inno-
cent civilians in the two cities. Although Mei acknowledged that Japan’s mili-
tarism had wrought damage in China since the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95,
he argued that dropping atomic bombs on civilians, most of whom were old
people, women, and children, outweighed these acts and was an unprecedented
atrocity in world military history.30 The PRC sent delegates to the first World
Rally against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs, held in Hiroshima in August 1955,
and donated 7.2 million yen to help finance the event.31

Although the PRC leaders apparently did not depend on the Nanjing Mas-
sacre to remind the Japanese government of its wartime atrocities in the 1950s,
this policy was not observed by all Chinese commentators. For example, Xu
Dunzhang, a professor at Beijing Institute of Law and Politics (Beijing fazheng
xueyuan), singled out the Nanjing Massacre in order to remind the Japanese
government of its wartime aggression in China and its annihilation of more
than 10 million lives in eight years.32

Moreover, the massacre remained a topic of strong interest among local resi-
dents of Nanjing. In 1960, the Department of History at Nanjing University
began conducting two years of interviews with survivors of the massacre, 
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resulting in an eight-chapter manuscript with collected statistics and pho-
tographs.33 Although the manuscript followed the PRC’s official line—that 
the American missionaries were responsible for the Japanese atrocities in 
Nanjing—the Chinese government classified the document instead of allowing
its publication. As Mark Eykholt argued in his study of the Chinese historiogra-
phy of the massacre, the PRC government did not welcome public focus on
wartime weakness at a time when it was trying to build up national pride and
strength among the people.34 The manuscript was turned over to the city 
government in Nanjing, which made the study available to interested Japanese
visitors.35

CONCLUSION

From 1945 to 1971 the Nanjing Massacre was not a popular emblem of the suf-
ferings of people in China. The Nationalist government, which was preoccupied
with its internal enemy and sought an alliance with Japan, did not publicize
Japanese wartime atrocities to a global audience as it had done during the war.
Similarly, the Communist government, which sought to foster an image of na-
tional pride and strength among its people, perceived no advantage in preserv-
ing the massacre in Chinese national memory. Locals in Nanjing preserved
their memories and history of the massacre within the official narrative ap-
proved by the central government. During this period, few Japanese, if any,
openly denied the existence of the massacre or challenged the death tolls recog-
nized by the Tokyo Trial (200,000) or by the military tribunal in Nanjing
(300,000). Thus the PRC government found it unnecessary to underscore the
wholesale horrors of Nanjing or the death count in order to teach Japanese re-
visionists the lessons of its wartime aggression. 
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6

United States: Rebuilding Japan

B
ecause new foreign enemies of the United States emerged after Japan’s
defeat, the Nanjing atrocities received scant attention from the American
public in the aftermath of the war. The Allied occupation brought some

465,000 American troops to Japan in 1946.1 American correspondents fol-
lowed them. At the same time that it closely monitored the Japanese press, Dou-
glas MacArthur, the Supreme Commander for Allied Powers (SCAP), tried to
control the American news media, though with far less success. On October 12,
1945, MacArthur announced his intention to restrict the American press in its
coverage of occupied Japan. An official quota, effective October 27, allowed 53
American news agency and radio personnel to stay in Japan.2 To those back
home, the American troops, correspondents, and their family members con-
tributed to spreading SCAP-sponsored narratives regarding Emperor Hirohito
and Tōjō Hideki, and they portrayed Japanese in a more complex way than the
caricatures widely held during the war. After Japan’s defeat, the previously
monolithic image of the fanatical Japanese began to acquire more diverse and
human faces. Particularly influential was John Hersey’s “Hiroshima,” pub-
lished in the New Yorker in 1946, which emphasized individual suffering. His
work helped the public to see Japanese not as the enemy but as people.

Tracing the American press reports of the time reveals a revised version of
wartime Japanese history. Hirohito was not just humanized—he was no longer
held responsible for the war. Instead, Tōjō Hideki and his company became
solely responsible for the war. Japanese wartime atrocities, including the Nan-
jing Massacre, were not given heavy emphasis in these accounts, perhaps be-
cause they had been so extensively reported during the war. Instead, the news-
papers gave greater coverage to the sufferings of the Japanese people and the
human dignity of the once-reviled Son of Heaven, Hirohito.
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“THE NECESSARY CHANGES”: SHIFTING THE MANTLE

OF BLAME FROM HIROHITO TO TŌJŌ

When Japan announced its surrender on August 14, 1945, the editors of the
New York Times were skeptical. An editorial titled “Only Temporary Surrender?”
probably represented the mood of many readers who believed that the aim of
Japan was to conquer the world; that the Japanese people were natural war-
mongers; and that the Japanese as a people must be punished severely.3 The
editorial argued:

While preparing them [the Japanese people] for defeat in the present con-
flict they [the Japanese leaders] also have been sowing the seed they hope
will sprout into another holy war for conquest of the world. . . .

The strictest control of the Japanese people, even for a hundred years,
would not be enough. It has been truly said that you cannot shoot an idea.
The only answer to the Japanese belief that their emperor is a god, and
that they have a divine mission to bring under his control all the other
peoples of the world, is the inculcation in them of a better idea, the idea of
liberty, fraternity and equality. That will take more doing than the fabrica-
tion of an atomic bomb. And it is not something that can be done in a few
years. But it is a task that must be undertaken if we are to win the peace,
as we have won the war. . . . There is no hope for continuing peace until
it [the Japanese belief] is dead. Everyone must hope that it can be killed.
The effort must be made and it must be continued far into the future. We
can set no limitation on the winning of the peace.4

By the time the Pacific War was over, Emperor Hirohito’s name was well
known in the United States. Thirty-three percent of respondents in a June 1945
poll wanted him to be executed.5 Like many Japanese who worshiped the em-
peror during the war, many Americans viewed Hirohito as “the only Japanese
god” rather than a dictator.6 After the war, the American public was also ex-
posed to a SCAP narrative that contradicted the wartime image of the emperor
and spread a more positive image of him. Taking Hirohito’s place as the man
most responsible for the war was Tōjō.

On September 25, 1945, the New York Times printed two articles about the
emperor. The front page announced “Hirohito in Interview Puts Blame on Tojo
in Sneak Raid; Says He Now Opposes War.” Frank Kluckhohn, a Times corre-
spondent in Tokyo, reported on his meeting with Hirohito, which was author-
ized by both MacArthur and Hirohito. Although he claimed to be the first non-
Japanese since Japan’s surrender to interview Hirohito, Kluckhohn was in fact
instructed not to ask any spontaneous questions. He was required to submit
written questions in advance, and Hirohito’s written answers were handed
down to Kluckhohn afterward. During the meeting, the emperor asked ques-
tions of the correspondent, to which Kluckhohn gave brief replies.7

Although the meeting was just 10 minutes long, Kluckhohn seemed to be
quite impressed with Hirohito. He had come to the interview with the belief, in-
stilled by previous media accounts, that the emperor “had the power of life and
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death over the entire Japanese nation.” However, when he met the emperor face
to face, Kluckhohn saw a man who behaved much like any other person. He
was impressive not in a sense of superhuman majesty, but in his very human
honesty and dignity. Unlike Hirohito’s servants, Kluckhohn never bowed to the
emperor from the waist. Instead, he nodded to the emperor, and Hirohito nod-
ded back. Then they shook hands. While Hirohito was talking, he looked di-
rectly into Kluckhohn’s eyes, which impressed Kluckhohn as a sign of sincerity
and openness.8

Asked whether he intended that his war rescript should be used as Tōjō
Hideki had used it to launch the attack on Pearl Harbor, Hirohito answered, to
the contrary, that he “expected Tojo to declare war in the usual, formal manner,
if necessary.” When asked whether he felt or hoped that the Japanese people
themselves could make necessary changes to bring a peaceful and cooperative
Japan, Hirohito assured Kluckhohn that “his people would prove themselves
capable of making the necessary changes to bring Japan into the concert of na-
tions again and eliminate the possibility of future wars.”9

A shorter article in the same paper contained remarks made by Kido Kōichi,
one of Hirohito’s closest advisors during the war. It addressed the emperor’s 
reaction to the so-called Hull Note, a 10-point proposal issued by the U.S. State
Department on November 26, 1941, which demanded complete evacuation of
China and Indochina as well as the abandonment of the puppet regime in
Manchuria. According to Kido, the emperor ignored the proposal on the advice
of government leaders. Kido also stated his belief that Tōjō delivered Franklin
Roosevelt’s personal appeal for peace, but that Hirohito was advised to ignore it
by Tōjō. Moreover, Kido’s article emphasized that the emperor “knew nothing
in advance about the Pearl Harbor attack, learning about it later from the
palace radio.”10

Kluckhohn’s article disturbed officials of Japan’s Home Ministry, the existing
Japanese civil administration during the occupation. The ministry promptly
seized all available copies of Japanese newspapers that mentioned the article
and prohibited the distribution of any copies that had evaded seizure.11 Within
a few hours, SCAP ordered the Japanese government to “render inoperative
procedures for enforcement of peacetime and wartime restrictions of freedom
of press and communication.” According to MacArthur, censorship was per-
mitted only when undertaken by SCAP.12

As the American authorities in Japan probably wished, Tōjō, not Hirohito,
was depicted in the American media as the real dictator responsible for the
Pearl Harbor attack and the Pacific War. Throughout the occupation, SCAP
never confronted Hirohito, seeing his cooperation as essential to the efficient in-
troduction of reforms. By contrast, one of SCAP’s first official acts upon its ar-
rival in Japan in September 11, 1945, was to issue an arrest warrant for Tōjō and
38 other suspected war criminals. Moreover, the Tokyo Trial helped to promote
the simplified view of Tōjō as a dictator, an image popularized in the American
mass media.
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DEMONIZING TŌJŌ, HUMANIZING “THE JAPANESE,”
AND OVERLOOKING THE NANJING MASSACRE

Compared with the coverage in the Japanese press, articles regarding the Tokyo
Trial in American newspapers and periodicals were shorter and less frequent.
They featured few photographs of the defendants except Tōjō. In the eyes of
correspondents like Lindesay Parrott of the New York Times, Tōjō represented
“Japan’s first group of top-flight war criminal suspects,” while the other 27 de-
fendants tried in Tokyo were scarcely identified by name.13 The Christian Science
Monitor even failed to print an accurate head count in its May 2, 1946, edition,
reporting that Tōjō and “25 others accused as co-conspirators” would stand
trial.14 On May 3, 1946, when the New York Times covered in detail the opening
of the trial, it referred to Tōjō more frequently than to the other 27 defendants
combined.15 On May 6, 1946, the Times and The Chicago Daily Tribune included
an article about 27 accused who were pleading not guilty (before he could enter
a plea, Ōkawa Shūmei had been removed from the courtroom on grounds of
mental instability).16 Although both newspaper articles described Tōjō’s de-
meanor in the court and his denial of the charges, the other 26 suspects who
pleaded not guilty remained nameless.17

The focus remained on Tōjō until the end of the trial when the 25 remaining
defendants received their sentences (Matsuoka Yōsuke and Nagano Osami died
during the trial, and charges against Ōkawa were dropped). Typical was the
Times’ discussion of the sentencing on November 12 and 13, 1946. It devoted a
portion of a page to the trial and supplemented its report with a photograph
measuring about 4 by 6 1/2 inches of Tōjō wearing a headset and listening as his
sentence was read.18 The others, including the six other war criminals who re-
ceived the death penalty, were not given detailed treatment.19 Although the
Washington Post article on November 13, 1948, did include photographs of the
seven condemned war criminals, the focus of the article was on Tōjō.20

The Nanjing Massacre was likewise given short shrift during the Tokyo Trial.
In July 1946, when Robert Wilson, a surgeon who had remained at the Univer-
sity of the Nanjing Hospital during the assault on the city, testified before the
court regarding atrocities in Nanjing, the same testimony that produced a
strong reaction in the Japanese press made little impression in American news-
paper accounts. The New York Times, Newsweek, and Time magazine made no
mention of Wilson’s testimony. The Chicago Daily Tribune and the Washington
Post carried only brief articles about the massacre. The former was a 130-word
article, headlined “200,000 Killed in Nanking Rape, Professor Says,” which re-
ported on the testimony given by Wilson and Xu Chuanyin, a deputy head of
the Red Cross Society in Nanjing.21 The latter, headlined “Rape of Nanking
Witness Recalls 40,000 Bodies,” was about 150 words in length and briefly re-
ported Xu’s eyewitness account.22 Matsui Iwane, the defendant who had com-
manded the Japanese troops during the battle of Nanjing, was not mentioned in
either article and rarely received any notice from the American media.
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In contrast to their practice during the war years, American media during
the occupation no longer energetically depicted the entire Japanese people as
demonic. As early as August 26, 1945, the New York Times Magazine included
two full pages of photographs under the title “These Are the Japanese.” Each of
the 20 photographs showed a different representative of Japanese society:
politician, schoolgirl, schoolboy, old woman, craftsman, young mother, peas-
ant, girl worker, soldier, dancer, artist, peasant woman, skilled worker, peasant
girl, general, homemaker, businessman, working woman, shopkeeper, and
schoolteacher.23 At the same time that the Japanese public were observing
Americans in Japan and discovering that all Americans were not the same,
United States servicemen, correspondents, and their family members were
learning through personal experience about Japanese diversity. Day by day,
they acquired the ability to see the Japanese as a mosaic of different individuals,
from Class A war criminals, to conservative government officials, to ordinary
war-weary people on the street. As the occupation went on, newspaper articles
embraced an ever broader range of topics and viewpoints in regard to Japan.

HIROSHIMA IN AMERICAN MEDIA

As the occupation went on, the image of Hiroshima, especially as set forth by
John Hersey’s article in the New Yorker, also helped Americans to develop a
more sensitive understanding of the people in Japan. According to a Gallup
Poll, an overwhelming number of respondents (85 percent) interviewed be-
tween August 10 and 15, 1945, approved of using the atomic bomb on Japanese
cities. As time went by, this approval rating remained virtually constant, but it
became qualified by ambivalence. Although most Americans continued to see
the use of the bomb as a legitimate means to end the war, they could not ignore
the horrors the bombs had inflicted.24 As they became aware of the suffering of
the victims of nuclear warfare in Japan, the American public was also com-
pelled to imagine what it might be like to be on the receiving end of nuclear
force. 

On August 23, 1945, the New York Times published a report of the Japanese
government’s estimate of casualties of the nuclear attack on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. The government estimated that 70,000 persons (60,000 in Hiro-
shima and 10,000 in Nagasaki) had been killed outright, 120,000 persons had
been wounded (100,000 in Hiroshima and 20,000 in Nagasaki), and 290,000
had been made homeless (200,000 in Hiroshima and 90,000 in Nagasaki).25

Two days later, the newspaper also included a Japanese radio report that, dur-
ing the first two weeks following the explosion over Hiroshima, 30,000 had
been killed by radiation or ultraviolet rays. To many Americans, such numbers
were incredible and untrustworthy. According to the same article, American
experts on Japanese propaganda emphasized that “the Japanese may be at-
tempting to capitalize on the horror of atomic bombing in an effort to win sym-
pathy from their conquerors and to play on possibly divided opinion among the
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Allies.” In addition, Robert Oppenheimer, director of the atomic bomb research
project, denounced as impossible the kind of aftereffects that Japanese radio in-
sisted had occurred.26

Nevertheless, more detailed studies and reports by American officials and
correspondents in Japan began to appear in 1946. In early February, SCAP an-
nounced that 78,150 persons had been killed in Hiroshima alone, 13,983 per-
sons were still missing, 9,428 persons had been seriously injured, and 27,997
persons had been slightly injured.27 In its February 11, 1946, issue, Time maga-
zine included the first detailed account by a Hiroshima survivor. Father John A.
Siemes, professor of modern philosophy at Tokyo’s Catholic University, de-
scribed his observations of the city and rescue work following the blast.28

Yet these accounts did not affect the American public as much as John
Hersey’s book-length report, which originally appeared in the New Yorker on
August 31, 1946. Hersey told in detail the stories of Ms. Sasaki Toshiko, Dr.
Sasaki Terufumi, Dr. Fujii Masakazu, Ms. Nakamura Hatsuyo, Father Wilhelm
Kleinsorge, and Reverend Tanimoto Kiyoshi, all of whom survived the Hi-
roshima bombing.29 A New York Times editorial praised Hersey’s work highly:

What happened to about 100,000 is clear. They died. What happened to
the lucky six is an example of what human beings can endure and not die.
. . . We have had pictures of what an atom bomb, or many atom bombs,
could do to an American city. Naturally they have appalled us. We might
also ask ourselves if we could endure the burden of conscience if it ever
again seemed necessary to us to drop atomic bombs, and we did drop
atomic bombs, on a foreign city.

We believe millions of Americans have already asked themselves this
question. We believe their answer has been reflected in the Lilienthal re-
port and the Baruch proposals for the control of atomic energy. We wish
our friends in Russia and elsewhere could know how strong the dominant
American emotion in this matter is; we hope those Americans who do not
yet feel it will read Mr. Hersey. For the death and destruction not merely of
people but of the human conscience is clearly involved.30

Other institutions and individuals also held Hersey’s work in high regard. The
U.S. Army wanted copies of the New Yorker issue for its education service; the
Belgian Chamber of Commerce requested 500 copies; and Albert Einstein asked
for 1,000 copies. Newspapers from Boston to California asked the New Yorker for
permission to reprint “Hiroshima.” All of these requests were granted on condi-
tion that it be reprinted in full and that all profits go to the Red Cross. The
American Broadcasting Company canceled its regular 8:30 to 9 o’clock pro-
grams on four successive evenings to read the text aloud to more than 1 million
radio listeners.31 When republished as a book, Hersey’s work appeared on the
New York Times best-seller list for five weeks.32

Although most Americans approved of the use of the atom bomb on Hiro-
shima and were not necessarily sympathetic to the people who died there,
Hersey enlightened his readers and listeners about what these six survivors
saw, what they did, and what they felt.33 In this way, they were able to experi-
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ence the Hiroshima bombing from the viewpoints of ordinary people in the city,
each of whom was very different from the stereotypical idea of “the Japanese”
that the American public had been accustomed to during the wartime years.
According to anthropologist Sheila Johnson, author of The Japanese through
American Eyes, Hersey’s report on Hiroshima was the first postwar account that
restored a sense of the Japanese people as human beings.34 The change in the
image of the Japanese people was noticeable in the polls as well. By May 1946,
those who stated that the Japanese people “will always want war” declined to
37 percent (from 56 percent in July 1945), while those who considered the Japa-
nese people “potential good citizens” increased to 21 percent (from 13 percent
in July 1945).35

CONCLUSION

As the U.S.-Soviet rivalry intensified, SCAP was no longer vigorous in its pursuit
of Japan’s wartime criminals for fear that such inquiries might embarrass Japa-
nese political and economic leaders in power under the U.S. occupation. As
early as May 1946, Mark Gayn, Japanese correspondent for the Chicago Sun, ob-
served that reform-minded American planners who had directed purges of
Japanese wartime leaders and planned the democratization of Japan were being
removed from their positions one by one.36 In addition, the American press was
not as concerned with Japan’s atrocities as it had been during the war. Al-
though Tōjō Hideki, who was regarded as responsible for the Pearl Harbor at-
tack and the Pacific War, often appeared in articles regarding the Tokyo Trial,
his colleagues were not known among the general public in the United States.
With regard to ordinary Japanese, there was no further need for the American
media to stress their racial particularity. Hiroshima gave the American public
an opportunity to restore human faces to the Japanese people. Moreover, a se-
ries of crises in international relations after World War II—the Soviet invasion
of Iran (1946), the establishment of East and West Germany (1949), the Korean
War (1950–53), the Chinese Communist attacks on Quemoy and Matsu (1955,
1958), the Cuban missile crisis (1962), and the Vietnam War (1965–73)—all
contributed to turning American attention away from the memory of Japan’s
wartime atrocities against peoples in Asia, atrocities that included the Nanjing
Massacre. Nevertheless, these same international crises, particularly the Viet-
nam War, functioned in Japan as a reminder of Japanese wartime atrocities.
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7

Japan: From “Victim Consciousness” to
“Victimizer Consciousness”

I
nternational media coverage of the Vietnam War and domestic attempts by
the Japanese government to influence the official public understanding and
teaching of the Nanjing Massacre gave rise to two highly significant turning

points in the literature of Nanjing atrocities: Honda Katsuichi’s serialized re-
ports in Asahi shinbun in 1971 and the textbook controversy of 1982. Dominated
by a handful of social critics, journalists, and historians, the debate of the
1970s focused almost exclusively on the “killing contest” originally reported in
1937. Particularly after the 1982 textbook controversy, new voices emerged, as
veterans, politicians, schoolteachers, lawyers, and government officials pub-
lished their own views of the Nanjing Massacre. These included scholarly work
which detailed and analyzed the atrocities in Nanjing, accounts responding to
and refuting the revisionists, Japanese translations of Chinese works on the
Nanjing Massacre, pedagogical essays on how to teach accounts of wartime
atrocities to Japanese pupils, and confessions and memoirs written by veterans
who had participated in the atrocities in Nanjing. At the same time, accounts
denying what had happened in Nanjing increased dramatically, both in num-
ber and in vigor.1

During the 1970s and 1980s, the dispute over Nanjing became publicized in
mass media, and the participants of the debate were now all aware of their al-
lies and enemies. Whether they were eager to admit or deny the atrocities in
Nanjing, these participants confronted one another openly and sought to thor-
oughly discredit the arguments with which they disagreed. The urgency with
which each side pressed its claims incited more opposition. For decades, some
Japanese had maintained the importance of acknowledging Japan’s victimiza-
tion of other Asian peoples, even to the extent of elevating these experiences
over Japan’s own suffering. The impassioned denials of Japan’s war crimes only
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raised awareness of Japan’s atrocities to a higher level. Conversely, this growing
sense of “victimizer consciousness” prompted even fiercer denials. 

REMINDING SOCIETY OF PAST ATROCITIES

First appearing in August 1971, Honda’s “Travels in China” (Chūgoku no tabi)
stirred controversy that lasted well beyond Asahi shinbun’s final installment in
December. After traveling in China for nearly two months and interviewing
more than 100 Chinese survivors of the war, Honda reported Japan’s atrocities
in China, supplementing his work with photographs. Part I detailed the
Pingdingshan Incident of August 16, 1932, in which Japanese troops, respond-
ing in anger to the resistance of Chinese guerrilla forces, destroyed an entire 
village and killed as many as 3,000 residents.2 Part II described manninkō, a
dumping ground where thousands (some said tens of thousands) of Chinese
forced laborers lay buried.3 In Part III, Honda recounted stories of the Nanjing
Massacre.4 In Part IV, he examined the Three-Alls Operation (burn all, kill all,
loot all), which the Japanese army conducted from the early 1940s as a means
of coping with Communist guerrilla forces.5

Honda reported what the Chinese survivors had seen, heard, and remem-
bered. Jiang Genfu, a survivor of the Nanjing Massacre, tearfully recounted
how he had watched Japanese soldiers kill his parents, one of his sisters, and a
baby. Even after Jiang (9 years old at the time) and his surviving sister (11 years
old) and two brothers (ages 7 and 5) escaped from Japanese invaders, their fates
were dire. Chinese collaborators sold his sister and 5-year-old brother into slave
labor. Jiang and his 7-year-old brother survived by begging until they were
adopted by a man who became their stepfather. When Jiang was 13, the Japa-
nese authorities drafted him and his stepfather into forced labor. Not until after
the civil war was Jiang finally reunited with his brother and sister.6

Jiang also told Honda of killing contests between two Japanese soldiers, Sec-
ond Lieutenants Mukai Toshiaki and Noda Tsuyoshi, although Honda’s article
identified them only as “A” and “B.” According to Jiang, “A” and “B” competed to
see who would be the first to kill 100 Chinese as the army conquered the 10 kilo-
meters between Jurong and Tangshan. When neither lieutenant reached the
goal (“A” killed 89, and “B” killed 78), the commander, who offered a prize, or-
dered them to start over. This time, the field of contest lay in the 15 kilometers
between Tangshan and Zijin Mountain. “A” killed 106, and “B” killed 105, but
the commander was not sure who had been first to reach 100, so a third contest
was set for the first to kill 150, between Zijin Mountain and the Nanjing castle, 8
kilometers apart.7

Compared with previous accounts of Nanjing, Honda’s serialized articles in
the Asahi, whose evening edition was delivered to approximately 4 million sub-
scribers, reached a much larger audience.8 In his summary of readers’ reactions
he noted that 80 percent of the letters expressed approval. Honda was pleasantly
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surprised to receive more favorable letters from veterans and bereaved families
than he had expected.9 One such letter, published on the editorial page of the
Asahi, came from Uno Shintarō, a veteran. Uno wrote that he was deeply moved
by the articles and urged Asahi’s readers to face Japan’s war responsibility in
order to normalize relations with China.10 Shirasawa Yuriko, a high school stu-
dent, wrote that the articles taught the reality of war that textbooks never
touched, and Tsubaki Yoshiko, a 48-year-old homemaker, urged the public to re-
consider Japan’s wartime past from the viewpoint of a perpetrator.11

The remaining 20 percent, however, were incredulous or accusatory. Two of
the most common criticisms insisted that there was nothing to gain from re-
opening the wounds of the past and that Japanese experience was not unique
since war is brutal by nature. Responding to such refutations, Honda empha-
sized that the Japanese media had published few in-depth treatments of war-
time Japanese atrocities and that the Japanese public must learn what Japan did
to China and its people during the war. He also urged readers not to excuse
Japan’s wartime atrocities in the name of war, but to learn what the Japanese
military did in China and how it was now perceived there. He stressed that this
acknowledgment would be the first step toward mutual understanding between
the two nations.12

Honda’s articles appeared just as public attention was focused on China’s
changing perception in international relations. In July 1971, U.S. president
Richard Nixon’s announcement that he would visit China shocked many Japa-
nese, particularly the pro-American, pro-Taiwan politicians who had been re-
luctant to normalize relations with Communist China.13 In addition, many
Japanese became anxious at the prospect of the PRC’s joining the United Na-
tions. In 1971, Asahi shinbun received 1,605 letters from readers on issues re-
lated to China, making it the second most popular topic of reader commentary
that year.14

Honda wrote the article not in response to these changes in Sino-Japanese
relations, but because of his experiences in reporting the Vietnam War.15 As a
war correspondent in 1967, Honda had reported the experiences of ordinary
Vietnamese, including a family with seven children with whom he stayed in
Saigon.16 He was present when American troops destroyed a village suspected
of being a base of Communist guerrilla forces, and he afterward wrote about
the sorrows of the people whose properties were burned and destroyed. At one
point he infiltrated a village of guerrillas and described their daily lives. Honda
himself experienced machine-gun and rocket attacks during his stay. In his re-
ports, he was severely critical not only of American involvement in Vietnam,
but also of Japan’s support of the war, revealing how Japanese-made products
such as tank landing ships had contributed to the killing in Vietnam.17

Honda’s sympathy for the powerless, ordinary Vietnamese led him to won-
der what had happened to the ordinary people in China during Japan’s invasion
decades before. He believed that, although tales of Japanese victims after the
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bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been widely publicized, few had told
the other side of the story. As a journalist, he felt obliged to enlighten his audi-
ence from the viewpoint of the Chinese people who had experienced Japan’s
wartime atrocities.18

REPERCUSSIONS OF “TRAVELS IN CHINA”

Not surprisingly, Honda’s accounts disturbed some Japanese and prompted
them to challenge his work. Among them was Yamamoto Shichihei, known as
a translator of best-selling novels by Isaiah Ben-Dasan. Unknown to his read-
ers, Yamamoto had invented the fictitious “Ben-Dasan,” using him as a persona
through whom he could publish his own critiques of Japanese society from a
Jewish point of view.19 In the January issue of Shokun!, a conservative monthly
magazine, Yamamoto “translated” Ben-Dasan’s “ ‘Apology’ from Asahi shinbun”
(Asahi shinbun no ‘gomen nasai’). In the article, Yamamoto pointed out what
he saw as a disingenuous motive behind Honda’s prose. A mere verbal apology,
Yamamoto suggested, does more to soothe the psyche of the guilty party than
to improve the situation of the victim. Indeed, such apologies are self-serving
because they appear to absolve the apologizer from assuming more concrete re-
sponsibility, whether in the form of compensating the victim or sincerely re-
solving to reform one’s conduct. It was wrong, Yamamoto implied, to suppose
that a few self-critical newspaper pieces would suffice to put to rest the wrongs
of the past. On the contrary, Honda’s work would have the opposite effect. It
would be received not as an apology, but as an insult, resulting in further dis-
trust and anger between the two nations.20

In the February issue of Shokun!, Honda responded to Yamamoto. Strongly
suspecting that Ben-Dasan was the alter ego of Yamamoto, Honda cynically
asked if Yamamoto was willing to share the original manuscript of Ben-Dasan’s
article, which had supposedly been written in English. Refuting Yamamoto’s in-
dictment of his motives, Honda referred to his speech to Chinese survivors of
the Nanjing Massacre whom he interviewed:

During the massacre I was still a little boy. As you said, I was not directly
responsible for this crime as a member of “the general public” because I
was probably too young. In essence, I believe that ordinary Japanese peo-
ple were victims like ordinary Chinese people. The crime was committed
by Japanese. Nonetheless, I do not think my verbal apology would mean
much to you. What is important is the present rather than the past. Even
more than twenty years after the defeat, the Japanese public was not in-
formed of what Japan did in China during the war. I am afraid that Japan
is walking the same path as it did before the war. This time, though, if we
do nothing and become bystanders, we would be directly responsible [for
the act of the state]. Apologizing for Japan’s wartime militarism is mean-
ingless. The real apology would lie in preventing Japan from reviving its
wartime militarism. I believe that my report of Japan’s wartime militarism
and its consequences can contribute to preventing the nation from revert-
ing to militarism in the future. I greatly appreciate your help.21
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In addition, Honda challenged Yamamoto’s understanding of Hirohito and
tennōsei (the emperor system). To Honda, Hirohito was the ultimate untried war
criminal, and overthrowing the emperor system was indispensable in extirpat-
ing the roots of Japan’s militarism. Honda was puzzled as to why “Ben-Dasan”
had never written about Hirohito and his responsibility for the Asia-Pacific
War. He wondered what justice Jews would have demanded for Hirohito if
China had been a Jewish nation, hypothesizing that if the emperor had been
tried by the same law applied to Adolf Eichmann, the Nazi administrator of the
concentration camps, he would have received the death sentence.22

In the March issue of Shokun!, Yamamoto again “translated” an English 
response from “Ben-Dasan,” who was supposedly living abroad. Yamamoto
avoided answering issues that Honda had raised in the previous issue and played
contemptuously with Honda’s words while mounting an ad hominem counter-
attack. He did not discuss his opinion of Hirohito’s responsibility for the war or
whether tennōsei was the foundation of Japan’s militarism. Instead he accused
Honda of being a Nazi for arrogantly deciding what ideologies should be elimi-
nated and what preserved. Yamamoto taunted Honda to send a letter to Hirohito
accusing him directly rather than through the media.23

Yamamoto also claimed that Jiang’s story of the killing contests was nothing
but hearsay. Dismissing the story as rumor, he accused Honda of intentionally
using it to accomplish his political goals. Yamamoto understood Jiang to be
claiming that the Japanese soldiers had been able to advance 10 kilometers in
150 minutes, a pace that he derided as impossible. (In fact, the advance took
days because of fierce Chinese resistance.) Using his condensed time line, Ya-
mamoto concluded that “A” must have killed one Chinese person every 1
minute and 36 seconds, a feat he considered physically impossible. Yamamoto
also denounced Honda for concealing the identity of the two second lieu-
tenants and demanded their names.24

In the April issue of Shokun!, Honda replied again. In order to refute Ya-
mamoto’s challenge, Honda cited articles on the killing contest printed in Tōkyō
nichi nichi shinbun in 1937 and explained the editorial policy of the Asahi, which
compelled him to protect the identities of the two lieutenants. Moreover, having
no doubt that “Ben-Dasan” was Yamamoto, Honda made his reply even
blunter. If “Ben-Dasan” were real, then he was a disgrace (tsurayogoshi) to Jews
because his views lacked the compassion of those held by Jewish people whom
Honda knew and respected. Honda stressed that he had learned important
things from people who had a long history of persecution, including Viet-
namese, African Americans, Koreans, and Jews. In the article, Honda under-
scored two primary reasons why he decided to confront “Ben-Dasan.” First, Ya-
mamoto’s The Japanese and The Jews (Nihonjin to Yudayajin) had sold more than
1.2 million copies, a publishing record at the time, and Honda was therefore
concerned about the extent of “Ben-Dasan’s” influence. Second, Honda wanted
to unmask the core of Yamamoto’s reactionary thesis, which supported the em-
peror system and legitimized Japan’s wartime aggression.25
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The April issue included not only Honda’s article, but two hostile responses
as well. One was “Postscript to Mr. Honda Katsuichi” (Honda Katsuichi sama
e no tsuishin) written by “Ben-Dasan,” in which he reiterated that Honda’s
logic was the same as the Nazis’.26 The other was “The Illusion of the ‘Nan-
jing Massacre’” (“Nankin daigyakusatsu” no maboroshi), written by Suzuki
Akira, a critic who identified himself as a nonfiction writer. Although the title
suggests a wholesale refutation of the massacre, Suzuki’s argument merely 
denied the accuracy of Jiang’s recollections of the Nanjing Massacre, espe-
cially his testimony as to the killing contests. Like Yamamoto, Suzuki had not
been particularly interested in the Nanjing Massacre until he read Honda’s
“Travels in China.” After he read about the killing contests, Suzuki did some
research on the Nanjing Massacre, which led him to the original source of
Jiang’s story.27

Referring to the articles on the killing contest in Tōkyō nichi nichi shinbun
published at the time, Suzuki pointed out differences between Jiang’s and the
original versions: Although Jiang stated that the contest was repeated three
times, the earlier articles had described only one incident, in which the goal was
initially 100 but later extended to 50 more. According to Jiang, it was not clear
whether the two second lieutenants conducted the contests during or outside
combat, whereas the earlier articles made clear that they were competing dur-
ing the battle; finally, Jiang told Honda that a superior ordered the two soldiers
to compete, but no such superior was mentioned in the articles.28

Suzuki contended that Japan’s atrocities in Nanjing had been exaggerated or
distorted among the people in Nanjing in the intervening 34 years. Although
Suzuki claimed no intention of arguing that the Japanese military did not com-
mit atrocities in Nanjing, he was skeptical that 430,000 Chinese were killed, the
figure cited by Honda in a footnote as the estimate by the Nationalist government
at the end of the war.29 Suzuki admitted that some atrocities occurred in Nan-
jing, but he argued that what was now being remembered as the Nanjing 
Massacre—that is, the great historic atrocity in which the Japanese military
murdered 430,000 Chinese—was the product of rumors and exaggerations
handed down by the Chinese people.30 To Suzuki, Jiang’s version of the killing
contests, as reported in Honda’s article, was an example of such exaggeration.

Suzuki continued to write articles challenging Honda. Among them was
“Why Was Second Lieutenant Mukai Executed?” (Mukai shōi wa naze ko-
rosaretaka). Unlike Honda, who wrote his articles from the viewpoint of sur-
vivors of the Japanese atrocities, Suzuki presented Mukai’s point of view, based
on his interviews with Mukai’s widow, daughter, comrades, and the Tōkyō nichi
nichi shinbun reporter who had written the articles on the killing contest in the
1930s. Both Honda and Suzuki claimed to be writing in the name of interna-
tional understanding, though they proposed two very different paths. While
Honda sought mutual understanding by urging readers to realize what the
Japanese military did in China and how it was viewed by Chinese, Suzuki 
insisted that readers who desired an accurate understanding of events must
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comprehend the viewpoint of the two second lieutenants and their bereaved
families.31

Yamamoto’s work in Shokun! also continued its attempt to discredit Honda’s
report on the killing contest.32 In addition, Bungei shunjū, the publisher of the
journal, published both Yamamoto’s and Suzuki’s work in book form.33 Others,
such as Ishihara Shintarō, the Liberal Democratic Party politician, and Tanaka
Masaaki, the same veteran who had written On Japan’s Innocence: The Truth on
Trial 20 years earlier, also expressed their displeasure with Honda’s articles. In
one round-table discussion, Ishihara insisted that China was trying to stir up
Japan’s war guilt and that the Asahi had taken up the Nanjing Massacre to
serve its own perverse political agenda.34 Similarly, in his Thesis of Japan’s Inno-
cence (Nihon muzairon), published in July 1972, Tanaka denounced the mass
media and so-called progressive intellectuals for exaggerating the atrocities in
Nanjing.35

While some challenged Honda, others enthusiastically supported him. The
publisher of the Asahi released Honda’s serial articles as a book in March
1972.36 That same year, another publisher printed a similar book by Honda 
titled The Japanese Army in China (Chūgoku no Nihongun), which included an
extensive array of photographs documenting scenes of Japanese atrocities.37

Also in 1972, Hora Tomio, a historian, published The Nanjing Incident (Nankin
jiken), a revised edition of his 1967 Kindai senshi no nazo (Riddles of Modern
War History).

Honda’s widely read “Travels in China” set off a chain reaction, spreading
knowledge of the Nanjing Massacre among the Japanese public. It stirred those
who objected to Honda’s view to refute it, and these responses in turn inspired
Honda and his supporters to meet the challenge. Each outraged by the other,
the two camps continued to exchange fire, and every new round of controversy
stimulated greater public interest in the massacre. The editors of Shokun! ex-
pressed their gratitude for the increase of letters from the readers prompted by
the disputes between Yamamoto and Honda.38 In the journal’s four years of
publication, no topic had ever elicited such a strong response from readers.39

By sponsoring Yamamoto’s and Suzuki’s challenges, the editors of Shokun!
and their publisher, Bungei shunjū, were probably most concerned with boost-
ing the circulation of the journal. But they contributed nonetheless to enrich-
ing the study of the Nanjing atrocities. In 1973, Hora Tomio edited collections of
documents, including translations of lengthy testimonies of massacre sur-
vivors before the Tokyo Tribunal.40 In 1975, Hora published The Nanjing Mas-
sacre: Criticism of the Making of an Illusion (Nankin daigyakusatsu: “maboroshi”
ka kōsaku hihan), in which he made use of his rich knowledge of historical
documents to refute Yamamoto and Suzuki. In the introduction, he stressed
that he could not ignore “those who relied on unscientific intuition to turn the
gears of history counterclockwise.” He also felt responsible both for rebutting
those who claimed that the Nanjing Massacre was an illusion and for clarifying
the historical facts of the event.41
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SOWING THE SEEDS OF “VICTIMIZER

CONSCIOUSNESS”

The year 1971 proved to be a turning point in the historiography of what be-
came known as “victimizer consciousness” (kagaisha ishiki)—a term that stands
for the acknowledgment that Japan was also an aggressor and bore responsi-
bility for the Asia-Pacific War. Honda’s article was not alone in reminding the
nation of its wartime conduct. Others, like the members of the Group of Re-
turnees from China, held similar positions. The gradual rise of “victimizer con-
sciousness” was the consequence of the international and domestic climate of
the time, fueled by growing awareness of the Vietnam War, the PRC’s entry into
the United Nations, and the recovery and growth of the Japanese economy.

In the 1970s, many began to share Honda’s views. They realized with regret
that Japan had inflicted tremendous sufferings on other Asian countries and
peoples. In 1971, Maruki Toshi and Maruki Iri, acclaimed painters of the murals
of the horrors of the atomic bombings, completed Crows (Karasu), the four-
teenth painting in their series Hiroshima Panels. It depicted Korean residents of
Hiroshima who, because of their ethnic origin, received inferior medical treat-
ment after the blast. In 1975, the Marukis completed their painting titled The
Rape of Nanking (Nankin daigyakusatsu no zu), in which they underscored the
horrors inflicted on the people of Nanjing.42 Only occasionally have these
paintings been exhibited outside their permanent home at the Maruki Gallery
for Hiroshima Panels in Saitama. Ever since its opening in 1967, the Maruki
Gallery has played an important role in enlightening visitors about the cruelty
of the war and the significance of peace.43

During the 1970s, schoolteachers began presenting Japan’s wartime history
with an emphasis on the devastations in Asia. The December 1973 issue of Reki-
shi chiri kyōiku, a monthly education magazine, published an article by Oda
Baku, a high school teacher and a member of the Association for History Edu-
cators (Rekishi kyōikusha kyōgikai) founded in 1949. Oda urged his fellow edu-
cators to understand that Japan had been a perpetrator during the Fifteen-Year
War. He argued that if teachers emphasized the devastation inflicted on Japan
and its people when they taught about the war, students would learn to hate
war, but they would do so only as an unthinking reflex. They would avoid ask-
ing more challenging questions about who was responsible for the aggression
and why Japan had been unable to avoid the war.44 In winter 1973, Yoneda
Shinji, a high school teacher who also belonged to the association, had his stu-
dents read Honda’s Travels in China and write a paper in response, assignments
that he hoped would give his students a more complicated view of Japan’s role
than that presented in history textbooks. He also required his students to inter-
view a person who had lived through the period of the Japan-China War
(1937–45).45

Such changes in public consciousness began to appear in the school text-
books of the time. Whereas history textbooks still generally did not detail
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Japan’s wartime atrocities, descriptions of the Nanjing Massacre reemerged in
at least four junior high school and four high school Japanese history textbooks
in the 1970s, although the matter was usually addressed in footnotes rather
than in the main text. A footnote to the 1975 edition of Nihon shoseki’s and
Kyōiku shuppan’s junior-high-school history textbooks defined the Nanjing
atrocities as an event in which the Japanese military killed approximately
42,000 civilians, including women and children. In its 1978 edition, Tōkyō
shoseki’s junior high school history textbook stated in a footnote that, after the
seizure of the city, the Japanese Army killed a vast number of (obitadashii) Chi-
nese people, including POWs, stragglers, women, and children. The author of
Jikkyō shuppan’s high school Japanese history book, published in 1977, defined
the atrocities in the footnote as the incident in which the military massacred
(gyakusatsu) a vast number of (obitadashii) people in Nanjing. Although the
Ministry of Education prohibited authors of textbooks from citing death tolls in
the range of 200,000 or 300,000, they were able to keep references to the mas-
sacre by replacing numbers with vague words such as “a vast number of ”
(obitadashii).46 These descriptions of the massacre may seem modest, but com-
pared to the silence of the previous two decades, these references signaled an
important reversal.

As more people began to see wartime Japan not as a victim, but a victimizer,
others responded by defending Japan’s war efforts and its alleged contribution
to freeing Asia from Western domination. The Nanjing Massacre was one of the
points at issue in this debate. While some, like Honda, informed the public of
the Nanjing Massacre and sufferings of the Chinese people, others, like Ya-
mamoto, promoted different versions. But these controversies of the 1970s were
limited compared to the textbook controversy in 1982, which erupted into a
fierce international debate.

JAPAN’S WARTIME HISTORY INTERNATIONALIZED

In late June 1982, national newspapers reported that the recently approved his-
tory textbooks were choosing to take less notice of the negative aspects of
Japan’s war record than their previous editions. Although not entirely correct,
these reports prompted protests from other Asian nations, while provoking do-
mestic disputes over their accuracy. Asahi shinbun criticized the Ministry of Edu-
cation for its deemphasis of Japan’s wartime aggression and its attempt to 
justify the actions of wartime and prewar Japan.47 The Asahi included a 
“before-and-after” table that showed the modifications in the new history text-
books. According to the article, censors altered descriptions of such topics as
the March First Independence Movement in Korea in 1919, Japan’s aggression
(shinryaku) in northern China, the so-called Three Alls, and the emperor-
centered Meiji Constitution.48

On July 26, 1982, the PRC government officially protested the Japanese gov-
ernment’s decision to revise the textbooks. Basing his remarks on Japanese
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press reports, a Chinese official denounced the Ministry of Education’s effort to
distort the historical facts of Japan’s wartime aggression. He gave four exam-
ples: (1) the ministry changed Japan’s “invasion (shinryaku) of northern China”
to “advance (shinshutsu) into northern China”; (2) it altered “full-scale aggres-
sion (shinryaku) against China” to “full-scale advance (shinshutsu) on China”;
(3) the 9.18 Incident of 1931 (i.e., Japan’s seizure of Manchuria) was no longer
described as an invasion, but as a mere incident in which “the Japanese military
bombed the South Manchurian Railway”; (4) the Nanjing Massacre was justi-
fied as a reaction to the fierce resistance of the Chinese military.49

In a similar vein, on July 31, the Taiwanese government sent a memoran-
dum to the de facto Japanese embassy to Taiwan, urging the Japanese govern-
ment to deal with the issue appropriately.50 On August 3, the South Korean
government followed suit, lodging an official protest. In response, Korean com-
munities in the United States boycotted Japanese products.51 That same month,
Hong Kong’s labor unions and their allies hand-delivered a letter of protest to
the envoy at the Japanese Consulate.52 And in Geneva, the British representa-
tive to the United Nation’s subcommittee on human rights addressed the Japa-
nese delegate, criticizing the Japanese government for its textbook policies.53

These international criticisms and denunciations, particularly the govern-
ment protests, upset the administration of Prime Minister Suzuki Zenkō. On July
28, the Japanese ambassador to the PRC in Beijing visited the Chinese foreign
ministry and explained the government policies regarding textbook authoriza-
tion. The ambassador assured him that the government’s understanding of the
war had not changed and that the government felt its responsibility for having
caused significant damage to the people of China.54 The Ministry of Education
completed its research and issued a report on the textbook authorization. It
found that, out of the 20 different Japanese and world history textbooks exam-
ined that year, 4 passages in three Japanese history textbooks and 10 passages in
six world history textbooks used “invasion” (shinryaku) with regard to the Japan-
China War. Pursuant to the inspector’s “recommendation,” 1 passage in one
Japanese history textbook and 3 passages in two world history textbooks had
been amended, either eliminating or replacing the word with “advance” (shin-
shutsu). The others continued to use the word “shinryaku.” The ministry an-
nounced that it would deliver its findings to its Chinese counterpart.55

On July 29, Ogawa Heiji, the minister of education, appeared before the
Committee on Education of the Upper House of the Japanese Parliament to ex-
plain the reason for the changes. Ogawa argued that the goal of history educa-
tion was to help students improve their objective analytical skills based on his-
torical facts. Because the term “invasion” (shinryaku) had previously been used
only to describe Japan’s wartime expansion, whereas the term “advance” (shin-
shutsu) had been used to illustrate the wartime and postwar maneuvers of
Western powers, the ministry recommended that authors apply the same stan-
dard to both sides and use “advance” in both cases. Ogawa stressed that the
Japanese government never forced any publishers to eliminate the term “inva-
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sion” and that many books were still using it. He argued that anyone who read
the texts would understand that the war was not justifiable. Speaking before the
same committee, Suzuki Isao, a bureau chief of elementary and junior high
school education, implied that the press reports had been erroneous to begin
with; he emphasized that the ministry had not found any case of “Japan’s ag-
gression (shinryaku) against northern China” being altered to “Japan’s advance
(shinshutsu) into northern China” in high school history textbooks during this
cycle.56

On August 25, expecting an official announcement from the Japanese gov-
ernment, Asahi shinbun published its own findings on whether “invasion” had
been replaced with “advance.” It confirmed that, in 1982, there was no case in
which “Japan’s aggression against northern China” had been replaced with
“Japan’s advance into northern China” in high school history textbooks. On
this point, the Asahi concluded that the Chinese government had been mis-
taken. It also confirmed that two high school Japanese history textbooks and
four high school world history textbooks continued to use the term “invasion”
with regard to the Japan-China War. But the article also pointed out that, in
general, the ministry had been discouraging writers of textbooks from using
the term “invasion” and requesting the use of “advance” since the mid-1950s.
In the 1982 inspection, “Japan’s invasion (shinryaku) of South East Asia” had
been changed to “Japan’s advance (shinshutsu) into South East Asia” in two
high school world history textbooks published by Teikoku shoin. The article
also revealed that, in the widely used junior high school history textbooks pub-
lished by Chūkyō shuppan, the sentence “Japan regarded Manchuria as a life-
line and pursued aggression against China with military might” had been al-
tered to read, “Japan tried to advance into the mainland with military might in
order to protect its rights in Manchuria.”57

The next day Miyazawa Kiichi, the chief cabinet secretary, announced the
government’s position on history textbooks, stressing in his remarks Japan’s
wish to maintain friendship with other Asian nations:

Japan and its nationals have deeply reflected on Japan’s past infliction of
tremendous sufferings and damage on peoples in Asia, including China.
Being very much aware of this historical fact, [they] have made efforts to
pursue peace. . . . Today descriptions of textbooks in our country have
been criticized by nations such as Korea and China. Our nation shall sin-
cerely listen to these criticisms in order to maintain friendships with
neighboring nations in Asia and shall take responsibility for rectifying
[such descriptions]. . . . [A]s to future textbook authorization, [the gov-
ernment] with the approval of the Council of Inspecting Textbook Autho-
rization (Kyōkayō tosho kentei chōsa shingikai) will promulgate a new
standard of authorization. [It will also] take careful considerations to ac-
complish this. . . . Our nation shall continue to make every effort to fa-
cilitate mutual understandings and develop friendships with neighboring
countries, sincerely hoping that [our nation] will contribute not only to
peace in Asia, but also to world peace.58
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This statement, as well as the international protests, angered those who be-
lieved that textbook issues were an internal matter and that patriotism should
be emphasized in school education. They alleged that the government had
given in to “foreign intervention” and that the entire incident had arisen from
inaccurate news reports. For example, in the October issue of Shokun!, Watan-
abe Shōichi, professor of English at Sophia University, accused Asahi shinbun
and other newspapers of intentionally fabricating reports that he believed had
triggered the official protests from China and Korea. He denounced the Japa-
nese mass media as dominated by sympathizers with China’s Cultural Revolu-
tion and condemned them for trying to force the Japanese government into an
embarrassingly abject apology.59 Throughout the article, Watanabe repeatedly
and decisively stated that there had been no case in which “invasion” was re-
placed with “advance.” 

Watanabe’s assertion was based on the explanation that the Ministry of
Education made in late July, but it was not entirely faithful to that statement.
The ministry claimed that in no case had “invasion” been altered to “advance”
in the context of the Japan-China War in high school Japanese and world history
textbooks inspected in 1982.60 This qualification perhaps suggested the govern-
ment’s awareness that the ministry had sought to suppress the use of “shin-
ryaku” since the mid-1950s and had long used its powers of authorization to
tone down textbook descriptions of Japan’s wartime aggression. Nevertheless,
Watanabe concluded that news reports on textbook authorization were misrep-
resentations, calculated to provoke foreign intervention into Japan’s domestic
affairs.

This facile viewpoint was shared by the conservative allies of Watanabe.
Sankei shinbun, a national newspaper, and Seiron, a monthly magazine pub-
lished by Sankei, took up the cry that news reports of the replacement of “inva-
sion” with “advance” were completely erroneous.61 According to the editors of
Sankei, the ministry had suggested the use of “advance” instead of “invasion”
more than 20 years before, and this year’s inspection had done nothing to has-
ten a change. They found it irrational for China to accuse Japan of trying to re-
vive militarism through its textbooks, since, in Sankei’s view, the books had not
changed significantly from previous years.62

For Watanabe and his allies, the major concern was whether “invasion” was
replaced with “advance.” However, news reports of textbook authorization and
the ensuing disputes raised difficult issues among progressive intellectuals. For
Hidaka Rokurō, a professor of sociology at Kyōto Seika University, the signifi-
cance of this single choice of word extended beyond mere semantics. It repre-
sented arguments over historical accuracy that had changed the path of his ca-
reer. In the mid-1950s, Hidaka had given up writing textbooks because the
ministry demanded that he replace “invasion” with “advance.” From that point
on, he had been a vocal critic of textbooks. To Hidaka, the remarks of the gov-
ernment officials were nonsense. He argued that they simply revealed that
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Japan’s “reflection on the war,” as expressed to Chinese and Korean govern-
ments during normalization of relations in the 1960s and 1970s, meant noth-
ing. He stressed that the issue was not merely the substitution of terms, but
Japan’s foreign policy toward Asia in general.63

Hidaka also condemned the Liberal Democratic Party for its arrogance, say-
ing it had intentionally distorted Japan’s wartime history and ignored domestic
criticisms of its control over textbooks. Hidaka warned “powerless people” not
to expect that the government would reflect thoroughly on its past deeds and
urged them to think over what reflection on the past really meant. In addition,
Hidaka noted that, like China and South Korea, Okinawa had protested the
ministry’s removal of passages describing atrocities against its people. Unlike
the complaints of the two Asian nations, however, the Okinawan outcry had
received little official acknowledgment. Hidaka demanded it be accorded appro-
priate attention and respect.64

Similarly, Dai Guohui, a professor of Chinese history at Rikkyō University in
Tokyo, suggested that the real issue was not as simple as reinstating the term
“invasion.” Dai was born in Taiwan in 1931. The Japanese military had con-
scripted his two brothers and an uncle, and his uncle died fighting for Japan.
Dai argued that diplomatic platitudes would not solve the fundamental prob-
lem, which was the lack of concern among the majority of ordinary Japanese
about Japan’s wartime colonialism and aggression. He urged the public to ac-
quire knowledge of all aspects of Japan’s modernization: its expansionism, its
colonialism, the Manchurian Incident, and the Nanjing Massacre.65

The textbook controversy provoked Kim Hak Hyon, a Korean professor at
Momoyama Gakuin University, to think not only of his wartime experience
under Japanese rule, but also about international politics. During the war Kim
had been forced to worship the emperor, speak Japanese instead of Korean, and
sing patriotic Japanese songs. Although the ministry’s efforts to tone down
Japan’s colonial policies in Korea disturbed him, Kim saw the event as a natural
consequence of collusive postwar relations between Japan and Korea. Japan
was still controlled by politicians who were the successors of Kishi Nobusuke
and Kaya Okinori, champions of Japanese colonialism, and South Korea was
led by figures who had collaborated in Japan’s colonialism during the war. To
Kim, this configuration of power explained why the South Korean government
did not lodge protests against the Japanese government except when under in-
tense pressure from the opposition parties.66

As Hidaka, Dai, and Kim wisely observed, the textbook controversy was not
merely the fight over the usage of the term “shinryaku” or “shinshutsu.” The
real issue at stake in this dispute was whether or not modern Japanese history
should include sufferings inflicted on other Asians by the nation during the
war. The textbook controversy provoked concerned individuals to write their
ideal history of wartime Japan, and in this context the dispute over Nanjing
again rose to the surface.
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REVIVAL OF THE DISPUTE OVER THE

NANJING MASSACRE

In the wake of China’s denunciation of the textbook descriptions of the Nan-
jing Massacre, the topic again became a public issue. This time disputes were
much more intense, and the number of participants increased significantly. In
general, those who claimed to be outraged by China’s intervention in Japan’s
domestic affairs were likely to challenge the authenticity of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre. For example, Watanabe Shōichi advocated that scholars of neighboring
nations must objectively consider Suzuki Akira’s The Illusion of the “Nanjing
Massacre” and Maeda Yūji’s In the Course of War (Sensō no nagare no nakani).
Watanabe believed that both of these books convincingly showed that the
killing of 300,000 civilians after the occupation of Nanjing could never have
happened.67 Maeda was a wartime correspondent who had accompanied the
Sixteenth Division in China. Published in 1982, his book argued that most of
the deaths occurred during the battle and that the death toll could have
reached 300,000 only if the entire Chinese population, both troops and civil-
ians, had been killed.68 Although Watanabe conceded that the Japanese mili-
tary committed a certain number of atrocities in Nanjing, he emphasized that
the scale and the degree of the atrocities in Nanjing were far less terrible than
the crimes at Auschwitz and that the death toll of 260,000 or 300,000 was
highly inflated.69

Uno Seiichi, a professor of Chinese philosophy at Keiō University, shared
Watanabe’s view. Citing both Suzuki and Maeda, Uno condemned the alleged
toll of 200,000 as fabrication. To Uno, the term “advance” (shinshutsu) was an
objective term. He emphasized that it should not be Japan’s concern whether
other nations would consider Japan’s wartime conduct a matter of “aggres-
sion” (shinryaku). He also denounced history textbooks as dominated by leftists
who exaggerated the government’s control of textbooks and used foreign pres-
sure to achieve their political objectives.70

Similarly, Mayuzumi Toshirō, a classical composer, insisted that the progres-
sives were plotting to destroy the textbook authorization system, which had, in
his eyes, succeeded in producing better books. He stressed that no country
should be allowed to influence another nation’s pedagogical principles; the task
of educating the children of “our” nation should be Japan’s alone, he argued.
To Mayuzumi, such interference was a violation of national sovereignty. He
was deeply disappointed with the government for bowing to China’s and South
Korea’s protests. Mayuzumi argued that if the PRC and South Korean govern-
ments were so deeply offended by the term “invasion” (shinryaku), they should
consider, from a foreign policy perspective, why the invasion had occurred. In
Mayuzumi’s view, the war was indeed reckless, but it had been Japan’s only vi-
able choice. Thus, China and South Korea were wrong simply to understand
the Japanese expansion as a result of militaristic expansionist policies. He was
also dismayed with the Japanese media, which, he said, unfairly and sensation-

94 B R I N G I N G  T H E  NA N J I N G  M A S S A C R E  I N TO  P R I N T  ( 1 9 7 1 – 8 9 )



 

ally exploited Japan’s past atrocities. To Mayuzumi, the Japanese government
was simply trying to foster a more objective view of Japan’s wartime history.71

Unlike Mayuzumi and other supporters of textbook authorization, Ienaga
Saburō, who wrote Sanseidō’s New Japanese History (Shin Nihon shi), took of-
fense at the changes that he had been forced to make in order to gain authoriza-
tion. To his chagrin, the ministry had presented him with more than 400 “sug-
gested” revisions. The textbook inspector had specifically requested that Ienaga
alter his original manuscript because students might conclude that the Japa-
nese military committed systematic atrocities in Nanjing.72 Because of the gov-
ernment’s public promise to correct the descriptions in the textbooks, Ienaga
submitted a request to have his original sentences reinstated, including those
regarding the massacre, but the government rejected it. In January 1984,
Ienaga instituted his third lawsuit seeking damages against the government.73

At this trial, Ienaga focused his challenge on the ministry’s suggestions regard-
ing the use of “shinryaku,” Japan’s chemical and biological warfare, and atroci-
ties against Okinawans inflicted by the Japanese military, as well as those per-
taining to the Nanjing Massacre.74

Although the ministry did not accept Ienaga’s request, changes in the de-
scriptions of Japan’s wartime history could be seen in other books after the text-
book controversy. For example, writers of the textbooks were now free to use
the term “invasion” (shinryaku).75 As to the descriptions of the massacre, a
higher estimate of the death toll began to appear in the high school and junior
high school history textbooks authorized by the ministry in 1983. For example,
a footnote in Tōkyō shoseki’s junior high school history textbook described the
massacre as follows:

Within a few weeks after the occupation of Nanjing the Japanese military
killed many Chinese in and around the city. It is said that 70,000–80,000
residents alone were killed, including women and children. If surrendered
soldiers are included, it is said that more than 200,000 Chinese were
killed. By contrast, China claims that the number of victims, including
those killed in combat, exceeded 300,000. This incident was known as the
Nanjing Massacre, and foreign countries blamed Japan for it. Nonetheless,
the ordinary people in Japan were not informed of the facts.76

Similarly, Jiyū shobō’s high school history textbook, New Japanese History (Shin
Nihonshi), revised and expanded its footnote on the Nanjing atrocities. Like
Tokyō shoseki’s textbook, it estimated that the Japanese military altogether
killed more than 200,000 Chinese soldiers and civilians. The text also alluded to
the Chinese estimate of 300,000.77

However, such revisions disturbed army veterans such as Tanaka Masaaki
and Unemoto Masami. On March 13, 1984, Tanaka, Unemoto, and five other 
veterans filed a lawsuit against the Ministry of Education claiming that it al-
lowed textbooks to include misrepresentations of the incident based on hearsay
and other unreliable sources. Tanaka demanded 7 million yen in compensation,
as well as the deletion of textbook allusions to “the Nanjing Massacre” and its
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significance.78 Tanaka insisted that textbooks made newly available in 1984 un-
fairly exaggerated the cruelty of the Japanese military in Nanjing. Moreover, he
argued, the authors of these textbooks defined Japan’s wartime expansion as “an
aggressive war,” while Soviet, European, and American invasions in Asia
throughout history were described as either “advances,” “invasions,” or “the
sending of troops.” He denounced the texts as being tainted by biased historical
views that neglected the pride and distrusted the motives of the mother nation,
besmirching it with a large number of flawed descriptions.79

To further publicize his argument, in June 1984, Tanaka published The Illu-
sion of “the Nanjing Massacre” (“Nankin gyakusatsu” no kyokō). In the after-
word, he stated:

The world first learned of the Nanjing incident at the Tokyo War Crimes
Trial. Without a doubt the Tokyo Trial was a tribunal at which victors uni-
laterally punished a defeated Japan. Thus [the victors] concluded that the
defeated nation must take all the responsibility for the war. They demo-
nized Japan and propagandized Japan’s alleged crimes through the tribu-
nal. [The victors] fabricated the Nanjing incident, inventing atrocities
committed by the Japanese military in order to create a counterpart to the
Nazi crimes at Auschwitz. Therefore, in my view, the key to understanding
the incident depends on revising our understanding of the Tokyo Trial.
Unmasking the trial and revealing its fabrications and errors would result
in exposing the truth of the Nanjing incident. As long as “the Tokyo Trial’s
historical view” (Tōkyō saiban shikan) has not been refuted, neither the
textbook accounts of Nanjing nor larger problems regarding the text-
books will be corrected. We must see things with Japanese eyes. We must
analyze things the Japanese way. I believe that the time has come no
longer to be held hostage by the “Tokyo Trial’s historical view.” It is time to
search for the truth of history from a broader viewpoint.80

Tanaka labeled writers such as Hora Tomio and Honda Katsuichi, who ar-
gued that large-scale atrocities had occurred in Nanjing, as “the great massacre
faction” (daigyakusatsuha). According to Tanaka, they were fundamentally
wrong for placing their complete trust in documents and testimonies put for-
ward by the Chinese side and by prosecutors at the Tokyo Trial. In addition, they
disregarded even the possibility that the incident was artificially contrived by the
victors at the time of the trial. They ignored the live-or-die situation on the bat-
tlefield and the great losses sustained by Japan’s military, overlooked the fact that
Chinese plainclothes guerrilla forces had inflicted substantial casualties on the
Japanese military, and dismissed Chinese atrocities during the incident.81

Those who believed that the Nanjing Massacre had been fabricated by the
Tokyo Trial and the Chinese government applauded Tanaka’s work. Watanabe
Shōichi wrote a foreword for the book, praising it for confronting “the great
massacre faction,” which had disgraced Japan and the Japanese.82 About 100
veterans and journalists, including Gotō Kōsaku, Maeda Yūji, and Unemoto
Masami, who either fought at the battle or witnessed the occupation of Nan-
jing, supported Tanaka’s claim that there had been no great massacre in Nan-
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jing. They offered him their versions of events and lent him photographs as well
as other historical materials. For example, Unemoto, a leader of a tank section
at the time, wrote Tanaka that his men had been fighting against fierce resist-
ance and that Chinese guerrillas had concealed weapons under their clothes.
Unemoto stressed that there had been no formal surrender and that he and his
company were afraid of being attacked. Thus they killed without taking prison-
ers. Tanaka referred to Unemoto’s confession in order to highlight the psy-
chology and motives of soldiers during the battle.83

Tanaka repeatedly challenged the statistic of 200,000 or 300,000 deaths
throughout the book. He argued that the prosecutors of the Tokyo Trial and the
Japanese writers who insisted that a huge massacre had happened in Nanjing
had made no attempt to address Lewis Smythe’s far lower casualties estimates;
in his War Damage in the Nanking Area (1938), Smythe stated that 2,136 people
were killed, 2,745 were injured, and 4,200 were taken away by the Japanese
military between the fall of Nanjing and March 15, 1938. Tanaka also stressed
that the atomic bomb that exploded over Hiroshima killed 140,000, but that 
Hiroshima was 17 times larger than Nanjing in area and contained half again
as many people. Thus, he argued, the killing of 200,000 or 300,000 in Nan-
jing was quite unlikely. In addition, Tanaka emphasized that approximately
200,000 civilians sought refuge in the safety zone protected by the military. He
wondered where the other 200,000 or 300,000 civilians whom the military al-
legedly “massacred” could have come from. As to the burial records that docu-
mented 155,337 dead bodies, he questioned how many of these casualties were
actually “massacred.” Not only did Tanaka believe that the figure itself was un-
trustworthy, but he also suspected that many of the dead were killed in combat
and were not the victims of atrocities.84

THE FLOWERING OF NANJING MASSACRE

LITERATURE

In March 1984, the same month Tanaka and other veterans filed their law-
suit, some 20 people—historians, journalists, lawyers, teachers, workers, and 
others—established the Research Committee on the Nanjing Incident (Nankin
jiken chōsa kenkyūkai). Outraged by claims that the Nanjing Massacre was an
illusion, they met (and still continue to meet) every month or two to discuss is-
sues relating to the massacre. Among the committee’s founders were historians
Fujiwara Akira, Hora Tomio, Kasahara Tokushi, and Yoshida Yutaka; journalist
Honda Katsuichi; attorney Watanabe Harumi; and factory worker Ono Kenji.85

These men have continued to publish books and articles in order to confront
the revisionists.

In 1985, Hora published a revised version of his two-volume work, A Collec-
tion of Historical Materials on the Japan-China War, originally published in
1973.86 In 1986, he refuted Tanaka and his allies in a new book titled The Proof
of the Nanjing Massacre (Nankin daigyakusatsu no shōmei). Hora had at first

JAPAN:  FROM “V ICT IM  C ONS C I OUS NES S ”  TO  V I C T I MI ZER  CONSC IOUSNESS ” 97



 

felt it was fruitless to respond to what he regarded as the baseless and poorly re-
searched claims of the revisionists. Over time, however, he felt that a response
was necessary as Tanaka and newcomers to the revisionists’ camp, such as
Itakura Yoshiaki, a business owner who identified himself as a Nanjing Mas-
sacre scholar, continued to denounce the massacre as a fabrication in popular
monthly magazines like Bungei shunjū.87

In his book, Hora pointed out that he, as a historian, had always been careful
to take a critical view of historical documents and materials and had always
tried to collect a wide variety of sources even if they contradicted his viewpoint.
He also responded forcefully to the claim, made by both Tanaka and Itakura,
that those writers who had called attention to mass atrocities in Nanjing had
ignored Smythe’s survey. He noted that his document collection included the
very translation of Smythe’s document that both Tanaka and Itakura had 
consulted.88

In Hora’s view, it was Tanaka and his supporters who uncritically accepted
materials that would support their claim, while unfairly ignoring contradictory
sources. They had even manipulated documents in order to support their
claims. He argued that Tanaka had distorted General Matsui’s field diary in
more than 900 places by adding, deleting, and replacing words and sen-
tences.89 For example, Tanaka changed “a few tens of thousands of stragglers”
(sūman) to “a few thousand stragglers” (sūsen) in order to lessen the apparent
number of victims. He deleted part of his journal entry dated February 6, 1938,
where Matsui deplored the low morale in the military, which was causing Chi-
nese civilians to be frightened of the Japanese military and nervous about what
the army might do. As to Itakura, Hora was puzzled why he often came to con-
clusions heavily based on intuition and suspicion. For example, when Itakura
found that Hora had misidentified Fitch’s diary as Magee’s, Itakura seized on
this mistake as proof that Hora had intentionally and manipulatively hidden
Fitch’s identity in order to support the Tokyo Trial’s fabrications. Hora repeat-
edly urged “the negationists of the Nanjing Massacre” (daigyakusatsu hiteiha) to
consult historical documents as well as his own work carefully and thoroughly
and to make arguments based on what he had actually written.90

In addition, Hora emphasized that he had never insisted that 200,000 or
300,000 civilians were “massacred” in Nanjing. His understanding of the scale
of the killing in Nanjing was that approximately 200,000 soldiers and civilians
were killed in and around Nanjing during the event. He said that he was cer-
tainly aware that the number included those who were killed in combat, and he
condemned Tanaka’s attack on his methodology. (Tanaka had claimed that
Hora simply summed up available Chinese and Tokyo Trial figures in order to
arrive at the 200,000 figure.) In the book, Hora highlighted Japan’s wartime
military documents that reported the execution of approximately 114,000 al-
leged Chinese stragglers and prisoners as “achievements.”91 To Hora, the
killing of nonresistant stragglers and prisoners, many of whom were civilians,
was not a legitimate military action, as Tanaka and his supporters claimed.
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Nonetheless, Hora’s refutation produced little, if any effect among what he
called “the negationists of the Nanjing Massacre.” One example of the nega-
tionists’ continued intransigence was An Outline of the Nanjing Incident: Fifteen
Grounds for the Denial of the Massacre, published by Tanaka Masaaki in 1987.
Tanaka restated views similar to those expressed in his The Illusion of the “Nan-
jing Massacre” and Thesis of Japan’s Innocence (Nihon muzairon). In his new
book, he explained that the adding, dropping, and replacing of words and sen-
tences in Matsui’s field diary had resulted from mere carelessness, and he de-
nounced as slanders those who claimed he had intentionally distorted the text.
He insisted that Matsui never discussed in his diary whether the Nanjing Mas-
sacre had occurred or not. He condemned Asahi shinbun, textbooks, historians
such as Hora Tomio, and the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall, on whose walls
the death figure of 300,000 was inscribed. He also alleged that Han Chinese, as
a race, were congenitally and uniquely brutal, emphasized Chinese atrocities of
Japanese nationals, and highlighted General Matsui Iwane’s benevolence and
his love of China.92 In its foreword, written in the seldom-used classical Japa-
nese style, Kobori Keiichirō, a professor of comparative literature at Tokyo Uni-
versity, praised the solidity, fairness, and objectivity of Tanaka’s study. Kobori
characterized Tanaka as a dutiful and passionate person who had devoted his
life to researching the truth of the Greater East Asian War and destroying the
fabrication of the Nanjing incident.93

In 1987, members of the Research Committee on the Nanjing Incident pub-
lished another book on the Nanjing Massacre titled Consideration of the Nanjing
Massacre, to which Hora contributed an article refuting Tanaka’s latest book.
Instead of raising more persuasive arguments, Tanaka, Hora argued, had just
shamelessly repeated his erroneous and emotional views, and Kobori had done
nothing more than to praise Tanaka’s assertions. Hora sarcastically remarked
that both men seemed to be living in another world.94 Throughout the 1980s,
Hora and other members of the Research Committee were motivated to pro-
duce their work in order to refute the revisionists, stimulating Tanaka and his
supporters to respond to both domestic and foreign accounts that highlighted
atrocities in Nanjing.

Eventually and perhaps inevitably, the battle between these two camps ex-
panded to affect others who were not allied with either faction. In 1986, Hata
Ikuhiko, a history professor at Takushoku University, published The Nanjing In-
cident: The Structure of the “Atrocities” (Nankin jiken: “gyakusatsu” no kōzō).
Placing himself in a different faction, Hata argued that, whereas earlier schol-
ars had tried conscientiously to weigh the testimonies and claims of the mas-
sacre’s survivors, the current attempts to deny the wholesale atrocities in Nan-
jing were the work of “inconsiderate people” (kokoronai hitobito). He tried to
position Nanjing in a larger framework by using a rich variety of primary and
secondary sources in Chinese, English, and Japanese. Unlike other scholarly
materials on Nanjing in the previous years, Hata’s book attempted to answer
why such gigantic atrocities took place in the city. His reasons included the fol-
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lowing combination of factors: (1) reckless local officers who ignored the gov-
ernment order to limit the war in Shanghai and instead advanced to Nanjing;
(2) the lack of military police and facilities to detain prisoners of war; (3) the
blockaded thick walls that trapped Chinese soldiers inside the wall; (4) Tang
Shengzhi’s refusal to surrender and his irresponsible escape from the city while
leaving his troops without any command structure; (5) ignorance of the inter-
national law and human rights among the Japanese soldiers; and (6) the overly
zealous Japanese mopping-up operation of Chinese guerrilla soldiers.95

Despite his extensive critique of Tanaka’s work, Hata stopped far short of en-
dorsing the conclusions of the Nanjing Research Committee. Although he ac-
knowledged that wholesale atrocities had taken place in Nanjing, he disagreed
with Hora and other members of the Research Committee regarding the death
toll, concluding that between 38,000 and 42,000 civilians and surrendered sol-
diers were the victims of the atrocities. Unlike Hora’s calculations, his estimate
excluded Chinese soldiers killed in action from the headcount. While Hata was
rather sympathetic to the victims of Nanjing and critical of the Japanese invad-
ing troops, he regarded the Chinese estimate of 300,000 deaths as exaggerated.
He considered it likely that the larger figure had been based on the anecdotal
testimony of a few survivors.96 Hora, although disagreeing with Hata’s defini-
tion of “atrocity” and the number of victims, welcomed Hata’s contribution to
the scholarship on Nanjing.97

CONCLUSION

The explosion of literature on the Nanjing Massacre in the 1980s was not an
isolated event. Prompted by the textbook controversy, accounts of Japanese
abuses inflicted on other Asian peoples also increased. Historical investigations
were moving in other directions as well. For example, in the early 1980s, the As-
sociation for History Educators enjoined its members to “research the war from
a local point of view” (chiiki kara sensō o kangaeru) and urged them to examine
topics dealing with the home front: local cooperation or resistance to the na-
tional war effort; mobilization of slave laborers and their lives in military facto-
ries across the nation; and damage caused by fire bombings in their regions.98

The flourishing literature on Nanjing reflected the increasing awareness of
wartime Japanese atrocities and the growing “victimizer consciousness” in
Japan. Many more progressive scholars began to reexamine wartime Japanese
history from an angle that had largely been overlooked. Their newly revised
writings of wartime Japanese history tended to illuminate how Imperial Japan
had victimized its neighbors and their peoples. 

Nevertheless, in correspondence with the growth of these self-critical histo-
ries, accounts that denied or legitimized Japan’s wartime expansion also be-
came more visible. Whatever their political stances, all these writers who
churned out contradictory narratives on the Asia-Pacific War were concerned
with the question of what should be remembered. Consensus even on seem-
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ingly trivial points became impossible, as each contributor insisted on her or his
own absolute correctness. The 1982 textbook controversy internationalized
Japan’s wartime history and ignited an apparently never-ending dispute. Nan-
jing had once again become a battleground, this time in an intractable war of
words.
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8

China: Nationalizing Memory 
of the Nanjing Massacre

I
n 1972, the Japanese government normalized diplomatic relations with main-
land China and recognized the People’s Republic of China as China’s sole legiti-
mate government. The main objective of the PRC’s policy toward Japan since

1972 has been to maintain friendly relations. Even after the textbook controversy
of 1982, this policy did not essentially change. Nonetheless, 1982 was a turning
point in the history and memory of the Nanjing Massacre in China, as fears of so-
called spiritual pollution by Western influences prompted the PRC government to
stress the teaching of the history of the Anti-Japanese War (1937–45), including
Nanjing, in order to promote patriotism and nationalism among the youth who
had not experienced the PRC’s liberation of China from Japanese militarism.

The nationalization of memory of Nanjing occurred within this framework.
From 1982 on, testimonies and eyewitness accounts of Japanese wartime
atrocities began to appear frequently in the Chinese press such as Renmin ribao.
A museum to commemorate victims of the atrocities in Nanjing was opened in
1985. New statements about the massacre no longer featured Americans and
Nationalists as villains. “We” began to include Chinese both on the mainland
and on the Taiwanese islands. In the 1980s, Nanjing Massacre literature in
China tended to underline the horrors and the uniqueness of the massacre,
centering on Japanese soldiers who committed genocidal atrocities in Nanjing.
The challenge that the government faced was to promote patriotism among the
youth without undermining its diplomatic relations with Japan.

DIPLOMATIC NORMALIZATION AND FRIENDSHIP

On September 29, 1972, the PRC and Japanese governments issued a joint state-
ment normalizing relations. The Japanese government acknowledged that it
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was responsible for causing great damage to the Chinese people during the war,
recognized the PRC government as the only legal government of China, and de-
clared that Taiwan was an indispensable part of China’s territory. The PRC gov-
ernment renounced its claim to war reparations from the Japanese government
in exchange for friendship between Chinese and Japanese peoples.1 An editorial
in Renmin ribao observed:

Diplomatic normalization between China and Japan has finally been ac-
complished, as the result of long-term efforts by both the Chinese and
Japanese peoples. Both the Chinese and Japanese peoples have been con-
nected by a long history of friendship. In the past, the intrusion of Japa-
nese militarists into China brought tremendous sufferings not only to the
Chinese people, but also to the Japanese people. The Chinese people re-
spect the teaching of Mao Zedong, which strictly distinguishes a majority
of the Japanese people from a handful of militarists and which extends
deep sympathies for sufferings inflicted on the Japanese people. Since the
establishment of our nation, we have cultivated friendly relations with the
Japanese people, while the Japanese people have always desired friendship
with the Chinese people.2

In December, the Japanese embassy opened in Beijing. The PRC government
stressed friendship between the two nations and even celebrated Hirohito’s
birthday. On April 28, 1973, Ogawa Heishirō, Japan’s ambassador to China,
hosted a party to celebrate the emperor’s birthday, and it was attended by
nearly 40 Chinese officials.3 Although the PRC government occasionally criti-
cized the Japanese government and LDP politicians for their views of Japan’s
wartime history in the 1970s and ’80s, it never attacked the emperor. Indeed,
every year until Hirohito’s death in 1989, the PRC sent birthday congratula-
tions to the emperor, routinely wishing him a long life.4

After diplomatic normalization, maintenance of friendship became a linch-
pin in China’s policy toward Japan. As Allen Whiting, a political scientist, ob-
served, economic and strategic concerns caused Beijing to value friendly rela-
tions with Japan, though it often communicated with its own citizens in a
different tone to inspire nationalism.5 Even during the Chinese protest over the
reports of the revisions of history textbooks in 1982, the policy of maintaining
friendship remained paramount, as highlighted by the carefully chosen words
of Xiao Xiangqian, the director of the First Asian Bureau of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, in his protest to the Japanese ambassador in Beijing:

The Chinese government has always held the opinion that Japanese mili-
tarists provoked and carried out Japan’s aggression in China. This aggres-
sive war brought tremendous sufferings to the Chinese people, but a ma-
jority of the Japanese people, too, experienced substantial damage. We
must learn lessons from history and must not repeat it. Both governments
are responsible for this goal, which offers substantial fundamental benefits
to both peoples. The Japanese government stressed in the 1972 joint state-
ment that “Japan is deeply aware that it brought great damage to Chinese
people during the war and expresses its deepest regret.” We believe that
only if our offspring remember these lessons from wartime history will
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friendship between the Chinese and Japanese peoples be possible, now and
for generations to come.6

Moreover, Chinese media often distinguished ordinary Japanese from the
“few militarists” whom it held solely responsible for the war. On June 30, about
a month before the official protest over the textbooks, Renmin ribao emphasized
that the Japanese public deplored the attempts of the Ministry of Education to
romanticize Japan’s wartime aggression. The article cited editorials of Yomiuri
shinbun and Mainichi shinbun as examples of the voices of ordinary Japanese.7

On July 30, Renmin ribao denounced the “tiny elites” in the Japanese adminis-
tration who supported the Ministry of Education and rejected foreign advice on
“internal affairs.” The article urged these elites to follow the sincere attitudes of
Japanese intellectuals who stressed that the regrets expressed during normal-
ization must be mirrored in school education. The editors emphasized that their
intention was to prevent “a few Japanese” from disrupting friendship between
the Chinese and Japanese peoples and that they found it uncomfortable to re-
mind not only Chinese, but also Japanese of sorrowful memories.8

In August 1982, Chinese mass media intensified their protests against the re-
visions of history textbooks in Japan. Related articles appeared in Renmin ribao
almost daily.9 Testimonies of survivors of the war, including the Nanjing Mas-
sacre, were publicized through newspapers and radio broadcasts.10 Chinese
scholars organized symposia and protested against Japan’s Ministry of Educa-
tion.11 Nonetheless, separating the “tiny elites” from the ordinary Japanese
people remained a touchstone of the campaign. For example, Renmin ribao
devoted considerable attention to Japanese visitors in China—professors, mem-
bers of Japan Teachers Union, businessmen, and others—who harshly de-
nounced the Ministry of Education for its distortion of history in school text-
books.12 Mitsuhashi Atsuko, a representative of the Japan Teachers Union,
promised a Beijing audience that she and other members would teach historical
truth to Japan’s future generations.13

Chinese mass media such as Renmin ribao also kept close watch on views and
voices in Japan that challenged the Ministry of Education and its attempts to re-
vise textbooks. The official newspaper not only informed Chinese readers of ar-
ticles and editorials that appeared in Japanese national newspapers, but also 
reported the activities of members of the Diet, grass-roots citizen’s groups, 
and religious organizations that demanded that the government correct school
textbooks.14

Renmin ribao continued to include articles and criticisms of the Japanese
government regarding these subjects until September 10, 1982, when the edi-
tors praised the efforts of Prime Minister Suzuki Zenkō and other government
officials in correcting textbook distortions of Japan’s wartime aggression.15 The
editors hoped that the Japanese government would immediately carry out the
necessary measures and win the trust of Chinese, Japanese, and other Asian
peoples. Moreover, they wished that Suzuki’s visit to China might contribute to
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the further development of friendly relations between China and Japan.16

When Suzuki arrived in China in late September to celebrate the tenth anniver-
sary of Chinese-Japanese normalization, the editorial page of Renmin ribao re-
sponded with these sentiments:

We wish to take this opportunity to extend a warm welcome to Prime Min-
ister Suzuki and to extend our heartfelt greetings to the Chinese and Japa-
nese people and to all official personages and other public figures in the
two countries who exerted themselves to achieve the normalization of
Sino-Japanese diplomatic relations.

China and Japan are close neighbors separated only by a strip of
water, and the people of the two countries have a traditional friendship.17

The article stressed the longevity of the friendship between the two countries,
and said that the duty of China and Japan to maintain friendship and coopera-
tion was dictated not only by history, but also by the demands of the present day.
At the same time the editorial expressed concern that a Japanese minority was
trying to revive militarism and to prevent the development of friendly relations
between the two nations. It urged both China and Japan to be frank and sincere
with each other in order to deepen mutual understanding and overcome the dis-
turbance created by the small militarist faction so that friendly relations between
both peoples would be maintained for generations to come.18

“A RESISTANCE BY ALL THE PEOPLE”: TEACHING

THE ANTI-JAPANESE WAR

To maintain friendship between Chinese and Japanese peoples was one thing; to
teach Chinese people about the Anti-Japanese War was another. News reports
of the textbook revisions outraged many Chinese officials and prompted them
to explore new ways of teaching the history of the Anti-Japanese War to the
people.19 Moreover, in the post-Mao period, the teaching of the war was linked
with the political goal of promoting patriotism and loyalty to the party, a party
now eager to encourage the creation of more literature and memorials regard-
ing the Anti-Japanese War. Newly empowered reformers such as Vice Premier
Deng Xiaoping, Secretary General Hu Yaobang, and Premier Zhao Ziyang
needed to adopt a nationalistic posture in order to prevent opposition forces
such as the People’s Liberation Army from achieving greater popularity.20

On July 2, 1983, the Propaganda Department of the CCP Central Committee
and the Research Office of the Secretariat of the CCP Central Committee issued
a joint statement calling for a strengthening of patriotic education. The
spokesperson argued that patriotism had been a superb tradition among ethnic
Chinese for thousands of years and that this spirit had always driven the society
forward. The government was concerned that a few comrades, particularly the
youth, had lost faith in the party because of errors such as the Cultural Revolu-
tion (1966–76), which imposed tremendous suffering on tens of millions of
Chinese people. They stressed that patriotism tended to be easily accepted 
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by people regardless of social status, occupation, ethnicity, age, culture, and
ideology. In order to achieve a higher standard of Communism, they advocated
strengthening ideological and political education by mobilizing the patriotic 
energies of the people.21

On October 12 and 13, 1983, Deng Xiaoping, Zhao Ziyang, Hu Yaobang, and
other members of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau presided over
the Second Plenary Session of the Twelfth Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party. At the session, they decided to confront “spiritual pollution” (jingshen
wuran) in order to purify the party.22 Thereafter, frequent articles urging read-
ers to fight against spiritual pollution appeared in Chinese media.23

In honor of the fortieth anniversary of China’s victory in the Anti-Japanese
War on September 3, 1985, the government began widely and deliberately pub-
licizing the history and memory of the war. On July 1, 1985, the Chinese Mu-
seum of Art in Beijing opened a photo exhibition on the Anti-Japanese War,
which displayed some 280 photographs. These photographs would subse-
quently travel through provinces and cities in the eastern region. On the same
day, 100 women who fought against the Japanese military during the war held
a symposium in Beijing. On July 6, a memorial service for patriots who died dur-
ing the war was held at the Marco Polo Bridge in Beijing. Tan Xunzhi, who had
come to the mainland from Taiwan a few years earlier, emphasized that China
had won the Anti-Japanese War because of multilateral cooperation among all
peoples within the nation and between the Nationalist and Communist Parties.
Wenshi ziliao chubanshe, a publisher, announced its intention to publish a 12-
volume collection of memoirs by former Nationalist officers, including those
who lived in Taiwan and elsewhere, by the end of 1985.24

On August 11, the Committee for Repairing Historical Sites at the Marco
Polo Bridge (Lugouqiao lishi wenwu xiuli weiyuanhui) was established, and the
Beijing city government appropriated 100,000 yuan for the committee’s
budget. The committee was in charge of building the Museum of the War of
Chinese People’s Resistance against Japan (completed in July 1987) and repair-
ing other historical monuments in the area. On August 13, 1985, Gao Liang, di-
rector of the Propaganda Department of the CCP Central Committee, informed
correspondents of numerous forthcoming events in August and September to
commemorate the Anti-Japanese War: 

China’s victory in the Anti-Japanese War was an event of great historical
significance, made possible by the unified front proposed by the Chinese
Communist Party. Each and every ethnic group, anti-Japanese organiza-
tions, patriots in every social class, overseas Chinese, and others joined the
war under the united front between Nationalist and Communist parties. It
was a resistance by all the people. It was a war of liberation in which the
Chinese people achieved a perfect victory, putting an end to foreign inva-
sions that had begun some one hundred years earlier. The victory wiped
away one hundred years of disgrace endured by the Chinese people and
was a brilliant example of a quasi-colonized nation’s triumph over an im-
perial power. The victory contributed to the awakening of Chinese people
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and showed that the ethnic Chinese, when they are united, are enor-
mously strong.25

Gao highlighted that the mission of these celebrations would be to mobilize
youth in order to strengthen their patriotism and internationalism as well as to
honor the nation’s tradition of revolution. He announced that Beijing and
other provinces would sponsor commemorative events such as pilgrimages to
memorial sites, including the graves of Anti-Japanese War patriots. Govern-
ment leaders also planned to open the nation’s doors to visits from participants
in the war who did not reside in mainland China, welcoming former comrades-
in-arms from Taiwan, Macao, and other places. In Beijing, between September
2 and 4, 1985, approximately 10,000 boys and girls were scheduled to assemble
in Tiananmen Square to commemorate officers and soldiers who died during
the war. Gao also gave notice of a number of scholarly meetings as well as pub-
lications, films, videos, television programs, radio broadcasts, and special com-
memorative stamps dealing with the Anti-Japanese War. Organizers of one
symposium planned to invite Chinese patriots from Hong Kong, Macao, Tai-
wan, and elsewhere.26

From 1985 on, a number of Anti-Japanese War museums and memorials
were established. On August 13, 1985, the newly renovated Chinese People’s
Revolutionary Military Museum in Tiananmen Square opened to the public. On
August 15, 40 years to the day after Hirohito announced Japan’s intention to
surrender, the Memorial for Compatriot Victims of the Japanese Military’s Nan-
jing Massacre (the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall) was opened in Nanjing.
On the same day, 11 historical sites that had been operated by Unit 731, Japan’s
chemical and biological warfare unit, were opened in Harbin, including an ex-
hibition that displayed approximately 100 artifacts.27 In July 1986, the Chinese
government appropriated special funds for repairing the Fushun War Criminal
Prison, where members of Returnees from China (Chūgoku Kikansha Ren-
rakukai) were subjected to reeducation, and the exhibition hall was planned to
open by the end of the year.28 In September 1986, Xinhua News Agency re-
ported that a camp of Japanese prisoners in Zhenyuan—a base of the Japanese
People’s Liberation Alliance—would be opened in the early 1987.29 On the eve
of the fiftieth anniversary of the July 7 Incident of 1937, the completion of the
Memorial Museum of the Chinese People’s War of Resistance against Japan was
celebrated.30

“LESSONS OF THE BLOOD”: THE ROLE OF THE

NANJING MASSACRE IN PATRIOTIC EDUCATION

Amid these events, several books on the Nanjing Massacre appeared in the
1980s. In August 1983, the Research Committee on Historical Materials of the
City of Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, Chinese People’s Political Consultative Con-
ference, published an 85-page booklet titled Historical Sources: Materials on the
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Nanjing Massacre Committed by the Japanese Army of Invasion (Shiliao xuanji
Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha shiliao zhuanji). Classified for internal circula-
tion only, this booklet was not intended for a broad audience. Yet the fact that it
was published at all indicated a shift in government attitudes toward the mas-
sacre. In the afterword, the editors outlined their objectives as follows:

Our goal is not only to offer a comparative analysis of the history of the
Nanjing Massacre perpetrated by the Japanese military and to preserve
this history systematically. We also desire to conduct patriotic education
by using true historical facts in order to protect the nation. By raising pub-
lic awareness, we want to encourage our countrymen to pledge to main-
tain peace.

The Chinese government and its people both insist upon friendship
between China and Japan. However, [we must] learn lessons of the blood
from the history of the Japanese militarists’ invasion of China. We must
always be vigilant against the possible resurrection from the ashes of
Japan’s militarism. Undeniably, Japan’s aggressive war inflicted deep and
severe misfortunes upon the peoples of China and other invaded nations.
It also forced the Japanese people to suffer similar misfortunes. Under-
standing the reactionary essence of militarism will prevent its revival and
thus will also serve the fundamental interests of the Japanese people.31

Despite the editors’ emphasis on friendship, all the Japanese soldiers in the
book were described as villains who committed preplanned, organized atroci-
ties in Nanjing. The accusations expressed in the booklet are indeed sweeping,
as the following passage illustrates:

After entering the city, the Japanese military killed every person they saw,
raped and killed every woman they encountered, looted valuables wher-
ever they found them, and burned houses indiscriminately. The Japanese
military employed various methods of killing: beheading; the smashing of
skulls; disembowelment; and live burial. Hands and legs were mutilated,
sexual organs were cut off, and sticks were rammed into vaginas and
anuses. People were drowned, machine-gunned, and burned alive. The 
ferocious atrocity of these acts is unique in human history.32

The book omitted mention of American devils, evil Nationalists, or Chinese
collaborators and held the Japanese military solely responsible for the destruc-
tion in Nanjing as well as the sufferings of the people. The editors based their
account of the atrocities in Nanjing on a variety of testimonies by survivors, all
of whom underscored the unimaginable horrors that the Japanese military
committed in Nanjing. One of them was Li Xiuying, who was stabbed nearly 40
times by three Japanese soldiers in an attack that killed her unborn child.

Around 9 o’clock in the morning [on December 19], six armed Japanese
soldiers broke into the basement and took away some ten young women. I
was one of them. Then I thought. I decided in my mind not to be disgraced
even if I must die and resolved to resist [against the Japanese military]
even at the cost of my life. I hit my head hard against the wall. Blood
flowed from my head, and I fainted. When I regained consciousness, the
Japanese devils were gone. . . .
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Around eleven o’clock, three Japanese soldiers came into the base-
ment again. . . . Then I was wearing a one-piece dress, and this devil [a
Japanese soldier] tried to unhook my buttons. I saw this devil was carrying
a knife at his waist. I recognized this kind of knife because my uncle wore
one. The knife is kept in a case, and it is not easy to pull out. I knew some-
thing about how to use one, so I tried to unbutton the case immediately,
hoping to grab the knife, get up from the bed, and fight against the devil!
The devil was quite surprised at this and tried to release my hand from the
knife. At the same time, he held my hand, and we struggled for the knife. A
desperate fight had begun. At this time I did not much care about my life. I
kicked him, butted him, and bit him. Because of my biting, he screamed.
Two devils came from the next room as soon as they heard the scream.
Thus, the six or seven women they had been holding captive were able to
escape. I fought against three devils. I desperately tried to take the knife,
and the devil did so, too. We rolled on the ground struggling for the knife.
In a fit of rage, the other two devils stabbed and cut me. My legs were
stabbed many times, and blood ran freely. Yet I did not feel any pain. My
face was stabbed several times, too, and blood stained my clothes red. But I
continued to fight desperately.33

Li was presented as a traditional Chinese woman with a patriotic spirit who
was not at all afraid of violence. Throughout the book, the editors praised such
patriotic women and men who resisted the invaders, to the death if neces-
sary.34 Their main themes were that the people in Nanjing were united as one,
regardless of ethnicity or ideology, that they suffered unspeakable violence at
the hands of the Japanese military, and that the people in China and elsewhere
around the globe defeated Japanese invaders and forced them to surrender un-
conditionally.35 The book took no account of Chinese collaborators, of Japa-
nese suffering, or of any detail that would complicate the image of a pure strug-
gle of good against evil.

In July 1985, as the fortieth anniversary of the victory approached, a number
of books appeared that included historical documents and eyewitness accounts.
The Committee for the Compilation of Sources on the Nanjing Massacre pub-
lished Historical Materials on the Nanjing Massacre Committed by the Japanese Army
of Invasion (Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha shiliao).36 It printed eyewitness 
reports published in Chinese newspapers, contemporary diaries by soldiers and
residents, the translation of Smythe’s War Damage in the Nanking Area, and testi-
monies of survivors of Japanese atrocities.37 In the same year, Gao Xingzu, a pro-
fessor at Nanjing University, published Japanese War Atrocities: The Nanjing Mas-
sacre (Rijun qin-Hua baoxing: Nanjing datusha).38 In July 1987, on the fiftieth
anniversary of the July 7 Incident, The Fall of Nanjing (Nanjing de xianluo) be-
came available to the public. In November, Archival Materials on the Nanjing Mas-
sacre Committed by the Japanese Army of Invasion (Qin-Hua rijun Nanjing datusha
dang’an) was published.39 This included many declassified documents such as
official records that indicated various atrocities in Nanjing, burial records written
between 1938 and 1947, and court documents on the postwar military tribunal
in Nanjing.40 No interviews with survivors were included in the volume.
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Though these writings on the Nanjing Massacre can be seen as state propa-
ganda or as the products of narrow-minded bias, they still vividly present the 
recollections of men and women who had experienced grief and pain. The edi-
tors attempted to preserve the memories of Nanjing within the limiting frame-
work of the imperfect political freedom that existed at the time. After all, the gov-
ernment strictly monitored classified documents maintained by the Number Two
China Historical Archives and the Nanjing City Archives, both of which pre-
served unknown quantities of related documents.41 The politically correct ver-
sion of the massacre maintained by the government in these documents seemed
to have four consistent characteristics: photographs must show Japanese bru-
talities only; Japanese villains must not have human faces; it must be accepted
that the Japanese military ferociously killed at least 300,000 innocent Chinese
after the fall of Nanjing; and the literature must contribute to stirring patriotism
and loyalty to the party among the people in China, including Taiwan.

The PRC government wished to promote patriotism and loyalty, but not nec-
essarily at the cost of stirring hatred toward postwar Japan or Japanese. Endan-
gering diplomatic relations with the Japanese state was not an option. None-
theless, patriotic education that underlined Japanese evil and inhumanity in
Nanjing and elsewhere in China ignited anti-Japanese movements and criti-
cisms directed by Chinese students toward their government. For example, in
September 1985, a visit by Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro to Yasukuni
Shrine, which honors Japan’s war dead, including Class A war criminals,
sparked a demonstration by approximately 1,000 students at Beijing and
Qinghua Universities. The protest, which took place without official approval,
condemned Nakasone’s visit to the shrine, the perceived revival of Japanese
militarism, and Japan’s economic penetration of China with the acquiescence
of the PRC government. Such protests occurred in other cities and often ex-
pressed criticisms against the Chinese government for allowing this economic
invasion.42

Whether the government was concerned with the double-edged potential of
patriotic education, it continued to stress both patriotic education about the
Anti-Japanese war and the friendship between Japan and China, both on the
government and popular levels. By July 1987, according to China National
Radio, approximately 400,000 people, including Japanese, had visited the Nan-
jing Massacre Memorial Hall.43 This figure included a visit by Nakano Ryōko,
an actress, and 59 other Japanese to the Memorial Hall to pay tribute to the vic-
tims of Japanese atrocities in Nanjing. They viewed exhibits and a documentary
film at the Memorial Hall and mourned the dead by planting trees in the yard of
the Memorial Hall and other places in the city.44 The head of the group,
Kikuchi Yoshitaka, emphasized in his greeting speech that they had come to
Nanjing in order to pray for eternal peace between China and Japan and to re-
member the tremendous damage and suffering inflicted on Chinese people by
imperial Japan.45
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THE NANJING MASSACRE IN TAIWAN

Though the PRC government had incorporated the Nanjing Massacre into its
national history by the late 1980s, the memory of the Nanjing Massacre was
never institutionalized in Taiwan. Nevertheless, the accounts of Nanjing that
reemerged in the 1970s served to remind the Japanese of their wartime atroci-
ties in a different context.

As the PRC government was moving to normalize its relations with Japan in
1972, Ho Ying-chin (He Yingchin), the supreme commander of the China The-
ater who accepted the unconditional surrender of the Japanese forces in China
in 1945, expressed his fury over the PRC’s attempt to take credit for the Nation-
alist government’s wartime accomplishments. In two separate speeches given
in July 1972, Ho argued that the PRC was trying to discredit the Nationalist ef-
forts during the war and to deceive international public opinion.46 On the
thirty-fifth anniversary of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident on July 7, 1972, Ho
stressed that it was the Nationalist Army who fought against the Japanese
Army, that the Japanese military surrendered to the Nationalist government,
not to the PRC, and that the Communist forces occasionally attacked the Na-
tionalist troops and disturbed the war effort by the Nationalist government.47

On the same day, the editorial of Zhongyang Ribao expressed its concern over
Japan-PRC relations. The editor argued that Japan’s postwar prosperity would
have never been accomplished had it not been for the nonpunitive policies
adopted by the Nationalist government, to say nothing of American support.
The newspaper insisted that Japan’s normalization with the PRC would not
only harm Japan, but also lead to chaos throughout Asia. It warned that the ul-
timate goal of the PRC would be an international communist revolution and
the destruction of the capitalist camp.48

In 1979, four years after the death of Chiang Kai-shek, Guo Qi, a battalion
commander of the Nationalist Army during the Battle of Nanjing who survived
the atrocities, published Nanjing datusha (The Nanjing Massacre) in Taipei. In
1938, in the direct aftermath of the massacre, Guo had published a series of ar-
ticles collectively titled “Xiandu xielei ji” (Record of Blood and Tears of the
Fallen Capital) in Xijing pinbao.49 As he explained in his introduction to Nanjing
datusha, Guo had initially intended to publish a book on the massacre soon 
after the war but had abandoned this plan after the execution of General Tani
Hisao in 1947 and in deference to Chiang Kai-shek’s generous nonpunitive 
policy toward Japan (yide baoyuan). However, as Guo put it, “the Tanaka Kakuei
administration forgot a debt of gratitude and returned evil for good, and unilat-
erally abandoned the treaty between China [Taiwan] and Japan.” Such Japa-
nese betrayals infuriated him and motivated him to write an extended account
of Nanjing. Guo stressed the inhumanity of the Japanese military that commit-
ted slaughters, rape, and destruction, and he included in his account a number
of graphic and horrific photographs of Japanese atrocities. He held Tani ac-
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countable for slaughtering more than 100,000 of his fellow Chinese.50 Guo’s
book was very similar to his earlier “Record of Blood and Tears of the Fallen
Capital.”

In the years that followed Japan’s recognition of the PRC, reevaluations 
of Nanjing occurred continually in Taiwan. For example, the Institute of Mod-
ern History, Academia Sinica, organized a three-day conference on the Sino-
Japanese War of 1937–45 from August 2 to August 4, 1985. At the first panel on
the first day, Li Yunhan, vice chairman of the Guomindang Party History Com-
mission (Zhongguo Guomindang dangshi weiyuanhui), presented a paper that
examined Chinese-, English-, and Japanese-language materials on the Nanjing
atrocities. Li argued that neither Chinese nor English sources that he examined
denied the atrocities in Nanjing, whereas a few Japanese authors such as
Tanaka Masaaki claimed that the Nanjing Massacre was an illusion.51 Re-
sponding to questions from the floor, Li affirmed his belief that the death toll in
Nanjing amounted to 300,000, the figure confirmed not only at the Nanjing
trial in 1947, but also materials on Nanjing published in the mainland. At a sec-
ond panel at the conference, Li was critical of the practice of history in the PRC,
going so far as to suggest a Communist conspiracy to rewrite the history of the
war. Nevertheless, when it came to the casualty figures in Nanjing, Li did not
challenge the findings of the same Communist historians whom he otherwise
distrusted.52

In the 1980s, Taiwan saw the publication of two major collections of materi-
als on Nanjing originally written in Chinese, English, and Japanese: Hong
Guiji’s “Nanjing datusha” (The Nanjing Massacre) appeared as part of his more
than 1,000-page-long Riben zai Hua baoxing lu (Account of the Atrocities Com-
mitted by Japan in China), published in 1985; and Guomindang Party History
Commission’s two-volume Rijun zai Hua baoxing: Nanjing datusha (Atrocities
Committed by the Japanese Army: The Nanjing Massacre), released in 1987.53

In his anthology, Hong included Harold Timperley’s What War Means: Japanese
Terror in China, Guo Qi’s The Nanjing Massacre and excerpts written by the Japa-
nese authors such as Hora Tomio and Honda Katsuichi. The History Commis-
sion’s publication also anthologized Timperley’s and Guo’s work, as well as
Lewis Smythe’s War Damage in the Nanking Area and Li Yunhan’s “Youguan
‘Nanjing da tu sha’ Zhongwai shiliao de pingshu” (In Regard to Chinese and
Foreign Discussions of the Historical Materials on the Nanjing Massacre).54

Neither, however, included any account written by an author from the PRC.
As on the mainland, government officials in Taiwan often celebrated Chi-

nese victory over Imperial Japan during the period from 1972 to 1989, and 
Nanjing literature became available to the public.55 However, the Taiwanese
government did not sponsor the construction of any war museums that high-
lighted Japanese wartime atrocities or used Nanjing to provoke nationalism
among its citizens. The government had no wish to offend its conservative
friends in the Japanese LDP, such as Kishi Nobusuke, a former Class A war
crimes suspect, and Fujio Masayuki, who in 1986 denied Nanjing and refused to
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admit the evil aspects of Imperial Japan. These Japanese politicians occasionally
visited Taiwan and publicly expressed gratitude for Chiang’s extremely gener-
ous postwar policy toward Japan. They also affirmed that the policy had not
only saved Japan from destruction, but also contributed to postwar economic
growth.56 Moreover, nationalist feeling in Taiwan tended to define and express
itself in terms of anticommunism and opposition to the PRC, not in terms of
memories of the Asia-Pacific War. Therefore, resurrecting the ghosts of Nan-
jing has been a matter of small importance to the government in Taipei.

CONCLUSION

On December 13, 1987, on the fiftieth anniversary of the beginning of the mas-
sacre, some 400 PRC government officials and bereaved family members at-
tended a commemorative ceremony at the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall in
Nanjing. By the time of the ceremony, a renovation of the memorial hall had
been completed. It now housed not only artifacts reminding visitors of Japanese
atrocities—such items as a gasoline tank allegedly used to burn innocent civil-
ians and a wooden box allegedly broken by the bayonet of a Japanese soldier—
but also books, articles, news reports, and never-again promises written and
contributed by Japanese visitors. In addition, major displays now had captions
in Japanese and English in addition to Chinese. Other commemorative events
included a ceremony in which students and faculty from Hehai University
placed floral tributes at the sites of Japanese atrocities.57

By 1987, the Nanjing Massacre had become a part of Chinese national 
memory and a symbol of Japan’s wartime atrocities and cruelty in China. The
Sino-American normalization, the textbook controversy, and the internal
struggle against unwanted Western influences all contributed to embedding
the massacre in public memory on a national level. However, the history of
Nanjing weighed less heavily on the island of Taiwan, where political ties to
conservative elements in Japan and animosity toward the Communist govern-
ment made the commemoration of the massacre a more delicate issue.
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9

United States: Focus on Japanese 
Denials of the Past

B
efore the United States normalized its relations with China in 1979, the
Nanjing Massacre received scant attention in the United States, either
from news media or other sources. From 1982 on, events in Japan led

American correspondents to turn their attention to the topic of war and 
memory in Japan, including the Nanjing Massacre. In the 1980s, discussions of
the massacre appeared frequently in the press. The majority of these discus-
sions did not place Nanjing at a focal point of wartime memory, but used refer-
ences to it merely to contextualize events that stood prominently in American
memory, such as Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima.

In the 1980s, these American news reports often stressed the dominant
sense of victimization among the Japanese public. Although some articles ac-
knowledged the intense disputes within Japan over how to remember the Asia-
Pacific War, most made the blanket assessment that Japanese were trying to for-
get the past and that most Japanese were ignorant of the nation’s wartime
atrocities. Chinese Americans who accepted these reports at face value were
outraged, and groups dedicated to preserving the memory of Japan as perpetra-
tor began to form. In 1987, the Chinese Alliance for Memorial and Justice was
founded in New York and staged its first public event to commemorate the vic-
tims of the Nanjing Massacre. Since then, the alliance and its supporters have
held a commemorative event every December and have played a major role in
enlightening the public.

Between 1971 and 1989, American media rediscovered the Nanjing Mas-
sacre, but the number of journalists and other writers who participated in this
revival of interest was still quite small, and their treatment of the issue was
often simplistic and one-sided. Ironically, by condemning Japan for presenting
only one view of the massacre—an accusation that ignored the intense debate
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among Japanese commentators over Nanjing—many American accounts com-
mitted the same error of one-sidedness. This misleading information in the
American press led some concerned individuals to investigate the past for them-
selves and to gain a new level of awareness of wartime Japanese atrocities in
China.

1970S: BERGAMINI CHARGES HIROHITO

WITH RESPONSIBILITY

Although few authors underscored Nanjing before the 1982 textbook contro-
versy in general, David Bergamini included a substantial discussion of Nanjing
in his Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy (1971), a book whose introduction was written
by William Webb, the former presiding judge of the Tokyo Trial. Bergamini was
born the son of American missionary parents in Japan in 1928 and spent the
first eight years of his life there. Then he and his family moved to China, where
he saw exchanges of violence between Japanese and Chinese: Japanese troops
raided a Chinese farm village and bayoneted inhabitants, and the following day
Chinese guerrillas attacked Japanese troops and brought back Japanese heads
on bamboo poles. After two years in China, Bergamini was no longer a Japanese
sympathizer. He felt that “the gentle, thoughtful, courteous, good-natured”
Japanese, whom he had known throughout his boyhood, were “now trans-
formed, hideously and most puzzlingly.” Japanese soldiers resorted to unneces-
sary violence toward noncombatants, raped women, murdered infants, and be-
lieved Chinese confessions only if they were made under torture.1

By Christmas 1941, Bergamini and his family were in the Philippines, where
Japanese soldiers interned him and his family members in a concentration
camp. Bergamini found the conditions in the camp were not as cruel as his ex-
perience in China had led him to expect. He also encountered a few humane
Japanese individuals such as “Mazaki,” a benefactor of the prisoners who was
killed by the time American troops arrived and liberated the Bergaminis and
other prisoners. The rescue occurred only 24 hours before Bergamini and oth-
ers were scheduled to be executed.2

In the book, Bergamini insisted that Hirohito was a formidable war leader
who eliminated political opponents through ruthless tactics like assassination.
The emperor, he argued, led Japanese people into war in order to accomplish a
mission, inherited from Emperor Meiji, to liberate Asia from white people.
Bergamini wrote that “all Japanese” worshiped Hirohito as a god between 1926
and 1945, and that Hirohito was able to manipulate the entire people and had
been preparing them for the sacred mission for 29 years before the Pacific War.
Bergamini found Hirohito personally responsible for the killing of an anarchist
named Ōsugi Sakae, his wife, and his nephew (1923); Zhang Zuolin, a Man-
churian warlord (1928); prime ministers Hamaguchi Osachi (1931) and Inukai
Tsuyoshi (1932); and others.3

In his first chapter, titled “Rape of Nanking,” he argued that Yasuhiko
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(Prince Asaka), Empress Nagako’s uncle, delivered an order to kill all captives in
Nanjing.4 Bergamini claimed that General Matsui Iwane was trying to occupy
Nanjing with a few well-disciplined troops in order to win support from Chinese
residents. Nonetheless, Yasuhiko and his two helpmates let Japanese troops
loose in Nanjing. They ordered their soldiers to loot and then burn shops and
home industries. According to Bergamini, it was not until after Yasuhiko left for
Tokyo in February 1938 that the systematic terror finally ended.5

In his second chapter, which dealt with the atomic bombings, Bergamini al-
leged that Hirohito, who understood the significance of the bomb, felt it neces-
sary to end the war after the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and summoned
his foreign minister to advise him of his wish to surrender. Bergamini claimed
that War Minister Anami Korechika and his fellow generals planned a fake
coup in order to convince Americans that Hirohito was a victim rather than a
ringleader of Japan’s wartime aggression. Bergamini argued that the atomic
bombs created an opportunity for the Allies to reconstruct Japan without
vengeance because the revenge had already been accomplished: “The 140,000
corpses of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had paid for Nanking, and the 166,000
killed in the fire raids on Tokyo had more than paid for American, Australian,
and British war prisoners who had been starved and beaten to death in Japa-
nese concentration camps.”6

Although William Webb was convinced by Bergamini’s general thesis that
Hirohito had initiated both domestic and international violence to carry out 
his inherited mission of liberation of Asia, scholars of Japanese studies were
not similarly persuaded. Herbert Bix, Alvin Coox, James Crowley, Okamoto
Shumpei, Herschel Webb, among others, wrote critical reviews of Japan’s Imper-
ial Conspiracy.7 James Crowley pointed out Bergamini’s misuses of the Sugiyama
Memoranda, a key piece of evidence, while Okamoto Shumpei detailed the er-
rors in Bergamini’s translation of Kido Kōichi’s diary, another central text un-
derpinning his argument.8 Alvin Coox was also dissatisfied with numerous fac-
tual mistakes that appeared throughout the book: He found 21 errors in the
section on Zhanggufeng, a Soviet-Japanese skirmish in 1938.9

In his review article, Herbert Bix identified errors in Bergamini’s book and
also deplored Bergamini’s skewed moral arithmetic, which Bix regarded as a
salient flaw in the work. He was particularly disturbed by Bergamini’s balanc-
ing of war atrocities. He condemned the book for its lack of moral values and
denounced Bergamini as applying a double standard. To Bix, if Bergamini were
really appalled by Japanese atrocities in Nanjing, he would also be appalled by
American atrocities in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.10

Nevertheless, Bix gave credit to Bergamini for performing a necessary ser-
vice; the book, however erroneous and prejudiced, reminded his readers of suf-
ferings that Japanese inflicted on other peoples during the war. Bix argued that
people in the United States who measured a country by its industrial vitality
would be inclined to glorify the Japanese experience of economic growth after
the war, while minimizing the wartime sufferings of both non-Japanese and
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Japanese. Rather than labeling the Rape of Nanking as Hirohito’s conspiracy,
Bix argued, Bergamini would have been better advised to discuss the causes of
the wholesale atrocities in Nanjing by employing transcultural concepts such
as racism, dehumanization, and educational indoctrination. This approach
would have allowed readers to compare Japan’s conduct with American racism
and war atrocities in Indochina.11

Although Bergamini’s work stirred critical responses from academics,
American mass media in general paid little attention throughout the 1970s to
disagreements about Japan’s wartime aggression or to disputes within Japan
over the Nanjing Massacre. However, American media eventually began to re-
consider these issues, prompted first by America’s official recognition of the
PRC government in 1979 and then, much more noticeably, by the textbook con-
troversy in 1982. Some news reports of the controversy displayed an awareness
that there had been a number of Japanese who called for a direct and candid
discussion of Nanjing and its legacy. Too often, however, many reporters made
the facile assumption that Japan as a nation wanted to expunge Nanjing from
the public memory. Indeed, those who reported the controversy in terms of mis-
leading simplifications contributed to rekindling and preserving memories of
Nanjing and other Japanese wartime atrocities in the minds of Americans.

IN THE 1980S: WWII MEMORIES REVIVED

After China’s official protest of the descriptions of Japanese wartime history in
school textbooks, news reports about the controversy appeared frequently in
the American press. On July 28, 1982, the New York Times informed its readers
of complaints that had appeared in Chinese newspapers such as Renmin ribao.
The Times underscored China’s concern with the censorship of textbooks by
Japan’s Ministry of Education and the suspicion that people in Japan were
dreaming again of aggression.12 On August 11, 1982, the paper informed its
readers of the disagreement between the Ministry of Education, which insisted
no revision of the textbooks was necessary, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
which urged corrections.13 Three days later the Times reported President
Ronald Reagan’s statements of foreign and domestic policy at the press confer-
ence, which included his view on the textbook controversy:

reporter Mr. President, what is your personal view on Japan’s revision of
history and the rationale regarding Japan’s invasion of China
and oppression of Korea, and also attack on [sic] to justify the
Japanese military actions elsewhere?

reagan Well, I think we would be going into past history there. And, of
course, those were tragic times. And we think there was a 
different philosophy than is governing Japan today. And I
think the fact that we have been able to forget, or forgive—
whichever you want to use—that period, and become the
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good friends that we are today I think is what we should be
more interested in. I would rather not rehash the war feelings
that I am sure were felt on both sides, and that led to that
tragedy.14

On the one hand, President Reagan was right. Japan in 1982 was different
from Imperial Japan. Unlike the wartime period, the government had a difficult
task in confronting Marxists and Marxist-influenced educators who often wrote
the history textbooks. As Henry Stokes of the New York Times observed, the bête
noire of the right-wing politicians of the Liberal Democratic Party, which won
majorities in both houses of Parliament in June 1980, was the Japan Teachers
Union. Stokes argued that the right-wing extremists of the party felt “the best
way to control the ‘red’ teachers union [was] to hamstring its members in the
classrooms with textbooks that [gave] the teachers no scope for ‘inoculating’—
a favorite verb with right-wingers—the young with left-wing ideals.”15

On the other hand, President Reagan seemed not to recognize that not all
people in the United States were as forgetful, or forgiving, as he was. On Sep-
tember 18, 1982, more than 500 people, most of them Americans of Chinese
and Korean descent, demonstrated in Washington, D.C., to protest revisions of
wartime Japanese aggression in Japanese school textbooks. Although the Chi-
nese and Korean governments had accepted the Japanese government’s pledge
to amend the controversial passages a week earlier, Kyo R. Jhin, one of the or-
ganizers, stressed that their decision to drop the dispute had been for economic
reasons. Similarly, Jane Hu, chairperson of the Alliance against Japanese Dis-
tortion of History, emphasized that the objective of the protest was “to preserve
true history” and that she and other members would not “want the Japanese to
forget,” in order that similar historical tragedies might be avoided in the
future.16

ANNIVERSARY JOURNALISM, 1985:
REMINDING THE LIVING OF THE DEAD

In the years between 1982 and 1984, few if any journalists in the mainstream
American press wrote detailed articles on the disputes over the Nanjing Mas-
sacre in Japan. In 1985, however, prompted by the dramatic rise in publications
on Nanjing in Japan, John Burgess of the Washington Post recounted them,
summarizing the viewpoint of Tanaka Masaaki, author of The Illusion of “the
Nanjing Massacre” (“Nankin gyakusatsu” no kyokō). Although he acknowl-
edged that Tanaka and his supporters spoke for a relatively small group of peo-
ple and organizations, Burgess argued that “the Japanese [were] gradually
dropping taboos against questioning the victors’ account of Japan’s conduct in
the war.”17

Not only did Burgess give voice to the views of Tanaka and other revisionists
who claimed the civilian death toll in Nanjing was a mere 2,000 or so, but he
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informed readers of the existence of another camp, which he called the liberal
camp, that denounced Tanaka and his allies. Burgess emphasized that nine
such scholars, including Fujiwara Akira and Hora Tomio, had spent a week
conducting research in Nanjing in December 1984 and had rejected the revi-
sionist view. According to Hora, Burgess wrote, a total of about 200,000 peo-
ple, soldiers and civilians, were killed in the city of Nanjing. In addition,
Burgess pointed out that revisionist articles tended to appear in periodicals pub-
lished by Bungei shunjū, whereas refutations of the revisionist position were
more likely to appear in newspapers and journals published by Asahi shinbun.18

Burgess’s article was not entirely accurate because it failed to recognize that
Tanaka and his supporters had continually challenged the narratives of vic-
tors’ justice since 1952. Nevertheless, his article represented the two opposing
camps with little bias and gave much-deserved credit to historians who had
been fighting against the revisionist position for more than a decade.

In the latter part of the year 1985, Nakasone’s controversial visit to Ya-
sukuni Shrine, China’s celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the victory of
the Anti-Japanese War, and the fortieth anniversary of Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki gave rise to articles in American newspapers that illuminated Japanese
remembrance of the Asia-Pacific War. Some of these articles were as illuminat-
ing and informative as Burgess’ article, among them that of James Reston Jr.,
“How Japan Teaches Its Own History,” in the New York Times.19 In the article,
Reston detailed intense disputes in Japan over how to teach Japan’s wartime
history as well as problems with so-called peace education in Japan.

In order to understand the disputes, Reston interviewed a number of teach-
ers, writers, and government officials. He discussed Kobayashi Kunio, a profes-
sor in Hiroshima, who emphasized Japan’s role as a victimizer in his lectures
and who took students to Nanjing in order to visit a historical site where 10,000
Chinese had reportedly been slaughtered. Reston also cited the views of Satō
Teiichi, the former head of the textbook division at the Ministry of Education,
who expressed his frustration with Chinese and Korean protests over the text-
books as well as the revisions made after the protests.20

In addition, Reston pointed out that many Japanese students had virtually
no notion of how their country became involved in the Asia-Pacific War, the
names of the leaders responsible for the war, or whether Japan’s cause was
righteous or not. Yet he also underlined a general, intuitive repugnance toward
war among the students and many others, an attitude that existed regardless of
the lack of understanding of the causes of war. Reston cited a social psycholo-
gist at Keiō University who argued that platitudes like “war must never happen
again” would quickly fade from a student’s memory unless they were reinforced
by a factual understanding of the causes of war. Reston observed that many
high-school students were not being taught the details of wartime history such
as the Nanjing Massacre, Pearl Harbor, the colonization of Korea, and the
atomic bombings. He also pointed out that government officials would prefer
students to remember the roots of Japan’s modernization (or history of early
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modern Japan) rather than Japan’s wartime aggression abroad and devastation
at home. Even when these topics were covered, Reston indicated, students
tended to learn about them as if they had been natural disasters that no one
could be blamed for failing to anticipate and avoid. Moreover, Japan’s peace 
education had tended to focus on devastations in Japan without supplying
much historical context.21

Departing from Burgess’s and Reston’s analytical approaches, James Bailey,
a freelance writer based in Tokyo, wrote a more cynical and one-sided report on
Japanese society based on the war films released between 1981 and 1985. Exam-
ining eight war films from this period, such as The Harp of Burma (Biruma no
tategoto), The Burning of a Zero Fighter (Zerosen moyu), and The Great Empire of
Japan (Dai-Nippon teikoku), Bailey concluded that these films presented Japa-
nese soldiers and civilians during the war years as misunderstood victims. He
claimed that Japan’s “cultural uniqueness, reinforced by centuries of isolation
. . . contributed to a widespread feeling [among Japanese] that they [were]
easily misunderstood by the outside world.” While his observations possessed
some merit, Bailey weakened his own credibility by rather hastily dismissing
films whose messages did not fit his thesis. For example, although he admitted
that two of the films he addressed—The Unfinished Game of Go (Mikan no tai-
kyoku) and Welcome to Shanghai (Shanhai Bansukingu)—condemned Japan’s
wartime actions, Bailey speculated that the producers had adopted this per-
spective in order to get permission from the Chinese government to shoot the
films in China.22

Similarly, on December 7, 1985, Susan Chira of the New York Times stressed
the prevalence of victim consciousness and the general ignorance of wartime
history among most Japanese. Focusing on Japan’s fortieth-anniversary com-
memorations of the end of the war, Chira complained that the only notes of
mourning had been sounded for Japanese soldiers killed in battle. Apparently
unaware of the fierce historical debates within Japan, Chira also claimed that,
during the anniversary, there was little public discussion of Japan’s role as a vic-
timizer. Drawing on the arguments of scholars such as Takeda Kiyoko, a profes-
sor of Japanese intellectual and social history at International Christian Univer-
sity, Chira concluded that “Japanese tend to forget the past” and that Pearl
Harbor as well as other wartime history did not mean much to most Japanese.23

In the view of a number of veterans and their supporters, it was ordinary
Americans who had forgotten the significance of Pearl Harbor. A. J. Smith, a
reader of the San Diego Union-Tribune, blamed American mass media for failing
to give decent coverage to the anniversary of Japan’s attack. On the op-ed page
on December 16, 1985, Smith wondered why the media published few special re-
ports on Pearl Harbor and interviews with survivors of the attack.24 Nearly four
months earlier, similar views appeared in the same paper. Frank Peters wrote:

I am awfully tired of having the ultra-liberal element in this country beat
me over the head with Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

They ignore the fact that Japan started that war with a sneak attack
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on Pearl Harbor that left several thousand Americans dead. They also ig-
nore the millions of Chinese killed by the Japanese, the slaughter of thou-
sands of Filipinos and the destruction of Manila on the approach of
MacArthur, to name only a handful of the hundreds of atrocities commit-
ted by the Japanese.

Do the churches that memorialize the bombing of Hiroshima also
memorialize the Rape of Nanking, the slaughter of the Filipinos and the
deaths of the Americans at Pearl Harbor? If not, they are hypocrites.25

Likewise, Stan Steenbock, a WWII veteran who was disappointed with the
lack of media coverage on the anniversary of V-J Day, voiced his annoyance in
an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times on August 24, 1985. Steenbock had spent an
hour examining every item in the principal news sections of the paper, and he
found only a brief description of the coming ceremonies to mark the fortieth
anniversary of Japan’s surrender. He asked:

After the reams of copy that only a few days previously had agonizingly,
and in many cases accompanied by abject wringing of hands, analyzed
Harry Truman’s decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki 40 years ago, why could not there have been space for one story on
the anniversary of the final chapter of history’s bloodiest war? Have we be-
come ashamed of our triumph, uneasy about calling attention to it? . . .

I wonder what I could possibly say tonight to those who sleep in pon-
cho shrouds on some forgotten island or lie entombed in the rusting hulk
of the Arizona beneath the sparkling waters of Pearl Harbor?

Could I face those with whom I had shared the long convoys, the K
and C rations, the wrath of the enemy, the loneliness and separation from
what we loved and knew best? How could they be told that 40 years after
the victory they had helped win by freely spending the gift of life, their sac-
rifice had become virtually a non-event in the judgment of some of the
nation’s most influential media?26

Although it is difficult to state which event was most frequently mentioned
in American media, the anniversary journalism of 1985 certainly reminded
readers and viewers of such historical events as Pearl Harbor, the Nanjing Mas-
sacre, and Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As often highlighted in the op-ed articles,
the central issue at stake was a question of national identity. In any case, from
the early 1980s on, the mass media provided a diverse American public with
ample occasion to consider whose history and memory it needed to remember.

DELETIONS AND DENUNCIATIONS: AMERICAN

OPINION IN THE LATE 1980S

In the latter half of the 1980s, as Japanese mass media chronicled the debates
over public memory of the war, American newspapers had many opportunities
to highlight the views and frustrations of senior LDP politicians, college profes-
sors, and critics in Japan. On June 23, 1986, Daniel Sneider of the Christian Sci-
ence Monitor reported Chinese and South Korean protests over the Japanese
high school history textbook titled New Edition of Japanese History (Shinpen Ni-
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honshi), written by the National People’s Council to Defend Japan (Nihon o
mamoru kokumin kaigi), an organization led by Kase Toshikazu, a former am-
bassador to the United Nations, and Mayuzumi Toshirō, a renowned classical
composer. Founded in 1981, the council called for the revision of Japan’s Peace
Constitution as well as the restoration of the emperor as the formal head of
state. Inspired by the 1982 textbook controversy, the group decided to write its
own textbook. Its writers included Kobori Keiichirō, a professor of comparative
literature at Tokyo University who later wrote the foreword for Tanaka
Masaaki’s An Outline of the Nanjing Incident: Fifteen Grounds for the Denial of the
Massacre (1987). In the article, Sneider cited Mayuzumi’s view that Japanese
public schools did not teach patriotism at all and that the Pacific War was not a
war of aggression.27

On June 4, the Chinese government officially protested the Japanese govern-
ment’s approval of the textbook, which asserted that the atrocities in Nanjing
were still under debate.28 Responding to the protests, Prime Minister Nakasone
Yasuhiro ordered a review of the textbook even though the ministry had al-
ready approved it in principle. As a result, the textbook writers had to make an-
other revision, deleting, among other things, the sentences indicating the event
was still under debate.29

To Clyde Haberman, a New York Times correspondent, this 1986 textbook
controversy was another instance of attempts by the Ministry of Education to
minimize or gloss over Japan’s wartime history. Haberman seemed to assume
that the council’s textbook was typical of history textbooks in Japan and repre-
sented the opinions of the dominant majority of society. Emphasizing that the
council’s textbook played down Japan’s wartime atrocities such as the Nanjing
Massacre, Haberman inferred that most Japanese “assumed no moral blame for
their country’s expansion across Asia in the 1930s.”30 To support his view, he
again referred to Takeda Kiyoko of International Christian University, who al-
leged that Japanese were predisposed to forget their history.31 When Nakasone
Yasuhiro fired Education Minister Fujio Masayuki in September 1986 for his re-
marks about the legitimacy of Japan’s colonization of Korea and dismissal of
the Nanjing Massacre, Haberman presumed that Fujio and other conservative
LDP politicians’ views were typical of Japanese thinking, which he assumed
was reflected not only in the council’s textbook, but in all others as well.32

Sam Jameson, a Los Angeles Times correspondent, saw the controversy differ-
ently. Probably because he disliked “leftists” as much as the members of the
council did, Jameson was at least aware of Fujio and the council’s motivations:
that is, to respond to “leftists who seek to emphasize the brutality of Japan’s
militarists and the evils of the capitalist system that they [leftists] say produced
it.” He argued that the ministry was trying to steer a middle course through the
ongoing controversy. In 1982, the ministry had tried to tone down history text-
books “written by authors with a Marxist point of view who attempted to play
up Japan’s military brutality and aggression.” In the case of 1986, however, the
ministry instructed the council’s textbook “to insert harsher language about
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Japan’s war role.” He insisted that New Edition of Japanese History was the first
since the end of the war written by “a self-avowed conservative group” and that
it was only one of 127 textbooks inspected for use in all subjects in high school
in 1987. Citing the opinion of Edwin Reischauer, a professor of Japanese history
at Harvard University, Jameson stressed that both education and textbooks had
been dominated by Marxists and that Marxist philosophy pervaded “the think-
ing of the Japanese.” Although he conceded that the council’s textbook offered
too many justifications for aggression, Jameson found the final version of the
council’s textbook “reasonably objective” in general and “far more objective to-
ward the United States” compared with the views stated in the existing “Marx-
ist” textbooks.33

The council set a sales goal of 50,000 copies of the New Edition. Once this
goal was achieved, the council planned to produce junior high and elementary
school textbooks with similar ideological overtones.34 But sales fell drastically
short of the council’s expectations, as only 31 of the 5,508 private and public
high schools in Japan adopted the text in 1987.35 The book was by all measures
a failure, not only selling poorly but also provoking members of teachers’
groups such as the Association for History Educators to widely denounce its
“alarming contents” (kiken na naiyō) in their communities.36

Although 1987 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Nanjing Massacre,
major newspapers in the United States took scant notice of the event. Only the
New York Times acknowledged it, covering an memorial exhibition of paintings
and photographs of the Nanjing Massacre in New York, organized by the newly
founded Chinese Alliance for Memorial and Justice. Sam Chen, the organizer of
the exhibition, told the reporter of his frustration with the Japanese govern-
ment, which, in his view, had adopted a more self-justifying attitude in the last
few years, as indicated by the textbook controversies. Sixty-four artists who had
immigrated to the United States from China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, or Singapore
contributed work to the exhibition. C. J. Yao, for example, submitted a painting
in hopes that the younger generation would not forget the Nanjing Massacre.37

Joseph Policano, in a letter to the editor of the New York Times, shared a view
similar to Yao’s. Policano lamented that few commemorative pieces on the mas-
sacre had appeared in the press and stressed that the memory of the Nanjing
Massacre must be kept alive.38

In January 1988, however, the Nanjing Massacre received renewed attention
in the American press, reminding American correspondents both of the text-
book controversies and of Fujio’s denial of the massacre. The Japanese distribu-
tor Shōchiku Fuji Co. edited Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor without the
director’s permission, deleting 30 seconds of newsreel footage depicting Japa-
nese atrocities in Nanjing. Haberman wrote in the Times that the deletion was
“only the latest incident of many over the years in which the Japanese [had]
demonstrated difficulty in coming to grips with the past.” In the article, Haber-
man again alluded to the textbook controversies and the hawkish politicians of
the Japanese right wing in order to support his black-and-white viewpoint.39
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Other correspondents, such as Margaret Shapiro of the Washington Post, re-
minded their readers of the 1982 textbook controversy as well as of the state-
ment of Fujio Masayuki.40 For their part, the Los Angeles Times editorial writers
were less sympathetic to Japan’s revisions of public record than Jameson had
been a year earlier. Commenting on the removal of the newsreel footage from
The Last Emperor, these editors observed: “Twice in the last six years major con-
troversies have arisen over the rewriting of Japanese textbooks in such a way as
to weaken and make ambiguous what until recently had been largely straight-
forward accounts of World War II and its antecedents.”41

Another news story in 1988 prompted correspondents to highlight disputes
over the memory of the Asia-Pacific War in Japan. In April and May, Okuno
Seisuke, director general of Japan’s National Land Agency, made a series of
candid public declarations that Japan was by no means the aggressor nation in
World War II.42 Okuno first attracted attention to his views at a news confer-
ence on April 22, shortly after he visited the controversial Yasukuni Shrine. He
urged his fellow politicians not to blindly accept Deng Xiaoping’s criticism of
Japan’s leaders for visiting the shrine.43 On May 9 and 10, during parliamen-
tary debates, he continued to legitimize Japan’s wartime expansion and de-
nounce the Tokyo War Crimes Trial as victors’ justice.44 Okuno, like Fujio
Masayuki, preferred rather to give up his political career than to withdraw his
controversial statements. On May 13, Prime Minister Takeshita Noboru ac-
cepted Okuno’s resignation.45 Nevertheless, the American press hardly ques-
tioned why Okuno continued to make provocative statements that would likely
cost him his position in the government. 

CONCLUSION

Because of the U.S.-Chinese normalization in 1979 and the increasing concern
with justifying America’s wartime experience, the Nanjing atrocities were fre-
quently referenced in news articles and op-ed articles in the 1980s. Early in the
decade, American media coverage of the controversies over war memories was
more likely to recognize at least two sides to the debate inside Japan, but over
time American media tended to publicize only revisionist efforts to excuse or
conceal the actions of the Japanese military. Although the increasing aware-
ness of wartime atrocities within Japan was provoking fierce reaction from
those who cherished memories of Imperial Japan, it was this reaction, not the
increased sensitivity that had triggered it, that drew attention from American
media. It should also be noted that the increased attention to Nanjing came
principally from media sources and that those who responded to these reports
were mainly immigrants from Asia and their children. As a matter of public
discourse in the United States, the Nanjing Massacre remained dormant. When
the subject of Nanjing did arise, it was more likely subservient to an argument
concerned with national pride. During this period, a number of Chinese and
Korean Americans addressed the past with understandable zeal. In trying to
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publicize the memory of Japanese aggression, they were relying upon Ameri-
can reports that misrepresented the Japanese people as monolithic in their re-
jection of “victimizer consciousness,” a reliance that may help to account for
the vigor of their responses. They sought not only to reeducate Japanese ob-
servers as to the horrors of the Asia-Pacific War, but also to Americanize the
history of the Japanese atrocities so that other Americans, too, would remem-
ber this long-neglected history.
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10

Japan: A War over History and Memory

T
he end of the Cold War, Hirohito’s death, the loss of conservative LDP
dominance in domestic politics, the more inclusive textbook descriptions
of Japanese wartime atrocities, and the growing awareness of wartime

devastations in Asia and the Pacific caused by Imperial Japan all combined to
heighten the intensity of the disputes over the Nanjing Massacre throughout
the 1990s. In this decade, while public discussions of Japan’s war responsibility
became more animated, nationalistic narratives also flooded the market. The
rift between the progressives and the revisionists remained insuperable. In sim-
plified terms, Nanjing crystallizes a much larger conflict over what should con-
stitute the ideal perception of the nation: Japan, as a nation, acknowledges its
past and apologizes for its wartime wrongdoings; or Japan, as a nation, stands
firm against foreign pressure and teaches Japanese youth about the benevolent
and courageous martyrs who fought a just war to save Asia from the Western
aggression. Both positions are, in their own way, an expression of national
pride. However, the two factions differ intensely as to their means of defining
terms like pride, honor, and shame. Some may feel that being forced to confront
the memory of Nanjing stains their sense of national dignity. Others may feel
with equal sincerity that they can be proud of the nation only if it candidly ac-
knowledges even the worst episodes of its past.

THE END OF SHŌWA

Late at night on September 19, 1988, Emperor Hirohito vomited blood. From
that moment, detailed reports on his health appeared daily in the mass media.
Simultaneously, discussions of the emperor’s war responsibility gradually ap-
peared in the media. Public lectures and meetings on the Asia-Pacific War and
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the emperor’s responsibility for it were held nationwide. On October 6, 1988, for
example, the Group for Constitutional Study (Kenpō o manabu kai) convened a
public symposium in Kanagawa on the emperor system.1 On October 9, the
Kyoto Committee against Strengthening the Emperor System (Tennōsei kyōka o
yurusanai Kyōto jikkō iinkai), a group that comprised thirty citizens’ organiza-
tions, met to denounce the mass media for trying to glorify Hirohito.2 On Octo-
ber 10, Christians who feared that the emperor might once again become a
focus of worship organized a meeting to discuss the coming imperial funeral
and succession ceremonies and problems under the law.3

Between November 28 and December 3, Meiji Gakuin University, a private
Protestant university in Tokyo, organized a series of symposia and lectures on
issues of the emperor system and related matters. More than 60 faculty mem-
bers participated in this special project, which included lectures on such topics
as “The Emperor System and Japanese Capitalism,” “The Emperor System and
the Greater East Asian Co-prosperity Sphere,” and “China and the Emperor Sys-
tem.” Morii Makoto, who was the president of Meiji Gakuin University and had
served in the military for two years, emphasized that emperor worship before
and during the war had led to the decimation of Asian peoples and strongly ob-
jected to the latter-day attempt to mobilize emperor worship. One of the objec-
tives of the weeklong series of special lectures was to discourage a potentially
dangerous form of nostalgic romanticism. It was feared that, if people romanti-
cized their memories of Hirohito the person, they were likely to forget the more
sobering aspects of the aggression that had been waged in Hirohito’s name.4

The emperor’s war responsibility became a topic of debate in political assem-
blies as well. Members of the Communist Party often raised the issue. Suzuki
Shun’ichi, the governor of Tokyo, came under sharp criticism after delivering a
keynote address to the municipal assembly on September 28 in which he stated
that he had signed his name to Hirohito’s get-well register on behalf of the peo-
ple of Tokyo. A Communist member of the assembly condemned him for the re-
mark and asked the governor what he thought of bereaved family members
who had lost their loved ones in the war fought in the emperor’s name. Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) members charged that the question was inappropriate
and demanded its withdrawal, and the assembly was forced to adjourn for a few
hours.5

On December 7, responding to a question regarding Hirohito’s responsibility
for the war, Motoshima Hitoshi, mayor of Nagasaki, answered:

Forty-three years after the war, I believe that [I have] reflected enough on
the war. Based on the readings of various foreign accounts, Japanese ac-
counts by historians, and my own experience in the military as a teacher
[of military science at the military academy], I think that Hirohito was re-
sponsible for the war.

However, it was the will of the majority of Japanese, as well as the
choice of the Allied Powers, to evade [the issue of Hirohito’s war responsi-
bility], and [Hirohito] became a symbol of the new Constitution. There-
fore, I understand that we must accept this choice.6
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At the press conference on the same day, Motoshima further stressed that if
the emperor had decided to surrender earlier than he actually did, neither the
bloodshed in Okinawa nor the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
would have occurred. For 20 years, Motoshima had served in the prefectural as-
sembly as a member of the LDP and, after being elected mayor of Nagasaki, be-
came an advisor (komon) to the LDP members of the prefectural assembly in
that city. Although some LDP assemblymen tried to persuade him to withdraw
his statement, Motoshima refused, insisting that he had merely stated his per-
sonal belief.7

Although Motoshima endured harassments and intimidation from those
who disagreed with him, he also earned a great deal of support from people and
organizations. The Historical Science Society of Japan (Rekishigaku kenkyūkai)
sent a letter to Motoshima, endorsing his view of Hirohito’s war responsibility.8

Many peace activists and survivors of the atomic bomb in Nagasaki also sup-
ported his statement.9 More than 380,000 nationwide signed their names to a
manifesto supporting Motoshima’s understanding of Hirohito and his respon-
sibility for the war. Some even sent history books to Motoshima to assist him in
further investigations. Through reading these books, Motoshima learned more
about Japan’s wartime atrocities in China, Korea, Singapore, and other Asian
nations. He first learned that those who were suffering in Asia regarded the
atomic attacks as a relief sent from God. Motoshima’s belief seems to be sum-
marized in the concluding sentences of his Statement of the Mayor of Nagasaki
(Nagasaki shichō no kotoba): “[We] must not see Japanese only as victims.
[Japanese were] perpetrators; therefore, they suffered. Men in power forced
Japanese to bear the burdens of victim and victimizer.”10 Motoshima was later
shot by an assailant angered by his remarks on Hirohito’s war responsibility.11

Nonetheless, even after the assassination attempt, he continued to espouse his
belief that the emperor bore responsibility for the war and that Imperial Japan
caused immense suffering in Asia.12

On January 7, 1989, Hirohito died, and the period of Shōwa officially ended.
But discussions of the war, including Hirohito’s responsibility, continued in the
media after his death. On the following day, the Asahi printed interviews with
politicians, academics, and writers. Although most of the interviewees ex-
pressed their regrets at Hirohito’s passing, Miyamoto Kenji, chair of the Com-
munist Party, emphasized that Hirohito should have been criticized even during
his illness. For his part, Akira Iriye, a professor at Harvard University, urged the
public to use the emperor’s death as an occasion to debate the issues of war re-
sponsibility and the future of the emperor system.13

In fact, citizens’ groups continued to organize public meetings and lectures
in order to discuss issues like the Shōwa emperor’s war responsibility and Japa-
nese wartime atrocities in Asia. In the week prior to Hirohito’s funeral alone, 12
public protest meetings were organized in the Tokyo area.14 These meetings
were quite small in comparison to the crowds, some larger than 200,000, who
lined the streets to witness the funeral procession on February 24.15 Whether
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people agreed or disagreed about Hirohito’s moral or legal responsibility for the
war, the emperor’s illness and his death stimulated discussions over his role in
the war and his responsibility.

CHANGES IN NATIONAL POLITICS:
THE HOSOKAWA REVOLUTION AND

VICTIMIZER CONSCIOUSNESS

Another epochal moment that raised public consciousness over Japan’s
wartime past came in August 1993, when Hosokawa Morihiro became the 
first non-LDP prime minister since 1955. On August 10, 1993, responding to a
question about his view of the “past war” (saki no sensō), Hosokawa answered
that he himself understood it as an aggressive war (shinryaku sensō) and a
morally wrong war (machigatta sensō).16 Hosokawa did not specify whether he
conceived of the “past war” as beginning in 1931 with the conquest of
Manchuria, or in 1937 with the Marco Polo Bridge Incident. In either case,
however, his statement was significant, since no LDP prime minister had ever
fully recognized the war as an act of Japanese aggression. The parties of the
coalition government he led agreed on the importance of fostering a new
Japan, one whose desire not to repeat the past would inspire it to contribute to
peace in Asia.17

On August 15, at a government-sponsored memorial service for the war
dead, Hosokawa lamented not only the Japanese war dead but also, for the first
time, the non-Japanese killed during the war.18 In addition, Doi Takako, the So-
cialist Party Speaker of the House of Representatives, condemned the past war
as an act of wrongdoing (ayamachi) in history and stressed that Japan had not
yet accomplished an amicable settlement (wakai) with the peoples in Asia who
had suffered during the conflict.19 On August 23, at his inaugural address,
Hosokawa again highlighted his willingness to see Japan become a responsible
member of the international community:

Forty-eight years [after Japan’s surrender], Japan has now become one of
the prime beneficiaries of world prosperity and peace. Yet we should never
forget that this achievement rests upon the supreme sacrifices made dur-
ing the war and is the result of the great efforts made by previous genera-
tions. I believe it is important at this juncture that we state clearly before
all the world our remorse about our past history and our renewed deter-
mination to do better. I would thus like to take this opportunity to express
anew our profound remorse and apologies for the fact that past Japanese
actions, including aggression and colonial rule, caused unbearable suffer-
ing and sorrow for so many people and to state that we will demonstrate
our new determination by contributing more than ever before to world
peace.20

Debates concerning whether or not the past war was an act of aggression
began to take place in the Diet. On October 4, 1993, at a meeting of the Budget
Committee of the House of Representatives, Hashimoto Ryūtarō, a member of
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the LDP, denounced Hosokawa’s view of the war. As chairman of the Associa-
tion of Bereaved Families, Japan (Nihon izokukai), Hashimoto had received
many angry letters from bereaved family members. He urged Hosokawa to lis-
ten to the voices of those who lost loved ones during the war. In addition,
Hashimoto criticized Hosokawa for reopening issues that had already been re-
solved internationally.21

Etō Takami and Ishihara Shintarō, both LDP politicians, were more aggres-
sive, blunt, and emotional. Speaking before the same budget committee, Etō
first asked Hosokawa whether the Russian Army, which invaded Manchuria
and the Northern Islands, committed atrocities against civilians, including
women and children. When Hosokawa admitted that such violence probably
took place, Etō urged Hosokawa to demand an apology from the Russian presi-
dent. He also accused Hosokawa of being brainwashed by propaganda outlined
by MacArthur and carried out by the Japan Teachers Union.22 When Hoso-
kawa urged Ishihara to remember that the war had also brought unbearable
suffering to many people among the Allies, Ishihara declared that Hosokawa’s
opinions were ludicrous (kokkei) and masochistic (mazohisutikku), since they
showed an inadequate regard for the Japanese who had also suffered horribly.
Ishihara stressed that Japan had no obligation to apologize to other colonial
powers since they had all been equally aggressive.23

Unfortunately for those who appreciated Hosokawa’s comments and politi-
cal ideals, the Hosokawa administration lasted less than a year. Hosokawa was
forced to resign when it was learned that he had received an illegal political
contribution from the Sagawa Express, an express carrier and package delivery
company. Nevertheless, Murayama Tomiichi, the first Socialist prime minister
(June 30, 1994–January 11, 1996) in 47 years, continued to follow the same
path as Hosokawa despite consistent opposition from the Diet. On June 9, 1995,
the House of Representatives adopted the Resolution to Renew Resolve for
Peace Based on the Lessons of History (Rekishi o kyōkun ni heiwa e no ketsui o
arata ni suru ketsugi).24 Although the author of the resolution wished to tran-
scend differences over historical views of the war, fewer than half the House
members voted for the resolution. Members of the New Frontier Party (Shinsh-
intō), a leading opposition party, boycotted the session because the ruling par-
ties did not accept its proposed amendment, which would have added a pledge
that “Japan would never again commit such deeds [aggression-like acts],” while
deleting the passage that stressed the need to transcend “differences in histori-
cal views of the past war.”25 Communist Party lawmakers voted against the
resolution because they thought that it excused Japan’s past actions by likening
its deeds to those of other powers.26 Conservative politicians like Okuno Seisuke
and his supporters, who believed Japan was neither an aggressor nor a colo-
nizer, also boycotted the session.27

On August 15, 1995, the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Asia-Pacific
War, Murayama issued a statement expressing his “deep remorse” (tsūsetsu na
hansei) and “heartfelt apology” (kokoro kara no owabi) for Japan’s colonial rule
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and wartime aggression. He underscored the importance of educating young
generations about “the horrors of the war” in order not to “repeat the errors of
the past.”28 Murayama emphasized that a mistaken national policy had led
Japan to the war and caused tremendous damage and suffering to people at
home and abroad. He also urged that self-righteous nationalism in Japan be
eliminated and that international cooperation be promoted instead.29

As they debated the motivations behind the war and argued over Japan’s
duty to apologize for the past, the Diet members acted out in microcosm the
concerns of Japanese society as a whole during the 1990s, when diverse groups
of different political persuasions flourished more than ever. Some stressed the
importance of including Asian sufferings in Japanese wartime history, while
others denounced such views and defended Japan’s wartime behavior.

ACKNOWLEDGING RESPONSIBILITY

THROUGH HISTORY

Between December 1991 and June 1995, Japanese lawyers initiated at least 27
lawsuits against the government and corporations to seek compensation for
wartime atrocities and misconduct. Plaintiffs included former Dutch and British
prisoners of war; Filipino and Korean women who had been forced into sex slav-
ery by the military; non-Japanese slave laborers; and Korean soldiers who fought
for Japan and were later convicted as Class B and C war criminals, but who were
ignored by the Japanese government after the collapse of the empire.30

From August 1995 to September 1997, the Counsel in the Case for Awarding
Compensation to Chinese War Victims (Chūgokujin sensō higai baishō seikyū
jiken bengodan) filed lawsuits against the government and a number of private
companies. More than 200 lawyers nationwide participated in the litigation.
The plaintiffs included former “comfort women,” survivors of massacres in
Nanjing and Pindingshan, victims of indiscriminate bombings and medical ex-
periments, and people injured long after the war by abandoned poison gas can-
isters. Their lawyers were all volunteers, many of whom conducted research in
China at their own expense. Onodera Toshitaka, one of the attorneys, urged
that acknowledgment of war responsibility and reparations for wartime dam-
ages were indispensable for Japanese to live harmoniously with the rest of the
world in the twenty-first century.31

In order to support these lawsuits, the Society to Support the Demands of
Chinese War Victims (Chūgokujin sensō higaisha no yōkyū o sasaeru kai) was
founded in August 1995. Representative committee members included histori-
ans Fujiwara Akira and Ienaga Saburō and journalist Honda Katsuichi. The so-
ciety published newsletters, invited plaintiffs to Japan, organized public meet-
ings to hear plaintiffs’ testimonies, and arranged pilgrimages to war memorial
sites in China.32 As of October 1998, the society had approximately 3,000 indi-
vidual members and 200 group members, including corporations, unions, and
other nongovernmental organizations.33
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In April 1993, the Center for Research and Documentation on Japan’s War
Responsibility (Nihon no sensō sekinin shiryō sentā) was established. The cen-
ter organized public lectures, sponsored research projects, and published a
quarterly newsletter and journal. In a Statement of Purpose, published in the
first issue of its quarterly journal, The Report on Japan’s War Responsibility (Kikan
sensō sekinin kenkyū), Arai Shin’ichi, representing the center, stressed that the
center’s goals were to research the truth and to clarify who owed what respon-
sibility to whom. Arai also urged that settling issues of war responsibility and
postwar compensation was a task not only for the government, but also for or-
dinary Japanese citizens.34

The Report provided up-to-date information and analysis on issues such as
the Nanjing Massacre, Japan’s chemical and biological warfare, military sex
slavery, Japan’s wartime atrocities in Southeast Asia, ongoing lawsuits de-
manding compensation, and war memorials and monuments. Contributors to
the journal included not only leading scholars in various disciplines, but also
lawyers, journalists, and peace activists.35 In addition to the journal, the center
published a newsletter, Let’s, which informed readers of new publications, the
dates of compensation trials and public meetings, and other announcements.

The 1990s witnessed the emergence of private and public museums that
commemorated the suffering not only of Japanese, but of non-Japanese as well.
Among them were the Osaka International Peace Center (Pı̄su Ōsaka, opened
in 1991); the Kyoto Museum for World Peace, Ritsumeikan University (Rit-
sumeikan daigaku kokusai heiwa myūjiamu, 1992); the Kawasaki Peace Mu-
seum (Kawasaki-shi heiwakan, 1992); the Peace Museum of Saitama (Saitama-
ken heiwa shiryōkan, 1993); and Oka Masaharu Memorial Nagasaki Peace
Museum (Oka Masaharu kinen Nagasaki heiwa shiryōkan, 1995). After their
renovations in 1994 and 1996, respectively, both the Hiroshima Peace Memo-
rial Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum included exhibits ac-
knowledging Japanese wartime atrocities in Asia.36 The degree of emphasis
given to Japan’s wartime atrocities and aggression varied among the museums,
but all shared the belief that the war must be narrated from perspectives more
diverse than “victim consciousness.”37

These exhibits of Japanese wartime atrocities in public museums sometimes
provoked protests. For example, the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum endured
harsh criticism because it exhibited footage taken from an American wartime
propaganda film to demonstrate horror of Japanese aggression. In April 1996,
approximately 300 members of right-wing organizations, their trucks mounted
with loudspeakers, gathered in Nagasaki to demand the removal of the entire in-
stallation, titled “The Japan-China War and the Pacific War,” and the resignation
of Mayor Itō Kazunaga, who had succeeded Motoshima Hitoshi. Not just ex-
treme rightists, but also some locals who felt that attention to American atomic
atrocities was being canceled out by the focus on Japanese atrocities, demanded
that the section be closed. Nevertheless, supported by many of the city’s resi-
dents who wanted a wide spectrum of perspectives to be acknowledged, the mu-
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seum continued with the exhibit, although it did replace problematic photo-
graphs, captions, and video footage with less controversial substitutes.38

These museums hosted special exhibits, public lectures, and symposia. In
January and February of 1993, for example, the Kyoto Museum for World Peace
exhibited a series of large wall panels explaining the role of doctors in wartime
Germany and Japan. This special exhibit received 2,601 visitors. On January 16,
1993, the museum organized a discussion group on the same topic, inviting
both German and Japanese experts. Before an audience of 150 people, the pan-
elists talked about such issues as medical experiments on human subjects and
wartime studies of chemical and biological agents in Germany and Japan.39

During two weeks in July, the museum exhibited paintings by Dutch prisoners
of war, as well as these prisoners’ personal belongings. Approximately 1,000
visitors saw this exhibit.40 From July 22 to August 10, 1994, the museum of-
fered a special display called “War and Children.” 6,916 people came to this ex-
hibit, which explored the lives of children under Japanese rule in Korea and
Southeast Asia.41

This trend toward devoting more attention to Asian victims did not originate
from the top down. Grass-roots citizens’ groups nationwide organized special ex-
hibitions on the Asia-Pacific War. For example, from July 1993 to December
1994, an exhibition on Unit 731 (731 butaiten), the biological warfare unit,
toured the nation, attracting approximately 230,000 visitors in 18 months.42

The exhibition borrowed some artifacts from the Unit 731 Memorial Museum in
Harbin, China, and displayed 54 explanatory wall panels. Visitors were invited to
try on reproductions of the shackles worn by the unit’s “specimens,” so that they
might imagine what it was like to be human guinea pigs.43 In August 1995, the
War Exhibition for Peace 1995 (Heiwa no tame no sensōten 1995) went on dis-
play in Shibuya, Tokyo, and Japanese WWII veterans confessed to having com-
mitted war crimes in China.44 From December 9 to 14, 1996, the Executive Com-
mittee of the Nanjing Massacre Art Exhibition (Nankin 1937 kaigaten jikkō
iinkai) sponsored an art exhibition of the Nanjing Massacre, consisting of oils
and watercolors painted by Chinese artists living in New York.45

Moreover, local historians and teachers published studies on the wartime ex-
periences of people in their regions and catalogued local monuments and me-
morials.46 The Association for History Educators, Gifu (Gifu-ken Rekishi
kyōikusha kyōgikai) published Cities and Towns Were “Battlefields,” Too (Machi
mo mura mo “senjō” datta) in 1995.47 Ikeda Ichirō and Suzuki Tetsuya ex-
plored war memorial sites in Kyoto and outlined their brief history. This study
included the wartime facilities of the Twentieth Infantry Regiment, which par-
ticipated in the atrocities in Nanjing.48 The Association for History Educators,
Mie (Mie-ken Rekishi kyōikusha kyōgikai) discussed its local history, including
the history of the Thirty-Third Infantry Regiment, which had witnessed the
Nanjing Massacre.49 These local historians believed that exploring wartime
history would shed light on aspects of local history, pointing toward the con-
sciousness of a victim as well as that of a victimizer. 
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FROM REFUTATION TO EXAMINATION:
DEVELOPMENT OF THE STUDY OF

THE NANJING MASSACRE

In the early and mid-1990s, social and political contexts in Japan produced a
highly favorable climate for progressive views on the massacre. As in the 1980s,
members of the Research Committee on the Nanjing Incident (Nankin jiken
chōsa kenkyūkai) published their studies with continued vigor. These members
actively conducted research in China, Japan, and the United States. They pub-
lished their new findings and sources on the massacre and used different ap-
proaches to examine the atrocities in Nanjing. In the 1980s, the work of the Re-
search Committee had been primarily reactive, concerned above all with
publishing refutations of the revisionists’ claims. During the better part of the
1990s, the Research Committee took greater initiative in shaping the direction
of the debate as it examined the event from various viewpoints.

A Collection of Historical Materials on the Nanjing Incident (Nankin jiken
shiryōshū) was a two-volume source book on the massacre. Volume 1 included
Japanese and American government documents and personal correspondence
between American missionaries and their friends and families at home. It also
featured articles from American newspapers and periodicals illustrating Japa-
nese atrocities in Nanjing, as well as interviews with Tillman Durdin and
Archibald Steele, correspondents for American newspapers who had reported
on the Massacre from Nanjing.50 Volume 2 transcribed reports of Chinese
newspapers on the mainland and abroad regarding Japanese atrocities in Nan-
jing. This volume also contained burial records, survivors’ testimonies, Nation-
alist government documents published in Taiwan during the war, and memoirs
of the massacre that had previously appeared in Chinese publications such as
Historical Materials on the Nanjing Massacre Committed by the Japanese Army of
Invasion (Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha shiliao) and Archival Materials on the
Nanjing Massacre Committed by the Japanese Army of Invasion (Qin-Hua Rijun
Nanjing datusha dang’an).51

As Yoshida Yutaka, a Japanese historian, stressed in the foreword of Volume
1, previous works written by the members of the Research Committee had aimed
mainly at refuting the denials of the massacre. By contrast, this document col-
lection was an elaborate empirical and academic examination of the massacre.
Yoshida underscored that these materials would enable readers to understand
how foreigners at the time viewed Japanese aggression in China.52 In a foreword
to Volume 2, Inoue Hisashi, a Japanese scholar of Chinese history, emphasized
the importance of subjecting available Chinese, Japanese, and English docu-
ments to comparative analysis. He urged readers not to dismiss the emotional
testimonies and memoirs of Chinese survivors as exaggerated hearsay because
these were part of the entire picture of the atrocities in Nanjing.53

In contrast, Kasahara Tokushi, another expert on Chinese history and a
member of the Research Committee, invoked oral history in his One Hundred

JA PA N :  A  W A R  O V E R  H I S TO R Y  A N D  M E M O R Y 137



 

Days in the Nanjing Safety Zone (Nankin nanminku no hyakunichi), in which he
detailed the lives of people in Nanjing during Japan’s attack and occupation. He
consulted Chinese, Japanese, and English sources and narrated the event
through the eyes of many different Japanese soldiers, Chinese refugees, and
American missionaries. He not only depicted mental and physical sufferings of
the people in Nanjing, but also discussed why ordinary Japanese men, with
families back home, committed wholesale atrocities in Nanjing. He suggested
three main causes of Japanese military violence against women: the general de-
humanization of the Chinese; the moral despair that came with life on the bat-
tlefield; and the military’s use of sex as a tool for managing the aggression of
the soldiers. Kasahara implied that the lives of the soldiers, as well as those of
the victimized women, had been cheapened and degraded by military superi-
ors, who regarded their men as no more valuable than the other raw materials
of war.54 Kasahara was able to draw a richer and more complex picture of the
massacre by combining his knowledge of the events with the practice of oral
history.

In the afterword, Kasahara argued that the study of the massacre must not
be dominated by disputes over the death toll. He stressed that a fuller under-
standing of the massacre would lead to a more accurate count of Chinese vic-
tims.55 In 1997, Kasahara published The Nanjing Incident (Nankin jiken), in
which he employed a different approach to understanding the Nanjing Mas-
sacre. In contrast to his earlier book, this study took a broader view of the mas-
sacre, arguing that it took place over a longer time and in a larger geographical
space. He defined the “Nanjing Massacre” as including atrocities committed by
the Japanese Army and Navy during both the battle of Nanjing and the ensuing
occupation, namely from December 4, 1937, until March 28, 1938. And he in-
cluded events not only within the walled city of Nanjing, but also in its six
neighboring counties (Gaochun, Jiangning, Jiangpu, Jurong, Lishui, and Liuhe
Xian), regions which, in Kasahara’s view, had previously been neglected by
scholars.56

Kasahara admitted that it was almost impossible to determine precisely how
many Chinese civilians and military personnel were killed in and around Nan-
jing. But he denounced the revisionists for their wholesale dismissal of all Japa-
nese atrocities simply because no agreement had been achieved about the
death toll. Based on his research, Kasahara concluded that between 100,000
and 200,000 Chinese soldiers and civilians were killed in Nanjing and its six
counties between December 4, 1937, and March 28, 1938. He estimated that ap-
proximately 80,000 out of the 150,000 Chinese soldiers and support personnel
who defended Nanjing were killed during the battle and its aftermath.57

Another compilation, The Imperial Soldiers Who Recorded the Nanjing Mas-
sacre (Nankin daigyakusatsu o kiroku shita kōgun heishi tachi), provided field
diaries written by soldiers of the Yamada Unit, which participated in the battle
of Nanjing.58 These diaries enabled readers to understand how ordinary men
gradually became less concerned with moral restraints and found it progres-
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sively easier to loot rations and other valuables from local Chinese and to kill
“the enemy” to avenge their comrades.59 As time went by, many soldiers who
kept diaries became accustomed to seeing human blood and to beheading Chi-
nese.60 In addition, the editors proved that careful examination of field diaries,
which often included records of “military achievements” (that is, killings of
Chinese soldiers and prisoners of war), would assist researchers in estimating
more accurately the number of lives taken by the Japanese troops.61

One more important primary source on Nanjing, The Diary of John Rabe: The
Truth about Nanking (Rābe nikki: Nankin no shinjitsu), was published in 1997.62

Arai Shin’ichi, a historian and director of the Center for Research and Docu-
mentation on Japan’s War Responsibility, found Rabe’s diary significant in two
respects: it not only recorded his observations of events in Nanjing, but also
helped historians corroborate survivors’ testimonies. Arai pointed out that the
original diary included more than 20 photographs, including a picture of the
young woman Li Xiuying, who was 19 at the time of the massacre and who was
stabbed nearly 40 times by Japanese soldiers. In February 1997, Li testified in a
lawsuit seeking government compensation for the attack. Arai explained that
Li’s allegations received independent confirmation from entries in Rabe’s diary.
In the eyes of Arai, the anecdotal evidence of Rabe’s diary was a potent weapon
for confronting the revisionists, who often attempted to discredit testimonies as
hearsay.63

TEXTBOOKS IN THE 1990S

In the 1990s, the teaching of history placed increased emphasis on the impor-
tance of accepting responsibility for the nation’s errors. This trend is evident in
the history textbooks of the time, which tended to devote more space to Japan’s
wartime role as a perpetrator and to deemphasize the image of Japan as victim.
This attitude was also evident in the descriptions of the Nanjing Massacre.
Many textbooks now stated death tolls of more than 200,000. For example,
Tokyō shoseki’s 1997 edition of a junior high school textbook, a book which ac-
counted for more than 41 percent of the market, described the Nanjing Mas-
sacre as follows:

On July 7, 1937, without a declaration of war, the Japan-China War began
after an armed clash between the Japanese and the Chinese troops at the
Marco Polo Bridge in a suburb of Beijing. The war expanded from North
China to Central China. By the end of 1937, the Japanese military occu-
pied the capital, Nanjing. At this time, the Japanese military killed as
many as 200,000 Chinese, including women and children.64

Overall, six out of seven junior high school history textbooks available in
1997 estimated that between 100,000 and 200,000 Chinese were killed during
and after the battle. Four of the seven also included the official Chinese estimate
of 300,000 deaths. Authors discovered that, if they mentioned the figure but
did not necessarily endorse it, the government would not withhold authoriza-
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tion. A common practice was to relegate the Chinese estimate to a footnote and
to present the number more as a matter of opinion than as undisputed fact. For
example, Ōsaka shoseki’s history textbook for junior high schools, which
boasted the second-largest market share, asserted in its main text that the mas-
sacre was an atrocity in which the Japanese military killed as many as 200,000,
adding the Chinese estimate in a footnote.65

Compared with junior high school history textbooks, whose descriptions of
the massacre varied little from publisher to publisher, those in high school his-
tory textbooks often differed substantially. Two of the most popular texts in use
in 1994 explained the atrocities in very different tones. Yamakawa shuppan’s
Detailed Japanese History (Shōsetsu Nihonshi) simply mentioned in a footnote
that “At this time [of occupation], the Japanese military killed large numbers of
Chinese, including non-combatants, an incident which, after the defeat, be-
came a major issue at the Tokyo Trial (the Nanjing Incident).”66 Jikkyō shup-
pan’s Japanese History B (Nihonshi B), published in 1994, offered more explicit
language: 

During the occupation of Nanjing, the Japanese military killed large num-
bers of Chinese, including those who had surrendered and prisoners of
war. The military engaged in looting, arson, and rape. This event received
international denunciation as the Nanjing Massacre. The number of Chi-
nese killed during the few weeks before and after the occupation, includ-
ing combatants, totaled as many as jūsūman [130,000–150,000].67

In Jikkyō shuppan’s High School Japanese History B (Kōkō Nihonshi B) and
Hitotsubashi shuppan’s World History B (Sekaishi B), the Nanjing Massacre was
presented in greater detail.68 The main text of the former described the mas-
sacre as follows:

In December 1937, the Japanese army captured Nanjing, the capital of the
Nationalist government. Within a few weeks after the fall of the city, the
Japanese army killed jūsūman [130,000–150,000] Chinese, including pris-
oners of war, those who had surrendered, and women and children, in
and around Nanjing. The army [also] committed looting, arson, and rape.
Division Commander Nakajima [Kesago] wrote in his diary on December
13 that he was not going to have prisoners of war and that the Sasaki Unit
alone “took care of ” [shori] 15,000 Chinese. This incident was not re-
ported in Japan. In Tokyo, Nagoya, and Osaka people celebrated the “fall of
Nanjing” and participated in lantern parades. However [while Japanese
were celebrating], in Europe and the United States, media such as The New
York Times reported that “all prisoners were killed,” and the incident
(called the Nanjing Massacre) was internationally condemned.69

In a footnote, the textbook added that the event had been commemorated by
the construction of the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall in Nanjing, where 
visitors could observe the remains of victims, as well as photographs of Japa-
nese atrocities. Another footnote mentioned the Chinese estimate of deaths. Hi-
totsubashi’s World History B included a section on the massacre written by
Kasahara Tokushi. Although Kasahara did not refer to the number of the
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deaths in Nanjing, he highlighted that the Japanese army had rushed toward
Nanjing despite its realization that it lacked sufficient rations to support the
campaign. Instead, the army’s leaders assumed that their troops would have to
feed themselves by looting civilian properties for food. This looting was often ac-
companied by violence, frequently ending in the deaths of resisting Chinese.70

In the 1990s, progressives generally succeeded in including more details of
the massacre in school textbooks, a fact that they regarded as a victory over
their adversaries who had sought either to downplay or eliminate descriptions
of Japan’s wartime aggression. Yet the battle over history did not end here. In-
clusive descriptions of Nanjing, as well as other Japanese atrocities, infuriated a
number of conservative revisionists. To them, such approach was “masochis-
tic” and completely at odds with their ideal Japanese national history, which
glorified Japan’s wartime sacrifices and achievements.

RESISTING “MASOCHISM”: ADVOCATES

OF JAPANESE HISTORY FOR “JAPANESE”

On August 23, 1993, outraged by Hosokawa’s admissions of Japanese aggres-
sion, 105 LDP Diet members joined the Committee to Examine History (Rekishi
kentō iinkai).71 Between October 1993 and February 1995, the committee or-
ganized 20 meetings, inviting 19 revisionist speakers. They included Kobori 
Keiichirō, a professor of comparative literature at Tokyo University; Tanaka
Masaaki, a social critic; Satō Kazuo, a professor of international law at Aoyama
Gakuin University; and Hasegawa Michiko, a professor of philosophy at Sai-
tama University, all of whom condemned the Tokyo Trial and justified Japan’s
wartime expansion. The head of the committee, Yamanaka Sadanori, declared
that the organization’s goal was to absolve the war dead of disgrace and to
teach the correct historical view to other Diet members.72

Although the leaders of the LDP supported the Diet Resolution of 1995, they
were unable to maintain consensus in their ranks. On December 1, 1994, 212
LDP Diet members broke ranks with their leaders and organized the Diet Mem-
bers’ League for the Fiftieth Anniversary of the End of the War (Shūsen gojū
shūnen kokkai giin renmei).73 Okuno Seisuke became the head of the league,
whose declared goal was to revise the “masochistic understanding” of wartime
and prewar Japanese history “initiated by the American occupation policy as
well as left-wing forces in Japan.”74 Similarly, on February 21, 1995, 41 mem-
bers of the New Frontier Party (Shinshintō) defied the wishes of their leaders by
founding Diet Members for the Transmission of a Correct History (Tadashii
Rekishi o tsutaeru kokkai giin renmei), under the leadership of Ozawa Tatsuo.
Like Okuno’s league, Ozawa’s faction aimed at blocking the resolution.75 Mem-
bers of these two leagues included politicians such as Fujio Masayuki, Nagano
Shigeto, Shimamura Yoshinobu, and Etō Takami, all of whom had openly de-
nied or would later deny Japan’s responsibility for the war during their tenure
as cabinet ministers. Facing the unprecedented surge of movements to ac-
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knowledge Japan’s war responsibility, it was perfectly understandable that these
conservative politicians joined ranks to battle what they regarded as outra-
geous nonsense. 

In March 1995, encouraged by these conservative movements, the National
People’s Council to Defend Japan (Nihon o mamoru kokumin kaigi), the Japan
Association of Bereaved Families (Nihon izokukai), and others formed the Na-
tional Committee for the Fiftieth Anniversary of the End of World War II.76

Kase Toshikazu and Mayuzumi Toshirō, who had advocated the restoration of
the emperor as the head of the state, became president and vice president of the
committee. Between September 1993 and May 1995, the participating organiza-
tions mounted a nationwide petitioning effort and collected more than 5 mil-
lion signatures opposing the 1995 Diet resolution.77

On May 29, 1995, the committee hosted “A Celebration of Asian Nations’
Symbiosis” (Ajia kyōsei no saiten) at the Japan Hall of Martial Arts. Participat-
ing in the gathering of approximately 10,000 people were representatives of
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Taiwan, India, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia,
Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Tibet. On hand to express their
gratitude for Imperial Japan’s contribution to Asian independence from the
Western rule were speakers Thanat Khoman, former deputy prime minister
and foreign minister of the Thailand; Syed Hussein Alatas, vice chancellor of
the National University of Malaya; and Sayidiman Suryohadiprojo, ambassa-
dor at large to Africa from Indonesia. Kase, Mayuzumi, and Okuno all empha-
sized the importance of Asian unity and Japan’s wartime contributions in
greater Asia, as well as denouncing the 1995 Diet resolution.78 The committee
did not invite any of the victims of Japan’s wartime aggression. Rather, the cel-
ebration’s guest list featured a number of those who endorsed a conservative
historical narrative; they believed that Imperial Japan had contributed to liber-
ating East Asia from Western colonialism. Essentially, the celebration was a
gathering of Asian social and political elites, many of whom did not remember
Japanese wartime occupation as being particularly dreadful, and some of
whom may even have benefited from the Japanese presence.

The year 1995 marked the emergence of another revisionist group that re-
ceived significant attention from the media. In January 1995, about four
months before the celebration at the Japan Hall of Martial Arts, Fujioka
Nobukatsu, a professor of education at Tokyo University, founded the Associa-
tion for the Advancement of a Liberalist View of History (Jiyūshugi shikan
kenkyūkai).79 In December 1996, Fujioka and his supporters, such as Nishio
Kanji, professor at University of Electro-Communications, and Kobayashi
Yoshinori, a popular cartoonist, formed the Japanese Society for History Text-
book Reform (Atarashii rekishi kyōkasho o tsukuru kai) to eliminate “maso-
chistic historical views” as well as to contribute to a renewed formation of na-
tional identity among “Japanese.”80 Although these organizations used terms
like “liberalist” and “reform” to characterize their agendas, their objectives
were very much similar, if not identical, to Kase and Mayuzumi’s National Peo-
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ple’s Council to Defend Japan as well as Okuno’s and Ozawa’s leagues of Diet
members. 

These advocates who attempted to minimize, if not whitewash, Japan’s
wartime atrocities repelled those whose ideal was to integrate the suffering of
other countries into Japanese history. Fujioka and his colleagues condemned
peace museums for being masochistic. In their view, other instances of self-
abasement included the descriptions of “comfort women” in junior high school
textbooks and other criticisms of Japan’s wartime actions. Predictably, as Fu-
jioka and others like him strove to propagate their own ideal concept of Japa-
nese history, the Nanjing Massacre became a target once again.

DENIALS OF THE NANJING MASSACRE

IN THE 1990S

As in the previous decades, denials of Nanjing continued. Though little
changed among those who had already denied the Nanjing Massacre in their
writings and speeches, the second half of the 1990s saw the emergence of new
proponents of this view. Whether new or old, they all denounced as impossible
the alleged killing of 200,000–300,000 civilians after the fall of the city. They
insisted that the Nanjing Massacre, as it had come to be understood in the pub-
lic imagination, did not exist in reality. In an interview conducted for the Octo-
ber 1990 issue of Playboy magazine, the politician Ishihara Shintarō discussed
his controversial book The Japan That Can Say “No” (1989), coauthored with
Morita Akio, the cofounder of SONY. Amid his discussion of a range of other is-
sues such as racism, Lee Iacocca, and the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, Ishihara told the interviewer that stories of Japanese atrocities in
Nanjing, collectively known as the Nanjing Massacre, were lies fabricated by
Chinese for propaganda purposes.81 This claim sparked the publication of The
Japan That Can Still Say “No” (1990), which Ishihara coauthored with Watanabe
Shōichi, a professor at Sophia University already known for his denial of Nan-
jing. In the book, Watanabe reiterated his view that atrocities in Nanjing were
not uniquely cruel in world history and that the death toll had been inflated by
wartime propaganda in the United States. Responding to the international cli-
mate of the late 1980s, Watanabe insisted that the practice of Japan bashing
had arisen from racialist misunderstandings. Because Americans believed Japa-
nese were innately reckless and predisposed toward cruelty, they imagined that
the Japanese were capable of committing the Nanjing Massacre.82

In April 1993, Hashimoto Mitsuji sued Azuma Shirō, Shimozato Masaki, and
their publisher, Aoki shoten, on grounds of libel. Azuma was the author of My
Platoon in Nanjing: A Conscript Soldier’s Experience in the Nanjing Massacre, from
which Shimozato had taken excerpts for inclusion in his own work on the Nan-
jing Massacre.83 Although Azuma did not use Hashimoto’s real name, his book
contained an episode in which a soldier, identifiable as Hashimoto, threw a Chi-
nese person into a mail bag. The soldier then allegedly doused the bag with
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gasoline and set it on fire. Then, according to Azuma, as the Chinese man
writhed inside the burning bag, the soldier attached two hand grenades to the
bag, activated them, carried the bag to a pond, and threw it in. Hashimoto in-
sisted that he did not do these things, pointing out that the details of the story
were absurd and illogical. Azuma, for his part, could not explain to the court
how Hashimoto had obtained and carried gasoline from a car (whether he had
used a bucket or pump); how long the bag was burning; and how Hashimoto
was able to tie two hand grenades to the flaming, writhing bag. Another mys-
tery was how Hashimoto could have carried the still-burning bag and disposed
of it in the seconds before the grenades would have detonated. Though the
Tokyo District Court firmly stated that its aim was not to challenge the histori-
cal fact of the Nanjing Massacre, the judge ruled against Azuma on April 26,
1996. Itakura Yoshiaki, who initiated the trial, wrote a triumphant two-page
article about the lawsuit and falsely claimed that the court had ruled that the
entire portion of Azuma’s book was a fabrication.84 Although Azuma, Shi-
mozato, and Aoki shoten appealed, they again lost the case. 

On May 5, 1994, the Mainichi newspaper published an interview with the
new justice minister in the Hata administration (April 28–June 25, 1994). Jus-
tice Minister Nagano Shigeto, a WWII veteran, told the reporter of his views of
the Asia-Pacific War, claiming that Japan’s goal was to liberate Asian colonies
and that its objectives were legitimate from the viewpoint of the time. He also
commented that he regarded the so-called Nanjing Massacre as a mere fabrica-
tion.85 Facing both domestic and international protests, he withdrew his state-
ments the next day and apologized for his remarks, which he described as care-
less. Asked for his opinion on the Nanjing Massacre, Nagano answered that he
would not deny that atrocities took place in Nanjing and asserted that Japan
had to apologize to the Chinese.86 He resigned the following day.

On May 10, 1994, before an audience of LDP Diet members of the Commit-
tee to Examine History (Rekishi kentō iinkai), the 83–year-old Tanaka Masaaki
gave a talk titled “The Fabrication of the ‘Nanjing Massacre.’” Tanaka reiter-
ated his long-held view that the massacre, as described by progressive commen-
tators, never occurred. During the question-and-answer session, he expressed
his profound regret that Nagano Shigeto had withdrawn his denial of the mas-
sacre. In addition, Tanaka urged his audience to oppose the forthcoming Diet
Resolution, which would, in his view, permanently damage Imperial Japan in
world history.87

As was his custom, Tanaka condemned postwar educators for demonizing
Imperial Japan and “the great massacre faction” for their insistence that whole-
sale atrocities took place in Nanjing. Tanaka stated that killing enemy guerril-
las, stragglers, and deserters was justified in war and thus would not fall within
the category of “massacre.” He emphasized that surrounding the enemy and
annihilating them was the most efficient way to achieve military victory. In
contrast, he strongly insisted that American atomic bombings and fire bomb-
ings, as well as the mass execution of Polish officers by the Russian army at
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Katyn in the spring of 1943, were much more appropriately characterized as
“massacres.”88

In the mid-1990s, hard-line revisionists came together to found the Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Liberalist View of History and its affiliated organi-
zations. From that moment on, these revisionists, many of them now quite ad-
vanced in years, became the visible standard- bearers for the denial movement.
Using every medium available, both old and new participants in the revisionist
cause enthusiastically challenged the orthodoxy of Nanjing. In September
1995, in the first issue of Fujioka Nobukatsu’s Reforming Instruction in “Modern
and Contemporary Japanese History” (“Kingendaishi” no jugyō kaikaku), Itakura
Yoshiaki, who identified himself as a Nanjing Massacre scholar, advanced the
thesis that, in the six weeks that followed the fall of Nanjing, approximately
10,000–20,000 Chinese were killed in violation of international law. He argued
that there had been no “Nanjing Massacre” as his opponents had described it
because a mass murder of more than 200,000 never took place in Nanjing.89

In 1996, outraged by the figures of 200,000 and 300,000 mentioned in junior
high school history textbooks, Fujioka denied the killing of ordinary citizens in
Nanjing by the Japanese military. Instead of blaming the Japanese army, he con-
demned Chiang Kai-shek and his officers for deserting the city, a withdrawal that
resulted in the pointless deaths of their own soldiers. Furthermore, Fujioka justi-
fied the Japanese killing of Chinese prisoners of war on the grounds that, by tak-
ing prisoners alive, the Japanese soldiers would have endangered their own lives.
He claimed that the so-called Nanjing Massacre was a lie and that, by printing the
baseless figures, the textbooks made themselves accomplices to a fabrication.90

After The Diary of John Rabe became available in 1997, Fukuda Kazuya, a self-
proclaimed nationalist and a professor at Keiō University, urged young people to
read the diary and to learn about Japanese atrocities in Nanjing, where he be-
lieved that the military killed some 50,000 Chinese. Fukuda argued that the
youth must take seriously the fact that Japanese committed such atrocities in
Nanjing. He insisted that the rising generation should not excuse the incident
by asserting that war is always inhumane and that similar misdeeds are part of
every nation’s history. Moreover, it would do no good to blame the Chinese in
Nanjing for their own sufferings. Even belated apologies for the army’s miscon-
duct did not put an end to Japan’s responsibility. Instead, he emphasized, the
youth must remember their discomfort in learning about the event and their
anger with the soldiers in order to motivate themselves to understand why the
people of Japan, who lived in a beautiful land and who had a long history and
rich culture, committed such atrocities. In the eyes of Fukuda, a major reason
for the Japanese military’s atrocities was their loss of a strong sense of morality.
Fukuda especially warned against the error of thinking of the Japanese army as
a “they,” safely sequestered in the past. Rather, the actions of the army were
committed by a continuing, still-existing national “we.” He stressed that “we”
must accept responsibility for Japan’s wartime misconduct in order to be proud
of “our” national history and characteristics.91
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Fukuda’s reading of Rabe’s diary disturbed Kobayashi Yoshinori, an author
of the best-selling cartoon On War and a member of the Association for the Ad-
vancement of Liberalist View of History.92 Kobayashi, who used his drawings
to publicize his distinctive ideology, often appealed to readers by highlighting
ethnic nationalism. In “Don’t Read The Truth about Nanjing as You Did, Fukuda
Kazuya!” Kobayashi ridiculed what he saw as Fukuda’s blind, naive trust in
Rabe’s diary. Kobayashi insisted that although Rabe recorded Japanese atroci-
ties in Nanjing, most of his reports were based on hearsay. Kobayashi also
claimed that sexual contacts described by Rabe as rape could have been consen-
sual acts of prostitution. From reading Rabe’s diary, Kobayashi concluded that
fewer than 10,000 Chinese civilians were killed outside combat. Thus, in his
eyes, there was no Nanjing Massacre, as that phrase is typically understood.
Kobayashi denounced Fukuda, who identified himself as a nationalist, for not
dismissing the Chinese government’s estimate of 300,000 deaths as a fabrica-
tion. To Kobayashi, Fukuda was merely another credulous Japanese brain-
washed by the postwar democracy led by the Left.93

When critiquing a text that tends to confirm the reality of the massacre, re-
visionists often used a handful of identifiable textual errors to discredit the en-
tire work. In this way, Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking (1997), a work with 
numerous errors and inaccuracies, became an opportune target for the revi-
sionists in their campaign to deny the massacre and to arouse ethnic national-
ism among their audience. For example, Fujioka Nobukatsu, a founding mem-
ber of the association, and Higashinakano Osamichi, a professor of intellectual
history at Asia University, stressed that Chang’s book contained nearly 170 er-
rors, including chronological errors, misspelled names and inaccurate titles of
Japanese officers, and incorrect explanations of military technology in the
Tokugawa period. In addition, Fujioka and Higashinakano argued that Chang
used photographs that had nothing to do with Nanjing in order to fabricate a
dreadful image of the atrocities. They emphasized not only that Chang’s book
was flawed, but also that the Chinese assertion that 300,000 were slaughtered
in Nanjing was a mere piece of anti-Japanese propaganda. In the eyes of Fu-
jioka and Higashinakano, Chang’s objective was to demonize the Japanese race,
culture, history, and nation.94

This emotional and facile view was shared by other prominent revisionists
such as Ishihara Shintarō and Kobayashi Yoshinori.95 Sankei shinbun, a conserva-
tive newspaper, publicized errors and inaccuracies in Chang’s book.96 Popular
magazines published special reports, including a feature in Sapio, a biweekly
magazine, titled “Plotting ‘The Nanjing Massacre’ Campaign” (Bōryaku no ‘Nan-
kin daigyakusatsu’ kyanpēn). Arguing that the Chinese government was using
the Nanjing Massacre as a political tool, Sapio offered its report as an attempt to
“analyze the massacre from various perspectives in the intelligence war.”97

In February 1998, stirred into action by the publication of The Rape of
Nanking and its uncritical use of wartime photographs, the association held the
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first meeting of the Study Group on Propaganda Photographs (Puropaganda
shashin kenkyūkai), whose objective was to examine “masochistic” photo-
graphs, videos, and other visual materials, including those treating the Nanjing
Massacre.98 Based on his findings, Matsuo Ichirō, who was in charge of the
group, later wrote Propaganda War, The “Nanjing Incident”: The Truth of the “Nan-
jing Massacre” as Seen through Secret Photographs (Puropaganda sen “Nankin
jiken”: Hiroku shashin de miru “Nankin daigyakusatsu” no shinjitsu).99 In the
same year, Higashinakano Osamichi published “Nankin gyakusatsu” no tettei
kenshō (Solid Examination of the “Nanjing Massacre”), arguing that no one has
been able to prove that 300,000 Chinese were killed in Nanjing in violation of
international law. Thus, he concluded, there was no Nanjing Massacre as
claimed by the Chinese government.100

When the publisher Kashiwa shobō abandoned plans to publish a Japanese
translation of The Rape of Nanking in 1999, its decision further provoked the
imaginations of the revisionists. In the eyes of Fujioka and Higashinakano, the
publication of the Japanese version was a part of an international plot to demo-
nize wartime Japan, with the cooperation of the Japanese Left. They expressed
the rather self-congratulatory and inaccurate view that the Japanese Left had
given up publishing the translation because they had successfully persuaded
the public of the book’s errors and inaccuracies. Fujioka and Higashinakano
emphasized that the goal of the “masochistic faction” (jigyakuha) was to publi-
cize the alleged atrocities in Nanjing; however, because of the successful cam-
paign to expose the weaknesses of Chang’s work, the “masochistic faction” had
been forced to conclude that its efforts to achieve its goal would be impeded by
the Japanese version. In order to save face, the two revisionists claimed, this
“faction” had used the alleged rightist threat to rationalize the cancellation.101

This same year saw additional publications by the revisionist authors, all of
whom supported the association’s initiative. Suzuki Akira, a journalist who
wrote The Illusion of the “Nanjing Massacre” in 1973, published a new edition of
his earlier work. In the 1970s, Suzuki had stopped short of calling the massacre
a fabrication. Now, however, he fiercely denounced the Nanjing Massacre as a
piece of foreign-inspired propaganda, citing the manipulation of memory of
Nanjing by the Chinese government and the political motivations of American
and European accounts that highlighted Japanese atrocities in Nanjing.102

Kitamura Minoru, a professor in modern Chinese history at Ritsumeikan Uni-
versity, stressed in his three-part serial article “An Introductory Study of the
‘Nanjing Massacre’” (“Nankin daigyakusatsu” kenkyū josetsu) (1999–2000)
that at the time of the Japanese takeover of Nanjing, no one reported Japanese
killings of 300,000 Chinese civilians. Kitamura argued that Harold Timperley
was a propaganda agent for the Nationalist government and that his writings
very likely included exaggerations and deceptions.103 In the eyes of Kitamura,
the Chinese government and the Allied Powers invented the death estimate of
300,000 after the war in order to blame Japan for war crimes.104

JA PA N :  A  W A R  O V E R  H I S TO R Y  A N D  M E M O R Y 147



 

In the late 1990s alone, numerous revisionist authors published books on
Nanjing, challenging the previously accepted history of the massacre. Never-
theless, the vigorousness of their activity did not necessarily suggest either that
they were winning the battle over public memory or that they had succeeded in
silencing their adversaries. As the recent episodes discussed below will demon-
strate, both sides have experienced gains and losses, and neither side will sur-
render unconditionally to its opponent in the foreseeable future.

A NANJING QUARTET: FOUR RECENT EPISODES IN

AN ONGOING TALE

Episode I: Pride versus Don’t Cry, Nanjing

The film Pride: The Moment of Destiny (Puraido: Unmei no toki; 1998) was pro-
duced to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the founding of Higashi Nihon
House, a company that sells prefabricated housing units. Nakamura Isao, the
founder of the company, believed that Japan had fallen under the control of
politicians who had forsaken the interests of the nation. He also believed that
the country’s honor had been blackened by news and entertainment media, as
well as by the authors of school textbooks. Born in 1936, Nakamura had read
Tanaka Masaaki’s On Japan’s Innocence: The Truth on Trial (1952), when he was
in high school and had been impressed by Judge Pal and his minority opinion at
the Tokyo Trial. When he retired in 1994, he pursued his long-held goal of recti-
fying the national understanding of its past. In his view, Japan’s existence was
in danger because national history merely focused on the dark side.105 It was
no coincidence that members of the production committee for the movie Pride
included Tanaka Masaaki and Fuji Nobuo, both of whom had argued that the
Nanjing Massacre was a fabrication.

Tanaka’s and Fuji’s views of the Tokyo Trial were readily apparent in the
161-minute film. In the scene in which the defendant Ōkawa Shūmei slaps
General Tōjō’s bald head and is taken away from the court, he loudly de-
nounces the tribunal as a travesty, screaming in English: “It’s comedy.” In re-
ality, Ōkawa folded his hands, mumbled something incomprehensible, and
slapped Tōjō’s head. As he was being taken away, the mentally ill Ōkawa ap-
peared semiconscious and was not able to speak coherently.106 The film’s
treatment of the massacre also reflected the beliefs and wishful thinking of the
members of the production committee. In the film, Tōjō criticizes his lawyer,
Kiyose Ichirō, for his failure to refute the chief prosecutor’s attempt to fabri-
cate atrocities in Nanjing. As if to reiterate the points stressed by Tanaka in his
work, Tōjō emphasizes that eyewitness accounts presented to the court are ex-
aggerations, hearsay, or outright lies.107 Tōjō urges Kiyose to do something,
saying: “If you fail [to refute the prosecutor], it will leave a root of evil in
Japan’s future. Japan and the Japanese will be regarded as the most evil nation
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and race. If this happens, I shall have committed a blunder that our offspring
will never forgive.”108

The members of the production committee also borrowed other characters
such as Justice William Webb, president of the tribunal, as mouthpieces for
their views. In one scene, the chief prosecutor Joseph Keenan visits Justice
Webb’s hotel room in order to urge him to conclude the trial as soon as possible.
Webb tells Keenan that the pace of the trial depends on the prosecutor’s ability
to present effective evidence. He complains that witnesses for the prosecution
have been worthless, including those who have testified to the reality of the
massacre. He urges Keenan to proffer more useful witnesses and evidence.
Webb states contemptuously to Keenan: “It is my embarrassment at the world’s
bar and bench to be responsible for such a trial.”109

The first Japanese film to portray Tōjō as a hero who fought against the
Tokyo prosecution for the sake of Japan’s national honor, Pride received consid-
erable attention in Japan. Whether it changed a significant number of minds is
unclear. For the most part, the film served to assure those who already agreed
with its political message and to irritate those who rejected its viewpoint. In the
eyes of Honda Katsuichi, the film was a fraud made by “traitors” who threat-
ened to destroy Japanese pride completely.110 Akazawa Shirō, a professor at Rit-
sumeikan University, presented various historical documents to show how the
Tōjō depicted in the film differed from the actual man.111 In contrast, Fujioka
Nobukatsu, Nakamura Isao, Tanaka Masaaki, and other prominent revisionists
praised the film and did their best to promote ticket sales. It was reported that
Nakamura required his employees to buy 30 tickets each, and that Fujioka sent
two discount coupons to each member of his organization.112 Although not
everyone necessarily agreed with its message, the film succeeded commercially.

In Japan, as elsewhere, a film that appeals to patriotism and nationalism
seems much more likely to succeed commercially than does one that focuses on
national shame. Don’t Cry, Nanking, a 1995 film about the Nanjing Massacre di-
rected by Wu Ziniu, was released in Japan at the same time that Pride was in na-
tional distribution. But Wu’s film was unanimously shunned by Japan’s major
film companies, none of which was willing to risk controversy by purchasing
the rights to the film. Don’t Cry, Nanking might never have gained a wide audi-
ence had it not been for the efforts of 15 cinema proprietors, scholars, and other
concerned individuals who pooled their resources to purchase the film’s distri-
bution rights in August 1997.113 Activists established screening committees in
each region of Japan and showed the film in small theaters and community
halls. It was seen in Osaka by some 4,000 people in December 1997. In Nagoya,
between December 6, 1997, and January 2, 1998, approximately 2,200 people
saw the film.114 Although Don’t Cry, Nanking was not a commercial success, it
did receive considerable public attention. The ultranationalist organizations
that attempted to block the showing of Wu’s film merely added to the contro-
versy, thus supplying free publicity for the film.115
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Episode II: Research Committee on the 
Nanjing Incident versus Japan Association 
for “Nanjing” Studies

In 1999, the Research Committee on the Nanjing Incident responded to the re-
cent profusion of revisionist work, publishing Thirteen Lies by the Deniers of the
Nanjing Massacre (Nankin daigyakusatsu hiteiron 13 no uso). The volume was a
manual aimed at refuting 13 of the most common claims advanced by the revi-
sionists of the Nanjing Massacre. Thirteen Lies sought an audience among the
general public, and contributors used plain language to appeal to their readers.
In his introduction, Fujiwara Akira regretted the recrudescence of denials of
Nanjing in recent years. Fujiwara argued that these recent denials ignored the
written and oral accounts of victims, perpetrators, and witnesses. He alluded to
an array of lies that had been used to deceive the popular audience who were
unfamiliar with the history and historiography of the Nanjing Massacre.116

This volume systematically addressed a series of contentions that the authors
exposed as fallacies, for example: “The Tokyo Trial fabricated the Nanjing Mas-
sacre”; “No international organization condemned the Japanese atrocities in
Nanjing”; “No Chinese sources mentioned Nanjing during the war”; “Because
the death count of 300,000 is greatly exaggerated, the Nanjing Massacre was an
illusion”; and “Killing guerrillas is a justified act, not a massacre.”117 Fujiwara
Akira emphasized that the Tokyo Trial did not invent the massacre because it had
already been documented in Chinese and English news reports, letters written by
foreign bystanders, Japanese diplomatic documents, and even memoirs written
by military personnel.118 Kasahara Tokushi pointed out that the League of Na-
tions protested the Japanese bombing of Nanjing and that American missionar-
ies and journalists reported the Japanese atrocities there. He also warned that
merely debating the total number of the victims was unproductive and would di-
vert attention from the devastation and despair that occurred in Nanjing.119

Inoue Hisashi presented examples of Communist and Nationalist primary
sources that referred to the Japanese atrocities in Nanjing.120

Despite such strong argument and evidence, many revisionists were uncon-
vinced. In the firm belief that the historical truth about Nanjing still had yet to
be written, Higashinakano Osamichi and Fujioka Nobukatsu founded the
Japan Association for “Nanjing” Studies (Nihon “Nankin” gakkai) in October
2000. Within five years, the association has published four volumes on Nan-
jing, including three annual reports. Contributors included such scholars as
Hata Ikuhiko, the author of The Nanjing Incident (1986) and Kitamura Minoru.
Although Higashinakano, who edited the annual reports, included articles that
did not conform to his own point of view, the overall tone of the volume, as well
as the chapters written by Higashinakano himself, evinced a clear perspective:
the Nanjing Massacre was not historical truth, but an illusion resulting from
political manipulation.121

The historiography of the Nanjing Massacre has demonstrated how those
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who have not consulted historical sources or existing scholarship and those
who have done so but who also have an agenda can shape public views of a po-
litically charged event. Using an especially amusing analogy, historian Kasa-
hara Tokushi likened the task of responding to poorly informed revisionists to
an amusement park game called “Whack-A-Mole” (mogura tataki). In this
game, the player uses a mallet to strike mechanical moles that rise continually
from holes in front of the player. Similarly, the progressive historian finds that,
no sooner has he used his mallet of facts and scholarship to “whack” one revi-
sionist than another appears with more ill-founded claims. Kasahara foresees
no shortage of “moles” in the future.122

Episode III: The Li Xiuying Trial versus 
the Killing Contest Trial

In 1998, Matsumura Toshio, a retired worker who became interested in Nan-
jing, wrote Serious Questions about the “Nanjing Massacre” (Nankin gyakusatu e
no daigimon). Seemingly disturbed by the lawsuit against the Japanese govern-
ment by Li Xiuying, Matsumura claimed in his book that Li faked her identity
and pretended to be a victim of the Nanjing Massacre.123 In September 1999, Li
sued Matsumura and his book’s publisher, Tendensha, for defamation. In April
2003, the Tokyo High Court ruled that Matsumura and the publisher must pay
1.5 million yen (approximately US$13,600) to Li. In January 2005, the Supreme
Court upheld the trial court’s verdict.

In April 2003, immediately after the high court rendered its verdict in favor
of Li, bereaved relatives of the two lieutenants who participated in the killing
contest in 1937 sued Honda Katsuichi, two newspaper companies, and a pub-
lisher, demanding compensation for the damages that the families had incurred
because of the reports.124 The two cases had more than their timing in com-
mon. Honda and his lawyer, Watanabe Harumi, had assisted Li in her litigation,
while many of the prosecuting lawyers in the killing contest trial had been
members of Matsumura’s defense team.125

Since the lawsuit against Honda was filed, his supporters have found new
evidence suggesting that the two lieutenants killed not only combatants, but
also noncombatants, during the contest.126 On August 23, 2005, the Tokyo
District Court dismissed the suit. The plaintiffs immediately expressed their in-
tention to appeal, and the case may not be resolved for a few more years. In the
interim, at public briefings and seminars, both sides will continue to present
their versions of the truth.

Episode IV: New History Textbook versus History 
That Opens the Future

In 2001, the Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform finally published its
ideal junior high school history textbook, titled New History Textbook (Atarashii
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rekishi kyōkasho). In order to pass textbook authorization, the text included a
discussion of the Nanjing Incident, but its description was different from its
counterparts:

In August of the same year [1937], two Japanese officers were killed in
Shanghai. This led to a full-scale war between Japan and China. The Japa-
nese military expected that Chang Kai-shek would surrender if the Capi-
tal, Nanjing, fell. In December, [the Japanese troops] captured Nanjing.
(At this time many civilians were wounded and killed by the Japanese
troops. [This event] is known as the Nanjing Incident.) However, Chiang
Kai-shek moved the capital to Chongqing and continued to fight.127

The textbook held China responsible for the war and indicted Chiang Kai-shek
for resisting the will of the empire, an argument almost identical to that of the
wartime textbooks. Nonetheless, as had been the case with New Edition of Japa-
nese History, a controversial high school textbook printed in the mid-1980s,
New History Textbook was a complete failure in terms of sales. The authors of
the textbook had hoped to garner more than 10 percent of the entire market
share. However, as a result of determined opposition both inside and outside
Japan, the textbook reached less than 1 percent of Japan’s students, selling a
mere 543 copies.128

Despite the commercial failure of New History Textbook, the venture was not
a total loss for revisionist interests. The book supplied a rallying point in a cam-
paign of scathing criticism directed at the existing, more progressive junior
high school textbooks. Apparently in response to this pressure from the revi-
sionists, the 2002 editions of these more popular textbooks toned down their
descriptions of the Nanjing atrocities. Only Nihon shoseki and Shimizu shup-
pan retained their numerical estimates of the victims, and the other five pub-
lishers merely used the term “many” (tasū, tairyō, ōzei, or ōku) to convey the loss
of life.129

Another important outcome of the New History Textbook controversy was a
countermeasure from the progressive side of the debate. The year 2002 saw the
establishment of the Committee for Sharing the Same Historical Material in
Japan, China, and South Korea. In 2005, this organization published History
That Opens the Future: The Modern History of Three East Asian Nations (Mirai o hi-
raku rekishi: higashi Ajia sangoku no kingendaishi). More than 50 scholars,
teachers, and members of activist organizations from the three countries joined
the committee to write a history of modern East Asia that could be shared
among the people of Japan, China, and South Korea. Although the textbook
has not been approved for use in Japan, the editors appear to have been striving
above all to present a candid version of wartime history that they could agree to
endorse, regardless of their personal politics. Its description of Nanjing was far
more detailed than that of New History Textbook, and it includes discussion of
the indiscriminate bombing of Nanjing that started in August 1937. As to the
number of victims, The Modern History included the estimates introduced by
both the Nanjing Trial (340,000) and the Tokyo Trial (200,000).130 Inclusion
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of such estimates, however, will no doubt provoke refutations from the revision-
ists, and more episodes will likely be added in the future.

CONCLUSION

The war of words over Nanjing has already lasted far longer than the military
conflict that originated it. Although both progressives and revisionists would
dearly love to declare victory in this conflict, the real victory may lie in the dis-
cussions themselves. As the memory of Nanjing was internationalized in the
1990s, ethnocentric narratives flooded the market, some of which sold well. But
this did not mean that they achieved uncontested dominance over Japanese
public opinion. Anecdotes that refute nationalistic accounts have continued to
appear one after another.131 Concerned scholars traveled across the nation giv-
ing talks, while activists organized public meetings to battle against revisionists
like Fujioka and Kobayashi.132 As the dispute over Nanjing was popularized,
historians’ writing changed. For example, Thirteen Lies by the Deniers of the Nan-
jing Massacre (1999) used plain language to appeal to the general public, includ-
ing Japanese youth, who are not familiar with the long-lasting dispute over the
massacre.133 By the late 1990s, the Nanjing Massacre had no doubt been incor-
porated into Japanese history, and this is precisely when a number of ferocious,
committed, and organized revisionist challenges emerged.

The flood of nationalistic accounts of Nanjing provoked those who dis-
agreed to heighten their efforts to facilitate international cooperation and to or-
ganize international symposia. On December 13 and 14, 1997, the Research
Committee, the Center for Research and Documentation on Japan’s War Re-
sponsibility, and seven other citizens organizations conducted an international
symposium in Tokyo to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the massacre.
The gathering welcomed participants from China, Germany, and the United
States.134 Sixty years earlier, the streets of Tokyo had been filled with people
carrying lanterns in jubilant celebration of the fall of Nanjing. On December
13, 1997, these streets again witnessed a parade, smaller and less riotous than
its predecessor. The leader of this parade quietly carried a special lantern made
in Nanjing. The lantern bore the two Chinese characters meaning “to com-
memorate” (zhuidao), and the peaceful crowd marched, not in celebration, but
in shared memory of the deaths in Nanjing.
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11

China: The Nanjing Massacre 
and Patriotic Education

B
eginning in 1989, when government efforts to suppress pro-democracy
movements culminated in the use of military force at Tiananmen
Square, the Communist Party strengthened its emphasis on education,

especially the study of history, as a source of patriotism. The authorities wanted
the people to understand the martyrdom of their forebears who fought hard
under socialism and, through ultimate sacrifice, achieved victory over foreign
imperialism. The official narrative stressed that the Chinese economy had
grown significantly under socialism since the civil war and that socialism was
the key to maintaining China’s economic development.

In order to accomplish patriotic education even among China’s youngest 
citizens, policymakers employed every available medium, including literature,
news reports, films, television programs, music, museums, and monuments.
The official position on how to teach the Nanjing Massacre was no exception.
Popular accounts of the massacre became widely available to the public, and
the Japanese revisionists became notorious among the general public. The au-
thorities strongly condemned these revisionists and warned the public about
the rebirth of militarism in Japan. They urged the people to make China strong
so that the Chinese people would not suffer a second horror. The official narra-
tive of the massacre gave the Beijing government a powerful story, and the Japa-
nese revisionists supplied a convincing villain.

MASSACRE AT TIANANMEN AND

PATRIOTIC EDUCATION

April 15, 1989, marked the death of Hu Yaobang, the former general secretary
of the Communist Party. Hu, a leading spokesman for liberalization of the po-
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litical system, had been ousted from the government in January 1987. Four
days after Hu’s death, according to Xinhua News Agency, approximately 300
students attempted to break into the Zhongnanhai compound, where Chinese
leaders live and work. Their assault on the compound was deflected by the po-
lice, four of whom were injured.1 On April 22, Hu’s official public memorial ser-
vice was held at Tiananmen Square in Beijing. Demonstrations by students oc-
curred in cities such as Xian and Changsha.2 The editorial of Renmin ribao
condemned such organized “upheavals” (dongluan) as being perpetrated by an
“extremely small number of people” (jishaoshuren) whose goal was to “sow dis-
sension among the people, plunge the whole country into chaos, and sabotage
the political situation of stability and unity.” It urged all the peoples in China to
put a firm and immediate stop to the upheavals.3

On May 19, 1989, Premier Li Peng made a speech at a meeting of the Beijing
cadre and called for resolute and powerful measures to curb the turmoil, blam-
ing a handful of agitators for manipulating the masses for their own gain.4 The
following day, Li authorized martial law in some districts of Beijing and pro-
hibited students from boycotting classes, making speeches, circulating leaflets,
and resorting to violence.5 However, the so-called handful proved more stub-
born than the government had anticipated. Denouncing the rioters as “inhu-
man” (canwu renxing), the government suppressed them by force, putting down
the “counterrevolutionary riot” (fangeming baoluan) on June 3 and 4, 1989, in
what became known as the “Tiananmen Square Massacre.”6

According to the official interpretation, the Chinese Communist Party had
led the people to yet another historical victory in the name of proletarian politi-
cal power. It stressed that an “extremely small number of students” (jishaoshu
xuesheng) had taken an incorrect political stand, become counterrevolutionar-
ies, and manipulated the patriotic enthusiasm of the well-intentioned majority
of the students. The analysis of the alleged rebellion carried in Renmin ribao
urged patriotic students to realize the crime committed by the counterrevolu-
tionaries and to rally in defense of the nation and its Constitution.7

These domestic circumstances prompted the government leaders to embark
on a further campaign for patriotic education. On June 21, 1989, Guangming
ribao, a daily newspaper in Beijing, published an article promoting the under-
standing of correct patriotism among young students who did not fully under-
stand it. The writer defined “patriotism” as the dedication of one’s wisdom and
talents to the country in order for China to become stronger, more prosperous,
and more civilized. The article firmly declared: “History has proved that with-
out the CPC [Communist Party of China], there will not be any New China and
that only socialism can save China. This is the irrefutable truth for which
countless numbers of our revolutionary martyrs paid a very high price.”8

Teaching narratives of revolutionary martyrs in the battle against Western and
Japanese imperialism became increasingly important to the Chinese decision
makers in the 1990s in order to unite the nation and firmly associate national
identity with loyalty to the Communist Party.
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The year 1990 marked the 150th anniversary of the Opium War. In March,
the State Education Commission decided to use the war as the basis for an in-
depth patriotic education movement in primary and secondary schools as well
as in colleges and universities. Teng Teng, vice minister of the commission,
stressed that the goal of the education was to teach the history of foreign inva-
sions of China, the repulsion of these invaders by a nation united under the
Communist Party, and the achievements of New China under socialism. As
Teng highlighted, students must understand that only the Communist Party
would be able to save and further develop China.9 In May, institutions of higher
learning in Wuhan, Hubei Province, held a series of forums and symposia com-
memorating the Opium War, presented British atrocities and crimes to the pub-
lic, and stressed the importance of socialism in China.10 On June 1, 1991, the
commission announced that schools nationwide would spend more classroom
hours teaching modern Chinese history since the mid-nineteenth century, a pe-
riod filled with foreign invasions.11

By the mid-1990s, the policymakers had developed an effective strategy to
promote patriotic feelings and party loyalty among youth. On April 28 and 29,
1993, the Propaganda Department of the Central Committee held a forum on
patriotic education.12 Sixteen delegates from various party organizations par-
ticipated in the forum and suggested effective means of patriotic education.
These included the use of mass media such as newspapers, film, and television
and radio programs; the establishment of museums and memorial halls; the
popularization of patriotic art and literature; and the creation of systematic
outlines for the patriotic education in kindergartens, elementary and second-
ary schools, and colleges and universities.13 The government’s emphasis on
education in patriotism influenced the history and memory of Japanese war-
time aggression and atrocities.

In January 1991, the Association for the Study of the Anti-Japanese War
(Kang-Ri zhanzhengshi xuehui) was established in Beijing. Some 150 historians
across the nation participated in the founding ceremony. Liu Danian, the presi-
dent of the association, welcomed the active participation of scholars from
Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, as well as Chinese living in other nations.14 In
May 1995, 50 years after the victory in the Anti-Japanese War, a new, larger es-
timate of the killed and wounded during the war was introduced. The old figure
included only those casualties inflicted from 1937 to 1945 and excluded victims
in certain geographic areas, such as Taiwan. By contrast, the new estimate was
extended to embrace all the geographic areas that the government claims and
to cover the time period between 1931 and 1945. When Japan’s Prime Minister,
Murayama Tomiichi, visited the Memorial Hall of the War of Resistance against
Japanese Aggression (Kang-Ri zhanzheng jinianguan) in Beijing on May 3,
1995, the Memorial Hall had already revised its statement on the casualties
from the war, replacing the figure of 21.685 million with 35 million.15 In the
post-Tiananmen years, the Nanjing Massacre did not escape revision either.
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FANNING THE FLAMES: THE REVISIONISTS’
CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE PATRIOTIC EDUCATION

In the 1990s, Japanese revisionists inadvertently made significant contributions
to the promotion of patriotic education among the public in China. After Ishi-
hara Shintarō’s denial of the massacre appeared in the October 1990 issue of
Playboy, Zhang Yijin wrote “Nanjing Massacre: A Historical Fact That Brooks
No Denial” (Nanjing datusha shishi bulun fouren) for Renmin ribao. In the arti-
cle, Zhang stressed that Japanese invasion forces used the most barbaric and
cruel means to kill more than hundreds of thousands of Chinese. He also
pointed to the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall in Nanjing, which had edu-
cated both Chinese and non-Chinese about the crimes committed by the 
Japanese military during the war; he considered the evidence housed in the
Memorial Hall irrefutable. According to Zhang, who apparently based his un-
derstanding on the 1947 judgment of the Nanjing Trial, more than 300,000 in-
nocent civilians and unarmed soldiers became victims of the massacre. Of
these, 190,000 were shot to death in mass executions, and their bodies were de-
stroyed without a trace. Moreover, 150,000 corpses were buried by voluntary
organizations throughout Nanjing. In addition to the death toll, Zhang briefly
summarized the killing contest between Noda Tsuyoshi and Mukai Toshiaki,
the International Military Tribunal for the Far East (1946–48), and diaries and
confessions of atrocities by Japanese perpetrators.16

The article carefully refrained, however, from demonizing the entire Japa-
nese nation. Zhang emphasized that revisionists such as Ishihara belonged to a
“very small minority” (jishaoshu) in Japan. The article informed readers of
“good” Japanese who visited the Memorial Hall in Nanjing, learned historical
facts about the Nanjing Massacre, planted symbolic trees of peace, and ex-
pressed regret over the atrocities in Nanjing.17 However, it was the handful of
revisionists, not those Japanese who expressed apologies and remorse, who re-
ceived the greatest attention from the mass media. Nagano Shigeto’s denial of
the massacre in May 1994, nationalists’ challenges over exhibits of the mas-
sacre at the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum in 1996, authors of books that
justified the Nanjing Massacre, remarks of the supporters of the film Pride that
humanized Tōjō Hideki, and conservative plaintiffs celebrating their victory in
the Azuma Shirō case at the Tokyo High Court in December 1999 were all re-
ported in detail.18

Treatments of Japanese attitudes in Chinese media were at times paradoxi-
cal. By 1996, although the news reports still drew a sharp distinction between
the militarist “handful” and the general masses, they also warned readers of a
surge of militarism in Japan. One such warning came on August 14, in re-
sponse to a visit by Japan’s cabinet ministers to the Yasukuni Shrine. Da Jun of
the Xinhua News Agency emphasized that the ghost of militarism was still
haunting Japan more than 50 years after the defeat. Da claimed that “a handful

C H I NA : T H E  NA N J I N G  M A S S A C R E  A N D  PAT R I OT I C  E D U C AT I O N 157



 

of people in the Japanese government have never ceased their efforts to cover up
Japan’s war crimes in textbooks and the media.”19 On August 22, Beijing China
Radio International echoed these sentiments and warned the ordinary public
that Japan was now one of the most militarily powerful states in the Asia-
Pacific region and was being influenced by a small number of politicians who
had forgotten the history of wartime aggression, including the massacre.20 The
day before the sixty-fifth anniversary of the September 18 Incident of 1931,
generally known in Japan as the Manchurian Incident, Ji Wen of the Xinhua
cautioned that some Japanese politicians were dreaming of re-creating the
Greater East Asian Sphere. He urged the Chinese public to defend the nation
against any possible repeat of past tragedies.21

THE NANJING MASSACRE AND THE FIFTIETH

ANNIVERSARY OF VICTORY IN THE

ANTI-JAPANESE WAR

The Chinese government not only exploited opportunities provided by Japanese
revisionists, but it also used other means to promote patriotism and educate the
public about the horrors of the massacre. The campaign included films, television
documentaries, and photograph albums. On December 13, 1994, 57 years to the
day after the Japanese military captured Nanjing, film director Wu Ziniu began
shooting his Don’t Cry, Nanking in China. Substantially completed by the end of
March 1995, the film was released in China as Nanjing datusha (Nanjing Mas-
sacre), as part of the activities to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of China’s
victory in the Anti-Japanese War.22 Politically correct by government standards,
the film promoted the official understanding of the massacre and stressed as two
of its central themes the unity and ethnic identity of the Chinese people.

Don’t Cry, Nanking revolves around a Chinese doctor (Chengshen) who once
studied in Japan and has married a Japanese woman (Rieko), who is now preg-
nant. Both have a child by a previous spouse: Xiaoling is Chengshen’s son,
while Haruko is Rieko’s daughter.23 Seeking shelter, they have left Shanghai for
Nanjing, unaware that the city is soon to be attacked by the Japanese military.
The Japanese soldiers in the film are depicted as devils, eager to indulge in
slaughter and rape. No humane Japanese soldiers appear in the film, though
Rieko and Haruko are given humane characteristics. In the film, Rieko uses her
Japanese identity to save her family members from the Japanese troops, while
Chengshen protects his wife and daughter from an angry Chinese mob. When
the Japanese troops capture the city, the family attempts to evacuate to the
safety zone. However, they come across the Japanese soldiers who discover that
Chengshen and Xiaoling are Chinese. Chengshen is briefly enslaved by Japanese
soldiers but is set free by a Taiwanese soldier named Ishimatsu, whose loyalty to
the Japanese army gives way to his sense of Chinese identity. Ishimatsu’s re-
ward for this act of courage is to be killed by an enraged Japanese soldier.
Chengshen is reunited with his wife and children in the safety zone, but the
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Japanese troops break into the safety zone and inflict severe beatings on Ger-
man and American members of the International Committee for the Safety
Zone. The Japanese invaders attempt to rape Haruko, but Rieko rushes toward
the soldiers and screams that Haruko is Japanese. The soldiers desist from the
sexual assault. However, realizing that Rieko is pregnant, one of Haruko’s
would-be rapists kicks Rieko in the belly. Nevertheless, Rieko gives birth and
begs Chengshen to name their baby Nankin.

Probably because the film had to serve the state’s policy of promoting pa-
triotism and national unity, it omitted historical facts that would undermine its
objective. For example, it did not mention that General Tang Shengzhi and his
close subordinates, who were in charge of defending the city, fled the scene to
save their own lives. In addition, the film ignored the plight of many Chinese
soldiers who were forcibly conscripted from the countryside and were ordered
to fight to the death without adequate training or military gear. Also neglected
is the story of the Thirty-Sixth Chinese Division, which opened fire on other
Chinese troops to protect Tang and his staff as they fled. Indeed, no atrocities of
any kind committed by Chinese are acknowledged.24

In the film, Chinese soldiers are united and brave, but when a massacre
scene is presented, the soldiers suddenly become obedient and march toward
the execution site without any resistance. At the beginning of the film, a subti-
tle appears on the screen and states that the Japanese military killed more than
300,000 Chinese in cold blood and that the event known as the Nanjing Mas-
sacre (Nanjing datusha) was as dreadful as Auschwitz and Hiroshima. The film
was an enormous success. According to Wu’s own estimate in October 2000, as
many as 30 million Chinese saw his film.25

In further commemoration of the war’s end, a mobile exhibition on the
Nanjing Massacre was unveiled in Xuzhou, Jiangsu Province, on June 15,
1995.26 Two hundred eighty photographs illustrating the massacre, as well as
two video documentaries, were displayed in the exhibition, which toured 11
cities in Jiangsu in three months. More than 400,000 people in Jiangsu visited
the exhibition. In Xuzhou, according to the Xinhua, visitors lined up outside
the exhibition center awaiting their turn.27 In August 1995, after eight months
of shooting, the Jiangsu television station completed its commemorative docu-
mentary series titled “Nanjing Massacre: Testimony of Survivors.” The crews
interviewed more than 100 survivors and eyewitnesses to substantiate the offi-
cial narrative of the massacre.28

Another of the commemorative events of 1995 was the publication of a pho-
tographic album of the massacre, which contained 800 photographs, cap-
tioned with a total of 50,000 Chinese characters. According to Wan Renyuan,
deputy curator of the Number Two China Historical Archives, this book was
“the first set of systematic historical data on the Nanjing Massacre ever pub-
lished in China.”29 The editors of the book reconstructed a narrative of the
massacre using photographs of Japanese brutalities, many of which were al-
most too repugnant to look at.30
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The intended impact of this collection was not necessarily to arouse outrage
against either the entire Japanese people or the present-day Japanese state as a
perceived enemy. In a departure from the normal practices of propaganda, the
last 28 pages of the 295-page volume were mainly devoted to illustrating
“good” Japanese in order to underscore that Japanese society was not mono-
lithic. This closing section included photographs of Japanese veterans who had
confessed their crimes in Nanjing, of Japanese historians such as Hora Tomio
who had studied the massacre for decades, of Japanese visitors to the Nanjing
Massacre Memorial Hall praying for peace in front of the skeletons, and of Chi-
nese President Jiang Zemin and Japanese Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi
shaking hands and exchanging smiles. On the other hand, the section also in-
cluded portraits of Japanese revisionists such as Tanaka Masaaki and Ishihara
Shintarō. A caption urged the Chinese people to give serious attention to this
“small number of ” (shaoshu) revisionists in Japan. As the editors stressed in the
introduction, this book was written for the benefit of Chinese youth: to educate
them so that they would not forget the shame of the massacre and to inspire
them to work for a stronger and more prosperous China.31

All of this exposure—the film, the photograph collection, and the post-
Tiananmen media blitz for patriotism—made the Nanjing Massacre so impor-
tant to the Chinese authorities that a new commemorative tradition began in
1996 and has continued to the present. On December 13, 1996, 59 years after
the Nanjing Massacre, sirens wailed in Nanjing to commemorate victims of the
massacre and to recall the Japanese atrocities. Since that year, sirens have
sounded every December 13. Hu Tingjian, a deputy secretary of the city com-
mittee of the CCP who participated in the ceremony, stressed that “some” Japa-
nese revisionists were hurting the feelings of the Chinese people and that “we”
must not forget the invasion, slaughters, and enslavement that comprise the
legacy of Japanese militarism.32

THE CASE OF AZUMA SHIRŌ: A POPULAR SYMBOL

OF JAPAN’S WARTIME CRUELTY

Throughout the 1990s, Chinese media consistently described revisionists as
few or extremely few in number. Nevertheless, as time went by, the mass me-
dia and other literature on the Nanjing Massacre became less tolerant of this
alleged minority, perhaps because the writers had become much less con-
cerned with observing a distinction between good Japanese and militarists.
The Chinese media stressed that Japan must squarely face the past and learn a
lesson from its history of wartime aggression. Indeed, to judge from the in-
creasing stridency of this message, readers might well conclude that the deny-
ing few were dominating Japanese society. By the end of the century, authori-
ties in China had become defensive not only when the official version of the
massacre was attacked, but also when people criticized unofficial accounts
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that were generally favorable to the government’s position. If one criticized
any part of a work that confirmed the massacre, one was likely to be labeled a
denier of the event itself.

For example, after Japan’s ambassador to the United States, Saitō Kunihiko,
denounced Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking as erroneous and one-sided, Yu
Shuning, spokesman for the Chinese embassy in the United States, issued a
statement on May 8, 1998, emphasizing that the Nanjing Massacre was not a
historical fiction. Deliberately or not, Yu had missed Saitō’s point. Whereas
Saitō had intended only to criticize the accuracy of Chang’s work, Yu inter-
preted his statements as a denial of the massacre in toto. In the statement, Yu
urged the Japanese side to understand correctly the history of Japan’s wartime
aggression, and he emphasized that recognition of the past misdeeds was an
important foundation of a healthy relationship between China and Japan.33

A more publicly notorious case was the December 1998 verdict of the Tokyo
High Court in the libel action against Azuma Shirō. On December 24, Zhu
Bangzao, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesman, condemned the verdict and ex-
horted the Japanese side to face up to history and respect reality. In the eyes of
Zhu, the verdict completely ignored the historical facts of the Nanjing Mas-
sacre.34 On the following day, Su Ru of the Xinhua News Agency denounced
the ruling as erroneous and accused the court of ruling in favor of Japanese
right-wingers. In the eyes of Su, the diary of Azuma was an irrefutable record
of the massacre and a valuable proof of Japanese atrocities. Su suggested that
more Japanese people read the diary in order to understand Japan’s past crime.
He further stated that Japan had not changed since 1945 and that some mili-
tarists still persisted in romanticizing Japan’s wartime expansion. Su urged the
Chinese people to a higher level of vigilance, while calling upon Japan to under-
stand wartime history correctly.35

Similarly, on December 26, Beijing China Radio International criticized the
Tokyo High Court for ignoring historical facts and giving an unjust ruling. The
commentator condemned the verdict for seriously hurting the Chinese people’s
feelings and exhorted all justice-loving people to denounce it forcefully. The
commentator informed listeners that forums to support Azuma were being held
in cities such as Shenyang and Nanjing, as well as in Japan. Again, the com-
mentator urged Japan to squarely face the past and learn lessons from it in
order to develop healthy Sino-Japanese relations.36 Two days later, Zhu
Bangzao, China’s foreign minister, reiterated that the verdict had severely hurt
the feelings of the Chinese people. Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs had ex-
plained that Azuma’s case was a civil suit and that its outcome did not reflect
the view of the government, which acknowledged that atrocities in Nanjing
were an undeniable historical fact. Nevertheless, Zhu insisted that the case was
not an ordinary civil suit, but an attempt by Japan’s right-wing forces to deny
the Massacre. Zhu repeated the sentiments of Yu, Su, and Beijing China Radio,
urging Japan to face up to its history.37
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Although the verdict against Azuma was widely publicized in the Chinese
media, little, if any, commentary addressed the inconsistencies of Azuma’s
statements before the court. Nothing was made, for example, of the impossible
story of the Japanese soldier who threw a Chinese person into a mailbag,
doused the bag with gasoline, set it on fire, attached two hand grenades to the
burning bag, activated them, carried the bag to a pond, and threw it in. Indeed,
Chinese officials and media did not refer to the disputes before the court at all.
Although the Xinhua issued a report on January 17, 1999, that purported to ex-
plain why the Tokyo High Court ruled against Azuma, its report was inaccu-
rate. The report erroneously claimed that the ruling was based on there being
no evidence that there was a pond at the site of the alleged killing—an issue not
considered by the Tokyo court. The Xinhua stressed that there had been three
ponds in the immediate area and condemned the court for not researching his-
torical records.38

Because of the media coverage of his lawsuit, Azuma Shirō became a cele-
brity in China. On April 18 and 25, 1999, he and his Japanese supporters ap-
peared in “Shihua shishuo” (To Tell the Truth), a popular Sunday television pro-
gram seen by millions across China. On the program, Azuma and his Japanese
supporters echoed the statements of Chinese officials and reporters, stating that
the verdict was unjust and political. They claimed that the verdict was an out-
growth of the domestic political situation and the current rightward leanings in
Japan. Azuma condemned the verdict and warned the audience and viewers that
the purpose of the right-wingers at this trial was to deny the massacre.39

Mizutani Naoko, a doctoral student of the history of Sino-Japanese relations
at Japan Women’s University (Nihon joshi daigaku) who was studying at Peo-
ple’s University (Renmin daxue) in Beijing, challenged Azuma and his support-
ers from the floor of the broadcast studio.40 Mizutani questioned Azuma’s as-
sertion that Japanese young people were ignorant about the massacre and that
teachers in schools rarely taught the event to their students. In addition, she
stressed that the court’s decision was not based on the historical facts of the
massacre, but rather on Azuma’s testimonies before the court. Responding to
Mizutani, Azuma reiterated that everything he had recorded in his diary was
nothing but the truth, and again blamed the judge for ignoring the truth. Then,
an angry Chinese woman stood up, pointing and yelling at Mizutani, demand-
ing to know whether Mizutani believed or disbelieved Azuma’s testimony. An-
other member of the audience joined in the confrontation, declaring in defiant
tones that Mizutani must state whether she would accept or reject the Nanjing
Massacre as a historical fact. Although it did not really surprise her, the audi-
ence’s reaction embarrassed Mizutani. She had meant merely to call into ques-
tion the mistaken belief, seemingly held by many Chinese laypersons, that
Azuma was the only Japanese who was fighting a lonely, heroic battle against a
nation of revisionists. Nevertheless, as she later acknowledged, her challenge
merely provoked anger rather than inspiring fruitful conversation.41
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TAIWANESE PERSPECTIVES

Although the massacre at the Tiananmen Square momentarily diminished cul-
tural exchanges between Beijing and Taipei, such exchanges continued and
were encouraged under the administration led by Li Tenghui, the first native-
born Taiwanese to lead the Taiwan government. The military tension across the
Taiwan strait declined, and martial law on Quemoy and Matsu was finally lifted
in 1992. The thaw in the political climate was mirrored in the historiography of
the Nanjing Massacre in Taiwan. Accounts of Nanjing writers on the mainland
became publicly available on the islands. For example, in 1989, Xu Zhigeng’s
Nanjing datusha, originally published in Beijing two years earlier, was published
in Taiwan.42 The newly published photograph collection Muji kangzhan wushin-
ian: 1895–1945 Zhong-Ri zhanzheng tulu (Eyewitness to the Fifty-Year Resis-
tance: A Pictorial History of the Sino-Japanese War of 1895–1945) contained
photographs of Japanese atrocities in Nanjing, as well as in other places. Sig-
nificantly, these same images had been exhibited in the Museum of the War of
Chinese People’s Resistance Against Japan in Beijing.43 Moreover, the Taiwan-
based Long Shong Production was a co-producer of the 1995 film Don’t Cry,
Nanking.44 The translation of Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking also appeared in
Taiwan in 1997.45

In the foreword of the translation of Chang’s volume, the CEO of the pub-
lisher Gao Xijun emphasized the importance of establishing one powerful
China. Gao, who was born in Nanjing and left the city only three months before
the Japanese attack, stressed that the PRC and the Taiwanese governments
must work together for the Chinese people so that the tragedy of the Nanjing
Massacre would never be repeated.46 As social and political exchanges pro-
gressed between the two sides of the Taiwan strait, Taiwan toned down its for-
merly strident accusation that the Communist government had stolen the fruits
of the Nationalist victory in the Anti-Japanese War. In the new atmosphere of
reconciliation, Nanjing provided a common ground for those who wished the
two governments to merge into a single nation for “the Chinese.”

CONCLUSION

In the post-Tiananmen period, China’s efforts at establishing patriotism led to a
reevaluation of war history. Literature on the Nanjing Massacre flourished in
China. People were exposed to accounts of the heroic activities of members of
the International Committee for the Safety Zone, dreadful stories told by sur-
vivors of the massacre, confessions of Japanese perpetrators, and scholarly
studies of the massacre.47 There can be no doubt that these publications, as
well as films and other materials, contributed to increased public awareness of
Nanjing. They included scholarly articles written by both Chinese and Japanese
historians. And yet their contribution was often marred by the presence of an
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underlying agenda. The numerous accounts of inhumanity and horror in Nan-
jing that became available to the public were meant to serve the interests of the
state in order to promote patriotic education, and denials of the massacre ema-
nating from Japan received a high degree of attention. But in their attempts to
highlight Japanese cruelty or Chinese suffering, Chinese treatments of the mas-
sacre neglected other sides of the story. They omitted reference to the ordeals of
Chinese conscript soldiers and the sufferings of civilians in rural areas who en-
dured atrocities at the hands of both Japanese and Chinese. Also unexamined
were the reasons why China’s official estimate that more than 300,000 died in
Nanjing so greatly exceeded that of Japanese progressive historians such as
Kasahara Tokushi (between 100,000 and 200,000).

By the end of the century, the Nanjing Massacre had become one of the best
known symbols of Japan’s wartime atrocities in China. By then, December 13
had become a significant date in the official and popular history of China. As
the massacre grew in symbolic significance, however, it became more elusive as
a subject of objective discussion. As most dramatically demonstrated in the Chi-
nese responses to the verdict against Azuma Shirō, opinions about the mas-
sacre’s definition, scope, and meaning gravitated toward a more rigid ortho-
doxy, and those who espoused “incorrect” narratives of the event were met
with intolerance both from the government and their fellow citizens.
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United States: Rediscovery of
the Nanjing Massacre

I
n the 1990s, because of the relative decline of Japan’s strategic importance
in the Pacific and increasing anxiety over the perceived Japanese economic
invasion, critical news reports on Japan continued to appear frequently in

American media. Through these reports, lay observers had ample opportunities
to rediscover the Nanjing Massacre. Moreover, publicity regarding the massacre
was fanned by a combination of events and anniversaries, including the dispute
over the Enola Gay exhibition at the Smithsonian Institution in 1994–1995; the
fiftieth anniversary of the atomic bombings and V-J Day; the 1997 publication
of Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking and the cancellation of the Japanese edition
of Chang’s book in 1999. After decades of indifference, an unprecedented num-
ber of individuals in the United States began to take interest in Japan’s wartime
atrocities in China. Chinese-American activists played a central role in organiz-
ing memorial meetings, concerts, symposia, and photographic exhibits. During
this time, as indicated by the underlying assumptions in the reports of their
news media, Americans tended increasingly to subscribe to a stereotypical col-
lective image of the Japanese, who they believed were either entirely ignorant of
the nation’s war crimes or were actively committed to covering up the shameful
past. Curiously, it was this facile popular perception of Japan as a nation of revi-
sionists that also gave rise to a series of thoughtful, balanced treatments of the
massacre by scholars in the United States. Seeking to test the correctness of
public opinion, these historians produced an impressive body of work, with the
result that the history of the massacre in the United States became richer than
in any previous period.
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“OKAY TO HATE”: THE NEW JAPANESE

“INVASION”

As the Berlin Wall was demolished and the perceived Soviet threat dimin-
ished in 1989, American concerns regarding foreign competition began to
shift from the military arena to the economic. Many began to regard Japan’s
economic expansion into the United States as an unwelcome invasion. In
1989, Japanese companies bought such American icons as Columbia Pic-
tures and Rockefeller Center in New York. In November 1991, the Gallup poll
found that 77 percent of respondents answered that they considered Japan to
be an economic threat.1 In February 1992, only 47 percent replied that their
opinions of Japan were very or mostly favorable, whereas 50 percent re-
sponded that their opinions were mostly or very unfavorable. Compared with
the poll conducted in March 1989, favorable opinion of Japan declined by 22
percent.2

Public figures like television commentator Andy Rooney and the Chicago Tri-
bune’s Mike Royko openly acknowledged their emotions against Japan.3 Veter-
ans viewed the flow of Japanese money to the United States as an economic in-
vasion. Some concluded that Japan’s goal was to dominate the world economy
to avenge the defeat of 1945. In “Fear and Loathing of Japan,” Lee Smith de-
nounced these views as emotional and groundless and warned the public that
thinking of Japan as an enemy engaged in economic warfare would damage na-
tional interests.4 Charles Burress of The San Francisco Chronicle also cautioned
against the public sentiment of anger toward Japan and challenged critics and
scholars like James Fallows, who attacked the allegedly rapacious Japanese
character.5

In May 1989, James Fallows wrote “Containing Japan,” in which he argued
that Japan was unable to restrain the one-sided and destructive expansion of
its economic power, which he saw as potentially harmful to the rest of the
world. Fallows criticized what he called the “unique Japanese character”—a
character that seemed to him to respect few universal principles, basing its
morality instead on intense personal loyalties. In his view, such character was
at odds with principles like charity, democracy, and world brotherhood. Be-
cause he regarded Japan as America’s single most valuable partner for the
foreseeable future, Fallows did not suggest a severing of ties with Japan. Nev-
ertheless, Fallows urged the containment of Japan to protect American and
world economic interests.6

As Lee Smith suggested, “suddenly the Japanese [had] become the people 
it [was] okay to hate.”7 Imaginary and simplistic views of Japan and Japa-
nese increased in the media in the early 1990s. Japanese takeovers of Ameri-
can companies and real estate rekindled public memories of Bataan and Pearl
Harbor, as Americans again perceived themselves as victims of Japanese 
expansion.
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THE ENOLA GAY CONTROVERSY AND

THE NANJING MASSACRE

In May 1995, Martin Harwit, director of the National Air and Space Museum
(NASM), left the Smithsonian Institution after a nearly yearlong dispute over
the exhibit of the restored Enola Gay.8 Harwit and his staff originally planned
to include artifacts intended to remind museum visitors of the tens of thou-
sands who were killed or injured in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. However, this
plan offended veterans and their supporters, and their outcries resulted in Har-
wit’s resignation. In their reactions to the proposed exhibit, many commenta-
tors sought to justify their objections by referring to Japan’s wartime atrocities,
including the Nanjing Massacre, which, in their eyes, represented a moral and
strategic counterweight to the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

On September 5, 1994, for example, an essay by Mario Battista, former com-
mander of American Legion Post 79, appeared in the St. Petersburg Times
(Florida). Battista condemned “the revisionists at the Smithsonian” for distort-
ing historical facts and discrediting, if not damaging, the United States in the
eyes of the world. Because the planned exhibit stressed damage caused by the
bomb rather than destruction inflicted in Asia by the Japanese forces, Battista
urged the curators not to forget Japan’s wartime savagery, which, in his eyes,
was surpassed only by the Nazi Holocaust. Battista’s examples of the Japanese
brutalities were the atrocities in Nanjing, “where 40,000 unarmed Chinese
men, women and children were sadistically butchered, set afire, raped and
maimed”; “the unprovoked sneak attack on Pearl Harbor”; “the infamous
Bataan Death March and Camp”; and “the documented brutality and inhuman
treatment of prisoners of war.”9

Veterans such as Mort Blumenfeld and Victor Tolley presented views similar
to Battista’s. To Blumenfeld, the American mission was “to finish what the
enemy had started with Pearl Harbor, the Bataan Death March, the rape of
Nanking and the beheading of some of Doolittle’s Raiders.” Blumenfeld ex-
pressed his gratitude for Truman’s decision to drop atomic bombs, which, he ar-
gued, saved the lives of thousands of American soldiers, sailors, Marines, air-
men, and nurses, and enabled them to resume their lives back in the United
States.10 In the eyes of Victor Tolley, the exhibit was not telling “the whole
story.” In order to tell the whole story of the war with Japan, Tolley urged, the
exhibit should begin with Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, followed by the Nan-
jing Massacre, Pearl Harbor, the Bataan Death March, Guadalcanal, Tarawa,
Peleliu, Saipan, Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and Japanese suicide attacks on American
ships. Representations of these events, he argued, would properly prepare mu-
seum visitors for a climactic end to the exhibit, which would “show the Enola
Gay and her gallant crew of dedicated airmen carrying out their orders to drop
the atomic bomb.”11

The planned Enola Gay exhibit prompted journalists to refer to the Nanjing
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Massacre as well. When the exhibit’s original plan was abandoned, Pat Truly
hailed the decision and argued that the exhibit should begin with the “Rape of
Nanking, in which 300,000 Chinese civilians were killed by the Japanese army,”
followed by the oil embargo against Japan (1940), Pearl Harbor (1941), the sui-
cide attacks (1944–45), the atomic bombings (1945), and the promulgation of
Japan’s Peace Constitution drafted by the United States (1946). Like the veter-
ans mentioned above, Truly believed that Harwit and his staff had attempted to
denigrate the United States by focusing on devastations caused by the bomb.12

Similarly, Pat Buchanan hailed the cancellation of the “poisonous” plan, which
he attributed to cultural elites with an “anti-Western bias.” Buchanan argued: 

Americans should rightly debate the wisdom and necessity of using those
terrible weapons on open cities. But, about who was the wartime aggres-
sor in Asia, who behaved most barbarically toward prisoners and captive
peoples, no contest. Bataan’s butchers and the perpetrators of the Rape of
Nanking deserved just what they got.13

Buchanan’s remarks, which exclusively focused on ideals of national guilt and
retribution, rested on the assumption that equated the populations of Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki with Japanese aggressors in Nanjing, Bataan, and Pearl
Harbor, whose lives were deemed unworthy of sympathy. 

Perhaps less predictably, the Nanjing Massacre also became a touchstone for
those who either supported the Smithsonian’s initial plan or were disappointed
by the eventual watered-down exhibit of the Enola Gay. The curators of the ini-
tially proposed exhibit, such as Michael Neufeld, disagreed with the critics who
urged that materials from Nanjing and other scenes of Japan’s wartime mis-
conduct should be exhibited alongside the Enola Gay, with no reference to the
effects of the nuclear blast. Neufeld stressed that such display might carry a
message that one atrocity or war crime deserved another and that Truman had
dropped the bomb as revenge on Japan.14

Author Gar Alperovitz, on the one hand, conceded that nothing would be
gained by downplaying Japan’s responsibility for the Nanjing Massacre, the
Bataan Death March, and slave labor in the prison camps. On the other hand,
Alperovitz argued that the critics of the initial exhibit had exaggerated the
number of lives allegedly saved by the atomic bomb and that they had ignored
historical research, particularly regarding the alternatives available to Ameri-
can decision makers in 1945.15

John Whittier Treat, a professor of Japanese literature at the University of
Washington, found the disputes over the Enola Gay exhibit reminiscent of simi-
lar disputes in Japan over the exhibits and conferences dealing with the Nanjing
Massacre and medical experiments on prisoners of war. In Treat’s view, the ar-
gument that the deaths in Hiroshima and Nagasaki were necessary to save a far
greater number of lives was not persuasive. Rather, the underlying principle of
the Americans who expressed this opinion was the same as that of those Japa-
nese who claimed Japan had done no wrong during the war.16 To Treat and
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others who objected to the revised exhibit, the lives of the residents in Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki counted as much as those of the residents in Nanjing, and
it was impossible to ignore the human cost inflicted by the atomic blasts.

In late June 1995, the Enola Gay exhibit was opened to the public at the Na-
tional Air and Space Museum in Washington. The exhibit showed the fuselage
of the bomber with a panel explaining that the two atomic bombs dropped on
Japan “destroyed much of the two cities and caused many tens of thousands of
deaths. However, the use of the bombs led to the immediate surrender of Japan
and made unnecessary the planned invasion of the Japanese home islands.
Such an invasion, especially if undertaken for both main islands, would have
led to very heavy casualties among American, Allied, and Japanese armed
forces and Japanese civilians.”17

Artifacts such as disintegrated clothes, a melted clock and lunch box, and
various photographs of people bearing injuries inflicted by the two bombs—all
of which the Smithsonian had initially planned to display—did not come to the
museum. However, American University, which was organizing an atomic
bomb exhibition at the same time as the Smithsonian, displayed these artifacts
from July 8 until July 27.18 Approximately 3,000 people visited this alternative
exhibition during these weeks. Many of them expressed gratitude to the orga-
nizers for enlightening visitors as to the horrific effects of the bombs, such as:
“Thank you for hosting the exhibits”; “Thanks for showing the courage that the
Smithsonian lacked”; “Many more people should see this exhibit.”19

However, other visitors emphasized Japan’s wartime brutality and justified
the droppings of the atomic bombs, which in their eyes had saved American
and Chinese lives: “This exhibition should have displayed Japan’s wartime
atrocities, like the slaughter of massive numbers of civilians in China”; and
“These artifacts present horrors of the war. Nevertheless, such destructions do
not seem more cruel than Japanese destructions in Nanjing or Manila.” In addi-
tion, a group of American University students who were frustrated with the
atom bomb exhibit hosted a photographic presentation of Japan’s wartime
atrocities in Asia to apprise the visitors of how dreadful Japan’s wartime atroci-
ties were.20

Naono Akiko, an international student from Hiroshima who organized the
official exhibit at the university, at first welcomed her fellow students’ alterna-
tive exhibit. She hoped that, if everyone were given the opportunity to speak
against the atrocities that most angered them, people of all opinions would
have their minds opened to sufferings they had not previously acknowledged.
Unfortunately, she was disappointed to discover that her expectation was too
optimistic; those who criticized exhibits that denounced the use of the bomb
were not willing to sympathize with the victims of Hiroshima.21 The outraged
veterans and students seemed able to think only in terms of national entities. To
them, the Japanese who died on August 6 and 9, 1945, the casualties of radia-
tion sickness, and their descendants who live with the fear of genetic mutation
are disqualified as objects of sympathy because their nation was an aggressor.
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HIROSHIMA AND NANJING

The United States is the home not only of veterans who endured brutality in
Japanese POW camps, but also of Asian immigrants who experienced Japanese
wartime aggression firsthand or who heard of such events from parents and
grandparents. In the eyes of such survivors and their descendants, the Ameri-
can media had never paid adequate attention to the wartime horrors caused by
Imperial Japan compared with the extensive coverage devoted to Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. Throughout the 1990s, the Nanjing Massacre and Hiroshima
were often mentioned together in editorials and articles in major American
newspapers. Directly and indirectly, Japanese were criticized for remembering
Hiroshima but forgetting Nanjing. 

On November 17, 1991, an editorial of The New York Times titled “Infamy Is
Still Infamy” alleged that Japanese were attempting to evade their guilt for Pearl
Harbor.22 Writing in response to this editorial, Kin-Ming Liu stressed that Japan
had been “eager to convince the world that it had been a victim and not the ag-
gressor in the war.” Liu argued that Japan constantly raised issues regarding
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, while dismissing the Nanjing Massacre and Pearl
Harbor. Liu, who was outraged by Ishihara Shintarō’s denial of the massacre in
November 1990, emphasized that the Japanese forces “embarked on atrocities
and vandalism in which 340,000 Chinese were tortured and slaughtered”
when Japan attacked Nanjing in December 1937.23

On February 2, 1992, Joanna Pitman wrote in the San Diego Union-Tribune of
her meeting with Nagatomi Hiromichi, a member of the Group of Returnees
from China (Chūgoku kikansha renrakukai). Nagatomi invited Pitman to his
home and told her why he and other members of this group videotaped their
confessions of atrocities in China, including the Nanjing Massacre, in which
Nagatomi himself participated.24 He expressed sentiments comparable to those
of Liu, with a significant difference.25 Whereas Liu spoke from the viewpoint of
an outraged reader, Nagatomi, who had taken part in executing some 20 Chi-
nese refugees, spoke as a remorseful perpetrator. In her article, Pitman wrote
that, according to Nagatomi, the videotapes were intended “to prompt Japan to
confront its own history. Since the war, younger generations have grown up in
the belief that Japan was simply a victim of Allied aggression that culminated
in the atomic bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, bringing the brave Japa-
nese to their knees.”26

In August 1995, Jim Parsons of the Star Tribune reported on a grass-roots
movement in Minnesota to commemorate Japan’s invasion of China and
mourn its victims. In order to remember what had been largely ignored in the
United States, KaiMay Yuen Terry organized a public meeting, which included
an orchestral work, testimonies of Chinese survivors of the war, and a presen-
tation by a history professor.27 The same month, Aurelio Rojas of the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle described another grass-roots movement to remember Japan’s
wartime atrocities and Chinese sufferings. The article discussed the psychologi-
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cal wounds of Chinese survivors and their descendants, wounds that remained
unhealed 50 years after V-J Day. For example, Paul Hsu, at the age of 76, was
still suffering from the trauma of losing his sister, who fell into the Yangtze
River while attempting to escape from Japanese would-be rapists. Rojas wrote of
the frustration of these people, who could not rest until Japan fully apologized
for its wartime past and consented to “stop hiding the truth” from its nationals.
Leland Yee told Rojas that he and his activist friends were urging other San
Franciscans to educate their children about Japan’s wartime crimes because
the city’s schools did not teach Japan’s wartime atrocities such as the Nanjing
Massacre.28

Judging from newspaper reports, many more Americans in the 1990s be-
came aware of Japan’s wartime atrocities in Asia, a subject formerly overshad-
owed by the Holocaust and Hiroshima. These articles often cited the Nanjing
Massacre to illuminate the dreadful violence committed by Japan. But it was
not until after 1997 that the “Rape of Nanking” was rediscovered and redefined
in American public discourse.

HISTORY OR HYPERBOLE? THE RAPE OF

NANKING: THE FORGOTTEN HOLOCAUST

OF WORLD WAR II

In late 1997, Iris Chang published The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust
of World War II.29 The book, which received extensive coverage and favorable
reviews, soon became a best-seller in the United States. On December 11, 1997,
two days before the sixtieth anniversary of the Nanjing Massacre, Ken Ringle of
the Washington Post favorably presented Chang’s view of the massacre and
Japanese remembrance of Nanjing in the postwar years. In the article, Chang
told Ringle how stressful it had been to research the horrors of the massacre;
during the writing process, her hair fell out, and her editor lost 10 pounds.
Chang had been inspired to write her book when she attended a 1994 confer-
ence in Cupertino, California, organized by the Global Alliance for Preserving
the History of World War II in Asia. At the conference, Chang came face-to-face
with poster-size photographs of Japanese atrocities in Nanjing. Deeply moved,
she remembered the dreadful stories of the massacre that she had heard from
her parents and grandparents when she was a child.30

In the article, Chang emphasized that what she found during the research
was “more horrible” than any stories or films she had ever encountered, includ-
ing those of the Holocaust. In addition, she stressed that, unlike the Holocaust,
school textbooks in the United States rarely discussed the Nanjing Massacre
and that far more people were killed in Nanjing in eight weeks than in Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki combined. Chang, who had little knowledge of the Japa-
nese historiography of the massacre, told Ringle that “the Japanese” had re-
fused to see themselves as aggressors in the war and that the few courageous
Japanese historians who had dared to study Japan’s war responsibility had been
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compelled to live under death threats. Chang expressed to Ringle that she felt
obliged to rescue the memory of the massacre from oblivion.31

On December 14, 1997, Orville Schell, dean of the Graduate School of Jour-
nalism at the University of California, Berkeley, wrote a rave review of Chang’s
work in the New York Times.32 Fully accepting Chang’s view, Schell wrote: 

During the two months after their entry into the Nationalist capital on
Dec. 13, 1937, Japanese troops perpetrated a massacre that has virtually
no parallel in recent history. Expert witnesses at the International Military
Tribunal of the Far East . . . estimated that some 260,000 noncombat-
ants were slaughtered in cold blood. Many experts now believe the num-
ber to be over 350,000. . . . The carnage was the result of a secret order
sent to Japanese forces in China under the seal of Prince Asaka, uncle of
Emperor Hirohito [Empress Nagako]: “Kill all captives.” Soon competitions
arose among soldiers to see who could kill most efficiently.33

Schell, who was aware of denials by Japanese politicians such as Ishihara Shin-
tarō and Nagano Shigeto, concurred with Chang’s demand that Japan and “the
Japanese” face up to their “monstrous and protracted crime against humanity.”34

For many ordinary Americans who had virtually no previous knowledge 
of the Nanjing Massacre, Chang’s book immediately became an authorita-
tive source. The shock created by its seeming revelations gave way to grati-
tude. The appreciation expressed by George Will, a political commentator, was
representative:

Something beautiful, an act of justice, is occurring in America today con-
cerning something ugly that happened long ago and far away. . . . The
rape of Nanking, a city of 1 million, by the Japanese army was perhaps 
the most appalling single episode of barbarism in a century replete with
horrors. Yet it had been largely forgotten until Iris Chang made it her 
subject.35

While acknowledging wholesale Japanese atrocities in Nanjing, historians and
critics who were familiar with the history of the massacre found Chang’s book in-
tellectually insufficient or seriously flawed. The light shed by the book had, per-
haps, the power to illuminate, but it also had the capacity to distort. For example,
in his review of The Rape of Nanking, David Kennedy, a professor of history at Stan-
ford University, expressed skepticism that the atrocities in Nanjing deserved to be
compared with the Holocaust or had been as thoroughly forgotten as Chang in-
sisted. Although Kennedy agreed that Chang had achieved a shocking effect in
her treatment of the disastrous horrors of Nanjing, he stressed that she did not
conclusively explain the grounds on which the massacre was to be compared with
the Holocaust. In the eyes of Kennedy, the latter was a systematic program based
on Hitler’s purposeful policy. By contrast, the massacre was an unfortunate inci-
dent of war, either an epidemic of individual cruelty or the result of the poor disci-
pline among the Japanese soldiers, but not the product of a premeditated agenda.
Noting that Chang depended solely on the author David Bergamini for her conclu-
sion that formal political decisions at the highest levels had mandated the atroci-
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ties in Nanjing, Kennedy noted the problems with Bergamini’s thesis discussed in
critical reviews written by renowned historians a quarter of a century earlier.36

Moreover, Kennedy emphasized that, contrary to Chang’s assertion, neither
the United States nor Japan had ignored the Nanjing Massacre. He cited news
reports and other documents of the massacre written by Americans and Euro-
peans immediately after the incident and the ongoing work of the Japanese pro-
gressive left, which had preserved the history and memory of the massacre in
Japan. To Kennedy, the keynote of Chang’s book was accusation and outrage
rather than analysis and understanding, and he found the project as a whole to
be unsatisfactory as a scholarly work.37

Although recognizing that the book had good intentions, Joshua Fogel, a
professor in history at the University of California, Santa Barbara, also found
the book seriously flawed. Fogel was disturbed by Chang’s repeated denuncia-
tions of an allegedly typical Japanese mentality. Although Chang at one point
denied any intention to demonize the Japanese national character, this denial
struck Fogel as unconvincing. Rather, it seemed to him that the style and struc-
ture of the book plainly identified and indicted a “Japanese” identity and per-
spective. In addition, Fogel condemned Chang’s uncritical and unquestioning
approach to the Chinese she interviewed and the documents she consulted, as
well as her attempt to equate the massacre with the Holocaust. He urged Chang
to consider how it was possible that “so many Chinese could be led to the
slaughter when they so vastly outnumbered the Japanese invaders.” He re-
minded her that, unlike the defenders of Nanjing, the European Jews neither
possessed military force nor outnumbered their persecutors.38

Moreover, Fogel denounced Chang’s discussion of postwar Japan as overly
simplistic. Refuting Chang’s claim that Japanese researchers addressed the
massacre and other war crimes at grave risk to their careers and even their
lives, Fogel referred to Japanese scholars such as Kasahara Tokushi and Yoshimi
Yoshiaki, who had been studying these topics in safety for more than a decade.
Pointing out that Chang herself had interviewed some of these historians,
Fogel strongly criticized her for deliberately ignoring these voices in Japan and
concluding that “the Japanese as a nation” were still trying to consign the vic-
tims of the massacre to historical oblivion.39

Although a number of historians and critics cautioned against accepting
Chang’s biased approach, her book seemed to have appeared at the right time
for it to become an authoritative narrative of the massacre among many read-
ers in the United States.40 Chang’s monochromatic view of Japanese society
and memory acquired further credibility during the controversy over its publi-
cation in Japan.

KASHIWA SHOBŌ DISPUTE

In late February 1999, the American press reported that Kashiwa shobō, a com-
mercial publisher that specializes in publishing translations of high-quality
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Western titles and of collections of historical documents, had postponed the re-
lease of a Japanese translation of Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking. These re-
ports gave rise to contradictory speculations; some concluded that Kashiwa
shobō had delayed the publication because it could not agree with the author
regarding revisions of errors and inaccuracies in the book, while others spread
rumors that the delay was a result of threats from extreme right-wing organi-
zations. For example, the Boston Globe printed a brief account written by the
Associated Press stating that Kashiwa shobō and Chang had reached an im-
passe regarding the revision of a portion of the book.41 Jacob Heilbrunn of the
Los Angeles Times assumed that nationalists were preventing Kashiwa shobō
from publishing the translation.42

On May 17, 1999, Basic Books formally announced that it had agreed to ter-
minate its contract with Kashiwa shobō for a Japanese edition of Chang’s book.
Two days later, Haga Hiraku, the chief editor and executive managing director
of Kashiwa shobō, stressed at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Japan in
Tokyo that the publication was canceled not because of threats from right-wing
extremists, but because of the disagreement with Chang regarding the pro-
posed addition of notes, annotations, and commentary to the translated ver-
sion.43 Doreen Carvajal of the New York Times emphasized Chang’s view that
Kashiwa shobō had sought to add notes and commentary because of threats
from ultranationalist organizations. Having talked to both Haga Hiraku and Iris
Chang, Carvajal was convinced by Chang, who provided her with an e-mail
correspondence sent by Haga to Chang on November 11, 1998, which included
the following sentence: “As we have indicated before, our publishing company is
subject to considerable attack and it’s not an exaggeration to say that we have
put ourselves in a life-threatening situation in publishing this book.”44

Carvajal, however, did not present this sentence in its larger context. Imme-
diately after the quoted passage, Haga’s e-mail had continued:

But as we stated in the beginning the entire company agreed that it was
more important to publish your book for the purpose of exposing the Japa-
nese people to the past war crimes that we are now striving to correct and
bring to the consciousness of the Japanese people our responsibility as a
nation in this matter.45

Thus, Haga was not expressing trepidation, but rather the publisher’s strong
determination to publish the translation regardless of any opposition from the
right.

The publisher believed that the Japanese version required notes, annota-
tions, and commentary in order to avoid unnecessary challenges from the right
based on errors and inaccuracies in the original text. By late August 1998, Fuji-
wara Akira and Inoue Hisashi, historians who had long been members of the
Research Committee on the Nanjing Incident and had been publishing books
and articles on the massacre since the early 1980s, agreed to supervise the
translation.46 On October 19, 1998, more than three weeks before Haga sent his
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e-mail, Kashiwa shobō e-mailed a list of 62 proposed revisions to Chang. The
publisher wished to insert bracketed material by Fujiwara and Inoue alongside
portions of the original text, correcting factual errors and adding clarification
to Chang’s prose, words, and terms.47

In her reply to Kashiwa shobō, Iris Chang expressed her appreciation for the
careful and diligent work of the two historians. Nevertheless, she declined to in-
sert any brackets next to the original text or to authorize a separate footnote
section, to be written by the historians. Regarding the 62 suggested corrections,
she acknowledged that she had made 12 factual errors. As to these points,
Chang demanded that they be corrected in the text itself, instead of being
marked by brackets. Chang categorized 24 other proposed changes as addi-
tional details and comments about established facts, supplementary informa-
tion that could be integrated seamlessly into the existing footnotes. Chang iden-
tified 15 suggestions as subjective or erroneous statements on the part of Inoue
and Fujiwara, and these she rejected outright. As to the remaining 11 items,
Chang offered no specific comment.48

On November 30, 1998, Kashiwa shobō e-mailed to Chang a translated draft
of the commentary written by Inoue Hisashi, which the publisher was plan-
ning to include in the Japanese edition.49 Titled “The Rape of Nanking: Its Sig-
nificance and Its Problems” (Za reipu obu Nankin no imi to mondaiten), it first
stressed the importance of the publication of the book. Since the study of the
massacre had barely begun in the United States, Inoue appreciated that the
book enlightened many people in English-speaking nations about the massacre.
He urged Japanese readers to listen with open minds to Chang’s view, which in-
dicted Japanese both for committing the massacre and for burying its memory.
While acknowledging the contribution of the book, Inoue also pointed out its
weaknesses. He perceived the work as overly passionate, and its quality was fur-
ther diminished in his eyes by more than a few misunderstandings and insuffi-
cient explanations.50

The following day, the Japanese publisher received a reply from Iris Chang,
requesting that the publisher not include Inoue’s commentary in the transla-
tion. Kashiwa shobō agreed with Chang and wrote that the Japanese edition
would not include the commentary.51 Anxious that its reputation as a serious
academic publisher might be damaged if it released a book without accurate
notes and commentary, Kashiwa shobō decided without consulting Chang to
publish a separate anthology to coincide with the publication of The Rape of
Nanking. This volume, while not expressly identified as a companion to Chang’s
book, was to include much of the information Chang did not wish to see in-
serted in the translation of her work, including Inoue’s commentary, a brief
history of the massacre by Fujiwara Akira, and critical reviews of The Rape of
Nanking written by American historians and critics such as David Kennedy.
Chang later learned from reporters that the anthology was about to be pub-
lished and stressed that publishing any supplementary materials to her book
would violate the contract agreement. On February 18, 1999, the publisher in-
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formed Japanese newspapers that it had been forced to postpone the release of
both the translation and the anthology. Then, the publisher asked Chang to re-
consider the inclusion of the notes and the commentary, but she again de-
clined. Finally, in May, Kashiwa shobō and Basic Books terminated the contract.

Some American journalists, such as Sonni Efron of the Los Angeles Times, in-
terpreted the breakdown between Kashiwa shobō and Iris Chang as an illustra-
tion of the complex issue of war and memory in Japan.52 However, as Daqing
Yang of George Washington University observed, many English-language
newspapers attached a different significance to the dispute.53 Uncritically tak-
ing Chang’s side, these newspapers suggested that Kashiwa shobō’s actions
were evidence of a continuing reluctance on the part of Japanese to deal can-
didly with the massacre. Like Chang herself, portions of the American media
failed to consider the history and memory of the massacre in Japan in its am-
bivalence and complexity.

LOOKING FOR LEVERAGE: THE JAPANESE

REVISIONISTS’ APPEAL TO THE UNITED STATES

While Chang’s work was creating its stir in the media, Japanese revisionists at-
tempted to influence American public opinion. Even to these revisionists who
often claimed to be writing in the name of nationalism, the maintenance of
friendly U.S.-Japanese relations seemed important. Few of these revisionists ad-
vocated that Japan should distance itself from the United States, nor did they
argue in favor of isolationism. In 2000, Takemoto Tadao, a professor emeritus
in French literature at Tsukuba University, and Ōhara Yasuo, a professor in
Shintō studies at Kokugakuin University, published The Alleged “Nanking Mas-
sacre”: Japan’s Rebuttal to China’s Forged Claims. Takemoto and Ōhara wrote
their study in response to what they saw as the covert agenda of the PRC. They
believed that Beijing was using the controversy over Nanjing to disrupt the U.S.-
Japanese alliance and that once Japan had been estranged from the United
States, China would exploit the ensuing power vacuum to achieve a hegemonic
domination of East Asia.54 In their eyes, the PRC was quietly sponsoring Chi-
nese Americans, including Iris Chang, to remind Americans of Japanese war-
time atrocities and thus to promote the desired isolation of Japan. As the Japa-
nese government had made no effort to refute the claims of Iris Chang and
other supposed dupes of the PRC, Takemoto and Ōhara decided to stand up for
the nation to appeal to the American public in the name of Japanese justice. 
In their book, they argued, in the tradition of many other revisionists in Japan,
that no slaughter of 300,000 Chinese had ever occurred in Nanjing and that
the record kept by the burial organizations had been manipulated and substan-
tially inflated.55

Similarly, in 2000, Sekai shuppan, a commercial publisher that is largely
known for Mangajin, a monthly journal that features English translations of
Japanese cartoons, published Tanaka Masaaki’s What Really Happened in Nan-
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king: The Refutation of a Common Myth. The volume was an abridgment of the
English translation of his Nanking jiken no sōkatsu: Gyakusatsu hitei 15 no ronkyo
(An Outline of the Nanjing Incident: Fifteen Grounds for the Denial of the Mas-
sacre), published in 1987, with a revised introduction by the author.56 The pub-
lication of this book roughly coincided with the appearance of an organization
called the Future Political Economy Research Institute. Actually, this institute
seems to have existed in name only; it was merely an alter ego for a political or-
ganization that sponsored the publication of the volume. Nakajima Takao, CEO
of the supposed institute, sent a copy of Tanaka’s book to the members of the
Association for Asian Studies.57 In his accompanying cover letter, Nakajima,
just like Takemoto and Ōhara, emphasized the PRC conspiracy theory and
voiced his concerns that the American public might “have been deceived by the
propaganda of Chinese government and their loyal envoy, Iris Chang, by twist-
ing and fabricating the actions taken by our [Japanese] personnel.”58

In his introduction, Tanaka insisted that Chang’s volume had instigated the
anti-Japanese campaigns in the United States and had succeeded in generating
hatred toward Japan and the Japanese. Tanaka was convinced that the episode
threatened to destabilize relations between Japan and the United States. Tanaka
also expressed his disappointment that the Japanese government had failed to
protest Chang’s claim that 300,000 Chinese had been massacred in Nanjing.
He urged Americans to read his book so they would realize that Chang’s allega-
tions were merely erroneous and groundless. In his introduction, Tanaka ex-
pressed his deep appreciation to Moteki Hiromichi, president of the publishing
company and a member of Fujioka Nobukatsu’s revisionist organization, for his
encouragement and his effort to make Tanaka’s work available to the American
public.59

Tanaka and his supporters, however, miscalculated the impact of their work.
For reasons that remain obscure, they evidently assumed that historians in the
United States were drastically different from their counterparts in Japan and
would therefore find the arguments denying the massacre more plausible. Since
the revisionists had deeply distrusted the academic community in Japan for
decades, it is strange that they expected a more receptive audience in America.
Instead of raising suspicions about the reality of the massacre, the pleas of the
revisionists incited concerned scholars in the United States to intensify their
studies of Nanjing. Ironically, as with Chang’s volume, a factually flawed and
emotionally charged volume did more than the academically sounder work of
the progressives to excite American scholarly interest in Nanjing.

THE FLOWERING OF NANJING SCHOLARSHIP

IN AMERICA

The rediscovery of Nanjing and its aftermath in the 1990s undoubtedly con-
tributed to the scholarship of the Nanjing Massacre in the United States. The
last few years of the decade witnessed one international conference after an-
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other on the subject of the massacre, and Japanese historians were frequently
invited to take part. Kasahara Tokushi, for example, participated in conferences
held at Princeton University in November 1997 and at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley in April 1998.60 Such conferences contributed to informing
both members of the audience and the panelists and organizers themselves.61

The power of such conferences generated a new chapter of the study of
Nanjing in the United States. In November 1999, Kajimoto Masato, a Japanese
journalist studying at the Graduate School of Journalism at the University of
Missouri at Columbia, went to an international conference held at Washington
University. Kajimoto was inspired to compile a documentary website on the
Nanjing Massacre, which included his interviews with scholars, critics, and ac-
tivists in China, Japan, and the United States.62 His online documentary pro-
vides rich oral, written, and visual materials to assist in learning about the
Nanjing Massacre and the debate over history it has inspired. Unlike many
emotional and one-sided Internet sources, Kajimoto gives visitors a chance to
reach their own conclusions rather than telling them only what he wants them
to believe.

Some of the international conferences have acquired second lives in print.
The organizers of the Princeton conference later published Nanking 1937:
Memory and Healing. The volume was not a mere collection of the papers pre-
sented at the conference. It included chapters written by authors who did not
participate in the meeting and whose politics differ significantly. The article
written by Sun Zhaiwei, vice director at the Institute of History at the Jiangsu
Academy of Social Sciences, Nanjing, argued that the primary causes of the
300,000 deaths during the atrocities were the barbaric nature of the Japanese
military and the strategic importance of Nanjing. To the contrary, Higa-
shinakano Osamichi, a professor at Asia University, protested in his section that
a massacre never occurred and discussed his definition of “massacre.”63 The
wide spectrum of viewpoints presented in the volume not only illustrates why
the topic is so controversial, but it also presses readers to decide which argu-
ments they personally find most persuasive.

Analytical and historical materials pertaining to Nanjing appeared one after
another during this most recent period. Daqing Yang’s “Convergence or Diver-
gence? Recent Historical Writings on the Rape of Nanjing” (1999) enlightened
readers as to recent Japanese and Chinese scholarship on Nanjing.64 Timothy
Brook’s Documents on the Rape of Nanking made primary sources on Nanjing
widely available to American readers.65 Bob Wakabayashi’s “The Nanking One-
Hundred-Man Killing Contest Debate: War Guilt Amid Fabricated Illusions,
1971–75” (2000) detailed the historical facts about the killing contest, and also
discussed the historiography of the contest within Japan.66 Joshua Fogel’s The
Nanjing Massacre in History and Historiography (2000) examined how percep-
tions of the Nanjing Massacre changed in China and Japan in the postwar pe-
riod.67 Yamamoto Masahiro’s Nanking: Anatomy of an Atrocity (2000) discussed
Nanjing in terms of military history.68 David Askew’s “The Nanjing Incident:
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An Examination of the Civilian Population” (2001) estimated the civilian popu-
lation in Nanjing at the time of the city’s conquest.69 Another article by Wak-
abayashi, “The Nanking Massacre: Now You See It, . . .” (2001) underscored
the political subtexts of the controversy as well as problems encountered by Japa-
nese revisionists who have recently published their volumes in English.70 The
reaction to Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking has been one of those rare instances
when the stream has risen above its source. Whereas Chang’s book itself left
much to be desired, the ensuing flowering of Nanjing scholarship in America
would never have taken place without it.

CONCLUSION

In the 1990s, as a result of the public attention focused on the massacre, par-
ticularly after the publication of Iris Chang’s The Rape of Nanking, many ac-
counts of the massacre were published one after another in the United States.
Both popular and scholarly works about the event became available to the pub-
lic.71 The results of this flood of information have been extremely mixed. On the
one hand, the available popular accounts and the simplifications of the mass
media have further entrenched the image of a monolithic “Japan” and have led
many to believe that “the Japanese” were deliberately casting the nation’s
wartime crimes into oblivion while emphasizing their own victimization. On
the other hand, many more scholarly works on Nanjing have lately appeared in
the American market.

As in Japan and China, people in the United States have often viewed the
Nanjing Massacre through the distorting filters of nationalism and ethnocen-
trism. To a number of Americans, Nanjing provided a quid pro quo before the
fact for the civilian lives lost in Hiroshima and Nagasaki and other atrocities in
the Pacific committed by the United States. To a number of Chinese Americans,
the Nanjing Massacre became an icon of ethnic suffering and supplied a sense
of ethnic identity that has transcended age, politics, or place of birth.

In the United States, the historiography of the Nanjing Massacre is still in its
infancy. Although the volume of American scholarly materials on Nanjing sig-
nificantly increased from the late 1990s on, popular reactions, often emotional
and simplistic, also became extensively available to the public. As the study
broadens, it should be guided by a spirit of scholarship, rather than a reflexive
impulse to derogate “the Japanese” or to stir hostility among different ethnic
groups in the United States. Ethnocentric narratives cast no light upon the
causes of the Nanjing Massacre. They serve only to provoke hatred and con-
flicts because they encourage people to value human lives according to fictions
of race and nationality.
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Conclusion

I
nterpretations of Nanjing have been contested ever since the atrocities oc-
curred. From the 1970s on, the dispute over Nanjing has become more lively,
more globalized, and immeasurably more intense. The history and memory

of the Nanjing Massacre were no longer confined within one nation. Both do-
mestic and international social and political contexts contributed to this inter-
nationalization. Unlike in the past decades, today those Japanese whose pri-
mary interest is to claim that the Nanjing Massacre was an illusion even
publish their work in English in order to persuade an international audience
and to confront not only Japanese progressives, but also foreign adversaries.

It is apparent that tens of thousands of Chinese were killed during and after
the battle of Nanjing. Why, then, do revisionists continue to deny the massacre
the status of a historical fact? They tend to believe that Imperial Japan and its
history have been unfairly demonized in the postwar period and that postwar
history education has deprived Japanese youth of national pride. The Nanjing
Massacre has been taught as one of the symbols of Japan’s wartime evil in post-
war Japan, and revisionists, responding to an impulse that they look upon as
patriotic pride, feel obliged to liberate the Japanese from the illusion fabricated
after the end of the war. They truly believe in their judgment, and their efforts
to revise the story of Nanjing will never cease until they silence their opposi-
tion, a highly unlikely possibility.1

As accounts of the Nanjing atrocities in English have begun to exert more in-
fluence on the master narrative of the history and memory of Nanjing, Japanese
revisionists have become more concerned with the publication of their accounts
in English and with the American scholarship of the Nanjing Massacre. Annual
Report of Japan Association of “Nanjing” Studies 2003 included articles written by
Kitamura Minoru of Ritsumeikan University and Yamamoto Masahiro of the
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University of Wyoming. Kitamura noted that his book The Quest of the “Nanjing
Incident” will soon be translated into English and will be available to readers in
English-speaking countries.2 Yamamoto, author of Nanking: Anatomy of an
Atrocity, investigated the current trend in studies of the Nanjing Massacre in the
United States and complained that the studies had focused on the historiography
of Nanjing rather than on the history of the Nanjing incident itself.3

Yamamoto’s criticism certainly applies to this volume. By now readers may
wonder which version of Nanjing is historically accurate. Should one believe,
as the Chinese Nationalist government estimated during in February 1938, that
Japanese troops slaughtered approximately 20,000 Chinese civilians during the
Battle of Nanjing and its aftermath?4 Or did they kill more than 200,000 Chi-
nese civilians and POWs during the first six weeks of the Japanese occupation,
as the Tokyo Trial determined?5 Or did the figure approach 300,000 between
December 12 and 21, 1937, as the military tribunal in Nationalist China con-
cluded in 1947?6 Are Fujioka Nobukatsu and Nishio Kanji correct in asserting
that the great majority of the victims were combatants, rather than civilians, a
claim that, if true, would greatly diminish the horror of the episode in the eyes
of many?7 Was the Nanjing Massacre a fabrication by China and the Allied
Powers, as Tanaka Masaaki argued in What Really Happened in Nanking (2000)?
Or was every single casualty in Nanjing the victim of a war crime, as Iris Chang
implied in her book The Rape of Nanking (1997)? Above all, the ultimate ques-
tion persists: How many Chinese were “massacred” in Nanjing?

The Research Committee on the Nanjing Incident, the organization of pro-
gressives that seemingly inspired the Japan Association for “Nanjing” Studies,
has declined to endorse the highest available estimates of the death toll at Nan-
jing. In its Thirteen Lies by the Deniers of the Nanjing Massacre (1999), the com-
mittee members themselves stressed that they do not believe that the Japanese
troops indiscriminately slaughtered 200,000–300,000 civilians in Nanjing.
Kasahara Tokushi argued that group executions were more likely to have taken
place in the vicinity of Nanjing than within the walled city itself. Nevertheless,
he believed that between 100,000 and 200,000 Chinese civilians and soldiers in
Nanjing and its six neighboring counties died at the hands of Japanese soldiers
between early December 1937 and March 1938.8

Both the association and the research committee have supposedly been seek-
ing for truth, and each organization includes academics. Why, then, have the
two groups been unable to agree? The rifts between the two organizations have
been enormously difficult, if not impossible, to overcome. The former excludes
the killings of Chinese soldiers from their definition of “atrocities,” while the
latter regards these soldiers as victims.9 Thus, the association never includes
Chinese soldiers and plain-clothes guerrillas in its head count of the victims of
Nanjing. In addition, though the latter defines “Nanjing” as the walled city and
its six neighboring counties, an area in which the combined population ex-
ceeded 1 million, the former understands the term as the walled city and its im-
mediate environs, a region with approximately 200,000 residents.10
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Moreover, the two groups have adopted significantly different attitudes 
toward the official Chinese estimate of 300,000 deaths. For example, Kasahara
stressed that the difference between his estimate and the Chinese one should
not be regarded as important because both acknowledge wholesale atrocities in
Nanjing on a scale of historical significance.11 To Kasahara, every individual
killed in and around the city had a name, siblings, parents, and relatives. What
matters in his view is not a number, but rather the agony experienced by those
who suffered violent deaths and the incalculable suffering in the heart and
mind of every grieving survivor.12 In contrast, Higashinakano focused on thor-
oughly refuting the death estimate, claiming it was a product of Chinese propa-
ganda and must be discredited thoroughly. According to Higashinakano, this
estimate propagates a fabrication in the minds of the Japanese and undermines
healthy diplomatic relations between China and Japan.13

Considering how intractable the dispute has become even between two aca-
demic organizations, it is not surprising that arriving at a shared idea of truth
across national boundaries has proved just as difficult. Since the early 1980s,
the PRC government has promoted patriotic education, and Nanjing has be-
come an indispensable part of this campaign. In today’s China, the Nanjing
Massacre stands as one of the national symbols of Japanese wartime atrocities.
The PRC’s version of the event treats every death as a consequence of Japanese
atrocities and evinces no interest in researching whether victims were civilians
or combatants, or whether they were killed legally or illegally according to the
rules of war. To authors like Iris Chang, the atrocities in Nanjing were a forgot-
ten holocaust, an argument that gains strength when one invokes the largest
possible estimate.14

The lengthy dispute over the Nanjing Massacre has brought both benefits
and detriments to the discipline of history. In Japan, China, and the United
States, Nanjing has finally become a recognized symbol of the horrors of war
and the human capacity for evil, worthy of being mentioned alongside the
Holocaust and Hiroshima. Today many remember it as a dreadful event. Be-
cause of the dispute, new historical materials on Nanjing have continually
been discovered and have enriched the history of the Nanjing atrocities. On the
other hand, the public memory of Nanjing has also been occasionally tainted
with overtones of nationalism and ethnocentrism. Too many people have re-
sponded to the massacre not from a basis of reason, but according to national
or ethnic identities that they have been reflexively conditioned to love or hate.
In its worst moments, the debate over Nanjing has served to fuel the same kinds
of racial and cultural hatred that tend to lead to massacres in the first place.

The history of Nanjing has altered over time to meet the needs of changing
societies in different sociopolitical contexts. Nanjing has been a mirror of larger
attitudes and geopolitical imperatives. Understand the historiography of the
massacre, and you will find that you possess a useful index to society and poli-
tics of each historical moment in the decades since 1937. It is no wonder that
ethnocentric narratives of Nanjing prevailed at the time of the war, during
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which Japan, China, and the United States all found it necessary to promote
mass killing in the name of the state and justice. It is understandable that news
reports of the testimonies of Nanjing at the Tokyo Trial appalled many Japanese
during the occupation, when the military was entirely discredited. It is no sur-
prise that the authorized PRC accounts at the height of the Cold War blamed
the United States for abetting Japanese atrocities in Nanjing. It is, finally, no
wonder that the history of Nanjing was rediscovered in the United States in the
post–Cold War period, just as the hitherto accepted history of the Pacific War
had largely disregarded the perspectives of Chinese immigrants.

How will the history of Nanjing be told in Japan, China, and the United
States 20 years from now? Will it be possible for all of these governments and
peoples to share a single narrative of the Nanjing Massacre? I am afraid not.
The various authors of Nanjing literature may never agree on a definition of
truth, giving readers a wide range of narratives from which to choose their
own preferred history of Nanjing. Nevertheless, it has already been possible for
many individuals in all three nations to overcome the limitations of ethnocen-
trism and nationalism in their thinking about Nanjing. Motivated by the ideal
of universal human rights, concerned persons may eventually be able to agree
on an international history of the Nanjing Massacre whose objective will be to
produce a more harmonious future. Such a history would seek neither to ex-
ploit, nor to exaggerate, nor to rationalize atrocity. Instead, it would articulate
an understanding of events that values human life without regard to ethnicity,
nationality, religion, or gender. 

During the wars among nations that have already scarred the nascent
twenty-first century, states still consider nationality and race when deciding
who shall live and who shall die. Readers of this volume should question the
purposes for which we need to remember Nanjing: whether we shall use it to
construct a global society that respects dignity of all human beings or to privi-
lege certain national or ethnic groups above those we perceive as alien and
threatening. Perhaps the world will find a hopeful example in the paintings of
the Marukis. After the end of the war, the Marukis became diehard peace ac-
tivists and underscored the horrors of the war in their panels, including The
Rape of Nanking (1975), which is printed on the front cover of this book and has
been exhibited to receptive audiences around the world. Their panels did not
aim to either praise or denigrate particular national or ethnic groups. Instead,
their goal has been to use these events to urge a spirit of sympathy and kindness
across national and ethnic boundaries. May the spirit of the Marukis prevail in
the future literature of Nanjing.
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1. “Keikakuteki no buryoku kō-Nichi rekizen” (Obviously Planned Anti-
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Percent), Tōkyō asahi shinbun, August 14, 1937, p. 2.
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vember 17, 1937, p. 2; “Taikyaku no teki o issei sōsha, waga bakugeki ni kaimetsu”
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ries of the China Incident) and Shinbun taimusu sha, Shina jihen senshi (The Mili-
tary History of the China Incident). Both books include sections on the capture of
Nanjing.
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52. Naimushō keihokyoku hoanka (Home Ministry, Police Bureau, Peace
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56. Asahi nenkan 1939, p. 82. Of these residents, 27,090 were from China, and

2,581 were from Manchukuo.
57. Ibid., p. 167.
58. Nishigaya, “Shina jihen ni kansuru zōgen higo ni tsuite,” pp. 141 (Liu), 144
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“Ikiteiru heitai” was published, exercised caution, eliminating what were seen as
“dangerous sentences” from the manuscript. But this self-imposed censorship did no
good. One day before the March issue of Chūō kōron was to reach the newsstands
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72. Tokkō gaiji geppō (May 1938), p. 35.
73. See Amerasia 2, no. 6 (August 1938) for translations of “An Announcement

to the Members of Japan’s Various Political Parties,” “Proclamation to the Trades-
men and Artisans of Japan,” and “Proclamation to the Various Laborers.” The pam-
phlet that urged support for the Kajis was similar to “Dear Japanese Soldiers!” (See
note 66.)
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nese Soldiers, Part 1), pp. 79, 83–85; Chūgoku no jūnen, pp. 115–16.
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“‘Hitō Nihonhei no bōjō’” (Atrocities by Japanese Soldiers in the Philippines), Asahi
shinbun, September 16, 1945, p. 2.
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jō ni chōin” (The History of the Pacific War: The Signing Ceremony in Tokyo Bay),
Asahi shinbun, December 17, 1945, p. 2. See also Takeyama Akiko, “Senryōka no
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26, 1946, p. 2. “Onna kodomo mo higō no shi; Nankin no gyakusatsu o bakuro”
(Women and Children Also Perished; Atrocities in Nanjing Revealed), Yamanashi
nichi nichi shinbun, July 27, 1946, p. 1; “Miatari shidai shasatsu, Kyo Den’in shi
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38. Tanaka Masaaki, Sōyōshū: konomama dewa Nihon wa abunai (Collected Es-
says: Japan Is Now in Peril), pp. 55–56.

39. Tanaka Masaaki, Nihon muzairon: shinri no sabaki (On Japan’s Innocence:
The Truth on Trial), pp. 2, 24–25, 30.

40. As Pal emphasized: “I am only dealing with the question of the alleged over-
all conspiracy. For this purpose, it is not at all necessary for me to consider whether
or not Japan’s actions in China were justified” (“Dissenting Opinion,” p. 547).

41. Pal, “Dissenting Opinion,” p. 1226.
42. Tanaka, Nihon muzairon: shinri no sabaki, p. 28.
43. Pal, “Dissenting Opinion,” pp. 1065–68 (John Magee and Xu Chuanyin);

1098–99 (Chen Fubao).
44. Tanaka, Nihon muzairon: shinri no sabaki, p. 28. For the list of witnesses and

statements submitted as evidence by the prosecution, see Hora Tomio, Kyokutō koku-
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30. Mei Ruao, “Shiyong yuanzidan he qingdan de baoxin buxu chongyan” (The
Use of Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs: Never Again), Renmin ribao, August 7, 1955, p. 3.

31. Nihon heiwa iinkai (Japan Peace Committee), Heiwa undō 20 nen undō shi
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38. “Henshū kōki” (From the Editors), Shokun! 4, no. 5 (May 1972): 256.
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books), pp. 19–20.
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91. Ibid., pp. 95, 127–153
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kumiai) on August 10.

13. “Yiding yao ba zhenshi de lishi gaosusha yidai” (We Will Certainly Pass
Down the True History), Renmin ribao, August 10, 1982, p. 4.
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38–39.

26 Ibid., pp. 39–40.
27. Ibid., pp. 44, 46.
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10. Motoshima, Nagasaki shichō no kotoba, pp. 59–60.
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Bomb Museum), pp. 18, 33–40.

39. Ritsumeikan daigaku kokusai heiwa myūjiamu (Kyoto Museum for 
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War in Junior High and High School Textbooks), p. 47. Although the discussion of
the Nanjing Massacre in the 1994 edition of Shōsetsu Nihonshi was nominal, its
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tary: The Issue of “Comfort Women” and Attacks on School Textbooks), p. 6.
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106. Akazawa Shirō, “Eiga Puraido hihan” (Critique of the Film Pride), p. 50.
107. See, for example, Tanaka’s “Nankin gyakusatsu” no kyokō, pp. 303–22. Itō
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116. Nankin jiken chōsa kenkyūkai (The Research Committee on the Nanjing
Incident), Nankin daigyakusatsu hiteiron 13 no uso (Thirteen Lies by the Deniers of the
Nanjing Massacre), pp. 2–3.

117. Ibid., chaps. 1, 3, 4, 5, 9.
118. Ibid., pp. 14–19.

N OT E S  TO  PA G E S  1 4 7 – 1 5 0 227

http://www.isaribi.net
http://www.linkclub.or.jp/~teppei-y/tawara%20HP/kaisetu.html
http://www.linkclub.or.jp/~teppei-y/tawara%20HP/kaisetu.html


 

119. Ibid., pp. 42–48, 74–83.
120. Ibid., 60–71.
121. Higashinakano Osamichi, Nihon “Nankin” gakkai nenpō: Nankin “gyaku-
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the “Photographic Proof ” of the Nanjing Incident).

122. Kasahara Tokushi, “Bunshun ga mata katsugidashita Nankin gyakusatsu
hiteironja no osomatsuburi” (Bungei Shunjū Publisher Has Done It Again: Champi-
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port on Japan’s War Responsibility), no. 10 (winter 1995): 2–9.
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Asahi nenkan 1939 (Asahi Yearbook 1939). Osaka: Asahi shinbunsha, 1938.
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jiaoyu chubanshe, 1999.

B I B L I O G R A P H Y 239



 

Dower, John. War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War. New York: Pan-
theon, 1986.

Eguchi, Keiichi, and Shibahara Takuji eds. Nichtū sensō jūgun nikki (Field Diary from
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———. Nankin daigyakusatsu no kenkyū (Studies of the Nanjing Massacre). Tokyo:
Banseisha, 1992.
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Ienaga soshōshien shimin no kai (The People’s Group Supporting Ienaga’s Case).
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the Theory of Two Hundred Thousand Deaths in the “Nanjing Massacre”).
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vols. Tokyo: Dōseisha, 1962.

———. Shanhai sen’eki no naka (During the Battle of Shanghai). Tokyo: Tōhō shup-
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jing Incident”: The Search for the Reality). Tokyo: Bungei shunjū, 2001.
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———. Shotōka kokushi (Lower-Level National History), Vol. 2 (1941). Reprinted in
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shiryōkan (This Isn’t Right, Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum). Nagasaki: Na-
gasaki no genbaku tenji o tadasu shimin no kai, 1996.
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Nihon Chūgoku yūkō kyōkai zenkoku honbu (The Headquarters of the Japan China
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brary of Social Problems), Series 1, Vol. 79. Kyoto: Tōyō bunkasha, 1978.
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Noel, Percy. When Japan Fights. Tokyo: Hokuseido, 1938.
Nōmoa Nankin no kai (The No-More-Nanjing Association). Hōdō ni miru Nankin
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Rekishi kyōikusha kyōgikai Tōhoku burokku (Association for History Educators in
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Tōkyō saiban kenkyūkai (The Research Committee on the Tokyo Trial). Paru hanket-
susho (Pal’s Judgment). 2 vols. Tokyo: Kōdansha gakujutsu bunko, 1984.

Tōyama, Shigeki. “Sengo no rekishigaku to rekishi ishiki” (Postwar Historical Study
and Historical Consciousness). In Tōyama Shigeki chosakushū (The Works of
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terials Concerning Chemical Warfare, Part 2). Tokyo: Fuji shuppan, 1997.

Young, James. Our Enemy. Philadelphia: David McKay, 1942.
Young, Louise. Japan’s Total Empire. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998.
Zhongguo dier lishi dang’anguan (Number Two China Historical Archives) et al.,

eds. Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha dang’an (Archival Materials on the Nanjing
Massacre Committed by the Japanese Army of Invasion). Jiangsu: Jiangsu guji,
chubanshe, 1987.

———. Nanjing datusha (The Nanjing Massacre). Beijing: Zhonghua shuju chuban,
1995.

———. Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha dang’an (Archival Materials on the Nanjing
Massacre Committed by the Japanese Army of Invasion). Jiangsu: Jiangsu guji,
chubanshe, 1987.

Zhongguo gongtong lishi jiaocai weiyuanhui (The Committee for Sharing the Same
Historical Material, China). Dong-Ya jinxiandaishi (Modern East Asia). Beijing:
Zhongguo shehui kexue wenxian chubanshe, 2005.

Zhongguo Guomindang dangshi weiyuanhui (Guomindang Party History Commis-
sion, China). Rijun zai Hua baoxing: Nanjing datusha (Atrocities Committed by
the Japanese Army: The Nanjing Massacre). 2 vols. Taipei: Zhongyang wenwu
gongyingshe, 1987.

Zhongguo Renmin Kang-Ri Zhanzheng Jinianguan (The Museum of the War of
Chinese People’s Resistance Against Japan). Zhongguo renmin kang-Ri Zhan-
zheng jinianguan (The Museum of the War of Chinese People’s Resistance
Against Japan). Beijing: Zhongguo heping chubanshe, 1998.

Zhongguo renmin zhengzhi xiesheng huiyi jiangsusheng Nanjingshi weiyuanhui
wenshi zuliao yanjiu weiyuanhui (the Research Committee on Historical Mate-
rials of the City of Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, Chinese People’s Political Con-
sultative Conference). Shiliao xuanji Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha shiliao
zhuanji (Historical Sources: Materials on the Nanjing Massacre Committed by
the Japanese Army of Invasion). Nanjing: August 1983.

Zhongyang dang’anguan (Central Historical Archives) et al., eds. Nanjing datusha
tuzheng (Pictorial Evidence of the Nanjing Massacre). Changchun: Jilin renmin
chubanshe, 1995.

Zhongyang yanjiuyuan, Jindaishi yanjiusuo (The Institute of Modern History,
Academia Sinica). Kang zhan jian guo shi yan tao hui lun wen ji (Papers on the
History of the War and Founding of the Nation). Taipei: Zhong yang yan jiu
yuan, jin dai shi yan jiu suo, 1985), 2 vols.

Zhou, Erfu. Nanjing de xianluo (The Fall of Nanjing). Beijing: Renmin wenxue
chubanshe, 1987.

Zhu, Chengshan. Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha xinchunzhe zhengyanji (Collection of
Testimonies by Survivors of the Nanjing Massacre during the Japanese Army
Invasion). Nanjing: Nanjing daxue chubanshe, 1994.

Zhu, Chengshan, et al., eds. Qin-Hua Rijun Nanjing datusha waijirenshi zhengyanji

256 B I B L I O G R A P H Y



 

(Collection of Testimonies by Non-Chinese About the Nanjing Massacre of the
Japanese Army Invasion). Nanjing: Jiangsu renmin chubanshe, 1998.

“Zuiyi Rikou zai Nanjing datusha” (Recollections of the Great Japanese Massacre in
Nanjing), Xinhua yuebao 3 (1951): 988–91.

HOME PAGES
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Ienaga Saburō, –, , 

See also trials
Inoue Hisashi, , , –

Institute of Modern History, Academia
Sinica, 

international conferences on the Nan-
jing Massacre, –

International Military Tribunal for the
Far East. See Tokyo Trial

International Committee for the Nan-
jing Safety Zone, –, 

See also Nanjing International Safety
Zone

Iriye, Akira, 
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, n

Number Two China Historical Archives,
, 

Oda Baku, 

Ogawa Heiji, 

Ogawa Heishirō, 
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kenkyūkai)
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Sankō. See Three Alls
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