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FOREWORD BY THE DIRECTOR

In recent years, we have watched with growing fascination the powerful
re-emergence of the question of coming to terms with the past. Far from
applying only to Japan and Germany, this issue concerns many nations
seriously involved in facing their collective past, their historical responsi-
bilities, and the dark sides of their respective histories as well as the
brighter ones. The issues of collective memory and of conflicting views of
a common past have been studied intensively, and historians have done
substantial research and presented striking evidence on many topics at
the forefront of often heated public debate. As is well known, while
scholarly research on history is one matter, public discourse is quite
another—it is not necessarily based on the dispassionate findings of
researchers and the objective study of documents and other sources.
Public discourse functions, at least in part, according to other rules and
motivations. Still another level of discourse is seen in history as it is
presented to the younger generation at a basic level in the form of text-
books which, again, may serve other purposes than “simply” to present
facts in their most objective form. Whether explicitly stated or not, text-
books also serve purposes such as identity-creation and the formation of
a national consciousness and, as such, will in all probability play an
important role in forming the “national identity” of the coming genera-
tion. The fact that history textbook issues have recently been subject to
such extensive debate in Japan—as elsewhere—attests to an awareness of
their overall importance in national life.

As a result, the textbook controversy does not concern Japan and its
educational policy alone. On the contrary, it relates to issues shared in
common with other nations, and in addition points to a fact which
transcends the question of textbooks: in a world like ours at the beginning
of the 21st century, no nation can negotiate its history alone or retain
control of how its past is viewed by others. And so it will be no doubt
helpful to Japan, as well as to others, to discuss matters such as the
textbook issue under the new premises presented by a globalized world.

The present book is situated in the context of “Japan in Asia”, the DIJ’s
research focus launched in 1997, and grew, among other projects, out of a
DIJ workshop co-organized by the author in September 2001 titled
“Making History: The Quest for National Identity through History
Education”. More specifically, it relates to our investigations into
“Discourses of Cultural Uniqueness in East Asia”, a project comparing
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manifestations of national self-assertion on the levels of intellectual, po-
litical, and everyday discourse in Japan, China, and Korea and documen-
ted, among other studies, in vol. 34 of the DIJ monograph series.1 It seems
that the location of the German Institute for Japanese Studies in the
immediate vicinity of so many important Japanese institutions dedicated
to national memory—the Yasukuni Shrine, the Shôwa-kan as well as the
Chidorigafuchi National Cemetary—adds to an awareness of the im-
portance of this topic. Sven Saaler, head of the DIJ Humanities Section,
who in recent years has focused his work on issues of politics, memory
and public opinion, working in close cooperation with Japanese colleagu-
es and the wider international community of researchers, is to be con-
gratulated on this timely publication. It will most certainly render good
service to all of us in need of balanced and in-depth information on this
important aspect of public life in Japan.

Irmela Hijiya-Kirschnereit
Director, German Institute for Japanese Studies

Tôkyô, Fall 2004

1 Iwo Amelung, Matthias Koch, Joachim Kurtz, Eun-Jung Lee, Sven Saaler (eds):
Selbstbehauptungsdiskurse in Asien: China – Japan – Korea. Monographien aus
dem Deutschen Institut für Japanstudien 34. Munich: Iudicium 2003.
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PREFACE

On 10 June 2004, on the initiative of the Nobel Prize winner for literature
Ôe Kenzaburô, nine leading Japanese intellectuals including cultural
critic Katô Shûichi, novelist Oda Makoto, and philosopher Umehara
Takeshi gathered in Tôkyô to announce the formation of the “Association
of Article 9” (9jô no Kai). Their aim was to protect Article 9 of the Japanese
Constitution which they considered to be “in its deepest crisis ever.”
(Asahi Shinbun 11 June 2004: 37; cf. also Sekai 729: 46f) This initiative
represents an attempt to give high-level expression to the broad opposi-
tion in Japanese society against the proposed revision of Article 9, against
conservative-neonationalist tendencies in Japanese politics in general,
and against certain policies supported by successive Cabinets since the
late 1990s that are considered an expression of these tendencies. This
broad-based opposition to resurgent neonationalism, however, has failed
to translate into a strong parliamentary opposition that could challenge
the dominance of conservative parties.

Nevertheless, resistance in the wider society remains strong. The so-
called history textbook controversy has in recent years become another
battlefield for the debates between Right and Left—which are also seen as
a sign of resistance against the increasing claims of the state to strengthen
its control over the individual citizen, implementing the “demand of the
nation-state that we exist first and foremost as national subjects.” (Duara
2003: 32, cf. also Kang 2001b: 56f) This study aims to provide insights into
the current history textbook controversy by unveiling its backgrounds in
politics and society, and by identifying the major actors and their respec-
tive motives and objectives. While the debate is set to enter a new round
in 2005, the fundamental issues and the actors driving them are likely to
remain largely unchanged, and this volume is also intended as a guide to
understanding future developments in the Japanese debates over history,
in particular the interpretation and political utilization of history and
history textbooks.

The international dimension of the textbook controversy—its implica-
tions for Japanese relations with China and the two Koreas, as well as
Japan’s reputation in other countries—remains beyond the scope of this
study. Particularly in Korea, but also in China, interest in the Japanese
textbook question remains high. As other authors have pointed out in the
case of Germany (Evans 1989: 175), Japanese history does not belong to
the Japanese alone and it is only natural that neighboring states are



Preface

10

interested in and concerned about the ways in which the Japanese view
their recent history. The way history is taught in schools affects the ways
in which future generations will think about their neighbors and thus
contributes to the shaping of bilateral relations. It is surely no coincidence
that in September 2003 in Jochiwon, South Korea, a “Textbook Museum”
opened to exhibit Korean textbooks from the last 1,300 years (The Korea
Herald 11 October 2003: 12). While the idea of building the museum
originated in the 1960s, it was the recent controversy over Japanese
textbooks that provided the impetus for its completion. Within Japan,
interest in the issue also remains extremely high but, notwithstanding an
array of academic symposia both in Japan and at the bilateral level
(Chung 2003), publications on the subject are still scarce. This book is
intended to fill the gap.

I could not have finished this monograph without the help of many
friends and colleagues, whose cooperation I would like to acknowledge
here. Above all I wish to thank Kimijima Kazuhiko, Yoshida Yutaka,
Tawara Yoshifumi, Arai Shin’ichi, the late Sakamoto Takao, Steffi Richter
and Chung Jae-Jeong for sharing their views with me, providing me with
numerous insights into the various Japanese debates, and offering their
comments and criticism on parts of the manuscript. I would also like to
thank my colleagues at the German Institute for Japanese Studies (DIJ) for
commenting on earlier drafts of the manuscript, and freelance editor Paul
Sorrell for doing a marvellous job in knocking my English into shape.
Above all, I wish to thank my wife Kayoko for her support and for being
so patient during the last few years when this book was in preparation.

All names of Japanese, Korean and Chinese persons are given in the
order: family name-personal name. Quotations from Japanese newspa-
pers refer to the morning edition unless otherwise noted. And last—al-
though this should be a matter of course—I follow a recent trend in
academic writing on Japan and state that “all translations of quotations
from Japanese sources are my own” unless otherwise noted.

Sven Saaler
Tokyo, October 2004



Introduction
INTRODUCTION

Controversy over the history textbooks used in Japanese schools has been
an important aspect of postwar Japanese politics and society. In recent
years, however, the issue has taken center stage with politicians, academ-
ics and journalists alike. Recent developments mark a significant shift in
the controversy and form the subject of this monograph. While the well-
known textbook debate of the early 1980s has to be placed primarily in the
context of international relations (Fuhrt 2002), the renewed debate since
the late 1990s above all reflects changes taking place within Japanese
politics and society.1 Even though interpretations of history are at the core
of the debate, the most recent textbook controversy is tied to discussions
about Japan’s future, such as the ongoing debates about revision of the
Constitution and reform of the education system (Saaler 2003b). But the
controversy is also linked to fundamental social and political issues such
as the relationship of the individual to the state, the importance of nation-
al integration and national pride or patriotism, and the degree of control
that the state can legitimately claim over the individual. These features of
the textbook debate and other contested aspects of Japanese history are
characteristic of the recent development of nation-states (kokumin kokka)
and have been observed in many other countries.2 Due to the intensity of
the debate in that country, Japan, however, makes a particularly interest-
ing case study.

This monograph takes a close look at recent developments in the
Japanese textbook controversy (rekishi kyôkasho mondai) in order to under-
stand the significance of this debate within the broader framework of
Japanese society and politics.3 Chapter 1 examines the re-emergence of
neonationalist historical revisionism (rekishi shûseishugi)4 since the 1990s,
its role in the textbook debate in 2000/2001, and its significance in con-
temporary Japanese politics and society, where school textbooks have

1 While it also remains an issue in Japan’s relations with China and both Koreas,
this aspect of the controversy has to remain outside the scope of this study. See
Fuhrt 2002; Ducke and Saaler 2003.

2 See Stille 2002 for the United States, and Lakshmi 2002; Sarkar 2003; Roy 2003
and Bhattacharya 2003 for India, where the “rewriting of history texts” by
nationalist Hindus has aroused much opposition.

3 Even though the textbook debate created immense interest in Japan in
2000/2001, with almost a dozen symposia and workshops in Tôkyô alone, in-
depth coverage of the topic in the media was rare, and academic studies are
still difficult to find (Richter and Höpken 2003; Hielscher and Horvat 2003;
Nelson 2002; Nozaki 2003).

4 For a detailed definition of “historical revisionism” see chapter 1.1.
11
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become a major battlefield in what has been called a “civil war about
historical memory” (Kang Sang-Jung in Tahara, Nishibe and Kang 2003:
40; Kang 2003: 101). In chapter 2, I discuss the question of “public memo-
ry” and the role of historical revisionism in official and other politically
sanctioned interpretations of Japan’s recent history as reflected in memo-
rials, monuments, and public ceremonies; and chapter 3 sets the revision-
ist view of history against the “historical consciousness” (rekishi ninshiki)
shared by many contemporary Japanese. Given that historical revision-
ism has received a great deal of attention recently (cf. AsiaSource 2001 for
media coverage outside Japan), this study sets out to determine whether
this current of thought reflects the understanding of history predominant
in Japanese society, or whether it represents a minority view. A secondary
task of this study will be to explore the origins and nature of historical
revisionism, with a particular emphasis on the political background, to
help explain the uproar it has created in Japan during the last decade.

THE ROLE OF THE STATE IN JAPAN

As sociologist Anthony Giddens has pointed out, as a result of the high
level of control and surveillance of society by the modern nation-state,
“there is no type of nation-state in the contemporary world which is
completely immune from the potentiality of being subject to totalitarian
rule.” (Giddens 1987: 302) Similarly, responding to the large-scale atroci-
ties committed in World War II, Hannah Arendt blamed the “conquest of
the state by the nation” for the widespread loss of human rights wit-
nessed in the first half of the 20th century (Arendt 1986: 575f). Efforts to
strengthen citizens’ loyalty and allegiance to the state through the foster-
ing of a strong national identity and patriotism are ubiquitous in modern
nation-states (Suny 2001: 338; Nishikawa 1995; Hein 2003), and fears of
increasing state control as a result of such developments lie at the heart of
the recent textbook controversy in Japan and related issues. Although
some observers have pointed out that “democracy is deeply linked to
nationalism” and that “the key problem is to determine what kinds of
nationalist values support democracy and what kinds of nationalist val-
ues undermine democracy” (Doak 2003: 22), recent Japanese discussions
of nationalism and historical revisionism—concepts which are inter-
linked—indicate that such fine distinctions are rarely made due to the
high degree of politicization and polarization of the debate.

Within this debate, two opposing camps have formed around ques-
tions of nationalism and the role of the state. What has been called the
neonationalist or conservative side advocates a “strong state” and pro-
12



Introduction
motes the idea of the “natural” allegiance of the individual to the state,
paralleling the theory of the “natural” development of nations which
Ernest Gellner (1983; cf. also Billig 1995) has described as a core tenet of
nationalism. This camp follows the assumption that the nation should be
the primary focus of allegiance of the individual, and emphasizes that the
individual’s loyalty to the nation-state should eclipse all other individual
or group interests. While this dogma has been central to the making of the
modern nation-state (Suny 2001: 338), it also conceals a number of contra-
dictions inherent in the nation-state’s claims for absolute loyalty. The
advocates of a strong “natural” allegiance to the state and a strong nation-
al consciousness in Japan regularly complain about the lack of readiness
of “the Japanese” to identify with their country, to be proud on their
nation, and to make sacrifices for the nation and the state. Conservatives
are particularly alarmed by opinion polls that indicate that pacifism still
is extremely strong in Japan and that the Japanese people’s readiness to
go to war for their country is low by international comparison (Dentsû
Sôken and Yoka kaihatsu sentâ 1995: 13; see chapter 1.1. and 1.4 for
details). The representatives of this camp advocate fostering national
consciousness and national pride or patriotism through education, in
order to strengthen the “voluntary” allegiance of Japanese citizens to the
state. One advocate of a strong nationalism is manga writer Kobayashi
Yoshinori, who offers his fellow countrymen a stark choice on the cover
of his notorious bestseller About the War (Sensô-ron): “Will you go to war?
Or are you going to quit being Japanese?” (Sensô ni ikimasu-ka? Soretomo
Nihonjin o yamemasu-ka?) (Kobayashi 1998).

This kind of argument is not unique to the Japanese context, but is
rather an international phenomenon. As Tessa Morris-Suzuki has empha-
sized, in the “international nationalism” of the 1990s the perceived lack of
commitment of citizens to the state is seen in each country “as a uniquely
national [problem], as though ‘our nation’ alone were threatened by
forces of disintegration from which all others were exempt.” (Morris-
Suzuki 2003: 34) She cites Bruno Mégret, the chief ideologue of the French
National Front, who—ironically—admires Japanese values, which for him
indicate “an acute sense of duty, a spirit of sacrifice towards the commu-
nity, a patriotism conceived as a quasi-religion.” (Morris-Suzuki 2003: 34)
As with Kobayashi, for Mégret his country alone has fallen victim to
disorder: “Only France seems plunged in a mortal lethargy.” (cited in
Morris-Suzuki 2003: 34)

The opposing camp of the nationalist debate in Japan rejects the idea
of a “strong state” as the focus of allegiance for the individual and rather
warns of the consequences of too great a control of society and the
individual by the state—consequences which Japan has experienced in
13
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the recent past. Neonationalist efforts aimed at revising Article 9, the war-
renouncing clause in the Japanese Constitution, and the anticipated slow
drift of Japan towards becoming a “war-capable nation” (sensô dekiru
kuni), cause alarm in the liberal camp (Tawara 2001: 157; Tawara 2002: 36;
Takahashi and Miyake 2003: 46; Takahashi 2003: 128f; 170f; Ôuchi 2003:
89–93; Tanaka 2002a: 211–214; Obinata et al. 1999; Ôe Kenzaburô in Asahi
Shinbun 11 June 2004: 37; Kyôkasho Repôto 2004: 8). This group challenges
the fundamental “demand of the nation-state that we exist first and
foremost as national subjects” (Duara 2003: 32). As with the conservative
camp, the basic message of this group is proclaimed on the covers of their
publications in slogans such as Can the Individual Resist the State? (Ningen
wa kokka ni kô shiuru-ka, Oguma 1998) or Resisting the Delusion of Empire
and the Violence of the State (Teikoku no bôsô to kokka no bôryoku ni kô-shite,
Kang 2003).

HISTORY AND NATIONAL PRIDE

In these ideological debates, opposed conceptions of history have taken a
leading role. History and the collective memory that shapes it have long
been identified as central components in the creation of a national identi-
ty. As early as the 1840s, political philosopher John Stuart Mill stressed
the importance of a shared historical consciousness in creating a sense of
nationhood:

[The] feeling of nationality may have been generated by various
causes. Sometimes it is the effect of identity of race and descent.
Community of language and community of religion greatly contri-
bute to it. Geographical limits are one of its causes. But the strongest
of all is identity of political antecedents: the possession of a national
history, and consequent community of recollections; collective pride
and humiliation, pleasure and regret, connected with the same inci-
dents in the past. (Mill 1958: 229)

Mill’s assessment has lost none of its validity and, if anything, the impor-
tance of history in re-affirming nationalism and national identity is in-
creasing worldwide (Ônuki 2003a; Morris-Suzuki 2003). As Tessa Morris-
Suzuki has pointed out, particularly “in the context of the wealthier
nations of the world, 1990s nationalism […] is deeply obsessed with the
relationship between globalisation, national identity, history and memo-
ry. It is the expression of a characteristic populism which seeks to defend
‘natural’ or ‘commonsense’ visions of the nation from the corrosive cyni-
cism of a menacing ‘cosmopolitan’ elite.” (Morris-Suzuki 2003: 28; cf. also
14
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Fulbrook 2004: 4) John Torpey has gone further and argues that this
popular historical memory has come to play the role of a substitute for
nationalism—not only a major pillar—in view of the contemporary
dearth of future visions for the state. He argues “that preoccupation [with
the past] is a substitute satisfaction that has arisen in response to the
collapse of the future-oriented collective political projects of socialism
and the nation-state. […] Not since the Romantics has so much energy
been spent on digging up the past, sifting through the broken shards and
pondering what people think about them. […] The pursuit of the future
has thus been replaced by a veritable tidal wave of ‘memory’, ‘historical
consciousness’, ‘coming to terms with the past’.” (Torpey 2001: Internet)
Pierre Nora makes a similar observation in a recent essay (Nora 2002:
Internet).

Although such popular neonationalism can be observed in many
countries, the Japanese case has received particular attention in recent
years, due not only to the exceptional intensity of the debate in Japan, but
also to its possible consequences for Japan’s foreign policy and interna-
tional reputation. A key element of the debate on the role of history in
Japan is the concept of “historical revisionism” (rekishi shûseishugi), vigor-
ously promoted by the conservative advocates of a “strong state.” They
argue in favor of establishing a “bright” and “clean” historical narrative
to counter a predominant “masochistic view of history” (jigyaku shikan)
that is accused of wallowing in Japan’s wartime past, alleged war crimes
and postwar deficits in facing this past. Proponents of historical revision-
ism condemn this “masochistic view of history” as a product of the Tôkyô
war crime trials (1946–48) as well as postwar Japanese historical research,
which they allege has been dominated by left-leaning scholars. In order
to re-affirm Japanese nationhood and counter the “erosion of national
identities” due to “global competition, industrialization, urbanization,
and other accelerating forces of transformation” (Duara 2003: 30), histor-
ical revisionists propose replacing the “masochistic” approach with a
positive and “bright” view of Japanese history which fosters pride in the
nation and allegiance to the Japanese nation-state.

This kind of historical narrative has become more and more influential
since the late 1990s, and is increasingly reflected in popular media such as
newspapers, magazines, books, movies and manga (Gerow 2000). A good
example is the 1998 movie Pride (Puraido – Unmei no toki), which advocat-
ed the renewal of Japanese patriotism and national pride—an objective
evident in the title alone. The cartoon strips of Kobayashi Yoshinori are
even more outspoken in their advocacy of national pride and a strong
allegiance of the citizen to the state: a recent series of his manga publica-
tions is entitled A New Manifesto of Arrogance (Shin gômanizumu sengen),
15
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and is discussed further in chapter 1.1. A monthly magazine recently
launched by Kobayashi carries the title Washizumu—which he provoca-
tively explains as a combination of the words for “myself” (washi) and
“fascism” (fashizumu). In the first issue, Kobayashi writes:

Originally, ‘fascism’ (fashizumu) meant ‘to bind something together’
(tabaneru). The negative meaning [of the term], which people are
unconsciously cautious about, is not the whole thing. I will defy this
[prejudice] and work for the cause of tabaneru according to my own
(washi) sense of values. (Kobayashi 2002a: 19)

The advocates of historical revisionism consider school history textbooks
an important media to get their message across. Consequently, in late
1996 the Society for the Creation of New History Textbooks or Tsukuru-
kai (Atarashii Rekishi Kyôkasho o Tsukuru-kai) was founded, and the
new history textbook for junior high schools (literally: middle schools,
chûgakkô) published by the Society in 2000 led to the renewal of the
textbook controversy in 2000/2001.

It goes without saying that, within the framework of historical revi-
sionism’s efforts to fashion a “bright” national narrative, there is no room
for reflection on Japan’s wartime past or controversial topics such as war
crimes. The central question in discussions between the historical revi-
sionists and their opponents is whether Japan’s wars on the Asian conti-
nent and in the Pacific between 1931 and 1945 were wars of aggression or
rather wars of liberation (Ajia kaihô sensô) conducted for the sake of Asian
“brother peoples” subdued by Western imperialism. Historical revision-
ism insists that the Asia-Pacific War5 was a war of liberation, an interpre-
tation that has provoked much criticism both within Japan and overseas.
What makes the revisionist position particularly disturbing is the claim
for exclusive knowledge of “the truth” (shinjitsu) about Japanese history
(see for example publications such as Yasukuni Jinja Shamusho 2002;

5 While the advocates of historical revisionism prefer the term “Greater East
Asian War” (Daitô-A sensô), the official term for the war before it became part
of World War II following Japan’s attack on the United States, Great Britain and
the Netherlands in December 1941, I follow the main trend of Japanese histor-
ical scholarship in using the term “Asia-Pacific War” (Ajia Taiheiyô sensô). This
name covers the period designated by the older term “15-year war” (Jûgo-nen
sensô), referring to Japan’s military activities on the Asian continent starting
with the Manchurian Incident (Manshû jihen) of 1931, escalating in 1937 with
the outbreak of the (undeclared) Sino-Japanese War, expanding further in 1941
with the opening of hostilities against the western powers, and ending with
Japan’s capitulation in 1945 (cf. Maeda 2002: 3).
16
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Maeno 2003; Nishio 1999). Regardless of whether or not it is always made
consciously, however, this claim has been implicitly accepted by many
observers: reviewing media coverage of recent developments in Japan,
one could be forgiven for thinking that the majority of observers both
inside and outside the country consider the revisionist perspective as
embodying the authentic historical view of “Japan”.

As will be shown in chapter 2, the growing expression of historical
revisionism and neonationalism in the mass media, and its emergence in
the public sphere in Japan—e.g. in memorials, museums, and ceremo-
nies—is a major factor in raising the profile of this view of history in state
and society. However, political-historical education conducted through
popular media such as newspapers, magazines and movies (such as
Pride), or through displays in historical museums, reach only a small part
of the population. Since it is Japan’s future, rather than the nation’s past,
that is really at stake in the revisionist debates, Japan’s school history
textbooks have a crucial role to play for all parties involved. All Japanese
are exposed to prescribed textbooks, and, moreover, in their formative
years.

HISTORY EDUCATION AND THE ROLE OF TEXTBOOKS

Education plays an important role in establishing a strong sense of na-
tional identity in any people. For the researcher, “one of the swiftest
entrees to understanding any modern society is through listening to
political discourse about education. Power struggles and ideological con-
troversies about how to socialize and enculturate youth are at the heart of
the processes by which a society is continually recreated.” (Marshall 1994:
1) Again, this is a universal phenomenon that can be observed in any
modern nation-state. In Germany, for example, a particularly strong ob-
session with “national education” was seen in the Imperial era (1871–
1918). During the Weimar Republic (1918–1933) that followed the collapse
of the Empire, conservative groups lobbied strongly on educational is-
sues. From its foundation in 1891, the Pan-German League (Alldeutscher
Verband) in particular was a major advocate not only of territorial expan-
sion, but also of national integration and the strengthening of national
consciousness and “Germanity” (Deutschtum) among the people. Like
many conservative groups at the time, the League blamed the collapse of
the Empire on the lack of national unity and national consciousness
evidenced during World War I. In its Bamberg Declaration of 1919, the
League demanded
17



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
a reconstruction of the German school and education system in a
national-German sense. The League will support all efforts in this
direction. Particularly, it has to be stressed that the schools must
systematically raise national consciousness and national pride
among the youth, with whose future it is entrusted.6

In Japan, similar remarks have been made increasingly since the 1990s by
conservative pressure groups and politicians who support historical revi-
sionism. While some observers have questioned whether history text-
books actually play a major role in shaping popular views of history in
contemporary Japan (and other countries), and question the amount of
energy expended on this particular controversy, the evidence suggests
that textbooks do play an important role in shaping the attitudes of
Japanese to their past. Through history education in school, every citizen
comes into contact with the past. Moreover, in response to the recent
quarrels about textbooks, many schools are enforcing the role of pre-
scribed textbooks in determining the content of history lessons. Some
schools have warned teachers against teaching topics which are not cov-
ered in the textbooks. Teachers have even been suspended for covering
details of Japan’s war crimes which were not included in the textbook
used in their schools.

Opinion polls also indicate that the importance of textbooks should
not be underestimated. In a NHK (Nihon Hôsô Kyôkai) survey on “views
on war and peace amongst the Japanese” (in which multiple answers
were possible) (Makita 2000), out of 1,468 participants, 51% answered that
they gained information on “the previous war”7 mainly from television;
44% stated that “people close to them” (mijika na hito) were their main
source of information; and 38% named the newspapers. After these three
major sources, 37% named “school lessons” and another 36% “school
textbooks” as their major source, while other media such as books (19%),
movies (10%) and magazines (7%) were ranked relatively low (Makita
2000: 18; cf. also Chung 2004: chapter 2 for similar results).

These results help explain why the textbook debate is pursued so
energetically in Japan, and why it has a dominant place in discussions

6 Alldeutsche Blätter, March 1919. “Deshalb verlangt der Alldeutsche Verband
eine Umbildung des deutschen Schul- und Erziehungswesens im deutschen
Sinne und wird alle dahingehenden Bestrebungen fördern; dabei weist er auf
die Notwendigkeit hin, daß die Schule die ihr anvertraute Jugend planmäßig
zu stolzem Nationalgefühl erzieht.”

7 In this poll, “the previous war” (saki no sensô) was defined as “the war follow-
ing the Manchurian incident up to the war against China and the Pacific War,
during the years Shôwa 6 to 20 [1931−1945].” Makita 2000: 18.
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about the relationship between the state and the individual in Japan, the
right of the state to intrude into the individual’s privacy and establish
control over the individual citizen, and the state’s right to shape the
identity of its citizens. However, the main issues surrounding the text-
book controversy also lie at the center of discussions about history in
other media, in “the culture of memory” and in the mass media, and the
relation of the textbook issue to these other debates is explored in chap-
ters 2 and 3 of this study. While the influence exerted by prescribed
textbooks on Japanese perceptions of history is relatively strong, other
factors that contribute to the shaping of historical consciousness or histor-
ical identity should not be neglected.

HISTORY TEXTBOOKS AND HISTORICAL REVISIONISM IN MODERN JAPAN

While this discussion of the Japanese textbook controversy focuses on
recent developments, the textbook dispute in Japan has been closely
intertwined with debate about the character and purpose of the nation-
state since its foundation. As early as the Meiji period (1868–1912), we
find discussions about state intervention in education and the degree of
state control of the contents of textbooks.

Education has to be separated as much as possible from the control
of the government and has to be practiced independently. If educa-
tion is subject to the control of the government, the holy purity [sic]
of education will be dishonored. [….] There is no need for the Minis-
try of Education to edit textbooks; on the contrary, such interference
will become even more unnecessary in the future, since it is reason-
able to expect that the people’s wisdom will increase further. (cited
in Kajiyama 2001: 413f)

This complaint from writer Fujii Uhei, published in the magazine Taiyô
(The Sun) in 1896 [!], shows that opposition to state control of education
and the contents of textbooks goes back a long way. The issue’s long
pedigree also demonstrates that the textbook question is not, as conserva-
tive lobbyists and the historical revisionists argue, a tool recently adopted
by Japan’s neighbors to exert diplomatic pressure, nor is it a device for the
“extreme left” (sayoku, literally left-wing) to wield against the conserva-
tive establishment which has dominated Japanese politics in the postwar
period. Resistance to state control of education, of which the textbook
issue is one aspect, is rather a phenomenon linked to the emergence of the
nation state itself—a phenomenon observed in Japan as elsewhere.
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Although the protests of Fujii Uhei and others failed to prevent the
introduction of state-issued textbooks (kokutei kyôkasho) for primary
schools in 1903 (Kajiyama 2001: 409), resistance against state control of
education remained strong. In postwar Japan, the name of historian
Ienaga Saburô (1913–2002) stands as a synonym for the textbook problem
and resistance against state scrutiny or examination (kentei) of history
textbooks. For over 30 years Ienaga fought the state examination system
through the Japanese courts, a system which he and his supporters de-
scribed as censorship of historical writing. In 1982, the textbook problem
first assumed an international dimension when South Korea and China
condemned what they regarded as efforts to replace the word “aggres-
sion” (shinryaku) with the word “advance” (shinshutsu) in textbook treat-
ments of Japan’s military expansion in the 1930s. The increasing “moral-
ization of international politics” (Fujiwara 2002; cf. also Morris-Suzuki
2003: 32f) gave Korea and China the leverage to utilize history as a
diplomatic weapon against Japan over these allegations, and the pressure
has been maintained ever since.8

However, since the 1990s, the Japanese textbook problem has once
again returned to the domestic stage. The changes in the content of
Japanese school textbooks which began in the 1980s had by the early
1990s expanded to include more or less detailed explanations of problem-
atic chapters in Japan’s war past, such as the Nanjing massacre (also
Nanjing incident or rape of Nanjing), the history of the infamous Unit
731, and the so-called “military comfort women” (jûgun ianfu) (mostly
Korean, but also Japanese and women from other Asian countries forced
into sexual slavery by the Japanese military) (Tawara 2000; Chung 1998;
2003a; 2003b; Barnard 2001). In reaction, resistance to what conservatives
labeled a “masochistic” (i.e., self-critical) view of history (jigyaku shikan)
swiftly emerged, and today an increasing number of critics advocate a
kind of history education that creates pride in nation and country—a role
that “masochistic” views of history are considered unable to perform.
These “historical revisionists” dismiss the predominant “masochistic”
interpretation of history as a product of the “victors’ justice” meted out
by the prosecution in the Tôkyô war crimes trials (e.g. Maeno 2003;
Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995). Rejecting what he regarded as a “masochistic”
view of history, Fujioka Nobukatsu, one of the forerunners of what has
since grown into a “movement” (Tawara 2001: 46; Richter 2001) to revise

8 For a more detailed overview over the textbook controversies before the 1990s,
which can not be dealt with in detail in this study, see Fuhrt 2002; Foljanty-Jost
1979; Nozaki 2002; Yang 2001; Orr 2001: chapter 4.
20



Introduction
Japanese history along neonationalist and conservative lines, claimed
that the way history is taught is crucial in determining national identity:

It is precisely its way of teaching its modern history that is the crucial
determinant of the constitution of a people as a nation. The people
that does not have a history to be proud of cannot constitute itself as
a nation. (cited in McCormack 2000: 53)

The Society for the Creation of New History Textbooks (Atarashii Rekishi
Kyôkasho o Tsukuru-kai) founded in 1996 is the organizational expres-
sion of recent historical revisionism in Japan and receives increasing
academic and media attention.

In addition to analyzing the growing influence of historical revision-
ism in Japanese politics and in official and semi-official views of history
reflected in public spaces, ceremonies, museums and memorials, this
study aims to contrast the revisionist perspective with views about their
recent past held by the Japanese population in general with the “historical
consciousness” (rekishi ninshiki, Geschichtsbewußtsein) of the Japanese peo-
ple. The increasing acknowledgement of the so-called “dark” chapters of
Japan’s wartime past in school textbooks since the 1980s, and the conse-
quent improvement in the level of historical education, has led to a
situation where revisionist views of history are not widespread in Japa-
nese society. Notwithstanding often-repeated truisms regarding the Jap-
anese reluctance to acknowledge responsibility for the war, most Japa-
nese citizens, and especially the majority of young people, are not in
denial over any part of their nation’s past including the aggressive nature
of Japan’s wars in the 1930s and 1940s, and Japanese war crimes in Korea
and China. They neither reject Japan’s responsibility for the past, nor are
they uninterested in their national past—in contrast to the conclusions of
most studies of the historical consciousness of the Japanese (see chapter
3). Beliefs and attitudes such as embracing revisionist thought, denying
or concealing indisputable facts regarding Japan’s wartime past and war
crimes, and re-interpreting Japan’s wars on the Asian continent as wars
of liberation and rejecting responsibility for these wars, are held by only
a minority of Japanese. Such views also face an uphill battle to increase
their influence, as the events of 2001 proved (see chapter 1.4).

Most importantly therefore, the recent textbook controversy reflects a
significant—and insufficiently acknowledged—discrepancy between the
views of conservative politicians and supporters of historical revisionism
on one side, and the majority of Japanese people on the other. While it is
difficult to express concepts like “historical consciousness” or a public
consensus on the understanding of history in concrete terms, in what
follows I draw on information gained from recent public opinion polls as
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well as my own research in order to gain a clearer picture of the predom-
inant views on history in contemporary Japanese society. Despite the
inherent difficulties of the data, the results indicate that even though there
is no consensus on the interpretation of Japan’s war past, revisionist
views which see the Asia-Pacific War (1931–1945) as a defensive act (jiei
sensô) or a “war of Asian liberation” (Ajia kaihô sensô) are held by only a
small minority and can in no way be regarded as the consensus view of
history in Japan—despite their domination of the public sphere.

In many ways the textbook debate reflects the state of the Japanese
body politic. The next examination and adoption of junior high school
textbooks is scheduled for late 2004 and spring/summer of 2005. Since, as
the results of the 2000 NHK poll indicated, history textbooks play a very
important role in shaping Japanese citizens’ views on history, the upcom-
ing round of the textbook controversy will act as a barometer for the
future course of Japanese politics and the development of the Japanese
state and Japanese society as a whole. Since the textbook controversy is
also intimately connected to political debates on other issues such as the
reform of the Constitution and the education system, its importance for
the future shape of Japanese politics and society can hardly be underesti-
mated.
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1. Historical Revisionism in Contemporary Japan
1. HISTORICAL REVISIONISM 
IN CONTEMPORARY JAPAN

1.1 THE REVIVAL OF HISTORICAL REVISIONISM

“Revising” history is a completely normal process. Indeed, the writing of
history is revision, since historians continually re-evaluate sources in
order to revise existing theories or present new information or perspec-
tives. While the methods of individual historians might differ, there are
generally accepted rules of historical inquiry that are regarded as funda-
mental to the discipline (Rekishigaku Kenkyûkai 2000: xi). However,
what has been called “historical revisionism” (rekishi shûseishugi) in the
context of postwar Japanese intellectual and political discourse does not
follow these basic assumptions, but is rather a highly politicized version
of historiography that subordinates scientific method—however de-
fined—to the achievement of political aims. These aims are the re-asser-
tion of national identity and the strengthening of citizens’ allegiance to
the state, and, as a basis for these goals, the construction of a “bright” or
exculpatory historical narrative of Japan’s recent past.

The proponents of historical revisionism decry the self-critical view of
Japanese history predominant in mainstream Japanese historiography
(and Japanese society) as “masochistic”, describing this view as a product
of “victor’s justice”, i.e. of the judgement of the Tokyo war crimes trials,
and the one-sidedness of postwar Japanese historical studies, allegedly
dominated by Marxist historians and leftists or sayoku (literally: left-
wing), as the revisionists generally label their opponents. Historical revi-
sionism proposes to replace the “masochistic” view of “leftist” historians
by a “bright” historical narrative as the basis for a “healthy nationalism”
(kenkô na nashonarizumu) or patriotism (aikokushin). The opponents of
historical revisionism, however, characterize these objectives as ultracon-
servative, neonationalist, or even right-wing extremist (uyokuteki) and
frequently complain about a trend to the right (ukeika) (Tawara 2001; Irie
2004: 201; Obinata 2004: 13; Umehara 2004: 72 and others) triggered by the
increasing prominence of historical revisionism in the media. In its efforts
to reshape the past, historical revisionism resorts to constructivist meth-
ods, involving an arbitrarily selective memory of historical fact and the
suppression, denial or re-interpretation9 of certain chapters of contempo-

9
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rary Japanese history that—allegedly—hinder the construction of a
“bright” narrative. Although the revisionist project seeks to rewrite the
national narrative in toto, the “positive” re-interpretation of the Asia-
Pacific War—as a war of Asian liberation (Ajia kaihô sensô) rather than a
war of aggression—lies at the center of its claims and interest.

While the scientific character of “history” as a discipline has often
been contested, and while it is clear that historical data “can be put
together in a number of different and equally plausible narrative accounts
of ‘what happened in the past’” (White 1973: 283), the claims of historical
revisionism in Japan are especially problematic in several respects. The
first involves international relations. While Japan’s acknowledgement of
its recent history has played a large role in reconciliation with its Asian
neighbors after the war, and particularly since the 1980s (Fuhrt 2002;
Saaler 2003a; Chung 2002), historical revisionism jeopardizes this ongo-
ing normalization of relations. Secondly, since historical revisionism is
intimately connected with politics, it has issued a fundamental challenge
to historiography as an established (if at times contested) science, and
demonstrates the problematic of the “uses and abuses of history”. Third
and most important, the rise of historical revisionism has become a
political issue—one that lies at the center of this study. While mainstream
historiography served as a vehicle for “political enlightenment” in state
and society in postwar Japan10, and was an important aspect of what we

9 stressing certain aspects of history at the expense of others; or whether it
“merely” engages in selective memory is a philosophical issue which is dis-
cussed within the revisionist movement itself. Such a discussion certainly lies
beyond the scope of this study. The questions raised by historical revisionism
have occupied philosophical historians for centuries. Nietzsche was one of the
first to characterize the difference between “animal oblivion”—which cannot
be defined as forgetting since an animal has no prior impulse to remember—
and “human forgetting”, which entails the suppression of aspects of one’s
own past, particularly those that might undermine self-confidence (cf. White
1973: 347–350). Ernest Renan had claimed even earlier that, for nation-states,
“forgetting” is inseparably linked to “remembering” and the creation of the
nation (Renan 1967 [1882]: 11). Cf. also Assmann 1999: chapter 1.IV; 1.VI and
passim.

10 The same is true of postwar Germany; cf. Kleßmann 2002; 2003; Cornelißen
2001: 17; Wehler 1988; Beier de Haan 2000: 54; 59; Iggers 1997: 70f. German
historian Christoph Kleßmann claims that contemporary German history “un-
derstands itself as the antipodes of unreflective memory. Its objective is the
rational control of memory and the disciplining of remembrance.” (Kleßmann
2002: 9) However, in Germany—as in Japan—also exists an “extraordinarily
close relationship […] between historical approaches and positions on the
political spectrum.” (Fulbrook 2004: 4; cf. also Evans 1989: 25)
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might call the “extraparliamentary opposition” to the dominant conser-
vative establishment in politics, historical revisionists support conserva-
tive political forces and have formed close personal and organizational
alliances with them, as I show in chapter 1.5.11 Some critics regard histor-
ical revisionism as a tool used by conservatives to promote statist nation-
alism and see its continuing influence as the product of purely political
initiatives (Watanabe 2002; Ôuchi 2003: 25).

Certainly the revisionist movement shares with conservative and
neonationalist political forces an emphasis on strengthening citizens’
allegiance to the state by fostering national consciousness, national
pride, and patriotic sentiment, and the construction of a “bright” nation-
al history to achieve these ends. A proud future for the nation is at stake.
“It is possible (if rare) for a nation to embrace and assume responsibility
for previous crimes and errors as a foundation for establishing new
directions.” (McCormack 2001: xviii) The revisionists and their political
allies cannot envisage embracing Japanese war crimes and integrating
them positively into the national narrative and collective memory—even
if this involves discarding previous historical research and jeopardizing
efforts for international reconciliation. In constructing this “bright” nar-
rative, it is essential for them to exclude the “dark” chapters of Japan’s
wartime history and to re-interpret the war in a positive way. Because
this way of “revising” history clearly serves an established political
agenda—and is not a re-interpretation following new developments in
historiography or historical research, or even the discovery of new his-
torical documents—it has elicited harsh criticism from academic histori-
ans, educators and philosophers alike (Uesugi et al. 2001; Takahashi
2001; Net 2001; Kimijima 2001).

The re-interpretation of the Asia-Pacific War as a “glorious” war, a war
of self-defense or a war undertaken to liberate Asia from Western imperi-
alism is a major theme of publications issued by the major revisionist
organization, the Atarashii Rekishi Kyôkasho o Tsukuru-kai (Tsukuru-

11 Although the term “conservatism” suggests a “conserving” of the status quo
in state and society, in the Japanese debate the “conservative camp” is asso-
ciated with advocating historical revisionism and the revision (kaisei) of laws
on education, i.e. Guidelines for School Lessons, the Basic Law of Education
and even the Japanese Constitution (see 1.5.2 for details). On the other hand,
the “liberal” or “progressive” camp usually opposes the revision of these
laws—at least a revision in the sense demanded by “conservatives”, seen by
progressives as a “revision for the worse” (kaiaku) that would involve a
partial or gradual return to prewar conditions in education and societal
attitudes. 
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kai).12 On the other hand, the so-called “dark” chapters of modern Japa-
nese history, such wartime atrocities as the Nanjing massacre, the activi-
ties of Unit 731, the issue of the “military comfort women” (jûgun ianfu),13

or the Japanese colonization of Korea are either excluded from the narra-
tive, relativized or simply denied. The foundation of the Tsukuru-kai was
a direct result of political developments related to these issues—the
group sprang out of conservative efforts to deflect blame aimed against
Japan for its “unilateral” responsibility for the “outbreak” of the war in
Asia and the Pacific (see chapter 1.5).

The recent growth of historical revisionism is not peculiar to Japan. In
India, references to the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi have been
dropped in some textbooks which have been broadly rewritten to serve
by-now familiar aims: national integration, national unity, and the con-
struction of an “Indian” national historical narrative. And critics have
observed that textbooks in Western countries are not particularly outspo-
ken in their treatment of the history of colonialism and imperialism (cf.
Bhattacharya 2003; Cave 2002: 631, 636). As critics of historical revision-
ism point out, this writing and rewriting of history to enforce national
consciousness and national pride undermines the “scientific objectivity”
prized by professional historiography. Neither does it allow critical ap-
proaches that aim at “political enlightenment” in opposition to a given
political authority. The recent growth of historical revisionism has sharp-

12 Historian Eguchi Keiichi (1995) has divided affirmative views of the war held
by the wartime generation into four categories: a war of Asian liberation (kaihô
sensô shikan); a defensive war (jiei sensô shikan); the sacrifice of participants for
the homeland as “heroic souls” (junkoku shikan or eirei shikan); and the view that
the war was a conventional imperialist war, with the USA and Great Britain
sharing the blame with Japan (bei-ei dôzai shikan). The rise of the revisionist
movement has given predominance to the view of the war as a war of Asian
liberation (Kimijima 2001), sometimes incorporating aspects of the other per-
spectives (cf. Yoshida 1997; Yoshida 1995: 208−211).

13 For a summary of scholarship on the Nanjing massacre see Fogel 2000; Yoshida
Takashi 2000; Yang 1999; 2000; 2001; on Unit 731 see Gold 1996; on the comfort
women see Tanaka Yuki 2002; Yoshimi and Kawada 1997. See Tanaka Yuki 1996
for Japan’s war crimes in general. The explosion of research on the “comfort
women” actually was a major stimulant for the growth of historical revision-
ism and the foundation of the Tsukuru-kai. In the English version of its inau-
gural declaration, the Tsukuru-kai claimed that “the widespread adoption of
the irresponsible, unsubstantiated argument that the ‘military comfort women’
were forcibly transported to war zones can be traced to […] the perverse,
masochistic historical view. This is a prime example of the steady decline of
national principles due to the loss of a national historical perception.” (Tsuku-
ru-kai 1996: Internet)
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ened international debate about historiography and exacerbated the crisis
of history and the role of the historian experienced in many countries.14

In postwar Japan, a sanitized national history was already under
construction during the Tôkyô war crimes trials (formally known as the
International Military Tribunal for the Far East, hereafter IMTFE). It has
resurfaced over the years in a variety of guises in politics, the media, and
academia. In 1963, for example, Foreign Minister Shiina Etsusaburô char-
acterized Japan’s prewar policies and colonial rule in Taiwan, Korea and
Manchuria as “glorious imperialism” in his autobiography (cited in Fuhrt
2002: 70). The publication of Hayashi Fusao’s infamous “Affirmation of
the Greater East Asian War” in the 1960s (first as a series in the magazine
Chûô Kôron [1963–1965] and later as a multi-volume book) marked the
first climax of postwar efforts aimed at rejecting war guilt and responsi-
bility for war crimes and substituting an affirmative view of Japan’s war
past. Many of Hayashi’s controversial claims are still at the center of
contemporary debate.

One of Hayashi’s major claims was that, prior to 1945, Japan had
fought a “100-year war” as a defensive act against Western aggression in
East Asia. Building on prewar writings by Marxist scholar Takahashi
Kamekichi (cf. Sakai 1991), Hayashi denied that Japan was an imperialist
power (in a Leninist sense) and therefore could not be described as an
aggressor. Rather, Japan’s (initial) victories against Europe and America
were a catalyst for national liberation movements in Asia in the years
following 1945. Hayashi identified the Opium War (1840–1842) as the
starting point for the penetration of East Asia by Western imperialism
and, in opposition to these incursions, a rise in pan-Asian sentiments.
Following the foundation of the modern nation-state in Japan in 1868,
pan-Asian sentiments were indeed common in certain political circles in
Japan (Saaler 2002a). Despite this, Hayashi fails to explain why it was
necessary for Japan to colonize Korea and invade China in order to
“liberate” Asian nations. He is also wrong to assume a direct connection
between Pan-Asianism in Meiji Japan (1868–1912), which was primarily a

14 One Indian historian has summarized the issues at stake very sharply: “Rewrit-
ing of history is […] undoubtedly necessary. It is an act that infuses history
writing with life and energy. But it is not a project that can be given over to
those who seek to destroy the very conditions of its possibility. The political
moves to stop the publication of the volumes of the Towards Freedom project,
delete passages from the existing NCERT [National Council of Educational
Research and Training, New Delhi] textbooks and to rewrite these texts do not
reveal a will to explore new horizons. They are declarations of a war against
academic history itself, against the craft of the historian, against the practices
that authenticate historical knowledge.” Bhattacharya 2003: Internet. 
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tool of political opposition to the Tôkyô government, and pan-Asian
propaganda in the war years (1937–1945)—a tool for legitimizing Japan’s
continental expansion which was criticized by many of the original pan-
Asianists, not to mention opposing voices in other Asian countries (Ha-
tano 1996). While emphasizing that a number of Asian nations gained
their independence after the “100-year war” as a result of nationalist
movements inspired by Japanese victories over the Western powers,
Hayashi fails to explain Asian nations’ postwar insistence on Japanese
apologies and compensation. And while he stresses the “unavoidable”
(yamuoezu) character of Japan’s external wars, he fails to consider
counter-examples of nations like Thailand which succeeded in securing
its (at times tenuous and restricted) independence without recourse to
expansionism, even though expansionism as a political device had prece-
dents in Thai premodern history.

Since Hayashi’s works were first published, the twin notions of Ja-
pan’s wars in the first half of the 20th century as “wars of Asian liberation”
(Ajia kaihô sensô), and of a defensive “unavoidable war”, have become
articles of faith in conservative Japanese interpretations of the wartime
past. While the 1980s and the early 1990s saw changes in the historical
consciousness of the Japanese (see chapter 3), a series of formal apologies
by Japanese prime ministers and even the Diet,15 and changes to school
textbooks which, by the early 1990s, covered most aspects of Japan’s
wartime past (Tawara 2000; Chung 1998; 2003a; 2003b), since the 1990s
historical revisionism has again been in the ascendant. A reaction against
“progressive” developments in historical writing and education, it
adopts an aggressive stance to Japan’s wartime past and advocates an
“affirmative” view of the war, which is, once again, labeled a “war of
Asian liberation”.

Although the international dimension of the textbook debate, which
was central to the 1982 controversy (Fuhrt 2002; Saaler 2003a), largely lies
outside the scope of this study, conservative claims are also directed
against what is perceived as “undue interference in Japanese domestic
affairs” by China and South Korea (Kobayashi 2002b: 65; cf. also Nishio

15 High-level apologies to South Korea and other Asian nations have been made
by Prime Minister Suzuki Zenkô (24 August 1982), Kaifu Toshiki (25 May
1990), Miyazawa Kiichi (17 June 1992), Hosokawa Morihiro (11 August 1993),
Murayama Tomiichi (15 August 1995; “Murayama danwa”, see appendix),
Obuchi Keizô (8 October 1998) and others. However, most of these apologies
were undermined by statements issued by conservative politicians and/or
organizations insisting, for example,  on the “legal correctness” and benefits of
Japanese colonial rule in Korea. See chapter 1.5.1.
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2001: Internet). Against this view, political scientist Fujiwara Kiichi ar-
gues that, in a time of increasing “moralization of international politics”
(Fujiwara 2002), bluntly rejecting foreign input on domestic issues with
historical implications can only lead to isolation. In an era of increasing
regionalization and globalization, controversial textbooks are unlikely to
remain strictly domestic matters, but spill over national boundaries—as
occurred in East Asia after 1982 and in Europe after World War II (Kondô
2001). In the case of Japan, while pressure from abroad (gaiatsu) has been
an important aspect of the textbook controversies since 1982, recent de-
velopments indicate that today foreign voices are barely heeded on this
issue (Saaler 2003a; cf. also Ha 2002: 76f; Uesugi 2002). The Tsukuru-kai
has recently demanded the deletion of the “paragraph regarding neigh-
bouring countries” (kinrin shokoku jôkô) from the Ministry of Education’s
guidelines for history textbook examination (Tsukuru-kai 2004b: Inter-
net), a requirement that was introduced in 1982 to promote understand-
ing and improve bilateral relations with South Korea and China (cf.
Tawara 2001: 143; Watanabe 2002: 5; Kondô 2001: 86; Tawara 2002: 24).
This objective has clearly lost priority in the last decade, partly due to
pressure from conservative neonationalists who insist that Korean and
Chinese protests over school history textbooks constitute “interference in
domestic matters”. Manga writer Kobayashi Yoshinori, for example, con-
siders modern history education as “brainwashing of Japanese children
by South Korea” (Kobayashi 2002b: 71). A result of “undue pressure” on
Japan and “interference in [its] domestic affairs”, Kobayashi believes that
the Japanese education system is teaching Japanese children a Korean
view of history—rather than a Japanese one.16

As a result of the changes made to school history textbooks in the
wake of the 1982 controversy—until the 1990s they still contained all the
controversial topics—historical revisionists set their sights on history
education and the contents of history textbooks as their first priority. But
at the same time, apologetic views of Japanese history gained increasing
exposure in the public sphere, tolerated or even sponsored by politicians
and the administration (see chapter 1.5 and 2). And since the mid–1990s,
historical revisionism has had increasing publicity in the mass media,
further differentiating it from conventional history—but also from older
forms of neonationalism and established conservative pressure groups.
Commentators have observed that in many societies the media are taking
the place of academic history in terms of influencing the historical con-

16 See also the greeting message of Tsukuru-kai president, Tanaka Hidemichi
(Tanaka 2004: Internet), the “Letter to the Korean People” by Nishio Kanji
(Nishio 2001: Internet) and Maeno 2003: 260f for similar remarks.
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sciousness of society at large (Steinbach 1999: 32f). While, for example, the
German Historikerstreit (historians’ debate) of the 1980s—which has been
recently compared to the ongoing discussions in Japan (Richter and
Höpken 2003)—had a certain spillover into the wider society, giving
people a greater awareness of academic historiography, today public
perceptions of history are being formed to a much greater degree by
historical fiction and history recycled through the media in documenta-
ries, movies and manga, as well as public exhibitions and memorials.17 In
Japan, historical revisionism constantly reproduces itself in the mass
media, leading observers to conclude that it “should be considered a
threat”; whereas the old right-wing (uyoku) groups touched only the
margins of society, this new “consumerist nationalist” movement is
reaching a broad sector of the population (Gerow 2000: 93; cf. also Oguma
and Ueno 2003: 3).

One example of this new phenomenon is the 1998 movie Pride – The
Moment of Fate (Puraido – unmei no toki), which even in its title reaffirms
the basic claim of historical revisionism, the necessity for strong national
pride. The movie depicts wartime Prime Minister Tôjô Hideki, who was
convicted as a class A war criminal and executed in December 1948, as a
loving family man and a brave patriot who fulfilled his duty by loyally
serving his country, the nation and the Emperor. His conviction as a war
criminal is presented as mere victor’s justice, wholly unjustified by the
policies pursued by the wartime Tôjô cabinet. Dwelling upon the judicial
inconsistencies of the IMTFE, the movie casts doubts on the illegality of
Japanese conduct during the war. It follows the story of Indian Justice
Radhabinod Pal who recalls the wartime links between Japan and India
and his own role in the IMTFE. Indeed, Pal was the only judge on the
IMTFE to dismiss the charges against Japan and deny that Japan could be
pronounced guilty based on the technical legal charge of conducting a
war of aggression. However, the movie neglects to mention that Pal,
although questioning the legitimacy of the trial, did not doubt that Japan
had actually conducted a war of aggression or committed war crimes.

Pride stirred up controversy both within Japan—where a “Society to
Criticize the Movie Pride” (Eiga Puraido o Hihan Suru-kai) was found-
ed—and abroad.18 The movie was widely discussed, and the production
company, Tôei (Tôkyô Eizô Seisaku), succeeded in attracting almost 1.3
million visitors to the set during 1998—probably as many critics of the

17 On the term “historical consciousness”, see further chapter 3.1.
18 See for example Der Spiegel 23/1998 (“Pride of the Nation”) for German cover-

age of the movie, and Mainichi Shinbun 17 May 1998, p. 25, for a summary of
critiques made inside and outside Japan.
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movie as supporters of historical revisionism. In response to media criti-
cism of the project, Tôei president Asano Katsuaki asserted that he saw it
as his “duty to restore the pride of the Japanese and transmit a correct
image of history (tadashii rekishi ninshiki).” (cited in Mainichi Shinbun 17
May 1998: 25) Pride’s première was accompanied by academic symposia
and by academic as well as journalistic publications (e.g. Tanaka 2001),
confirming the legitimacy of the IMTFE as a central issue for revisionists.
In 1997, the same year in which historical revisionists began organizing
themselves as a movement, a memorial was built acknowledging his role
in the IMTFE in a Kyôto cemetery attached to the Gokoku-Shrine, one of
the local branches of the Yasukuni-Shrine established as monuments to
the war dead in each prefecture (see chapter 2.1).

Ill. 1: Memorial to Justice Pal at the Gokoku-Shrine in Kyôto (Photo: Sven
Saaler).

Even more influential than movies that transmit revisionist messages are
the publications and regular media appearances of Kobayashi Yoshinori,
one of the founding members of the Tsukuru-kai. Above all, Kobayashi is
famous for his manga, which are particularly popular with Japanese
youth. One of his regular series in the biweekly journal Sapio is titled “A
New Manifesto of Arrogance” (Shin gômanizumu sengen), and is also
recycled in book form, both hardcover and paperback. His (in)famous
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bestseller On War (Sensô-ron), published in 1998, is a collection of manga
from this series in Sapio. As the title suggests, this book is all about
war—Japan’s wars in the past and the attitudes of contemporary Japa-
nese towards war. Sensô-ron takes a broadly affirmative stance toward
Japanese wars of the past as well as to war in general, both in the present
and future. With his provoking mix of graphics and hard-hitting text,
Kobayashi sets out to “cure” the young generation of Japanese of their
passivity and to change social attitudes from what he sees as rampant
individualism (ko) to an emphasis on the common good (kô, ôyake), with
loyalty to the state taking first place.19 Kobayashi accuses the Japanese of
evading responsibility towards state and society and an unwillingness to
make sacrifices for their country, or to go to war on its behalf (Kobayashi
1998: 18, 287, 346–349, chapter 21). As we have seen, on the cover (obi) of
On War Kobayashi confronts the potential buyer with the provocative
question: “Will you go to war? Or will you quit being Japanese?” The
book’s success prompted a group of leftist historians to produce a volume
entitled Can you Really Die in War? A Critique of Kobayashi Yoshinori’s ‘On
War’ (Obinata et al. 1999), in which they critique Kobayashi’s logic as a
hangover from prewar attitudes when those unwilling to go to war were
considered anti-Japanese or non-Japanese, no longer part of the national
community (hikokumin) (Obinata et al. 1999: 110).

In his provocative writings, Kobayashi sets out to tackle what he
considers the belief of many Japanese that peace and prosperity come for
free (sâbisu) and are delivered as a matter of course to the citizen who
pays his taxes. This belief, according to Kobayashi, is the product of an
undue emphasis on individualism in postwar Japan:

In today’s Japan, there is nobody who would die for his ancestors’
country (sokoku). It is only one’s own life that matters. The country
and the public come last. People are keen to claim their rights, but
accept no duties beyond paying their taxes. […] Peace is expected to
come with paying taxes. The Japanese individual is nothing more
than a consumer. (Kobayashi 1998: 18)

19 Although, in recent years, Kobayashi’s manga have increasingly targetted both
the “extreme left” (sayoku) and the LDP-led Koizumi administration, his views
regarding history and the role of the state have remained largely unchanged
(cf. Kobayashi 2002b: 29−36, 48−56, 64−73). However, an increasing anti-Amer-
icanism has marked his work since the war in Afghanistan along with criticism
of the pro-US policies of the Koizumi cabinet (Kobayashi 2002b: 17−24, 138−
156; Kobayashi and Nishibe 2002).
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In his manga, Kobayashi’s main objective is to strengthen the “voluntary”
allegiance of the people to the state. He expects Japanese to sacrifice
individualism and individual rights for the sake of the state or the na-
tion—Kobayashi never really clarifies the distinction. For Kobayashi, the
“one-sided and guilt-laden historical narrative of postwar Japan” must
carry chief responsibility for the alienation of the individual from the
public sphere in today’s Japan (Kobayashi 1998: 54, chapter 20). It is also
the reason why so few Japanese are willing to go to war for their coun-
try—a perception backed up by statistical fact (see below). Kobayashi
aims to counter this perceived lack of patriotism with the propagation of
a “bright” national history, a goal which has led him to side with the
revisionist camp. So in Sensô-ron and other manga, Kobayashi advocates
an interpretation of Japan’s recent wars as defensive campaigns and wars
of Asian liberation:

At that time, Asians did not even believe in their dreams that they
could win against the Whites. They were completely subdued and
living in slavish conditions. […] Somebody had to prove that it was
possible to fight Euro-American white imperialism. This is what
Japan has done. (Kobayashi 1998: 31, cf. also 311)

Criticizing historical novelist Shiba Ryôtarô (1923–1996),20 whose writ-
ings contrast a “bright Meiji” era (1868–1912) with the “dark Shôwa”
(1926–1945) period, Kobayashi further insists:

There is of course glory (eikô) in wars that were won, but there is also
glory in wars that were lost. (Kobayashi 1998: 311)

For Kobayashi, who borrows much of his message from Hayashi Fusao
(Kobayashi 1998: 37), Japan’s wars in the 1930s and 1940s were “conven-
tional” (futsû) imperialist wars, not acts of aggression. They were acts of
self-defense with the ultimate aim of liberating Asian nations from the
imperialist yoke. Kobayashi stresses that the annexation of Korea took
place at the request of Korea’s largest political party, the Isshin-kai; and
the Manchurian Incident of 1931 could not be called an act of aggression
against China, since Manchuria was not then considered an integral part
of China, even by Chinese leaders such as Sun Yat-Sen. A war conducted
with such noble aims as the liberation of Asia could not, of course, sustain
accusations of war crimes and atrocities. Kobayashi therefore takes pains
to relativize or deny Japanese war crimes, comparing alleged atrocities to

20 On Shiba Ryôtarô and the impact of his historical novels on the historical
consciousness of the Japanese, see chapter 3 and Narita 2003; Nakamura
1998.
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German war crimes in order to play them down (Kobayashi 1998: chapter
10)—a strategy common among Japanese revisionists (Nishio 1999: chap-
ter 33; Nishio 1994; Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 231–248), but also among
historical revisionists of other nationalities, and, interestingly, conserva-
tive German historians who took part in the “historians’ debate” of the
1980s (cf. Evans 1989: chapter 2).21 Kobayashi also reasserts the revisionist
claim that the prevailing view of postwar Japanese history is the product
of victor’s justice and the monopoly of historical writing by leftist histo-
rians. In addition to manga, Kobayashi propagates his views in public
lectures, television appearances and speeches—such as the one he gave in
Kanazawa city in August 2002 to mark the second anniversary of the
construction of the “Great Monument to the Holy War in Greater East
Asia” (Daitô-A Seisen Taihi).22

Ill. 2: Speech of Kobayashi Yoshinori at the Great Monument to the Holy
War in Greater East Asia (Photo: Sven Saaler).

21 The standard response to such attempts at relativization is given by Hagen
Schulze: “Is mass murder even just a little less despicable, is the obligation of
the Germans to draw a lesson from the atrocities of the Nazi era less urgent, if
comparable atrocities have been committed at other times and at other places,
too?” (Hagen Schulze, cited in Evans 1989: 149)

22 See chapter 2.3.3 for further discussion of this monument.
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In his enthusiasm for Japan’s “holy” wars against Western imperialism,
Kobayashi neglects to mention that Japan herself had colonized Asian
nations and fought an expansionist war in China, in the north from 1931
and in central China from 1937. Even though the war in China had been
designated a “holy war” by the Imperial Army as early as 1934 (see
chapter 2.3.2), after 1941 Japanese propaganda sought to legitimize Ja-
pan’s war against the United States and Great Britain as a “holy war”
conducted for the sake of Asian liberation. In his groundbreaking study
of Japanese foreign policy during the Pacific War, historian Hatano Sumio
(1996) showed that the alleged aim of “Asian liberation” formed a major
part of Japanese wartime propaganda, but had little basis in reality.
“Many official declarations were little more than political propaganda
designed to evoke the sympathies of Asian peoples.” (Hatano 1996: 51)
Documents of the period confirm Hatano’s analysis: the term “Asian
liberation” was not used in official documents before the 1943 Tôkyô
Declaration (Daitô-A kyôdô sengen) and, even after that date, was never
given high priority according to Hatano. Even when the war situation
worsened, the Japanese leadership never considered granting indepen-
dence to all Asian nations “liberated” from Western colonialism, but only
to those areas whose raw materials were not needed to supply the Japa-
nese war machine. Thus while Burma and the Philippines were granted
independence in 1943, Indonesia23 and Indochina, which were rich in
required raw materials, were denied independence or autonomy of any
kind, and remained occupied territories until the capitulation of the
Japanese Empire in August 1945 (Hatano 1996: 218–228; cf. also Obinata
et al. 1999: chapter 2). Moreover, the circumstances in which Burma and
the Philippines were granted independence suggests that Japan was more
interested in maximizing the mobilization of manpower for war than in
upholding any principle of “Asian liberation” or even in responding to
claims for independence from the countries concerned (Hatano 1996: 4,
103f, 197). Assessing Japan’s situation near the end of the war, Hatano
confirms the view of prominent political scientist Robert S. Ward:

With the war situation clearly becoming untenable, the chief priority
for Shigemitsu [Mamoru] and the bureaucrats in the Foreign Minis-
try, who had been the main driving force behind the Greater East
Asia Proclamation [1943] and the ‘new policies’ that resulted, was to

23 Malay, Sumatra, Java, Borneo and the Celebes were considered particularly
vital to the continued supply of raw materials and were envisaged as becoming
an integral part of the Japanese Empire after the war. See Obinata et al. 1999:
61f. Furthermore, immediately after its occupation Singapore was integrated
into the Japanese Empire as “Shônan Island”.
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prepare a ‘case’ (Nihon no ‘iibun’) for Japan that would serve an
apologetic (benmei) view of history. (Hatano 1996: 208, cf. also 296f)

Although Hatano Sumio is not regarded as a leftist historian in Japan, his
research has effectively countered the revisionist claim of Japan’s spear-
heading of a “war for Asian liberation”. However, due to the strong
political character of historical revisionism, for neonationalists like Koba-
yashi historical inconsistencies revealed by careful scholarship carry little
weight.

Reading Kobayashi’s manga24 prompts the question whether the
Japanese really display such a poor sense of national identity and duty to
the common good as he alleges—leaving aside the question whether, in a
time of shifting identities and individual interests, a stronger allegiance to
the state is desirable in the first place. There is some evidence to back up
Kobayashi’s assertion that Japanese would refuse to go to war even if
Japan were attacked by foreign military forces. According to an interna-
tional opinion survey carried out by the research institutes Dentsû Sôgô
Kenkyûjo and Yoka Kaihatsu Sentâ between 1989 and 1991, the willing-
ness of Japanese to fight “for their country” was the lowest among the 37
countries included in the survey (Dentsû Sôken and Yoka kaihatsu Sentâ
1995: 13). Only 10% of Japanese interviewed expressed a readiness to
fight for their country in the event of war (susunde kuni no tame ni tatakau),
well behind Italy with 26%, Belgium and West Germany with 31% each,
Brazil with 33% and former East Germany with 38%. Progressively high-
er scores were recorded for France (52%), Britain (65%), Russia (67%), the
United States (70%), Denmark (82%), Norway and Korea (85%) and India
(86%), while Turkey with 89% and China with 92% were the top batters.

While Kobayashi is clearly disturbed by these kinds of figures, his
disquiet is shared by certain politicians, sections of the media and some
of the self-appointed cultural “critics” (hyôronka) (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai
1995: 67; Sankei Shinbun 27 August 2000: 3; Nishibe Susumu, cited in
Tahara, Nishibe and Kang 2003: 5). The survey was quoted in a speech by
historian and influential Tsukuru-kai member Takahashi Shirô to the
members of the LDP’s notorious “History Examination Committee”;25 he
blamed the results on policies implemented by the U.S. occupation au-
thorities aimed at indoctrinating the Japanese with war guilt after 1945
(Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 297f). However, the survey seems to reflect not
so much a lack of national identity as deep-rooted pacifist attitudes in

24 For a more detailed discussion of Kobayashi, including the techniques used in
his manga, see Obinata et al. 1999.

25 Rekishi Kentô Iinkai; see chapter 1.5.1 for details.
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postwar Japan—criticism of which is still considered a “direct challenge
to the collective identity of Japan as a peaceful country.” (Katzenstein
1996: 151; cf. also Obinata et al. 1999: 165–178)

Although the survey was taken around the end of the Cold War, it still
reflects Japanese values and attitudes characteristic of the Cold War era.
Commentators have argued that historical revisionism would gain
strength as a result of worsening economic conditions and an accompa-
nying decline in national self-confidence experienced by Japanese since
the 1990s. However, Japanese self-confidence and trust in their country
were already in decline before the so-called bubble economy burst in the
early 1990s. Notwithstanding continuing economic troubles, national
self-confidence has been on the rise again recently, if national opinion
polls are anything to go by. Every five years, Japan’s semi-public broad-
casting station NHK (Nihon Hôsô Kyôkai) commissions surveys aimed at
defining the “values” of the Japanese and clarifying Japanese attitudes
towards the state. The NHK surveys show that the Japanese sense of
national identity and confidence in the state was already in decline in the
early 1980s, at a time when Japan’s “bubble economy” had reached new
heights. While in 1983 a record 71% of Japanese answered that they felt
“confidence in their country” (jikoku ni tai-suru jishin) and 57% considered
Japan a first-rate country (ichiryû-koku), already by 1988, before the burst
of the “bubble economy”, these figures had declined to 62% and 50%
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Ill. 3: Opinion survey 1989–1991: “Would you fight for your country in the
event of war?” Affirmative responses by percentage of respondents by
country. Source: Dentsû Sôken und Yoka Kaihatsu Sentâ 1995: 13.
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respectively. They continued to decline, with 57% expressing confidence
in their country in 1993 and 51% in 1998, while those considering Japan a
first-rate country plummeted to 49% in 1993 and to 38% in 1998 (NHK
2000: 116). Recent polls indicate that the sense of pessimism revealed by
this second question has levelled off, with approval ratings hovering
around 50% (Asahi Shinbun 1 May 2004: 17).26 These figures help demon-
strate that the growing influence of historical revisionism is not a direct
product of what has been labeled a “loss of self-confidence” by the
Japanese. This decline in self-confidence had already begun in the early
1980s when Japanese economic power was at its height and Japan strut-
ted the international stage as “Number 1”.

However, a perceived “decline in national consciousness” due to the
economic problems experienced since the 1990s is usually taken as a
given by Japan’s political establishment and often presented as a pretext
for increasing efforts aimed at strengthening national consciousness and
pride. The economic slump of the 1990s was seen by politicians as accom-
panying a decline in Japanese power and influence. To counter this
decline, a large sector of the political elite favors greater utilization of
“hard power” by Japan, including increased Japanese participation in
military activities, either within the framework of UN operations or as a
partner of the U.S. By choosing this option, the conservative establish-
ment implies that Japan’s “soft power” is inadequate to further its inter-
national prestige although, at least in Asia, Japan’s standing depends on
its reputation as a “cultural power”—home of Hello Kitty and Miyazaki
Hayao’s anime movies—rather than as an active military power.27 In their
demand for the increasing utilization of “hard power”, Japanese politi-
cians also face strong opposition within Japan, in the form of widespread
pacifist sentiments that oppose the militarization of Japanese foreign
policy. It is in this context that historical revisionism has come to play an
active political role, since the construction of a “bright” historical narra-

26 Supporting the theory that pacifism is an important facet of postwar Japanese
national self-confidence and even (not-statist) nationalism is the fact that, when
survey respondents were asked why Japan was considered a “good country”,
the most frequent answer was “because it is a peaceful country” (Asahi Shinbun
1 May 2004: 17). This view reflects Japan’s foreign policy and constitutional
military restraints, but also the comparatively high security of daily life in
Japan.

27 One politician who advocates a shift in emphasis from the manic quest for
“hard power” to a concentration on the “soft power” acknowledged in large
parts of Asia is Matsui Kôji of the Democratic Party (Minshutô). He laments the
fact that Diet members and the bureaucracy “ignore changes in lifestyle and
political views as well as ‘values’ in society” (Asahi Shinbun 12 August 2003).
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tive celebrating a strong Japan is seen by some politicians as a means to
counter pacifism and generate support for Japanese participation in mil-
itary activities on the international stage. In the long run, the movement
could also create the conditions for the revision of Article 9 of the Consti-
tution—a major issue for conservative politicians whether in the LDP or
the opposition Democratic Party (DP). I will return to this important issue
in chapter 1.5.2.

In sum, while there is no evidence of a direct connection between the
vagaries of economic development, fluctuating levels of national self-
confidence and the rise of historical revisionism in Japan, some politicians
are using a perceived decline in national self-confidence as a pretext for
realizing their political objectives. This strengthens the assumption made
in this study that the explanation for the recent growth of historical
revisionism is to be sought in shifting political interests and priorities
rather than in any crisis of national identity and attitudes towards state
and nation within Japanese society. However, with the formation of the
Tsukuru-kai, conservative politics has found an ally within the wider
society to organize support for its drive for a strong state and a stronger
statist nationalism. The next chapter takes a closer look at the Tsukuru-
kai, its objectives and membership.

1.2 THE FORMATION OF THE TSUKURU-KAI

Founded in late 1996, the Tsukuru-kai was the successor to the Associa-
tion for the Advancement of a Liberal View of History (Jiyûshugi Shikan
Kenkyûkai), a more academic enterprise established by Fujioka Nobuka-
tsu, professor of education at Tôkyô University (cf. McCormack 2000: 56–
65; Gerow 2000: 74; Obinata et al. 1999: 21). The original association is still
quite active, as witnessed by a website which also contains a substantial
amount of information in English.28 On the website, the association in-
forms readers that its main objective is the “escape from the ‘masochistic
view of history’ that produces contempt for your own country”, and the
“promotion of historical research and historical education based on a

28 http://www.jiyuu-shikan.org/. According to the website, the association offers
seminars for teachers and “upskilling programs for teaching modern and
contemporary history;” publications including “bestselling books on Japanese
history;” lectures by historians on controversial issues; “a media watch, which
surveys reporting of historical issues with contemporary relevance involving
Japan in major Western newspapers;” and information in Japanese and English
via the internet “as a basis for stimulating debate and constructive dialogue.”
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healthy nationalism (kenkô na nashonarizumu).” (Jiyûshugi shikan ken-
kyûkai 2000: Internet) Its successor organization, the Tsukuru-kai, makes
similar claims:

Since ancient times, Japanese soil has bred civilization and produced
unique traditions. In every age, Japan has kept pace with the ad-
vance of civilization throughout the globe, and stepped forward
steadily throughout history.
When in the era of imperialism the Euro-American countries aimed
at swallowing East Asia, Japan emerged on the world stage by
reviving its own traditions and harmonizing them with the ways of
Western European [seiô] civilization.
However, this was also a violent time that involved tension and
friction with other countries. Today Japan is the safest and wealthiest
[country] in the world [sic], the product of the persistent efforts of
our fathers and mothers and their ancestors.
However, historical education in the postwar period has neglected
the culture and traditions that Japanese are duty bound to pass on to
following generations, involving a shameful loss of national pride.
Especially in the field of modern history (kingendai-shi), the Japanese
are treated like criminals who must continue apologizing [for the
past] for generations to come [shishi sonson]. After the end of the Cold
War, this masochistic [jigyaku] tendency continued to increase, and in
current history textbooks the propaganda of former war enemies is
included and treated as if it were the truth. There is no other country
in the world where history education is taught in such a way.
On the other hand, the textbook produced by our organization offers
a balanced and dignified portrait of Japan and the Japanese in the
larger framework of world history. […]
Our textbook enables children to take pride and responsibility in
being Japanese and to contribute to world peace and prosperity.
(Tsukuru-kai 1997b: Internet)

Although the shorter English version goes into less detail, it stresses that
“each nation has its own perception of history, which differs from those of
other nations. It is impossible for nations to share historical perceptions.”
(Tsukuru-kai 1996) This position is diametrically opposed to mainstream
textbook research and practice in the international context, which, in the
words of Wolfgang Höpken, director of the German Georg-Eckert Institute
for International Textbook Research, aims above all at the “‘decontamina-
tion’ of textbooks and historic concepts” from being “poisoned by nation-
alistic misuse of history.” (Höpken 2003: 3; cf. also Chung 2002; 2003a) By
contrast, the Tsukuru-kai claims that the society’s objective is “to develop
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and disseminat[e] history textbooks founded on common sense, textbooks
that will assure us that we have transmitted the correct version of our
history to Japan’s future generations.” (Tsukuru-kai 1996; italics added)
While the controversies of the 1980s focused primarily on high school
textbooks, in 1997 the Tsukuru-kai announced plans to produce a new
history text for Japanese junior high schools (literally middle schools,
chûgakkô). At the same time, it announced its intentions of producing a
textbook for civic studies (kômin kyôkasho), thereby revealing a clear politi-
cal objective—influencing the attitudes of young Japanese to the state.

In its first major publication, based on the society’s inaugural sympo-
sium held in March 1997 and issued in July that year, the Tsukuru-kai
announced the “beginning of a new Japanese history”. (Tsukuru-kai
1997a) This volume contains articles by the central figures of the Tsukuru-
kai29 and repeats the basic tenets of historical revisionism including the
necessity of an historical narrative that serves as a basis for national pride
and the pressing need “not to teach the topic of ‘comfort women’ to junior
high school students.” (Tsukuru-kai 1997a: 76, 100) The book claims that
postwar historical education has helped spread “distorted” views of
history by putting too much emphasis on Japan’s war past and treating
what it calls the “persecution” of military and civil leaders at the Tôkyô
war crime trials as the “truth” about Japanese history (Tsukuru-kai 1997a:
82–86). A level of popular support for historical revisionism was demon-
strated by the inclusion in the book of dozens of postcards from support-
ers and participants in the original symposium encouraging the Tsukuru-
kai in its activities (Tsukuru-kai 1997a: 305–312).

Like Fujioka’s original association, since its foundation the Tsukuru-
kai has engaged in a variety of activities designed to disseminate its
views. Each year the society organizes around 150 symposia, conferences
and lectures which attract up to 1,500 participants. In 1999 they reported-
ly organized 230 public events, although the true figure is probably three
times higher since only a small percentage of their events are announced
publicly (Net 2000: 110). Moreover, the society and its members have
published dozens of books, some of which have become bestsellers—not
least due to their character as “feel-good narratives about ‘great’ men and
women in modern Japanese history” (Gerow 2000: 74).30 These activities

29 Most of the articles had been published previously in magazines such as Seiron,
Shokun!, Voice, Bungei Shunjû, Ronza and in the newspaper Sankei Shinbun. In
the book, the association calls itself (in English) the Japanese Institute for
Orthodox History Education.

30 See Gerow 2000: 74−78 for an analysis of one of the first of these publications,
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generate a considerable income for the Tsukuru-kai, and it is no secret
that the society’s finances have been boosted by supporters in the busi-
ness world (cf. Tawara 2001: 175; see for example Maeno 2003).

Among the society’s membership—which peaked at 10,000 in 1999—a
number of prominent personalities have boosted the Tsukuru-kai’s influ-
ence in society and politics. The first leader of the Tsukuru-kai was Nishio
Kanji, professor of German Studies [sic] at Electro-Communications Uni-
versity. His deputy was Fujioka Nobukatsu, professor of education at
Tôkyô University and the founder of the Jiyûshugi shikan kenkyûkai.
Other founding members included former chairman of BMW Tôkyô
Tanegashima Kei, manga writer Kobayashi Yoshinori, columnists Izawa
Motohiko and Nishibe Susumu,31 art historian Tanaka Hidemichi of
Tôhoku University, honorary Tôkyô University professor Haga Tôru,
ethnologist Ôtsuki Takahiro, newscaster Sakurai Yoshiko and—the only
prominent historians in the society—Takahashi Shirô and Itô Takashi.
Historian and political scientist Sakamoto Takao, who died in 2002, was
also a founding member. Despite its involvement in a range of activities,
the Tsukuru-kai remained true to its name (“Society for the Creation of
New History Textbooks”) and in 2000 a draft history textbook for junior
high schools was submitted for examination to the Ministry of Education
(Monbushô, abbreviated as MOE32).

1.3 THE TSUKURU-KAI’S AIMS AND AGENDA

1.3.1 The Pilot Project: Kokumin no Rekishi

In the fall of 2000, the Tsukuru-kai completed a history textbook along
with a civic studies text which were submitted to the MOE for examina-
tion. This double submission was a clear sign of the society’s political
intentions and its major concern—the relation of the citizen to the state.
Although rumours had already spread about the contents of both text-

30 though some Tsukuru-kai publications indeed became bestsellers, Tawara
(2001: 66−70) stresses that others achieved this status by artificial means by
being printed in bulk to be given away and distributed to politicians.

31 Nishibe was originally trained as an economist. He is the co-author of the
Tsukuru-kai’s civics textbook (see chapter 1.3.2) and author of Kokumin no
Dôtoku (Morals of the Nation; Nishibe 2000), which, together with Nishio
Kanji’s Kokumin no Rekishi (History of the Nation; Nishio 1999) form part of an
informal series published by Sankei Shinbun News Service.

32 As the result of a restructuring of Japan’s ministerial administration in early
2001, the Ministry of Education (Monbushô) was renamed the Ministry for
Science and Education, Monbu Kagakushô.
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books, earlier publications by Tsukuru-kai members left little doubt as to
what kind of historical narrative the new history textbook would convey.

In 1999, founding president Nishio Kanji had published his History of the
Nation (Kokumin no rekishi, Nishio 1999), widely seen as a “pilot version”
of the 2000 junior high school text, anticipating many of the claims to be
made in the textbook. Throughout his voluminous book, Nishio describes
Japan as a distinctive civilization (dokuji no bunmei) (Nishio 1999: 18) and
stresses the equality (or even superiority) of Japanese cultural achieve-
ments with those of “the West”, as well as Japan’s neighbors Korea and
China. Commentators such as Oguma Eiji claim that the Tsukuru-kai’s
insistence on comparing Japan to the West in order to establish Japanese
“equality” is based in a “hefty inferiority complex” (Oguma and Ueno
2003: 64). In his book, Nishio describes the earthenware civilization (doki
bunmei) of the prehistoric Jômon period33 as “the oldest civilization in the
world” (Nishio 1999: 55f, 64), comparable in its long-term stability and
unchanging character only to ancient Egypt (Nishio 1999: 66)—but even-
tually surpassing Egypt in the grandeur of its monuments, with the
tombs of the Kofun period (300–600 a.d.) dwarfing even the pyramids
(Nishio 1999: 291f; see ill. 4).34

33 Most dictionaries of Japanese history date the Jômon period from around
10,000 b.c. to 300 b.c.

34 For further examples of Nishio’s obsession with monumentality and (literally)
“large” advances in civilization, see Nishio 1999: chapter 13. For a critical
discussion of Nisho’s thought in general, see Mishima 2000; 1999.

Ill. 4: Comparison of Japanese kofun tombs with the Egyptian pyramids
(used by permission of Fusôsha).
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This “striving for the oldest” has been a facet of nationalist discourse
since earliest times, and today is particularly popular in Asia where ancient
pedigrees are readily attached to modern nations and a continuous “nation-
al tradition” of thousands of years is proclaimed even in states as young as
Pakistan (Hobsbawm 1997: 5). Throughout history, historical reconstruc-
tions of this kind have often led to territorial conflicts and civil wars and are
still sources of international friction. As early as the late 19th century, August
Bebel, a social democratic member of the German Reichstag (parliament)
argued against the pursuit of irredentism in foreign policy:

Of course, we have sufficient [historical] reason to annex the German
provinces of Russia along the Baltic Sea. We also have reason to make
even larger annexations of French territory. We also could go back
further in history and claim the whole of Switzerland, which once
belonged to Germany; also Holland, a part of Belgium and so on. […]
Gentlemen, if you consider it as the chief principle of the theory of
nationality that every country has the right to conquer back territory
that once belonged to it—centuries or even longer ago—Germany
would be in a state of constant warfare without any end in sight.
(Bebel 1889: 44f)

Historian Eric Hobsbawm in retrospective makes a similar point:

Few of the ideologies of intolerance are based on simple lies or
fiction for which no evidence exists. After all, there was a battle of
Kosovo in 1389, the Serb warriors and their allies were defeated by
the Turks, and this did leave deep scars on the popular memory of
the Serbs, although it does not follow that this justifies the oppres-
sion of the Albanians, who now form 90 per cent of the region’s
population, or the Serb claim that the land is essentially theirs.
Denmark does not claim the large part of eastern England which was
settled and ruled by Danes before the eleventh century, which con-
tinued to be known as the Danelaw and whose village names are still
philologically Danish. (Hobsbawm 1997: 6f)

Hobsbawm’s argument seems self-evident, even to a pro-Danish observ-
er of world politics. As political scientist Dieter Senghaas (1994: 85f) has
stressed, after the end of the Cold War it was particularly in the Balkans
that the “discovery of national history” required the construction of
“mystifying and glorifying narratives. Pasts are phantasized, empires
long collapsed are brought back to life, and often, they become identical
with future goals: Greater Serbia, Greater Aserbaichan, Greater Mace-
donia, Greater Romania, etc.” Contemporary neonationalists often quite
irrationally link the alleged antiquity of a nation to a glorious national
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probably feel this way.” (Nishio 1999: 705) Nishio’s claim to speak for the
majority of Japanese conveniently ignores developments such as the
recent “Korea boom” in Japan, particularly among Japanese youth (Saaler
2003a).

Nishio’s ignorance about Korea becomes even clearer in his treatment
of Japanese colonial rule in Korea and Japanese foreign policy in the early
20th century. Nishio stresses the role of Japan as a “liberator” in Asia, in
particular of non-White peoples suppressed by Western imperialism—for
example, in a detailed discussion of the “racial equality proposal” which
Japan tabled for the charter of the League of Nations at the Paris peace
conference in 1919 (Nishio 1999: 571–573). However, he fails to mention
Japanese colonial rule in Korea which, in the same year, led to the brutal
suppression of anti-Japanese uprisings known as the First March Move-
ment (san-ichi undô). In passing over inconvenient facts such as these,
Nishio brushes aside the background to the difficulties that characterize
present-day Japanese-Korean relations, an ignorance which proceeds
from wishful thinking about creating a national narrative of Japanese
history. In an open “Letter to the Korean People” written in 2001, Nishio
laments:

The Japanese have their own history, just as the Koreans have theirs.
Have we so far even once complained about Korean textbooks?
Moreover, [Japan and Korea] are independent countries and sover-
eign states, and therefore interference in domestic affairs cannot be
tolerated. This is the most minimal condition for talking about bilat-
eral problems, and, moreover, it is only good manners. When I look
at Korea’s requests to Japan (tai-Nichi yôkyû)35, I see [Koreans] as
failing to understand even this [point], and most Japanese (taitei no
Nihonjin) shrug their shoulders or shake their heads. (Nishio 2001:
Internet)

A further controversial aspect of Nishio’s book relates to the revisionist
claim that “history is not a science.” (Nishio 1999: 41) Nishio starts
chapter 6 with this statement and, throughout his book, he justifies his
claim for the creation of a “proud” national narrative by citing the recent
emphasis in historiography on the character of history writing as con-
struction or even as fiction. In 1973, Hayden White summarized modern
doubts about the validity of history as a science:

35 Here Nishio must be referring to the Korean government’s request to revise the
Tsukuru-kai textbook (see above), a request which was sent to the Ministry of
Education and Science, not to “Japan”.
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What does it mean to think historically, and what are the unique
characteristics of a specifically historical method of inquiry? These
questions were debated throughout the nineteenth century by histo-
rians, philosophers, and social theorists, but usually within the con-
text of the assumption that unambiguous answers could be provided
for them. ‘History’ was considered to be a specific mode of existence,
‘historical consciousness’ a distinct mode of thought, and ‘historical
knowledge’ an autonomous domain in the spectrum of the human
and physical sciences. In the twentieth century, however, consider-
ations of these questions have been undertaken in somewhat less
self-confident mood and in the face of an apprehension that definite
answers to them may not be possible. Continental European think-
ers—from Valéry and Heidegger to Sartre, Lévi-Strauss, and Michel
Foucault—have cast serious doubts on the value of a specifically
‘historical’ consciousness, stressed the fictive character of historical
reconstructions, and challenged history’s claims to a place among
the sciences. (White 1973: 1f; italics in original).

White concluded that “history is not a science, or […] at best a proto-
science with specifically determinable nonscientific elements in its consti-
tution.” (White 1973: 21) In his view, historical facts exist only as a
function of prior concepts and problems.36 These points have a particular
resonance in the case of Japan, where historical fiction has had a consider-
able influence on the historical consciousness of postwar Japanese. The
historical novels (rekishi shôsetsu) of Shiba Ryôtarô have been considered
particularly important in this regard, as Nakamura Masanori (1998) has
pointed out. “Shiba’s works of historical fiction and criticism have had
unparalleled influence on the historical consciousness of the Japanese
people.” (Nakamura 1998: 26; cf. also Kang 2003: 109) Not only are his
novels bestsellers (and longsellers), but they are also continuously recy-
cled in TV series, movies and new media such as the internet and on CD-
ROMs (cf. Saaler 2002b; see below chapter 3.3). In view of the popularity
of historical novels and their recycling in the mass media, commentators
have recently drawn attention to the similarities between professional
history writing (“historical science”37 or academic history) and historical

36 See Iggers 1997 for an overview over this debate in general.
37 Georg Iggers has pointed out that “English speakers are not comfortable with

the term ‘historical science’ (Geschichtswissenschaft), commonly used in conti-
nental European but also East Asian languages to distinguish history as a
discipline from history as literary pursuit.” (Iggers 1997: 17) Such linguistic
differences reflect different perceptions of and ideas about history in English-
speaking countries and countries like Japan and Germany.
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fiction. Narita Ryûichi (2003) has traced these links in the writings of
Shiba Ryôtarô:

The act of combining ‘historical facts’ (shijitsu) with other ‘historical
facts’ and thereby creating an historical portrait (rekishi-zô) is called
historical narrative (rekishi jojutsu). Although the aim of historical
narrative is to provide a real picture of history, in a given historical
portrait the ‘interpretation’ of the author also comes to the fore. […]
It is obvious that there are differences between the interpretation and
the narrative of Shiba on the one hand and the interpretation and
narrative of historians on the other. However, on the level of present-
ing a real portrait of history in which rival interpretations are
weighed against one another, neither historians nor historical novel-
ists can claim superiority or inferiority. (Narita 2003: 37)

However, notwithstanding the fact that academic history “uses many of
the methods of fiction and often aspires to be literary”, it still “claims a
particular relation to truth that is different from fiction” (Suny 2001: 336;
cf. also Hobsbawm 1997: 339f; Cornelißen 2001: 21; Abe 2004: 175; Ass-
mann 1999: 143f; Iggers 1997: 2f, 12, 118f). As Eric Hobsbawm has argued
in his book On History:

It has become fashionable in recent decades, not least among people
who think of themselves as on the left, to deny that objective reality
is accessible, since what we call ‘facts’ exist only as a function of prior
concepts and problems formulated in terms of these. The past we
study is only a construct of our minds. […] I strongly defend the
view that what historians investigate is real. The point from which
historians must start […] is the fundamental and, for them, absolute-
ly central distinction between establishable fact and fiction, between
historical statements based on evidence and subject to evidence and
those which are not. (Hobsbawm 1997: viii, 337f; italics added)

Hobsbawm elaborates in another essay in the same volume:

We have a responsibility to historical facts in general, and for critici-
zing the politico-ideological abuse of history in particular. […] The
rise of ‘postmodernist’ intellectual fashions in Western universities
[…] impl[ies] that all ‘facts’ claiming objective existence are simply
intellectual constructions—in short, that there is no clear difference
between fact and fiction. But […] we cannot invent our facts. Either
Elvis Presley is dead or he isn’t. The question can be answered
unambiguously on the basis of evidence, insofar as reliable evidence
is available […]. (Hobsbawm 1996: 6, cf. also chapter 9, 337f)
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Mary Fulbrook moreover argues that

professional history is generally held […] to be something other than
politics by other means. It is supposed to be telling us something true
about the past—not something that is convenient from one or anoth-
er political standpoint in the present. Historians […] are supposedly
pursuing the reconstruction and representation of the past ‘as it
really was’, and not constructing a ‘usable past’ for the present.
(Fulbrook 2004: 1)

Hobsbawm and Fulbrook would find much support from Japanese pro-
fessional historians—whose political “neutrality” is, however, compro-
mised in the eyes of their opponents as a result of their methodological
connections with Marxism. Japanese historians themselves admit that
they have a long road yet to travel since, while “Western European
academic history aims at verifying historical fact vis-à-vis ‘historical
myth’, in the controversy over Japanese history textbooks the appraisal of
historical facts is the actual problem.” (Abe 2004: 178) However, Japanese
professional historians also have to contend with a blurring of historical
fact and fiction. Historical fiction and especially historical novels (rekishi
shôsetsu) are very popular in Japan and since the 1960s have reached a
wide audience. Such dramatized history is also recycled in television
programs such as the annual series taiga dorama in NHK, which in its most
recent season has taken up the history of the Shinsengumi, a group of
masterless samurai (rônin) active at the end of the Tokugawa period
(1600–1867) (cf. Miyachi 2004).

While some Japanese historians, including some of the most fervent
critics of historical revisionism, would subscribe to the “inventive” and
“fictive” character of professional historiography (Narita 2003), the posi-
tion of academic history in Japan has also been challenged by historical
revisionists utilizing “post-modern” and constructivist methods, claim-
ing that they are doing nothing more than constructing one historical
narrative—that of the proud nation—in opposition to the prevailing mas-
ochistic narrative. However, in doing so, they are self-contradictory. For
although revisionists take pride in constructing a narrative that excludes
Japan’s wartime atrocities without openly denying them,38 the number of
revisionist writings that lay claim to “the truth” (shinjitsu) about modern
Japanese history—and the exclusive truth—is astonishingly high (Maeno
2003; Yasukuni Jinja Shamusho 2002; Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 29).

38 While some revisionists flatly deny wartime atrocities, the extent of this de-
pends on the individual writer and the topic under discussion.
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Although some chapters of Japan’s wartime history, such as the Nan-
jing massacre, “challenge the limits of positivist empiricism” (Yang 1999:
863, c.f. also Yang 2000: 136f) that characterized mainstream Japanese
history in the postwar period, and indicate the necessity of a “reconsider-
ation of some of the most basic tenets of historical inquiry” (Yang 1999:
864), historical revisionism is ill-equipped to offer solutions to these
problems. There can be no common ground in exploring, for example, the
reasons for the Asia-Pacific War—a central topic of discussion between
revisionists and mainstream historians. Such an impasse should not keep
Japanese from seeking a consensus on their collective history—such as
was found in a postwar Germany struggling to “come to terms with the
past” of the Nazi era with its atrocities. However, the difficulties of
arriving at a balanced view of history are formidable, as Reinhard Kosel-
leck has pointed out: “Whoever gets involved in causal explanations will
always find reasons for what he wishes to demonstrate, but, at the same
time, any history, because it is ex post facto, is subject to final constraints.”
(Koselleck 2002: 11f) The question, therefore, seems to be whether the
“new” causality set up by historical revisionism against established his-
torical causalities is going to be convincing enough to a majority of Japa-
nese to replace established interpretations of history. This seems unlikely
at present, since the revisionist narrative depends to a high degree on
wartime rhetoric and previously deconstructed (and long discredited)
narratives, and also on denying or playing down certain wartime atroci-
ties that are by now deeply embedded in the Japanese collective memory
(see chapter 3).

The main problem therefore seems to lie not so much in the academic
question whether or to what degree history is a “real” science or only a
“protoscience”, but rather in the resurfacing of a close relationship between
history and the nation. When history was first constituted as a “science” in
the mid 19th century, Leopold von Ranke and his followers considered the
“nation” to be the “sole possible unit of social organization” and “national
groups […] the sole viable units of historical investigation”—providing a
legacy which still haunts professional history today (White 1973: 175; cf.
also Koselleck 2002: 11). Academic history now stands at a crossroads in its
relation to the concept of the nation-state: while contemporary historians
aim for an “objective” understanding of political, social and cultural pro-
cesses, in many countries history cannot escape its legacy as a byproduct of
the development of the “nation” and a tool for legitimizing nations and
nation-states. Ronald Suny summarizes the issues:

Historians participate in the active imagination of those political
communities that we call nations as they elaborate the narratives
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that make up national histories. Yet as historians helped generate
national consciousness and nationalism, their own discipline ac-
quired the task of ‘discovering’ or ‘recovering’ the ‘national’ past.
Even as history as a discipline helped constitute the nation, the
nation-form determined the categories in which history was written
and the purposes it was to serve. At the same time historians sought
to render an objective understanding of the past and propose a
critique of what they considered to be ‘mythological’ formulations.
Though they often provided a base for the legitimation of nations
and states, historians also questioned the metanarratives of national-
ism and the restriction of history to national history. (Suny 2001: 335)

The complex task of providing the Japanese state and nation with a
legitimization built upon prewar assumptions and rhetoric is the crucial
challenge presented to mainstream Japanese historians by the rise of
historical revisionism. The “New History Textbook” is a major tool adopt-
ed by revisionists to disseminate their views, and we turn now to examine
the textbooks—both in history and civic studies—issued by the Tsukuru-
kai in fall 2000 and submitted to the Monbushô for examination.

1.3.2 The Tsukuru-kai’s “New History Textbook” and “New Civics Textbook”

Although the examination process (kentei) at the Monbushô is usually
kept secret, it took only a few weeks before an early version of the
Tsukuru-kai history textbook, the “white-cover book” (shiro-byôshi-bon),
was leaked and circulated amongst scholars and other interested parties.
As I discuss more fully in chapter 1.4, both of the Tsukuru-kai textbooks
passed the Monbushô examination and were approved in revised ver-
sions (shûsei-bon) identical to those later sold in bookstores (shihan-bon).39

Since access to the version submitted for examination (shiro-byôshi-bon)
was restricted (at least in theory), the following discussion refers to the
published editions (Nishio et al. 2001; Nishibe et al. 2001). It is important
to note that the contents of the Tsukuru-kai history textbook did not
change in character from the first version to the second, but only in terms
of phrasing and degree. The contents of the revised version still came in

39 Normally, junior high textbooks are not available in bookshops but are distrib-
uted exclusively to schools after orders have been placed at the Ministry for
Education and Science (see chapter 1.4). More than 750,000 copies of the
“bookshop edition” (shihanbon) of both Tsukuru-kai textbooks had been sold
by the end of 2001. Uesugi 2003a.
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for some harsh criticism both within Japan (Rekishigaku Kenkyûkai 2001)
and abroad.

The two Tsukuru-kai textbooks generally followed the “guidelines”
outlined by Nishio Kanji in his Kokumin no rekishi. The following points
summarize the criticisms that have been directed against them (cf. also
Kimijima 2001: passim; Tawara 2001: chapter 1; Chung 2003a: 96–98;
Nelson 2003; Irie 2004: chapter 2 for detailed criticism):

• The history textbook presents Japan as a closed cultural entity with a
strong emphasis on continuity from the pre-historic period until the
present. No attempt is made to distinguish between Japan as a nation,
as the name of a state, and as a geographic term.

• It presents Japanese history as centered on the Emperor (kôkoku shikan)
in order to stress historical continuity.

• It places strong emphasis on the equality of Japan’s development with
the West and the superiority of Japan’s historical development com-
pared to other Asian countries.

• It conveys discriminatory and condescending views of Japan’s neigh-
bors who are presented as inferior and lagging behind in development
throughout their history.

• It presents Japan’s imperialism in the 1930s and 1940s as a purely
defensive measure directed against the penetration of the European
powers and the U.S. into East Asia.

• It presents the wars conducted by Japan from 1931–1945 as wars for
the liberation of Asia; it makes no mention of war atrocities and the
consequences of Japanese colonialism, or of resistance to Japanese
colonization and occupation within the Asian nations affected.

• Both the history and civics textbooks are in general affirmative of war
as a legitimate tool of the state to solve international conflicts.

• The civics textbook questions some of the central principles of the
Japanese Constitution, such as the war-renouncing Article 9 and gen-
der equality.

• Both textbooks are written at too high a level for junior high school
(grades seven to nine).

• Both textbooks—in the first as well as the revised editions—contain
many errors of detail and present one-sided, arbitrary or distorted
views of history as well as of contemporary Japanese polity and
society.

In what follows, I briefly raise some general questions and discuss a few
examples to illustrate the problematic character of the Tsukuru-kai text-
books. The question of their suitability as textbooks for junior high school
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can be gauged by comparing them with texts already prescribed for
junior high school or even high school.

In their treatment of just a single example of modern Japanese history,
it is clear that for the Tsukuru-kai educational objectives take second
place to the propagation of their political aims and their views about
history. My example is the conflict known as the Siberian Intervention
(1918–1922), a relatively unknown but large-scale war and a significant
part of Japan’s modern history. In most Japanese history textbooks de-
signed for use in high schools, this episode is usually dealt with in a short
paragraph of five to eight lines (it is given seven lines in the 1984 edition
of Yamakawa Shuppansha’s Nihonshi), typically matched with a photo-
graph of Japanese troops marching down the streets of Vladivostok. In
the seven textbooks distributed by mainstream publishers for junior high
school, the Siberian Intervention is treated even more briefly. By contrast,
the Tsukuru-kai textbook contains a detailed account that is nonetheless
difficult to understand—even for adults, as I have confirmed by showing
the passage to laypeople without any specialist historical knowledge. The
Tsukuru-kai history text—which is aimed at 13 to 15-year-olds—has elev-
en lines on the Siberian Intervention, illustrated by a map and a photo-
graph, supported by a further paragraph of 15 lines on the Russian
Revolution as background to the Siberian Intervention. The text on the
Russian Revolution is glossed as follows:

According to Marxism, revolutions40 occur in countries in which
capitalism is highly developed, and capitalism is inevitably replaced
with Socialism. However, the first revolution occurred in Russia
[sic], where capitalism was not yet developed. Moreover, in later
history no revolutions occurred in countries with a civil society that
guaranteed the freedom of the individual and (or?) where capitalism
had succeeded. (Nishio et al. 2001: 246)

According to the book’s index, the term “Marxism” occurs here for the
first time, and the terms “Socialism” and “Capitalism” occur only once
previously,41 but only in fleeting references. In the absence of basic infor-
mation about terms and concepts like these, the above paragraph seems
hardly suited for young teenagers. Indeed, few Japanese adults could
make sense out of this passage when asked to comment. And the bald
reference to the Russian Revolution as the “first revolution” is positively
misleading.

40 The text refers here to “revolutions” in general—not to communist revolutions,
socialist revolutions or any specific kind of revolution.

41 Although their occurrence on page 246 fails to appear in the index.
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This and many other factual errors in the Tsukuru-kai history text can
be explained by the priority given to the group’s political agenda over
pedagogical or academic issues. Many errors remain even in the revised
edition, notwithstanding the numerous revisions requested by the Mon-
bushô (see chapter 1.4) and the fact that a number of reputable historians,
such as Itô Takashi or Sakamoto Takao, contributed to the book. Many of
these errors and distortions are listed in various publications (Rekishi-
gaku Kenkyûkai 2001) and websites.42

A further example illustrates the tendency of the Tsukuru-kai to iden-
tify myth with proven fact. This time, the setting is Japanese prehistory or
the “dawn of Japan” (Nihon no akebono) (Nishio et al. 2001: 20)—here
presented as a primordial, eternal entity. In chapters 2.6 and 2.7, the
legendary conquest of the Yamato area in central Japan by the mythical
first Emperor Jimmu (page 36), and the legendary Yamatotakeru’s con-
quest of the Kantô region (page 42–43) are presented as historical facts,
rather than as myths that probably contain a core of historical truth. Maps
showing details of both conquests are provided (Nishio et al 2001: 36, 43),
and Yamatotakeru, Jimmu Tennô, the sun goddess Amaterasu Ômikami,
the wind god Susanoô, and Japan’s creator gods Izanami and Izanagi
appear without further comment in the “Index of Persons” (jinmei sakuin)
at the end of the book. The objective is clear: the origins of the nation are
projected back into remote antiquity in order to evoke the legitimacy of
the current order which is considered a natural product of historical
continuity and antiquity.

The Japanese myths Kojiki and Nihongi have long been considered by
conservatives as “the soul, the home (furusato) and the identity (aidentitî)
of the Japanese (Nihonjin). […] The ‘Japanese myths’ are the spiritual
inheritance of the Japanese race (Nihon minzoku).” (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai
1995: 385f) In Japanese prewar textbooks, the myths and Japan’s charac-
ter as the “land of the gods” was very much emphasized, and the
Tsukuru-kai textbook for history in many places reminds of the contents
of prewar textbooks (Irie 2001). To put more emphasis on Japanese
tradition, Japan’s origins as the ‘land of the gods’ therefore always has
stood in the center of postwar historical revisionism, and with the ap-
pearance of the Tsukuru-kai textbook, the quest for “a correct history
textbook based on the ‘Japanese myths’” (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 397)
therefore seems to have been fulfilled. The above example nicely illus-
trates the group’s claim that history is not a science, but rather offers

42 See for example http://www.h2.dion.ne.jp/~kyokasho/0_con004.htm (last ac-
cessed on 10 August 2004).
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materials to construct a narrative that will contribute to the formation of
a national identity.

The Tsukuru-kai history textbook has also come in for criticism for
omitting unpalatable and inconvenient parts of Japanese history. Of
course, history writing always involves selecting facts and assembling
them into a plausible and logical account. However, there are limits to the
historian’s legitimate task of selection—it would be impossible to write
the history of modern Germany without referring to Germany’s colonial
empire or the atrocities committed during World War II; or a history of
Spain that failed to mention the civil war; or an Indian history that
omitted the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi. Yet the Tsukuru-kai text-
book contains scarcely any reference to Japanese colonial rule in Korea
(Nishio et al. 2001: 240f), not to mention such issues as Unit 731 or the
“military comfort women”.43 It is understandable that Korea would pro-
test the teaching of this version of history to Japanese youngsters—just as
Poland would object to German textbooks that omitted all mention of the
Nazi massacres committed in Poland during World War II.

As in the writings of Nishio, Korea is treated with particular disdain
in the Tsukuru-kai textbook. The Japanese colonization of Korea is de-
scribed as contributing to the development and modernization of the
country, while Japan’s assimilation policies and the brutal suppression of
resistance are not mentioned at all. The colonization of Korea is described
as a “natural” process arising from geographical factors, and made un-
avoidable by the impact of European imperialism in East Asia. In this
view, Korea lacks any will of its own and is a mere appendage of Japan,
subservient to Japanese security needs:

Japan is an island country (shimaguni) surrounded by oceans, not far
distant from the Eurasian continent. The Korean peninsula juts out
towards Japan from the continent like an arm. If in those days the
Korean peninsula had come under the control of a power hostile to
Japan, it would have made a suitable base for an attack on Japan
which, as an island country lacking hinterland, would have had
great difficulty in defending the nation. (Nishio et al. 2001: 216)

Lacking any subjectivity of its own, Korea is seen only as a potential base
for an attack on Japan by an unnamed “large power” and therefore, the

43 The Nanjing Incident is actually mentioned in the book, but in relation to the
IMTFE rather than the war (Nishio et al. 2001: 295). The text stresses that
although accusations of a massacre in Nanjing were made at the IMTFE, the
ongoing debate on the issue does not allow a final judgment (Nishio et al. 2001:
295).
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logic goes, became the subject of an unavoidable and preemptive coloni-
zation by Japan. This is what the passage suggests, although the intended
audience would have difficulty grasping its significance, a difficulty ex-
acerbated by its isolated place in the textbook. The phrase “in those days”
(tôji) is particularly obscure. The previous chapter ends with the Rescript
of Education 1890, and the passage in question begins a chapter headed
“The Sino-Japanese War and the Breakdown of the Sinocentric World
System”. A map on the same page showing “East Asia in the second half
of the 19th century” (Nishio et al. 2001: 216) assumes a fair degree of
background knowledge in the book’s audience. Leaving Korea behind,
the text moves swiftly on to describe the Russian thrust for an “ice-free
port” as the main reason for the impending Japanese-Russian con-
flict—implying, once again, the “natural” causes of Japanese military
intervention in East Asia and the unavoidable character of Japanese
expansion on the Asian continent.

The civic studies text drawn up by the Tsukuru-kai raises similar
contentious issues.44 The presentation of both history and civics textbooks
demonstrates the organization’s political aim of fostering pro-state atti-
tudes and strengthening allegiance to state and nation (which are treated
almost synonymously in the textbooks) in young Japanese. However, a
closer look at the civics textbook suggests that, far from fostering an
understanding of the existing state structure, the Tsukuru-kai rejects
many of the established features of postwar Japan and remains ambigu-
ous about aspects of the Constitution and other laws. Instead, the text
puts a heavy emphasis on the type of moral education (Nishibe et al. 2001:
43) common in prewar Japan,45 stressing the difference between the “in-
dividualist citizen” (shimin) who leads “a private existence (shiteki sonzai)
and pursues his own, private profit (shiteki rieki), his own rights and his
own desires” and the “society-oriented individual (kômin)” who leads “a
public life (kôteki sonzai) dedicated to the good of the whole society and
primarily motivated by [the common] interest (kanshin)” (Nishibe et al.
2001: 24). The textbook laments the “egoism” of Japanese youth, illustrat-
ed by such examples as illegally parked bicycles in front of a bus stop or
young people sporting brand-name goods (burando-hin) (Nishibe et al.
2001: 34, 149). While the book makes the by-now familiar demands for
loyalty to the state and readiness to make sacrifices for it, including

44 As a result of the stir caused by the history text, the society’s civics textbook has
received hardly any attention. The only substantial discussions so far have
been Oguma Eiji’s article in the journal Sekai, reprinted in Oguma and Ueno
2003 (chapter 2), and Irie 2004.

45 For an overview of the contents of prewar Japanese textbooks, see Irie 2001.
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military service (Nishibe et al. 2001: 7), the Japanese political system is
portrayed in the brightest colours (chapter 2), glossing over the numerous
corruption scandals and embarrassing episodes of recent years. Although
coming four years after the book’s publication, the May 2004 revelation
that many (probably most) members of the Japanese Diet failed (at least
temporarily) to pay their contributions to the National Pension Insurance
Fund (kokumin nenkin hoken) is surely a blunt violation of the lofty princi-
ple of contributing to the “public good”.46

Far from offering a balanced introduction to the social, political and
constitutional structures of contemporary Japan, the civics textbook lays
the groundwork to recruit support for a change to the present system
along the lines envisaged by historical revisionism.47 This becomes obvi-
ous in the veiled criticism directed at the status quo throughout the book.
For example, a paragraph on “gender equality” (danjo byôdô) in chapter 2
states:

Nowadays, as seen in the stipulations of the Equal Employment
Opportunity Law or in the Basic Law for a Gender-equal Society,
there is a tendency to set aside assigned roles based on sex and to
strive for self-fulfillment through one’s personal capabilities. How-
ever (shikashi), at the same time, consideration must be given to the
separation of roles based on the physiological and physical differ-
ences between men and women. (Nishibe et al. 2001: 64)

A few pages later we find the following statement concerning “freedom
of expression” (hyôgen no jiyû):

[Among the civil rights stipulated in the Constitution], freedom of
expression is particularly important. This includes speech, publica-
tion, music, the internet and demonstrations. Freedom of expression
is essential for a democratic polity in which the people decide the
character of the political system. […] However (shikashi), on the other
hand, there is always the danger that the privacy or the feelings of
others might be impaired or that the order or morals of society might be
undermined, and it is important to acknowledge this. (Nishibe et al.
2001: 68; italics added)

46 For a discussion of similar inconsistencies in wartime Japan, such as the discov-
ery of stockpiled goods in the bombed-out home of General Araki Sadao at a
time of severe food shortages, see Oguma 2002: 37f.

47 See Irie 2004: chapter 1 for a detailed analysis of the civic textbook’s critique of
the present system.
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Such remarks reflect less a concern for the privacy of citizens as for the
privacy of politicians, who in 2003 pushed a law through the Diet restrict-
ing the rights of journalists to investigate the affairs of politicians where
private issues are involved—which are, of course, a matter of definition.
In another passage, again by subtle deployment of the adverb “however”
(shikashi), the Tsukuru-kai reveals its inclination to curb the individual’s
right to privacy:

Today, many rights are considered as deriving from the Constitution
even though some of them are not stipulated in it but rather guaran-
teed through [national] laws and [the edicts of] regional administra-
tive bodies. […] The people’s right to know is guaranteed in the
Access to Information Law (1999). Further, to protect the individual
against [unwarranted] freedom of expression, a guarantee of the
right to privacy is also being strongly advocated [based on the
Constitution]. […] However, against the recent trend to derive new
rights from the Constitution, critics claim that the rights actually
defined in it are being devalued as a result of these developments,
and new rights are being advocated purely for the sake of legitimi-
zing personal desires and profits. (Nishibe et al. 2001: 74; italics added)

Throughout, the book follows the line taken by its main author Nishibe
Susumu in portraying the Japanese as selfish, egoistical and uninterested
in the common good. Continually stressing the negative aspects of “indi-
vidualism” and demanding more weight be given to the family, the local
community and ultimately the state, the textbook offers no insights into
resolving conflicting loyalties to the family and the local community on
the one hand, and loyalty to the state on the other (Oguma and Ueno
2003: 45, 55f)—conflicts embedded in Japanese history and culture (Shi-
mazu 2001; Irie 2001: 148). Further, throughout the civics textbook, no
mention is made of NPOs and NGOs, the many citizens’ movements
(shimin undô) and the citizen ballots (shimin tôhyô) on urgent political
questions characteristic of contemporary Japan.48 The pictorial introduc-
tion to the book shows members of the Self-Defense Forces carrying out
rescue missions after the Great Hanshin Earthquake in 1995, but ignores
the important work of citizens’ groups organized to support victims of
the earthquake. Disturbingly, however, these pictures also conjure up a
Japan of the future—a “superpower” (taikoku Nihon) in which the military
plays a primary role (Nishibe et al. 2001: 9). The selection of graphics
throughout the book also makes its political affiliations clear, as Irie Yôko

48 Indeed, citizen ballots are rejected as a legitimate means of “direct politics”
(Nishibe et al. 2001: 79).
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(2004: 44f) has shown. Newspaper graphics used to illustrate ongoing
national debates such as the controversy over the revision of Japan’s
defense strategy are all taken from the three conservative papers, Yomiuri
Shinbun (five times), Nihon Keizai Shinbun (twice) and Sankei Shinbun
(twelve times). None are drawn from major liberal newspapers such as
Asahi Shinbun and Mainichi Shinbun, with circulations of nine million and
four million respectively.

In sum, the society portrayed in the Tsukuru-kai civic studies textbook
places little emphasis on the citizen as independent agent, on citizens’
rights or citizens’ participation in the political process, but rather presents
a picture of obedient citizens acquiescing in the will of the political elite.
A more detailed analysis of the Tsukuru-kai’s aims and agenda lies
outside the scope of this study and must await future research. However,
sufficient evidence has been presented here to verify the political implica-
tions of the claims of historical revisionism and its vision of state and
society as revealed in the civic studies textbook in particular. The next
question to be asked is: how much influence do such views wield in
Japanese society? The first test of the popularity of the Tsukuru-kai and
its backers came with the examination and adoption processes applied to
its proposed textbooks in late 2000 and spring/summer 2001.

1.4 TEXTBOOK APPROVAL AND SELECTION 2000/2001

When in fall 2000 the Tsukuru-kai submitted its textbooks for junior high
school classes in history (rekishi) and civic education (kômin) to the Minis-
try of Education for examination (kentei),49 few expected these “pedestri-
an texts” to pass. Their revisionist character along with many disturbing
details and errors of fact (Tawara 2001; Richter 2001; Kimijima 2001) made
it unlikely that the Monbushô examiners would give their approval.
Obviously, the officials in the Monbushô were also quite sceptical, since
the examination results showed that the textbooks submitted by the
Tsukuru-kai, to be published by Fusôsha were not suitable for classroom
use. Although both texts established a new record50 for the number of

49 For details of the examination process cf. Petersen 2001: 60f; Kyôkasho Repôto
2002: 56−60. 

50 Only a single case in the past exceeded the number of revisions required by the
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revisions demanded by the Monbushô, the ministry surprised observers
by announcing that, after the revisions had been made, the textbook
would receive its approval.

Table 1: Number of revisions demanded by the Monbushô for the first drafts
(shiro byôshibon) of history and civic textbooks for junior high schools
produced by 8 publishers.

The figures collated in Table 1 above speak for themselves. While the aver-
age number of revisions requested for history texts in 2000 for the other
seven textbook publishers was 25, in Fusôsha’s case the figure was 137; and
the same figures for the civic textbooks were 30 and 99 respectively. Al-
though the results of the Monbushô examination process are not made
public, details were soon leaked to academia and a version of the draft
history text with notes by the examiners was circulated.51 It soon became
clear that the question was more than one of numbers: while for most
publishers only minor revisions—spellings of names and places, errors
involving dates or faulty sentence structure—are required, in the case of the
Fusôsha/Tsukuru-kai textbook, particularly the section on modern history,
whole paragraphs were marked for revision. Even the conservative Mon-
bushô examiners had to acknowledge fundamental flaws in the way the
Tsukuru-kai text sought to communicate Japanese history to schoolchildren.

However, the Tsukuru-kai textbook eventually received approval from
the ministry in April 2001. This came as a shock not only to Japan’s neigh-
bors, but also to large sectors of Japanese society and academia. As numer-
ous commentators observed, even after the revisions had been made the
history text still remained unsuitable for use in the classroom. Shortly after
the decision was made, the Historical Science Society of Japan (Re-
kishigaku Kenkyûkai) published a booklet listing dozens of mistakes that
had been overlooked in the Monbushô examination process, in addition to
clear distortions of historical fact (Rekishigaku Kenkyûkai 2001).

50 Protect Japan), it had to be revised in more than 500 places and was hardly ever
used in the classroom—no more than 9,000 copies were ever in print at any one
time. The success of Shinpen Nihonshi was further hindered because—unlike
the practice in junior high schools—senior high school textbooks are selected
by individual schools (see further below). 

Publisher Fusôsha Teikoku
Shoin

Shimizu
Shoin

Kyôiku
Shuppan

Tôkyô
Shoseki

Nihon
Bunkyô
Shuppan

Nihon 
Shoseki

Ôsaka 
Shoseki

Average 
(omitting 
Fusôsha)

History 137 29 22 23 18 35 35 13 25

Civic 99 35 22 16 17 34 60 24 30

51 A detailed list of notes by the Monbushô examiners is available at http:// www.
h2.dion.ne.jp/~kyokasho/kentei/huso-reki.htm (last accessed on 25 October
2003).
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The uproar incited by the unexpected approval of the Tsukuru-kai
textbooks led to organized resistance against their use in schools. This
resistance developed into a citizens’ movement that has exerted a deci-
sive influence on the textbook issue. While the choice of textbooks for
senior high school classes (years 10 to 12) is left to individual schools after
approval (kentei) by the Ministry for Education and Science, responsibility
for the selection (saitaku) of textbooks for junior high schools (years 7 to 9)
and elementary schools lies in the hands of regional selection boards
(saitaku kyôgikai or saitaku shingikai). These boards are established as advi-
sory bodies by the education committees of local municipalities52 (shichô-
zon kyôiku iinkai). In the case of senior high schools, the direct participa-
tion of teachers and parents in the selection procedure for textbooks is
guaranteed. Elementary and junior high schools, on the other hand, are
subject to a mixture of bureaucratic decision-making and selection
through citizen participation, with the composition of regional selection
boards being heavily influenced by the administrative structure and
political flavour of the prefecture involved. Discussions over the interpre-
tation and practice of the selection procedure for junior high schools
revealed a new facet of the textbook dispute and became a focus of
contention between the bureaucracy and the Tsukuru-kai on the one
hand—who already shared numerous links—and diverse groups of con-
cerned citizens such as teachers, parents and even students.

The textbook selection procedure adopted for elementary and junior
high schools had important implications (cf. ill. 5). In early 2001, 544
regional selection districts (saitaku chiku) existed in Japan. In a conurbation
this means that each local municipality—e.g., in the Tôkyô prefecture
every city district (ku) and every city (shi)—represents one selection dis-
trict, while in rural areas several municipalities are amalgamated into a
single district (for more details, cf. Kyôkasho Repôto 2002: 62–63). For in-
stance, in the Shimo-tsuga selection district in Tochigi prefecture two cities
(shi) and eight localities (machi) have been grouped together. In those
selection districts that coincide with a local authority, the education com-
mittee of the local municipality (shichôzon kyôiku iinkai) decides which
textbooks will be used, while in the other selection districts this task is
handled by temporary regional selection boards (saitaku shingikai, saitaku

52 Within the space of only a few months each year (from April to July) each
committee must choose one textbook for each of the 11 subjects taught at
elementary school and for the 14 subjects taught at junior high; during this
period they may assess more than 400 textbooks. Exceptions to this system
include private junior high schools that select their own textbooks, as well as
schools governed by the education committees of individual prefectures, e.g.,
special schools (yôgo gakkô).
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kyôgikai). These boards evaluate textbook drafts for elementary and junior
high schools, and then forward “recommendations” to the education com-
mittees of the local municipalities before being dissolved. With around a
dozen members (their size depends on the number of local authorities they
are advising), the selection boards consist mainly of teachers and members
of the education committees or the local administrative bodies.53 In con-
trast to senior high schools, where discussions about teaching materials
are held in individual schools each year, textbook selection for elementary
and junior high schools is carried out only once every four years by the
selection boards and municipal education committees.54

53 Regulations concerning terminology (saitaku kyôgikai, saitaku shingikai, sentei
shingikai) as well as the size and composition of the selection committees and
other details of the selection procedure differ greatly in each prefecture.

54 The position of the education boards appointed in each prefecture differs from
place to place. With the aid of guidelines and administrative “leadership”, an
individual prefecture can strongly influence the selection procedure, resulting in
a unified selection of textbooks for all districts and communities in some prefec-
tures. However, in general, the education committees of the municipalities as well
as the regional selection boards exert a greater influence in the choice of textbooks.

MINISTRY FOR EDUCATION AND SCIENCE (�����) 
 
               report         order textbooks 
 
EDUCATION COMMITTEES OF PREFECTURES

54 (��	
����) 
     provide sample textbooks  
    and “guides” (shidô)                 report 
 
EDUCATION COMMITTEES OF LOCAL MUNICIPALITIES (�������) 
(usually five to six members)  
 
    select                      recommend textbooks   
 
REGIONAL SELECTION BOARDS (�����������) 
(only in selection districts where several municipalities are amalgamated)  
 
    select                 report 
 
INVESTIGATION COMMITTEES (����) 
 
    inquire 
                    recommendation 
                    (gakkô kibô-hyô)  
SCHOOLS (������) 
 
 
                          consultation            
 

PUBLISHER  
supply textbooks 

PARENTS/TEACHERS/PUPILS 

Ill. 5: Selection Process (saitaku seido) for textbooks in Japanese junior high
schools (simplified diagram) (Source: Author).
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The procedure for choosing junior high school textbooks is a complex
one. In most cases each member of the regional selection board is
allocated one or two of the subject-areas taught in the curriculum. The
members view all the textbooks submitted, and convene research sub-
committees (chôsa iinkai) to consider the recommendations put forward
by the schools in the process known as gakkô kibô-hyô (whereby each
school in the selection district concerned proposes its favored text-
books), as well as other expert opinion. The research committees con-
sult with school principals and teachers and sometimes make a pre-
selection from the textbooks submitted for approval, which is a process
known as shibori-komi; in most cases two or three textbooks in each
subject-area are recommended to the selection boards (Tawara 2001: 84–
88; Net 2000: 92–93, 99; Yoshizawa 2001: 123). On the basis of this
information and the expert opinion collated, the responsible member of
the selection board recommends one to three books in his or her area.
The board then either chooses a single textbook from these recommen-
dations or confirms the recommendation put forward by the committee
member responsible.

The selection boards then submit their recommendations to the edu-
cation committees of the local municipalities (shichôson kyôiku iinkai).
These committees must submit a written report to the education commit-
tee of their prefecture (todôfuken kyôiku iinkai) before August 15 of the
same year. The prefecture administration summarizes all recommenda-
tions received from the entire prefecture, calculates the number of text-
books required for the following year, and informs the Ministry for
Education and Science in Tôkyô. The textbooks selected will then be used
in all elementary and junior high schools in the district concerned. They
are delivered to the schools by the publisher based on orders submitted
to the Ministry. In Japan, teaching materials for lower-level education are
distributed free of charge in accordance with the Law on the Free Provi-
sion of Textbooks for Schools in the Level of Compulsory Education
(Gimu Kyôiku Shogakkô no Kyôka-yô Tosho no Mushô ni kan-suru
Hôritsu) passed in 1963 (Tawara 2001: 100; Net 2000: 100; Monbu Ka-
gakushô 1999). The Ministry for Education and Science remunerates the
publishing houses at a fixed price per textbook—a history textbook used
in a junior high school costs around 703 Yen (approx. 5.20 Euro) per copy
(Murai 2001: 123).

Until the summer of 2001 the passing of textbook recommendations
along the chain from the regional selection boards to the Ministry in
Tôkyô was regarded as a pure formality, because previously nobody had
ever questioned a “recommendation” put forward by a selection board.
The recommendations of the boards, which had been established solely
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for the purpose of choosing textbooks, were understood as binding.
However, following recent developments at the lowest level of the selec-
tion procedure, that summer controversy erupted over the decisions
made by the selection boards and the role of the education committees in
the selection procedure.

It had been obvious for some years that political pressure groups—not
least the Tsukuru-kai—had been working to undermine the influence of
parents and teachers—supported by the teachers’ union Nihon
Kyôshokuin Kumiai (Nikkyôso for short)—on selection boards and to
restrict such practices as gakkô kibô-hyô and shiborikomi (see above).55 The
increasing lack of transparency in appointments to selection boards (Net
2000: 105–106; Murai 2001: 121–122) as well as blatant attempts to influ-
ence committee members by the Tsukuru-kai—through the distribution
of publications such as Nishio’s Kokumin no rekishi (Tawara 2001: 66–70)
or the publication of the society’s “new textbooks” on the open book
market (shihanbon)—was met with resistance by various citizen groups.
As a result the Tsukuru-kai, which had aimed for a “market share” of
10%, failed to influence the selection procedure in their favor (Yamada
2002: 8; Ôuchi 2003: 264).

The turning point can be identified in events that took place in the
selection district of Shimo-tsuga in Tochigi prefecture mentioned above.
The Tsukuru-kai had many opportunities to influence textbook proce-
dures in this prefecture where the left-leaning teachers union Nikkyôso
had little influence. Indeed, the Shimo-tsuga selection board was the first
to choose both Tsukuru-kai textbooks and submit their decision to the
education committees of the municipalities.56 While the presentation of
recommendations from the local education committees to the prefecture
administration was previously regarded as a mere formality, the educa-
tion committee of the Fujioka municipality stunned the public by an-

55 According to the Asahi Shinbun, the selection procedure for members of selec-
tion boards had been altered in at least 29 prefectures by the beginning of May
2001. Moreover, it was made more difficult for teachers to become members.
Fifteen prefectures, including Tôkyô, Tochigi and Kanagawa, had completely
abolished the practice of shiborikomi. Asahi Shinbun 2 May 2001: 1 and 34; cf. also
Kyôkasho Repôto 2002: 65; Yamada 2002: 5; Yoshizawa 2001.

56 This decision was heavily debated among the 23 members of the selection
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three books for history and social science classes; the history books were
published by Nihon Bunkyô Shuppan, Tôkyô Shoseki and Kyôiku Shuppan.
While the board’s final vote should have followed the recommendations put
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nouncing in July 2001 that it would disregard the recommendation of the
regional selection board and vote against adoption of the Tsukuru-kai
textbooks (Asahi Shinbun 17.07.2001: 38). The five members of the Fujioka
committee unanimously agreed that the history textbook presented “dis-
torted interpretations of history”; that it had already led to considerable
“international tensions”; and that its “contents were beyond junior high
school teaching levels.” (Asahi Shinbun 7 July 2001: 38) Moreover, board
members alleged that the Tsukuru-kai had tried to influence their deci-
sion by sending informational material to the board in violation of regu-
lations (Asahi Shinbun 18 July 2001: 3).

In taking this unprecedented step, the Fujioka education committee
was responding to a series of protests received from across the country by
telephone, fax, and e-mail. These protests were organized and coordinat-
ed by networks of citizens’ groups such as the Kodomo to Kyôkasho
Zenkoku Net 21 (Children and Textbooks Japan Network 21), an activist
organization that developed out of the support movement for historian
and textbook author Ienaga Saburô during a series of widely-publicized
legal actions he fought against the Japanese state from the 1960s to the
1980s.57 Other organizations that lobbied the committees in Shimo-tsuga
included the Center for Documentation of School Textbooks (Kyôkasho
Jôhô Shiryô Sentâ) and the Printers’ Union (Shuppan Rôren) (Uesugi
2002). As a result of this vociferous protest movement, coordinated pri-
marily over the internet (Ducke 2003: 209–210), and in response to heavy
media interest, the Shimo-tsuga selection board eventually backed down
and recommended the textbook produced by the Tôkyô Shoseki publish-
ing house, which had been picked by most committees. This decision
made Shimo-tsuga a precedent for the whole of Japan and after this no
selection board was to choose the Tsukuru-kai textbooks. Since April 2002
only nine private schools, along with “special schools” (yôgo gakkô) for the
disabled in the prefectures of Tôkyô and Ehime (where selection is decid-
ed by prefecture administrations), have been using the Tsukuru-kai text-
books. In April 2002, precisely 521 copies of their texts were delivered to

56 forward by the member responsible, in these two subjects 11 members surpris-
ingly (“suddenly”) voted for the Tsukuru-kai textbooks, despite their omission
from the list of recommendations. Since no one text had received an “absolute
majority”, a second vote was held in which the Tsukuru-kai textbooks received
12 votes and thus were recommended for use by the board. Cf. Asahi Shinbun
18 July 2001: 3.

57 For further information on the Ienaga procedures, see Petersen 2001: 77–78;
and Foljanty-Jost 1979: passim; Nozaki 2002; for more on the support move-
ment for Ienaga Saburô, cf. Foljanty-Jost 1979: 52−55, 133–134.
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Japanese warfare on the Asian continent and used in all the 1997 versions
of junior high school textbooks, was replaced in 2001 by the expression
“advance” (shinshutsu) or simply dropped altogether along with the rele-
vant passages (Tawara 2001: 35–40, 178–183; Net 2000: 109f).

The 2001 selection procedure also revealed that those textbooks which
had been previously considered “progressive”—i.e., those which gave
reasonably detailed treatment of the “darker chapters” of Japan’s modern
history—were losing ground, above all those published by Nihon Shose-
ki, but also Ôsaka Shoseki and Kyôiku Shuppan. In contrast, the textbook
published by Tôkyô Shoseki, which dealt only briefly with controversial
topics, increased its market share to over 50% of the total. This reinforced
the existing trend toward concentration of the textbook market into a few
hands—a tendency which in the long term will produce a smaller number
of textbooks for schools to choose from. Indeed, in 1998 only seven
textbooks were available for teaching history in junior high schools, a
marked decline from the 19 on offer in 1960. This tendency is also observ-
able in other subjects, as well as in elementary schools where there is a
noticeable trend toward fewer textbooks and a growing concentration of
market share in the hands of a few publishing houses.58

Table 3: Numbers of textbooks available in selected subjects in elementary and
junior high schools, 1960 and 1999 (Source: Net 2000: 102).

58 For further information on the more recent developments of 2001/2002, cf.
Kyôkasho Repôto 2003: 62−71, 77, 83.

Elementary School 1960 1999

Japanese 12 6

Social Science 11 5

Geography 12 2

Mathematics 10 6

Natural Science 11 6

Geometry 16 3

Junior High School

Japanese 17 5

History 19 7

Geography 9 2

Mathematics 19 6

Natural Science 15 5
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Table 4: Concentration (in%) of the market share of elementary and junior high
school textbooks by subject held by the three leading publishers in
1997 (Source: Net 2000: 102).

Until 1963, individual schools chose the textbooks used in elementary
and junior high school classes. German researcher Gesine Foljanty-Jost
regards the present system of regional selection districts, introduced in
1964, as part of a series of measures designed to reverse the previously
valid democratic and citizen-oriented textbook legislation step by step
(Foljanty-Jost 1979: 33–35). According to critics of the bureaucratization of
the selection procedure, the increasing concentration of Japan’s textbook
market can be countered only by reforming the current system and
returning to textbook selection at the level of the individual school.

However, such a reform is unlikely to be carried out in the near future.
Public attention will again focus on the selection process carried out at
municipality level when the textbook debate enters its next round in late
2004 and spring/summer 2005. As of April 2004, the Tsukuru-kai is
preparing revised versions of its textbooks for submission to the MOE.
The forthcoming debates over the examination and selection process are
likely to be even more heated those of 2000/2001. The consequences of
the growing influence of historical revisionism for the future course of
Japanese politics will be “unpredictable but inevitably disturbing” (Mc-
Cormack 2000: 69f)—not to mention the implications for Japan’s relations
with Korea and China, as Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichirô’s visits to
the Yasukuni Shrine have recently underlined (see chapter 2).

The Tsukuru-kai is recouping its forces, promising “revenge” for its
defeat in the selection process in 2001. Tanaka Hidemichi, the associa-
tion’s president since late 2001, has reaffirmed the society’s objective of
fighting against “Marxist and anti-Japanese masochistic historians who

Elementary School %

Japanese 94

Social Science 96

Mathematics 96

Natural Science 85

Junior High School

Japanese 88

Geography 81

History 78

Social Science 79

Mathematics 78

Natural Science 91

English 83
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distort Japanese history and history education” (Tanaka 2004: Internet).
There is little doubt that the Tsukuru-kai can back up its words with
strong financial backing as well as the considerable political support it
enjoys.59 The restructuring of the society’s leadership under Tanaka, and
a vigorous membership drive launched in the second half of 2001 to
counter recent losses60—among the most prominent defectors were Koba-
yashi Yoshinori and Nishibe Susumu (Uesugi 2003a: Internet)—were
undertaken as preparatory steps for the society’s promised “revenge”,
and its political connections will again be a central issue of the next round
of the textbook debate in 2005. The Tsukuru-kai’s links with politics and
politicians, which will be crucial to the future development of the issue,
are explored in detail in the next section.

1.5 THE TSUKURU-KAI AND POLITICS

1.5.1 Historical Background: The Debates of the mid-1990s

When the textbook controversy first erupted in East Asia as an interna-
tional conflict in 1982, Japanese politicians reacted by introducing the
“paragraph regarding neighbouring countries” (kinrin shokoku jôkô) into
the official rules for the examination of textbooks. This was done to
improve bilateral relations with South Korea and China (cf. Tawara 2001:
143; Watanabe 2002: 5; Kondô 2001: 86; Tawara 2002: 24). As we have seen,
this innovation led in turn to the inclusion in school texts of passages
critical of Japan’s wartime past—at least until the 1990s (Chung 1998;
2003a; 2003b). Despite media coverage in Asia and America that focused
intensely on “historical denial” on the Japanese side, this development
undoubtedly fostered reconciliation with East Asia and strengthened
Japan’s international reputation. Foreign media coverage also drew atten-

59 However, after making a large profit with the “bookmarket version” of the
Tsukuru-kai textbook in 2001, Fusôsha ended the 2002 financial year with a
deficit. Fusôsha has also rescinded plans to publish the Tsukuru-kai history
text as supplementary teaching material and to publish an elementary textbook
authored by the Tsukuru-kai (Uesugi 2003a: Internet).

60 In July 2003, Tsukuru-kai membership had dropped to under 8,500 (Kyôkasho
Repôto 2004: 25). Some observers have stressed recent efforts by the Tsukuru-
kai to cooperate with religious organizations such as a number of Shintô
shrines, the central organization of Shintô shrines (Jinja Honchô), and smaller
sects such as Makuya (Kirisuto no Makuya), as well as outspoken right-wing
organizations such as the Nippon Kaigi in recruiting new members (Uesugi
2003b: Internet).
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tion to the “undue remarks” (bôgen) of politicians who opposed changes
in history education and ridiculed efforts to teach Japanese children the
“dark chapters” of Japan’s wartime past and present the Asia-Pacific War
as a war of aggression. Such bôgen were deliberately designed to relativize
Japan’s war responsibility or simply deny wartime atrocities (see below).

Over the last few decades, the balance between a critical view of
Japan’s wartime past and the revisionist perspective on the war has been
shifting back and forth, with the rise of historical revisionism since the
1990s prompting a shift towards the apologetic view—above all in the
public sphere, but also in history education. In most countries, history
education is, to a certain degree, also the product of calculations based on
Realpolitik. In the case of Germany, which in Japan and other countries is
often considered the shining example of “successful” Vergangenheitsbe-
wältigung (coming to terms with the past), such calculations played a
central role in postwar Germany’s push to re-enter the community of
nations and to win back the trust of her neighbors.

Germans are still divided over how to remember the war, but they
have greater incentive than their Japanese counterparts to satisfy
neighboring countries. This is not because […] Germans [are] more
remorseful by nature than Japanese. Some Germans feel guilt,
shame, and remorse for their wartime actions as do some Japanese.
Others in both countries do not. Rather, larger numbers of Germans
than Japanese currently believe that teaching their children positive
accounts of Nazism and the war will cost them too much in the
future. Germans, notably political leaders, recognize that they have
more to lose by clinging to their wartime claims than do Japanese.
Their consensus is that the problems created by officially repudiat-
ing the Nazi war are less serious than those created by continuing to
defend it. (Hein and Selden 2000b: 10; cf. also Ishida 2002 for a
balanced Japanese view of German Vergangenheitsbewältigung)

While affirmative views of the Nazi past and efforts to deny the Holo-
caust have been marginalized in German politics, academia and society,
in Japan apologetic views rather dominate the political establishment, at
least the conservative parties, and are also present in the public sphere
where public memory is preserved (see chapter 2). Politicians who advo-
cate apologetic and affirmative views of their countries’ wartime past
clearly believe that they have more to win than to lose. While at least as
many ordinary Japanese feel remorse about World War II as do their
German counterparts, as I show in chapter 3, Japan’s political leaders
largely subscribe to affirmative views of Japan’s wars and openly pro-
mote these views. It is precisely this connection between historical revi-
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sionism as an academic and media-driven movement on the one side and
politics on the other, and the contrast of these politicized views of history
with the views of the majority of the population, which underlines the
significance and the explosive potential of the ongoing textbook debate.

In this section I am chiefly concerned to demonstrate the mutual
influences of conservative politics and neonationalist historical revision-
ism and to show that historical revisionism has its origins within politics.
As we saw in chapter 1.1, apologetic views of war and colonialism have
been a constant feature of postwar Japanese politics. However, revision-
ism reached new heights on the eve of the 50th anniversary of the end of
World War II in summer 1995, triggering intense discussions about Ja-
pan’s past (Seraphim 1996). Already in 1993, Prime Minister Hosokawa
Morihiro had caused uproar within the conservative camp by admitting
that he “considers the previous war to have been a war of aggression and
a wrong war.” (cited in Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 443) While liberal
critics applauded the fact that “the Japanese government finally has
chosen to clearly accept responsibility for Japanese warfare and colonial
rule” (Yoshida 1994: 23), several organizations such as the Japan Bereaved
Families’ Association (Nihon Izoku-kai) (Arai 2001: 38) and the Yasukuni
Shrine (Yoshida 1995: 205) issued “counter-statements” praising the
“Greater East Asian War” as a “war of self-defense to secure the life and
property of the [Japanese] people.” The Association to Respond to the
Heroic Souls (Eirei ni Kotaeru kai) launched a full-page protest advertis-
ment in the daily Sankei Shinbun under the desparate heading “Japan is
not a country of aggression” (Nihon wa shinryaku-kuni de wa arimasen)
(Yoshida 1995: 210). Within the LDP, a “History Examination Committee”
(Rekishi Kentô Iinkai) was established which in 1995 issued a publication
(Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995) summarizing the opposition to Hosokawa’s
views. Individual politicians-turned-historians further undermined the
prime minister’s statement through the deliberate use of “undue re-
marks” (bôgen) such as the comments made by Nagano Shigeto in 1994:

I still think the interpretation of [the Greater East Asian War] as a
war of aggression is wrong. […] Japan stood at the brink of extinc-
tion, stood up and fought for its existence. At the same time, Japan
seriously thought about liberating colonies and establishing the
East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere. […] Its war objectives as such
were, at the time, basically within justifiable limits. (cited in Waka-
miya 1995: 10)

Commenting on Japanese war atrocities, Nagano added that he believed
that “the Nanjing incident is a fabrication.” (cited in Wakamiya 1995: 10)
And in opposing plans to adopt an “apology resolution” in the Diet (see
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below), Minister for Environmental Issues [!] Sakurai Shin reconfirmed
that

Japan did not mean to conduct a war of aggression. […] As a result
of the Japanese wars, Asia was liberated from European colonial rule
and almost all countries won independence. As a consequence of
this independence, education was disseminated and economic
growth began to occur all over Asia. (cited in Wakamiya 1995: 11)

That such views are still very prominent among Japan’s political class has
been confirmed by more recent statements. In July 2003, for example, LDP
faction leader Etô Takami called the Nanjing massacre a fabrication and
told reporters that Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1910 was “not a colonial
conquest, but, due to the fact that both sides signed a treaty of annexation,
a legally correct step approved unconditionally by the United Nations.”61

(cited in Asahi Shinbun 13 July 2003: 1) Similar remarks have also been
made by Asô Tarô of the LDP (Asahi Shinbun 3 June 2003: 2) and Tôkyô
governor Ishihara Shintarô (Asahi Shinbun 29 October 2003: 38). In con-
trast to the 1990s, however, politicians who make such statements have
not been relieved of their posts, despite protests both from within Japan
and from its neighbors.

The controversy ignited by the 50th anniversary of the war escalated
in 1995 when the cabinet of Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi of the
Socialist Party of Japan (SPJ) promoted the adoption of an “anti-war
resolution” or an “apology resolution” in the Diet—notwithstanding the
fact that the SPJ was very much the junior party in the coalition cabinet
headed by Murayama, and in the face of strong resistance from the LDP,
the dominant coalition partner, against any official apology for Japan’s
wars. Although Murayama eventually pushed through the resolution in
the Diet, his success was a Pyrrhic victory. The “Resolution to Renew the
Determination for Peace on the Basis of Lessons Learned from History”,
adopted on 9 June 1995 (see appendix 2), was not the decisive statement
Murayama and others had hoped for. The prime minister was forced to
accept a compromise statement as a result of strong pressure from conser-
vative groups within the LDP. The resolution finally adopted expressed
“condolences to those who fell in action and victims of wars and similar
actions all over the world” (italics added), thereby relativizing Japanese
aggression in Asia as a “normal action”, comparable to warfare conduct-
ed by the European imperial powers. Moreover, the resolution did not
make clear the identity of the victims it referred to: the passage cited
above could be interpreted as a message of support for Japanese families

61 The United Nations, of course, was founded only after the end of World War II.
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bereaved by the war. The second paragraph of the resolution was similar-
ly ambiguous:

Solemnly reflecting (hansei) upon many instances of colonial rule and
acts of aggression in the modern history of the world, and recognizing that
Japan carried out those acts in the past, inflicting pain and suffering
upon the peoples of other countries, especially in Asia, the Members
of this House express a sense of deep remorse. (italics added)

Again, Japan’s wars are placed in the larger framework of imperialism
and warfare “in the modern history of the world” and thus relativized as
a “normal” event in history. This kind of formulation is reminiscent of
ultraconservative German historiography of the 1980s which aimed at
relativizing German war atrocities, e.g. depicting the Holocaust as a
“conventional genocide” similar to the purges of Stalin in the Soviet
Union or Pol Pot in Cambodia—efforts that were fiercely opposed in
German society and academia. (The cynical comparison of numbers and
methods of killing in some studies seems a highly inappropriate way of
approaching history on the part of former aggressors, not to mention the
political implications of such theories.) This pressure from within the LDP,
where many lawmakers-turned-historians insisted that Japan had noth-
ing to apologize for since the “Greater East Asian” war had been a purely
defensive war, made it impossible for Murayama to proceed with his
original plan of a more outspoken apology. He rather had to accept a
compromise solution to avoid the danger of ending up with no resolution
at all. It is hardly surprising that the resolution found little acceptance
outside Japan while arousing considerable criticism within the country.

A few months after the passing of the resolution, Prime Minister
Murayama made a personal attempt to make up for the failure to make a
true apology. On 15 August 1995, the 50th anniversary of the ending of the
war, he made a statement (Murayama danwa) in which he unambiguously
acknowledged that “during a certain period in the not-too-distant past,
Japan, following a mistaken national policy, advanced along the road to
war, only to ensnare the Japanese people in a fateful crisis, and, through
its colonial rule and aggression, caused tremendous damage and suffer-
ing to the people of many countries, particularly to those of Asian na-
tions.” (MOFA 1995: Internet; see also appendix 2) He also expressed his
“sense of profound remorse” and added that he felt “feelings of deep
remorse and state my heartfelt apology”. The statement was endorsed as
a cabinet decision (kakugi kettei) and remains the official position of the
Japanese government regarding Japan’s wartime past. Murayama’s suc-
cessor, Hashimoto Ryûtarô, despite being known to support affirmative
views of the war, was the first member to endorse the Murayama state-
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ment in the House of Councillors on 26 January 1996. Subsequently, every
Japanese head of cabinet, including the present Prime Minister Koizumi
Jun’ichirô, has followed this course.

Why did the series of declarations made in summer 1995, in addition
to Hosokawa’s statement in 1993, not satisfy Japan’s neighbors and lead
to a consensus in Japanese society? What were the reasons for continuing
doubts over the sincerity of Japan’s “apologies”? No one could ignore the
fact that fewer than half the 511 members of the House of Representatives
had attended the Diet session of June 1995 in which the apology resolu-
tion was adopted, despite its compromise character. Many conservative
members of the LDP, which opposed the adoption of any resolution,
stayed away from the Diet rather than be forced to either vote against the
resolution—and so provoke a political crisis—or vote against their con-
science. As a result, the resolution was not even tabled in Japan’s upper
house, the House of Councillors. Organizations founded to oppose the
resolution ridiculed the “House of Representatives’ resolution that has no
authority and was shelved in the House of Councillors” (Shûsen
Gojûshûnen Kokumin Iinkai 1995: 11). The fate of the resolution was seen
as “equivalent to having been rejected” (Shûsen Gojûshûnen Kokumin
Iinkai 1995: 22). The resolution was no doubt perceived in exactly this
way by Japan’s neighbors, the former victims of Japanese aggression.
Openly obstructed within the national parliament, the Diet resolution lost
much of its credibility as well as its envisaged symbolic meaning.

To add insult to injury, politicians opposing the resolution formed a
variety of lobby groups, giving evidence of the strength of apologetic
views of the war in Japanese politics and the paucity of “genuine” re-
morse. Already by the end of 1994, approximately half the LDP Diet
membership had formed an organization known as the Parliamentarians’
League on the Fiftieth Anniversary of the End of World War II led by
ultra-conservative Okuno Seisuke (former Minister at the National Land
Agency), and including Mori Yoshirô (then LDP secretary-general) and
Hashimoto Ryûtarô (former MITI minister). The League’s “sole purpose
was to torpedo Murayama’s attempt to adopt a fusen ketsugi” (Mukae
1996: 1014). In its guidelines, the organization stated:

We cannot approve of a resolution containing words of remorse,
apology, and the renunciation of war because it would be tanta-
mount to reconfirming biased post-war interpretations of our histo-
ry, thereby creating difficulties for our nation’s future. (cited in Mu-
kae 1996: 1015)

Similarly, in the opposition New Frontier Party (Shinshintô, NFP), the
Parliamentarians’ League to Bequeath Correct History was founded, in-
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some 39 conservative Members of the Diet participated in person, while
a further 110 sent official representatives. Additionally, some 10,000 par-
ticipants attended the event, making up an impressive audience. For
several months, the National Committee had been active in collecting
signatures aiming at preventing an apology resolution by the Diet. It
succeeded in collecting more than five million signatures by 8 May 1995,64

and during the rally in May issued a “statement of opposition against a
Diet resolution” (Kokkai ketsugi hantai no ketsugi):

On the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the war, the masochistic
and servile historical consciousness [of the Japanese], which has
been distorted by the policies of the postwar occupation, has to be
reconsidered. On the basis of a fair and true historical account, we
have to recover [our] history and restore the honor and pride of the
Japanese. (Shûsen Gojûshûnen Kokumin Iinkai 1995: 58)65

In the same statement, the Committee reaffirmed the neonationalist view
of Japan’s wars as wars of Asian liberation, while the suggestion that
Japan had conducted wars of aggression was dismissed as “absurd” and
“arbitrary” (National Committee 1995: 13). With its forceful campaign66 to
prevent a “Diet resolution of remorse and apology unilaterally incrimi-
nating our nation in the war”, the National Committee influenced a
number of politicians, particularly within the LDP. It was largely due to
pressure from this source that Prime Minister Murayama was forced to
agree to a revision of the resolution which effectively diluted it. For the
LDP, it was important to placate the conservative lobby groups, some of
whom play a key role in securing organized votes (soshiki-hyô) in support
of the LDP. They knew that members of the Izoku-kai (Japan Bereaved
Families’ Association), for example, which is particularly strong in rural
areas, could never support a resolution that would brand Japan as an
aggressor and render their beloved husbands, fathers and brothers killed
in the war as murderers of civilians across Asia. With a claimed member-
ship of more than one million households, the LDP chose not to ignore the
Izoku-kai (Hata 2002a: 13; Arai 2001: 39). At the same time, to avoid the

64 Shûsen Gojûshûnen Kokumin Iinkai 1995: 9; for the distribution amongst the
prefectures cf. ibid., 53.

65 The English version, titled “Tôkyô Declaration for ‘Asian Nations’ Symbiosis’”,
lacks similar wording but rather evokes the image of a united Asia that has
faced “unbearable humiliation” and only recently has found “harmony” (Na-
tional Committee 1995: 11).

66 The committee also organized events in all the major Japanese cities (Shûsen
Gojûshûnen Kokumin Iinkai 1995: 16−19).
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dangers inherent in abandoning the idea of a Diet resolution altogether,
Murayama himself agreed to a compromise solution.

In the end, the resolution was adopted only because of the three
coalition parties’ shared desire to stay in power. This was the fundamen-
tal driving force behind an agreement that fell well short of expressing a
unanimous Japanese apology for the war. The resolution that was finally
adopted did not satisfy anybody: for Japan’s neighbors, it lacked a clear
statement of guilt and apology; for the Japanese Left, the circumstances in
which it was adopted were “embarrassing” (hazukashii) (Asahi Shinbun 10
June 1995); and for the opponents of an apology, any resolution was too
much. One observer drew the conclusion that the resolution was a lost
opportunity for Japan:

[The 9 June Diet resolution] could have demonstrated Japan’s strong
commitment to a new globally oriented pacifism that, unlike its
postwar isolationist pacifism, is anchored firmly in an honest ap-
praisal of Japan’s own past history, as well as a true effort at recon-
ciliation with its Asian neighbors. In that sense, unfortunately, the
Japanese government failed not only other nations but also its own.
(Mukae 1996: 1030)

Although the National Committee could not prevent the revised resolu-
tion from being adopted, successful lobbying by conservative activists
had robbed it much of its envisaged symbolic meaning. The events orga-
nized by the National Committee and the flow of publications that fol-
lowed67 were only the start of a series of “counter-declarations” that
further undermined the Diet resolution.

The most important of these “counter-declarations”—apart from the
continuing “undue remarks” of conservative politicians68—was a publi-
cation produced by a committee of the dominant political party, the LDP.
The ambiguously named History Examination Committee (Rekishi Kentô
Iinkai) had been founded after the statement of apology by Prime Minis-
ter Hosokawa in 1993 and had organized a series of lectures by academ-
ics, journalists and other conservative “opinion leaders” or “critics”
(hyôronka) between October 1993 and February 1995. These lectures, along
with the committee’s own deliberations, were published in late 1995 as
the Summary of the Greater East Asia War (Daitô-A sensô sôkatsu) (Rekishi
Kentô Iinkai 1995). This publication constitutes the most comprehensive

67 The National Committee also sponsored two movies, The Light of Independent
Asia (Dokuritsu Ajia no hikari) and The Glory of Free Asia (Jiyû Ajia no eikô); Shûsen
Gojûshûnen Kokumin Iinkai 1995: 14f. 

68 Cf. McCormack 2001: 226−229; Wakamiya 1995: 9−16.
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“counter-statement” against the apologies of Hosokawa and Murayama
and the 1995 Diet resolution. Among the members of the History Exami-
nation Committee who authorized this publication was a stellar cast of
political notables (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 446; Tawara 2001: 154): the
then president of the Izoku-kai, Hashimoto Ryûtarô (Prime Minister
1996–1998); the then LDP secretary-general Mori Yoshirô (Prime Minister
April 2000-April 2001); the chairman of the Lower House Investigation
Committee on Constitutional Questions (Shûgiin kenpô chôsakai iinchô)
Nakayama Tarô; former chairman of the House of Councillors Investiga-
tion Committee on Constitutional Questions (Sangiin kenpô chôsakai
iinchô) Murakami Masakuni;69 Itagaki Masashi, son of Itagaki Seishirô, an
army general considered responsible for the outbreak of the Manchurian
Incident (1931) and convicted as a class A war criminal by the IMTFE;
later LDP faction leader Etô Takami; and present LDP secretary-general,
Abe Shinzô, tipped to be a future leader of the party—and the country (cf.
Maeno 2003: 275).

The lectures published by the committee in 1995 were given by well-
known war-apologists and historical revisionists such as Nishio Kanji,
Tanaka Masaaki, Takahashi Shirô, Kobori Keiichirô, Okazaki Hisahiko,
Nishibe Susumu and Etô Jun. Most contain harsh criticism of the Hosoka-
wa statement (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 11, 443) and repeatedly affirm
that “the Greater East Asian War (Asia-Pacific War) 70 was not a war of
aggression, but rather a war [undertaken] for self-defense (jison jiei) and
[…] the liberation of Asia (Ajia kaihô no sensô).” (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995:
11, 308 etc.) This statement is almost identical with the description of the
war found in the Tsukuru-kai textbook (Nishio et al. 2001: 277), to which
many of the lecturers sponsored by the History Examination Committee
had contributed. Japan’s responsibility for the war is consistently denied
throughout the publication. Some contributors go further and attribute
part of the responsibility to China and Korea, since “their weakness
invited [!] Russian aggression” in Asia (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 13).
The book aroused a great deal of attention in China due to its direct denial
of the Nanjing massacre, particularly in the contribution by Tanaka
Masaaki (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 252–261; cf. also 304f; regarding
Tanaka cf. Yang 2001: 64f).

69 Murakami was convicted of bribery in the so-called KSD scandal in 2000; see
Mainichi Interactive 2001.

70 The terms “Greater East Asian War” (1941−1945) and “Asia-Pacific War” (now-
adays usually defined as the war conducted from 1931−1945) are here used
synonymously. 
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The LDP-sponsored book makes many claims about the war that were
later to become standard revisionist dogma. Alongside the blaming of the
IMTFE prosecutors for the view of history considered predominant in
contemporary Japan (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 272–295, 329 and
passim), throughout the book we find the repeated claim that the war was
fought as an unselfish act to liberate Asia from European imperialism and
aggression:

The Manchurian Incident, the China Incident and the Greater East
Asian War […] were a fight for survival between the colored races
and the white race. Since the Russo-Japanese War [1905], the colored
races had all depended on Japan to be liberated from colonial rule.
Since this would be a terrible blow, the whites united in order to
suppress Japan. (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 62f)

And further:

The Greater East Asian War was a glorious and international contri-
bution, a sacrifice without precedent in the history of mankind. […]
The Japanese are a righteous people. (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 67)

In this kind of argument, some conflict is apparent in interpreting a war
that contained elements of an anticolonial conflict—Japanese resistance to
the Western colonial drive into East Asia—but at the same time contained
imperialist elements, aiming at establishing Japanese hegemony over
Asia. In conservative circles in Japan, however, it is remembered as an
exclusively anticolonial war, while Japanese imperialist and colonial am-
bition is denied. In Asian countries that were victims of Japanese expan-
sionism, the war is rather remembered as an imperialist Japanese con-
flict—although a minority in those countries nonetheless acknowledge a
Japanese contribution to the anticolonial independence fight. But it is,
above all, the re-emergence of a crude Social Darwinist “law of the
jungle” that is particularly disturbing in this context. While this notion
has increasingly disappeared from international politics since World War
II, it has made a strong comeback in the writings of Japanese historical
revisionists:

Although people [from countries] that have been victims of aggres-
sion don’t like to hear this, in the fight for the survival of mankind it
is legitimate to be an aggressor as long as you win (katte shinryaku
suru no ga tadashii no desu). (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 65)

While not all its authors were members of the LDP, this publication by the
party’s History Examination Committee—containing the signatures of
105 LDP lawmakers (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 446)—reflects the views
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of a large and influential section of the LDP—a group that is still very
much in control today as the names listed above demonstrate. Some
observers (Tawara 2001: 139f; Kang 2001a; Takahashi 2002: 42) consider
this apologetic manifesto as the start of the movement for historical
revisionism that developed in Japan in the late 1990s. The Tsukuru-kai,
which was represented among the authors of the LDP publication, was
founded in 1996, and its first publication repeats many of the claims made
in the Summary of the Greater East Asia War (see chapter 1.1). The same can
be said of its school history textbook which was issued in 2000. As a result
of these parallels, commentators have argued that the Tsukuru-kai text-
book was in some respects written for the LDP as a response to the desire
in conservative circles for a stronger statement of the affirmative view of
the war to influence Japanese society at large (Watanabe 2002: 4; Kang
2001a; Takahashi 2002: 42).

1.5.2 Contemporary Political Debates

Since its foundation in 1996, the Tsukuru-kai has been working to fulfill
its principal objective of disseminating an affirmative view of the war in
Japanese society. Since the setback the society received in 2001 with the
limited adoption of its school textbook (see chapter 1.4), the mass media
have become its main field of engagement (see chapters 1.1 and 1.2).
Through these activities conservative views of history are spreading in
Japanese society, although, as I show in chapter 3, they have not yet
become predominant. Some observers stress that it is only a question of
time before the alliance between conservative politics and the historical
revisionism coalescing around the Tsukuru-kai will reach fruition. It is
true that, as a result of the formation of the Tsukuru-kai and its growing
media profile, the “affirmative” view of Japanese history has emerged
from its isolated position in right-wing circles and conservative politics
and gained some attention in the wider society.

In its present and future campaigns, the Tsukuru-kai can be sure of
continuing political support. Recent developments have demonstrated
the society’s close connection with politics and cooperation in concrete
political issues. Their most obvious political links are the membership of
a number of politicians in the society, mostly those with a special interest
in questions of history and national pride. One notorious example is
former Minister of Education Machimura Nobutaka, who in 1998 public-
ly aligned himself with the Tsukuru-kai by complaining that Japanese
history textbooks “are lacking in balance” and over-emphasize Japan’s
responsibility for the war (cited in Tawara 2001: 41, 141; cf. also Uesugi
80



1. Historical Revisionism in Contemporary Japan
2001: 17; Net 2000: 114). Machimura—who in September 2004 became
Foreign Minister—is one of a number of national and local politicians,
many of them affiliated with the LDP, who are members of the Tsukuru-
kai (Tawara 2001: 171–177). To cite another example, in July 2000 the LDP
members of Chiba prefectural assembly issued a statement whose title
clearly reflects Tsukuru-kai views: Memorandum demanding appropriate
measures to produce a history textbook that allows [one] to have pride and love
for the Japanese state (Nippon-koku e no aijô to hokori o motsu koto ga
dekiru rekishi kyôkasho sakusei ni mukete tekisetsu na taiô o motomeru
ikensho) (Tawara 2001: 123). The reference here to the Japanese state
(Nippon-koku) supports the assumption often made by critics that neona-
tionalists fail to make a distinction between state and nation, and indeed
support a particularly strong statist variant of neonationalism directed at
strengthening citizens’ loyalty to the state and state authorities.

In addition to LDP politicians who belong to the Tsukuru-kai and
support the society’s activities, there are many more politicians who hold
revisionist views and express them publicly. In May 2000, Prime Minister
Mori Yoshirô told the Shintô Association of Spiritual Leadership (the
official English name of the Shintô Seiji Renmei): “I have promoted ideas
which the government has tended to avoid, and have continued to affirm
to the Japanese people that Japan is a country of the gods, with the
emperor at its center.”71 Mori’s pronouncement became known as the
“Country of the Gods” statement (kami no kuni hatsugen) and is consid-
ered by a leading Australian scholar as an expression of the “precise racist
and exclusionary formula of Japanese identity promoted in the official
ideology of 1930s and 1940s fascist Japan.” (McCormack 2001a: xvi) How-
ever, such views are of central importance to the historical narrative
promoted by the Tsukuru-kai, which has been called an “historical view
of the Imperial Country” (kôkoku shikan) (Kimijima 2001: 57).

The close links between conservative politics and the Tsukuru-kai are
also reflected in contemporary political discussion and controversy. For
example, in the debate over the revision of the Japanese Constitution,
Tsukuru-kai members are cooperating closely with the political propo-
nents of a revised Constitution which would include the revision (or
deletion) of the war-renouncing Article 9 in order to allow Japan to use its
military forces as an instrument of foreign policy. In conservative circles,
such a move is linked closely with national prestige and national power.
Since Article 9 of the Constitution restricts Japan’s ability to deploy

71 Cited in McCormack 2001: xvi; cf. also Tawara 2001: 111−113 and the homepage
of the Shinto Online Network Association (http://www.jinja.or.jp/jikyoku/ka-
minokuni/kaminokuni2. html).
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military power—notwithstanding the recent “revision [of Article 9] by
reinterpretation” (McCormack 2001b; Takahashi 2003: 151)—the abolition
of it and other restraints on Japanese political and military engagement
are a major objective of the conservative political camp and the Tsukuru-
kai members who support them.

Ill. 6: Cover of the bi-weekly magazine Sapio criticizing the excessive re-
strictions binding Japan’s power (used by permission of Shôgakukan).

However, moves such as these by the right wing do not go unchallenged.
Any criticism of the prevailing pacifist attitudes in Japanese society are
still considered as a “direct challenge to the collective identity of Japan as
a peaceful country” (Katzenstein 1996: 151), and any constitutional
changes that might promote a “war-capable Japan” (sensô dekiru kuni) are
met with vigorous opposition in Japanese society, particularly among
academics, NGO members, lawyers and teachers (Tawara 2001: 157;
Tawara 2002: 36; Takahashi and Miyake 2003: 46; Takahashi 2003: 128f,
170f; Ôuchi 2003: 89–93; Tanaka 2002a: 211–214; Ôe Kenzaburô in Asahi
Shinbun 11 June 2004: 37). This opposition to military expansionism
should be seen in the context of Japan’s military budget: with an annual
expenditure of more than US$ 40 billion, it has the third-largest military
budget in the world, by far the largest in East Asia.

72 73
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Table 5: Military budgets of major countries in 2003 (Source: IISS 2004). 

And in response to continuing U.S. pressure, Japan is increasing its
military activities as a part of its foreign policy, a fact noted not only by
domestic opponents of military expansion, but also by East Asian na-
tions.74 Having the ability to project military power as a part of foreign
policy—whether within the framework of UN missions or as a partner of
the U.S.—has long been advocated by conservative politicians and lobby-
ists who present it as an essential part of becoming “a normal country”
(futsû no kuni). Despite the imprecision of this slogan, its proponents claim
that “a normal country” is one that “possesses normal armaments (gunbi)
and can conduct war in a normal way (futsû ni sensô dekiru)” (former
General Director for Foreign Relations of the Defense Agency, Okazaki
Hisahiko cited in Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 362). Less polemical com-
mentators argue that a revision of Article 9—particularly part 2 of Article
9—is necessary as a symbolic act, to legalize the existence of Japan’s SDF

72 Military Balance ignores the Russian official budget, which amounts to only
US$ 23 billion, but rather estimates “actual defence expenditure in Russia
using purchasing power parity (PPP) rates”, giving an estimate of “total mili-
tary-related expenditure […] [as] the equivalent of $50.8bn.” (IISS 2004: 271)

73 The Chinese defense budget is a hotly debated topic, as official figures are consid-
ered to be much lower than actual expenditures. See Carpenter 2004; IISS 2004: 294f.

Annual Defense budget
(in billion US$)

1 USA 382.6

2 Russia 50.8 (2002)73

3 Japan 41.4

4 United Kingdom 41.3

5 France 34.9

6 Germany 27.4

7 China74 22.4

8 Italy 22.3

9 Saudi-Arabia 18.4

10 India 16.2

South Korea 14.8

Australia 9.9

Brazil 9.7

Canada 9.1

Spain 8.5

North Korea 1.6

74 “Pacifism is slowly fading” was the warning cover title of the Far Eastern
Economic Review (FEER 1 November 2001) after the so-called anti-terrorism law
passed in Japan in October 2001.
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within the constitutional framework and form the basis for participation
in UN missions. Kitaoka Shin’ichi, former Tôkyô University professor
and now Japan’s Deputy Permanent Representative to the UN argues:
“Although I do not favor an increase in the military arms buildup, it is
hard to deny that Article 9 […] imposes restrictions on the development
of a healthy security policy (kenzen na anzen hoshô seisaku).” (Kitaoka 2000:
258; cf. also 262–272, 302; Heginbotham and Samuels 2003)

As a result of strong domestic opposition to the further militarization
of Japan’s foreign policy and the revision of Article 9,75 the conservative
lobby has increased its efforts at weakening this opposition. Opposition
to the revision of Article 9, they argue, derives from the pacifism and lack
of patriotism characteristic of contemporary Japanese. By entrenching a
“bright” historical narrative and strengthening patriotism and love of
country, the argument goes, opposition to the revision of Article 9 of the
Constitution will be eroded. In order to achieve these aims, history edu-
cation in schools must be revised as the first priority—although recently
the whole education system has come under attack (Ôuchi 2003; Taka-
hashi 2003). Although the raising of national consciousness and patrio-
tism (aikokushin, aikokushugi) have long been included as official objec-
tives in the guidelines for history lessons in Japanese schools,76 in the eyes

75 In an opinion poll conducted by Asahi Shinbun in 2001, 74% opposed a
revision of Article 9, with only 17% favoring it; in 2004 the respective figures
were 60% and 31% (Asahi Shinbun 1 May 2004: 1), probably reflecting a recent
increase in Japanese military participation worldwide which is considered by
many as incompatible with the present constitution. In hearings on a revision
of the Constitution organized by the Lower House Investigation Committee on
Constitutional Questions (Shûgiin Kenpô Chôsakai) between 2001 and 2004, a
majority of participants opposed revision of Article 9 (Asahi Shinbun 14 May
2004: 4). At the hearings, Oguma Eiji, a liberal who favors the preservation of
Article 9 and who has received considerable attention with his critical writings
on nationalism and patriotism (Oguma 1998; Oguma 2002; Oguma and Ueno
2003), argued that Article 9 restricts U.S. demands for increasing Japanese
participation in U.S. military activities. Such pressures would inevitably lead
to an escalation of Japanese military activity following any revision of Article 9
(Asahi Shinbun 14 May 2004: 4).

76 When the Monbushô “Curriculum for Study in Junior High Schools” (Chûgakkô
gakushû shidô yôryô) were revised in 1989, the very first sentence in the history
section stated that the study of the subject should “foster the consciousness of
being a [Japanese] national” through making students “think about the pecu-
liarities of the culture and traditions of our country from a broad perspective.”
(Monbu Kagakushô 1989: Internet) In the 2002 revision, the further aims of
“nurturing feelings of love for the country” and of “raising our awareness
(jikaku) as Japanese” are included in the guidelines for civic studies for elemen-
tary schools (Takahashi 2003: 43).
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hashi Shirô, an early member of the revisionist movement, who already
in 1995 claimed that postwar education had not only been stripped of its
prewar militarist character, but that “patriotism as such had been elimi-
nated from history education.” (Rekishi Kentô Iinkai 1995: 310) Takahashi
is well known in Japan for his low estimation of the contemporary educa-
tion system in general, and also of contemporary Japanese youth and
their attitudes (or lack of them)—all of which he blames on “faulty” (i.e.
unpatriotic) history education:

[As the result of] bullying (ijime), truancy (futôkô), the destruction of
class discipline (gakkyû hôkai), the dyeing of hair (chapatsu), and
youth prostitution (enjo kôsai), the situation in schools has become
serious (taihen). The reason for this destruction of education is histo-
ry textbooks. (cited in Tawara 2001: 124)

In September 2000 the Motomeru-kai submitted its “Request for a New
Basic Law of Eduction” to Prime Minister Mori. It contained six points
that it demanded be included in any revised Basic Law of Education
(cited in Takahashi 2003: 91f):

1. The promotion of respect for tradition and for patriotism
2. An emphasis on education in the family
3. The strengthening of religious sentiment and moral education (dôtoku

kyôiku)
4. Service to one’s country and local area
5. International cooperation in countering “the current crisis of civiliza-

tion”
6. Clarifying administrative responsibilities in education

These points form a concise summary of the Motomeru-kai’s aims of
developing patriotism through education and introducing moral edu-
cation combined with a strong religious (read: Emperor-centered
Shintô) component. The society hopes that these innovations will even-
tually alter social attitudes and produce a generation of citizens orient-
ed to the demands of state. To enhance the group’s chances of achieving
these aims, point 6 hints at the growing pressure on regional adminis-
trative bodies and municipalities to change the selection system for
textbooks, a system which, as we saw in chapter 1.4, was the main
reason that the Tsukuru-kai texts were rejected by Japanese schools in
2002.

Not content with reform of the education system, history textbooks
and the Basic Law of Education, conservative politicians and activists are
vigorously pressing their claims for an increased emphasis on patriotism
in a revised Constitution. This claim is frequently aired in the Investiga-
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tion Committees on Constitutional Questions (Kenpô Chôsakai) in both
Houses of the Diet. “In the Constitution, there are many provisions about
the rights of citizens, but extremely few about their duties, and balance is
lacking”, LDP member Ono Shin’ya lamented in April 2004 (Asahi Shin-
bun 29 April 2004: 1; cf. also Asahi Shinbun 14 May 2003: 3; Ôuchi 2003:
35f). While representatives of the opposition Democratic Party insisted
that “it is the most important task of a constitution to limit the powers of
state authority and guarantee the rights of the people (hitobito)”, the LDP
stresses that “the public good (ôyake) is taken only lightly these days and
this is the negation of the spirit of the Japanese people (Nihonjin no tamashi
no hitei).” (Asahi Shinbun 29 April 2004: 1) According to the LDP members
of the Research Committee on Constitutional Questions, this trend
should be countered by including the concepts of “Japanese pride and
identity” in the Constitution, which in concrete terms means honoring
such traditional institutions as “Shintô, Bushidô, the Imperial House, and
the tradition of a rice-growing society [sic].” (Asahi Shinbun 29 April 2004:
1) In a recent draft summarizing the LDP’s ideas about a revised Consti-
tution, terms like “state”, “patriotism”, and “national character” can be
found “almost innumerable times.” (Asahi Shinbun 17 June 2004: 1; cf. also
Asahi Shinbun 20 February 2004: 4).

The direct links between discussion of the Constitution and contem-
porary politics have been recently demonstrated in the controversy over
Japan’s participation in the US-led war in Iraq. Although the Koizumi
cabinet met with little active opposition to its decision to send troops to
Iraq in 2004, widespread public disapproval of this policy triggered the
suggestion that the government use the education system to promote its
views among Japanese youth. As Koizumi reportedly stated to a Diet
commission: “Teachers should not be saying that the SDF is going to war
and that dispatching troops is against the Constitution. This kind of
teaching causes problems. Teachers should also be telling their pupils that
the SDF is making a contribution to peace.” (cited in Asahi Shinbun 6
February 2004: 37)

The views of the general population on these issues are very different.
According to a survey conducted by Asahi Shinbun in May 2004, 54% of
Japanese oppose the inclusion of new civic duties in a revised Constitu-
tion. The newspaper reported that supporters of a revised Constitution
list as their chief concern the inclusion of “new rights”, such as the rights
to privacy and information (26% in the survey), but rarely cite the need to
include new duties (Asahi Shinbun 1 May 2004: 1, 16f). In addition, the
push by the Right to include patriotism as an educational objective in any
revised Basic Law of Education has raised popular suspicions: in August
2003, 264 municipalities drew up a joint protest against such a revision
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which they submitted to the Ministry of Education and Science (Asahi
Shinbun 13 August 2003: 1, 27).

However, other municipalities and prefectures have taken the first
steps to enforce patriotic education in practice. Since the adoption in 1999
of the “National Flag and National Anthem Law” (Kokka Kokki-hô),
which declared the Hinomaru flag the national flag and the Kimigayo
anthem the official national anthem (Tawara 2001: 106–110; Hook and
McCormack 2001; McCormack 2001a), pressure has been increasing
throughout Japan to make use of the Hinomaru flag and the Kimigayo
anthem compulsory in all school ceremonies. The issue is particularly
controversial in Tôkyô, where the prefectural government is headed by
right-wing populist and former novelist Ishihara Shintarô; here teachers
not participating in the singing of the Kimigayo have been suspended
(Nishihara 2004; Ikezoe 2004; Asahi Shinbun 1 April 2004: 37; 6 April 2004:
34; 7 April 2004: 2).79 The city of Fukuoka has introduced a system of
assessing an individual pupil’s “achievements” in reaching “awareness
as a Japanese” (Nihonjin toshite no jikaku) and making “efforts” in terms of
patriotism (aikokushin tsûchihyô); such assessments have been made part
of the half-yearly reports on pupils’ progress (Takahashi 2003: 57, 75f).
The problems—practical and moral—faced by students who are not Jap-
anese nationals when confronted with “patriotic education” have
aroused much criticism, but solutions have not been forthcoming either
from politicians, administrators or the municipalities concerned (Ôuchi
2003: 126–128; Takahashi 2003: 57–59).

Since any definitive revision of the Basic Law of Education is still some
time away, the Ministry of Education and Science has taken steps to
introduce basic education in the principles of patriotism. Through its
controversial “notebook of the mind” (kokoro no nôto), used in elementary
and junior high schools all over Japan, pupils are being confronted with
questions such as “What actually is freedom?” (Jiyû-tte nan darô), and
encouraged to learn how to “transmit and receive Japaneseness” (katari-
tsugi, uketsugu Nihon-rashisa) and to “love our country and promote its
development” (waga kuni o ai-shi, sono hatten o negau) (Ôuchi 2003: 132–

79 In all, 150 public school teachers who boycotted the singing of the national
anthem at commencement ceremonies were punished by the Tôkyô Board of
Education between the end of March and beginning of April 2004. The Board
stressed that its decision conformed with the new policy requiring that the flag
be “hung facing the front of the stage” and that “teachers and school staff stand
and face the national flag and sing the national anthem”. Other municipalities,
such as the city of Kitakyûshû, went even further and demanded that staff and
students must sing “sincerely” (tadashiku kokoro o komete) (cited in Hook and
McCormack 2001: 11).
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135; Takahashi and Miyake 2003; Takahashi 2003: chapter 1; Irie 2004:
chapter 3). Because this “notebook” is treated as supplementary course
material, it is not subject to any examination or selection process, and
critics have labeled its introduction a “return to state-issued textbooks”
(kokutei kyôkasho) in the manner of prewar Japan (Irie 2004: 128). In terms
of content, the text is reminiscent, as its critics have stressed, of prewar
“moral education” (dôtoku kyôiku) which aimed at producing “good chil-
dren”—the title of a 1940 textbook (yoi kodomo)—and pliant Imperial
subjects (shinmin) (Takahashi and Miyake 2003; Takahashi 2003: 19; Irie
2004: chapter 3).

Considering the heat generated by the ongoing “patriotism debate”
(aikokushin ronsô) in Japan (Oguma 2002; Kang 2003; Tahara, Nishibe and
Kang 2003), the strong emphasis in the “notebook of the mind” on “love
for our country”, respect for “the traditions of our country” (waga kuni no
dentô) and the need to “preserve Japaneseness” (Nihonrashisa) is indeed a
daring step. The importance of the issue for the bureaucrats in the Minis-
try of Education, however, is demonstrated by the fact that a budget of
more than 730 million Yen was authorized (Takahashi 2003: 19) to pro-
duce and distribute the notebook—free of charge—in elementary and
junior high schools throughout Japan.

It is in the framework of these contemporary debates that the increas-
ing affinity of historical revisionism with politics and politicians has
become clear—and it is also clear that this cooperation aims to secure
popular support for certain political objectives, support that is manifestly
lacking at present. While Japanese public opinion still strongly rejects the
idea of a revision of Article 9 of the Constitution and the Basic Law of
Education, the manifold activities of the Tsukuru-kai and the Motomeru-
kai are contributing to a slow change of attitudes in society. We might
postulate a similar situation with regard to popular views of history. In
recent times, the affinity of historical revisionism and conservative poli-
tics has become most obvious in the ways history is being interpreted in
the public sphere in Japan—in historical monuments and memorials, in
statements about history emanating from politicians, and in historical
museums run or sanctioned by state authorities. In the next chapter, I
discuss the historical associations of some of these public monuments and
institutions, and in chapter 3 I ask whether these historical statements
located in the public sphere are based in a broader social consensus.
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2. HISTORICAL REVISIONISM
AND THE POLITICS OF MEMORY

In addition to history education and the much-contested contents of
history textbooks, history in the public sphere—the historical interpreta-
tions underlying the national “realms of memory” embodied in monu-
ments, memorials, museums, and public ceremonies—has been credited
with an important role in shaping historical consciousness and collective
identity.

In discussions about Japan, the allegation is frequently made of the
strongly selective character of the memory manifested in the public
sphere, of a striving to (actively) forget or suppress certain facets of
Japan’s past and to brush aside the different emphases made by others.
This is sometimes called the politics of oblivion. Selection, however, is a
basic mechanism when constructing an historical narrative or as part of
the development of historical memory intended to provide a basis for
collective identity. Historical facts that are considered essential are select-
ed to be remembered, while others are forgotten, sometimes deliberately.
Although the ways in which history is interpreted for the purpose of
constructing identities are always strongly influenced by political factors,
as Jan Assmann has demonstrated in analyzing the “cultural memory” of
ancient high cultures such as Egypt or the Hethitians (Assmann 1997: 70
and passim), in modern states the selection criteria for the creation of a
collective historical memory need to be based on a social consensus. They
must also be acceptable within the framework of international relations
since, in an era of increasing globalization and transnationalization, his-
torical perspectives and “historical consciousness” have become a basis
for bilateral trust and reconciliation.

Here, of course, lies a huge potential for conflict, both within a society
and in its relations with other states. Some historians have predicted a
gradual fading away of concern with a national past that inexorably
recedes with the passage of time. Reinhard Koselleck, for example, claims
to observe “increasing unemotionality regarding research criteria, […]
less moral dismay, accusations and blaming of others through the means
of history writing. All these methods of coming to terms with the past lose
their political-existential reference, they fade away and scientific research
or hypothesis-led analysis takes their place.” (Reinhard Koselleck, cited
in Assmann 1999: 14; cf. Koselleck 2002: 327f) However, as Aleida Ass-
mann and others have stressed, this “scientification of the recent past”,
which in theory should increasingly give way to an academic “science of
history”, has not happened in the case of Germany with the history of the
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Third Reich and German wartime atrocities. “One could even say that the
exact opposite of what Koselleck has predicted is happening at present.
The Holocaust, despite increasing temporal distance from the actual
events, is not losing its topical character and fading out of awareness, but
is paradoxically moving closer and becoming more vital.” (Assmann
1999: 14) As we saw in chapter 1, the same can be said of Japan where, far
from lessening or becoming more scientific and dispassionate, discus-
sions about the wartime past are escalating and gaining in importance in
both society and politics.

This phenomenon is to be explained—as Aleida Assmann has pro-
posed for the German case—as the working of the general mechanisms
that contribute to the formation of historical memory, which enter a
particularly crucial phase when what she calls “communicative memory”
evolves into “cultural memory” (Assmann 1999: 15 and passim). At the
beginning of the 21st century, the development of historical memory
regarding the Second World War has entered the stage where “the past
experiences of contemporaries,80 if they are not to be lost, have to be
translated into a cultural memory for posterity. Living memory thus gives
way to a memory based on [communications] media, with carriers such
as monuments, memorials, museums and archives.” (Assmann 1999: 15)
It hardly needs saying that these processes of “translation” involve much
potential for debate and friction between involved parties, and it is exact-
ly this conflict over translating communicative memory into a permanent
cultural memory that has caused so much stress to the fabric of Japanese
society in recent times. As we shall see in what follows, politicians have
taken a leading role in defining cultural memory as far as the public
sphere is concerned. This, again, is not a particularly Japanese phenome-
non: “Since there is no such thing as the self-organization of cultural
memory, it has to rely on the media and politics. However, the transition
from the living individual memory to the artificial cultural memory is
problematic, since it involves the danger of distortion, reduction and
instrumentalization.” (Assmann 1999: 15) The creation of memory within
the framework of these processes is subject to the exigencies of identity
politics, which are important to modern societies and especially to their
ability to come to terms with past wars. In Japan, as we will see in this
chapter, it is the attempt to impose a certain historical narrative in the
public sphere (i.e., in monuments, memorials, museums and public cere-

80 Assmann calls these experiences and the memories based on them “communi-
cative memory”, which she defines as “orally transmitted memories that usu-
ally connect three generations.” (Assmann 1999: 13)
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monies)—a narrative which is not based on a social consensus—that lies
at the root of the fiery debates over how to memorialize the national story.

In this process of memorializing history, wars have always played a
particularly important role and have been the source of much heated
debate (Fujiwara 2001). It is therefore not surprising, as we saw in chapter
1, that in Japan the current debate is focusing on the history of “the last
war” (saki no sensô)—over which there is no consensus, even on naming
the conflict. The importance of war in constructing the framework of
historical memory reflects the observation that the creation of memory in
general is much affected by the factor of pain. Nietzsche, one of the
pioneers of research on memory, argued this point:

Whenever man has thought it necessary to create a memory for
himself, his effort has been attended with torture, blood, sacrifice.
The ghastliest sacrifices and pledges, including the sacrifice of the
first-born; the most repulsive mutilations, such as castration; the
cruelest rituals in every religious cult (and all religions are at bottom
systems of cruelty)—all these have their origin in the instinct which
divined pain to be the strongest aid to mnemonics. (Nietzsche 1887, cited
in White 1973: 361; emphasis added)

Nietzsche’s observations are confirmed when considering the role wars
have played—and still play—in the historical memory of national states
(Fujiwara 2001; Fujitani et al. 2001: 2). The modern wars conducted by
nation-states were bloodier than earlier conflicts and costlier in terms
both of material and human life. This, of course, is explained by the
tendency of modern warfare to pit not so much army against army, but
rather nation against nation, leading eventually to the mobilization of an
entire country including its population, its national economy, its material
resources, and its science. The devastation brought about by the “total
wars” waged on behalf of the modern nation-state led to serious ques-
tioning of the fitness of the nation-state as the ideal form of political
existence. As one historian put it: “The connection between the nation
and mass death disturbed [..] optimism [about the future].” (Bodnar 2000:
954) As a result, as part of the task of nation-building, wars had to be
remembered in a way that re-affirmed the integration and integrity of the
(postwar) nation and the nation-state, and thereby generated optimism
about the future—an integral part of national identity in every modern
nation-state. Re-affirming national identity and optimism about the fu-
ture also presupposed a strong connection between historical memory
and mourning for the war dead—another universal facet of historical
memory. As Aleida Assmann puts it: “The anthropological core of cultur-
al memory lies in the memory of the war dead.” (Assmann 1999: 33; see
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also Reichel 1999: 17f) In Japan, too, discussions about how best to mourn
the dead of “the last war” are closely interlinked with the construction of
historical memory, as I explain in detail below.

In this chapter, I assess the uses (and abuses) of history in the political
arena and demonstrate that the dominant historical narrative to be found
in the public sphere in Japan closely resembles that of historical revision-
ism, particularly at the level of national politics. However, in order to
pursue the question raised in 1.5.2 why Japan’s apologies for its wartime
past are considered insincere by Japan’s Asian neighbors, here I want to
stress the influence of historical revisionism in the public sphere by analyz-
ing historical interpretations underlying memorials, monuments and his-
torical museums. In doing so, I will concentrate on those “realms of mem-
ory” that are supported, utilized or sanctioned by representatives of the
Japanese state and therefore, in one way or another, have to be considered
as official versions of recent Japanese history. While all prime ministers
since Hashimoto Ryûtarô have endorsed the official view of Japan’s past as
set out in the self-critical Murayama statement of 1995 (see chapter 1.5.2
and appendix 2), the historical perspectives underlying many memorials,
monuments and museums in the public sphere are quite different.

To illustrate this point, I analyze the version of history promulgated by
the Yasukuni Shrine, frequently visited by postwar Japanese prime min-
isters (see appendix 4) as the “most important” institution for the mourn-
ing of the war dead. In response to international sensitivities, since the
mid 1980s heads of government refrained from visits to the shrine, but as
a result of the renewed regular visits of Prime Minister Koizumi since
2000, the debate has resurfaced.81 While Japan still lacks a central national
war-memorial, several projects have been discussed and realized in re-
cent years, and these more recent expressions of the self-understanding of

81 A search of the contents database of MagazinePlus (Nichigai Associates, http://
web.nichigai.co.jp/) resulted in 753 hits (i.e. articles) for the search string
“Yasukuni jinja” between 1982 and May 2003. Debate about the Shrine cli-
maxed in 1985 (65 articles), as a result of the visit of Prime Minister Nakasone
in that year, and again in 1986 (73 articles), 2001 (257 articles) and 2002 (107
articles). An examination of the publications involved shows how the issue has
polarized the political media. Most articles were published in the conservative
to right-wing journals that support the Yasukuni Shrine, such as Shokun! (64
articles), Seiron (50 articles), Voice (37), Jurisuto (24), Bungei Shunjû (17) and Sapio
(14), or in the liberal to left-wing journals that oppose it, such as Sekai (42
articles), Shûkan Kin’yôbi (28), Sunday Mainichi (20), Asahi Journal (16) and Ronza
(14). Apart from these journals, only Shûkan Shinchô (20), Ushio (16), Chûô Kôron
(12) and Economist (12) had significant hits. All the other magazines listed
published fewer than ten articles on the subject between 1982 and 2003.
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the Japanese state are also treated here. While the official standpoint
embodied in the Murayama statement is still considered valid, the histor-
ical views underlying these institutions should be considered an alterna-
tive or semi-official reading of the recent history of the Japanese state.

2.1 THE YASUKUNI PROBLEM

The “Yasukuni problem,” or the ongoing controversy over the Yasukuni
Shrine (Yasukuni jinja 靖国神社) in Tôkyô, symbolizes the disputes sur-
rounding the commemoration of the war dead and the display of histor-
ical views in the public sphere. 82 The shrine has become a focal point for
the politics of memory in Japan. Originally established as the Tôkyô
Shôkonsha, the Yasukuni Shrine was given its present name in 1879
(Antoni 1998: 341; Pye 2003: 52; Kobori 1998: 30). The memorial was
originally dedicated to those killed in action during the period of turmoil
leading up to the Meiji Restoration (1853–1868), as well as government
troops who died during the civil wars of the 1870s. Later soldiers, sailors
and airmen who fell “in defense of the nation in Japan’s wars with other
countries” were included. Today, “the divine spirits” of all members of
the Japanese military and individuals affiliated with the military who
died for “the Emperor and the nation” between 1853 and 1945 are “wor-
shipped”83 at the Shrine. This commemoration and worship as “gods”
(kami 神) and “heroic souls” (eirei 英霊) includes individuals sentenced
for committing war crimes by the International Military Tribunal for the
Far East (IMTFE), such as wartime Prime Minister Tôjô Hideki (Tanaka
2002a: 39; see below), but generally excludes civilian victims of war—Jap-
anese as well as Asian.84

82 While previous studies have focused on the religious aspects of the Yasukuni
problem (Antoni 1998; Nelson 2003) or juristic-political issues (Muramatsu 1987:
315; Lokowandt 1981), the problem of the view of history presented by the
Yasukuni Shrine and the implications of the political sanctioning of this view
through official visits by prime ministers, cabinet members and parliamentarians
have received little discussion. See Cornelißen, Klinkhammer and Schwentker
2003 for various aspects of the culture of memory in Germany, Italy and Japan.

83 The term “worship” is used by the Yasukuni Shrine in its English-language
publications. 

84 The criteria for an individual to be honored at the Shrine are somewhat flexible.
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In view of the Shrine’s past as a central institution of the state-
sponsored Shintô religion before the war and as a symbol of militarism85

and the Japanese wars in general, as well as its more recent role as a
representation of revisionism, it remains a controversial site. Time and
again, highly-publicized visits by conservative politicians highlight the
contentiousness of the issue in the spheres of politics, society, and the
media. The regular visits by prime minister Koizumi Jun’ichirô in par-
ticular (see cover photo), the first prime minister since Nakasone Yasu-
hiro in the early 1980s86 to visit the Shrine annually (2000–2004) (see
appendix 4), have added flames to the Yasukuni fire. The heated contem-
porary debate over the “Yasukuni problem” is focused on the following
issues:

• The relationship of state and religion and the related issue of whether
an official visit87 by the prime minister is in conflict with the separation
of state and religion as set out in article 20 of the Constitution (cf.
Yokota 2004).

• The relationship of state and citizen, reflecting the fact that all service
personnel who died during the war are compulsorily commemorated
at the Shrine and included in the list of those worshipped there (“soul
registers”). The Shrine determines those who are to be “worshipped”
in accordance with the registers of fallen soldiers compiled by the
Ministry of Welfare (Kôseishô, now the Ministry of Health, Labor and

84 wa 2002: 5). Included among those worshipped in the Yasukuni, and in addi-
tion to combat soldiers, are persons affiliated with the military (gunzoku) and a
number of civilians—primarily nurses in war zones, but also schoolchildren
who volunteered toward the end of the war (1945) to work in armaments
factories. For exact numbers of individuals enshrined, see appendix 3.

85 Tanaka 2002a: 17f. From the beginning, the Yasukuni Shrine was governed
directly by military institutions, i.e., the army and navy ministries, or their
predecessors, and was guarded by military police (Kenpeitai). The Shrine soon
took on an important role in the system of ideology designed to stabilize the
Japanese nation state through the construction of state Shintô. In conjunction
with the Ise Shrine (Ise Jingû 伊勢神宮) and the Meiji Shrine (Meiji Jingû 明治

神宮) built in 1915−1920, the Yasukuni Shrine became one of the three major
holy sites of state Shintô. The approximate 150 Shôkonsha in other cities were
renamed “national defense shrines” (Gokoku Jinja 護国神社 ) in 1939, limited to
one institution per prefecture, and placed below the Yasukuni Shrine in the
hierarchical structure of Shintô shrines. However, in contrast to the Yasukuni
Shrine, they remained under the administration of the Home Ministry. See
Tanaka 2002a: ch. 1.

86 On the Nakasone visits, see Tanaka 2002a: chapter 5.4.
87 On the distinction between official visits and visits of politicians as private

individuals, see Hata 2002a: 12; Tanaka 2002a: 142−144.
95



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
Welfare, Kôsei Rôdôshô) (Tanaka 2003: 62). Naturally this has become
a problem in the case of Japanese Christians and Buddhists, as well as
for the descendants of servicemen from Taiwan (27,863 people) and
Korea (21,181) in particular, whose fathers and grandfathers were
often forced into the Japanese military and who continue to resist their
veneration in a Japanese shrine (cf. Tanaka 2002a: chapter 7.2). And
while some Japanese nationals ask themselves whether “forced com-
memoration” violates the right guaranteed in the Constitution for the
freedom of religion of each citizen,88 the Shrine maintains that once
someone joins the “heroic souls” worshipped at Yasukuni, he cannot
be separated from the union of souls acknowledged there (Tanaka
2002a: 224).

• The international implications of official visits made by the prime
minister, primarily in view of the fact that since 1978, 13 military
personnel and one civilian who were tried (and eventually executed
or died in prison) as Class A war criminals89 (A-kyû senpan A 級戦犯)
by the IMTFE are honored in the Yasukuni Shrine. These include not
only the wartime prime minister, Tôjô Hideki, but also the Command-
er-in-Chief of Japanese troops in Nanjing in 1937, Matsui Iwane.90 This
aspect of the “Yasukuni problem” highlights the frequently cited sig-
nificance of the Yasukuni Shrine as a “symbol of Japanese militarism”
during the prewar era, and it is also a fundamental aspect of the
understanding of history embodied in the Shrine.

• Another aspect of the Yasukuni problem that is rarely discussed di-
rectly is the interpretation of history expressed in official statements
emanating from the Shrine and documented in its museum, the

88 See in particular the work of Tanaka Nobumasa (Tanaka 2002a; 2002b; 2003).
The worship of people as gods is generally rare in Shintô. The best-known
example is Sugawara Michizane, who is enshrined in Kitano-Tenmangu in
Kyôto. In addition, there are a number of shrines in which famous historical
figures are commemorated, e.g., the medieval generals Uesugi Kenshin, Toyo-
tomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu, and several military figures of the Meiji
era who were not accepted into the circle of “Yasukuni Gods”, e.g., Nogi
Maresuke, Saigô Takamori and Tôgô Heihachirô. See in general Inoue 1999,
especially 147; see also Kobori 1998: 57−60; Hardacre 1989: 90f.

89 Class A: crimes against peace; Class B: conventional war crimes; Class C:
crimes against humanity. 

90 Those honored at the Shrine include of course all war criminals of Classes B
and C who were either sentenced to death or died in custody. For the official
reason for the inclusion of 14 Class A war criminals, see Yasukuni Jinja Sha-
musho 1992: 32−35. See also Kobori 1998: 144; Etô and Kobori 1986: passim,
especially 102−123; and Tanaka 2002a: chapter 5.2.
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Yûshûkan. To be sure, the religious issues connected with the Shrine
are too complex to outline here (cf. Antoni 1998; Nelson 2003). Never-
theless, in view of the historical message communicated by the exhibi-
tions in the Yûshûkan Museum, the “Yasukuni problem” might be
redefined as the “Yûshûkan problem”. The worship of the war dead,
and the now mitigated demand for nationalization of the Yasukuni
Shrine (cf. Lokowandt 1981: chapter 4.2), have become lesser issues in
the ongoing public debate. Instead, the interpretation of history vali-
dated by the Shrine, and the Yûshûkan Museum in particular, has
become the focus of controversy. From the Shrine’s perspective, pre-
senting an affirmative interpretation of the war is necessary in order
to commemorate the nation’s fallen soldiers without “soiling” their
reputation (cf. Wakabayashi 2000: 338ff; Fujiwara 2001: 167f; Maeno
2003: 15). But this interpretation is viewed with great mistrust both
within Japan and by Japan’s neighbors, China and the two Koreas,
since it corresponds so fundamentally with the revisionist representa-
tion of history sketched in chapter 1.

2.2 THE HISTORICAL NARRATIVE OF THE YÛSHÛKAN

In the words of the Shrine’s own publicity material, the Yûshûkan Muse-
um (遊就館)91 aims to “communicate to its visitors a more accurate truth
about modern Japanese history” (Nihon kingendaishi no shinjitsu o yori
tadashiku rikai shite itadaku tame) (Yasukuni Jinja Shamusho 2002). Justifi-
cation of the wars pursued by modern Japan is provided by presenting
them as defensive wars or wars of Asian liberation (Ajia kaihô sensô). The
museum seeks to confirm the belief that the soldiers commemorated
fought a fair and just war and gave their lives in fulfilment of a just
mission for the Emperor, the nation, and their families. Hence, the Yûshû-
kan exhibition fosters not only a justification of Japan’s wars but also the
refusal to assume responsibility for war.

The museum presents an affirmative interpretation of the war from the
display on the (First) Sino-Japanese War 1894/95 to depictions of the end
of the war in 1945. A line of blue neon light extends throughout the entire
exhibition as a way of underlining historical continuity. Moreover, the
Japanese wars are presented as a centuries-long struggle against Western

91 The museum was founded in 1876 (for more about the founding of the muse-
um, see Kobori 1998: 240−250). In 1932, it transferred to a new building which
is still used today as the main exhibition hall. Between 2001 and July 2002 the
museum was renovated, refurbished and expanded.
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colonialism and imperialism, as is clearly shown right at the start of the
exhibition. The main exhibition begins (in room number 6) with the Battle
of Plassey of 1757 [!] and the “penetration of European imperialism” into
East Asia. (While England’s victory at the Battle of Plassey indeed estab-
lished its hegemony in East Bangalore, this development had little imme-
diate impact on Japan as it was fighting its own “home-grown” economic
crisis at this period.) Following a presentation of the “heroic battles” of the
anti-Tokugawa (and anti-foreigner) movement of the late Edo period
(bakumatsu, 1853–1868) as well as of the civil war of the Meiji-Restoration
in 1868/69, the founding of the Shrine itself and its relationship to the
imperial household is depicted in a special exhibition (room number 9).
The continuity of Japanese history is emphasized by tracing an unbroken
line from the legendary first emperor Jimmu—represented in the form of
a statue—up to the “Rescript on Education” (Kyôiku Chokugo) of 1890,
one of the founding documents of the modern nation-state.92

The historical narrative that unfolds in later displays presents the
Japanese wars waged between 1894 and 1945 as a constant struggle for
independence, or for the liberation of Asian “brother nations” from West-
ern colonial rule. The Russo-Japanese War of 1904/05 is depicted in a
multimedia display in a special exhibition room (Nichiro sensô panorama-
kan) and is given an extremely militaristic slant. Details about the conse-
quences of this war, the dark side of Japan’s colonial rule in Korea
beginning in 1910, or the problematic issues surrounding the “Greater
East Asian War” (DaitôA sensô) waged between 1937 and 1945 (exhibition
rooms 16–20)—such as the Nanjing incident of 1937—are either omitted
or are depicted in distorted fashion. Thus, the treatment of Nanjing is
limited to a depiction of the city’s capture by Japanese forces; no mention
is made of the massacre of the civilian population—the real “Nanjing
incident”—that followed the city’s fall. The explanatory text, in the exhibi-
tion room labeled “China Incident”, reads as follows:

Nanking Incident
After the Japanese surrounded Nanking in December 1937, Gen.
Matsui Iwane distributed maps to his men with foreign settlements
and the Safety Zone marked in red ink. Matsui told them that they
were to observe military rules to the letter and that anyone commit-
ting unlawful acts would be severely punished. He also warned
Chinese troops to surrender, but Commander-in-Chief Tang Sheng-
zhi ignored the warning. Instead, he ordered his men to defend
Nanking to the death, and then abandoned them. The Chinese were

92 For the significance of the Rescript on Education see Antoni 1998: 214−217.
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soundly defeated, suffering heavy casualties. Inside the city, resi-
dents were once again able to live their lives in peace.93

Following a detailed depiction of the “Greater East Asian War” spanning
five exhibition rooms, the conclusion is presented that the war was fought
to secure Japan’s independence and livelihood and that it was a war of
liberation for Asia from the Western colonial powers. Moreover, the war
attained these goals indirectly since after 1945 a significant number of
Asian nations achieved independence or at least a degree of autonomy.

After viewing the historical exhibition, visitors are ushered into the
“large exhibition hall” where they are confronted with weapons, helmets
pierced with bullet holes, and other pieces of equipment used by the
Imperial Army and Navy. There is a puzzling contradiction between the
putative role of the Yasukuni Shrine as a “memorial for peace” (heiwa
kinenkan) (cf. Shintô Seiji Renmei 2003: 9f; Yaskukuni jinja shamusho 2002)
and the displays and their accompanying texts—including military fight-
er aircraft from the Pacific War, artillery, tanks, and one-man submarines
used for suicide missions (gyorai).94

Ill. 7: The Yûshûkan Museum in the precincts of the Yasukuni Shrine,
Tôkyô (Photo: Sven Saaler).

93 This is the original English version of the exhibition text. The Japanese version
closes with the sentence “Nankin ippan shimin ni wa heiwa ga yomigaeta”
(peace returns for the common citizens of Nanjing)—borrowing the title of an
article printed in a popular Japanese daily newspaper in December 1937.

94 Also, the homepage of the Yûshûkan, updated in 2002, displays a heavily
martial character (www.yasukuni.or.jp/yusyukan/).
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The reasons for the political explosiveness of the Yasukuni Shrine, and the
visits made to it by conservative politicians, should by now be clear
enough: the resistance to the visits, both within Japan and from abroad, is
not directed against the commemoration of war dead (although the way
soldiers are “worshipped” here seems more than atavistic), but is rather
a protest against the distorted presentation of history in the Shrine, which
is sanctioned by the state and receives official recognition through visits by
national leaders. While the official position of the Japanese government
toward the war in East Asia still accords with the Murayama Declaration
of 1995, the historical interpretation presented at Yûshûkan is slowly
becoming the semi-official reading of history adopted by the Japanese
state, a reading echoed in many other memorial sites that either receive
funding from the government or are in some way recognized by it (see
below, chapter 2.3).

The reading of Japan’s military past reflected by the Yûshûkan Muse-
um is not, however, supported by the majority of Japanese, as I discuss
further in chapter 3. Thus, it is met with fierce criticism not only from
abroad, but also in Japan itself. Despite such opposition, the Shrine con-
tinues to promote its version of history and justifies this by the strength-
ening of Japanese patriotic sentiment that will follow from the dissemina-
tion of a “bright” version of the nation’s past. In his justification of the
enshrinement of the 14 individuals classified as war criminals by the
IMTFE, Matsudaira Nagayoshi, a former high priest of the Shrine,
blamed many of the problems facing modern Japan on the view of history
that evolved as a consequence of the Tôkyô trials (Tôkyô saiban shikan).
“As long as the ideology of the Tôkyô trials is accepted, there will be no
restoration of the Japanese spirit (Nihon seishin).”95

During Nakasone’s incumbency, the commotion created over the past
few decades by politicians visiting the Yasukuni Shrine has incited dis-
cussion about establishing an alternative institution that would serve as
an undisputed national memorial for the victims of war—and, in contrast
to the Yasukuni Shrine, not be limited to members of the military forces.
Even today there exists no central national memorial for the victims of
war in Japan (Arai 1994: 5). However, as a quasi-national memorial, the
Yasukuni Shrine receives by far the greatest attention as the main reposi-
tory for Japan’s politics of memory, not only in Japan itself but also abroad
(Tanaka 2003: 63; Jinja Honchô Kyôgaku Kenkyûjo 2000). Although other
major commemorative sites have been established over the years, none
has been able to emerge from the shadow cast by the Yasukuni Shrine.

95 Cited in Hata 2002b: 26; for similar statements by Nakasone, see Arai 1994: 16;
see also Kobori 1998: 6, 177, 187−190, 224 and passim.
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The main reason for this is that these memorials do not represent an
historical consensus either; indeed, some are as controversial in their
historical readings as the Yasukuni Shrine, and none of them includes the
victims of Japanese warfare in Asia in the circle of those memorialized, as
critics of the Yasukuni Shrine repeatedly emphasize (Obinata 2004: 85;
Arai 2001).

2.3 HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS UNDERLYING OTHER MEMORIALS

2.3.1 Chidorigafuchi

Since only members of the military are venerated at the Yasukuni Shrine,
demands were voiced quite early for a national war memorial that would
also include civilian victims, especially the victims of Allied bombings
including the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As
early as 1959, a memorial for Japan’s war victims was established in the
vicinity of the Yasukuni—the Chidorigafuchi Cemetery for the War Dead
(Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen 千鳥ヶ淵戦没者墓苑). 96 A broad
consensus emerged in politics and society over the concept for the memo-
rial, and even the Socialist Party (SPJ) expressed its consent (Zaidan Hôjin
Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen Hôshakai 1989: 2). Initially conceived
as a hybrid between a collective cemetery and a “tomb of the unknown
soldier” (mumei senshi no haka), Chidorigafuchi became a site where the
remains of fallen soldiers who remained unidentified (more than 350,000
at present) found their final resting place.97 Since 1963, 800,000 Japanese
civilians who died during the war have been commemorated here as well
(Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen 2003). Each year in the first half of
August a memorial ceremony is held at Chidorigafuchi attended by
representatives from the government; Buddhist, Christian and other reli-
gious organizations (cf. Zaidan Hôjin Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen
Hôshakai 1989: 69); and members of the Self Defense Forces (SDF) (cf.
Zaidan Hôjin Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen Hôshakai 1989: 60–61) as
well as members of the Imperial family. Nonetheless, the memorial re-

96 The institution’s official title in English is the “Chidorigafuchi Unknown Sol-
dier’s Tomb” (Zaidan Hôjin Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen Hôshakai 1989:
9). However, the entrance to the tomb is marked with a sign reading “Chido-
rigafuchi National Cemetery”.

97 A cabinet meeting held on 10 December 1953, decided that a “cemetery for the
unknown war dead” (mumei senbotsusha no haka) should be erected in which
“the remains of those who died, and which could not be returned to their
families, shall be enshrined.” See Tanaka 2002a: 74−78.
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ceives little attention in Japan; the name “Chidorigafuchi” has instead
become synonymous with cherry blossom and the hanami festival—evok-
ing the obligatory picnic party under cherry trees held in late March or
early April. While more than six million people visit the Yasukuni Shrine
each year, Chidorigafuchi could count only around 180,000 visitors in
2001.

Ill. 8: Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen in Tôkyô (Photo: Sven Saaler).

The two main reasons for Chidorigafuchi’s lack of prominence and accep-
tance are the imprecise nature of the institution itself and the obstruction-
ist policies pursued by supporters of the Yasukuni Shrine. In contrast to
the latter, the Chidorigafuchi memorial—despite its designation as a
cemetery (boen)—is not considered a religious site but rather, according to
the official definition, simply as a “park” (kôen shikichi) (Shushô Kantei
2002). This definition was devised to help resolve one aspect of the
“Yasukuni problem”, the division of religion and state. However, in the
eyes of proponents of the Yasukuni Shrine, the missing religious dimen-
sion at Chidorigafuchi is a distinct disadvantage for an insititution that
purportedly serves to commemorate the war dead. Classifying Chido-
rigafuchi as a mere “park” ensured that a location was created where
important foreign visitors could pay their respects to the victims of war
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during state visits. However, as a result of the many problems evad-
ed—rather than addressed—by the foundation of the Chidorigafuchi
memorial, its legal, religious and political status remains unclear. On its
homepage and in its brochures the site describes itself evasively as “to a
certain extent [!] a memorial for unknown soldiers” (Chidorigafuchi Sen-
botsusha Boen 2003). Moreover, the question of Japan’s responsibility for
the war is avoided at Chidorigafuchi, too, and so for critics of Yasukuni it
fails to represent an acceptable alternative as a national memorial. The
Yasukuni Shrine and the organizations that support it (cf. Yagyû 2003:
246–249) have obstructed the establishment of Chidorigafuchi as a na-
tional memorial from the planning stages (Sen’yûren 2002: Internet). The
Yasukuni Shrine has repeatedly insisted on its role as the main memorial
for Japan’s victims of war—and insisted that it must remain so. In its
view, Chidorigafuchi can at best fulfill a complementary role, but can
never diminish the central significance of Yasukuni. This point was firmly
made in an official declaration by the Shrine’s administrative body:

The remains of those enshrined at Chidorigafuchi are limited to
victims of the battles that took place after the China Incident (Shina-
jihen); the significance of this constraint should not be underestimat-
ed. The souls of martyrs from the Bakumatsu and Restoration peri-
ods up to the last Great War (konji taisen) with its 2.46 million fallen
soldiers are commemorated in the Yasukuni Shrine. Thus the Chido-
rigafuchi memorial is not a substitute for the Yasukuni Shrine. (Yasu-
kuni Jinja 2002)

When legislation was approved for the founding of the Chidorigafuchi
Memorial the government officially had to declare that “in contrast to the
Yasukuni Shrine, where the souls (rei) of all the victims of war are com-
memorated, it is only in special cases that human remains are kept in the
[Chidorigafuchi] ‘tomb’. […] Thus, the character of the memorial and the
Yasukuni Shrine are essentially different.” (Sen’yûren 2002) Chidorigafu-
chi has not been able to anchor itself firmly in the minds of the people.
Since 1963, the official memorial ceremony of the Japanese government
held each year on the anniversary of the end of the war (August 15) has
no longer been staged at Chidorigafuchi, but in the concert and sporting
venue known as the Budôkan (武道館) adjoining it.98 This development

98 This ceremony is attended by the Emperor and his wife or palace representa-
tives, the head of the government, the presidents of both houses of parliament,
and the president of the Supreme Court. Foreign dignitaries are usually not
invited to attend (see Pye 2003: 51−54, Zaidan Hôjin Chidorigafuchi Senbotsu-
sha Boen Hôshakai 1989: 54).
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has further decreased Chidorigafuchi’s importance, and has in turn rein-
forced the significance of the Yasukuni Shrine as the “most important
religious site of the Japanese people”.99

2.3.2 Shôwakan and Heiwa Kinen Tenji Shiryôkan

Following growing criticism of the “existence of the Yasukuni Shrine”
(Yasukuni jinja no arikata) from the mid 1980s, when the history textbook
debate reached its first international climax, politicians began consider-
ing the creation of a “new institution” (atarashii shisetsu) which would be
an undisputed memorial with an historical basis acceptable to broad
sections of society, and which would receive greater recognition than
Chidorigafuchi. The issue crystalized new developments in the early
1980s in Japan’s “politics of memory” that ran parallel to the history
textbook issue. However, as in the past the Yasukuni Shrine categorically
rejected all plans to create a new memorial and asserted its own position
as the traditional commemorative site for those who died for the Japanese
nation. Yet, by the early 1980s, many politicians were no longer willing to
accept the burden for Japan’s foreign policy that holding fast to the
Yasukuni Shrine entailed.

In the mid 1980s the Ministry of Welfare (Kôseishô) began considering
plans for another memorial that would be opened on the 50th anniversa-
ry of the end of the war. This new memorial would exist alongside the
Yasukuni Shrine and would also commemorate the civilian victims of
war. Above all, the new institution would overcome the—continu-
ing—lack of a national peace memorial in Japan, which explains the
lengthy project title: “Memorial for the Victims of War and a Memorial for
Peace” (Senbotsusha tsuitô heiwa kinen-kan 戦没者追悼平和祈念館) (Ho-
soya and Ide 1995: 23; Itô 2002: 26).

Since even the planning of a new memorial would irritate supporters
of the Yasukuni Shrine, it was decided in the Kôseishô that the Japan
Bereaved Families Association (Nihon Izoku-kai) would be included in
the planning. The support of this association was (and is) essential to the
LDP in mobilizing voters in rural areas—a factor which may also explain
why conservative circles within the LDP still insist on official visits to the
Yasukuni Shrine (Hata 2002a: 13; Hata 2002b: 16f; Arai 2001: 39). In a way
similar to the discussions outlined in chapter 1.5.1 over the Diet resolu-
tion admitting Japan’s responsibility for the war, strong resistance

99 This claim was made in a call by the Shrine’s main administrative body (Jinja
honchô) to nationalize the Shrine, quoted in Lokowandt 1981: 193. 
104



2. Historical Revisionism and the Politics of Memory
emerged against any memorial or associated exhibition that would open-
ly admit Japan’s war guilt. While politicians, intellectuals and representa-
tives of the media from all parts of the political spectrum were involved
in the initial stages of planning for the new memorial, it soon became
clear that the views of the Japan Bereaved Families Association would
hold sway. Other participants on the planning committee then withdrew,
including one of the spokespersons for the liberal camp, the historian
Hosoya Chihiro. Hosoya left the commission in 1994 in protest against the
historical interpretation to be embodied in the exhibition envisaged as
part of the planned memorial and which he saw as legitimizing and
glorifying Japan’s war of aggression (Fujiwara 2001: 115; Hosoya and Ide
1995: 31). Moreover, according to critics of the project, the large budget
allocated for the memorial stood in stark contrast to the Japanese govern-
ment’s refusal to pay reparations to the victims of Japanese aggression in
Asia—who, moreover, are not included in commemorations at any of the
Japanese memorial institutions (Hosoya and Ide 1995: 31; cf. also Arai
1994: 3f).

Plans to establish the memorial in 1995 finally failed. It was only in
March 1999 that, as an ancillary product of these plans, the so-called
“Shôwa Hall” (Shôwakan 昭和館) was established in the vicinity of the
Yasukuni Shrine. The official English name of this institution is the Na-
tional Showa Memorial Museum and its management (un’ei) has been
delegated by the Ministry of Welfare to the Izoku-kai.The Shôwakan is
less a memorial than an “exhibition centre and central archive”, where, in
accordance with its guidelines, the “suffering of the [Japanese] popula-
tion during wartime” (sensô no rôku) are to be conveyed to the younger
generation.100 The institution seeks to present “the life of the people
during and after the war” and to collect materials (documents and ob-
jects) connected with this topic. However, the fact that the museum
subsumes the wartime and postwar periods (1935–1955) without distinc-
tion serves to emphasize Japan’s role as a victim of war, which is also a
central aspect of the revisionist interpretation of history. In its exhibition,
therefore, the consequences of war for the Japanese population only are
presented, while neither the reasons for war nor the issue of Japan’s

100 Shôwakan 2002. The museum’s English-language brochure states its rationale
thus: “We convey the life of Japanese during and after World War II”. Its
objective is “to collect, store and exhibit historical data and information that is
related to the hardships of citizens’ life, including the bereaved families of
those who died, during and after the World War II, and provide an opportunity
for future generations to know about these hardships.”
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responsibility for initiating the war are mentioned at all (Fujiwara 2001:
114f; Itô 2002: 29, 34; Arai 1994:).

Of the Shôwakan’s seven levels, the fourth floor of the building houses
a library, the fifth floor contains a multimedia gallery, while the perma-
nent exhibition takes up the sixth (the postwar period) and seventh floors
(wartime conditions). The exhibition is divided into the following sec-
tions:101

Seventh Floor (Wartime conditions, 1935–1945)
• Parting with family (in Japanese: sennin-bari, i.e., “good-luck belts for

soldiers, made with a thousand stitches embroidered by a thousand
different women”)

• Longing for family
• Family life around 1935
• Life under governmental control
• Hardship of school children and students
• Preparation on the home front and air raids
• August 15th, 1945—Declaration of the end of the war

Sixth Floor (Post war period, 1945–1955)
• Overcoming the war disasters—appearance before the war and

present state
• Starting afresh from the ruins
• Bereft family (in Japanese: hahaoya no sengo, i.e., “the postwar of moth-

ers”)
• Postwar years for children
• Towards revival
• Body experience zone (in Japanese: taiken hiroba; here objects such as

clothing, books and personal effects from the wartime and postwar
period can be seen and touched)

• The changing times—1935 to 1955

Initially, the Shôwakan also contained the following displays:
• Kataritsutaetai senchû, sengo no kioku, i.e., “what I want to communicate

of my wartime and postwar memories”; this area featured testimonies
of war participants recorded on video.

• “Bright stories (akarui wadai) to inspire people’s dreams”
• A plea made by 100 million (people) (100 man-nin no negai)

The keyword of the entire exhibition is “suffering” (rôku), i.e., the suffer-
ing endured by Japanese civilians—children, mothers, women, fami-

101 The following descriptions are drawn from the museum’s English-language
brochure.
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lies—during the war. The rationale seems to be that, by remembering this
“suffering”, a contribution will be made toward peace in the future. Yet,
while wartime suffering is limited to Japanese soil, the war itself remains
a vague event on the horizon, distant and anonymous. With the exception
of the bombings, only the indirect consequences of war are presented in
the displays—and then only those that affected the Japanese population:
poverty, hunger, and the black market. Visitors learn nothing about Japa-
nese soldiers and military forces—their very existence is barely acknowl-
edged—and they learn no more about the events that led up to the war,
which is not mentioned directly anywhere

Certainly, it was precisely this kind of exhibition—avoiding any clear
statements on responsibility for the war and its causes—that was planned
for the Shôwakan from the beginning by the Ministry of Welfare. In the
words of a statement issued by the Ministry in 1997: “Because there are
differences in the understanding of history, a positive presentation of the
truth about the war is immensely difficult” (sensô no jijitsu o kyakkan-teki
ni teiji suru koto wa konnan). Thus, “creating an exhibition that would
facilitate an historical judgment” (rekishi-teki hyôka o fukumu kanôsei no aru
tenji) should be avoided (cited in Itô 2002: 28). The result is a “memorial”
that tries to reconstruct a “neutral” version of the war from the perspec-
tive of a Japanese victim. In this one-dimensional presentation of history
there are neither causes nor perpetrators, because only in this way could
the goal of creating an exhibition that does not permit an historical
judgment—or even historical reflection—be achieved.

The same can be said for another institution, the Heiwa Kinen Tenji
Shiryôkan (The Exhibition Centre and Reference Library for Peace and
Consolation). This institution opened in November 2000 and is located on
the 31st floor of the Sumitomo Building (Sumitomo-biru) in Tôkyô’s
Shinjuku district. The organization responsible for the museum is Heiwa
Kinen Jigyô Tokubetsu Kikin (The Public Foundation for Peace and Con-
solation), founded in 1988. The Foundation is a legal body (Dokuritsu
gyôsei hôjin) approved by the Ministry of Public Management, Home
Affairs, and Post and Telecommunications (Sômushô). The creation of
this institution reveals the Japanese government’s efforts to make up for
the lack of a national “peace memorial”, since the word “peace” is used
here for the first time in the official designation of a memorial institution.
The mission of the Heiwa Kinen Tenji Shiryôkan is “to communicate
suffering [by soldiers and the civilian population] to ensure that the truth
(shinjitsu) of this horrific war is not forgotten, and that subsequent gener-
ations learn about it” (Heiwa Kinen Jigyô Tokubetsu Kikin 2002: 1). In its
English-language brochure, the museum states as its mission:
107



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
Remembrance and consolation for those Japanese—non-pensioned
veterans, post-war internees, and repatriates—who suffered inde-
scribably as a result of the last war, and as a symbol of the desire for
lasting peace. In many cases, their sufferings were beyond descrip-
tion. […] The main purpose of this reference library lies in providing
Japanese people today with a better understanding of the hardships
endured by those who suffered in the war, repatriates and others.
(PFFPC 2002: 1)

Throughout the exhibition in the Heiwa Kinen Tenji Shiryôkan, no men-
tion is made of the sufferings of war victims in other Asian countries. This
is reinforced by the structure of the exhibition itself, which covers the
following subjects:102

• Vestibule (From Peace to War)
• Call-up notification
• The war dead and the bereaved
• Life in Siberian POW camps (râgeri)
• POWs after the war
• Repatriates from the former colonies (hikiage)
• Forum for transmitting recollections (kataritsugu ba, area equipped

with videotapes, books and computers)

Ill. 9: The exhibition at the Heiwa Kinen Tenji Shiryôkan in Shinjuku,
Tôkyô (Photo: Sven Saaler).

102 For a detailed description of the exhibition see Heiwa Kinen Jigyô Tokubetsu
Kikin 2000.
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In contrast to the Shôwakan, this exhibition includes—in addition to
displays featuring civilian victims—soldiers and postwar internees (par-
ticularly those interned as POWs in Siberia (Shiberia yokuryû), as well as
repatriates from Japan’s former colonies (hikiage), predominantly Man-
churia. In an English-language brochure issued by the Heiwa Kinen Tenji
Shiryôkan, the three main groups featured in the exhibition are depicted
as pitiful cartoon figures with accompanying text:

• Japanese mother with small child grasping her hand: “Abandoning
everything and even losing my baby, I barely managed to return
alive.”

• POW digging coal with a shovel: “Forced to perform hard labor in the
extreme cold of Siberia, we suffered continually from hunger.”

• Army veteran: “Wounded in fierce fighting and with no food, I
thought I was done for.” (PFFPC 2002: cover)

Ill. 10: A page of the English-language brochure produced by the Heiwa
Kinen Tenji Shiryôkan (used by permission).

Here, once again, the keyword is “suffering” (rôku): the displays are con-
cerned predominantly with the suffering of the Japanese people, while
victimized Asian peoples are either not mentioned or simply excluded as
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a result of the heavy emphasis given to the victim status of Japanese. The
war depicted in this exhibition occurs in Japan, not in continental Asia
where most of the actual combat took place. Neither is the war named
unequivocally. The expressions “Asia-Pacific War” and “Greater East
Asian War” are avoided; throughout the exhibition only indefinite terms
such as “the front” (senzen), “this war” (konji taisen) and “the last war” (saki
no sensô) are used. As at the Shôwakan, the exhibition fails to address the
background and the reasons for the war; for example, it depicts the hard-
ships experienced by “repatriates” from the colonies and the Japanese
puppet state of Manchukuo but fails to ask why they settled on the Asian
continent in the first place. Although the exhibition seeks to keep alive the
memories of the war, especially among the younger generation, and thus
make a contribution toward maintaining peace in the future, a memorial
that fails to address Japan’s war responsibility or mention the Asian
victims of Japanese aggression would receive less than unanimous ap-
proval in present-day Japan. Thus, despite an intensive advertising cam-
paign and free entry, the memorial in Shinjuku remains little known five
years after its opening, attracting fewer than 50,000 visitors annually.

2.3.3 Daitôa Seisen Taihi

If the exhibitions and memorials discussed so far consciously avoid direct
references to the war and Japan’s war responsibility, others present an
even more direct and affirmative interpretation of the war. The memorial
stone dedicated to the IMTFE judge Radhabinod Pal, an Indian national,
located in the premises of the Gokoku Shrine in Kyôto, has already been
mentioned (see chapter 1.1). The inscription praises Pal for acquitting
Japan of the charge laid by the IMTFE that Japan had pursued a war of
aggression, and thus implicitly absolves Japanese of responsibility for the
outbreak of war. There are several other memorials dedicated to Pal
throughout Japan. In the spa resort town of Atami near Tôkyô there is a
temple with a Buddhist Kannon statue known as the Raising Asia Kan-
non (kô-A kannon).103 The temple is dedicated to the seven Class A war
criminals sentenced to death by the IMTFE including Matsui Iwane,
founder of the Raising Asia Kannon and, as we saw, commander-in-chief
of Japanese forces during the massacre of Nanjing in 1937. The main hall
(hondô) of the temple houses, in addition to an assortment of war memo-
rabilia, a photo of Pal and calligraphy by Matsui and the six other Class
A war criminals. The temple precincts contain a number of memorial

103 The official title of the temple is “Shûkyô hôjin reihaisan kô-A kannon”.
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cenotaphs, and Matsui and his co-accused are further commemorated in
the “Cenotaph of the Seven” (Shichishi no hi). The inscription on the
cenotaph was made by Yoshida Shigeru, Japan’s prime minister from
1946–1947 and 1948–1956, and carries his signature.

Ill. 11: Cenotaph of the Seven (Photo: Sven Saaler).

In addition, a smaller cenotaph dedicated to Class A and Class B war
criminals can be found in the temple precincts. In November 1971, mem-
bers of the leftist Red Army (sekigun) faction detonated explosives close
to the cenotaphs, splitting the Cenotaph of the Seven in two.

Other memorials are still more forthright in their affirmative view of
the war. Quite often it is a single word, such as the term chosen to the
designate the war, which makes a memorial site controversial and which
can lead to domestic conflict as well as international complications. The
exhibitions discussed in section 2.3, for example, use the neutral term “the
last war” (saki no sensô or konji taisen) when referring to the Asian theater
in World War II to avoid the dilemma of choosing between the generally
accepted alternatives of ‘15-year war’ (Jûgo-nen sensô) and ‘Asia-Pacific
War’ (Ajia Taiheiyô sensô). The term Daitô-A sensô (“Greater East Asian
War”) was the official name used for the war between 1942 and 1945 in
order to emphasize the Japanese struggle against “the West” as a war to
liberate Asia. Today, it is mainly favored by the revisionist movement, but
111



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
can also be found in a number of memorials and exhibitions. The memo-
rials to Judge Pal are one example (Wakamiya 1995: 13; Kimijima 2001;
Takahashi 2001: 35). In some cases, “Greater East Asian War” has been
replaced by “Holy Greater East Asian War” (Daitô-A seisen), a term that
for many years was found only in right-wing publications (cf. Takahashi
2001: 54) and internet sites.104 But in Ishikawa prefecture in 2000 the term
achieved a measure of respectability when a twelve-meter-tall commem-
orative cenotaph was erected in the Gokoku Shrine (Gokoku jinja) with
official approval, bearing the inscription Daitô-A seisen no taihi (Great
Monument to the Holy War in Greater East Asia) (see above, ill. 2).105 The
front of the monument bears the legend:

Daitôa ohomi ikusa wa The unsullied battle for East Asia
bansei no is the mirror
rekishi o terasu of the history of ten thousand generations
kagami nari-keri held before our eyes

104 A search under the category “Seiji”—”Seiji”—”Dantai” in the Japanese version
of the internet search engine Yahoo yields a huge number of sites dealing with
the subject, such as “Club Kamikaze”, the “Uyoku Kyôwaha” (“right-wing
republicans”), the “za. Uyoku” and the “Dai-Nihon aikoku-tô”. See http://
dir.yahoo.co.jp/Government/Politics/Organizations.

105 The only other example known to me where the term seisen is used in an
inscription is a monument erected in Mito in 1986 to commemorate “the
Greater East Asian War” (Daitô-A Sensô Kinenhi).

Ill. 12: Inscription on the Great Monument to the Holy War in Greater East
Asia (Photo: Sven Saaler).
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While the designation of the war in East Asia and the Pacific as a “holy
war” (seisen) can be found in sources of the 1930s and 1940s,106 some
politicians such as the prewar Lower House parliamentarian Saitô Takao
regarded it as a “euphemism” (bimei) and a “ridiculous” expression, even
when in widespread use at the height of the war (Kinmonth 1999: 337).
During the postwar period, the term107 became restricted to right-wing
circles. Incidents such as the designation of Japan as a “land of gods”
(kami no kuni) by former Prime Minister Mori Yoshirô (from Ishikawa
prefecture [!]) in 2000 (see above, chapter 1.5.2) have until recently been
dismissed with a smile.108

Planning for the monument in Ishikawa was initiated in 1996—the
year in which the Tsukuru-kai was founded—by the right-wing associa-
tions Nihon o Mamoru-kai and Sen’yû-kai. The project was privately
financed with funds donated by approximately 2,300 private individuals
and 400 companies and associations, and a total of almost 100 million Yen
was collected. The land where the monument is sited is administered by
Ishikawa Prefecture in accordance with legislation governing city parks
(Toshi Kôen-hô), but is leased to the Gokoku Shrine. However, the prefec-
ture’s administrative body must approve any alterations and construc-
tion work in the park, named Honda no mori kôen and located in the heart
of the tourist area of Kanazawa. Disregarding numerous protests from

106 While the term was used primarily for Asia’s struggle (under Japanese “lead-
ership”) against the imperialist West, in 1934 a film entitled Seisen no kagayaki
(The Brightness of the Holy War) was produced with the support of the Imperial
Army. Between 1937 to 1939 the term “holy war” was commonly used by
Japanese sources to describe the Japanese war in China; cf. BBK Mitsudai Nikki,
28 December 1937; BBK Rikushi Kimitsu Dai-nikki, 19 November 1938; BBK
Rikuman Kimitsu Dai-nikki, December 1938. The very general use of the
expression to legitimize Japanese expansionism is confirmed in a statement
made by the army general Minami Jirô, Minister of the Army from 1932 to 1934
and later Commander-in-Chief of the Kwantung Army: “I never thought about
it [the use of the term seisen] very deeply. I used the word because it was in wide
currency at that time among the general public.” Cited in Morris 1963: 44.

107 Today the term “holy war” (seisen) is primarily used in Japanese as a synonym
for the Islamic term jihad. The Kôjien dictionary has only a brief entry under
“seisen”, directing the reader to the entry under “jihad”. The CD-ROM edition
of the comprehensive reference book “Super Nipponica” (Nihon dai-hyakka
zensho), published by Shôgakukan, lacks an entry under “seisen”.

108 The idea of Japan as a “land of gods” reaches back into Japanese antiquity.
According to Ronald Toby: “Shinkoku thought, as first expressed in the archaic
histories compiled in the eighth century, was premised on the notion that the
Japanese land and people were uniquely descended from Japanese progenitor
deities and ‘confirmed’ by foreign recognition.” Toby 2001: 19.
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within the prefecture (including those made by members of the Japan
Bereaved Families Association, the Nihon Izoku-kai), but also from Oki-
nawa and Korea (Asahi.com 1 May 2001; 2 May 2001; Yamaguchi 2001), the
Ishikawa administration gave consent for the monument on 24 April 2000
and it was opened on 4 August in the same year with a ceremony
performed in front of more than 1,000 guests. A declaration read out
during the event emphasized that the memorial was to be seen as a prayer
for eternal peace (eikyû no heiwa o kinen shi). Nakata Kiyoyasu, Chair of the
Commission for the Erection of the Great Monument (Taihi Konryû Iin-
kai), added in an interview that the memorial was erected “to enlighten
people who are unaware of our real history (tadashii rekishi); to reinstate a
sense of pride in Japanese; and to rectify the nation’s reputation and that
of its heroes (eiyû).” (Asahi.com 4 May 2001) Once again it was “the truth”
of Japanese history that needed communicating to Japanese. Each year on
4 August, the anniversary of the memorial’s unveiling, a “Festival of the
Holy Greater East Asian War” (Daitô-A seisen-sai) is held that is dedicated
to propagating the “positive” interpretation of history underlying the
concept of the “Holy War”.

The completion of the “Great Monument to the Holy War in Greater
East Asia” was a dispiriting event for those who reject the sanitized
version of Japan’s wartime past. Certainly, there are museums that
present alternative interpretations of recent Japanese history, but most of
them are private institutions or prefectural museums and memorials. The
well-known prefectural peace museums in Hiroshima and Nagasaki con-
sider the causes of the war to a limited degree, although they still focus
on the wartime damage suffered by Japan, the devastation wreaked by
the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the meaning of these
terrible events for mankind. This kind of narrative also forms the basis for
the strong pacifism characteristic of postwar Japan, which from time to
time is reconfirmed by events such as the damage sustained by Japanese
fishing boats after the detonation of an experimental H-Bomb on Bikini
Atoll in 1954 (cf. Orr 2001: 47–49). Nevertheless, in the exhibitions in
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, Japanese responsibility for the war is still some-
what ambigious and is never made explicit.

We must turn to the prefecture of Okinawa for the closest approxima-
tion to a truly inclusive war memorial. The history of Okinawa contains a
strong streak of independence from Japan which is confirmed in histori-
cal displays in museums in the archipelago. Some commentators criticize
the fact that aspects of the region’s history, such as the massacres of
Okinawan civilians by Japanese forces during and after the Battle of
Okinawa in 1945, have not yet become a part of the “national memory”
but are rather excluded from the national mindset (Yakabi 2002: 88). War
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memorials in Okinawa, however, are designed to keep these painful
memories alive. The exhibitions associated with them often stress the
archipelago’s long history of independence from the mainland and, re-
garding the war, present a narrative of double victimization—victimiza-
tion of Okinawa by Japan and of Japan by the war. The exhibition in the
Peace Memorial Park completed in 1999 refers to “massacres” carried out
by the Japanese army in Okinawa in the final stages of the fighting in
April/May 1945, but also speaks unequivocally of a Japanese “war of
aggression” of which the annexation of Ryûkyû and the transformation
of the island group into Okinawa prefecture in 1878 was just the begin-
ning. While the exhibition was being set up, strong pressure was exerted
by the Prefectural Government Office to omit these aspects and prevent
the exhibition from becoming “overly anti-Japanese” (cf. Yakabi 2002: 87).
Although such political-administrative resistance was eventually over-
come, this quarrel did not lead to any kind of positive debate about
Okinawa’s history, as critics have noted (Yakabi 2002: 87f). Nevertheless,
today the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Park is considered by
many Japanese as exemplary in many respects.

Although this positive reputation is partly based on the multiple
perspectives presented in the institution’s historical exhibition, it is the
so-called Cornerstone of Peace (Heiwa no ishiji), a memorial erected
within the precincts of the park to those who died in the Battle of Okina-
wa, that has received particular attention.

Ill. 13: The Cornerstone of Peace (Photo: Sven Saaler).
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While the leftist-liberal camp still harshly criticizes the fact that Japan has
erected memorials to the Japanese war dead, but not for the Asian victims
of Japanese aggression, the creators of the Cornerstone of Peace at least
took a new approach in deciding to include the names of all who died in
the battle, irrespective of nationality. The Cornerstone of Peace includes
granite tables on which are inscribed the names of 234,183 persons who
died, directly or indirectly, as a result of the Battle of Okinawa. These lists
include both military personnel and civilians—Okinawans, Japanese,
Americans, Koreans, and Taiwanese. The monument thus fulfils the dual
role of “creat[ing] a physical reminder of both the immense suffering
caused by Japan’s misguided ambitions and of Okinawa’s enduring com-
mitment to peace.” (Weiner 1994: 170)

The existence of the Cornerstone of Peace underlines the absence of
such a “physical reminder” on the national level. This failure is still felt as
a black spot in Japan’s coming to terms with its past and its handling of
the politics of memory. The attitude of the political establishment to
issues of public memory and the display of national history in the public
sphere is still a much-contested issue in present-day Japan, as the re-
newed discussions over a new national memorial have demonstrated.

2.4 THE DEBATE OVER A NEW NATIONAL MEMORIAL

TO COMMEMORATE THE WAR DEAD

While on the one hand Prime Minister Koizumi is the first head of
government since the early 1980s to pay regular visits to the Yasukuni
Shrine (four times between 2000 and 2004; see appendix 4), the Koizumi
administration has taken up the question of a new national institution
(atarashii shisetsu) to commemorate the war dead. Keen to shrug off
criticism both within Japan and from abroad generated by his visits to
Yasukuni, in late 2001 Koizumi set up a commission known as the Discus-
sion Group to Consider Memorials and Other Sites for the Commemora-
tion of the War Dead and Praying for Peace (Tsuitô, Heiwa Kinen no tame
no Kinenhi-tô Shisetsu no Arikata o Kangaeru Kondankai 追悼 ・平和祈

念のための記念碑等施設の在り方を考える懇談会). The commission
convened ten times during 2002 and comprised the following members:

Imai Takashi, chairman (Chairman of Keidanren)
Yamazaki Masakazu, vice chairman (President, Tôa Daigaku [The
University of East Asia, Yamaguchi])
Agarie Yasuharu (former President of Ryûkyû University)
Ueshima Kazuyasu (President, Ueshima Coffee & Foods)
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Kamisaka Fuyuko (Author)
Kusayanagi Fumie (Author)
Sakamoto Takao (Professor of History, Gakushûin University [died
October 2002])
Tanaka Akihiko (Professor of Political Science, The University of
Tokyo)
Nishihara Haruo (former President of Waseda University)
Mikuriya Takashi (Professor of History, Seisaku Kenkyû Daigakuin
Daigaku [National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies])

The commission’s central task is to clarify the question of whether a
national memorial is necessary for Japan’s war victims; and, if yes, in
what form, under what designation, and at which location it should be
built. The minutes of the meetings (Shushô Kantei 2003a), which allow us
to follow the committee’s deliberations,109 indicate that the new memorial
is not intended as a “substitute” for the Yasukuni Shrine (2nd and 9th
meeting). Some members have argued that the Yasukuni Shrine is too
firmly anchored in people’s minds and should remain the central site of
commemoration. Above all, it is the necessity to improve relations with
Japan’s neighbors that has led the majority of members to support the
foundation of a new memorial—but not, however, the parallel establish-
ment of an “official” interpretation of history in the public sphere. The
late Sakamoto Takao, a distinguished historian, expressed his reserva-
tions on this score at the commission’s 3rd meeting:

The nationalism of the 19th century is currently decreasing in impor-
tance and, as illustrated by the development of the EU, the interna-
tional community cannot be renewed when we limit ourselves to
nationalism. Yet, in commemorating the war dead, even though we
may discern everywhere, even in industrialized countries, tenden-
cies to reconsider traditional forms of commemoration […], we have
nevertheless not yet moved into a new phase of internationalization.
No attempts have been made, especially by our neighbors, to ap-
proach the commemoration of war victims with an international
perspective that reaches beyond Korean or Chinese nationalism […].
On what grounds should Japan embrace a new direction in this
regard?

109 Although the minutes of the meetings are available to the public, statements
made by individual participants are not linked to names. However, in some
cases (e.g., the quotation from Sakamoto Takao given below) is it possible to
identify a statement’s source.
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A key point in the commission’s deliberations was the question of who
should be commemorated in the new memorial. The group eventually
suggested a wide definition for those who should be commemorated,
justifying this on traditional grounds, since “according to Japan’s cultural
traditions, we have always had in our country the wonderful custom
(bifû) of commemorating enemies and friends together” (3rd meeting). As
a result, the memorial should incorporate not only Japanese war
dead—both military110 and civilians—from 1868 to 1945, but also those
members of the Japanese Self Defense Forces who died during UN mis-
sions, and foreigners who died for Japan in the Second World War. Very
significantly, it would also commemorate victims from opposing sides,
once again both military and civilians, including the victims of the Nan-
jing Massacre (5th, 6th and 9th meeting). Whether this concurrent com-
memoration of victims and perpetrators will gain widespread acceptance
will likely become a central issue of future discussions, especially since,
in many countries, a similar levelling of the distinction between victims
and perpetrators has led to considerable upheaval in the national politics
of memory.111

Opponents of the government and leftist-liberal groups were quick to
voice their concerns that the new memorial will be inadequate as a
symbol for the acknowledgment of Japanese responsibility for the war.
The commission has assiduously avoided making a clear statement on
this profoundly sensitive issue, despite numerous meetings, and the
subject is also absent from the group’s Interim Report presented to the
public on 24 December 2003 (Shushô Kantei 2003b). Instead, the minutes
record strong opposition to the expression “war of aggression” (shinryaku
sensô) and urge that the war should instead be referred to as a “war
caused by Japan” (Nihon ga gen’in o ataeta sensô) (4th meeting). Such
statements reveal the conviction held by some members of the commis-
sion that, in a democracy, it is “not the duty of the government to provide
a one-sided (ichigiteki) interpretation of history and the past.” Rather the
government “has the responsibility of ensuring that various interpreta-

110 A clear statement of whether those accused or sentenced as war criminals are
to be included has not been forthcoming. According to the commission’s
recommendations, such a decision is best left to “the heart of each individual
visitor” (6th meeting).

111 Germany is a case in point. Here, the parallel commemoration in some memo-
rials of victims of German war atrocities and the German victims of Nazi
rule—who are still seen as perpetrators in the eyes of victims of other national-
ities—has led to some controversial episodes in the German politics of memory
and commemoration. See Reichel 1999: 207, 216, 277; Assmann and Frevert
1999: 163f.
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tions are made available to the people.” (8th meeting and Interim Report,
chapter 2.3) In the new memorial, therefore, the war dead should be
commemorated without reference to a particular historical interpreta-
tion—as is the case with the memorial sites discussed above—and with-
out making any kind of politico-historical judgment.

In their Interim Report of 2003, the commission confirmed the “neces-
sity of a non-religious (mushûkyô) memorial for the victims of the conflicts
(wars and incidents) [sic],” in which Japan had been “involved” since the
Meiji Restoration (Nihon no kakawatta taigai funsô [sensô, jihen]) (Interim
Report, chapter 2.2). However, the report added that it was “too early” to
make a decision about the type, name, and location of such a memorial.
The project is justified by the progress of “globalization and development
toward [the creation of] a new international community” and the fact
that, within this framework, “Japan’s future development will attract
even greater attention on the part of its neighbors and the international
community” (chapter 2.1). It is important that “the world should be
shown that Japan is actively seeking to promote peace”. At the same time,
such a memorial would succinctly communicate the meaning “of war and
peace” to a younger generation which has not experienced war at first
hand. In sum, the report urges the necessity of establishing a national
memorial within the terms of Japan’s self-understanding as a “peaceful
nation” (heiwa kokka). Following official confirmation that the proposed
institution would not compromise the role of either Yasukuni or Chidori-
gafuchi, the commission made five brief—if not perfunctory—recom-
mendations for the new memorial (Interim Report, chapter 5).112

The commission’s deliberations suggest that the new memorial was
approved above all to reduce foreign policy frictions caused by the Ya-
sukuni problem (10th meeting and Interim Report, chapter 2). Thus, the
commission seems more concerned with political correctness than with
demonstrating the conviction that Japan must assume responsibility for
the war (8th meeting in particular). The establishment of yet another
memorial site will likely result in a sort of “second Chidorigafuchi”,
located in the vicinity of Chidorigafuchi, Shôwakan, and the Yasukuni
Shrine, and functioning as an institutionalization of the annual commem-
orative event held in the Budôkan. Thus, in the Kudan district a sort of
“memorial mile” would emerge embracing Yasukuni, Chidorigafuchi,
the Shôwakan, and the projected new memorial.

112 For example, the commission proposed that it is “desirable to locate the new
institution in the centre of Tôkyô”, and suggested that its name be decided
through a public competition. 
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But any new memorial is hardly likely to solve the “Yasukuni prob-
lem”. Opponents of a new memorial are already organizing resistance (cf.
Gotôda 2003: 181; Maeno 2003: 263f). A “gathering to protest against a
national memorial” was held in June 2002 (Tanaka 2002b: 25), and on 15
August each year activists collect signatures and distribute information
opposing the project.113 The question of whether a “new institution”
would solve the “Yasukuni problem” by providing politicians with an
alternative venue to pay their respects to the war dead, and thereby
establish a new Japanese policy of remembrance, was answered by Prime
Minister Koizumi during his second visit to Yasukuni in April 2002. He
remarked that he would still wish to make “official visits to Yasukuni,
even after a new memorial has been established.” Although Koizumi is
unlikely to still be in office when (and if) the new memorial is erected, his
successors in the LDP (of which Koizumi is regarded as one of the more
progressive members) will no doubt continue along the path he has
pioneered. Irrespective of whether a new memorial is ever established,
this prime ministerial precedent is bound to keep the “Yasukuni prob-
lem” alive.

2.5 COMMEMORATION, THE NATION, HISTORY AND MEMORY

Through the commemoration of war dead and the memory that is created
of war itself, history and the interpretation of history become of vital
interest to the state and, through this process, the national narrative
becomes directly connected with politics. It serves as a base for the self-
understanding of the state and the legitimization of the political order. In
this process, the tendency to connect the commemoration of war dead
with affirmative views of war is naturally strong. Difficulties arise when
it comes to evaluating wars that were lost, as in the case of Japan:

Goals and policies that were thought to be guided by destiny are
revealed to be little more than resource-grabbing colonization
wrought by rapacious military force and terror. Does this now mean
the participants’ suffering and death was for nothing or […] for a
criminal cause? (Nelson 2003: 444)

113 In a brochure entitled “The Cherry Blossoms in Kudan Weep!” the Shintô
Association of Spiritual Leadership (the self-chosen English designation of the
pressure group Shintô Seiji Renmei, literally: Shintô Political League) com-
plains that the establishment of a “discussion group to advise on worshipping
the dead” ignores the feelings of “the Japanese” (Shintô Seiji Renmei 2003: 1).
See also Maeno 2003: 262−264 for similar remarks.
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In response to this dilemma, an affirmative or apologetic view of “the last
war” has gained a strong position in Japanese politics and the public
sphere, a process enforced by a strong political agenda as we saw in
chapter 1.5. As I showed in this chapter, the resulting similarities between
historical revisionism and the historical views displayed in many areas of
the public sphere are striking. Most memorials, especially those run or
sanctioned by institutions of the government and therefore expressing the
self-understanding of the Japanese state, support a strongly affirmative
view of the war, which in historical exhibitions is presented as a defensive
war, a war waged for the sake of Asian liberation, or a war that victimized
the Japanese people. Notwithstanding the ongoing official affirmation of
the “Murayama Statement”, Prime Minister Koizumi has explained offi-
cially that the “welfare of Japan today is due to the sacrifice of those who
died in the war.”114 As Michael Pye comments: “Viewed historically and
economically, this statement is completely false. The historical effect of
the actions of the war dead, in general, was to lead Japan to catastrophe,
including complete economic destruction.” (Pye 2003: 54) However, it is
an affirmative view of the war that dominates public memory in Ja-
pan—in memorials and museums run or sanctioned by the state—and,
apart from some prefectural museums, Japanese responsibility for war is
not raised in them, and the victims of Japanese aggression are nowhere
memorialized or even considered.

By commemorating soldiers who have fallen “for the country” (kuni
no tame), most modern nations, particularly since World War I (Mosse
1990), claim the citizen as a national possession even beyond death, and
simultaneously, “the surviving observers are themselves put in a position
where they are offered an idenity.” (Koselleck 2002: 287) What Mosse has
called “the cult of the fallen soldier” became a centerpiece of the “religion
of nationalism” (Mosse 1990: 7), and in Japan has remained so right up
until the present day (Harootunian 1999). The Yasukuni Shrine plays a
particularly important role in this postwar nationalism which in Japan, as
elsewhere, has taken the place of “civic religion” (Mosse 1990: 105, 155).
In the Shintô Yasukuni Shrine, one of the three pillars of prewar state
Shintô, Japan’s war dead are commemorated for sacrificing their lives
“for the country”, regardless of their religion or ethnicity. Resistance
against this “enforced worship”, an automatic consequence of “dying for
the country”, was, and remains, futile (Tanaka 2003: 61; cf. also Tanaka
2002a: chapter 4.3; Rekishi Kyôikusha Kyôgikai 2002: 97). The loyalty
shown by fallen soldiers to the nation and the Emperor by offering the

114 Cited in Tanaka 2002a: 231. Similar expressions have been used by Japanese
prime ministers since Ikeda Hayato in 1963; see Yoshida 1995: 109f.
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supreme sacrifice will be rewarded, and their descendents offered conso-
lation.115 The worship of a soldier as a “‘divine noble spirit’ […] irrespec-
tive of his former status and way of life” becomes a source of “deeply felt
pride” for future generations (Antoni 1998: 342; cf. also Mosse 1990:
chapter 3). The violent death of a nation’s citizens thus “obliges future
generations to honor their memory” (Reichel 1999: 18) and commemora-
tive activities usually assume either “the form of a politico-religious
death cult […] or that of a politico-secular civil theology, as in all autono-
mously legitimized democratic states.” (Reichel 1999: 18) The commemo-
ration of the dead in the Yasukuni Shrine, and the depiction of their heroic
deeds in the Yûshûkan museum, relates more obviously to the first of
these two forms, which Reichel also identifies with the honoring of the
war dead in Germany under National Socialism, characterized by a
strong emphasis on their martyr status (Reichel 1999: 18f). At Yasukuni,
this ideology finds strong expression in the permanent exhibition in the
Yûshûkan museum, particularly in the exhibition of “relics” such as the
personal effects and farewell letters of the soldiers enshrined there.

The chief motivation underlying the worship of the war dead in the
Yasukuni Shrine—but also the commemoration of soldiers and the me-
morialization of war in other memorials and museums—is to reaffirm the
identity of the Japanese nation beyond defeat in war. As Benedict Ander-
son puts it: “Dying for one’s country, which usually one does not choose,
assumes a moral grandeur which dying for the Labor Party, the American
Medical Association, or perhaps even Amnesty International can not
rival, for these are all bodies one can join or leave at will.” (Anderson
1991: 144; cf. also Harada 2001; Reichel 1999: 70) This “moral grandeur”
has to be legitimized by a historical narrative—a “national history [that]
is one of continuity, antiquity of origins, heroism and past greatness,
martyrdom and sacrifice, victimization, and overcoming of traumata.”
(Suny 2001: 338) These are precisely the themes embodied in public
memorials in Japan, as we have seen throughout this chapter. Although
religious motives were no doubt paramount when the Shôkonsha was
founded in the 1870s,116 in the postwar period the Yasukuni Shrine came
to play a central role in the political, religious and cultural re-affirmation
of the nation and the “reconstruction of the collapsed nation-state” (Tana-

115 For the religious concept of the “calming” of the souls of those who have died
violent deaths in war see Antoni 1991: 155−189.

116 The very name Shôkonsha (“shrine to call back the spirits of the dead”) reveals
an “obvious relation to essential aspects of Japanese religiosity”, namely the
“periodic invitations, hospitality extended toward, and eventual dismissal of
deities and ancestors.” (Antoni 1998: 341)
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ka 2003: 61). This remains its chief rationale to the present day. It also
explains why, in general, Japanese war memorials eschew a self-critical,
reflective approach in favor of an affirmative view of history in order to
show that, whatever the failings of particular groups or individuals, “the
nation” itself remains infallible.

Memorials such as Yasukuni emphasize that, for the sake of the integ-
rity of the nation, but also for the sake of political continuity and legitima-
cy, Japan’s war dead must be considered victims for the nation and should
in no respect be regarded as victims of the nation sacrificed in the course
of a war of imperialist aggression. Ultimately, the affirmative view of the
war proves “that, however momentarily wrong, Our country is really
always Right.” (Anderson 1999: 202) It is precisely here that the difference
between history as an academic discipline and history as the product of
politicized memory becomes most clear, as many contemporary histori-
ans have been at pains to stress. Pierre Nora, one of the pioneers of the
study of historical memory, characterizes the differences succinctly:

History, because it is an intellectual and secular production, calls for
analysis and criticism. Memory installs remembrance within the
sacred; history, always prosaic, releases it again. Memory is blind to
all but the group it binds […]. History, on the other hand, belongs to
everyone and to no one, whence its claim to universal authority.
(Nora 1989: 8f; cf. also Assmann 1997: 52f)
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3. HISTORY AND PUBLIC OPINION

3.1 HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

In analyzing the movement of historical revisionism, some observers
have reached the conclusion that it enjoys a degree of support—if not “a
formidable social base”—in the wider Japanese society (McCormack
2000: 65; cf. also Fujitani et al. 2001: 23; Oguma and Ueno 2003: chapter 1)
and that the historical views it advocates—particularly the claim that the
Asia-Pacific War was a war of Asian liberation—are spreading among the
Japanese people (Irie 2001: 221). But is this really the case? On the face of
it, there is powerful evidence for such a view. As we saw in chapter 1, the
political connections of the Tsukuru-kai are manifold and, as chapter 2
made clear, the revisionist narrative occupies an important place in public
memory. In addition, a number of books authored by historical revision-
ists have become bestsellers, and the media continue to pay considerable
attention to the revisionist phenomenon.

However, other aspects of the question have to be considered before
sweeping generalizations are made. Some Japanese commentators, for
example, have stressed that many of the bestsellers produced by the
movement, such as the bookmarket version of the New History Textbook of
the Tsukuru-kai, are being bought as much by curious critics of the
society as by those who endorse it views. Similarly, the patriotic movie
Pride, discussed in chapter 1.1, probably attracted as many critics of
historical revisionism as supporters. More disturbing are the high circu-
lation figures achieved by the manga of Kobayashi Yoshinori, particularly
since they are aimed at the youth market. However, although Koba-
yashi’s work undoubtedly has a considerable influence on Japanese
youth, it is less clear that young people are absorbing revisionist views
through his writings; rather, it seems that his audience is attracted by his
critical views of society in general and his pointed critique of Japanese
politics—factors which are by no means unique to him.117
124

117 In a recent issue of the magazine Sapio, Kobayashi went so far as to support a
16-year-old high school student who advocated a coup d’état in Japan. In one
manga illustration, he quotes a letter presumably received from the student: “I
am in first grade at high school and plan to join the Defense Academy and
become part of the Self-Defense Forces (SDF). The present bosses of the SDF and
their government masters are all stupid people and, if they continue doing
stupid things, I will take some of my men and mutiny, destroy the present
government and make Japan into the real Japan. Then, I want Yoshinori-sensei
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Nevertheless, if the Tsukuru-kai was as influential as some observers
suggest, then we would expect to see this reflected in significant shifts in
historical consciousness or awareness, in views of their recent history and
attitudes towards it held by Japanese in general. It seems, therefore, an
important task to investigate the understanding of history prevalent
within Japanese society—what we might call the “historical conscious-
ness” of the Japanese people, particularly public awareness surrounding
the history of the Asian-Pacific War,118 the relativization and glorification
of which stands at the center of the historical narrative promoted by the
Tsukuru-kai. Some commentators have recently characterized such a
“historical consciousness”—or an alleged lack of awareness of the reali-
ties of the nation’s past—as the central problem for bilateral relations,
rather than the attitudes of conservative politicians (Chung 2002; 2004;
Kawamoto 2002: 127; Abe 2004: 11). However, little research has been
done on the question of historical consciousness in Japan (NSKK 1971;
Matsuyama et al. 1981; Yoshida 1995).

Before continuing, it is important to define the term “historical con-
sciousness”, which is increasingly being used in studies of historical
memory and collective memory, albeit with a great variety of nuances.
German historian Jörn Rüsen, a pioneer in the study of the subject, has
noted that

historical consciousness comprises anything processing experiences
of time into orientations for everyday life. […] Historical conscious-
ness’s ability to recall is triggered by the experience and expectations
of time of everyday life. […] Temporal orientation in life and the
creation of an historical identity are the two essential functions of
historical consciousness. (Ruesen 2001: Internet)

For Rüsen, the concept of historical consciousness is closely related to the
study of historical pedagogy—the science of teaching history—but also to
that of historical memory, of which historical consciousness can be con-
sidered a specific facet (Rüsen 2001; cf. also Borries 2001a: 252). The
Japanese research has put a strong emphasis on the dimension of histori-

117 to become the Prime Minister of the new government.” In the next frame,
Kobayashi takes up this invitation and cheerfully replies to the letter: “OK,
then let me become the best dictator human history has ever seen.” (Sapio 24
September 2003: 61)

118 While investigation of the historical consciousness of the Japanese is limited in
this study to the Asia-Pacific War, further investigations of different historical
periods, and the relationships between them, from this perspective are desir-
able. For a fascinating empirical study of the historical consciousness of young
Germans, see Borries 2001b and Borries et al. 2001.
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cal consciousness as a nexus between history as an academic discipline,
on the one hand, and the personal and collective orientations and identi-
ties that guide people through the present and into the future, on the
other—factors which are determined by the ways in which people ap-
proach the past or assimilate history through education in the widest
sense, including the media and the politics of memory.

The recently established Center for the Study of Historical Conscious-
ness is careful to discriminate its subject from other forms of historical
understanding:

The term ‘historical consciousness’ is relatively unfamiliar in North
America, though the field is well established in Europe.119 The study
of historical consciousness is distinct from both historical research
and historiographic research. The distinction can be seen in this way:
when we study history […], we are looking at the past. When we
study historical consciousness, we are studying how people look at the
past. […] The study of historical consciousness differs, as well, from
historiography, which examines only how historians look at the past.
Historical consciousness can thus be defined as individual and col-
lective understandings of the past, the cognitive and cultural factors
which shape those understandings, as well as the relations of histor-
ical understandings to those of the present and the future. (CSHC
2002: Internet; italics added)

My own usage of the term “historical consciousness” follows this set of
definitions and does not—as in previous studies (e.g. White 1973)—pri-
marily use it to describe the attitudes of professional historians or philos-
ophers towards history, but rather as the sum of the predominant under-
standings of history manifested in a given society. In his pioneering stud-
ies of collective memory, Maurice Halbwachs made a similar distinction
between the collective memory of society and the “memory” preserved
by academic history, characterizing the first as vitally important as a base
for collective identity, while the second lacks such a function (see Ass-
mann 1999: 131; cf. also Nora 1989: 8f; Borries 2001a: 266–269). While the
findings of academic historical research of course exert some influence on
the formation of historical consciousness in society, historical conscious-
ness is subject to many other factors and influences. And while the
predominant views on history in any given society do not necessarily
make up a consensus, their analysis permits conclusions regarding the role
of history within the triad of politics, (civil) society, and education which

119 See for example the publications of Karl-Ernst Jeismann (1988) and Jörn Rüsen
(2001).
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would be beyond the scope of traditional academic history. An informed
understanding of the ongoing debates on history textbooks, the Yasukuni
Shrine and historical memory in Japan demands that we come to terms
with the historical consciousness of the “common people” (ippan no sho-
min), as one commentator has termed them—all the more since few
studies have so far been undertaken in this field (Abe 2004: 11; cf. also
Obinata 2004: 15; Takahashi 2002: 3).

While theoretical research on historical consciousness and related
issues has been gathering pace, empirical research is still hard to find,
particularly on Japan. This probably has its explanation in methodologi-
cal problems—the difficulties involved in grasping or measuring some-
thing as apparently abstract as the historical consciousness manifested by
“the people” or “society.” These issues can be tackled in a variety of ways
including the analysis of opinion polls which ask questions (directly or
indirectly) on topics such as war responsibility or historical knowledge;
the identification of popular interest in certain historical characters and
events through investigating the ratings of television dramas and the
sales of books with historical content, especially historical novels; and
understanding what attracts visitors to historical museums and exhibi-
tions. All of these investigative methods are utilized in what follows.
While gathering such data can be a complex and difficult task, the results
obtained allow us to form some idea of what we might call the historical
consciousness of the Japanese.

To state my conclusion from the outset, the data so far gathered
indicates an important finding: although the Japanese lack consensus
about interpreting their recent past, the views promoted by historical
revisionists are by no means broadly accepted in Japanese society; not-
withstanding their omnipresence in the political arena and the public
sphere, they clearly reflect the views of only a minority of the population
about the war. Notwithstanding their public prominence, in the histori-
cal consciousness exhibited by the majority of ordinary Japanese, revi-
sionist views of history are anything but representative. As the vehe-
mence of the ongoing debate suggests, however, historical revisionism is
strongly championed by a variety of vociferous lobby groups with con-
nections to powerful conservative political groups, wealthy business
circles, and influential sections of the media, as we saw in chapter 1.4 and
1.5.
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3.2 CHANGES IN VIEWS OF HISTORY WITHIN JAPANESE SOCIETY

The views held by contemporary Japanese of the Asia-Pacific War and of
Japan’s responsibility for that war are the product of developments both
within and outside Japan over the last six decades, and have been influ-
enced by controversies such as the textbook issue and the debates over
Yasukuni, and the spillover of these debates into the popular media as
well as into formal history education and academic history. In Japan, the
nation’s recent history is never out of the public eye and the “official”
interpretation and control of that history is challenged at every turn.
While some observers point to the dominant position enjoyed by “the
country” (kuni), i.e. the government, in these debates—allowing it, for
example, to defeat most of the lawsuits initiated by Ienaga Saburô (see
chapter 1)—the publicity generated by these very lawsuits and events
such as the textbook controversy of 1982 have triggered major changes in
the perceptions held by the Japanese of their own history (Obinata 2004:
15–17; Yoshida 2002: 37). In addition, the recent debates over the nature of
historical memory, the politics of memory and the mourning of the war
dead have all contributed to the present state of historical consciousness
in Japan. As Peter Reichel has stressed in connection with Vergangenheits-
bewältigung (coming to terms with the past) in postwar Germany, it was
the large-scale debacles within “the politics of memory”, such as the
debates about the Neue Wache, that raised consciousness in society over the
problematic German past (Reichel 1999: 11f). It is probably not too much
to claim that the Yasukuni debates, as well as a number of heavily-
publicized lawsuits—not just the Ienaga lawsuits but also the ongoing
claims brought against the Japanese state over the “military comfort
women” and “forced laborers”—have contributed to a rising awareness
among the Japanese over matters of war responsibility and the interna-
tional implications of the kind of cultural memory preserved about the
war. In particular, the role of litigation cannot be underestimated in this
context, and one observer goes so far to say that, in postwar Japan, the
courts (together with journalists and lawmakers) have replaced histori-
ans when it comes to making judgemens about controversial historical
issues (Abe 2004: 173).

A good example is the case of the infamous “Unit 731” (731 Butai) of
the Imperial Japanese Army, which during the war conducted experi-
ments with biological and chemical weapons in Manchuria, and tested
them on POWs. Because the U.S. occupation forces took a special interest
in the results of these experiments, the issue was not taken up during the
IMTFE and has only lately become a subject of inquiry by Japanese
historians. Until recently, the Japanese government refused to acknowl-
128



3. History and Public Opinion
edge the weapons experiments as historical fact, stressing that “the activ-
ities of Unit 731 have not been finally confirmed.” (Asahi Shinbun 28
August 2002: 1) On 27 August 2002, however, the Tôkyô District Court
ruled that the historicity of the human experiments conducted by Unit
731 had to be acknowledged as a consequence of rulings made during the
case under review. This came as a result of the appearance before the
court of 180 descendents of Chinese nationals murdered by Unit 731 who
had initiated a lawsuit against the Japanese state demanding an official
apology and payment of 10 million Yen in compensation for each plain-
tiff. While the court denied compensation, it clearly stated—in the first
such admission by an institution of the Japanese state—that Unit 731 had
conducted experiments during which more than 10,000 Chinese nationals
lost their lives (Asahi Shinbun 28 August 2002: 1, 2, 30). For the Chinese
plaintiffs, the confirmation of the historical facts was even more impor-
tant than the compensation sought, and the media emphasized that the
verdict would doubtless have implications for the Japanese government’s
position not only on Unit 731 but also regarding other Japanese wartime
atrocities. Similar litigation leading to the confirmation of unpalatable
historical facts of Japan’s wartime past has also been conducted in the last
two decades, for example lawsuits brought by forced laborers. In con-
ducting these cases, Japanese courts have been very critical of the govern-
ment, more than once openly censuring the official position on controver-
sial historical events.

The historical consciousness exhibited by postwar Japanese has un-
dergone significant changes. Just as in Germany (Reichel 1999), in the
immediate postwar period few Japanese were directly concerned with
“coming to terms with the past”. While Japan did acknowledge its war
guilt in the peace treaty of San Francisco (1951), in these early years most
Japanese continued to regard the war as unavoidable (Rekishi Kentô
Iinkai 1995: 339), as historical revisionists still claim today. Throughout
the 1960s and 1970s, Japan upheld what Yoshida Yutaka has called the
“double standard”: acknowledging war responsibility and the judgement
of the IMTFE as confirmed by the San Francisco treaty as the official
stance for external consumption,120 while within Japan, responsibility for
the war was denied or at best unquestioned (Yoshida 1995: 82).
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the judgments of the International Military Tribunal for the Far East and of
other Allied War Crimes Courts both within and outside Japan, and will carry
out the sentences imposed thereby upon Japanese nationals imprisoned in
Japan. The power to grant clemency, to reduce sentences and to parole with
respect to such prisoners may not be exercised except on the decision of the
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One expression of this domestic attitude of denial was the movement
to release convicted war criminals from Sugamo Prison between 1953 and
1955 (Yoshida 1995: 82f); another manifestation was the flood of “war
narratives” (senkimono) which offered sanitized and nostalgic views of the
war, mostly written by veterans. These stories have been interpreted as
the expression of a “subconscious desire to overcome a complex vis-à-vis
the U.S. that had resulted from [Japan’s] defeat in war.” (Yoshida 1995: 85)
In these early senkimono dating from the 1960s, war responsibility is never
addressed, war crimes are not mentioned—they differ in this respect from
the memoirs or autobiographies (jibunshi) of the 1970s discussed below. A
look at the authors helps explain why: the vast majority of senkimono were
written by mid- or low-ranking naval officers (Yoshida 1995: 92), and
none was written by participants in the war in China—the military the-
ater where most of the atrocities occurred (Yoshida 1995: 97). Another
aspect of the “double standard” identified by Yoshida related to the ways
in which the memory of the war was preserved and its victims mourned.
Ceremonies introduced in the 1960s to memorialize the war were strictly
for domestic consumption. For example, at the National Memorial Ser-
vice for the War Dead (Zenkoku Senbotsusha Tsuitô-shiki) that has been held
on the anniversary of the end of the war (Shûsen Kinenbi, 15 August) every
year since 1963, only the Japanese war dead were mourned, excluding
Asian victims of Japanese aggression (Yoshida 1995: 109f). Within this
cultural context, it is hardly surprising that few changes in the historical
consciousness of the Japanese could be observed before the 1960s.

While the normalization of relations with South Korea in 1965 and
with China in 1972 had necessitated changes in Japan’s attitude to its own
past, it was globalization and the information revolution of the 1980s that
finally brought an end to the “double standard”. Japan-watchers in Chi-
na, South Korea, and the European countries paid increasing attention to
statements on history by Japanese politicians, including those made in a
domestic context. Statements offering evidence of affirmative views of
the war tended to be noticed abroad and carried implications for Japan’s
reputation in international society, as well as consequences for Japanese
traveling abroad or living overseas. Beginning with the textbook contro-
versy of 1982, history became a vital issue in attempts to achieve reconcil-
iation with Japan’s neighbors, bringing the “double standard” into jeop-

120 Government or Governments which imposed the sentence in each instance,
and on recommendation of Japan. In the case of persons sentenced by the
International Military Tribunal for the Far East, such power may not be exer-
cised except on the decision of a majority of the Governments represented on
the Tribunal, and on the recommendation of Japan.”
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ardy. While increasing number of politicians officially stated that they
considered the war to have been a “war of aggression” (Yoshida 1995:
169f), conservative politicians continued making “undue remarks” (bô-
gen), glorifying (bika) or justifying (benmei) the war and colonial rule,
stressing the “benevolence” of Japanese rule in Korea, and denying the
Nanjing massacre and other wartime atrocities (see chapter 1.5.1). How-
ever, even when these errant politicians were forced to resign their offices
(Okuno, Sakurai, Nagano), it became clear that their historical views were
not necessarily related to unfavorable election results or their chances of
being reelected. Most of the offenders were indeed reelected in the elec-
tions following their “undue remarks” and none suffered a substantial
political setback as a consequence. One of the politicians most notorious
for his “undue remarks”, Okuno Seisuke, remained active and influential
in politics until 2003 and was continually returned to office.

However, in the light of increasing international complications, the
character of historical consciousness in Japanese society underwent rapid
change, particularly as a result of the textbook controversy of 1982. In an
opinion poll taken by Mainichi Shinbun, an overwhelming majority of par-
ticipants rejected any attempt to establish history education along neona-
tionalist lines: while only 6% supported the conservative claim that “the
darker aspects of Japan’s past before and during the war should not be
taught in class”, 92% approved the necessity to teach all the facts of the wartime
past (cited in Fuhrt 2002: 128; cf. also Obinata 2004: 20 for a similar poll of
Yomiuri Shinbun). Clearly, the revisionist agenda for history education was
in a poor position to make inroads into society at this period.

While the “war of Asian liberation” thesis is strongly established in
the public sphere as a result of the powerful influence of conservative
political and pressure groups, the “undue remarks” of rightwing politi-
cians, although the object of considerable public attention, should not be
overrated or even considered representative of Japanese politics. Before
going on to discuss historical consciousness in society, I want to survey
the various attitudes to history found in Japanese politics in general. Even
accepting that the Japanese Communist Party and the Social Democratic
Party (the former Socialist Party) are nowadays hardly forces to be reck-
oned with in parliament, diverse views on Japan’s past and on Japan’s
responsibility for the war are still represented amongst Japanese lawmak-
ers. Since a statistical investigation of the historical consciousness of the
Japanese political classes is yet to be undertaken, I conducted an investi-
gation of my own for this study. I chose three questions from an opinion
poll conducted by NHK (Makita 2000) that directly probed the question
of historical consciousness:
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Do you think the war of 1931–1945 was a war of aggression or not?
Do you think the war of 1931–1945 was an unavoidable war or not?
Do you think Japan still has continuing responsibility for the war?

In early July 2003, shortly before the current session of the National Diet
closed,121 I sent a questionnaire with these three questions to the 722
members of the Lower and Upper Houses of the Japanese Diet. Within a
month, I had received 139 replies (a response rate of 19.25%). The low
response rate itself indicates that interest in questions relating to history
is not particularly high among the Japanese political classes—or that
lawmakers are reluctant to answer such surveys. Compared to some
other polls, however, a response rate of almost 20% was still high enough
to produce some meaningful results.122

Ill. 14: Opinion survey among Japanese politicians, July/August 2003. Ques-
tion 1: “The last war (saki no sensô) 123 was a war of aggression conduct-
ed by Japan against its Asian neighbors—what do you think about this
statement?” By number of responses. Source: survey by author.

121 To ensure the maximum return, I chose a time when Diet members would still
be in Tôkyô and in their offices, but would be less busy than during the period
the Diet was in session and when opinion polls were more likely to land on
their desks.

122 When the daily Asahi Shinbun (a rather more prestigious organization than a
small German research institute in Tôkyô) surveyed LDP lawmakers in the
Lower House about the practice whereby husband and wife retain their sepa-
rate family names (fûfu bessei) in April 2004, the response rate was a mere 6.2%
(15 answers) (Asahi Shinbun 2 April 2004: 4).

123 Here the last war was defined as “the war that started with the Manchurian
Incident of 1931, developed into the war in the Pacific in 1941, and continued
until 1945 (the Asia-Pacific War)”.
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The results reveal above all a range of opinions among Japanese politi-
cians on questions of history, and show that politicians with a critical
perspective are as keen to make their views known as those associated
with “undue remarks”. The low response rate was particularly marked in
the case of LDP members: only 32 replies came from the LDP, with the
majority (21 replies) denying that Japan had conducted “a war of aggres-
sion”. Considering that LDP members in particular are notorious for their
“undue remarks”, this proportion can probably be considered represen-
tative of their party. While respondents had the choice of answering either
anonymously (via the envelope attached to the survey form) or by fax,
some chose to return a fax bearing their name (such as Okuno Seisuke) or
their official stamp, sometimes accompanied by comments and explana-
tions. While a high response rate was expected in the case of the Japanese
Communist Party (JCP) and the Social Democratic Party (Shamintô,
SDP), since of all the parties these are the most opposed to apologetic
views of history, the high return of 52 responses from the Democratic
Party (Minshutô, DP), which had recently amalgamated with the Liberal
Party (Jiyûtô) of Ozawa Ichirô, was quite surprising. Moreover, notwith-
standing the fact that the DP is often labeled a second conservative party
that differs little in its views from the LDP, the results revealed sharply
differing views on history: of the 52 responses fielded from the DP, 44
agreed that the “last war” was indeed “a war of aggression”, with only
eight disagreeing. Of the other parties surveyed, almost all respondents
answered the question in the affirmative: 21 from the JCP, twelve from the
SDP, eight from Kômeitô, and twelve out of 14 lawmakers from other
small parties. For question 2, the results followed the same trend: while
only 34 participants stated that the war was inevitable, 103 believed that
it was not unavoidable, thereby clarifying Japan’s responsibility for the
outbreak of war.

The responses received for the third question in the survey, which
asked about continuing Japanese responsibility for the war, yielded re-
sults that were even more surprising.
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Ill. 15: Opinion survey among Japanese politicians, July/August 2003. Ques-
tion 3: “Do you think that Japan still has continuing responsibility for
the last war?” By number of responses. Source: survey by author.

While a total of twelve respondents—seven from the LDP, three from the
DP and two from the smaller parties—denied that Japan was responsible
for the outbreak of the war (one of the options offered), only two respon-
dents denied that Japan still had any responsibility for the war. A total of
119 responses, including 20 from the LDP and 47 from the DP, affirmed
Japan’s continuing responsibility for the war, and some even added
concrete examples such as the removal of the biological weapons which
were abandoned by Japanese forces in Manchuria in 1945 and have
recently become a political embarrassment and a matter of negotiation
with China. Others criticized the questionnaire as “oversimplifying”,
“binary” and “useless” (despite my statement, in the letter accompanying
the questionnaire, that the questions were identical with those asked by
NHK in a poll taken in 2000).

In general, the responses to my survey suggest that “even” in Japanese
politics, where individual politicians have been making headlines for
their “undue remarks” and visits to memorials that advocate affirmative
views of the war, perspectives on the nation’s recent history cover the full
spectrum—and in all parties. One particularly important finding was that
even politicians from parties that favor “patriotic” history education and
selective, heroic memories of the war, if pressed on the question, do not
deny Japanese responsibility for the war. Despite such findings, it must be
acknowledged that the survey results have been skewed by the low
response rate from LDP members, whose views on these matters are
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reflected in the close links formed with the History Examination Commit-
tee in the 1990s (see chapter 1.5.1), among other things.

Conservative politicians, as we have seen, are largely responsible for
the affirmative views of the war predominating the public sphere today.
The main task of this chapter is thus to inquire whether such views find
support in the wider Japanese society. My first task in this inquiry into the
historical consciousness of the Japanese, and their views of the war in
particular, is to analyze popular opinion polls that pose similar questions
to a broad spectrum of Japanese society as those I put to members of the
Diet in 2003.

As I mentioned above, we can detect the beginnings of a change in the
historical consciousness of the Japanese in 1982 with the escalation of the
history textbook problem into an international crisis that damaged Ja-
pan’s reputation. In response, Japanese politicians emended the rules for
textbook examination to include the “paragraph on neighboring coun-
tries” (kinrin shokoku jôkô), which led in turn to the inclusion in most
textbooks of the “darker” chapters of Japan’s wartime past, including
open treatment of military atrocities, until the early 1990s (Chung 1998;
2003a; 2003b). While these developments undoubtedly fostered reconcil-
iation in East Asia and strengthened Japan’s international reputation,
they also produced amorphous changes in historical consciousness.

By the mid 1980s, voices critical of Japan’s recent past were already in
the majority. In an opinion poll conducted by the NHK Broadcasting and
Public Opinion Investigation Institute (NHK Hôsô Yoron Chôsa-sho)124 in
1984, participants were asked: “Do you think the 50 years of Japanese
history from the (first) Sino-Japanese War (Nisshin sensô, 1894/95) up to
the Pacific War constituted a history of aggression against our Asian
neighbors?” While 51.4% of respondents125 agreed, only 21.9% replied in
the negative (Yoshida 1994: 27; Yoshida 1995: 12). On the other hand,
44.8% of respondents agreed that “for Japan, which is poor in natural
resources, the war was an unavoidable act” (yamu-o-enai kôi), while only
38.7% disagreed. Yet despite this result, an overwhelming majority
(82.5%) confirmed that “as a Japanese, he/she had to reflect from the
bottom of the heart on discrimination against Koreans and Chinese car-
ried on since the Meiji period and on massacres”, while only a tiny 5.2%
denied the necessity of this. But to turn the tables again, 45.5% agreed that
the Pacific War had had positive consequences, such as the independence

124 This organization was the predecessor of the present NHK Hôsô Bunka Ken-
kyûjo (Broadcasting Culture Research Institute). The opinion poll was headed
“Views on Peace Held by the Japanese” (Nihonjin no Heiwakan).

125 The survey polled 2623 participants and had a 72.9% response rate.
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of Asian nations from Western colonial oppression. Only 25.1% disagreed
that Japan could claim credit of this kind (Yoshida 1994: 27; Yoshida 1995:
12). While belief in the positive effects of the war, its inevitability or its
character as a war that was forced upon Japan can still be detected in such
surveys, war guilt was already strongly acknowledged by the Japanese
by the beginning of the 1980s, and it can hardly be said that Japanese
society was failing to reflect on issues of war guilt and responsibility.

When questioned in the 1984 NHK survey about the “responsibility of
the common people for the war” (ippan kokumin no sensô sekinin), 29.5% of
respondents considered that most Japanese at the time had cooperated
with militarism and bore some responsibility as perpetrators, at least with
regard to Asian nations. However, 36.3% answered that the population
had been misled by militarists, a response in line with the “military
conspiracy” or “single-handed action of the military” (gunbu dokusô)
theory, a widespread belief in the immediate postwar period which effec-
tively absolved ordinary people of blame and which was also supported
by the U.S. occupation authorities. Another 17.6% stressed that, because
the war never had a militarist character there was no issue of victims and
perpetrators (Yoshida 1994: 27; Yoshida 1995: 12). This latter figure has
proved remarkably stable in subsequent polls, as I demonstrate below.

The NHK poll significantly demonstrates that, in the minds of the
participants, the responsibility of the state and that of “the Japanese” or
the “common people” for the war are two different things. The high
proportion of answers stressing that the people were merely betrayed or
fooled (damasareta) by the military or the political leadership is closely
connected to the strong “victim consciousness” (higaisha ishiki) of postwar
Japanese which has often been emphasized by commentators (Takahashi
2003: 167; Takahashi 2002: 21; Fujiwara 2001: 13–18; Yoshida 1995: 75f,
154–157, 161; Orr 2001). Not only were the “common people” the literal
victims of war—through bombing, food shortages, and nuclear at-
tack—they also were the political victims of the misguided or evil policies
pursued by a leadership they had not elected.126

Postwar Germany has been marked by similar developments. The
debate about the “collective guilt” (Kollektivschuld) of the German people,
and the question whether the Germans were misled by a small group of
evil Nazis, has many similarities with the Japanese discussion. However,
both in Germany and Japan the debate has taken new directions since the
1980s. Whereas in Germany the increasing discussion of the war guilt of
Wehrmacht soldiers or the responsibility of “ordinary citizens” for Nazi

126 All Japanese prime ministers from 1932 until the end of the war were military
officers.
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atrocities and war crimes has been mostly stimulated by the work of
foreign scholars (as in the “Goldhagen debate”), in Japan similar issues
have been raised on the domestic front. Studies such as Grassroots Fascism
(Kusa no ne no fashizumu) by Yoshimi Yoshiaki (Yoshimi 1987) have played
a crucial role in countering the “military conspiracy” thesis by demon-
strating, for example, the extent to which ordinary soldiers embraced
national policies such as the illusion of a “Greater East Asian Co-Prosper-
ity Sphere” and what they stood to gain by an unswerving loyalty to the
military-dominated government.127

Thus while changes to the school history syllabus after 1982 did not
necessarily bring about significant changes in historical consciousness in
themselves, they undoubtedly helped solidify an already-existing ten-
dency. In the 1990s, critical views of Japanese wartime history were still
in the majority, with the apologetic standpoint undergoing a further
decline. In an opinion poll conducted by Mainichi Shinbun in 1993 in the
Kyûshû region and Yamaguchi prefecture, the 1,000 participants were
asked whether they agreed with Prime Minister Hosokawa’s statement
that “the Pacific War was a war of aggression and a wrong war” (cf. also
chapter 1.5.1). To this, 59% replied they agreed or mainly agreed with this
statement, while only 16% expressed varying levels of disagreement. In
addition, 24% did not know while 1% returned no answer (Yoshida 1994:
23). In another survey by Asahi Shinbun taken in the same year, 67% of the
participants expressed approval of the Hosokawa statement, while only
15% did not (Yoshida 1994: 23). While the controversy surrounding the
Hosokawa statement and the apology resolution of the Japanese Diet (see
chapter 1.5.1) triggered an active historical revisionism in the political
arena, this was clearly not mirrored in the developing historical con-
sciousness of ordinary Japanese. This conclusion is confirmed by recent
opinion polls that show that historical revisionism has found only a
narrow foothold in the Japanese population.

One poll offering particularly clear-cut results is the 2000 survey taken
by the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute (NHK Hôsô Bunka
Kenkyûjo) and published in the monthly journal of the Institute under the
heading: “The Views of the Japanese on War and Peace” (Makita 2000). It
was conducted in mid-May 2000 and involved 2,143 selected respon-

127 However, already in the immediate postwar period the point was being made
that “being deceived (damasareta) does not in itself lead to war”, but rather
there is a need for both “a deceiving party and a deceived party, and both have
to come together at a certain point. Therefore responsibility for the war lies on
both sides” (Movie director Itami Mansaku, father of Itami Jûzô, in 1946, cited
in Yoshida 1995: 58f).
137



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
dents, of whom 1,468 (68.5%) replied. In the first place, the survey con-
firmed that World War II still occupies a central place in the minds of the
Japanese and in Japanese historical consciousness. Asked what comes to
mind when thinking about war, 73% answered “World War II”, 12% “the
Vietnam War” and 11% “the Gulf War” (Makita 2000: 3, 16). The level of
historical knowledge of World War II was also reasonably high: 91%
could identify 15 August as the day the war ended, 55% identified Ger-
many as Japan’s ally during the war, and 36% identified 8 December as
the day of the attack on Pearl Harbor.128 However, when asked which of
Japan’s enemies it had fought against longest during the last war, only
37% gave the correct answer (China), while 41% plumped for the United
States (Makita 2000: 18). The next group of questions was directed at
eliciting information about the historical consciousness of Japanese and
sought to gauge the sense of responsibility felt by Japanese for the wars
Japan conducted in Asia and the Pacific in the 1930s and 1940s. To the
provocative question “The last war (saki no sensô) was a Japanese war of
aggression against its Asian neighbors—what do you think about this
statement?”, 51% agreed while only 15% denied the aggressive character
of Japan’s wars in Asia (Makita 2000: 19).

Asked whether they considered that “the last war” was unavoidable
“for a Japan lacking in raw materials”, in contrast to the same question in
NHK’s 1984 poll, more respondents rejected the notion that the war was
inevitable (35%) than supported it (30%) (Makita 2000: 19).

The responses to the question about Japanese war responsibility were
even more clear-cut. The results suggest that a clear majority of Japanese
believe that Japan still has continuing responsibility for the war, a belief
that follows logically from the perception of the war as a war of aggres-
sion. Asked whether the postwar generation still had a responsibility for
Japan’s actions during the last war, 50% agreed that “unresolved prob-
lems” required the attention of “later generations”, while 27% denied
Japan’s continuing responsibility and 5% considered that, because Japan
lacked any responsibility for the outbreak of war, this question was
meaningless (Makita 2000: 19).

129

128 While no other date offered for the attack on Pearl Harbor (11 February, 3
March, 15 August, 18 September) scored more than 3%, 53% answered that
they did not know.
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Ill. 17: Opinion survey conducted by NHK in May 2000. Question no. 22b:
“Do you think the last war was an unavoidable war of survival for a
Japan lacking in raw materials?” By percentage of responses. Source:
Makita 2000: 19.

129 The “last war” in this poll was defined as “the war that started with the
Manchurian Incident of 1931, developed into the war in the Pacific in 1941, and
continued until 1945 (the Asia-Pacific War)”.
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Ill. 16: Opinion survey conducted by NHK in May 2000. Question no. 22a:
“The last war (saki no sensô130) was a war of aggression conducted by
Japan against its Asian neighbors—what do you think about this
statement?” By percentage of responses. Source: Makita 2000: 19.
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Ill. 18: Opinion survey conducted by NHK in May 2000. Question no. 24: “Do
you think the postwar generation should still bear responsibility for
Japan’s actions during the last war?” By percentage of responses.
Source: Makita 2000: 19.

Further proof of a strong sense of responsibility for the war was found in
the responses to the question that asked whether Japan could claim credit
for the independence achieved by Asian countries in the postwar period.
As historian Yoshida Yutaka has pointed out, an emphasis—heavily pro-
moted by revisionists—on the secondary effect of Japanese warfare as
stimulating independence movements in Asian nations has been a major
facet of postwar historical consciousness. Emphasis on the “positive as-
pects” of Japanese colonial rule and on Japanese backing for indepen-
dence movements has regularly been used to relativize Japanese war
guilt and war responsibility. However, in 2004 this issue has gone off the
boil, and revisionists appear to be losing ground in this area of the debate.
In the 2000 NHK poll, only 13% agreed that the last war hastened the
independence of Asian countries from colonial rule by the European-
American powers, while 45% disagreed that Japan could claim any credit
for Asian independence.
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Ill. 19: Opinion survey conducted by NHK in May 2000. Question no. 22c:
“The last war hastened the independence of Asian countries from
Euro-American colonial rule—what do you think about this state-
ment?” By percentage of responses. Source: Makita 2000: 19.

The thesis that the U.S. and Great Britain share the blame with Japan for
the outbreak of the war (Bei-Ei dôzai shikan) also seems to find little
support amongst the Japanese, although the reasons are complex. Partic-
ipants were confronted with the following statement: “The Euro-Ameri-
can powers exercised colonial rule in Asia as well as Japan, and so Japan
alone should not be made to reflect on the past.” While 26% agreed, 39%
disagreed, probably because they assumed that such an attitude would
hinder reconciliation with Asian countries. This is confirmed by a further
question which asked which countries Japan should care about (taisetsu
ni suru) in the future: 60% plumped for the Asian countries, while only
20% named the US and European countries (Makita 2000: 17). As we saw
at the beginning of this chapter, the formation of historical consciousness
is closely linked to problems in contemporary politics and the Japanese
seem to be well aware of such implications.

In general, the Japanese show a great awareness of historical problems
that still have implications for Japan, and there is a strong commitment to
the necessity of facing the past in the population at large. The 2000 NHK
report found that, in comparison with previous polls, the critical view of
the war as a war of aggression, i.e. the proportion of participants who agreed
both that the war was not inevitable and that it was a war of aggression,
was stable; while the uncritical view of the war of a war of aggression, i.e., the
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combination of answers “war of aggression” and “unavoidable war”, is
on the wane, as is the apologetic view of history that denies the aggressive
character of the war and stresses its unavoidability. However, the report
also notes a strong increase in the numbers choosing the “don’t know”
option (Makita 2000: 9). It is unclear whether this attitude mainly reflects
a lack of interest in history among contemporary Japanese, or problems
with history education, or whether it reflects the increasingly complex
historical debates in academia and the media, leading to confusion
among ordinary Japanese.

The fact that the “don’t know” option rates particularly high among
young people hints at problems in the education system. However, this
self-professed ignorance of historical questions does not mean that more
youngsters are rejecting the idea of Japanese war responsibility. In the
NHK poll, the number of participants who rejected the notion of Japan’s
ongoing responsibility for the war increased markedly with the increas-
ing age of the respondents. While 62% of 16-to-19-year-olds believed that
Japan still had responsibility for the war, only 38% of those over 60 agreed
with this view (Makita 2000: 10, 19).

Ill. 20: Opinion survey conducted by NHK in May 2000. Question no. 24: “Do
you think the postwar generation should still bear responsibility for
Japan’s actions during the last war?” By percentage of responses, ac-
cording to age. Source: Makita 2000: 10, 19.

The results show clearly that, while older Japanese tend to deny war
responsibility, young people, presumably as a result of the encourage-
ment of a criticial approach in history education in Japan during the last
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decades, do not lack awareness of the problems that stem from Japan’s
wartime past. Since the history textbook controversy, as noted in the
introduction, is above all a debate about Japan’s future, what Japan’s
youth thinks about history is particularly important.

The critical views predominant among Japanese youth picked up by
the NHK poll are confirmed by the results of a survey which the author
conducted with students at two Tôkyô universities. The results are almost
identical with those of the 2000 NHK survey. Over a period of three years
(2002 to 2004), I questioned a sample of 816 students at one private and
one state university located in the capital.130 The results were quite similar
in every year of the survey and demonstrated a clear tendency to reject
revisionist interpretations of Japanese history. They also verified the find-
ing of the NHK survey that revisionist views are particularly unpopular
with contemporary Japanese youth. Asked whether they considered “the
last war” a war of aggression, 47% agreed, while only 5% disagreed. On
the second question of whether the war was unavoidable, only 12%
agreed, while 44% denied its inevitability. Almost identical with the NHK
survey was the figure of 66% of students who believed that Japan still
bore ongoing responsibility for the war; only 8% disagreed, while 3%
claimed that Japan did not have any responsibility for the war in the first
place.

Ill. 21: Opinion survey of Japanese students, 2002–2004. Question no. 3: ”Do
you think the postwar generation should still bear responsibility for
Japan’s actions during the last war?” Source: survey by author.

130 Participants included 453 female students, 265 male students and 98 students
who did not give their sex. See appendix 5 for the full results of the survey.
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A minor point of difference from the NHK survey stemmed from a
modification made to the student questionnaire: in the latter, the answer
“I don’t know” (wakaranai) was subdivided into two categories, “I don’t
know, because I lack sufficient knowledge” and “I don’t know because I
cannot judge such questions”. If, as is often claimed, Japanese youth lack
interest in historical matters, we would expect most answers falling into
the latter category to indicate an inability to judge the issue rather than an
admission of ignorance. However, in the survey, the overwhelming ma-
jority of those who did “not know” cited lack of knowledge (see appendix
5). This suggests that, rather than lacking interest in history, as the truism
would have it, Japanese youth are being poorly taught in school and that
youngsters are quite aware of their failure to receive an adequate histori-
cal education.131 In the responses to the first question, the proportion of
those citing a lack of knowledge was 39%, while the figure claiming
deficiency in judgment was only 7%. For question 2, on the inevitability
of the war, the respective figures were 34% and 7%. Interestingly, in the
third question, the responses among the “don’t knows” were almost
even, at 10% and 11% respectively. Altogether, this survey confirms the
findings of the NHK survey, indicating a fairly high awareness of topical
historical questions among Japanese youth,132 but also revealing the self-
perception that current educational methods are failing to equip them
with the knowledge necessary to answer important questions on the
history of their nation in the depth they desire.

131 In a recent survey of mutual perceptions of South Korean and Japanese stu-
dents, an overwhelming majority of Japanese students considered that the
history of Japanese colonial rule in Korea should be taught in schools in “more
detail” or “a little more detail” than at present (46% to 48% among junior high
school students in grades one to three, 47% to 58% among high school students
in grades one to three, and 82% among university students) (Chung 2004: 45).

132 See further Yoshimi 1987: 276 and Obinata et al. 1999: 100 for similar results.
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Ill. 22: Opinion survey of Japanese students, 2002–2004. Question no. 1: “The
last war (saki no sensô) was a war of aggression conducted by Japan
against its Asian neighbors—what do you think about this statement?”
Source: survey by author.

The survey also revealed quite subtle differences between female and
male students: while male students were generally unwilling to admit
that they lacked knowledge, the proportion of female students answering
the “don’t know” option on the grounds of insufficient knowledge was
particularly high. In question 1, the proportion of those who chose this
option (49%) was higher even than the percentage of students who af-
firmed that the Asia-Pacific War was a war of aggression (39%).
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Ill. 23: Opinion survey with Japanese students 2002–2004. Question no. 1:
“The last war (saki no sensô) was a war of aggression conducted by
Japan against its Asian neighbors—what do you think about this
statement?” Source: survey by author.

Of course, surveys of this kind are subject to potential distortions—such
as responses reflecting “political correctness” or peer pressure (history
students would know the kind of responses expected of them), or answers
that—due to the distinction made by Japanese between tatemae (an official
position stated to other people) and honne (one’s real intent or attitude)
(Matsuyama et al. 1981: 27)—are made only to satisfy the inquirer, albeit
anonymous. However, since the results of all the surveys exam-
ined—whether researched or conducted by the author—are conspicuous-
ly similar, we are justified in detecting a trend in the recent evolution of
historical consciousness among the Japanese, a trend that clearly differs
significantly from the apologetic and war-affirmative views held by the
Tsukuru-kai and commonplace in Japanese politics. The majority of ordi-
nary Japanese clearly consider the Asia-Pacific War to have been an
aggressive act, a war that was not unavoidable, and, above all, a war for
which Japan still has continuing responsibility. The views of contempo-
rary Japanese youth are particularly clear in this respect, and revisionist
thought seems to have made a very limited impact on this group.
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3.3 THE QUEST FOR AN HISTORICAL CONSENSUS IN MOVIES,
NOVELS AND MUSEUMS

3.3.1 Academic History and the Mass Media

If the historical revisionism described in chapters 1 and 2 is as influential
as some observers argue, why then has it failed to find a firmer foothold
in Japanese society, given its substantial media presence, political backing
and dominance of the public sphere? What are the main factors that have
shaped and continue to shape the historical consciousness of the Japa-
nese? And why and how do these factors prevent the revisionist view of
history from gaining a greater influence in society and among the popu-
lation in general?

As the case of Germany illustrates, historical consciousness, as it
manifests itself in a given society and culture, is the product of a long
evolution and many factors contribute to its shaping. However, as recent
studies have shown, influential forces can trigger “changes in historical
consciousness in relatively short spans of time, […] i.e. in cases of [histor-
ical] phenomena that are marketed in the mass media.” (Borries et al.
2001: 336f) Notwithstanding intensive publishing and media activities
since the mid-1990s, historical revisionism has hitherto lacked the power
to precipitate significant shifts in the historical consciousness of the Japa-
nese. In what follows, I examine other factors that have contributed
strongly to the long-term shaping of historical consciousness in contem-
porary Japan and that are working against the rapid spread of the ideolo-
gy of historical revisionism in Japanese society.

First of all, we have to consider the contribution of academic history.
Postwar academic history in Japan has been very critical in its approach
to wartime history (Conrad 1999). This camp of—self-proclaimed—liber-
al-progressive intellectuals has become an integral part of what I called in
the introduction the “extraparliamentary opposition” in postwar Japan.
Strongly Marxist in its methodological orientation, as well as in political
coloring, in postwar Japan professional academic history became one of
the main pillars of the opposition against the conservative dominance of
politics. Through publications in newspapers and magazines, academic
historians contributed to the popular spread of critical views of Japan’s
wartime history; and through a coalition of academic history with histor-
ical education and the close cooperation of professional historians with
history teachers in schools, critical perspectives were also spread through
history education at school level. Notwithstanding conservative attempts
to suppress liberal readings through the textbook examination system
(kentei seido), regarded by many as a form of censorship, critical approach-
147



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
es to the interpretation of Japanese history have largely prevailed in
history education.

However, there has recently been increasing discussion of the extent
to which academic history contributes to the shaping of historical con-
sciousness in the wider society, with some observers pointing to evi-
dence that their contribution is more limited than most historians would
be willing to acknowledge. In recent years, German academic historians
have increasingly acknowledged the role of the mass media in the shaping
of German historical consciousness in the postwar period. While the
famous Historikerstreit (historians’ debate) of the 1980s has achieved a
high profile in Germany’s dealings with the past and in repulsing a
major assault launched by historical revisionism, it is likely that the
academic approach to history has had only a limited effect on the histor-
ical perceptions of the population in general. Its popular manifestations
in the mass media in weekly journals such as Die Zeit and a few newspa-
pers such as Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung did have some effect in shap-
ing public opinion, but with a circulation of only a few hundred thou-
sand their influence was inevitably limited. In the past few decades, the
role of television and other mass media has been the focus of historical
research in Germany (Steinbach 1999: 40), particularly the role of the TV
series Holocaust, which was broadcast in the early 1980s and which
brought about profound changes in the historical consciousness of ordi-
nary Germans (Zeitgeschichte-online 2004). Similarly, in recent years, the
younger generation has been much influenced by the movies in their
perception of history, in Germany as elsewhere. As Aleida Assmann has
noted of the situation in the U.S., “students form their historical percep-
tions less from history books and more from Hollywood movies such as
Forrest Gump, Saving Private Ryan or Schindler’s List” (Assmann 2001: 114;
cf. also Borries et al. 2001: 332f for empirical data on the similar situation
in Germany).

Whether the blurring of historical fact and historical fiction character-
istic of many recent movies and other media is a positive or a dangerous
development is a question that cannot be discussed here. For the moment,
however, we have to acknowledge that the mass media exercises a strong
influence on the formation of historical consciousness, in Japan as in the
US, Germany and elsewhere. Although movies produced in Japan and
dealing with the Japanese wartime past are relatively few in number, they
convey particular perceptions of the war to Japanese that nevertheless
constitute important facets of Japanese historical consciousness. As James
Orr (2001) has recently shown, many such movies take up the fate of
individual Japanese who are regularly depicted as victims of the war,
victims of misgovernment or victims of the brutality of Japan’s oppo-
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nents, above all the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.133

However, as Orr also points out, although this consciousness of the
Japanese as victims—whether as victims of the atomic bomb, the bomb-
ing of Tôkyô, the deportation of soldiers to Siberia by Soviet troops in the
last days of the war, or misgovernment by Tôkyô—has been an important
facet of historical consciousness in the postwar period,134 it would be too
simple to assume that the kind of victimhood presented in the movies
necessarily implies the rejection of war guilt or war responsibility or
fosters historical amnesia in itself. There is evidence that, in the immedi-
ate postwar period at least, perceiving of oneself as a victim did not
preclude acknowledgment of the victim status of Chinese or Koreans (Orr
2001: 13, 23). Even in the case of history texts, as Orr explains, it can be
argued that “while victim consciousness in textbooks blunted awareness
of a Japanese people’s war responsibility, it sharpened awareness of
Japanese aggression overall […].” (Orr 2001: 75, cf. also 105) Orr also
credits a number of movies with raising Japanese awareness of their
responsibility for the war. Orr selects The Human Condition (Ningen no
Jôken) for special mention, for while

eventually the forces of war, the army, the system, and ultimately the
‘human condition’ prove insurmountable […], this [Ningen no Jôken]
is the most soul-searching investigation of personal responsibility
for Japanese wartime aggression. No one is totally innocent in this
tale. (Orr 2001: 108)

Movies such as The Human Condition and Black Rain (Orr 2001: 129–135)
have contributed to firmly establishing “victim consciousness” in Japa-
nese perceptions of the war. According to Orr, the main motive for an
emphasis on the role of victim, however, was “a desire to identify with
Asian victimhood rather than deny it.” (Orr 2001: 175) This attitude, of
course, differs radically from the revisionist aim of denying war respon-
sibility, relativizing and affirming Japanese warmaking or reinterpreting

133 The consciousness of being “the only country to have been nuked” (yuiitsu no
hibakukoku) has played a particularly important role in this regard (cf. Orr 2001:
chapter 3).

134 Although the “German example” of “coming to terms with the past” is often
referred to in Japanese writings on history and war responsibility (Yoshimi
1987: 300f), “victim consciousness” is also strongly established in the German
postwar mind. Germans share the basic assumption of the Japanese that the
German people—even where their role as perpetrators is not denied—were the
victims of war, of Nazi tyranny, and of historical circumstance. As Jürgen
Straub has recently demonstrated, this attitude is still commonplace in Germa-
ny, particularly among the older generation (Straub 2001: passim).
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it as undertaken to secure Asian liberation. Indeed, it is likely that, in
popular thinking, the victim motif rather functioned (and functions) as a
bulwark against revisionist views.

Opinion surveys lend some credence to this assumption. A survey
conducted in 26 countries by NHK in cooperation with local research
institutions in 1995 revealed a complex picture: the simultaneous exist-
ence of a strong victim consciousness along with feelings of remorse on
the one hand, but also an awareness that inadequate effort had been put
into reconciliation and coming to terms with the past on the other. When
respondents in Japan were asked “which country sustained most damage
during the war and should therefore receive an apology”, 55% answered
“Korea”, 34% “Japan” and 23% “America” (multiple answers were possi-
ble). When asked the question “which country committed acts that it
should apologize for”, 57% of the Japanese respondents answered “Ja-
pan”, 49% “America” and 46% “Germany” (NHK 1996: 14f). While the
Japanese clearly still feel strongly that Japan suffered during the war and
should receive an apology, particularly for the atomic bombings, at the
same time most Japanese also consider that their own country still owes
apologies for its wartime actions.

These figures are confirmed by the results of more recent surveys;
particularly among Japanese youth, there is a strong feeling that Japan
still has not done enough to “reflect on the past”. In a recent survey
conducted among 6,102 Japanese and Korean students from junior high
to university level, almost half the university students in the sample
(49.2%) considered Japanese reflection on its colonial rule in Korea to be
“insufficient” (Chung 2004: 31).135 While those agreeing that Japan had
undertaken “sufficient” reflection never reached more than 15.4% at any
level, in the three grades of junior high school the most frequent answer
(31% to 36%) was that Japan has “to some degree” reflected on its past as
a colonial power, while 26% to 32% stated that its degree of reflection was
insufficient (Chung 2004: 31). Asked whether Japan has done enough to
compensate for its colonial rule, from the second grade of junior high
school to university level the most frequent response (38% from respon-
dents in junior high school, grade two, to 49% in university) was that
Japanese compensation is “insufficient” (Chung 2004: 31). These results
agree closely with the data presented in the last section (3.2).

In their feeling that Japan should receive an apology, the Japanese
interestingly are strongly supported by German public opinion. In the

135 The author is grateful to Chung Jae-jong from Seoul City University for access
to the unpublished Japanese translation of his Korean book South Korea and
Japan. 
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1995 international survey discussed above, when German respondents
were asked which country should receive an apology, the most frequent
response with 38% was “Japan”, followed by “England” with 37% and
“Germany”, with 27% (NHK 1996: 14f), indicating a strong victim con-
sciousness among contemporary Germans, too (cf. also NHK 1996: 20–
22). Above all, however, in Germany public opinion strongly condemns
the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. While in countries such
as the U.S. and South Korea a large majority replied that it considered the
atomic bombing to be “the right decision” (62% and 61% respectively), in
Germany only 4% supported this view, while 66% opposed it—a higher
figure even than in Japan itself (58%) (NHK 1996: 17). Similar observa-
tions can be made by examining media coverage of the “commemoration
marathon” in the anniversary year of 1995, marking half a century since
the end of the war. While in Germany (as in Japan) none of the documen-
taries screened to mark this occasion was affirmative of the atomic bomb-
ings, in Korea 100% of such programs took a positive stance and in the
U.S. 18%; the most frequent figure of 46% balanced affirmative views
against disavowal (NHK 1996: 17).

3.3.2 Historical Novels

Indifference rather than outright denial of war responsibility is also a
central element in another important cultural medium that has contributed
greatly to the formation of the historical consciousness of the Japanese—the
historical novel (rekishi shôsetsu). The dictionary Kôjien defines the historical
novel as “a novel that takes a particular era of the past as a stage and aims
at drawing a realistic and comprehensive picture of that era. In this respect,
it differs from the era novel (jidai shôsetsu) that merely uses a certain era as
background to the narrative.” In presenting a “realistic” picture of a partic-
ular historical era or event in its totality, historical novels of course suggest
a certain historical reality, although the historical novel itself is of course
fiction. Even if it deals, for example, with persons who actually existed, the
historical novel is still fundamentally a work of fiction. Nonetheless, in its
impact on the reader, the historical novel in a sense replicates historical
reality; in practice such novels are not distinguished from historical writing
by their audience and their consumption thus contributes to the shaping of
popular historical consciousness. As Aleida Assmann claims for Shakes-
peare’s dramas, Japanese historical novels of the postwar period can also
be considered as “folkloristic history education inasmuch as they present
and strengthen a certain historical basic knowledge regarding genealogy,
rulers and battles.” (Assmann 1999: 79)
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Although historical novels have a long history in Japan, with Mori
Ôgai as an important representative of the genre in prewar Japan (Dil-
worth and Rimer 1977), in the postwar period it is above all the name
Shiba Ryôtarô (1923–1996) that stands as a synonym for fiction of this
type. His novels are also considered representative of postwar “popular
literature” (kokumin bungaku), being read by a wide audience (Narita 2003:
6) and sold in large numbers.136 Since Shiba’s novels regularly take up
historical themes, many critics consider that his “works of historical
fiction and criticism have had an unparalleled influence on the historical
consciousness of the Japanese people.” (Nakamura 1998: 26; cf. also Nari-
ta 2003: 8; Kang 2003: 109) Shiba Ryôtarô’s historical novels have not only
been long-time bestsellers as books, they have also been recycled as
movies and television series and most recently in new media such as
websites and CD-ROMs (Furaggushippu 1998; 1999; 2000). Because of
Shiba’s non-fiction writing, which might be called essayistic treatments of
Japanese history, such as The Shape of This Country (Kono kuni no kata-
chi)—also a bestseller—Shiba has acquired the aura of someone who can
accurately communicate the “realities” of Japanese history rather than
being regarded primarily as a mere fiction-writer.

The historical picture Shiba presents in his novels, the most impor-
tant137 of which are set against the backdrop of the late Edo period
(bakumatsu) (1840–1868) and the Meiji era (1868–1912), is that of a Japan
endangered by foreign enemies and actively rising up, uniting, modern-
izing and thus defending its national independence and cultural heritage.
While Shiba paints a “bright” picture of the Meiji period in his novels, he
never touches on the history of the wars after 1931. He considers the wars
against China in 1894/95 and Russia in 1904/05 to have been glorious
wars that proved the “greatness” of Meiji Japan’s political leadership.
While the aggressive wars of the 1930s are absent from the novels, Shiba
does not deny that the conflicts that followed the Manchurian Incident in
1931 were wars of aggression; rather, in some of his essayistic writings, he
presents the picture of a “dark Shôwa era” which is contrasted with the

136 Although virtually unknown in the West and notwithstanding his depicting
modern Japanese history in glowing colors, this major Japanese postwar writer
has received considerable attention in South Korea and many of his novels
have become bestsellers there. Considering the recent quarrels between Korea
and Japan over differences of historical interpretation, the popularity of a
writer like Shiba in Korea hints at the possibility of reconciliation between the
two countries in matters relating to history.

137 In opinion surveys published in newspapers and magazines, Ryôma ga yuku,
Saka no ue no kumo and Moe yo ken always rank as Shiba’s most popular works
(Narita 2003: 28f). 
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“bright Meiji”. In The Shape of This Country, Shiba admits that “the term
‘Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere’ was of course a mere glorifica-
tion” (Shiba 1997: 235) and that the war that started in 1931 “has brought
a lot of harm to other nations. […] It was a war of aggression.” (Shiba
1997: 240) He also clearly refutes the revisionist claim that the war was
conducted for the sake of Asian liberation: “If there had been a sincere
intention to liberate colonies, Korea and Taiwan would have been the first
to be liberated.” (Shiba 1997: 241)

However, despite such disavowals, Shiba’s writings have been a major
source of inspiration for historical revisionism. In particular, Fujioka
Nobukatsu claims that his own attempts to review modern Japanese
history and stress the “bright” stories were very much inspired by Shiba
Ryôtarô’s reading of history. He had clearly not read The Shape of This
Country, which first appeared in 1993, carefully enough to grasp Shiba’s
view of history. As a consequence of such misreadings, the historical
narrative created by the revisionists, above all with regards to the inter-
pretation of the Asia-Pacific War, stands in contradiction to the views of
Shiba. Rather, it can be argued that his novels and other writings in fact
function as a bulwark against the spread of historical revisionism in
Japanese society, particularly with Japan’s youth, among whom Shiba’s
popularity remains undiminished.

Nevertheless, as in the case of the movies, while Shiba does not deny
Japanese war responsibility and the aggressive character of the war, he
“neglects” these chapters of Japanese history. He focuses on the “bright”
chapters of the Meiji period and the years leading up to the Meiji Resto-
ration in 1867/68, but fails to address any aspect of Japan’s history after
1905 in his novels. Shiba’s bestselling novel is Ryôma ga yuku (Ryôma on
the Move), which depicts the historical figure of Tosa samurai Sakamoto
Ryôma (1836–1867)138 as a youthful, agile and far-sighted hero, a political
leader with a vision—exactly the kind of figure many Japanese consider
to be lacking in recent political life. Ryôma ga yuku has been published in
numerous editions, in both hardcover and paperback, and is said to have
sold almost 20 million copies. It has been adapted for the big screen more
than five times since 1974 and more than ten times as television series,
including a comedy featuring popular TV star Hamada Kôichi as Saka-
moto Ryôma—in this version a fan of modern Western music who aims
at bringing change to Japan by spreading jazz. The most recent adapta-
tion of Ryôma ga yuku was broadcast as a 10-hour series on TV Tôkyô on
New Year 2004 (TV Tôkyô 2004: Internet).

138 For the historical figure of Sakamoto Ryôma, see Jansen 1994.
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The popularity of “Ryôma” has persisted unbroken until today: every
week, hundreds of “Ryôma fans” make the “pilgrimage” to his grave in
Kyôto, where the cemetery where he is buried charges a 300 Yen entrance
fee—an unusual custom for cemeteries in Japan.

Ill. 24: Grave of Sakamoto Ryôma and Nakaoka Shintarô in Kyôto (Photo:
Sven Saaler).

Many of the mostly youthful Ryôma fans purchase a granite plate for 1,000
Yen and leave a message at the graveside  (see ill. 24) asking “Ryôma-san”
or “Ryôma-sensei” for support and guidance in their lives or expressing
their admiration “for the way you have lived and the visions you have
had.” The continuing popularity of the hero Ryôma has also produced an
initiative to again make Ryôma ga yuku the subject of NHK’s taiga dorama
(Jitsugen suru kai 2004: Internet), the popular annual series discussed
further below. In August 2003, Japanese witnessed the current climax of
Ryôma’s popularity when Kôchi prefecture announced it would rename
the prefectural airport as “Kôchi Ryôma Airport” (Kôchi Ryôma Kûkô)—the
first time that a personal name has been included as part of an airport
name in Japan.139 The governor of the prefecture, Hashimoto Daijirô,

139 See http://www.kochinews.co.jp/senkyo/kihuku8.htm (last accessed on 1 Au-
gust 2004).
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younger brother of former Prime Minister Hashimoto Ryûtarô, took this
action in response to a popular campaign that had collected more than
70,000 signatures for a petition to be presented to the governor.

Ill. 25: Advertisement for “Kôchi Ryôma Airport” (Source: Tsubasa no ôkoku
417, 2004, p. 89; used by permission).

Judged in terms of sales figures, Shiba’s other most popular novels are
Clouds over the Hill (Saka no ue no kumo), which portrays the “heroic
conduct” of the Japanese military in the 1904/05 war against Czarist
Russia (about 12 million copies) and Tobu ga gotoku (Just like Flying), with
close to 10 million copies sold. His more recent novels include Burn,
Sword! (Moe yo ken), with Shinsengumi140 deputy head Hijikata Toshizô as

140 The Shinsengumi were a group of masterless samurai (rônin) active at the end
of the Tokugawa period (1600−1868); acting as a police unit of the Tokugawa
Bakufu in Kyôto, they had the task of suppressing the restorationist movement.
They are credited with the elimination of anti-government activists such as
Sakamoto Ryôma.
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protagonist, and The Days Passing by on Earth (Yo ni sumu hibi), which takes
up the youthful Restoration hero Takasugi Shinsaku from Chôshû. Some
Shiba novels, such as The Last Shogun (Saigo no Shôgun – Tokugawa Keiki)
and Drunk as a Lord (Yotte sôrô) have been translated into English, German
and other languages, although they do not represent Shiba’s most popu-
lar writings in Japan. Many of these novels, as with Ryôma ga yuku, have
been adapted for movies and particularly television series which has led
in turn to increased sales of the printed editions. In 2004, the best-selling
Shiba novel was Shinsengumi Keppûroku, followed by Moe yo ken, accord-
ing to the rankings compiled by online bookseller amazon.co.jp.141 The
reason for the current popularity of these two titles is their subject matter:
another novel on the Shinsengumi has been adapted for the NHK’s
annual historical series (taiga dorama) in which Katori Shingo, a member
of the popular music group Smap, stars as samurai leader Kondô Isami.
Shiba’s novels have been adapted five times for this popular series,
presently in its 43rd year, including Ryôma ga yuku, Saigo no Shôgun –
Tokugawa Keiki and Tobu ga gotoku, some of which are also available on
DVD and given repeat showings on satellite television channels.

Analyzing the works chosen for NHK’s annual historical series allows
us advance some conclusions about the nature of the historical conscious-
ness exhibited by contemporary Japanese. Echoing Shiba’s choice of sub-
ject matter in his novels, the NHK series deal mostly with themes drawn
from the late Tokugawa and the early Meiji period. While material from
this period has formed the basis of nine separate series, including the
present one, wartime topics are never dealt with and post-Meiji material
has featured on only four occasions in 43 years.

Table 6: Historical periods dealt with in the NHK’s annual historical series
(Source: NHK 2004: Internet). 

Just as in Shiba’s writings, NHK avoids adapting problematic material
from Japan’s wartime history, but rather focuses on the medieval Period

141 Last accessed on 27 July 2004. Notwithstanding the 100th anniversary of the
Russo-Japanese War, Saka no ue no kumo, which deals with this war, was ranked
only sixth.

Period Number of series 

Before 1467 8

Period of the Warring States (Sengoku jidai), 1467−1573 16

Edo period before 1840 7

Bakumatsu period, 1840−1868 9

After 1868 4
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of the Warring States and the era leading to the Meiji Restoration, times
which many Japanese find fascinating. Of course, in making these selec-
tions both Shiba and the NHK are also following sound economic in-
stincts. Even though NHK is a semi-public channel, it pays close attention
to its ratings. This must be the explanation for the upsurge in the use of
material from the Edo period and the Period of the Warring States after
the success of the 1987 and 1988 series, both of which dealt with notable
personalities from these periods—Takeda Shingen and Date Masamune.
Both series achieved viewer ratings of around 39% and, in subsequent
years, more and more themes were drawn from the medieval era and the
Edo period. Nonetheless, the record set in the 1987/88 season is yet to be
beaten—the 2001 series dealing with Hôjô Tokimune and the Mongol
Invasions in the 13th century, for example, attracted an average audience
of only 22% of viewers.

In considering this popular fictional material, our conclusion must be
that while historical novels, adaptations of such novels for film and
television, and historical documentaries such as the recent Moments When
History Moved (Sono toki rekishi ga ugoita) shown on NHK do not actively
promote reflection on Japan’s wartime past, neither do they promote
affirmative views of the war or seek to deny Japanese responsibility for it.
Rather, the writings of Shiba Ryôtarô, who achieved popularity with
stories set in the “bright” Meiji period, have contributed to the conscious-
ness of contemporary Japanese that Japan’s wars of the 1930s and 1940s
were certainly wars of aggression, as much through his widely-read
historical essays as his historical fiction.

3.3.3 Memoirs and Autobiography

Another kind of writing must be taken into account in our exploration of
the factors shaping Japanese historical consciousness: the genre of per-
sonal memoirs and autobiographies produced by the wartime genera-
tion. In his groundbreaking study Kusa no ne no Fashizumu (Grassroots
Fascism), Yoshimi Yoshiaki (1987) analyzed the recollections of soldiers
and sailors of the Japanese Imperial Army and Navy and came to the
conclusion that—in contrast to the way in which the war was presented
as the object of reflection in the political sphere—”on the level of the
people (minshû), more than a few had practiced or begun to practice a
thoroughgoing examination, verification and reflection on the war […].”
(Yoshimi 1987: 297, cf. also 301) A comparative study of reflection about
the past and “coming to terms with the past” at a popular level in
Germany and Japan has recently been undertaken by Petra Buchholz
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(2003). Buchholz came to the conclusion that, while in Germany there is an
almost complete absence of critical recollections by perpetrators that de-
scribe their participation in wartime atrocities (primarily due to the fact
that crimes committed during the Nazi era still can be prosecuted today),
Japan has produced a great mass of autobiographical material written by
citizens about wartime events, including war crimes (Buchholz 2003: 285f,
358, 362). From the 1970s, amateur authors founded “memorialization
groups” (kioku-kai) in order to collect testimonies from veterans and survi-
vors, and newspapers as well as magazines published “war series” in-
volving personal recollections of the war and hosted writing contests on
wartime themes. At the same time, the “movement for personal history”
(jibunshi undô)—a term coined by Irokawa Daikichi (cf. Buchholz 2003:
chapter I.2.2.2)—was spreading in Japan and resulted in a bumper crop of
autobiographies and memoirs of wartime Japan (Buchholz 2003: 132).
While the act of writing was itself a step towards “coming to terms with
the past” on the part of these authors, their writings, published in consid-
erable numbers, also provided other Japanese with reference material and
a strong impulse toward a critical examination of the national past.

These confessional authors, usually in the last third of their lifespan,
consider it their “obligation” or “responsibility” to transmit “the truth”
about life in the wartime period to the next generation and so prevent the
truth of history from “being forgotten”. Some also aimed to disclose
instances of misgovernment, or their own misconduct during the war
(Buchholz 2003: 300–312). While in three-fourths of these cases the au-
thors dealt with events from their childhood and youth, implying some
kind of absolution for the actions attributed to themselves (Buchholz
2003: 227), many also touch on controversial issues such as encounters
with Chinese and Koreans, in which prewar discrimination is admitted
and contrasted with the gracious behavior of Chinese toward Japanese
after the Japanese surrender (Buchholz 2003: 279–285). Particularly signif-
icant, however, are the testimonies of perpetrators describing their partic-
ipation in wartime atrocities (Buchholz 2003: 317–325). The many war-
time memoirs that appeared differed greatly in perspective and subject
matter, and the 1980s boom produced a growing number of works writ-
ten from the point of view of a perpetrator reflecting on his own partici-
pation and war responsibility. The desire to confess personal misconduct
or passivity during the war “constituted one of the most frequent mo-
tives” for writing one’s own personal history (Buchholz 2003: 313). The
publication of these memories and recollections of the war in such large
numbers doubtlessly contributed to a rising awareness of Japan’s respon-
sibility for the war in society at large, and the development of a critical
historical consciousness concerning the nation’s wartime past.
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3.3.4 Museums

Likewise, if we traverse the “realms of memory” as they are preserved in
historical museums, we can also find evidence of critical views of Japan’s
wartime past, an issue touched on in chapter 2. In general, however,
notwithstanding the high profile they enjoy in discussions about “the
culture of memory”, historical museums in Japan do not play a large role
in shaping Japanese views of the past, as a number of recent surveys have
indicated. In particular, they have no kind of systematic role in history
education in Japan (Chung 2004: 63). However, as we have seen, muse-
ums and memorials receive much public attention due to their symbolic
meaning and their position as bearers of an official version of history that
reflects the self-understanding of the state or prefecture that sponsors the
institution in question. In prewar Japan, military museums were an inte-
gral part of primary and secondary education, particularly from the
1930s. The Yûshûkan in the Yasukuni Shrine (see chapter 2.2), the Defense
Museum (Kokubôkan) and the Navy Museum (Kaigunkan) in Tôkyô,
each of which attracted up to 750,000 visitors a year in the 1930s and
1940s, and the Memorial Ship Mikasa (Kinenkan Mikasa) in Yokosuka,
attracting around 500,000 visitors annually, were all commemorative in-
stitutions of national importance. At the local level, institutions such as
the General Nogi Memorial Hall (Nogi Kinenkan) in Chôfu, Yamaguchi
Prefecture, the Naval Reference Museum (Kaigun Sankôkan) in Shimane,
the Naval Memorial (Kaigun Kinenkan) in Maizuru and the Matsuyama
City Weapons Exhibition (Matsuyama-shi Buki Chinretsujô) in Matsuya-
ma also played an important role in imbuing the population with “mili-
tary virtues” (Yamabe 2002).

In recent years, many new history museums have been opened, reflect-
ing a growing interest in history in Japanese society in general (cf. Rekishi
Kyôikusha Kyôgikai 2000). However, few of these museums can be consid-
ered as potential shapers of historical consciousness or as supplementary
forms of historical education, roles considered important by museums in
other countries. As a result of the controversy surrounding the Yasukuni
Shrine, the Yûshûkan, for example, is rarely visited by school classes;
visitor numbers over the last ten years have oscillated between 139,000
(2000) and 231,000 (2003), showing a sharp decline after 1995 and signs of
modest recovery more recently—a trend mainly attributable to the renova-
tion and reopening of the museum in 2002. 142 The number of visitors to the

142 Visitor numbers cited in this section have been provided by the museums
concerned. I am grateful to the various museum administrations for their
cooperation.
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Shôwakan (see chapter 2.3.2) has varied between 55,000 and 62,000 annu-
ally over the last three years, and visitors to the Heiwa Kinen Tenji Shiryô-
kan have numbered between 37,000 and 52,000 in the same period—not-
withstanding free entrance and massive advertising throughout Tôkyô’s
train and subway networks. However, all of these exhibitions in the capital
region are only rarely used as destinations for school excursions.

In contrast, museums such as the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Muse-
um, which counts many school classes among its more than one million
annual visitors, but also the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum and the
Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum (around 400,000 visitors
annually), figure as destinations for the large-scale school trips (shûgaku
ryokô) undertaken by all pupils once at each level of their schooling. All
these institutions actively promote “peace studies” for school classes on
excursions and can therefore be ascribed a certain role in shaping political
and historical views among the young. In addition, the various peace
memorials at prefectural and municipial level are utilized for short school
excursions; these include the Ritsumeikan University Peace Museum in
Kyôto, and also the Osaka International Peace Center, which attracts
between 80,000 and 100,000 visitors a year; the Saitama Prefecture Peace
Exhibition (40,000 to 50,000 visitors per year); and the Kawasaki City
Peace Memorial (40,000 to 60,000 visitors). While the question of Japanese
wartime responsibility is rarely raised directly in any of these exhibitions
and memorials, they differ from the institutions described in chapter 2 by
avoiding the promotion of affirmative views of war or glorifying
war—their primary objective is to promote peace education, and schools
are their major audience.

In general, however, Japanese history museums nowadays are less
directed to history education and more to serving the tourism industry.
While the number of history museums has been growing over the past
two decades, as with the mass-media productions analyzed above most
do not deal with the history of wartime Japan in the 1930s and 1940s, but
rather with other more “glorious” historical periods and famous and
popular historical figures. Unlike Germany, for example, no network of
national memorials and educational sites relating to the Second World
War has been established in Japan.143 Opened in 1981 as Japan’s national

143 Notwithstanding the high reputation of some of these memorials and muse-
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history museum, the National Museum of Japanese History (Kokuritsu
Rekishi Minzoku Hakubutsukan, abbreviated as Rekihaku) in Sakura,
Chiba Prefecture, gives a broad overview of the history of Japan, but
hardly touches on the modern period. In general, this institution rather
functions as a folklore museum, as its Japanese title—minzoku means
folklore—suggests. Although some schools in the capital region use it as
a destination for short school excursions and for history education, the
number of visitors has been steadily declining in recent years, from a high
of 600,000 in 1983 to around 200,000 per annum in recent years. In the
capital region, the history museum that boasts the highest number of
visitors is the Edo-Tôkyô Museum (Edo Tôkyô Hakubutsukan) in
Ryôgoku; it is geared to attracting tourist visitors and focuses on the local
history of Tôkyô, formerly Edo. Between 1.3 (2000) and 1.7 (2003) million
visitors visit the museum annually, most of them tourists including many
foreign visitors.

Apart from the prefectural history museums (kenritsu rekishi hakubu-
tsukan) specializing in local history that are found in almost every prefec-
ture, other historical museums record only a modest number of visitors,
mostly tourists for whom history education is not their primary aim. For
example, the Reizan History Museum (Reizan Rekishikan) in Kyôto,
focusing on the late Edo and early Meiji periods, records around 40,000
visitors per year; the Kôchi Prefecture Memorial Museum for Sakamoto
Ryôma (Kôchi Kenritsu Sakamoto Ryôma Kinenkan) has around 100,000
visitors a year—confirming once again the popularity of the hero “Ryô-
ma”. Then there is the Museum of the Bakumatsu and Meiji Periods
(Bakumatsu to Meiji no Hakubutsukan) in Ibaraki Prefecture with around
10,000 visitors a year, and the Hara Kei Memorial Museum in Morioka
(Hara Kei Kinkenkan), commemorating Hara Kei, the “first commoner”
to become prime minister, with 8,000 to 10,000 visitors a year. As with the
various peace museums, these institutions do not promote affirmative
views of the war or serve the purposes of historical revisionism in any
way. Their rationale is to attract tourists, not to serve as educational sites.
While in many other countries there is lively debate over the merits of
preserving a vital culture of memory vs. the commercialization of history
(the “theme park” mentality), in Japan there is a tendency to avoid
controversial episodes from the nation’s history that might deter tourists
and in effect exclude them from the “realms of memory” embodied in

143 roll-call was taken. The wood smells fresh and resinous, one can feel a refresh-
ing wind playing over the spacious roll-call area, the barracks almost look
inviting. The associations that came to mind were of a holiday camp rather
than a tortured life.” (Ruth Klüger, cited in Assmann 1999: 333)
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these institutions. Historical museums have thus largely been deprived of
their educational character or seek to divert visitors’ attention to alterna-
tive topics of interest or historical eras other than the modern period.

As a result, many historical museums replicate the themes found in
historical novels and television series, and the local tourism industry has
done a remarkable job in keeping pace with the rapidly evolving histori-
cal trends that have swept the country. One of the major factors triggering
these trends is the annual historical series produced by NHK discussed
above, the taiga dorama, each of which portrays a famous historical char-
acter or grouping over 50 episodes. The town or district featured in the
series invariably experiences a sharp rise in tourism during the year it is
broadcast. In 2004, as record sales of Shinsengumi novels (not to mention
relevant academic publications) were achieved; Kyôto, Hino and other
cities associated with prominent members of the Shinsengumi mounted
successful promotional campaigns that capitalized on the popularity of
the series. In Kyôto, every souvenir shop displays the flag of the Shinsen-
gumi outside, alerting visitors to the vast array of Shisengumi-related
goods (Shinsengumi guzzu) within.

The NHK series has also promoted the growth of “Shinsengumi Festi-
vals” in cities with links to this famous samurai association. When in 2002
the figure of feudal lord Maeda Toshiie took center stage in the NHK
series, the city of Kanazawa—which Lord Maeda had governed—experi-
enced a two-digit rise in income from tourism, according to the Kanaza-
wa Chamber of Industry and Commerce (Kanazawa Shôkô Kaigisho
2002). This welcome publicity further strengthened the city’s already
robust tourism infrastructure which had included the partial rebuilding
of the city’s historic castle shortly before. Now, a brand new main tower
forms the centerpiece of the old castle precincts which had served as the
campus for Kanazawa University from 1949 to 1995.

All the factors explored in this chapter have contributed to the shaping
of the contemporary historical consciousness of the Japanese. Reading
historical novels; reading—and of course writing—autobiographies or
recollections of the wartime period; visits to museums, whether during
an obligatory school trip or as part of a private trip; and choosing televi-
sion programs with historical content, are all facets of the Japanese inqui-
ry into their national past. This inquiry is not always critical and does not
always directly address the wartime past, as we have seen. Rather the
“historical infrastructure” erected to support a particular understanding
of the past provides the means to evade these issues. Perhaps surprising-
ly, however, it is equally clear that this trend towards the consumption of
popular history has not contributed to an upsurge in historical revision-
ism, as the survey results discussed in chapter 3.2 demonstrate. It seems
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more likely that the popularity of certain episodes from Japanese history
and the presentation of these as “bright chapters” of the national story in
historical novels, television programs and museum displays has provid-
ed alternative historical narratives that in some way work to limit the
influence of revisionist ideas, particularly affirmative views of the Asia-
Pacific War. Thus, while interest in the “bright chapters” of the late Edo
and the early Meij periods remains high, and these continue to provide
material for commercial consumption, a “bright” view of the Asia-Pacific
War, as constructed by historical revisionism, at present lies beyond the
ken of the majority of the population. Not only is the affirmative view of
the Asia-Pacific War failing to gain popular support but, as we saw in in
chapter 3.2, since the 1980s the proportion of Japanese subscribing to an
affirmative view of the war has been an astonishingly stable 15 to 17%.
And among Japanese youth, this figure has recently fallen even lower.

While historical revisionism developed as a counter to the self-critical
(“masochistic”) view of wartime history, to the strong pacifist element in
Japanese postwar identity, and to Marxist historiography, it stands in
contradiction to popular perceptions of modern Japanese history which,
while sometimes evasive about wartime issues, are rarely affirmative of

Ill. 26: Shinsengumi Festival in Itabashi Ward, Tôkyô (April 2004) (Photo:
Sven Saaler).
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the war itself. It is particularly the view of history associated with Shiba
Ryôtarô, the “Shiba view of history” (Shiba-shikan), which must be credit-
ed with erecting a kind of populist bulwark against historical revisionism.
Although, in the early days of their movement, historical revisionists like
Fujioka Nobukatsu tried to capitalize on Shiba’s popularity, the bestsell-
ing author’s outspoken criticisms of the war were already well known
among his readers and were an important factor in shaping popular
awareness of historical issues. Shiba’s critics have stressed that the Meiji
period, which Shiba glorifies in his novels, already contained the seeds of
ultranationalism and discrimination in Asia; they stress that the first Sino-
Japanese War (1894/95) and the Russo-Japanese War (1904/05), the posi-
tive interpretation of which constitutes the center of the Shiba view of
history, were important turning points in the making of an aggressive and
expansionist Japan (Nakamura 1998; Kang 2003: 26; Tahara, Nishibe and
Kang 2003: 90f). However, Shiba’s simple dichotomy between a “bright
Meiji” and a “dark Shôwa” period, and his interpretation of the Asia-
Pacific War as an expansionist and aggressive war, have fed opposition to
historical revisionism fully as much as liberal and Marxist historiography.
Manga-writer Kobayashi Yoshinori, discussed at the beginning of this
chapter, has attacked Shiba’s view of history directly:

There is of course glory (eikô) in wars that were won, but there is also
glory in wars that were lost. (Kobayashi 1998: 311)

Through its double assault on postwar academic historiography, the self-
critical view of history, and the pacifist thread in postwar Japanese iden-
tity on the one hand, and on the immensely popular “Shiba view of
history” on the other, historical revisionism has greatly contributed to its
own marginalization in society at large. Although the self-critical per-
spective and the Shiba view of history are in many ways incompatible (cf.
Kang 2003: 26), both seem to offer more toward a consensus on Japan’s
modern history than the revisionist approach which, although responsi-
ble for the occasional sensational outburst, has so far failed to effect any
fundamental changes in the historical consciousness of the Japanese.
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CONCLUSIONS AND OUTLOOK

This overview of recent developments in Japanese discussion of their
history, the politics of historical memory and the shaping of historical
consciousness has shown that, far from remaining limited to academic
history or history education, the “history textbook controversy” is a
barometer of social and political debate in contemporary Japan. The
controversy is closely linked to vital issues of the day such as the role of
historical memory in the public sphere, reform of the education system, a
new definition of Japan’s role in the world, and the role of the military in
Japanese society and politics. Underlying these specific issues are the
broader questions of the relation of the citizen to the state and the impor-
tance of nationalism and patriotism in the quest for national integration.
It is important to appreciate that the claims made by historical revision-
ism derive their significance from the politicized context in which they
are made; rather than stemming from history as an academic discipline,
they arise “directly from political antagonisms” (Abe 2004: 178).

By relying on historical revisionism and the “bright” narrative of
national history it proposes—with the affirmative view of the war as its
centrepiece—conservative politics aims at strengthening patriotism in
society and fostering the allegiance of the citizen to the state. Some
observers have placed this agenda within the context of a striving for an
“Orwellian state” whose institutions reflect the slogan: “Who controls the
past, controls the future; who controls the present controls the past.” (cf.
Nozaki and Inokuchi 2000) Against the “bright” historical narrative uti-
lized by conservative politics, a strong liberal and leftist opposition in
Japanese society at large is concerned to propagate critical views of
history, denying the need to generate “pride” in the nation or “patrio-
tism” in the first place. This deep rift in discussions on history and
patriotism mirrors the polarized positions adopted on a raft of related
political issues—revision (kaisei) of the Constitution vs. retention or pro-
tection (goken) of the existing text; revision of the Basic Law on Education
vs. retention; loosening restrictions on the deployment of the SDF abroad
vs. strict adherence to Article 9 of the Constitution, and so on. In all these
issues, conservative politics faces strong resistance from societal opposi-
tion, and the discussions around them are closely linked, as we saw in
chapter 1.5.2, to the controversies over the interpretation of Japanese
wartime history as the central facet of the history textbook debate.

This societal (or extraparliamentary) opposition, which centers on
academic historians and liberal media, lawyers and citizens organiza-
tions, frequently warns of a “drift to the right” (ukeika) (Takahashi 2003:
165



Politics, Memory and Public Opinion
128f; 170f; Ôuchi 2003: 89−93; Tanaka 2002a: 211−214; Tawara 2001; Irie
2004: 201; Obinata 2004: 13; Umehara 2004: 72 and others) which will lead
to a curtailment of citizens’ rights or the increasing interference of the
state in people’s private lives. Recent legislation, such as the law designat-
ing a national flag and anthem and the enforcement of its use in school
commencement and graduation ceremonies, provision for the expansion
of state power in times of military crisis “in the vicinity of Japan” (shûhen
yûji), the introduction of a computerized Basic Residential Register Net-
work System (Jûmin kihon daichô netto, jûki netto for short) are placed in
this context and opposed as inflating the role of the state vis-à-vis the
individual. Issues such as the proposed revisions of the Constitution and
the Basic Law of Education are next on the agenda. As I noted in the
introduction, while this loose-knit opposition has not yet materialized as
a substantial political opposition in the Diet, its influence in the wider
society remains strong. Rather than looking at the distribution of seats in
the Diet, the circulation figures of major newspapers in Japan offer a hint
as to the strength of this unofficial opposition. While the newspaper with
the largest daily circulation of slightly over 10 million copies, the Yomiuri
Shinbun, is strongly conservative, the popular liberal Asahi Shinbun with
around 8.3 million copies is only a little way behind. The second national
daily with a liberal outlook, the Mainichi Shinbun, with a circulation of
around four million, far outstrips the ultraconservative Sankei Shinbun
with around two million copies.

The overlapping of conservative politics with historical revisionism
on the one side and the extraparliamentary opposition with critical views
of history on the other is a self-evident fact of political life in Japan. In a
recently-published volume simply titled “Patriotism” (aikokushin) (Taha-
ra, Nishibe and Kang 2003), this constellation is easily spotted in the basic
ideological positions adopted by the contributors. While Kang Sang-jung,
a Japanese of Korean descent (but born in Japan), strongly rejects the
claim of the modern nation-state to the undivided loyalty of its citizens,
Nishibe Susumu, a member of the revisionist Tsukuru-kai, argues that the
commitment to the “common good”, which he sees as largely synony-
mous with the state, is a duty for the citizen who also enjoys the state’s
protection. Kang, who also rejects the affirmative view of the war held by
historical revisionists, stresses that for him, “nationalism is basically an
illness. Love for one’s home region (aigôshin) is unconnected with love of
country (aikokushin)—rather the two are in conflict with each other.”
(Tahara, Nishibe and Kang 2003: 7, 184; cf. also Kang 2001: 56f) Nishibe
on the other hand claims that his fellow Japanese must “preserve the
essence of the country (kokutai)” and to that end “they must honor the
special (dokutoku) values, traditions and the culture of their country.”
166



Conclusions and Outlook
(Tahara, Nishibe and Kang 2003: 5) The book’s third author, Tahara
Sôichirô, a popular moderator of television discussion programs on TV
Asahi such as Sunday Project and Asa made nama terebi (Live until the
morning), claims a neutral position and laments that in postwar Japan,
patriotism and democratic thought seem to be irreconcilable: “Democrats
are anti-establishment and anti-state, and patriots dislike democracy.”144

(Tahara, Nishibe and Kang 2003: 3) In the debates over Japan’s wartime
past, Tahara again aims at a middle position. In a book co-authored with
Ishihara Shintarô, the rightist-populist governor of Tôkyô prefecture, he
argues that Japan was guilty of being an aggressor towards Asia, but not
to the United States (Amerika ni taishite wa muzai, Ajia ni taishite wa yûzai)
(Ishihara and Tahara 2000: 62). However, in making this distinction,
Tahara takes up one of the central revisionist arguments—the claim that
the U.S. and Britain forced the war upon Japan and so were also respon-
sible for its outbreak (Bei-Ei dôzai shikan).

While conservative politicians in Japan have advocated the affirma-
tive views of the war formulated by historical revisionism throughout the
postwar period, as we saw in chapter 1.5.1, since the 1990s, they have, for
the first time, found some degree of popular support. Nonetheless, as I
demonstrated in chapter 3, revisionist views have by no means gone
uncontested. In society as a whole, such views are still in the minority,
and Japanese academic historians, prompted by contemporary critiques
of nationalism, also continue to challenge “the powerful repressive and
appropriative functions of national History.” (Duara 1995: 232f) Japanese
postwar nationalism comes in many varieties (McVeigh 2004) and, as
Oguma Eiji has pointed out, in the postwar period it again became a mass
phenomenon during the high economic growth of the 1960s (Oguma
2002: chapter 13). However, the spread of this economic variant of nation-
alism clearly did not presuppose an affirmative, uncritical view of the
war (as the figures collated in chapter 3.2 would indicate), and it is
different in character from the statist nationalism now in the ascendant.
The fact that the economic nationalism of the early postwar period was
unconnected with historical revisionism probably reflects the failure of
revisionist views to penetrate history education in schools and other
popular representations of history which have contributed to the shaping
of historical consciousness among the Japanese (see chapter 3.3). Not
even the extensive media activities of the Tsukuru-kai since the 1990s and

144 As Oguma Eiji has recently pointed out, in the early decades after the war the
situation was very different: “patriotism” was openly advocated by the politi-
cal left and was not considered incompatible with “democracy” (Oguma 2002:
103).
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their influence in the sphere of public memory (explored in chapter 2)
have thus far significantly affected the historical consciousness of the
majority of Japanese, who remain quite self-critical on such questions as
the Asia-Pacific War.

In response, the historical revisionism of the 21st century—as the
name of its chief organization (the Society for the Creation of New Histo-
ry Textbooks) leaves in little doubt—has set its sights on history educa-
tion in schools, and the textbook controversy has become the main battle-
field for the wider debates over the role of the state in Japan. But in the
textbook arena, too, historical revisionists face strong societal opposition,
and it seems unlikely that the revised version of the Tsukuru-kai text-
books will be widely distributed when the next round of the approval and
selection process, described in chapter 1.4, takes place in 2005. The coin-
cidence with the 60th anniversary of the end of the war is likely to spark
new levels of debate. There is no doubting that the claims of the Tsukuru-
kai and the strength of its political connections carry sufficient potential
for continuing conflict within Japan as well as for bilateral friction for
years to come.

Popular resistance to an historical revisionism allied to or instrumen-
talized by politics seems to be rooted in the rejection of the claims of the
state to impose an historical narrative of its own choosing upon its
citizens. Such a rejection seems to be a universal tendency. As Jürgen
Habermas has stressed of the German case, in modern states “politicians
[…] founder when confronted with issues that concern the identity and
self-understanding of the populace as a whole” (Habermas 1986: 49; cf.
also Nagahara 1998: 7 for a similar comment from a Japanese historian).
Criticizing former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl for his 1986 visit
with U.S. president Ronald Reagan to a cemetery at Bitburg, where,
amongst others, members of the Nazi SS were buried, Habermas adds:

Given his intellectual makeup, the present chancellor [Helmut Kohl]
is hardly suited for tasks of this sort. […] The task of promoting
social integration and self-awareness is no longer, today, the respon-
sibility of the political system. For good reasons we no longer have a
Kaiser or a Hindenburg. The public sphere should therefore refuse to
tolerate such claims to spiritual-moral leadership among top elected
officials. (Habermas 1986: 49)

The statistics presented in chapter 3 suggest that this process is underway
in Japan, too—the affirmative view of the war, despite its strong promo-
tion by conservative media and politicians, is being rejected by the wider
society. The reasons for this, of course, are manifold. They include the
international repercussions of the textbook controversy which largely lie
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outside the scope of this study; established popular perceptions of histo-
ry, such as the “Shiba view of history” (see chapter 3.3); but also the
inconsistencies apparent within the revisionist narrative itself—inconsis-
tencies that are the product of a century’s misdirected effort expended in
constructing narratives and assembling facts which are in reality unrelat-
ed to one another, of constructing identities and retailing contradictory
versions of history all of which, again, have resulted in a “high degree of
nervousness regarding definitions of ‘the nation’” in East Asia (Vickers
2002b: 644).

The strong popular resistance to revisionist textbooks also reflects a
rising awareness that a nation’s history must be considered in a global
context and that a rejection of the importance of this context leads inevi-
tably to isolation (Fujiwara 2002). One the one hand, Japanese historical
revisionism should be considered in the larger framework of the process-
es that have been called globalization and internationalization, one man-
ifestation of a nationalism that is gaining strength at exactly the moment
that these processes are accelerating, as Kang Sang-Jung and Yoshimi
Shun’ya have stressed (Kang and Yoshimi 2001). On the other, the reper-
cussions of the continuing textbook controversy on Japanese foreign
relations, and also on ordinary Japanese abroad, look set to continue as
events during soccer matches at the “Asian Cup 2004 China” in Chung-
king—the capital of the Guomindang government after 1937 and target of
major Japanese bombing campaigns over several years during the
war—have demonstrated (Sugita 2004: Internet). While in Korea feelings
have subsided a little recently 145 as the textbook controversy has tempo-
rarily gone off the boil, in the view of one astute observer, a “positive view
of Japanese history and the policies [the Tsukuru-kai] urges on the Japa-
nese government would, if ever adopted, set back immeasurably the
process of rapprochement […]. The regional consequences would be
unpredictable but inevitably disturbing.” (McCormack 2000: 69f)

The Japanese textbook controversy reveals the difficulties of restruc-
turing a nationalism burdened by legacies of the past, above all in its role
as an ideological vehicle for the militarism and national mobilization that
issued in World War II. As a result, voices are regularly heard in Japan
warning of a reversion to prewar patterns in recent nationalist rhetoric,

145 A search of the subject database of the Chosun Ilbo (http://srch.chosun.com), one
of Korea’s major daily newspapers, turned up 210 articles on both “Japan” and
“history” in 2001, 93 items in 2002, and 114 in 2003. Also, in terms of content,
Korean newspapers have begun to show more understanding towards Japan
in their coverage of Japanese affairs, while still criticizing Japanese politics.
Intensive coverage is also given to pro-Korean voices in Japan.
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particularly where loosening restrictions on the use of the military are
concerned, as we saw in chapter 1.5.2. In the wake of similar discussions
about the meaning of nationalism in the postwar period in Germany,
some observers have come to the conclusion that the intensity and conti-
nuity of the debate signal that “nationalism no longer quite believes in
itself.” (Adorno 1986: 123) In Japan, however, researchers like Oguma Eiji
have pointed out that nationalism has been generally accepted in postwar
society. Oguma argues that “a complete negation of nationalism in a
broad sense” in postwar Japan was hardly possible, not only for the
government but also for the liberal-leftist camp heading the opposition
(Oguma 2002: 826). Thus, according to Oguma, in postwar Japan democ-
racy and nationalism were not always at loggerheads but rather coexisted
over a long period. The recent textbook debate, however, suggests that
strong resistance to statist nationalism will surface in a society which
shows itself to be opposed to the monopolization of nationalism by the
state, and the promulgation by the state of versions of the national narra-
tive with a neonationalist or revisionist slant. This opposition is hardly
likely to become weaker, but will remain a major force in the debates over
Japanese history and civics textbooks in the years to come.
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Appendix
APPENDIX

1. “RESOLUTION TO RENEW THE DETERMINATION FOR PEACE ON THE BASIS 
OF LESSONS LEARNED FROM HISTORY”

(ADOPTED BY THE HOUSE OR REPRESENTATIVES ON 9 JUNE 1995)

The House of Representatives resolves as follows:
On the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the end of World War II, this

House offers its sincere condolences to those who fell in action and
victims of wars and similar actions all over the world.

Solemnly reflecting upon many instances of colonial rule and acts of
aggression in the modern history of the world, and recognizing that Japan
carried out those acts in the past, inflicting pain and suffering upon the
peoples of other countries, especially in Asia, the Members of this House
express a sense of deep remorse.

We must transcend the differences over historical views of the past
war and learn humbly the lessons of history so as to build a peaceful
international society.

This House expresses its resolve, under the banner of eternal peace
enshrined in the Constitution of Japan, to join hands with other nations of
the world and to pave the way to a future that allows all human beings to
live together.

(cited in Mukae 1996: 1012)

2. “ON THE OCCASION OF THE 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE WAR’S END” 
(STATEMENT BY PRIME MINISTER MURAYAMA TOMIICHI

[MURAYAMA DANWA] ON 15 AUGUST 1995)

The world has seen fifty years elapse since the war came to an end. Now,
when I remember the many people both at home and abroad who fell
victim to war, my heart is overwhelmed by a flood of emotions.

The peace and prosperity of today were built as Japan overcame great
difficulty to arise from a devastated land after defeat in the war. That
achievement is something of which we are proud, and let me herein
express my heartfelt admiration for the wisdom and untiring effort of
each and every one of our citizens. Let me also express once again my
profound gratitude for the indispensable support and assistance extend-
ed to Japan by the countries of the world, beginning with the United
States of America. I am also delighted that we have been able to build the
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friendly relations which we enjoy today with the neighboring countries
of the Asia-Pacific region, the United States and the countries of Europe.

Now that Japan has come to enjoy peace and abundance, we tend to
overlook the pricelessness and blessings of peace. Our task is to convey
to younger generations the horrors of war, so that we never repeat the
errors in our history. I believe that, as we join hands, especially with the
peoples of neighboring countries, to ensure true peace in the Asia-Pacific
region—indeed, in the entire world—it is necessary, more than anything
else, that we foster relations with all countries based on deep understand-
ing and trust. Guided by this conviction, the Government has launched
the Peace, Friendship and Exchange Initiative, which consists of two
parts promoting: support for historical research into relations in the
modern era between Japan and the neighboring countries of Asia and
elsewhere; and rapid expansion of exchanges with those countries. Fur-
thermore, I will continue in all sincerity to do my utmost in efforts being
made on the issues arising from the war, in order to further strengthen the
relations of trust between Japan and those countries.

Now, upon this historic occasion of the 50th anniversary of the war’s
end, we should bear in mind that we must look into the past to learn from
the lessons of history, and ensure that we do not stray from the path to the
peace and prosperity of human society in the future.

During a certain period in the not too distant past, Japan, following a
mistaken national policy, advanced along the road to war, only to ensnare
the Japanese people in a fateful crisis, and, through its colonial rule and
aggression, caused tremendous damage and suffering to the people of
many countries, particularly to those of Asian nations. In the hope that no
such mistake be made in the future, I regard, in a spirit of humility, these
irrefutable facts of history, and express here once again my feelings of
deep remorse and state my heartfelt apology. Allow me also to express
my feelings of profound mourning for all victims, both at home and
abroad, of that history.

Building from our deep remorse on this occasion of the 50th anniver-
sary of the end of the war, Japan must eliminate self-righteous national-
ism, promote international coordination as a responsible member of the
international community and, thereby, advance the principles of peace
and democracy. At the same time, as the only country to have experienced
the devastation of atomic bombing, Japan, with a view to the ultimate
elimination of nuclear weapons, must actively strive to further global
disarmament in areas such as the strengthening of the nuclear non-
proliferation regime. It is my conviction that in this way alone can Japan
atone for its past and lay to rest the spirits of those who perished.
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It is said that one can rely on good faith. And so, at this time of
remembrance, I declare to the people of Japan and abroad my intention to
make good faith the foundation of our Government policy, and this is my
vow.

(MOFA 1995)

3. NUMBERS OF WAR DEAD WORSHIPPED AT THE YASUKUNI SHRINE

Restoration wars 1853–1868 7.751
Southwest war (Satsuma Rebellion) 1877/78 6.971
Taiwan expedition 1877 1.130
Sino-Japanese war 1894/95 13.619
Boxer rebellion 1900 1.256
Russo-Japanese war 1904/05 88.429
World War I and Siberian Intervention 1918–1925 4.850
Sainan Incident 185
Manchurian Incident 1931 17.175
China Incident (Second Sino-Japanese War) 1937–1945 191.218
Greater East Asia War 1941–1945 2.133.760
Total 2.466.344

4. VISITS OF JAPANESE PRIME MINISTERS TO THE YASUKUNI SHRINE

(TOTAL NUMBER OF VISITS IN BRACKETS)

Shidehara Kijûrô (2) 23.10.1945, 20.11.1945
Yoshida Shigeru (5) 18.10.1951, 17.10.1952, 23.04.1953, 

24.10.1953, 24.04.1954
Katayama Tetsu (0)
Ashida Hitoshi (0)
Hatoyama Ichirô (0)
Ishibashi Tanzan (0)
Kishi Nobusuke (2) 24.04.1957, 21.10.1958
Ikeda Hayato (5) 10.10.1960, 18.06.1961, 15.11.1961, 

04.11.1962, 22.09.1963
Satô Eisaku (11) 24.04.1965, 21.04.1966, 22.04.1967, 

23.04.1968, 22.04.1969, 18.10.1969, 
22.04.1970, 17.10.1970, 22.04.1971, 
19.10.1971, 22.04.1972
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Tanaka Kakuei (5) 08.07.1972, 23.04.1973, 18.10.1973, 
23.04.1974, 19.10.1974

Miki Takeo (3) 22.04.1975, 15.08.1975, 18.10.1976
Fukuda Takeo (4) 21.04.1977, 21.04.1978, 15.08.1978, 

18.10.1978,
Ôhira Masayoshi (3) 21.04.1979, 18.10.1979, 21.04.1980
Suzuki Zenkô (9) 15.08.1980, 18.10.1980, 21.11.1980, 

21.04.1981, 15.08.1981, 17.10.1981, 
21.04.1982, 15.08.1982, 18.10.1982

Nakasone Yasuhiro (10) 21.04.1983, 15.08.1983, 18.10.1983, 
05.01.1984, 21.04.1984, 15.08.1984, 
18.10.1984, 21.01.1985, 22.04.1985, 15.08.1985

Takeshita Noboru (0)
Uno Sôsuke (0)
Kaifu Toshiki (0)
Miyazawa Kiichi (0)
Hosokawa Morihiro (0)
Hata Tsutomu (0)
Murayama Tomiichi (0)
Hashimoto Ryûtarô (1) 29.07.1996
Obuchi Keizô (0)
Mori Yoshirô (0)
Koizumi Jun’ichirô (3) 13.08.2001, 21.04.2002, 14.01.2003, 01.01.2004

5. RESPONSES TO OPINION SURVEY BY AUTHOR ON JAPANESE HISTORY 
(CHAPTER 3.2)

Total total 
(%)

female female 
(%)

male male 
(%)

n/a

Q: Do you think the war of 
1931−1945 was a war of 
aggression or not?

Yes, a war of aggression 385 47,2 176 38,9 159 60 50

No, not a war of aggression 39 4,8 21 4,6 16 6 2

No interest 7 0,9 4 0,9 1 0,4 2

I don’t know (insufficient 
knowledge)

315 38,6 221 48,8 65 24,6 29

I don’t know (I can’t judge) 58 7,1 31 6,8 23 8,7 4

No answer 12 1,5 0 0 1 0,4 11

Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 816 100,1 453 100 265 100,1 98
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Appendix
Do you think the warof 
1931−1945 was an unavoid-
able war or not?

Yes, war was unavoidable 99 12,1 41 9,1 41 15,5 17

No, war was not unavoid-
able

361 44,2 169 37,3 150 56,6 42

No interest 7 0,9 4 0,9 1 0,4 2

I don’t know (insufficient 
knowledge)

279 34,2 202 44,6 54 20,4 23

I don’t know (I can’t judge) 58 7,1 37 8,2 19 7,2 2

No answer 12 1,5 0 0 0 0 12

Other 0 0 0 0 0

Total 816 100 453 100,1 265 100,1 98

Do you think Japan still has 
continuing responsibility for 
the war?

Yes, Japan still bears respon-
sibility

540 66,2 296 65,3 180 67,9 64

No, Japan no longer has re-
sponsibility

62 7,6 28 6,2 29 10,9 5

Japan was not responsible 
for the war

27 3,3 12 2,6 13 4,9 2

I don’t know (insufficient 
knowledge)

78 9,6 55 12,1 13 4,9 9

I don’t know (I can’t judge) 92 11,3 60 13,2 28 10,6 5

No answer 17 2,1 2 0,4 2 0,8 13

Other 0 0 0 0 0

Total 816 100,1 453 99,8 265 100 98
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	0
	Total
	816
	100
	453
	100,1
	265
	100,1
	98
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	55
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