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In a short story that later became known as the "Rashomon"Il1:M,
the novelist Akutagawa Ryunosuke 1F JIIitz ft described a perplexing
murder case in tenth-century Kyoto. A traveling samurai and his wife
were waylaid by a notorious bandit . The wife was raped and the hus
band was found dead. However, each of the characters in this story-
an eyewitness, the bandit, the dead samurai, and his wife--told a
different story of what had happened. Presented with a series of
contradictory accounts, the reader is thus left with the conundrum:
What was the truth? Akutagawa's point was, simply, that all truth is
relative, with the corollary that there is no "Truth" at all. 1

To be sure, such a problem is not confined to fictional circum
stances. In studying history we, too, often encounter cases where
drastically different evidence or interpretations seem to disclaim
the very existence of a single historical truth. Although novelists
like Akutagawa can leave it to their readers to provide answers to
such a puzzle, historians, who investigate the past and look for
meaning for the present and future, find themselves denied the right
to do so.

The incident known in the West as the "Rape of Nanking" is one
such example. Long regarded as the single most notorious Japanese
atrocity during World War II,2 the incident has resurfaced as one of
the most controversial issues of modern history in both Japan and
China in recent decades. The nomenclature describing this incident,
such as the (Great) Nanjing Massacre, the (Great) Nanjing Atrocity,
or the Nanjing Incident, reflects nothing more than the tip of the
iceberg of discrepant representations. 3 In Japan alone, the often
heated debate has produced over a score of books and numerous arti
cles. 4 Having not only embroiled a segment of the academic world but
also created an uproar among the general populace, it has become what
one historian called "a social phenomenon" in that country.5 Despite
the absence of an internal debate, this description was no less true
of China, both mainland and Taiwan. In the People's Republic of
China, apart from its continued presence in the mass media, the 1937
atrocity has made its onto the silver screen and is remembered by
numerous monuments including a grand memorial complex.

Despite all the attention that the most objective historians
have professed to uphold, historical Truth in this case appears to
have been forever buried with those who perished in Nanjing more than
half a century ago, no longer accessible to those who survived them.
So far, little has been written in English about the recent contro
versy, and what follows is a survey of the major developments in this
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Sino-Japanese controversy. Obviously, atrocity is but one aspect of
that tragic period in the relations between China and Japan. How
ever, the great debate over the Nanjing Atrocity seems to have tran
scended any particular historical event and has taken on a life of
its own. Therefore, it provides' a special opportunity for studying
World War II as remembered in both countries and their evolving rela
tionship since then.

I

Although largely a phenomenon since the earlyj1970s, the Sino
Japanese controversy over the Nanjing Atrocity cannot be fully under
stood without an examination of its prehistory. The wartime reports,
the war crimes trials called by the Allied Powers after the war, and
early postwar pUblications in both countries have much to tell about
the current debate.

The world first learned of the atrocities in Nanjing in The New
York Times on December 13, 1937, five days after the fall of the city
to the Japanese. In several dispatches sent from Shanghai, corres
pondent F. Tillman Durdin, who left Nanj ing three days after the
Japanese takeover, wrote of the "wholesale atrocities and vandalism"
of the Japanese Army. 7 Meanwhile, in letters to their friends in
Shanghai, a few foreign citizens who remained in Nanjing to organize
refugee relief, described the rampant looting, raping, and slaughter
ing by Japanese soldiers. The Manchester Guardian reporter H. J.
Timperley reproduced some of these letters in his 1938 book, What War
Means: Japanese Terror in China, severely castigating the Japanese
brutality toward the Chinese. The book was published in London and
New York, and Guo Moruo ~~~~ , a well-known Chinese writer who had
been educated in Japan, wrote the preface for a simultaneous Chinese
translation. 8 During the war, many Chinese newspapers and magazines
carried their own stories of the atrocities in Nanjing, as those who
had escaped from the fallen capital described their hellish experi
ences. Inside Nanjing a partial damage survey of the area was con
ducted in 1938 by Lewis S. C. smytheg an American professor of soci
ology at the University of Nanking. Although the exact magnitude
was unknown, the Japanese atrocities in Nanjing, well before reports
of war atrocities in Europe, sent a chilling shock wave around the
world, not excepting diplomats of Japan's later ally, Germany.l0

After the war, investigations into the alleged Japanese atroci
ties in Nanjing by the Nationalist Government of China, in collabora
tion with the Supreme Command of the Allied Powers in Japan, produced
a large body of materials for the prosecution, including both Chinese
and foreign eyewitness accounts, contemporary newspaper reports,
damage surveys and statistical records of burial organizations in
Nanj ing. Overwhelmed, the defense efforts appeared feeble and the
appeals of innocence were rejected. In 1946 four Japanese Army offi-
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cers received the death penalty at the military trial in Nanjing for
organizing or participating in the atrocities perpetrated against
Chinese. Two years later Matsui Iwane t'~#{im , Commander of Japan's
Central China Expeditionary Force at the time of the atrocity, was
hanged together with six other Class A Japanese war criminals at
Sugamo Prison in Tokyo. Both Matsui Iwane and Hirota Koki $ Ell
~fi were found guilty for failing to stop the atrocities in
Nanjing. As to the extent of the Japanese atrocities, the military
tribunals in Nanjing and in Tokyo agreed on the estimates of about
20,000 cases of rape and one-tfiird of all buildings damaged, but
reached slightly different conclusions over the death toll. The
Tokyo trial put it at over 200,000, while the Nanjing trial claimed
that more than 300,000 Chinese were killed by the Japanese. An even
higher figure of 430,000 also came out during the latter trial. 11

An atrocity of such magnitude cannot be easily forgotten by the
Chinese, who look at their recent past as a century of suffering and
humiliation at the hands of foreign aggressors. During the early
1950s, the Nanjing Atrocity made national headlines, probably for the
first time, in the People's Republic of China. In the midst of the
Korean War, the threat of an American military encirclement and its
encouragement of Japan's remilitarization were both real and immi
nent. The Nanj ing Atrocity, in this context, was a time-honored
reminder of past foreign invasions. An article on the incident pUb
lished in the national Xinhua yuebao W!T ~.Fl ¥li1 in 1952, detailed Ameri
can crimes during the massacre and charged that a dozen or so Ameri
cans who remained in Nanjing "not only responded well to the imperi
alist policies of the U. S. Government, but also protected their
companies, churches, schools and residences with the blood and bones
of the Chinese people." The International Safety Zone Committee, the
author argued, was made up of imperialists and fascists, and served
as the vanguard for the invading Japanese troops. More specifically,
the article called attention to the "faithful collusion" between the
Japanese and the Americans, quoting one Chinese survivor as saying,
lithe American devils called out the names and the Japanese devils
carried out the execution." Pictures of Japanese atrocities were
printed along the slogan IIRemember the Nanjing Massacre, stop Ameri
can Remilitarization of Japan! 11

12 The use of history as an object
lesson could not have been more obvious.

The Nanjing Atrocity also provides an exemplary instance of the
corruption and incompetence of the Nationalist Government. For exam
ple, in the early 1960s when a few former Nationalist generals (who
had remained on the mainland after 1949) published reminiscences of
the defense of Nanjing, they invariably condemned Chiang Kai-shek's
capitulation as a major cause for the heavy loss of Chinese lives.
Thus, domestic reactionaries were regarded as no less responsible
than the foreign invaders for the great tragedy.13

In his recollections of the war crimes trial, the former Chinese
jUdge at the Tokyo trial urged his compatriots to make a IIcomprehen-
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sive and scientific study" of the Nanjing Massacre, calling the inci
dent second only to the Nazi atrocities in World War I1. 14 Even
without such a call, a study by the history faculty and students at
Nanjing University was already under way. In 1960 the History De
partment surveyed many survivors of the atrocity and two years later
completed an eight-chapter manuscript with newly compiled statistics
of massacre, rape, pillage, and destruction in Nanjing. Although the
plan for publ Lca't.Lon did not materialize, this study had important
implications for future studies. For instance, in 1965 the History
Department provided the municipal foreign affairs agencies with the
results of its research, including all the statistical computations
and photographs, for use in the reception of interested Japanese
visitors. since then, historians at Nanjing University have also
held briefings and photograph exhibitions for visiting Japanese dele
gations and provided Japanese scholars with these research materials.
In this way, the lesson of history began to reach a Japanese audience
as wel1. 15

On the Japanese side, due to wartime control of the Japanese
press, most Japanese did not learn about the atrocities in Nanjing
until the Tokyo trial. During the next twenty years, stories of the
Nanjing massacre sporadically made their way into print as episodes
in war reminiscences. Recollections written by former correspondents
and soldiers in China tended to confirm in general the existence of
atrocities in Nanjing. writing in Bungei shunju Jt~~~ in 1957, a
former Asahi shinbun WJ 8 .JT II} reporter recalled that on a cold winter
night he heard continuous machine gun fire and was told by an officer
that about 20,000 Chinese captives had been killed. 16 However, most
of such personal reminiscences were sketchy, and the incident itself
was far from being a sUbject of public interest or serious dispute.

The 1960s saw a gradual increase in non-governmental contact
between Japan and China. Many Japanese visitors to China returned
with renewed memories of Japanese wartime atrocities, which they
obtained from their Chinese hosts or at the exhibitions there. In
1965, a report about the visits to the "victimized areas," obviously
based on briefings by Chinese officials, was pUblished by the Repat
riates Association in Japan. The Nanjing Atrocity began to get atten
tion. For instance, after visiting Nanjing in 1967, Niijima Atsu
yoshi IT Ai-J.m: pUblished articles on the massacres in several maga
zines and later helped put on a stage play at Tokyo university. Not
all visitors, however, were persuaded by their Chinese hosts about
the Japanese atrocities. Renowned commentator Oya Soichi *~~±-

who went to Nanj ing as a newspaper correspondent immediately after
its fall to the Imperial Japanese Army, led an investigative group to
Nanj ing in the summer of 1967. At a briefing arranged by the
Chinese, Oya questioned the number of 300,000 deaths and one-third of
the buildings burnt. However, for the most part he remained quiet on
the sUbject in Japan until his death in 1970. 17

Among those Japanese visitors to Nanjing during the mid-sixties,
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Hora Tomio ~m. was to play a prominent role in the subsequent;
debates. A professor of Japanese history at Waseda University, Hora
visited China at the onset of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. As a
result of the visit, his 1967 book Kindai sen shi no nazo il!ftti~V7)~

(Riddles of Modern Military History), included a chapter entitled
"The Nanjing Incident" which comprised one-third of the entire book~

Greatly disturbed by the recent justifications of the "Greater East
Asia War" by some Japanese writers, Hora wrote about the Japanese
atrocities in Nanjing:

in order to provide material for introspection, to renew the
feeling of apology to the Chinese people, and to clarify the
truth about the Nanj ing Incident, which resulted from the
erroneous national leadership by the military clique. 18

Hora was to persist in this conviction, as well as most of the
other conclusions he drew from this pioneer study. Making extensive
use of the transcripts of the Tokyo War Crimes Trial, along with
contemporary reports by foreigners in China and war reminiscences
pUblished in postwar Japan, Hora systematically examined the Japanese
massacre of disarmed Chinese soldiers and other atrocities against
Chinese civilians. Although he dismissed the figure of 430,000 as a
bit unbelievable, he basically agreed with the Chinese figure of
300,000 as close to the actual number. In conclusion, he held high
ranking Japanese officers to be responsible for the massacre and
charged that the entire Japanese military system was to blame for the
atrocities against civilians. 19

Despite the fact that China-related issues were becoming in
creasingly prominent in the Japanese media by the late 1960s, Hora's
work did not set off any immediate controversy, as wartime Japanese
atrocities in China had been seldom written about before then. It
was not until 1971 when the "taboo in journalism" about the Nanjing
Atrocity, to use Hora's term, was finally broken. 20

II

If Hora was correct, then Honda Katsuichi *~11- should be
credited with demolishing this taboo. A prize-winning, prolific
writer, Honda was known for his reportage and opposition to the Amer
ican war in Vietnam. stories of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as well as
the My Lai massacre had already been known in Japan, Honda reasoned,
but no systematic study of Japanese atrocities had ever been done,
which explained why many Japanese found it difficult to understand
China's concern over the revival of militarism in Japan. 'In 1971
Honda made a 40-day tour of China, visiting sites of Japanese atroci
ties . and collecting eyewitness accounts and other evidence. After
returning to Japan, he pubtLshed a series of reports in the Asahi
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shinbun and other journals, which were later reprinted in the book
Chiigoku no tabi ~ liI V')~ (Travels in China). 21

Honda quoted from Chinese sources a death toll figure of 300,000
in Nanjing, but he also added the different estimates given at the
Tokyo trial by the Nationalist Government and in Hora's recent
study. 22 Probably more disturbing to Japanese readers than those ·
figures were the photographs of mutilated bodies and severed heads of
the Chinese victims, published along with the report. Equally so
were the vivid reminiscences of the Japanese atrocities by several
Chinese survivors. Honda's reports and his book, published by
Japan's premier newspaper shortly before Prime Minister Tanaka
Kakuei's B3 cj:J flJ '* historic visit to China, quickly occupied national
attention. At about the same time Hora expanded his 1967 chapter
into a full-fledged book entitled Nankin jiken Rr~li~ (The Nanjing
Incident) . Slightly later, two volumes of related documents under
Hora's editorship were published as part of a series of source mater
ials on the Sino-Japanese War. Included were transcripts of the
Tokyo War Crimes Trial dealing with the Nanjing Atrocity as well as
translations of contemporary foreign reports of the incident. Thanks
to the efforts of this popular reporter and this renowned historian,
the Nanjing Incident thus had emerged from oblivion in Japan.

Added a ttention was soon brought to the incident by several
disputing accounts. Only months after Honda's series started, the
April 1972 issue of Shokun! ~~ ,a journal pUblished by Bungei
shunjii, carried an article entitled "'Nankin dai gyakusatsu' no
maboroshi" " RrJX:kJlft" (/) 1'~; L. (The illusion of the Nanj ing Mas
sacre), followed by more discussion of the Nanjing Atrocity in later
issues, which, like Honda's serialized reports, appeared in book form
with the same title published by Bungei shunjii a year later. Suzuki
Akira Mi*B.,ij , the author of these articles, challenged much of the
evidence used by Hora and Honda, calling attention to the scarcity of
primary sources that confirmed the massacre and the appeals of inno
cence by the convicted Japanese.

One of the cases in question was the notorious "killing contest"
mentioned in Hora' s books and Honda's reports. Two young Japanese
officers were reported by the wartime Japanese press to have engaged
in a "friendly competition" to see who could kill more Chinese on the
way to Nanjing, and because of it both were sentenced to death at the
Nanjing Trial after the war. Suzuki claimed that his own investiga
tion, which included an interview with the former Chinese jUdge then
residing in Taiwan, had proved the entire story to be pure fabrica
tion. Moreover, Suzuki charged that the Japanese journalists in the
1970s were turning the Nanjing Incident into another illusion, just
as those in the late 1930s lacked the courage to confront the
truth. 23

Suzuki's book was also an immediate success, winning him a
Bungei shunjii prize in the category of nonfiction named after the
late Oya Soichi. Literary celebrities who served as referees eulo-
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gized the work as "admirable" and "courageous." However, an immedi
ate response came from Hora, who pUblished a series of critiques in a
historical journal. Soon these critiques appeared in book form as
Nankin dai gyakusatsu, "maboroshi"-ka kosaku hihan iW~*~~·: " £ II ~
L." 1t I fF Ht ¥JJ (The Nanj ing Massacres: Repudiation of the Maneuvering
to Turn It into an "Illusion"), published by the Contemporary History
Publication Society as a major rebuttal. 24

By the mid-seventies, the debate over the Nanjing Atrocity had
begun in earnest. To Suzuki's defense came commentator Yamamoto
Shichihei llP1s;-tJIl ' who also wrote in Shokun!, disputing the possibi
lity of a massacre in Nanjing; Yamamoto was none other than the mys
terious Isaiah Ben-Dasan, a self-acclaimed Jewish expert and author
of the book The Japanese and the Jews. Meanwhile, Honda joined
forces with Hora and engaged Ben-Dasan in a few rounds of open letter
debates. 25 However, the debate did not last very long. No compre
hensive study of the incident comparable to Hora' s appeared on the
opposite side, for the Nanjing Massacre was challenged, but the oppo
sition was far from having disproved it in its entirety.

In late June 1982, all four Japan's major, national newspapers
carried headlines claiming that the Ministry of Education had forced
the revision of high school textbooks. within days the news event
escalated into a diplomatic crisis, as the governments of China and
Korea filed formal protests against the alleged Japanese attempt to
recant the recognition of their past aggression. As a consequence of
the textbook flap, the issues related to the war once again came to
the forefront of national attention, in spite of the misinformation
in the newspaper reports. 2 6

Although the most controversial point in the textbook revision
was the change from shinryaku 11111 "invade and plunder" t.o shinko
ii~ "enter and assault," or even to the neutral shinshutsu ilW "ad
vance," in the description of pre-1945 Japanese activities on conti
nental Asia, the revised texts about the Nanjing Atrocity also came
under fire. The historian and textbook writer Ienaga Saburo ~~~an
filed his third law suit against the Ministry of Education for viola
tion of the Constitution in textbook revision. One of the three
cases in Ienaga's suit was over the description of the Nanjing Atro
city.27 One textbook, for example, described the event in following
words:

When Nanjing was occupied, the Japanese troops killed large
numbers of Chinese soldiers and civilians, engaged in as
saulting , looting, and burning, and were charged with the
Nanjing Massacre by the world. It is said that the Chinese
victims reached 200,000. 28

After the government-initiated revision, it reads:
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In the confusion when Nanjing was taken, the Japanese troops
killed large numbers of Chinese soldiers and civilians and
were charged by the world with the Nanjing Massacre. 29

The original of another textbook recounted that "the Japanese
troops which occupied Nanjing massacred a large number of non-combat
ants and received international criticism." The revised text adds an
explanation:

Meeting strong resistance from the Chinese forces, the
Japanese troops suffered heavy losses. Aroused by this"' the
Japanese troops massacred large numbers of Chinese soldiers
and civilians when Nanjing was taken and received interna
tional criticism. 30

Passages like these became evidence to the press that the Japan
ese government was trying to minimize and justify wartime Japanese
atrocities such as those in Nanjing. Such suspicion was only con
firmed when a member of the government Textbook Examination Council
was quoted as saying: "It was not fair to describe the Nanjing atro
city in three to five lines while mentioning Soviet or American atro
cities against the Japanese in only one line or two.,,31 This examin
er further suggested that it was blasphemy for Japanese trrops to
emphasize Japanese atrocities. Although the dispute here often was
over nothing more ,t h a n a few lines in textbook footnotes, over which
high school students could probably not have cared less, the debate
over the Nanjing massacre soon resumed with an unprecedented momen
tum.

Only a few months after the textbook controversy, Hora published
Ketteiban: Nankin dai gyakusatsu ~5E1l& : iW~*Jm~ (The Definitive
Edition of the Nanjing Massacre). Although the title was not exactly
his own choice, as he later explained it, this work represented his
renewed effort to revise and fortify his earlier conclusions. As a
journalist, Honda went on another visit to China, this time along the
route of the 1937 Japanese attack. His Nankin § no michi iW~ I\.q:))g
(The Road to Nanj ing) was serialized in the Asahi j aanaru ~M 8 ~ l' - -j- J["

in 1984 and told of more stories of Japanese atrocities between
Shanghai and Nanjing. More importantly, a Society for Investigation
and Research into the Nanjing Incident was founded in the same year~

its members meet regularly in monthly discussions and have also or
ganized group visits to Nanjing and Taiwan. Their research has re
sulted in a few monographic studies of the Nanj ing Atrocity as well
as translations of Chinese works. 32

Also alarmed by the textbook controversy, there were other'
Japanese who became indignant at what they regarded as foreign inter
ference in Japan's internal affairs as well as the Japanese govern
ment I s compromising positions vis-a-vis China. Tanaka Masaaki mq:. j£
S~ , who claimed to have once worked under General Matsui during the
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war in China, emerged not only as a natural defender of his former
superior but also as the champion against the so-called "Tokyo Trial
view of history." When the textbooks restored their original texts
in 1984, he and six others filed a suit against the Ministry of Edu
cation at the Tokyo District Court, demanding 2 million yen as com
pensation for "mental sUffering" as a result of the Ministry's mis
takes. 33 Meanwhile, Sankei shinbun ~ftJifIJ requested that former
participants in the battle of Nanjing write Tanaka and offer their
testimony. Using General Matsui's wartime diary and some of those
testimonies; Tanaka published Nankin gyakusatsu no kyoko pij~r.I~~

JIM (The Fabrication of the "Nanj ing Massacre") in 1984. A Society
for Genuine Sino-Japanese Friendship was also organized by Tanaka and
other researchers who shared his views. 34

By now the debate over the Nanjing Incident was in full swing.
Supporters of Hora and Honda, usually left-oriented, were labelled
the "massacre faction. II As their forum, the Asahi newspaper and
related journals often pUblished special issues on the Nanjing Atro
city. On the other side, the "illusion faction," as Suzuki, Tanaka,
and their sympathizers were called, were regular contributors to
Bungei shunju, its offshoot Shokun!, and Seiron 1E~. Both sides saw
the debate over the Nanjing Atrocity as a focal point of two diamet
rically opposite views on the nature of Japan's actions in World War
II as well as a testing ground for attitudes toward present Sino
Japanese relations.

The "massacre faction" would stress the aggressive nature of the
war; the "illusion faction" would like to see the Tokyo Trial de
nounced unequivocally. The former would emphasize the importance of
understanding Chinese sentiments and apologizing for Japanese crimes;
the latter would call such actions masochism and capitulation under
foreign pressure. The verbal exchange was not always polite, and
sarcasm was the rule rather than the exception. It is not surpris
ing, therefore, that the debate over the Nanjing Atrocity often was
unfocused and counter-productive. As a Japanese historian has char
acterized it, this noisy debate produced more superficial comments
than concrete results. 35

However, the debate was not lacking in dramatic moments. In the
aftermath of the textbook controversy, Kaikosha flifftt , a fraternal
organization for army cadet school graduates, sent an urgent request
to its 18,000 members for eyewitness accounts that could disprove the
Nanjing Atrocity. This was carried out on the suggestion of Unemoto
Masami ~~1E~ , a participant in the battle of Nanjing himself and a
postwar instructor at Japan's National Defense University. A member
of the "illusion faction" who put the illegally killed Chinese in
Nanjing at between 3,000 to 6,000, Unemoto edited members' letters
into an eleven-part series entitled "Battle History of Nanjing Based
on Testimonies." A Ministry of Education official was said to have
expressed the view that the result of this project might be used to
discredit Hora's theory in future textbook revisions.
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contrary to the expectations of the Kaikosha, many members of
fered testimony that confirmed the massacre. Among them was a former
officer under Matsui, who estimated that some 120,000 captives were
killed under orders of a staff officer. Although he later modified
the figure to "no less than tens of thousands," his testimony alone
aborted the entire effort to deny the atrocity. In the concluding
part of the series, another editor of Kaikosha's journal wrote that
"there was no excuse for such massive illegal executions. As someone
related to the old Japanese Army, I have to apologize deeply to the
Chinese people." This statement, however, met with strong opposition
from within. Tanaka, for one, managed to frustrate the plan of pub
lication of the complete testimony, questioning the wisdom of a vet
eran organization like Kaikosha to ~Ublish a book that would damage
the reputation of the Imperial Army. 6

The most pubLic i.z ed scandal in the history of the debate came
near the end of 1985. A popular historical journal, Rekishi to
j inbutsu J.!~ CA~ ,discovered that in the newly published Matsui
wartime diary, there were as many as 900 errors. Although some of
them were minor mistakes, others were obviously intentional altera
tions to deny the existence of the Japanese atrocity in Nanjing. 37

The great irony, however, was that the author of these distortions
was none other than Tanaka Masaaki himself, an adamant critic of
falsification. Most people were shocked at such blatant fabrications
of important primary material. Itakura Yuriaki .:tmSJJ , although a
former ally of Tanaka's, analyzed the distortion in Reikishi to
jinbutsu, which even won Hora's "admiration." Itakura, however, was
not happy to see this incident become the ammunition for the contend
ing "massacre faction." A month later he wrote an essay for Bungei
shunju, this time not so much criticizing Tanaka as attacking Hora
and Honda. He argued that even without alteration, the diary would
disprove the massacre, as Matsui made no mention of massive execu
tions of captives. Moreover, Itakura accused Hora and Honda of dis
tortion and inconsistency in their own recent works and concluded
that they were of the same stock as Tanaka's.38

Fortunately, not everyone falsified documents. In 1984, part of
the wartime diary of General Nakaj ima Kesago J:P &4- tft~ was pUblished
in Rekishi to jinbutsu "as it was." Nakajima commanded the 6th Divi
sion that took Nanjing and then stayed in the city to maintain order.
Among other things, his diary did mention "the policy generally not
to take captives" as well as a search for large trenches to execute
seven or eight thousand of them. At one point, he claimed to have
watched a Japanese sword master decapitating two Chinese captives
waiting to be executed. 39 This was one of the most significant
pieces of evidence about organized atrocities in Nanjing, recorded by
one of the highest Japanese commanders on the scene. Meanwhile such
written records were confirmed by recollections from the former rank
and-file. At this juncture, however, both sides of the debate
claimed victory. The "massacre faction" finally had the atrocity
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recognized as a undisputable fact, but their opponents argued that
death tolls of 200,000 or 300,000 were now proved to have no sub
stance. 40

In such a highly politicized and polarized debate, it was not
easy for dispassionate scholarship to win a seat. Some new works,
however, attempted to maintain impartiality. Historian Hata Ikuhiko

, for instance, based his 1986 study of the Nanjing Incident
on many previously untapped military records as well as reminiscences
of Japanese soldiers. Making the distinction between war casualties
and illegal atrocities, Hata came to an estimate of 40,000 victims,
while expecting a slight increase as new evidence might appear.
Moreover, he offered institutional and psychological explanations of
the widespread Japanese atrocities in Nanj ing and regarded General
Matsui to be ultimately responsible for the behavior of his subordi
nates. However, Hata's middle-of-the-road position has drawn criti
cism from both camps. He has been accused of having minimized the
extent of the Japanese massacre, which would be useful in future
textbook examinations. Meanwhile, Unemoto pointed out that Hata was
talking nonsense by simply choosing a figure between 12,000 and
40,000, two contemporary estimates made respectively by M. S. Bates
and Edgar Snow. 41

Thus, more than 'a decade after the debate first began, no single
interpretation has been able to convince the others, although it is
accepted by most people that the massacre, whether big or small, did
in fact occur in Nanjing in late 1937. The initial heat in the wake
of the textbook flap has somewhat died down, but irreconcilable dif
ferences still persist , between the two contending parties, with a
synthesis seeming hardly possible. While the "illusion" contenders
are still trying hard to disprove the arguments of the "massacre"
scholars, not without any success, the latter are uncovering other
previously little known Japanese atrocities in China and offering
more explanations. Polarization is likely to continue, as both sides
have been joined by younger members. The correct number of the
Chinese killed still remains a puzzle to be solved, but even if fu
ture evidence can narrow the difference in statistics, different
meanings derived from the Nanjing Atrocity are not likely to disap
pear completely.

III

Even before the textbook controversy, the Chinese were not
unaware of the Japanese debate over the Nanjing Atrocity during the
1970s. When a revised version of the 1962 Nanjing University study
was printed for "internal reference," its authors noted that "while
most of the Japanese works adhere to the truth, uphold the historical
facts, and condemn the atrocities of Japanese militarism from the
standpoint of justice, there have been a few attempts to erase this
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historical fact from a reactionary position.,,42 In the decade of the
Sino-Japanese "honeymoon," following the normalization of diplomatic
relations in 1972, however, friendship was the word of the day. It
was ' not until 1982 that the Chinese began to take the matter more
seriously.

As reports of Japanese textbook revision reached China, the
Nanj ing Incident, along with other Japanese wartime atrocities in
China, resurfaced in the Chinese press almost overnight. The mid
August commemoration of the anniversary of Japan's surrender took a
decisively negative tone, as major Chinese newspapers carried arti
cles under such titles as "How Can History be Distorted?: Records of
the Japanese Massacre in Nanj ing." survivors of the 1937 massacre
once again recounted their hellish experiences in newspapers and on
television. On August 12, the "Exhibition of Criminal Evidence of
the Japanese Massacre in Nanjing" was opened to the pUblici among its
exhibits were dozens of photographs as well as several well-kept
Japanese swords and machine guns. 43

As Chinese historians once again performed their duties, de
tailed studies began to appear in more specialized history journals.
They used verdicts of both the Nanjing and Tokyo Trials, which had
been seldom touched upon in China, and they occasionally drew evi
dence from Chinese eyewitness accounts and other contemporary foreign
reports. A few authors also quoted from Japanese sources. Despite a
few differences in style and emphasis, all of these writers seemed to
share the same conviction that "the textbook revision was a clear
signal that a few people were attempting to revive Japanese militar
ism," and therefore historians in the two countries "should join
their hands in educating themselves and the younger generation with
true history, and draw lessons from it in order to pass on the
friendly relations between the two peoples to future generations.,,44

The 40th anniversary of the China's victory in the War of Resis
tance, the year 1985 marked the beginning of another wave of publica
tions and activities related to the Nanjing Atrocity. Both quality
and variety have reached a new level. Most notable was the inaugura
tion of the Memorial for the Compatriot Victims in the Nanjing Mas
sacre by the Japanese Invading Troops, the construction of which
began less than two years earlier on the 46th anniversary of the fall
of Nanjing in 1937. Present at the ceremony were Chinese provincial
and municipal officials as well as representatives from Japan. The
name of the building was transcribed in the handwriting of Deng
Xiaoping ~ IJ\3fl- Supplementing the numerous photographs in the
modern memorial complex were human bones that reportedly have been
exavated in the process of construction. The strongest message,
however, was a few words inscribed on the front wall in Chinese,
English, and Japanese: "VICTIMS 300,000," the official Chinese esti
mate of those killed by the Japanese. Meanwhile, smaller but no less
conspicuous monuments commemorating the Chinese victims mushroomed at
over a dozen sites of Japanese massacres throughout the city. A
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typical inscription, usually written by well-known calligraphers, was
a vivid lesson in patriotism:

The invading Japanese troops massacred our 300,000 compatri
ots in Nanj ing in December 1937. As many as 2,000 were
killed in the vicinity ... This monument is erected in order
that future generations will never forget [the incident] and
will be determined to strengthen China and make her prosper
forever. 45

This time, Chinese artists also joined the effort to make the
Nanjing Massacre a part of China's collective memory. Zhou Erfu ~nn

tl , one of China's senior novelists, pUblished Nanjing de xianluo lR
~~~ti (The Fall of Nanjing), a work he conceived at the time of the
textbook controversy. Praised as "a monumental work depicting the
great war of resistance," this historical novel described the defense
of Nanjing as well as the Japanese atrocities in photographic lan
guage. 6 A nonfiction entitled Nanjing da tusha m~*JI~ (The Nan
jing Massacre), which appeared a little later, made extensive use of
oral history and foreign language materials. 47 More recently, the
Nanjing Atrocity also made its way onto the silver screen. Co-pro
duced by the Fujian and Nanjing Film studios, "Tucheng xuelei"ljiAt.Itn.$!
(Blood .a n d Tears in the Massacre) premiered in 19BB. Revolving
around a young Chinese doctor who was eventually killed after taking
many pictures of the Japanese atrocities, the movie was regarded by
Chinese veterans who escaped from the massacre as "historically ac
curate and full of national sentiment.,,4B

In historical scholarship too, 19B5 marked a new phase in the
study of the Nanjing Atrocity in China. Gao Xingzu ~"~.D. , a pro
fessor of history at Nanjing University and one of the co-authors of
its 1962 study, published Rijun gin-Hua baoxing: Nanj ing da tusha 8.
1i!•• fT : mJi(*Jift (Atrocities of the Japanese Invading Troops
in China: The- Nanj ing Massacre). Carefully footnoted in chinese,
English, and Japanese sources and mostly dispassionate, the book and
other articles by him represented the best research on the sUbject in
china. 49 Gao also participated in the project which resulted in the
pUblication of a "draft history" of the Nanj ing Atrocity. 50 Even
more encouraging was the compilation of original documents and eye
witness accounts. 5 1 A city-wide survey, though inconclusive, turned
up 1756 eyewitnesses to the atrocities, among whom 176 had escaped
alive with scars still visible on their bodies, 514 had had relatives
killed, and 44 women who had been raped by Japanese soldiers. 52 Many
of their testimonies were published together with reprints of contem
porary Chinese reports and translations of English materials.

Despite these recent efforts, current Chinese studies differ
little from the earlier conclusions on several key issues. Regarding
the scope of the atrocity in Nanjing, for instance, the aformentioned
"draft history," which represented up-to-date Chinese scholarship,
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still put the total death toll of soldiers and civilians at over
300,000. 53 Unlike in most Japanese works, virtually no distinction
has been made between legal and illegal killing, as the Chinese still
quite naturally view the entire conflict as Japanese aggression,
clear and simple. To explain the Japanese atrocities, most Chinese
authors believe that the massacre was planned by the Japanese high
command, including General Matsui, before the attack on Nanjing had
begun. Moreover, many see it as a natural, modern manifestation of
the Japanese militarist-expansionist tradition. "Japanese militarism
should bear the sole responsibility," concludes one recent Chinese
writer, "but the Japanese people had no share of it, as they were
victimized. ,,54 Another writer refers to the Nanj ing Massacre as
"nothing but a major display and act of Japanese militarist bushido

spirit during the early stages of war.,,55
Quite a few translations of Japanese books about wartime atroci

ties, such as the infamous 731 Unit, have become popular reading in
China. Several Japanese works on the Nanj ing Atrocity were also
available in Chinese so as to keep the pUblic informed of the con
flicting views in Japan. One was Tanaka Masaaki's The Fabrication of
the "Nanjing Massacre", prefaced by a severe Chinese critique. "This
translation is intended to provide a negative example," explained the
Chinese translator, "which serves as a reminder that there is still
another side in current Sino-Japanese relations. ,,56 The Chinese
reader will find a brief history of the debate over the Nanjing Atro
city in Japan in Gao's introduction to the Chinese translation of
Hora I s The Proof of the Nan~ ing Massacre (Nan; ing da tusha de
zhengming mJit*JI~~mEaJl ).5 Needless to say, Hora Tomio and his
collegues have won wide praise from Chinese scholars.

Alarm to Japanese revisionism over the Nanjing Atrocity was by
no means limited to the People's Republic, and scholars in Taiwan
have also begun to address the issue, with no less vigor. Li Yunhan
~~~ , for instance, made a lengthy survey of the literature on the
Nanj ing Atrocity, while another scholar, Li Enhan -* .r~U~ has pub
lished several studies concerned with Japanese atrocities in China,
including discussion of the questions of responsibility and the death
toll in the Nanj ing Atrocity. 58 Two volumes in the series Geming
wenxian ••)(~ (Documents of the Revolution), published by the
official Committee on KMT History, were devoted to the "Nanjing Mas
sacre.,,59 As if a replay of history, the Japanese wartime atrocities
in China helped produce another "united front" between the Chinese on
both sides of the Taiwan Strait, as books and articles authored by
mainland Chinese have been reprinted in Taiwan and vice versa. 60

Although the previously noted gap in scholarship has largely
been filled, recent Chinese studies are by no means definitive, given
the complexities of the problem. certain issues in the Nanjing Atro
city, such as the death toll, remain a sensitive area of research in
china and are thus rarely disputed. certain conclusions have been
predetermined and therefore healthy scholarly revisionism will not
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come easily. This partly explains the virtual uniformity in Chinese
scholarship, despite its increased output. As a result, acknowledged
one Chinese writer, "the Japanese have produced more works, which are
systematic and persuasive, while the Chinese pUblications use more
emotional language but lack detailed analysis and comment. ,,61 This
same author also pointed out that frequent mistakes, unnecessary
additions, or exaggerations in the Chinese works could only provide
pretexts for an opponent. To make things more difficult, except for
some newly recorded eyewitness accounts, little new documentation has
come to light in China since the war crimes trials that would make
some kind of breakthrough possible. Cross-references with Japanese
sources have just begun. Thus Chinese historians, like their coun
terparts in Japan, still have much ahead to provide the most convinc
ing answers to the conundrum.

IV

Benedetto Croce once said that all history is contemporary his
tory. Events in the past become historically known when they "vib
rate in the historian's mind,,,62 as he or she criticizes and inter
prets historical evidence. Inevitably, historians bring into their
work, either consciously or not, the influence of the times in which
they live. The Sino-Japanese controversy over the Nanjing Atrocity
is a vivid reminder of historians' fallibility; in fact, everyone's.
It was politics, helped by the mass media, that has made the contro
versy a "social phenomenon" rather than academic quibbling inside the
ivory tower. Therefore, the debate also serves as a window into the
two societies in the painful process of reckoning with their past
conflict.

The virtual unanimity with which the Chinese speak on the issue
reflects the widely shared views of the World War II and of Japanese
militarism, which have 'b e e n reinforced by the government-sponsored
news media, education, and academic research. A comparatively far
more pluralistic society, Japan has been the center stage for this
prolonged drama. In a way, the debate over the Nanjing Atrocity is a

, microcosm of the clashes between larger ideological undercurrents in
Japanese society, in terms of evaluating the past and making choices
for the future. So far it has served its participants rather well.
To some perpetrators the debate was a last chance of public confes
sion before leaving this world. To many others, it has been an occa
sion to demonstrate their unshaken faith, whet.her in sino-Japanese
friendship or Japan's past innocence. To the news media it simply
makes a good story. And, for serious historians, it may also be a
useful exercise of their academic skills, provided that they are not
overwhelmed by the profusion and confusion.

The story does not end here. The many factors that have been at
work to make the Nanjing Atrocity a twentieth-century Rashomon phen-
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omenon are unlikely to disappear in the near future. While the
Japanese wartime atrocities in China have become a field of study in
both China and Japan, the Nanjing Atrocity remains at its center. As
the research topic has itself widened and new areas have begun to be
explored, the dispute over the actual death toll has lost some of its
predominance with time, but to many the body count is what it counts.
Unfortunately, the dead cannot speak for themselves, as they did in
Akatagawa's story. New questions have to be asked and comparisons
made before we are able to understand what happened in Nanjing better
not so much the events themselves but their meanings in history. All
these point to that conclusion that as an issue of debate the Nanjing
Atrocity is far from being dead.
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