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« The 100-man killing contest » : Crimes de guerre et enjeux de mémoire au Japon

Critical Review on Research Method

The Topic itself consists of two easily distinguishable parts. "The 100-man killing contest" a very specific, unique and clearly defined event, which forms the first part. The second part, which is much more open and larger in its scope, states "crimes de guerre et enjeux de mémoire au Japon".

I decided to proceed by looking at the specific part of the subject first. The second part, I though, was too general to start with and that I would lose a lot of time by establishing a historical context. I chose therefore to distil the essence first and to establish the context around it as I go along. I personally prefer to proceed the inverse way (especially because I had only very limited knowledge of the context) but the restricted time frame forced me to do otherwise. Nonetheless I found it necessary in order to get a deeper insight into the matter, to do reading into some more general topics like Japanese history, Japanese society, Sino-Japanese relations and the second Sino-Japanese war.

I started the research off on the internet and proceeded then in the library catalogue. The Japanese and Chinese Libraries at the university and the “Centre de Recherche sur l’Asie Moderne” turned out to be very helpful. I also used the bibliographies of works I studied, in order to find other books, articles and names of authors who write on the subject. Finally I searched with the aid of different databases such as HISTORICAL ABSTRACTS and JSTOR.

Restitution of Research Results

The  “100-man killing contest “ can be looked at as an example for the Nanjing Massacre as a whole. Not only because the contest happened
 as part of the Nanjing Massacre, but also because it stands as a symbol for the deliberateness and the extreme brutality of that event. This is at least the point of view of most Chinese and Western authors who write about the massacre. In Japan on the other side historians (and other people who write about the Nanjing Massacre) are far from expressing a uniform view on that event. In Japan a large and intense debate has taken place and continues to take place on this subject, which is part of the more general question of Japan’s war guilt and Japan’s coming to terms with its history. 

On the following pages I will analyse the historiographic debate that exists in Japan concerning the Nanjing Massacre (and which implies the “100-man killing contest debate”). My question is how do Japanese historians deal with the Nanjing Massacre? From the conclusion I draw on that question I will enlarge my topic in a second phase to a more general question, and see how Japan as a country deals with its wartime memories.

The Nanjing Massacre took place from December 1937 to January 1938, but it wasn’t until 1967 that the first exhaustive account on that massacre was published in Japan. The book “Puzzles in modern military history” by Hora Tomio, which contains a chapter on the Nanjing Massacre, went largely unnoticed, though.
 The historiographic debate over this event started only in 1971, after the journalist Honda Katsuichi had published several articles on the massacre in a leading Japanese newspaper, Asahi. In these articles, which are one year later published in form of two books entitled “ Journey to China” and “Japanese military in China”, Honda forces the Japanese to really look at the Nanjing Massacre and at the question of war guilt in general. For the first time Japan is not only described as a victim but also as having committed crimes itself.
 The reactions to Hondas writings were intense and his account generated a lot of resistance.

People who write in the line of Honda are sometimes referred to as “maximalists”.
 They often put forward the number of 300'000 victims in the Nanjing Massacre
 and they usually claim that the massacre was organised and planed by the Japanese army as strategy to terrorise the Chinese population and to break its resistance.
 These are at the same time the two most disputed issues in the historiographic debate.

The so called “denial school”
 emerged as Honda's opponent; lead by the writer Tanaka Masaaki who argued that the whole story about the Nanjing Massacre was invented as part of the Tokyo and Nanjing war crimes trials, in order to discredit Japan.
 He was supported by other writers such as Matsui Iwane and by Ishihora Shintarô, a Tokyo Governor. 

The “denial school” defends the view that there was no such thing as can be called a massacre
 (and in any case not a capital M, massacre
). During the Japanese “advance”
 to Nanjing Chinese soldiers and civilians died but that is nothing out of the usual in a war. In their eyes Japanese soldiers did not engage in rape, looting, and “unlawful” killing. For them it is thus not necessary to really debate the number of victims and the implications of the Japanese government and high military, because nothing illegal happened considering the circumstances.

Soon after a third line of argument appears, supported by the so-called “minimalists”, with Yanamoto as their unofficial spokesman. Yanamoto and the like acknowledge that the Nanjing Massacre happened and that it is an inexcusable atrocity.
 They refuse however, and that is what most of the debate is about, the number of 300'000 victims claimed by the “maximalists” and the accusation that the massacre was part of Japan’s war strategy. Yanamoto estimates the number of Chinese killed during the massacre to between 45'000-65'000.
 He also upholds that no consistent Japanese policy existed to kill the Chinese, but doesn't deny “unlawful” deaths either.

During the 1970’s and 1980’s a lot of evidence confirming the massacre came to light, so that thereafter it was not reasonably possible anymore to deny the Nanjing Massacre as such. In consequence most writers of the “denial school” gradually moved into the camp of the “minimalists”. 

The debate continues therefore today between “minimalists” and “maximalists”. The later having recently won some strong support by the publication of “The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II” a book written by an American-Chinese Iris Chang, that turned into a best seller. Even tough Chang’s work is inaccurate at times
 it is judged to be a powerful testimony in favour of the “maximalist” thesis.

There are mainly two points that are worth noting in conclusion. First, it is striking that the debate started only about 25 years after the end of the war. This suggests an attitude of collective denial on the subject by the Japanese people. Second, the line of argumentation followed by Yanamoto is very characteristic. He acknowledges the guilt of the Japanese people but at the same time absolves the government from all responsibility. This attitude demonstrates for me that Japan, as a nation with its emperor on top is more sacred to the Japanese than the people themselves. 

This conclusion leads me to open the more general question of Japan’s war guilt and how Japan as a nation deals with it. 

It is generally recognised that Japan has to a much lesser degree than Germany faced up to its historical responsibility. Official apologies for the committed war crimes have still not been given to China. ”’The Germans’ began with silence and then across a painful generational change moved toward self-scrutiny, where-as ‘the Japanese’ began with a disavowal of their behaviour and then moved toward self-righteousness".
 Different reasons are put forward in order to explain this discrepancy. The Cold War, American censorship during the occupation, the economic boom in the 60’s and 70’s, the feeling shared by most Japanese of being victims of the war - not aggressors, China’s neglect to accuse Japan earlier, and several reasons underlying to Japanese society.
 

It suggests itself to compare Japan’s coming to terms with its past to the process Germany has gone through and to state afterwards, that Japan has still a lot of non reappraised war memories. While this is certainly true, it is important to see that Germany is rather the big exception in this respect and not Japan. No county has probably ever so fully gone through such a process as Germany did after World War II. Charles S. Maier notes on this issue “We might well ask whether Serbians will ever move beyond their own self-perception as victims rather than perpetrators during the Bosnian and Kosovar struggles”.
 This Question is certainly worth asking in relation with many countries, when it comes to facing up to one’s own crimes.

Critical Evaluation

The two most important aspects of the exercise are in my view the restricted time frame and the very limited writing space. The restricted time frame forces to evaluate documents efficiently. I learned to judge quickly which documents are relevant and which are not.  The limited writing space made it necessary for me to reduce the elements of response to an absolute minimum and to choose the most relevant ones. I chose to concentrate on the historiographic debate because a fair amount of documents were available and because I think it serves as a good example for the entire discussion on Japan’s war memories. For my particular topic I had great difficulties in finding several documents. Especially articles or books written by either the “minimalists” or the “deniers” are not available in any library in Geneva and I had therefore to rely mostly on comparative articles on the historiographic debate. The only means of getting access to documents written by “deniers” and “minimalists” was through the internet. Unfortunately these writings are for the most part wholly unscientific, biased and sometimes bluntly fascist. An additional problem was the language. I found that only a small amount of the vast collection of books, articles and testimonies that exist has been written or translated into a western language. Overall I consider the “heuristique” a very useful exercise. I learned to treat a problematic and to put it into a larger perspective with only very limited writing space to dispose of.
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