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4 National mythmaking and the
problems of history in
Sino-Japanese relations

He Yinan

The Sino-Japanese War from 1937 to 1945 was unparalleled in either coun-
try’s history of external conflicts given its enormous scale, brutality and
destructiveness. However, for thirty-seven: years after the war’s end; the his-
torical interpretation of that war was never a serious political issue between
Japan and China. The turning point came in 1982 when a bilateral dispute
erupted over-Japan’s history textbooks. Since then, acrimonious disputes
over perspectives of history have remained unabated. Since the 1990s the rise
of Chinese economic power has been accompanied by rapidly increasing
bilateral economic cooperation, and yet their political relationship is strained
periodically by the problems of history.'

That the legacy of history continues to bedevil Japan—China refations into:
the twenty-first century defies two conventional wisdoms. First is the hope
that time heals all wounds: the more distant the trauma, the more likely that
painful memories would fade away. Second is the belief that increasing dip-
lomatic, economic and social interactions between both nations would miti-
gate historical grievances. Why did China and Japan quarrel over history only
from the early 1980s and not immediately after the war?

This chapter addresses the question by introducing the concept of histori-
cal mythmaking, It first outlines the key assumptions of historical mythmak-
ing. Next, it examines the origins and evolution of historical myths in Japan
and China before the 1980s. Following that is an explanation of how myth-
making patterns in both countries have shifted profoundly since the 1980s
leading to disputes about history and casting a shadow over bilateral rela-
tions. | argue that the divergence of national merories created by élite histori-
cal mythmaking perpetuated and reinforced the problems of history in
Japan—China relations. Throughout the postwar period, mythmaking about
the history of the war has been prevalent in both countries. But before the
1980s, the mainstream historical narratives of both countries conflicted
fess with each other. The problems of history: were: subdued: because both
governments were willing to put aside emotional issues i order. to concen-
trate on attaining some immediate geo-strategic interests against the back-
drop of the Cold War, When the domestic political contexts changed in the
early 1980s, flagrantly nationalistic historical myths flourished and the gap
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btstween the two cogntries’ war memories widened, causing serious political
d;‘qutes over the issue of history. The hope of resolving the problems
of history through bilateral ties hinges on joint and honest efforts to

13 " : 123 . . .
de-mythify” national histories and work towards a shared transnational
IREIOrY.

The concept of historical mythmaking

National myths are half-truth narratives and beliefs about the origins, iden-
tity and purposes of a nation. They form an integral part of the ideoiogical
and spiri.tual foundation for nation and nationalism. Anthony Smith writes;
“what gives nationalism its power are myths, memories, traditions and:
Zymbois of ethnic heritflge and the way in which a popular living pa;t has
inice?fjg?;?siz:?’? b_e, rediscovered and reinterpreted by modern nationalist
mony The et i the el gloresion s e g Taertte it

' { . s or fabricates
glaqns of national virtue. Besides, past achievements, perceptions of victim-
1zation can also fuel self-glorification because they create a “cult of national
ma{'tyrdom” that bestows upon the nation moral superiority and legitimizes
national missions and aspirations.*

The sec_:ond is Il:he self-whitewashing myth which denies or rationalizes past
wropgdomg agamst others. The third is the maligning-others myth which
denigrates others as culturally inferior, and accuses them of malicious intent
or holds them responsible for past trauma. The political élite can create and
nurture these my‘t%ls in order to meet political needs such as enhancing regime
legitimacy, rpobﬂming mass support or winning factional competition.’® If
purveyed widely and perpetuated through textbooks and the media tilese
myths_can shgpe the national collective memory and identity signiﬁcar;tly

Ba}smg mainstream historiography on harmful historical myths often 1e;tds
0 bx.lateral disputes over historical “facts” and historical “responsibility.”
Specifically, the two sides disagree on “who bears what kind of responsibil?éy
to Yvhom for having done what during the past conflict.” Myths that glorif
th:eir_ own states’ beneficent behaviour and fine qualities, deny guilt for com}z
mitting wrongdoing, and blame others for all the suffering create a chasm
between two nations’ interpretations of the past. Such profound disagree-
ment over tl_xe past undermines the obligation to fulfill one country’s histor-
ical responsibility to the other, This includes acknowledging and apologizin
for past wrongs, offering material compensation, and bringing culpable acf
ors to ]USth?. Unfulfilled obligations will then harden the perpetrator’s claim
of its own innocence and the victim’s demand for payment of historical
debts. $o mythmaking begets mythmaking and the gap between national
memories becomes wider, perpetuating bilateral conflict over the issue of
history.

However, mythmaking does not automatically result in historiographic
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clashes. It is possible that states, under certain political circumstances,
may create national myths that converge with one another; two sides may
agree on a false narrative of the past conflict. States may also expediently
shelve their disagreement on historical interpretation in favour of more
imminent political interests. In both cases, the problems of history became
latent but not eliminated. When mythmaking patterns change in a new
political environment, dormant problems might well erupt.

To resolve these problems and foster mutual understanding and trust,
states should avoid historical mythmaking and build shared memories hon-
estly about their past conflict. H. Richard Niebuhr notes: “where common
memory is lacking, where people do not share in the same past, there can be
no real community, and where community is to be formed common memory
must be created . .. the measure of our unity is the extent of our common
memory.”” Shared historical memory should first be established through joint
research and dialogue between independent historians of the relevant coun-
tries. Historical collaboration will not only help to set the record straight, but
also bridge the gap between nationally bounded interpretations of history.
Collaborative writing will help settle the past between former enemy states
and foreclose further disputes over history.

Constructing historical myths in the pre-normalization years

The aftermath of the Sino-Japanese war saw both countries trying to come to
gtips with their traumatic wartime experiences. In the process of remember-
ing and forgetting their national past, political élites harbouring special polit-
ical-ideological goals and interests constructed historical myths that tried to
glorify or whitewash the actions of one’s own pation while blaming others for
causing the tragedy, Owing to the structural imperative of the Cold War, the
war memories of both countries converged on some interpretations while-
divergences were intentionally downplayed or side-stepped. Consequently;;
despite historical mythmaking by both countries and the non-settlement:
of the historical burden during this period, bilateral conflict over war
historiography was by and large absent. i

Myths in Japanese war memory

After the war ended, three political goals topped the immediate agenda of the
Japanese ruling élite: to consolidate conservative control of state power in the
face of the leftist challenge, to mobilize public support for economic recovery,
and to justify collaboration with the United States. Reinventing history to
boost the prestige and influence of conservative powers became an important
political instrument in order to achieve these goals.

Specifically, the conservative élites created three main national myths that
erbodied a minimalist approach to Japanése wat guilt. First was the “myth
of the military clique” which held only a small group of military warmongers




72 Japan's Relations with China

responsible for the war of aggression and claimed that the rest of the nation
(including the Emperor, the majority of the conservative ruling class, and
ordinary Japanese people) were innocent victims of the war. ‘Second was the
Western-biased approach that held Japan responsible for opening hostilities
against the Western powers but ignored its actions of aggression and its
atrocities in Asian countries. Third is the notion of “sacrifice as.heroic” that
gave imperial soldiers special honour because they sacrificed themselves for
the nation. From the end of war until the end of American occupation,
Japanese the conservative élite took control of some important institutional
tools in order to disseminate these self-glorifying and self-whitewashing
myths. They were successful largely. because their intention - of> histotical
mythmaking coincided with the American strategy of supporting a stable
conservative government in Tokyo, first to use it to achieve occupation object-
ives and, second to ensure that Japan would be an important anti-communist
ally in Asia. The occupation authorities promoted a so-cailed Pacific War
View of History (Tuiheiyd Sensokan) that emphasized the overwhelming
superiority of American military power as the main cause of Japanese defeat
and held only the Japanese military clique accountable for the war.® Designed
to dismantle the ideological foundation of wartime militarist politics and set
the parameters of Japanese public discourse on the history of the war, the
Pacific War View of History also satisfied the Japanese conservatives’ need to
tone down the issue of war responsibility.?

First of all, the postwar punishment of individuals bearing responsibility
for the war perpetuated the conservative historiography through legal meas-
ures, The Tokyo War Crimes Trial of 1946-48 did not indict Emperor Hirohito
and ascribed war responsibility to only T5j6 and a few top army officers.
Moreover, the Trial focused on Japanese “crimes against peace” in the war
with the Western powers while downplaying the atrocities committed mostly
in Astan countries.'® The trial ended after convicting only twenty-five officials
of the imperial government and sentencing seven of them to death, ail seven
" being former army officers; except T5j6. Thereafter; no further trials were
carried out and all the other suspects were released immediately, !

In the realm of history education, supported by the occupation strategy of
“indirect rule,” the Japanese government gradually regained central control
of educational content through the textbook certification system. and publi-
cation of teaching guidelines.”? As a result, Japanese textbooks in the 1950s
and 1960s purveyed “the myth of the military clique” and emphasized
Japanese victimhood and pacifism, while accounts of Japanese atrocities in
the Asian nations were omitted.® The institutional framework forged by the
government to “bring settlement to the postwar” (sengo shorf) also sustained
the conservative historiography. The government took swift action to pay
generous compensation to war victims associated with the Japanese military
but dragged its feet in providing relief to the general Japanese victims of war,
and its compensation to domestic victims by far exceeded its reparations to
Asia victims." As for war commemoration, an official ceremony dedicated to
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those who had sacrificed their lives for the country }'ms been held annualg on
15 August since 1963, and the govemm_ent 1%ave tacit support to }:he exzf's .1;112;
ing of the war dead at the Yasukuni Shrine. Other_commemoratwe al;: ivi e
hightighted Japanese victim consciousne:ss and unique paczﬁ:smi)sucb_as °
museums and memorial activities dedicated to the atomic bombing o

Hiroshima.'¢

Myths in Chinese Communist historiography

In the first few years after the founding of the People’s Republic of _(}hnl:;a
(PRC), the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) had 'to addm'ss a politically
-unstable environment. Domestically, antiTCom.mumst guerrilla forces sup;
ported by the Kuomintang (KMT) regime. in Tawv‘an and ‘Fhe Us govemrr%end
still operated in various parts of the mamlapd; 1n15ernat1c3n.aily, .the Umte
States appeared to be containing China b}f either dz}'ect military mvtfx?n f;;r
military encirclement in China’s surrounding countries. E‘o enhz_mce_ e e.g11_
imacy of the CCP regime and rally mass support against Amfmcan ﬂn‘pena;] -
ism,” communist ideologues conducted a propaganda campaign extolhqg t ?
CCP while blasting the KMT and the United States as the worst: enem_xez:. o
the Chinese nation. Thus, the national identity of ‘fhe PRC was apchored r;ln
the “defining fundamental fissure” between the Chinese Commu@sts ;ué the
Nationalists (and their American l:gj.lly), rather than the antagonism between
inese and Japanese nations. )
th%%ﬁg:; historiography praised the CCP as the sgle ’I,a-ader gf ﬂ}e (;re;t
Chinese War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression” and hlghhghte the
heroic PLA (People’s Liberation Army) and undcrgroupd res1stacrlwe ganrlz—
paigns led by the CCP. It accused the KM.T of kowtowing to an actively
collaborating with the Japanese aggressors; it branded Fhe {nited States as i
major threat which backed the KMT government in order to sup;l}in?s
Chinese communism. In school textbooks of the 1950s and 60§, the po c1§s
of the KMT and CCP were compared and contrastf:d- to drive hom(ei the
fundamental difference between the traitorous, reactionary KMT and the
patriotic, progressive CCP."® Besides textbooks, the government built v?.rlcius
memorials to the Chinese revolution. The a_nt;-Japanese war was 1’101; smg ed
out for special commemoration but treated as one part of Ch1fna 8 hl_z? e
year struggle against foreign imperialism and dgmesnc reactionary. forces
that ended with the CCP’s victory over the KMT in 1949.. .
Uniike its outright demonization of the KMT and‘}Jmted States, 0?1?63;3
official historiography drew a clear line between “the small hand.g Od
Japanese militarists” and the ordinary Japanese pe_olple,.who were ‘?Ol};f}. e.re_ts
as the Chinese people’s fellow victims of the n.aihta’rists_. This “mi 1ta:15
versus people” theme was consistent \.mth Beijing’s chploma.ucI dstr& eg)tf
toward Washington’s Western allies. Chinese leaders saw the wor dgs_no
merely dominated by two superpower blocs, bt_it also nven‘by contr? 1_ct1ons
between superpowers and smaller powers. If China could build a revolutionary
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United Front with socialist countries and smaller Western powers, it would
erode international support for the US-led containment against China. Being
the most important ally of the United States in Asia, Japan was treated as an
important target of the United Front strategy. Differentiating Japanese mili-
tarists and ordinary people in remembrance of the war was deemed useful
by the Chinese leaders in order to enhance a favourable impression of
Communist China in Japanese society and to encourage Tokyo to abandon
the UJS-Japan security afliance. .

Therefore, compared to the vivid, detailed description of the roles played
by the KMT and CCP during the war, textbook treatment of Japanese pol-
icies and actions was rather cut-and-dried, rarely providing concrete data or
examples. It did not mince words in condemning Japan for its long-held
ambitions of imperialist expansion. But most textbooks focused their attack
not on the Japanese nation as a whole, but on ridi (Japanese imperialism),
rifun (Japanese military), or rikou (Japanese invaders). And Chinese official
statements throughout this period held that ordinary Japanese people were
not responsible for the war because they did not want it and suffered tremen-
dously themselves. Chinese propaganda urged the Japanese people to unite
with the Chinese people to oppose Tokyo’s alliance with Washington, which
might well drag Japan into another disastrous war,®

Noticeably, China’s differentiated approach to the question. of war
responsibility largely overlapped with the “myth of the military. clique” in
Japanese conservative historiography. Apart from this convergence, how-
evet, Chinese official historiography- diverged from the other two: Japanese
historical myths, the glorious image of the imperial army and the denial of
Asian victimization due to Japanese aggression. To avoid engendering
national hatred against Japan that would have confused it with China’s true
archenemies, the KMT and the United States, the Chinese government
chose to set aside its disagreement with Japan over history. One thing it did
was to suppress domestic truth-telling about Japanese war crimes and Chi-
nese suffering. Textbooks rarely mentioned Japanese atrocities and, when
they did, blamed the failure of the KMT defense strategy just as bitterly as
their condemnation of Japanese barbarism. Academic research. on - this
topic was suppressed. In the early 1960s, historians at the History Depart-
ment of Nanjing University had already conducted a comprehensive
investigation of the Nanjing Massacre but it remained unpublished until
1979 when it was only printed for internal circulation. When the Chinese
Judge at the Tokyo Trial, Mei Ruao, called for more historical research of
the Nanjing Massacre in the 1960s, he was accused of “stirring up national
hatred and revenge™ against the Japanese people.® Movies on the Sino-
Japanese war conspicuously avoided showing Japanese atrocities and the
tremendous suffering of Chinese people because otherwise they would be
disseminating sentimentalism and capitalist humanitarianism that would
“dilute our hatred of imperialism” and “lower our morale” against the

enemies.”!
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Externally, Beijing was exceptionally generous w}}en handling historical
legacies with Japan. The CCP Central Committ.ee decided in ]qte,1955 on two
principles of dealing with war criminals: no smgie_war lcmmnal should be
executed or sentenced to life in jail, and verdicts of imprisonment should be
fimited to a very small mumber of people.” By then about 1,000 Japanese war
criminals were detained in China, of whom only forty-five were sentenced to
prison in the 1956 war criminal trials while all the f)ti}ers were pardoned and
quickly repatriated. And all those sentenced war criminals, exce;z)st one person
who died during the prison term, were released by Ma‘rch 1964, . ‘

Regarding Japanese war reparations, although officially reserving the right
to demand war reparations after Chiang Kai-shek repounced it in the‘: 1952
Japan-ROC peace treaty, Beijing never made reparations a precondition or
bargaining chip in order to establish good relations }Vlth Japan. In' 1957, a
member of a visiting Japan Socialist Party (JSP) delegation askfad Premier Zhou
Enlai if the Chinese government could adopt a generous policy on the repar-
ations issue. This incident triggered an internal policy debategover reparations
among the top leaders who subsequently decided that China would wa;:fe
demands for reparations as a gesture of friendship to the Japanese people.

The 1970s: tacit cover-up of the history issue

Towards the end of the 1960s, Sino-Soviet confrontation escalated while
China and the United States sought political rapprochement. Sufp profound
changes in the US-USSR-PRC triangular relations compelled Beijing to forge
a strategic alignment with Japan against the common threat from. Moscow.
Japan also found the alignment beneficial because its con_ﬁdence in the_ Us
defense commitment weakened after President Nixon issued the‘ Nixon
Doctrine signifying American retrenchment in Asia. In or.d-er to obtain these
immediate strategic gains, both China and Japan were willing to paper over
differences on historiography. . .

Symbolic gestures of contrition were not rare in Japanpsg diplomacy
toward China in the 1970s. Even before becoming Prime Mm:stt.ar', Tanaka
believed that Japan’s apology for the war was the iﬁrs.t .preconfi_mon for a
Sino-Japanese diplomatic breakthrough.” During his visit to Beijing to sign
the joint communiqué of diplomatic normahzat‘lon, he spoke o‘t: the
“unfortunate period” of bilateral history over which I?e expressed “deep
reflection.” Nevertheless, such an apology was too ambxguogs to settle the
issue of history. In fact, Tanaka did not regard Japan’s actions cle‘arly as
aggression. Ata 1973 Diet session, he said that whe.th(-‘:r2 ‘ghe war :wzth China was
aggressive or not had to be left for future evaluatpn. Nor did Fhe _Japanese
government intend to pay war Teparations at the time of normalization.

But Beijing quickly accepted Tokyo's superficial a.pology .and conggded
claims for war reparations in exchange for early diplomatic recognition.
Shortly before Tanaka’s visit to China, Chairman Mao Z_edc:mg issued
an internal-policy - instruction that Sino-Japanese normalization would
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“contribute to the struggle against the American and Soviet hegemonism,
especially the Soviet revisionism,” but was also useful for opposing a Japanese
militarist revival, liberating Taiwan, and mitigating tensions in Asia.”” So at
the first of the three Zhou Enlai-Takeiri Meetings, the preparatory meetings
before reaching the joint communigué, China had already offered to forgo
war reparations.”® Disagreements on the history problem did emerge when
China took issue with the phrase that Prime Minister Tanaka used at the
welcoming banquet, “Japan caused trouble to the Chinese people,” when
referring to the war. While Zhou managed to have the joint communiqué
include a more serious expression than Tanaka’s, he pointed out generously
right away that both the Chinese and Japanese people were traumatized
during the war.”

These goodwill gestures brushed aside the history issue and placed political
factors such as the problems of Taiwan and anti-hegemony clause-at the
centre of normalization negotiations. Strategic interests continued to dictate
the subsequent peace treaty negotiations. At the end of the 1970s, the Ohira
administration decided to extend low-interest yen loan programmes to China.
While some Chinese perceived Tokyo's economic aid as in lieu of reéparations,
geo—poiiticgl and economic interests were the important considerations that
prompted Ohira to extend aid to China.*® Moreover, Tokyo did not make any
official statemnent explicitly linking the aid programmes to Japanese agores-
sion. So the Chinese public tends to believe that Japan has never compensated
Chinese war victims at ali.

1982 and beyond: the problems of history erupted

Shifting strategic agendas and domestic power struggles since the 1980sled to
a reconstructed collective memory in both Japan and China. This process
involved not only the ruling élite who shaped ideology but also dissident
intellectnals, grass-root social groups and even ordinary people who sub-
verted the standard state historiography with their own recollections and
understandings of history. The easing up of Cold War tensions weakened the
political incentives for both nations to cap private memories and restrain
disputes over history. In Japan, the domestic debate over war history inter-
pretation evolved into a focal point of international attention. In China, the
grip of communist ideology on the public memory slackened gradually. More
and more Chinese people have come to hold belligerent emotions about the
entire Japanese nation rather than just the small military clique. Therefore,
bilateral historiographic divergence escalated dramatically and became an
outstanding source of bilateral political disputes and tensions.

Re-negotiating Japanese national identity

Contending forces from both the political left and right emerged and chal-
lenged the dominance of the old myths in Japanese collective memory; First,
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the progressive view of history held by the political left urged the Japanese
people to face up to Japan’s wartime atrocities in Asia. Although many
Japanese had been guilt ridden with regard to China since the end of World
War I, it was not until the 1970s that Japanese society saw an outpouring of
first-hand testimony of Japanese war crimes in the mass media. Most notably,
Asahi Shimbun reporter Honda Katsuichi published his book Chagoku no
Tabi (The Journey in China) based on his visits to many areas in China where
he interviewed surviving Chinese victims of the Japanese army’s war crimes.”!

Honda’s writings were soon followed by the publication of other private
war memoirs that presented candidly both Japanese suffering and atrocities.
By the late 1980s, such activities had evolved into organized truth-telling
campaigns spearheaded by citizens’ groups that involved testimony by not
only Japanese people but also war victims in other Asian countries.” By
highlighting the long neglected Japanese individual and state responsibility to
Asian victims and calling for genuine atonement, progressive historians
sought to debunk the conservative myths that only a small number of militar-
ists were guilty, that Japan was sorry to Western countries but not Asian
countries, and that Japanese soldiers were heroes.

Domestic left-wing actions were reinforced by protests against Japanese
conservative historiography by other Asian countries like China and South
Korea, bringing the issue of renegotiating the Japanese national identity to a
wider international audience. This was how the 1982 textbook controversy
broke out. Under concerted domestic and international pressure, the Japanese
government took some conciliatory steps in allowing greater coverage of
Asian victimization in school education. At the end of the textbook contro-
versy, the Japanese government agreed to revise the problematic textbooks
and promised to “pay full heed to this criticism (from Asian countries about
descriptions in Japanese textbooks) in promoting friendship and good will
with the nearby countries of Asia.”™

The second challenge to the mainstream conservative historiography was
the right-wing, neo-nationalist view of history which emerged as a backlash
to both the progressive and conservative narratives. Since the 1980s, the right-
wingers have fiercely attacked the government for bending to foreign coun-
tries so as to include accounts of Japanese war atrocities in history textbooks,
They believed that such a “masochistic” view of the nation’s history would
hurt national pride and vitality. The past two decades also saw many neo-
nationalist politicians making Freudian slips which glorified Tokyo’s war of
aggression in Asia, claiming that Japan fought a good war to liberate the
Asian colonies from the West. The right-wingers also advocated a revisionist
perspective on the Tokyo War Crimes Trial, calling it victor’s justice and
arguing that Japan should not be singled out for condemnation because other
Western countries had done the same in wars.

As far as the Japanese government is concerned, it did not try to hold back
the right-wing influence on historical interpretation. To be sure, Tokyo's
confidence on the US defense commitment to Japan had gradually recovered
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towards the end of the 1970s when there was a renewal of East-West
confrontation. The US-Japan security alliance was particularly strengthened
after Prime Minister Nakasone and President Reagan exchanged visits
in 1983, With its geo-strategic interests reassured, Tokyo’s top priority
now was to instill pride in Japan’s national identity and seek a ieadership
role for the nation in international affairs commensurate with its économic
power. In support of such internationalist diplomacy, some conservative
leaders like Prime Minister Nakasone even propagated the neo-nationalist
view of history. In his view, the humiliating defeat in World War II, seven
years of foreign occupation, and Japan’s long-time status as a Junior partner
of the United States stripped a strong sense of national purpose away
from the post-war generation. So Nakasone advocated “a transformation of
national consciousness.” He remarked: “The first necessity is a change in
our thinking. Having ‘caught up,” we must now expect others to try to catch
up with us. We must seek out a new path for ourselves and open it up
ourselves,”*

To challenge symbolically the post-war taboos that were supposed to have
shackled Japan, Nakasone became the first postwar Japanese leader to visit
the Yasukuni Shrine in an official capacity on 15 August 1985, the anni-
versary of the war’s end. Shortly before the visit, Nakasone openly expressed
his disagreement with the Tokyo War Crimes Trial which he believed had
“spread throughout Japan a self-torturing belief that our country was to
b_lame for everything.” He asserted: “whatever happens, the state must con-
tmue to exist. It is the people who inevitably either bask in glory or are
exposed to disgrace, because they are the people. Casting disgrace aside,
advancing forward in the pursuit of glory—this is the essence of the nation
and of the people.”® '

In the 1990s, stung by the lack of international appreciation for its substan-
tial financial contribution to the US-led Gulf War, Tokyo sought to play a
more active international role, including deploying its military abroad for UN
peacekeeping. Given the political culture of pacifism that emerged. in Japan
after its defeat in World War II, the conservative élites have glossed over
.Japan’s past militarism to win public support for this new international activ-
ism. In this decade, many Japanese cabinet ministers and Diet members
visited the Yasukuni Shrine on 15 August. Hashimoto Ryiitard even repeated
the Prime Minister’s visit in July 1996, a decade after Nakasone’s last visit. In
recent years, Monbushd (Ministry of Education) has retreated from a limited
tolerance of the progressive historiography in school education. Textbooks
approved in 2000 markedly deleted or watered down descriptions of military
atrocities.® In 2001, Monbushd approved the textbook compiled by the
ultra-nationalist Japan Society for History Textbook Reform. Not surpris-
ingly, China and the two Koreas have vociferously denounced the new
neo-nationalist inspired textbook.
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Old and new myths in Chinese historiography

The Cold War constraints on Chinese foreign policy waned since the eatly
1980s. At the 12th CCP Congress in September 1982, Beijing formally
endorsed an “independent foreign policy” that sought to improve relations
with the Soviet Union, maintain good relations with the United States (but to
avoid getting too close to it), and reinvigorate solidarity with the Third
World. Although the continuing Soviet threat prevented China from becom-
ing truly independent of US strategic support, at least rhetorically Beijing
vowed to disengage from the superpower struggle and focus on domestic
economic programmes. Deng Xiaoping and his protégés gave top priority to
economic modernization, the success of which is largely hinged on a general
strategy of reform and opening up to the West, including Japan. But the
reform-oriented strategy confronted resistance from communist old guards.
Economically, Party conservatives like Chen Yun questioned the wisdom of
encouraging enterprise autonomy, free market mechanisms and private sec-
tors, especially when the negative side effects of reform and openness such as
unemployment and inflation, commercialism and higher crime rates material-
ised.”” In the political domain, conservative old guards within the CCP
blamed the reform leaders for a laxity in ideological indoctrination that had
given tise to increasingly dangerous intellectual demands for political
reforms. They found political allies among senior military leaders, who criti-
cized Deng’s military modernization programme for mistakenly emphasizing
“pragmatism over ideology” and undermining the role and prestige of the
PLA (People’s Liberation Army).”

To build a broad support base for the general strategy of reform and
openness, Deng compromised with conservative communist leaders, espe-
cially on certain political and ideological fronts. Deng’s move was not merely
a tactical retreat becanse Deng himself was afraid that too much freedom in
the ideological domain would undermine the Party’s power. Although Deng
accepted international economic interdependence, he also insisted on protect-
ing China from excessive foreign influence, especially if such influence seemed
to threaten the ruling foundation of the CCP regime. Thus, the government
began to foster a mixture of what Michel Oksenberg calls “confident nation-
alism” and “assertive nationalism”.*® It was more or less confident and
affirmative in the economic sphere but remained rigid and assertive in the
ideological and cultural spheres where it depicted Western powers as a nega-
tive out-group whose interests conflicted with those of the in-group, the
Chinese nation.

This “assertive nationalism” was not only useful in appeasing communist
hard-liners who opposed open-door economic reform, it could also strengthen
national cohesion and divert public attention away from the negative side
effects of economic reforms such as social inequality, corruption, and lack of
social welfare, With the inexorable decline of ideological appeal following the
crackdown on the 1989 Tiananmen movement, assertive nationalism now
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underpins the communist regime’s legitimacy. State propaganda accentuated
the differences between China and other nations, trying to rally public sup-
port to the socialist state and keep out Western styles of democracy.¥
Reflecting this transformation in the political environment, official histori-
ography changed considerably. The new historiography no longer centred on
the ideological and political conflict between the CCP and KMT. Now that
national unification with Taiwan had become a lofty cause, the KMT (which
represented the anti-independence constituency in Taiwan) became regarded
as an ally rather than enemy of the mainland government. Rather, the “fun-
damenta] fissure” defining Chinese national identity now shifted to the con-
flict between the Chinese and those foreign nations that had invaded and
humiliated China in the past, especially Japan. '

Since the mid-1980s, the government has implemented patriotic education
using the past history of resisting foreign aggression in Chinese schools.*! The
war of resistance against Japan was an indispensable source material of this
education campaign. Rather than being buried in the long history of “revo-
lutionary struggle,” the war was singled out as China’s most important
external conflict because “China could claim its first complete victory against
foreign invaders.”*

While praising the leading role of the CCP in winning the war, the new
narrative also eulogized Chiang Kai-shek for not abandoning military resist-
ance and even affirming the common ground of the KMT and CCP in oppos-
ing foreign aggressors. Textbooks published according to the 1986 Teaching
Guideline for the first time introduced detailed treatment of the conventional
military campaigns fought by KMT troops. New war movies also portrayed
the Nationalist government in an unprecedentedly positive light. The movie
Xuezhan Taierzhuang (The Bloody Battle of Taierzhuang) particularly stood
out as the first film made in the mainland that broke the taboo on military
campaigns by KMT troops against the Japanese invaders.”

The new historiography substituted the “vicious Japanese imperialist
aggressors” for the erstwhile KMT villains. Since the late 1980s, textbooks
have covered a more comprehensive range of Japanese war crimes than
before, providing vivid descriptions, concrete statistics, pictures, and even
paming individual villages or persons victimized by Japanese atrocities.* War
movies made since the 1980s have also highlighted Japanese brutality and
Chinese suffering.*’

At the same time, war commemoration in China brought Japanese brutality
into the centre of national memory. A memorial for victims of the Nanjing
Massacre was completed on the 40th anniversary of the end of the war. On
the front wall was inscribed “VICTIMS 300,000” (Beijing’s official estimate

of fatalities) in Chinese, English, and Japanese, and on the inner wall of the

museum was written in large character “Never Forget National Humiliation™
(wuwang guochi). Many other museums have also been constructed since mid-
1980s at the various sites of Japanese atrocities, and almost all of them were
designated as sites of patriotic education for school children, the youth, and
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soldiers.*® Academics also conducted deeper investigations of Japanese atro-
cities in the mainland. The past two decades have seen an enormous amount
of academic works, government documents released, and many international
conferences held on the subject of the Nanjing Massacre.”’

Societal challenges to official myths

"The new official focus on Japanese brutality and Chinese misery during the
war stimulated victim consciousness among the Chinese public with regard
to Japan. Ironically, many ordinary Chinese resented their government’s
previous cover-up of Japanese atrocities and were disgusted by state propa-
ganda on Sino-Japanese friendship. Although official historiography still dis-
tinguishes between Japanese militarists and ordinary Japanese people, Chinese
popular understanding of the war has blurred this divide. Best-selling books,
Internet chat rooms and other private discussion forums on war history
commonly attributed the invasion to the Japanese national character and
traditional culture including Emperor-worship and the bellicose samurai
spirit of Bushido. Many Chinese now believe that it was not just the small
group of militarists but the entire Japanese nation that was brutal, aggressive,
and unrepentant.”

Besides mass cynicism towards official historiography, an avant-garde cul-
tural élite has also rejected state propaganda. An early controversial film on
the war was the internationally acclaimed Hong Gao Liang (Red Sorghum)
adapted from Mo Yan’s novel. Mo based his novel on orally transmitted
stories in his hometown. It was indeed a ground-breaking work which suc-
cessfully conveyed private memories of the war that had been expunged from
the official narrative. The main characters in the novel were ordinary men and
women living in the countryside who “do not consider themselves to be part
of any organized fighting force, nor do they consider themselves to be fight-
ing on the side of righteousness. . .. For these fighters there is no PLA, no
Communist Party, no Chairman Mao. They fight to survive, they fight for
their land, their native soil (xiangt«). To be a hero is to fight the Japanese.”*

Similar stories in other lterary works include the trilogy of novels by You
Fengwei® (one of which, Shengcun or “Survival” was later made into a
movie), and Guizi Lai Le, or “Devils at the Doorstep”, by a vanguard
Chinese actor-director, Jiang Wen.*! Adding his sarcastic touch, Jiang turned
the original story to a farce that mocked the stupidity of those Chinese
people who held to the illusion of peaceful negotiation with the Japanese
invaders without realizing that the Japanese had no conscience but only greed
and barbarism. You and Jiang’s works exemplified a society-based intel-
lectual attempt to smash the half century-long national myth about an
honourable and triumphant war. Their natratives also challenged the politi-
cized dichotomy between Japanese militarists and the Japanese people, and
between Chinese patriots and traitors.
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Conclusion

Since the 1980s, the war memories of the two countries have collided. While
the Japanese and Chinese governments still maintain the “myth of the mili-
tary clique”, public support in the mainland for this interpretation had crum-
bled. In the mid-1980s waves of anti-Japanese student demonstrations
erupted in Beijing and many big cities. Although also motivated by public
resentment against official corruption and social inequality, student demon-
strations revealed that genuine anti-Japanese sentiments were deeply
entrenched among ordinary Chinese people. In fact, anti-Japan mass demon-
strations routinely became a political concern for both governments on anni-
versaries of the war or at times of bilateral diplomatic disputes, such as
during the 1996 Diacyu/Senkaku Islands incident. Also, societal demands for
Japanese official restitution, especially grass-roots campaigns demanding
Japanese compensation of individual Chinese war victims, have grown since
the early 1990s.

When the public was agitated, the government faced a difficult dilemma.
On the one hand, Beijing attempted to restrain anti-Japanese popular nation-
alism in case it jeopardized the key interests in Sino-Japanese cooperation.
On the other hand, the government has to maintain a hard-line policy
towards Japan lest the public criticize its “soft-kneed” diplomacy and chal-
lenge regime legitimacy. For instance, during the Asian Cup soccer tourna-
ment held in China in summer 2004, driven by the deep-rooted sense of
historical grievances against Japan, Chinese soccer fans aimed raucous boo-
ing at the Japanese team. When Tokyo lodged formal protests, Beijing replied
that some Japanese media and politicians tried to politicize the issue by over-
reacting to the behaviour of a small number of radical fans. However, Beijing
simultaneously urged Chinese fans to exercise self-restraint and deployed a
large number of riot police outside the stadium during the final game
between China and Japan.” So far the government has managed to suppress
large-scale anti-Japanese mass movements, but doing so will be Jess and less
successful with the bilateral problems of history erupting frequently and
anti-Japanese popular nationalism brewing widely in Chinese society.

Both countries have vet to take any significant steps to promote a shared
historical memory honestly that would help mitigate the problems of history.
Moreover, increased bilateral exchanges did not necessarily forge a common
understanding of history between the two neighbours. For example, the edu-
cation exchanges held between the Chinese Teacher’s Union and the Japanese
Teacher’s Union since the mid-1980s were mostly confined to class visits and
teachers’ meetings while critique of textbooks focused on Japanese text-
books only.®® The Chinese side insisted on Japanese soul-searching as the
solution to bilateral history disputes but declined to reflect on its own dis-
tortion of historiography.* Neither did the Japanese government feel
obliged to incorporate results of such exchanges by authorizing new school
textbooks,

i
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The burden of history will continue to weigh heavily in contemporary
Japan-China relations in the twenty-first century. Against the backdrop of
China’s vibrant economy and Japan’s stagnation, the current nationalistic
mythmaking patterns in both countries will only aggravate the Japanese per-
ception of the “China threat” and Chinese suspicion of Japan’s jealousy and
desire to stunt its growth. Without the two states abandoning mythmaking in
national historiographies, bilateral relations are unlikely to improve signifi-
cantly even if Japan were to recover. It takes both vision and commitment to
genuine reconciliation for China and Japan to take real steps in researching
and writing about their common past in war and peace honestly.
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