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INTRODUCTION 

 Although over sixty years have elapsed since the end of the Second World War, 

the legacy of that conflict has had global implications, the effects of which are still visible 

today. The former Axis powers, Japan and Germany in particular, are still trying to 

reconcile with that past. One aspect of the wartime experience that has caused greater 

reflection in these two countries is the issue of war crimes, which led to the Nuremberg 

and Tokyo war crimes tribunals in Germany and Japan respectively. These two landmark 

events in international law, along with the context of the Allied occupations in which 

they occurred, set the stage for what have become the most contested aspects of historical 

memory in Germany and Japan.  

While today critics contend that the Federal Republic of Germany has reconciled 

with victims and accepted the atrocities of the past as a call to moral action, the 

international media asserts that Japan has lagged behind in refusing to apologize and 

acknowledge its past wrongdoing. Because of the scale of the Second World War, and 

due to the continuing geopolitical importance of these two states, political and social 

theorists have long debated the factors that led Germany and Japan to their unique 

interpretations of war crimes. This study will analyze how the postwar regimes in 

Germany and Japan have portrayed war crimes, and by extension, the war itself. Rather 

than present an exhaustive investigation of how each state has engaged with the past, the 

goal here is to focus on comparing these legacies on a broader level, and determining the 

causal factors that led to those conceptions of memory. 

 The legacy of World War II is imperative because war memory still influences 

German and Japanese foreign policy. Particularly in terms of relationships with victims 



of war crimes, contrasting narratives of the war remain a point of contention that hampers 

the establishment of closer cooperation. Recollection of the war also factors in domestic 

political decision-making in both countries, and a political figure’s conception of the war 

is an important component of that figure’s ideological outlook. Each state continues to 

define itself vis-à-vis its conduct in World War II, and therefore the war is pertinent to 

any study of contemporary Japan or Germany. On a broader level, scholars and 

policymakers can use these two states to predict how countries with more recent 

incidences of war crimes may cope with the memory of these crimes in the future, and 

thereby determine which policy approaches would best suit such states. 

 The goal of this study is not only to explain how interpretations progressed 

throughout the postwar period, but also to get at the essential cause of that development. 

This study will show that international politics, and especially the Cold War as the 

dominant narrative of the postwar, had the most significant impact on how the German 

and Japanese governments handled their wartime legacies. When studying the three 

successor regimes to the two Axis states, the German Democratic Republic, the Federal 

Republic of Germany and Japan, it is clear that Cold War politics affected the way that 

governments analyzed the past. Beginning with the Allied occupations, the Cold War 

emerged as a foundation for portrayals of war crimes, and subsequent Cold War events 

contributed to the evolution of those narratives. When after nearly fifty years of 

ideological hostility the Cold War ended, Japanese and reunified German understandings 

of the war underwent marked, albeit disparate, changes. 

 Given that the Federal Republic of Germany and Japan both became stable 

democracies after Allied occupation, one chief question is why these two states 
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developed such contrasting understandings of their roles in the Second World War. One 

prominent theory stresses cultural factors, that is to say the dissimilarity of these two 

societies can explain why the war narratives are distinctive. Ian Buruma presents the 

typical cultural argument, contending that “the Germans, riddled with guilt, feel the need 

to confess their sins, to unburden their guilt and be forgiven; the Japanese wish to remain 

silent and, above all, wish others to remain silent too, for the point is not guilt in the eyes 

of God, but public shame, embarrassment, “face.””1  

While cultural concerns certainly have an impact on behavior, this argument does 

not hold up when one considers the German Democratic Republic, which shared its 

cultural history with the West German Federal Republic. These two German regimes 

were on opposite ends of the spectrum of accepting war guilt, and the Cold War created 

this divide. Likewise, the idea that Japan is a ‘shame’ culture that lies in opposition to a 

German ‘guilt’ culture ignores the fact that a large portion of the Japanese population has 

expressed guilt and remorse for Japanese actions in Asia, evidence that is often neglected 

when one takes a solely government-centered approach in studying the issue. Rather, the 

postwar political dynamic better explains why the Japanese government has resisted calls 

for more sincere apology. 

In order to analyze and explain the legacies of war crimes, this study will present 

the progression of official policies and politicians’ rhetoric about the war. When 

necessary, especially in the Japanese case, I will consider the actions of non-official 

actors, as well as the feelings of war crimes’ victims. These non-political actors 

demonstrate that in spite of popular perceptions of German and Japanese behavior, there 

                                                 
1 Ian Buruma, The Wages of Guilt: Memories of War in Japan and Germany (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1994), 253. 
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is much more to say about how individuals interpret the war. While official portrayals 

have been based on Cold War politics, individual conceptions are based on personal 

experience, creating narratives that often contrast with the over-arching national one. To 

understand the broader trends, I will focus on specific historical moments, in the form of 

speeches, commemorative events, legal decisions related to war issues, and matters of 

controversy that highlight the most contested aspects of war memory and which have 

continued to the present day. Because the two Germanys and Japan had dissimilar 

responses to war crimes, the content of each section will be somewhat different, although 

I will draw on comparisons between states at definite historical moments. 

The body of the paper is divided into three chapters, which break down the 

postwar period from 1945 to the mid-2000’s. The first chapter looks at the postwar 

Allied-run occupations and the particular circumstances that set the stage for contrasting 

portrayals of war crimes. Country-specific occupation conditions, as well as the 

emergence of the Cold War, demonstrate how understanding of World War II rapidly 

changed in this brief period. The second chapter presents the entire Cold War period 

following Allied occupations, in which each postwar state’s own Cold War-influenced 

interpretations came to full fruition. While not nearly exhaustive in presenting every facet 

of engagement with war crimes, one can gauge how Cold War-related political events 

contributed to a changing concept of guilt and responsibility toward the past. While the 

sections on West and East Germany focus on the actions of political actors, the section on 

Japan diverts more attention to non-political actors because the Japanese government 

took less control of the war narrative throughout this period. Lastly, the third chapter 

covers the post Cold War period up to the present, analyzing how the end of this global 
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ideological conflict shifted the way that the war has been viewed in the now only two 

successor regimes in Germany and Japan. In my conclusion I discuss the relatively recent 

institution of truth commissions, which are becoming a new international norm that 

serves a complementary role to war crimes tribunals for states dealing with past war 

crimes. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

German and Japanese War Interpretations During Occupation and the 

Beginning of the Cold War 

 Over the past sixty years, war crimes have become a salient global issue. While 

the international community has established an International Criminal Court to serve as a 

permanent body to prosecute war crimes, there are still many issues for victims trying to 

seek justice in these cases. The as yet unresolved concept of war crimes reaches back to 

the Second World War, when the victorious Allies set up the first war crimes tribunals 

against Axis Germany and Japan. In these first trials based in Nuremberg and Tokyo, 

prosecutable crimes included crimes against peace, crimes against humanity, and the 

crime of aggressive war.   

In creating the legal principle that individuals could be punished for crimes 

committed on behalf of the state, the Allies hoped to establish a precedent that would 

prevent war crimes from occurring again. In the declaration of the Moscow Conference in 

October 1943, the Allies gave a stern warning regarding their postwar policy on war 

crimes. The declaration states, “Let those who have hitherto not imbued their hands with 

innocent blood beware lest they join the ranks of the guilty, for most assuredly the three 

Allied powers will pursue them to the uttermost ends of the earth and will deliver them to 

their accusors in order that justice may be done.”2 For the first time victims of violating 

regimes would have the ability to seek legal remedy and get recognition for their 

suffering on an international level. 

                                                 
2 “The Moscow Conference: October 1943,” Avalon Project, 2008, 25 Feb. 2010 
<http://avalon.law.yale.edu/wwii/moscow.asp>. 
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 Despite the lofty goal of holding all guilty members of the Axis regimes 

accountable for war crimes, the trials and postwar occupations did not bring total justice 

to victims. Politics came to play a role in how the victors treated war crimes. It would 

also come to dominate portrayals of the two successor regimes in Germany, as well as 

that in Japan. While other cultural and historical factors certainly contributed to war 

crimes portrayals, Cold War politics allowed Germany and Japan to decrease the degree 

of culpability to less than the Allies had advocated. Disparate circumstances between the 

three successor regimes, two in Germany and one in Japan, created the conditions for 

different postwar interpretations of war crimes.  

Cold War Politics in the Occupation of Germany 
 

 At the close of the Second World War, the major Allied powers agreed to hold the 

German government and its population accountable for war crimes committed at the 

direction of and on behalf of the National Socialist regime. Subjecting high-ranking 

political and military figures to tribunals for their roles in planning, directing and carrying 

out war crimes, in Article Six of the Constitution of the International Military Tribunal at 

Nuremberg, agreed to on August 8th, 1845, the Allies held that “leaders, organizers, 

instigators and accomplices participating in the formulation or execution of a common 

plan or conspiracy to commit any of the foregoing crimes are responsible for all acts 

performed by any persons in execution of such plan.”3 This meant that not only 

individuals, but also whole policies of the Nazi regime would face scrutiny.  

After working together in a lengthy and costly war, the Allies were at first united 

in their mission and established a cooperative approach to postwar reconstruction, with 

                                                 
3 “Constitution of the International Military Tribunal,” Avalon Project, 2008, 25 Feb. 
2010 <http://avalon.law.yale.edu/imt/imtconst.asp>. 
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the United States, Britain and the Soviet Union agreeing to divide up specified zones of 

responsibility in September of 1944, and then allotting a zone to France the following 

February at the Yalta Conference.4 At the time the three main Allies shared a common 

bond to totally defeat Germany and ensure that it would “never again threaten the peace 

of Europe.”5 As part of the outcome of that conference, the Allies released the 

“Declaration of Liberated Europe,” in which they stated their intention to restore 

sovereign rights to the liberated peoples of Europe, and to jointly establish interim 

governments on the basis of democratic principles.6 On the issue of war crimes in 

particular, the Allies directed their Foreign Secretaries to consider how to handle German 

and Japanese major war criminals.7 At the subsequent Potsdam Conference, although 

cracks in Allied unity were already set in motion, the Conference’s Declaration expressed 

the joint desire that “stern justice shall be meted out to all war criminals, ” and that 

perpetrators would not escape justice.8 

Although at this point the Allies were preparing to make Japan and Germany 

actively face war crimes, larger political issues began to have an impact on policy in this 

area. Soon after Yalta, American political leaders became concerned about Soviet 

occupation policies in Eastern Europe, which led to mistrust and an altered attitude 

toward postwar strategy. By March 1945, Poland became the central point of contention, 

                                                 
4 David Childs, The GDR: Moscow’s German Ally (London: George Allen and Unwin, 
1983), 2. 
5 Robin Edmonds, “Yalta and Potsdam: Forty Years Afterwards,” International Affairs, 
62.2 (Spring 1986) 198, JSTOR, Tufts University, Medford, MA, 17 Mar. 2010 
<http://www.jstor.org/>. 
6 “Yalta Conference,” Avalon Project, 2008, 25 Feb. 2010 
<http://avalon.law.yale.edu/wwii/yalta.asp>. 
7 “Yalta Conference.” 
8 “Potsdam Declaration,” National Diet Library, 2004, 25 Feb. 2010 
<http://www.ndl.go.jp/constitution/e/etc/c06.html>. 
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as Stalin felt that “the Soviet Union simply had the right to demand for Poland a regime 

that would be friendly towards the USSR” rather than submit to the uncertainty of 

legitimate democratic elections.9 At Potsdam the United States reluctantly accepted the 

Soviet Union’s desired Polish-German border that significantly benefited Poland, 

understanding that the Soviet Union intended to “milk Germany dry.”10 In contrast to the 

cooperative principles outlined at Yalta, the Allies now had different goals for the 

postwar reconstruction based on their own strategic needs. As relations between the 

United States and the Soviet Union became tense, the previous notion of total justice 

gave way to what political leaders deemed to be the political necessity of the present.  

It was the Allies’ individual assessments of strategic necessity, especially the 

United States and the Soviet Union as the two most dominant of this group that pushed 

the West and East German regimes towards different ways of remembering war crimes 

and reconciling with victims. As a result of these early postwar interpretations, the 

respective successor regimes dealt with war crimes in markedly different ways. While 

these political forces led the West German regime to eventually take a broader and more 

apologetic perspective regarding war crimes, in contrast the East German regime 

narrowed its focus to crimes committed against communists, while at the same time it 

downplayed the suffering of other victims. 

 In both cases, however, political circumstances resulted in less responsibility and 

a substantially smaller burden of guilt than the Allies had initially intended. Given that 

these contrasting responses came out of the same shared past, one cannot attribute the 

portrayal of war crimes as essentially a result of German cultural and historical 

                                                 
9 Edmonds, 205. 
10 Edmonds, 212. 
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influences, but rather as an expression of how political circumstances dictate the lens 

with which the past is remembered. As David Art explains in The Politics of the Nazi 

Past in Germany and Austria, one can take the perspective that “dealing with the past is 

less about getting the history right, or reconstructing memory, than about defining the 

basic political ideas and values of contemporary political communities.”11 

Even as the Allies maintained a cooperative framework in dividing up zones of 

occupation with the intention of eventually reuniting them, after the Soviet Union 

unilaterally issued a decree in its occupation zone to establish an anti-fascist government 

on June 10, 1945, the American military government grew more suspicious of Soviet 

intentions for a postwar Germany, building upon the mistrust that resulted from the 

Polish issue.12 As the Truman administration’s view of the Soviet Union shifted from 

cautious but necessary ally to threatening enemy, meting out stern justice for war crimes 

became less of an occupation priority. By the late 1940’s, policies designed to fight the 

contemporary threat of communism took precedence over examining the legacy of 

Germany’s already vanquished and now non-threatening fascism, which made possible 

the justification for lessening the degree of retribution against past perpetrators.  

The Influence of the Cold War on West Germany 

In spite of this new Cold War tension, all of the Allies could agree that the top 

Nazi leadership had to face retribution, and as a result war crimes entered the German 

consciousness through the tribunal set up at Nuremberg following the end of the war. The 

Allies brought indictments against twenty-one Class A war criminals, and membership of 

                                                 
11 David Art, The Politics of the Nazi Past in Germany and Austria (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 19. 
12 Henry Krisch, German Politics Under Soviet Occupation (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1974), 22. 
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the tribunal and the prosecution consisted of the four powers occupying Germany. In 

contrast to the later Tokyo tribunal, the Allies forced all of the relevant senior leadership 

that had been captured and was still alive to stand trial.  

At the start of the tribunal, the Allies wanted to prove to the German people that 

they had been complicit in a criminal regime; not only did they put members of the Nazi 

hierarchy on trial, but they also judged entire Nazi organizations and overall German 

conduct. It was the Americans, in fact, who were the strongest proponents of creating a 

far-reaching tribunal that would establish new tenets of international law.13 The 

Nuremberg Judgment stipulated, “crimes against international law are committed by 

men,” and that these individuals had to be punished for international law to be 

enforced.14 Although already distrustful of one another, the United States and the Soviet 

Union both saw Nuremberg as a means of justifying their present position as victorious 

ng a 

s 

s 

were ongoing, a few years after the conclusion of the trial, Hans Ehard notes that no 

                                                

occupiers. 

 Unlike the parallel tribunal that would follow in Tokyo, by virtue of conqueri

crumbling regime, at Nuremberg the Allies were able to use a staggering amount of 

authentic documentary evidence taken from captured Nazi archives; even for German

who wanted to forget the past, this evidence was incontestable.15 Although ordinary 

Germans may not have wanted to face the true nature of the regime while the tribunal

 
13 Norbert Frei, Adenauer’s Germany and the Nazi Past: The Politics of Amnesty and 
Integration, Joel Golb trans., (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 97. 
14 Wilbourn E. Benton, “Introduction,” Wilbourn E. Benton and Georg Grimm eds. 
Nuremberg: German Views of the War Trials (Dallas: Southern Methodist University 
Press, 1955), 22. 
15 Hans Ehard, “The Nuremberg Trial Against the Major War Criminals and International 
Law,” Wilbourn E. Benton and Georg Grimm eds. Nuremberg: German Views of the 
War Trials (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1955), 85. 
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German can passively overlook what the Allied prosecutors brought out, but rather each 

individual is painfully confronted by the past.16  

In contrast to the accusations offered against the Tokyo tribunal, the German 

population generally felt that the judges had made a thorough effort in coming to their 

decisions; the tribunal acquitted three of the twenty-one defendants, decisions that stood 

in great contrast to the policies of Germany’s own wartime regime.17 Although Cold War 

strategic integration limited the wider German population’s sense of war guilt, the 

tribunal laid the groundwork for discrediting anyone who challenged the basic elements 

that the Allies had presented. The culpability of the Nazi leadership was beyond question, 

but the Cold War allowed West German political leaders to absolve most of the 

population of direct guilt. 

Rather than demand that Germans take responsibility for Nazi crimes, because of 

the newfound emphasis on rivalry with the Soviet Union, at least in a strategic sense, 

instead of viewing the German population as a collective villain and trying to neutralize it 

from ever again engaging in aggressive warfare, setting up West Germany as a strong, 

stable bulwark against communism became one of the most indispensable components of 

Cold War strategy. Both American and Soviet leaders respected the skill of Germany’s 

soldiers, whose abilities they believed would be vital to any future European war.18 

According to Jeffrey Herf, this Cold-War based decision to transform Germany from an 

                                                 
16 Ehard, 77. 
17 Ra. Th. Klefisch, “Thought About Purport and Effect of the Nuremberg Judgment,” 
Wilbourn E. Benton and Georg Grimm eds. Nuremberg: German Views of the War Trials 
(Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1955), 202. 
18 Ronald J. Granieri, The Ambivalent Alliance: Konrad Adenauer, The CDU/CSU, and 
the West, 1949-1966 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2003), 39. 
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enemy to an ally was bound to compromise the memory of the past, given that the new 

government would have to reintegrate some war criminals into German political life.19  

In order to strengthen and rearm Germany with the greatest possible efficiency, it 

therefore became necessary to reintegrate the masses of lower level war criminals back 

into society, rather than make them face true justice.20 Despite the fact that the Allies 

condemned Germany for committing the war crime of aggression, as East-West conflict 

intensified, Allied-controlled radio programs operating in the American zone of West 

Germany emphasized the danger of communism while downplaying the earlier 

significance of militarism.21 This weakened sense of justice and the idea that lingering 

war-related issues were less important than, and at odds with, Cold War policy had a 

major impact on how war crimes would be portrayed in postwar West Germany. With the 

victors no longer pushing for thorough and comprehensive justice, it is hard to imagine 

that a new, not yet solidified regime would strive to punish many of its own citizens, and 

accept that a huge number of them had committed serious crimes. 

West German Political Influences 

West German political figures also played a direct role in showing the Western 

Allies that administering harsh justice would be incompatible with Cold War strategy. 

Konrad Adenauer, West Germany’s first Chancellor, highlighted to the Western 

democracies that there would be an inherent tradeoff between German democratization 

                                                 
19 Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1997), 261. 
20 Herf, 7. 
21 Jutta B. Lange-Quassowski, “Coming to Terms with the Nazi Past: Schools, Media and 
the Formation of Public Opinion,” John H. Herz ed. From Dictatorship to Democracy: 
Coping with the Legacies of Authoritarianism and Totalitarianism (Westport, Conn.: 
Greenwood Press, 1982), 86. 
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and economic recovery on the one hand and judicial confrontation and acknowledgement 

of past wrongs on the other.22 According to Yinan He, Adenauer believed that “If 

Germany continued to be chastised for its past history, he felt, it would only encourage 

Cold War defeatism and diminish Germany’s will to resist the Soviet pressure.”23  

Especially after the outbreak of the Korean War in June of 1950, in trying to push 

for a greater degree of West German sovereignty, Adenauer expressed concern for the 

danger of a panic in Germany to those American military and civilian leaders who cared 

increasingly less about the past as it hindered Cold War strategy.24 For Adenauer, 

Germany could only face the Nazi past through moral and strategic integration with the 

Western democracies, while memory and justice could be put aside in order to achieve 

these utilitarian goals.25 He felt that West Germany would have to earn its place in 

Western integration “as quickly as possible, before the Allies lost either interest or faith 

in German goodwill, or the Germans themselves veered off in another direction.”26 He 

understood that co-opting the mass of Nazi perpetrators was necessary to achieve 

integration and that he could attain immediate support for alliance with the West only by 

offering implicit amnesty to all but the most egregious war criminals. 

Keeping in mind the impending Soviet threat, the Western Allies accepted 

Adenauer’s contention that judicial punishment would hinder integration into Western 

Europe. For the Allies, West German rearmament and participation in Western 

institutions were more important than exacting retribution against war criminals. By 

                                                 
22 Herf, 209. 
23 Yinan He, The Search for Reconciliation: Sino-Japanese and German-Polish Relations 
since World War II (Camrbridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 58. 
24 Granieri, 40. 
25 Herf, 220. 
26 Granieri, 30. 
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1949, Adenauer’s new government had convinced General Lucius Clay, Military 

Governor of the U.S. Occupation Zone in Germany, that West German public opinion 

had turned strongly against continued punishment for remaining war criminals.27 One of 

the culminating moments in the reversal of war crimes-related justice occurred with the 

passage of the 1949 Amnesty Law, which reversed many of the verdicts rendered during 

denazification proceedings. One of the main arguments that Adenauer’s government put 

forward in order to gain Allied acquiescence to this policy is that doing so would increase 

ordinary Germans’ willingness to cooperate with the new democratic state and, as an 

extension, with Western democratic ideology in general.28  

According to Norbert Frei, the Amnesty Law “marked a first confirmation on a 

federal level of the ‘just leave it behind us’ mentality that had already emerged in parts of 

Germany’s postwar society in 1946-1947—and that had continued growing.”29 As former 

Nazis and war criminals began to reenter public life through the amnesty, the burden of 

guilt for war crimes was shifted to an increasingly narrower band of the highest Nazi 

leadership.30 West German elites began to treat the rise of fascism and general complicity 

with the Nazi regime as an anomaly in Germany’s history, and instead hoped to continue 

a more positive line of historical continuity with the past.31 This desire to separate the 

population from the Nazi leadership was a far cry from the original Allied notion of 

collective guilt. 

                                                 
27 Thomas Alan Schwartz, America’s Germany: John J. McCloy and the Federal 
Republic of Germany (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), 158-159. 
28 Frei, 10. 
29 Frei, 25. 
30 Frei, 304. 
31 Art, 17. 

 15



Western authorities heeded Adenauer’s warnings because, after having seen the 

Soviets occupy and install communist regimes throughout Eastern Europe, along with 

observing the Soviets aggressively push their agenda in Poland, they were concerned 

about Soviet efforts to increase their buffer zone of influence across Europe. The fact that 

the Soviets also unilaterally allowed for the creation of political parties in their zone, 

absent of coordination with the other Allies, helped contribute to this perception. 

Likewise, the Soviet Union’s successful detonation of a nuclear device in 1949, quickly 

ending America’s nuclear monopoly, also caused great concern amongst Western 

strategic planners as the West was vastly outnumbered in terms of conventional forces.32  

The incapacitating fear that communism would gain strength in every area not 

securely pro-Western made this concern seem possible. Adenauer was likewise able to 

decrease the scope of denazification policy by invoking the claim that facing the past 

would lead to a resurgence of nationalism and make it harder for the new democracy and 

liberal values in general to win popular support. Adenauer may have been genuinely 

concerned about German support for democratic ideals given Nazism’s widespread 

popularity, but he was also able to use this claim to the advantage of those that wanted to 

de-emphasize the guilt of the wider German population.33  

At the start of the 1950’s, just as the West began to push for substantial German 

rearmament in order to shore up their defense strategy, about half of all West Germans 

said that such a policy was impossible “as long as the German soldier is still considered a 

war criminal.”34 Because the Allies prosecuted some of Germany’s leading military 

                                                 
32 Schwartz, 113-114. 
33 Herf, 224-5. 
34 Frei, 175. 
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figures along with the Nazi elite, many German military officers expressed the view that 

Allied treatment of Germany’s wartime actions itself damaged the military’s reputation; 

like many ordinary citizens they too felt that the Allies would have to release soldiers 

convicted of war crimes for following orders if they expected West Germany to raise a 

reliable and honorable army.35 In 1952, former German soldiers and POW’s held mass 

rallies chanting the motto “no General Treaty without a general amnesty,” which 

demonstrates the context in which the Allies had to choose between justice and the 

support of those who would build a remilitarized West Germany.36 The German 

population saw collective guilt as contradicting what the Western Allies were now asking 

and expecting them to do. 

Early Voices of Apology and Reconciliation in West Germany 

However, the fact that the Cold War pushed West Germany towards liberal 

democracy allowed voices of apology and reconciliation to appear in the rhetoric of 

public officials, even when national policy continued to downplay the scope of 

responsibility. The most prominent West German political figure to call on Germans to 

face the past was Theodor Heuss, the Federal Republic’s first President. In speeches that 

he gave before the Reichstag and with the general public also serving as his audience, 

Heuss told his countrymen that the results of the war discredited Hitler and the entire 

Nazi leadership, and that ordinary Germans needed to cope with the fact that they had 

allowed and even supported Nazi domination.37 Heuss also argued that facing the past 

was necessary for Germans to regain any semblance of moral standing in Europe; in his 

                                                 
35 Frei, 147-8. 
36 Frei, 204-205 
37 Herf, 232. 

 17



mind, recovering this position of leadership was synonymous with expressing solidarity 

with the diverse group of Nazism’s tragic victims.38  

Despite this call for facing the past, like most Germans, Heuss rejected collective 

guilt in his “Courage of Love” speech in December of 1949, instead stating that Germans 

should feel ‘collective shame’ for the regime’s crimes.39 As President, which was largely 

a ceremonial position, Heuss could talk about the need to remember victims and past 

crimes without actually affecting legislative policy; instead, he could act as the moral 

conscience of the German state. 

Besides Heuss, Kurt Schumacher, leader of the opposition Social Democrat Party, 

also called on ordinary Germans to more completely face their country’s wartime actions. 

Leading up to the first democratic election after the war, Schumacher and his party 

represented reconciliation with all victims, including those of the Holocaust.40 In a 1947 

speech, Schumacher was the first of Germany’s postwar political leadership to directly 

address Jewish suffering, and he openly criticized Allied and German official responses 

to war crimes.41 After Adenauer’s Christian Democratic Union-led government took 

office, Schumacher directly criticized the new Chancellor for being too weak on 

emphasizing the victims and resistance fighters who stood up to and suffered under the 

Nazi regime.42 The establishment of genuine democratic institutions made such 

disapproval possible. 

                                                 
38 Herf, 233-4. 
39 Herf, 312. 
40 Herf, 240. 
41 Herf, 251. 
42 Herf, 273. 
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Schumacher made this criticism despite almost no Jewish presence in terms of 

voters and a German population that wanted to talk more about its own suffering under 

occupation than about crimes committed during the war.43 Ordinary Germans were 

concerned with daily survival during a time of postwar scarcity, and forced repatriation of 

Germans from across Europe further compounded the situation. This was not a conducive 

situation for arguing that Germans were criminals and other groups were victims. 

Although the SPD and its reconciliatory strategy lost to Adenauer’s less apologetic 

approach, the SPD still provided an alternative recollection of the war that paved the way 

for an eventually more thorough analysis of the past.44  

Other members of the SPD that held offices from which they could address the 

German people, such as West Berlin mayor Ernst Reuter, also opposed Adenauer’s 

strategy of putting off Germany’s moral rehabilitation to emphasize present concerns.45 

On April 19, 1953 Reuter made his “Warsaw ghetto memorial speech,” in which he told 

Germans to turn away from racism and actually evoked the memory of Jewish 

martyrdom and heroism to inspire West Germany’s further democratic renewal.46 

However, even most Social Democrats rejected Allied calls for guilt among all Germans, 

instead choosing to apportion individual responsibility, which Schumacher believed 

could still provide justice and allow Germany to move toward democracy.47 These 

numerous voices of opposition, made possible by West German political leaders’ 

                                                 
43 Herf, 252. 
44 Herf, 240. 
45 Herf, 263-4. 
46 Herf, 305-307. 
47 Herf, 244. 
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interpretation of the war as a call to democracy, eventually allowed the next generation of 

Germans to more actively confront war crimes. 

Beyond the Iron Curtain: Cold War Politics in East Germany 

 In contrast to the emphasis that West German occupation authorities placed on 

building up anti-communist sentiment, in East Germany the Soviet Union portrayed 

communist victims of fascism as the sole martyrs deserving recognition for giving their 

lives on behalf of the greater cause. Taking a different interpretation of the war than their 

Western counterparts, the Soviets believed that finance capitalism was the root cause of 

the evils of Nazism, an economic system that they also stereotypically associated with 

Jews.48 Like the other Allies though, they believed that the mass popularity of Nazism 

and general German complicity with the regime meant broad culpability on the part of the 

populace. Rather than supporting democracy, in part because of the earlier failure of the 

Weimar Republic, the Soviets felt that only another dictatorship could prevent Nazism 

from spreading again.49 The devastating nature of the war on the Eastern front, which had 

lasted longer than that on the Western front, also influenced the behavior that Germans 

and Soviets exhibited as the occupation got under way.50 The Soviet postwar desire to 

prevent Germany from starting another hostile war made possible this interpretation of 

what lessons could be learned from Germany’s wartime actions.   

In order to show Germans that communists had the credibility to lead this new 

dictatorship, the Soviets instilled the idea that Germany’s surprise attack on the Soviet 

Union was the regime’s greatest war crime, while they relegated any incidents of mass 
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murder of ordinary, non-political victims to secondary importance.51 From the start of the 

occupation, Soviet authorities made sure that this was the most prominent German crime 

reported in the Eastern zone press.52 Likewise, the KPD, East Germany’s Communist 

Party, argued that Hitler’s greatest crime was his “treacherous attack, in violation of his 

pledged word, on the Soviet Union, which had never wanted war with Germany.”53 

Among left-wing groups in general, one of the distinguishing characteristics of the KPD 

leadership was that many of them had lengthy careers in the Soviet Union and most had 

spent the duration of the war in Moscow.54 Among the leaders of the early KPD and 

eastern zone SPD, Franz Dahlen was the only prominent figure to personally suffer the 

concentration camp experience.55 Given their backgrounds, the KPD saw the war through 

the perspective of fellow communists, rather than as oppressed Germans, which played a 

major role in whom they would see as the heroes and victims in postwar East Germany.  

Because they strove to give legitimacy to the new regime, Soviet occupation 

authorities and East German communists believed they were fighting a zero-sum game 

for recognition with other victimized groups; expressing sympathy to non-ideological 

victims such as the Jews would weaken the notion that the communists alone stood in 

opposition to the National Socialist regime and therefore had a legitimate basis upon 

which to rule.56 This belief, coupled with the fact that as few as 4500 Jews remained in 

the East German zone, thus limiting their political utility to the regime, contributed to the 
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marginalization of the Holocaust.57 While East Germany marginalized Jewish suffering, 

Jews in West Germany drew parallels between Communist and Nazi actions; the West 

saw the East German government as portraying Jews collectively as the enemy of the 

state, just as the Nazis had done.58 

From Calls for Reconciliation to Stalinism in East Germany 

But this more limited interpretation of war crimes was not inevitable given 

communist thought during and immediately following the war. During the war, Jewish 

communists played a prominent role in the East German exile community located in 

Mexico, and they wielded influence up to the top levels of the KPD.59 Many expressed 

unity with Communist Party official Paul Merker’s desire to set up a commission to allow 

Jews to get restitution and retrieve their stolen property, but as the Soviet Union began to 

distance itself from the Jews, the East German regime followed suit.60  

 In accordance with communist philosophy, the Soviet Union contended that all 

struggle was based on the clash of classes, rejecting race or religion as a possible root 

cause of aggression. Based on this ideology, the Soviet Union, as well as any regimes 

under its influence, was unlikely to accept Jews as an individual, or special, class of 

victim. That being said, however, Soviet historians argued that one goal of the Nazi 

regime was to exterminate all Slavs to Germany’s east, whereas violence directed against 

Jews in particular was regarded merely as incidental within this larger conflict.61 Based 
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on this logic, recollection of the war as a Jewish tragedy became an impossible position 

for a communist regime to take. 

In spite of this ideological point, in the first few years after the war the Soviet 

Union remained sympathetic to Jews, yet following Israeli independence in 1948, Soviet 

officials arrested prominent Soviet-Jewish writers and expunged favorable references to 

Jews from Soviet records.62 The January 1953 Doctor’s Plot marked the culmination of 

anti-Semitic efforts, in which the newspaper Pravda published a report stating that a 

group of Jewish doctors had planned with the help of American intelligence agencies to 

assassinate Soviet leaders, including Stalin, by sabotaging their medical treatment.63 In 

the wake of the Pravda report, authorities arrested nine prominent doctors, six with 

Jewish names, and other newspapers followed the story with reports of unethical 

behavior by other doctors with Jewish names.64 Although the Khrushchev-led 

government that came to power after Stalin’s death in March 1953 revealed the Doctor’s 

Plot as a tool of Stalinist propaganda with no merit, the report had done its damage and 

anti-Semitism continued to occupy a prominent position throughout the communist 

world. The revival of anti-Semitism is just one instance in which the KPD’s reliance on 

Soviet policy and ideology had a major impact on East German recollection of the 

Second World War. 

As the Cold War pushed East Germany to a government that followed Stalinist 

policy, the regime trivialized and even ignored war crimes that prevented it from fully 

reconciling with the diversity of Nazism’s victims. In addressing anti-Semitism in the 
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GDR, Yaakov Moriah states that through the 1960’s, the regime  “has been one of the 

most zealous followers of the Soviet line, often even more intransigent than its 

initiator.”65 Before it forced the East German zone to adopt Stalinist ideology, the Soviet 

Union initially allowed the reemergence of a number of political parties within Germany, 

letting Social Democrats, members of the liberal bourgeoisie, and Catholics each form a 

party alongside the preferred communist one. They hoped that doing so would disallow 

more extreme rightist forces from regaining power or obtaining a significant political 

voice in a new Germany.66  

The East German Communist Party (KPD) too released a statement in June of 

1945 lending its support to the establishment of an anti-fascist, democratic regime, rather 

than advocating for a violent proletarian revolution.67 After this initial openness, 

however, Henry Krisch says, “great care was taken to give the government a ‘coalition 

appearance’; but communists were installed in crucial positions.”68 After the Communist 

Party performed more poorly than anticipated in the first round of parliamentary 

elections, subsequent elections became non-competitive with single candidates running.69  

The Soviets didn’t want to take any chances with regard to which ideological group 

would actually make decisions in the new regime. 

Within the Communist Party itself beginning in 1949, the same year in which the 

West German government passed its Amnesty Law, East Germany purged Jews from the 

Communist Party, essentially removing them from politics and Jewish concerns from 
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political life in general. Rather than actual anti-Semitic motives, some communist leaders 

marginalized Jews because they were intra-party rivals, depicting them as disloyal, both 

through communist ideology as well as through elements of familiar German 

nationalism.70 According to David Childs, by the late 1940’s, East Germans felt as 

though they were reliving 1933 under the Nazis; membership in the Party and close ties 

to those in charge were once again the keys to security and advancement in the new 

regime.71 The new attack on Jews occurred just as Stalin began to support Arab regimes 

in the Middle East and express hostility to the newly independent state of Israel. In part, 

this occurred because Soviet and East German officials believed that distancing 

themselves from Jews was a necessary part of forgetting their alliance with the West.72  

As was the case in the Western zone, the Soviet Union and East Germany 

projected contemporary Cold War antagonisms into the past, with capitalist-imperialists 

now seen as the enemy, while they quickly rehabilitated former fascists and portrayed 

them as allies depending on the utility they could serve to the new regime.73 As Jeffrey 

Herf has put it, the East German regime wanted to identify with history’s winners, not 

with lost causes.74 In both cases, international political factors led to a shift in emphasis 

away from past crimes in order to gain the greatest possible support for present 

objectives. This Cold War based, narrow way of thinking was to have a major impact on 

the way that both Nazi successor states treated perpetrators and victims of war crimes.  

Cold War Tension Spreads to Asia- Preparation for the Surrender of Japan 
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Although differing postwar circumstances led Japan to take an eventually widely 

contrasting approach to war crimes and to its postwar relationship with victims, 

international political developments as they related to the Cold War played a major role 

in this Japanese interpretation of the war as well. In close parallel to conditions in 

Germany, Michael Schaller states that the “initially deep concern for transforming Japan 

was outweighed by considerations about the potential Soviet threat, the impact of China’s 

civil war, or the nationalist uprisings in Southeast Asia.”75 Hawkish pressure within the 

U.S. government to use the occupation of Japan to America’s Cold War advantage 

became especially pronounced by the late 1940’s. By this time, the Truman 

administration determined that a unified, Kuomintang-led China would not emerge 

victorious against Mao’s communist forces, and therefore America would have to turn 

elsewhere for a key Far Eastern ally.76 

The Potsdam Declaration, issued on July 26, 1945 jointly by Allied leaders 

Truman, Atlee and Stalin, outlined terms of surrender for Japan and spelled out a specific 

mandate under which a postwar occupation would take place. In point six of the 

declaration, the Allies explained their intention to remove all Japanese militarists from 

power, saying that postwar security and justice would be “impossible until irresponsible 

militarism is driven from the world.”77 In addition, point ten deals specifically with the 

treatment of war crimes, stating, “stern justice shall be meted out to all war criminals,” a 
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clear and harsh message to Japan’s leadership that the Allies were serious about holding 

Japanese leaders accountable for its actions.78  

While issued only a few weeks before Japan’s ultimate surrender, the formation 

of the Cold War was already beginning to compromise these broad goals. Truman’s 

entire approach to the Potsdam negotiations reflected the fact that he believed that he had 

to consider the Soviet Union’s intentions warily. The conditions under which the 

occupation and reconstruction of Japan would take place were already subject to a zero-

sum game mentality between East and West. 

Contrasting Circumstances in Germany and Japan 

While Japan surrendered to the Allies only a few months after Germany did, this 

was a decisive period as the Western democracies had the benefit of seeing the Soviet 

Union’s conduct in its occupations of Eastern Europe and especially Poland, which 

provided insight into the Soviet Union’s postwar political plans. The U.S. government 

now believed that it had to set up the best possible situation in Japan, in which it would 

strictly limit Soviet influence, and in which it could devote a minimal number of 

American forces and personnel to running the actual occupation.  

The Soviet Union’s occupation policies in Eastern Europe convinced the Truman 

administration that Soviet intentions went beyond ensuring national security, but rather 

that Stalin had an aggressive desire to expand communist ideology. Truman did not want 

to compromise America’s position by accepting further Soviet spheres of influence.79 

While wartime agreements allotted the Soviet Union a substantial occupation zone in 
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Germany, mostly along the lines that it had actually conquered, the U.S. government 

decided to exclude the Soviets from any significant postwar role in mainland Japan, with 

the hope of turning the Pacific Ocean into a ‘Pax Americana.’80 

Whereas Germany’s surrender occurred only after Allied forces occupied nearly 

all of German territory and had wiped out centralized control, Japan surrendered while 

still in total control of the entirety of its home islands. The Japanese surrendered while 

millions of soldiers were still under arms, leaving U.S. military leaders still concerned 

about whether they could maintain a peaceful occupation.81 It was a full two weeks after 

Japan’s surrender before any American troops actually set foot on Japanese soil as 

victors.82 In contrast, David Childs notes, “Germany’s defeat appeared so total that 

resistance seemed pointless.”83 Germany’s wartime leadership was therefore totally 

discredited by absolutely losing the war, while some of Japan’s leaders, such as the 

Emperor, could present the idea that they had surrendered voluntarily. This difference in 

the way that hostilities ended for Japan and Germany played a major role in how the two 

populations perceived the war in their national narratives. 

Rather than surrendering after undergoing a gradual and eventually ubiquitous 

occupation that in and of itself would undermine the regime, it was the Japanese Emperor 

himself who declared to his population that he was ordering the termination of all 

hostilities. This led to a greater degree of continuity and legitimacy for Japan’s wartime 

regime than was accorded to Germany, all of whose senior leadership had committed 
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suicide, escaped or the Allies swiftly removed them from power and arrested them. As 

early as 1942, U.S. policymakers had debated the possibility of retaining the Emperor to 

ensure postwar stability, and in 1943 Japan expert Joseph Grew stated, “I am clear in my 

own mind that it should be preserved, for I believe that as a symbol it can be made to 

serve as a cornerstone for healthy and peaceful internal growth.”84  

During the war pro-retentionists did not win full support for this policy, but the 

Cold War convinced United States military and political planners to run the occupation 

through the institutional power of the Emperor. By October 1945, the War and Navy 

Departments were sufficiently convinced that using the Emperor was good policy, as his 

order of surrender and cooperation had allowed MacArthur to effectively manage Japan 

with only 200,000 troops.85 They came to a consensus that doing so would best allow the 

number of Occupation forces and resources expended to remain low, and they decided 

that they could more easily secure peace with the aid of the Emperor’s legitimacy.86   

Already by May 1945, Joseph Grew, along with Secretary of War Henry Stimson 

and Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal debated the value of the Emperor in securing 

Japan as a counterweight against the Soviet Union in East Asia.87 In fact, according to 

Theodore McNeily, “The timely surrender helped save the monarchy. If the land war had 

been carried to the main islands of Japan, the emperor’s usefulness in saving lives by 
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ordering a surrender would have ended, although he still would have been useful as a 

means of controlling defeated Japan.”88  

For the average Japanese citizen, there was a visible continuity of leadership, with 

occupation initiatives and SCAP directives going through the machinery of mostly long-

established Japanese bureaucratic institutions.89 In contrast, U.S. occupation leaders in 

Germany had decided that the destroyed Nazi regime was so intimately entwined in 

German institutions, that there could be no hope for utilizing state machinery. Japan’s 

situation, therefore, was markedly different from the clear break with the wartime regime 

in postwar Germany.  

Cold War Influence on Protection of the Wartime Regime  

Although the SWNCC (State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee), the body that 

dictated occupation policy to MacArthur from Washington, issued a report on October 6th 

of 1945 calling for the Emperor’s arrest as a war criminal, these policymakers also 

realized that taking such an action just wasn’t feasible or desirable under existing 

circumstances.90 The internal contradiction of this report’s suggestion, that occupation 

authorities should arrest the Emperor for the sake of justice, yet that at the same time he 

shouldn’t be, suggests that raw political calculation took precedence in this instance. At a 

time when the U.S. was increasingly turning its attention to the expected next ideological 

war with communism replacing fascism as the enemy, General MacArthur stated that 
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upon removal of the Emperor “the whole of Japan can be expected, in my opinion, to 

resist the action either by passive or semi-active means.”91  

MacArthur did in fact use the Emperor’s influence to push through acquiescence 

to Allied objectives, including the Emperor’s June 20, 1946 message in which he called 

for Japanese to carry out the terms of the Potsdam Declaration.92 In order to justify 

retention and the Emperor’s innocence, occupation leaders and Japanese elites put 

forward the notion that only a small clique of military officers had committed illegal acts, 

absolving the mass of the population. The decision that the retention of the Emperor was 

best for U.S. interests and substantial American support for the continuation of 

conservative government made it impossible for future Japanese political figures to 

criticize the Emperor and deal with war crimes. As Takemae Eiji states, “In preserving 

the emperor system, however, MacArthur’s headquarters also perpetuated a powerful and 

transcendent symbol around which a conservative hegemony would later coalesce.”93 As 

the nominal leader of both the wartime and postwar periods, the concept of the Emperor 

became the perfect symbol for a limited approach to dealing with war responsibility. 

In addition to shielding the Emperor from war crimes prosecution, U.S. military 

leaders also granted immunity to members of the Japanese military’s Unit 731, one of the 

units responsible for conducting biological warfare throughout Japanese-occupied China. 

By early 1945 the U.S. had discovered through interrogation of Japanese prisoners of war 

that Japan had set up a biological weapons research facility in Tokyo, and that a 

physician and military officer named Ishii Shiro had founded a lab dedicated to that 
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pursuit in Harbin, China.94 On the same day that Japan signed the instrument of 

surrender, September 2, 1945, the New York Times’ Robert Trumbull wrote an article 

entitled “Enemy Tortured Dying Americans with Sadist Medical Experiments,” proving 

that America had knowledge of this program and its use of human subjects.95 Even the 

global public now had some awareness of this program. Rather than subject these 

physicians to prosecution, however, after leaders of the Unit 731 program approached 

SCAP officials offering to exclusively share the results of their weapons research, the 

U.S. government decided that total immunity and a cover up of the nature and extent of 

the operation were worth the knowledge that these experts offered.96  

It is clear that a Cold War mentality figured prominently in the decision to grant 

immunity to Japan’s biological warfare experts, since the Joint Chiefs of Staff instructed 

MacArthur to keep secret all knowledge obtained from these experts from other 

governments, even Western Allies, and that he must not allow the public to become 

aware of the extent of the program either.97 Ishii and other scientists played to American 

strategic plans, stating that their knowledge would be invaluable if Americans wanted to 

prepare for a war against the communists.98 When the Soviet Union made a request to 

interview Japan’s captured biological warfare scientists in January of 1947, U.S. 

decision-makers declined, rejecting the idea of giving up any advantage they had in 

strategic knowledge.99  
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None of the members of Unit 731 faced prosecution and the Allies made no 

mention of their work at the Tokyo proceedings. When the Soviets themselves put 12 

biological warfare experts on trial in their own proceedings within the Soviet Union in 

1949, occupation leaders including General MacArthur dismissed the evidence brought 

forward and the convictions as just another Soviet show trial.100 This decision prevented 

the world from understanding one of Japan’s most significant war crimes, and had a 

considerable impact on future relations between Japan and its victims. While the Allies 

granted immunity in some cases in Germany, the Nuremberg tribunal did not ignore 

egregious aspects of German war crimes. Allowing these war criminals to remain in 

positions of prominence heavily diminished the scope of Japanese citizens’ knowledge.  

Because it selectively tried war criminals depending on their future utility, the 

international media criticized the Tokyo-based International Military Tribunal for the Far 

East, the equivalent body to Germany’s Nuremberg Tribunal, for failing to hold all guilty 

parties accountable. Instead of genuinely seeking out all of the true perpetrators, Takemae 

Eiji says that General Tojo “was to be made responsible for the war in a scenario scripted 

by American and Japanese officials to shield the Emperor from prosecution.”101 The 

original intent of the tribunal was not just to seek justice for victims, but also to implicate 

and discredit the wartime regime in front of the Japanese populace; the compromises that 

SCAP made undermined both of these goals. Even Tribunal President William Webb of 

Australia wrote in his concurring opinion that the “leader in the crime, though available 

for trial, had been granted immunity.”102  
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As a result of the retention of the Emperor system, ultranationalists possess a 

national symbol from which they can propagate right wing ideas, and during the 

Emperor’s lifetime this situation made it difficult for many Japanese to acknowledge 

personal or national guilt for the war.103 Without prosecuting or even implicating the 

Emperor, SCAP could not depict Japan’s war crimes as a system-wide phenomenon, and 

the media contended that justice had not been served. Japanese soldiers had fought the 

war in the name of the Emperor, and because the Allies absolved him of any wrongdoing 

in the postwar narrative, ordinary people could not feel responsible for atrocities 

either.104 While later occupation decisions, especially the ‘reverse course,’ had a far 

greater effect on the Japanese government’s refusal to accept war responsibility, in the 

popular realm, right wing ideologues such as Mishima Yukio would repeatedly invoke 

the symbol of the Emperor to try to restore Japanese nationalism and pride. 

                                                

As was the case among much of Germany’s population, within Japan many 

ordinary citizens initially interpreted the war as victims, having witnessed massive 

amounts of damage through firebombing and atomic weapons to the Japanese 

homeland.105 Although the initial victim mentality spanned both former Axis territories, 

particular flaws at the Tokyo tribunal, which arose out of American political calculation, 

led to an eventual divergence on the perception of war responsibility. For example, the 

Tokyo tribunal ignored entire categories of war crimes, especially those related to 
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‘comfort women’ and forced labor.106 These crimes remain among the most controversial 

issues today because the Japanese government has been reluctant to admit culpability. 

By focusing on crimes against citizens of the Western Allies while downplaying 

those against other peoples in Asia, the Japanese belief that the tribunal displayed victor’s 

justice gained widespread credence.107 On another level, by portraying the Pacific War as 

a conflict between Japan and the Western Allies, the tribunal contributed to the image of 

Japan as occupied rather than occupier, ignoring much of the colonial brutality during the 

first half of the twentieth century.108 Postwar Japan adopted this image of the war as its 

national narrative, leading Japanese to ignore the longer history of aggression across 

mainland East Asia.  

Particularly in light of U.S. firebombing campaigns and the atomic bombing of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, one would expect a U.S.-centered approach to the war to 

increase Japanese anger towards their American occupiers. Because the United States 

wanted to establish Japan as a postwar ally, however, occupation officials did not let such 

criticism develop. By exerting ultimate power over Japanese institutions, SCAP 

prevented animosity by censoring publication about damage that resulted from the atomic 

bombings, leaving most of the Japanese population uninformed of the scale of 

destruction.109 Censorship during occupation forced local activists to frame the bombing 

in apolitical terms that commemorated the devastation in an abstract way that did not 
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even identify the attack with the Japanese nation.110 This explains ordinary Japanese 

citizens’ acceptance of the United States as an ally so soon after the end of conflict. 

When Hiroshima’s first postwar Mayor Hamai Shinzo spoke on the three-year 

anniversary of the bombing in 1948, he saw the bomb as an actor in its own right, using 

passive sentences to “blur the geopolitical origin of the bombing.”111 This early 

understanding of the bombing, along with the benevolent nature of America’s 

occupation, prevented Japanese from holding the bombing or the war in general against 

its newest and most important ally. Instead the bombing of Hiroshima meant that the city 

would identify itself abstractly with pacifism, part of Japan’s founding postwar myth in 

response to its wartime actions. Given Japan’s position within the U.S. security 

framework after occupation, even after censorship ended and Hiroshima emerged as a 

nationalized memory, commemoration continued to be divorced from politics.112 

Besides this Japanese perception, several other factors allowed those inclined to 

conceal the memory of war crimes, and to dismiss the evidence and verdicts handed 

down at the IMFTE. In contrast to the Nuremberg tribunal, which propagated guilt by 

mere membership in criminal organizations, the IMFTE took the individual responsibility 

approach to an extreme, with ‘negative criminality,’ or just failing to stop atrocities and 

to prevent violations of the laws of war, as a punishable offense.113 The very composition 

of the Allied bench in Tokyo contributed to divisiveness, thus weakening the 

effectiveness of the tribunal, with eleven justices sitting in judgment compared to 

Nuremberg’s four.  
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Among the judges selected for the IMFTE, two represented wartime colonies, 

India and the Philippines. India’s representative Justice Rabhabinod Pal, though widely 

considered to be the most well-versed in international law of those chosen, took a 

colonialism focused approach to his decision-making; Pal’s anti-colonial views caused 

him to argue in his dissent that Japan’s wartime actions were no different from what 

many of the Allies had been doing throughout Asia and the world for hundreds of years. 

Pal’s dissent later became another rallying point around which right wing intellectuals 

and those on the extreme right have discredited the entire proceedings as a fabrication.114 

As a result of his participation in the tribunal, Japanese conservatives even erected a 

monument to Pal at Tokyo’s controversial Yasukuni Shrine in 2005.115 The composition 

of the Allied bench, which resulted from different international circumstances in Japan 

than in Germany, weakened the credibility of the Tokyo tribunal. 

International Influences on Japanese Politics During Occupation 

Despite American concerns regarding the spread of communist influence by mid-

1945, SCAP initially legalized Communist Party activity after it had been banned for 

years by Japan’s wartime regime. As an extension to this philosophy, SCAP ordered the 

release of all of Japan’s political prisoners in October of 1945.116 Due to its initially 

liberalizing goals, SCAP intended to use socialist parties and the Japanese Communist 

Party to eliminate the stronghold of militarists and conservative elements within the 

                                                 
114 Takemae, 249. 
115 Norimitsu Onishi, “Decades After War Trials, Japan Still Honors a Dissenting Judge,” 
New York Times 31 Aug. 2007, 2 Apr. 2010 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/31/world/asia/31memo.html>. 
116 Eiji Takemae, “Early Postwar Reformist Parties,” Robert E. Ward and Sakamoto 
Yoshikazu eds. Democratizing Japan: The Allied Occupation (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1987), 341, 348. 

 37



powerful capitalist class, instead replacing them with forces for genuine democracy.117 

During the early occupation years, the promotion of liberalism outweighed military 

alliance as the American government’s central priority. 

However, the early openness that American authorities expressed to all political 

persuasions became overrun by concerns for creating a Japan that would be most useful 

and most willing to look favorably upon American strategic needs. This resulted in 

substantial support for conservative politicians who had a stake in decreasing the scope of 

Japan’s war responsibility. Like Adenauer’s West German government, by the late 

1950’s the Japanese government under the leadership of the Liberal Democratic Party 

successfully released and restored rights to almost all of its citizens’ convicted of war 

crimes.118 Once again, co-optation came at the expense of justice for victims.  

In 1952, when Japan regained total sovereignty, the government allotted war 

criminals the same pensions and veteran benefits as other soldiers, decreasing the 

perception that what they had done was truly wrong.119 In addition, although the Allies 

initially conducted what would appear to be a thorough purge of about 202,000 people 

from various Japanese organizations and political groups, all but a few thousand of these 

were “provisionally designated purgees” which in effect meant that they could reenter 

public life without losing any significant credibility.120  

Not only did occupation authorities depurge former militarists and 

ultranationalists, but also they subsequently purged communists and their sympathizers 
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from political activity in their stead.121 In an ironic twist, SCAP even purged some 

communists that the wartime regime had jailed for opposing militarism and the war in 

general.122 Among the depurged were accused war criminals Kishi Nobosuke, Kodama 

Yoshio and Sasakawa Ryoichi who had each been high ranking officials during the war; 

according to Takemae Eiji, they were released because “GHQ found their anti-

Communism sufficiently useful to overlook their wartime misconduct and reactionary 

ideas.”123 Even America’s Government Section, which had originally epitomized the 

occupation’s liberalizing spirit, began to force communists, socialists and left wing 

liberals from their jobs in the latter years of the occupation.124 Likewise, accusations of a 

communist political agenda met any progressive attempt to call for a more critical 

examination of the war or questions asking why certain individuals had been depurged, 

charges that carried increasing weight as Stalin’s own crimes against his people gained 

international attention.125  

By using purge policy to influence the development of Japanese domestic politics 

based on a Cold War dominated mentality, the U.S. weakened any notion that justice for 

war crimes was one of its top priorities. Absent of U.S. pressure to treat war criminals 

harshly, the Japanese government too restricted guilt and condemnation to a small 

military clique. Allowing ultranationalists and supporters of the wartime regime to return 

to prominent positions while silencing the voices of those that opposed them, occupation 
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authorities disabled the Japanese politicians that would have been the ones most likely to 

press their countrymen to view the Japanese war effort in the most negative terms. 

The Transformation of American Goals in Japan 

By 1947, President Truman and even Supreme Allied Commander MacArthur 

discarded the stated Allied goal of transforming Japan into a peaceful, neutral and fully 

disarmed state; instead they hoped to make Japan an ally or even just a U.S. prize in the 

Cold War.126 According to Takemae Eiji, when the occupation began MacArthur saw 

Japan as the “world’s great laboratory for an experiment in the liberation of a people 

from totalitarian military rule and for the liberalization of the government from 

within.”127 Before the occupation’s anti-communist ‘reverse course,’ MacArthur’s strong 

personality and sense of grand purpose delayed a more realist, strategic approach from 

fully impacting the handling of the occupation.  

As the Cold War began to play a more significant role in overall U.S. foreign 

policy, however, MacArthur’s influence waned in Washington and he could only slow 

down the ‘reverse course’ that his superiors in Washington had adopted.128 In 1947, the 

same year that SCAP scaled back liberal policies, Japan specialist Hugh Borton headed a 

team to devise a peace treaty, but the secretaries of the armed services dismissed this 

liberal effort due to its perceived lack of recognition of Japan’s future strategic 

importance against the Soviets. The hawks in the military now saw Japan as a launching 

pad from which the U.S. might be able to conduct air attacks on Soviet territory.129  
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Within a two year span, influential policymakers looked at the collapse of the 

Nationalist regime in China, the spread of anti-colonial rebellions throughout Southeast 

Asia and the rise of Soviet power all as significantly related to future policy in Japan.130 

The fear that the Soviets would use political developments in East Asia to spread 

communist ideology led U.S. planners to conclude that they would have to strengthen 

Japan as the centerpiece of their Asian defense and containment policy, much in the same 

way that they had positioned West Germany at the center of European defense.131 

According to historian Ienaga Saburo, who would become famous in Japan for his three 

lawsuits protesting the Japanese history textbook screening process, when China rapidly 

emerged as a formidable communist regime, “America responded by discarding the anti-

Fascist policies of the Roosevelt era and adopting a strong anti-Communism strategy.”132 

For the Truman administration, the upcoming ideological conflict had now become more 

important than the previous one.  

As a sign that policies based on future strategic interest were supplanting the 

occupation’s initial goals, George Kennan, in charge of the State Department’s Policy 

Planning Staff and the founder of the Cold War’s containment strategy, issued a report 

concerning changes he supported to occupation strategy based on America’s new goals in 

Asia. Kennan recommended the halt of all planned reforms and purges of militarists 

along with the end of lingering war crimes trials because he believed that these policies 

were becoming detrimental to Japan’s economic recovery.133 Kennan saw economic 
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revival and the reemergence of Japanese military capability as a key component of 

America’s Asian defense strategy, and he also stated that further liberalization reforms 

were unnecessary to the prime objective of securing long term military bases on the 

Japanese home islands.134  

Policymakers also decided which Japanese politicians could best help the U.S. 

achieve this goal. As Michael Schaller states, Kennan believed “only the resilience of 

traditional conservative groups could protect Japan from an even more radical 

infection—Communism—after the Occupation.”135 They also came to the conclusion 

that Japan’s vital economic revival would have to come at the price of compensating 

wartime victims, when in April of 1948 Undersecretary of the Army William Draper and 

Chemical Bank Chairman Percy Johnston issued a report that recommended the end of 

reparations, weakening anti-monopoly measures and decreasing union activity.

it’s 

                                                

136 

American business and military leaders began to dictate the progression of the 

occupation, and they relegated the rights of victims of war crimes a low level of priority. 

The U.S. strategy reversal also reflected the shifting balance of power within the 

U.S. administration itself. At the start of the occupation, despite the military taking 

control in the person of General MacArthur as Supreme Commander, it was the less 

hawkish State Department that had the greatest influence on President Truman’s policy 

platforms. Even after the communists seized power in China, while the military eyed 

Japan as America’s most significant foothold in Asia, diplomats believed Japan could 
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become an economic and political ally as a peaceful democracy.137 As the occupation 

progressed and the U.S. began looking towards the next global confrontation, the War 

Department, which was in favor of a more strategically oriented policy, began to exert 

more control over the U.S.’s relationship with Japan.  

This military-minded focus became pronounced in policy towards both Japan and 

Germany, with Secretary James Forrestal of the renamed Department of Defense telling 

President Truman that the survival of the free world hinged on rebuilding the “two 

nations we have just destroyed.”138 Cold War interests replaced pacifism as the 

occupation’s main goal to the extent that in January 1948, Army Secretary Kenneth 

Royall actually praised the efforts of Japan’s wartime industrial elite for building up the 

Japanese war machine, and said that the present economic recovery might require their 

skills again.139 By 1950 the State Department under Dean Acheson joined in advocating 

this strategy, stating that the reemergence of Japanese economic cooperation and 

influence with Southeast Asia would contribute to regional stability and most importantly 

“restrain Communist expansion.”140 

Within the occupation command structure itself, SCAP’s G-2 section, or 

intelligence section, became a powerful conservative voice under the direction of General 

Charles Willougby. When referencing Willoughby, Takemae Eiji states that he “saw no 

middle ground between conservatives and Communists and found abhorrent many of the 

reforms promoted by GHQ’s civil staff groups.”141 Willoughby directly weakened 
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attempts to bring war criminals to justice by employing former Japanese military officials 

who had served at the highest levels of the Imperial General Staff’s Military 

Intelligence.142 Willougby likewise conducted an anti-communist crusade, the legal basis 

of which he derived from SCAP’s power to purge wartime militarists.143 G-2 directly 

undermined efforts to truly liberalize Japan and remove wartime militarists from power.  

As the occupation progressed and communist forces took full control of Mainland 

China, even the U.S. State Department came under the control of hawkish leadership. 

When the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic formed a 30-year treaty of friendship 

in February 1950, the Truman administration became concerned that this alliance of two 

states that wanted revenge against Japan would directly threaten America’s new ally.144 

Like Kennan, Secretary of State Dean Acheson, in office from 1949 to 1953, believed 

that Japan had to become an anchor with which the U.S. could secure its position around 

a now hostile China.145 Even before the outbreak of the Korean War, Germany’s official 

division into two states, the creation of NATO in 1949 and the Soviet acquisition of 

nuclear capability all contributed to an American uneasiness that allowed a more strategic 

methodology to take root with regard to policy in Japan.146 

The political event that most significantly altered the course of occupation policy 

in Japan, and by extension the way that war crimes would be portrayed throughout the 

postwar period, was the Korean War. Despite the fact that Cold War tensions in Asia had 

increased substantially with the CCP’s takeover of China, after the outbreak of the 
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Korean War, Japan became a “vast supply depot and forward staging area for US combat 

forces.”147 As the U.S. relocated its forces to Korea, MacArthur pushed the Japanese 

government to establish a National Police Reserve, creating new opportunities for those 

who had served in the Japanese Imperial Army; more than half of the 400,000 men who 

initially applied for positions had served in Japan’s armed forces.148 Among these, SCAP 

invited approximately 800 police force candidates who had participated in Japan’s 

Manchukuo Army to apply because recruiters thought that they had acquired significant 

anti-communist credentials while in Manchuria.149 Whether or not these men were 

implicated in war crimes played no role once their experience became necessary. 

This National Police Reserve constituted a real remilitarization of Japan. Its forces 

moved into the now abandoned U.S. military bases throughout Japan, and it was 

equipped with surplus weapons from U.S. stockpiles.150 After already allowing thousands 

of Japanese military officers to rejoin public life, Matthew Ridgeway, the newly 

appointed SCAP commander, officially depurged all career military officers who had 

received their commissions after 1937.151 Korea was the final straw by which Japanese 

militarists could avoid punishment for wartime actions, and prevented victims from 

successfully pursuing justice in the immediate aftermath of the war. With thousands of 

war criminals returned to positions of prominence, it became impossible to challenge the 

status quo that developed with regard to war crimes.  
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The war, coupled with the U.S. dictating a peace treaty that terminated the 

occupation and simultaneously ensured a significant long term American military 

presence in Japan, undermined the value of reconciling with war crimes’ victims. 

According to Franziska Seraphim, this postwar “San Francisco system,” named for the 

treaty that formally ended the war and occupation, established an international framework 

in which official pursuit of Japanese culpability and atonement for the war became 

quarantined by the so-called bamboo curtain, a metaphor for the Cold War division of 

Northeast Asia.”152 With substantial American backing, Japan did not see itself in a 

position that required admitting to past wrongs. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Portrayals of War Crimes During the Cold War Period 

 As we have seen in Chapter One, the global political circumstances after the war 

altered the way that the two postwar German states and Japan would view war crimes. 

The formation of the Cold War, and its subsequent events, had a significant impact on 

how these three Axis successor states would interpret and orient themselves on the issue 

of war crimes. The Cold War-induced split of Germany resulted in contrasting policies in 

the successor regimes in the East and West, with West Germany taking a far more 

reconciliatory approach to its war crimes in comparison to its communist counterpart. 

While West Germans initially portrayed themselves as victims of the war, integration 

with the West and eventually the restoration of relations with Eastern Europe brought 

about a more reconciliatory approach towards victims of Nazism. Not until the Cold War 

drew to a close, when East Germany became dependent on Western economic support, 

did the communist regime change its rhetoric on the crimes of the past. 

 Likewise, the particular context in which General MacArthur and SCAP ran the 

occupation of Japan led the conservative postwar government, despite its ties to Western 

democracies and especially the United States, to rebuff calls for acknowledgement of 

guilt or responsibility in front of its domestic population and the international stage. Like 

Germany, Japan’s treatment of war crimes has had controversial moments, yet in many 

respects official policy evolved only minimally over the duration of the Cold War. When 

changes did occur they largely resulted from global political developments as they 

affected foreign relations in East Asia. Even to the present day, Japan’s portrayal of its 

wartime actions has remained sluggish in comparison to Germany’s.  
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Because there has been little variation in the stances of Japan’s Prime Ministers 

and other members of the conservative ruling Liberal Democratic Party, whereas 

Germany’s Chancellors have shaped the discourse on war remembrance, tracing the 

domestic portrayals in the two nations requires different approaches. Therefore, while the 

sections on East and West Germany will use the lens of major political figures, the 

section on Japan will focus on the most significant and influential themes of Japanese 

policy since the end of the war, as well as progressive efforts on the political and popular 

levels that have counteracted the official conservative stance. 

 In order to gain an understanding of the motivations that guide political leaders to 

take particular approaches to the past, it is instructive to consider scholars’ interpretations 

of the function of and reasoning behind political apology. According to scholar Girma 

Negash, through the performance of apology, leaders can make vague and symbolic 

statements to placate victims and their sympathizers without actually sacrificing any 

tangible cost or agreeing to a damaging commitment.153 Thus, as long as German and 

Japanese political figures balance apologetic statements to victims, they can prevent 

substantial backlash from the bulk of perpetrators within the populace. This argument 

only holds true, however, when those statements are abstract and vague enough to not 

provoke backlash by compromised members of society.  

Proposing a different approach to political apology, Jennifer Lind contends that 

for international healing to be successful, one must recognize that remembrance of the 

past must weigh the risk that a backlash might pose to the promotion of reconciliation.154 
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While Germany has been able to construct a reconciliatory approach without fundamental 

domestic controversy, the backlash against efforts to change Japan’s early interpretation 

of the war has prevented this reconciliation from occurring. This understanding of 

apology, more than Negash’s, accurately captures why reconciliation has been such a 

complex and contested issue for states coming to terms with the past.  

In both the Japanese and West German cases, wartime actions compromised a 

large number of perpetrators that the new regimes had to reintegrate as a prerequisite for 

the establishment of a democratic society. In East Germany too, the communist regime 

had to temper the concerns of perpetrators who could threaten the new order. This meant 

that, at least early on, official dealing with the past had to be marginal at best.155 As 

international politics created a desire to restore good relations with former enemies, 

however, this balanced the concern for domestic backlash. To the present day, this 

psychology of apology has been instrumental to how the German and Japanese successor 

regimes have explained the past to their people. 

Political Approaches to War Crimes in the Adenauer Era 

 Because Germany remained under Allied occupation until 1949, the true German 

response to war crimes did not begin until the election of Christian-Democrat Konrad 

Adenauer in that year. While not the only factor in the election, victory for the center-

right Adenauer itself showed that German voters favored political leaders who called for 

a restriction of the scope of denazification.156 In a public speech in 1946 Adenauer had 
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equated denazification with repression by the Nazi regime itself, a statement that he knew 

would please a crowd that was averse to Allied sanctions.157  

Instead of exacting retribution against those who collaborated with the Nazis, 

Adenauer believed that economic prosperity could best heal the trauma that the Second 

World War had imposed on the nation, a strategy that he saw as “the recipe for freeing 

Germans from their transfigured memories of material glory and national greatness.”158 

Along with his counterpart Walter Ulbricht in the East, Adenauer hoped to “pick out 

from the German national memory of the Third Reich the tragic heroism of the German 

soldier and the German civilian who had suffered from war.”159 In this initial narrative, 

ordinary Germans became victims rather than oppressors, and for West Germany joining 

the Western democracies in the Cold War was the means to national salvation. 

 Despite opposing a far-reaching crackdown against those who supported and 

collaborated with the fascist regime, Adenauer and his Christian Democrat Party did 

oppose any semblance of a far-right resurgence, starting a trend that would last 

throughout postwar German history. Although the concerns of the still influential Allied 

leaders motivated Adenauer’s crackdown on the far-right Socialist Reich Party, Adenauer 

had the SRP banned, along with the German Communist Party. Partly based on Cold War 

anti-communism, he perceived both as linked to anti-democratic sentiments.160 As long 

as genuine prosecution for war crimes lagged in West Germany, however, the 

government could not claim that it was fully combating the Nazi past. As the East 

                                                 
157 Herf, 221. 
158 Frei, 263. 
159 Gilad Margalit, “Divided Memory? Expressions of a United German Memory,” Dan 
Michman ed. Remembering the Holocaust in Germany, 1945-2000: German Strategies 
and Jewish Responses (New York: Peter Lang, 2002), 31. 
160 Frei, 263-264. 

 50



German regime became more dictatorial and shirked any responsibility to accept itself as 

a successor to Nazism, Adenauer and his government made it their responsibility to make 

a greater effort to actually seek out and try war criminals, as well as take a more active 

reconciliatory approach to victims.161 The antagonistic Cold War debate over legitimacy 

between West and East Germany contributed to the West’s desire to portray itself as the 

righteous German successor state. 

 Embedded in Adenauer’s policies was a particular interpretation of Nazism and 

how Germans should look back on their history. Adenauer’s policies reflected his own 

background, which was heavily influenced by his strong identification with Catholicism 

and the liberal bourgeois tradition of southwestern Germany. His prescription for the new 

Germany lay in opposition to the Prussian militaristic traditions that he felt came from 

Eastern Germany. Adenauer believed that German militarist and authoritarian traditions 

contributed to the failure of the Weimar Republic and ultimately the rise of Nazism, and 

he believed that Germans had to break these traditions for West Germany to move 

forward and integrate into Western Europe.162 That being said, though, he cast Nazism as 

a detested force of oppression against the German populace; with this interpretation, he 

could reject calls for punitive action directed against the German nation.163  

Over the course of the 1950’s, the evolution of the Cold War and the growing 

perception that West Germany was integral to Western defense strategy allowed a further 

decrease in German war responsibility, shifting the cause for the rise of Nazism onto 

foreign nations. This new narrative made Hitler alone responsible for most of Germany’s 
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atrocities.164 Germans did not universally accept this narrowing of blame, as sociologist 

Theodor Adorno expanded blame to rationalism, nationalism, and modernity itself for the 

events of the Holocaust; in response to the war’s atrocities, he went so far as to say, 

“Whatever is, is not right.”165 Although vastly widening the scope of responsibility, like 

the Christian Democrats, Adorno did not believe that sole responsibility rested with 

Germans or their culture. 

Restitution and Amnesty: Two Approaches at Odds? 

 Although eventually the West German government brought more perpetrators to 

justice in domestic courts, restitution to victims was the first method by which Adenauer 

attempted to “make good” on German responsibility to victims of Nazism.166 Although a 

perception exists that restitution resulted from American encouragement, Israel’s first 

Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion, recognized that the outbreak of the Korean War, 

heating up the Cold War and leading the United States to alter its foreign policy outlook, 

removed international pressure on Germany to seek Israeli and wider Jewish approval.167 

However, as Israel grew in importance as an anti-communist outpost in the Middle East, 
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those seeking reconciliation with the new Jewish state based on political grounds gained 

greater legitimacy.168  

Restitution came in the form of the Luxembourg Restitution Agreement, ratified 

by the Bundestag in March 1953. Although popular support for the measure was 

minimal, the German government decided to provide compensation voluntarily without 

significant Western prodding.169 In fact, contemporary polls at the time showed that only 

11% of Germans were in favor of restitution, while nearly half directly opposed it.170 

While the German people were not behind the measure, Adenauer decided that some 

gesture would be necessary to place Germany “above suspicion in the eyes of the world,” 

an important step in gaining the trust of the Western democracies.171 At least at this point 

in postwar history, West Germany geared contrition towards victims of Nazism more for 

an international audience than for its own population. 

In offering restitution, Adenauer’s main concern was therefore not how former 

victims saw Germany, but the preconditions under which Western Europe would accept 

West Germany as a full-fledged democratic partner. In both Germany and Japan, 

progressive internal decisions about war memory often result from perceived 

international pressure, rather than from domestic grassroots movements. Although not yet 

convincing Germans that they had a responsibility to these victims, an early narrative that 

included restitution laid the groundwork for a more conciliatory and apologetic approach 

as the Cold War political dynamic underwent alteration. 
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 In order to check the prospect of perpetrator backlash, however, the other major 

aspect of Adenauer’s approach to war crimes was to provide amnesty to the vast majority 

of alleged Nazi perpetrators and collaborators. At this time the German population sought 

to “withdraw from this collective memory” of the war, and this resulted in an official 

amnesty and integration of those who collaborated in Nazi crimes.172 When Adenauer 

took office in 1949, Germans had already expressed a widespread desire to reverse the 

huge number of guilty verdicts that Allied occupation forces had handed down since 

1945.173 The Amnesty Law confirmed the fact that the German government and 

population rejected the idea of guilt for all but the top Nazi leadership. 

Under the Amnesty Law, Nazi collaborators could even serve in prominent 

positions in the new government. Adenauer adamantly retained former Nazi Hans Globke 

as a national security adviser, even though doing so damaged his reputation and moral 

standing.174 This serves as one of the most significant examples of the policy of 

reintegration based on utility to the new regime. Ordinary Germans too accepted 

Globke’s past, while foreign public opinion strongly opposed allowing Globke to serve in 

a prominent public function.175 As long as this negative sentiment had negligible effect 

on relations with Western Europe, however, Adenauer could afford to retain Globke’s 

services. Amnesty even allowed Kurt Kiesinger to become the first and only former Nazi 

to become Prime Minister from 1966-1969.  

As part of a desire to maintain their support, Adenauer was particularly adamant 

about minimizing the crimes of the German military, or Wehrmacht. In a speech in April 
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1951 he stated that its crimes had been minor and that it had not dishonored itself through 

its wartime conduct.176 By providing amnesty to and restoring respect for the German 

military, Adenauer reinforced and perpetuated the popular view that the military had not 

been integral to the Nazi’s crimes of extermination. This faith in the German military’s 

role lasted until after the Cold War. While the Japanese military took the brunt of 

criticism for wartime atrocities, Germans absolved the institution of the German military 

of culpability, thus undermining a negative connotation for Germany’s heavily armed 

status in the center of Cold War Europe. 

Political Rhetoric: Conservative and Progressive Voices 

 Although amnesty permitted Germans a collective amnesia regarding the roles 

played by ordinary citizens in the Nazi regime, early, contrasting, and prominent voices 

of apology and reconciliation from the political sector laid the groundwork for future 

openness. This factor was largely absent from the authoritarian German Democratic 

Republic and conservative-dominated early postwar Japan. As Chancellor, Adenauer felt 

uncomfortable directly addressing Jewish victims, and in a September 1951 address he 

references the events of the Holocaust but did not mention wider German guilt, refusing 

to accept wider responsibility on behalf of Germans.177  

In November of 1952, Adenauer and his government established “People’s 

Memorial Day” as a commemoration of all civilian and military victims of the World 

Wars, although this did not address the suffering of groups that the Nazi regime had 

deliberately targeted.178 Directly responsible to voters, Adenauer was unwilling to 
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alienate a large number of supporters by calling them war criminals, and throughout his 

tenure he maintained this outlook. As the United States was still solidifying its position in 

Cold War-divided Europe, on the federal level West Germany faced little external 

pressure to more directly confront the past. 

In contrast to Adenauer’s rejection of broad condemnation of German wartime 

activity, President Theodor Heuss served as a symbol of efforts to render a genuine 

apology to victims. The position of President provided Heuss with immunity to act as the 

moral voice of Germany, because the post lay outside the pressures of electoral struggle 

for power, something with which Adenauer had to constantly concern himself.179 Heuss 

was the first major political figure to associate the language of honor and patriotism with 

memory of the Nazi past, trying to convince Germans that it was their duty to face this 

ugly period in their history.180 In a December 1949 speech Heuss directly discussed the 

crimes committed against Jews without allusion, constructing an alternative narrative for 

those who wanted to hold members of the regime and their collaborators accountable.181 

The moment at which Heuss’s role as moral conscience became most evident was 

the November 1952 Bergen-Belsen memorial ceremony, which marked the first time that 

leaders of the Jewish community joined with the German Head of State.182 At the 

ceremony, Heuss remarked that “no one will lift this shame from us,” emphasizing that 

all Germans should feel collective shame, even if not accepting collective responsibility 
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for Nazi actions.183 Heuss did not believe that the world would forget what Germany had 

done so quickly, and that Germans could not afford to do so either.184 Heuss’s successor 

Karl Lubke continued the precedent of using the Presidency as a moral podium, stating 

that reconciliation with Jews could only occur if Germans directly faced the extent of the 

catastrophe; reparations alone would not be sufficient.185 

At that same Bergen-Belsen ceremony, World Jewish Congress President Nahum 

Goldmann spoke of how the results of Nazism should serve as a lesson of the dangers of 

ultra-nationalism and racism. As a figure representing victims of Nazism, Goldmann 

argued that the memory of Nazism and the atrocities committed under it should be a 

warning to future peoples of the world.186 Going beyond what West German politicians 

were willing to acknowledge, however, Goldmann also discussed the fact that many of 

Germany’s crimes occurred in the East, now under Soviet domination, something that did 

not fit into the discourse of the Cold War.187 Not wanting to give communist Eastern 

Europe ammunition for propaganda, West German politicians refused to publicly 

acknowledge this fact until relations with the East improved and became normalized. 

While Heuss and Lubke created a counter-interpretation from within the ruling 

conservative Christian Democrat Union, the opposition Social Democrat Party went even 

further in stressing a more critical analysis of the past. Kurt Schumacher, leader of the 

Social Democrat Party, called on ordinary Germans to more completely face their 

country’s wartime actions. Leading up to the first democratic election after the war, 
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Schumacher and his party represented reconciliation with all victims, including those of 

the Holocaust.188 In a 1947 speech, Schumacher was the first of Germany’s postwar 

political leadership to directly address Jewish suffering, and he openly criticized Allied 

and German official responses to war crimes.189 After Adenauer’s Christian Democratic 

Union-led government took office, Schumacher directly criticized the new Chancellor for 

being too weak on emphasizing the victims and resistance fighters who stood up to and 

suffered under the Nazi regime.190 The newfound faith in Western integration and 

genuine democracy made such condemnation possible. 

Schumacher made these criticisms despite almost no Jewish presence in terms of 

voters and a German population that wanted to talk more about its own suffering under 

occupation than about crimes committed during the war.191 Ordinary Germans were 

concerned with daily survival during a time of postwar scarcity, which was further 

compounded by the forced repatriation of Germans from across Europe. This was not a 

conducive situation for arguing that Germans were criminals and other groups were 

victims. Although the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and its reconciliatory strategy lost 

to Adenauer’s less apologetic approach, the SPD still provided an alternative recollection 

of the war that led to critical memory when the nature of European tensions evolved.192  

Other members of the SPD that held offices from which they could address the 

German people, such as West Berlin mayor Ernst Reuter, also opposed Adenauer’s 
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strategy of putting off Germany’s moral rehabilitation to emphasize present concerns.193 

On April 19, 1953 Reuter made his “Warsaw ghetto memorial speech,” in which he told 

Germans to turn away from racism and evoked the memory of Jewish martyrdom and 

heroism to inspire West Germany’s further democratic renewal.194 However, even most 

Social Democrats rejected Allied calls for blame on behalf of the whole German nation. 

Instead they apportioned individual responsibility, which Schumacher believed could 

provide justice and allow Germany to move toward democracy.195 

Popular Opinion During the Adenauer Era 

While Adenauer and the West German government had its own particular outlook 

on war crimes, ordinary West German citizens had their own interpretations of the war 

experience as well, in large part based on their own particular circumstances. The war 

ended with Germany in ruin, and civilians’ first concern was how they would provide for 

their own survival; in this time of scarcity and devastation they were less interested in 

addressing the concerns of Germany’s victims, instead constructing themselves as 

victims of the war.196 In all three Axis successor states, the initial popular narrative 

portrayed ordinary people as victims rather than collaborators of evil regimes. 

In spite of this sentiment, however, the U.S. Office of Military Government 

conducted a survey, in which 93% of German respondents were aware of the Nuremberg 

proceedings, yet only about 5% considered them to be unfair.197 Ordinary Germans 

recognized that the huge amount of damning evidence, which included thousands of 
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Nazi-authored documents, precluded the possibility of denying that crimes had in fact 

occurred on a massive scale.198 Another U.S. Office of Military Government showed that 

55% of German respondents supported the guilty verdicts of Nuremberg, with 21% 

actually believing that the judgments were too mild, and only 9% holding that they were 

too harsh.199 At the very least, due to the mass of evidence obtained as a result of the 

circumstances in which Germany surrendered, Nuremberg completely discredited Nazi 

ideology and the top Nazi leadership.  

There was, however, significantly less support for exacting retribution against 

lower level officials that had only followed superiors’ orders. In a 1951-52 survey 

conducted by the High Commission for Occupied Germany, only 4% thought that all 

Germans bore guilt, and 21% felt some responsibility for providing some kind of 

compensation to victims.200 In another poll in 1953, 55% of Germans opposed any 

denunciation of the military’s wartime actions, placing the military in a separate category 

of morality and decency that would remain intact for most of the Cold War.201 The trials, 

while effective, only affected Germans’ opinions of the top of the Nazi hierarchy, thus 

allowing ordinary Germans to overlook wider complicity with the regime. Among West 

Germany’s new allies, the innocence of the German military went unchallenged as long 

as West Germany remained a strategic outpost at the center of the Cold War. 

While only a fraction of the prewar Jewish population elected to stay in Germany 

after the war, those who survived and chose to remain felt that they had a duty to ensure 
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the democratic and tolerant development of the German people.202 These domestic 

victims developed their own interpretation of the legacy of war crimes, “working to 

“demystify” the image of the Jew, and countering anti-Semitic tendencies.”203 In 1950, 

Germany’s remaining Jewish population came together to form the Frankfurt-based 

Jewish Central Council, purporting to be the sole voice for the German-Jewish 

population.204 The Central Council, along with other Jewish organizations, saw its 

postwar priorities as preserving the traditional Jewish way of life, as well as pushing for 

reparations and aid from the new West German government.205 In return for the 

prominent voice that the German government allowed it, the Central Council accepted 

amnesty and limited prosecution during Adenauer’s Chancellorship.206 

In addition to the remaining domestic Jewish population residing in West 

Germany, Israeli Jews also came to play a prominent role in West German consciousness 

of the war. Israeli politicians recognized that they could gain political capital by invoking 

the memory of German wartime actions, including the first Israeli ambassador to West 

Germany who said “Adenauer had come to realize quite early that a reconciliation with 

the Jewish people carried great significance for reasons of foreign policy—in order to 

improve the standing of the Federal Republic and its relationship to the Western 

powers.”207 In accepting restitution and establishing ties to Adenauer’s government, 
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Israel’s first Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion also understood that for pragmatic 

reasons, given Germany’s potential and Cold War significance, and Israel’s need for a 

patron state, Israel needed to play upon memory of the war.208 Beginning in the 1980’s, 

when Japanese war memory became an internationally controversial issue, China too 

discovered the political benefits of using war memory as a tool of foreign policy. 

The 1960’s and Renewed Focus on the Past 

Although during the 1950’s West Germany began to project an apologetic image 

internationally, developments during the 1960’s led to a greater domestic acceptance of 

war guilt. For example, it was not until 1965, when Adenauer’s successor Ludwig Erhard 

and Ben-Gurion successor Levi Eshkol normalized relations, that the Israeli government 

took full advantage of pressing Germany on war-related issues. Israeli actions contributed 

to a growing recognition that the war had not been fully addressed within the domestic 

German realm.209 This outside pressure, which occurred as a young generation of 

Germans began to question their elders’ role in the war, contributed to a greater sense that 

Germany owed something to its victims. After the normalization of relations, for the first 

time the West German public also became firmly supportive of Israel, even though 

politicians preferred a more neutral approach to diplomacy in the Middle East as the 

region’s alignment in the Cold War was not yet fully determined.210  

 Besides concluding a landmark establishment of relations between West Germany 

and the Jewish state, the CDU-affiliated Chancellors that followed Adenauer, Ludwig 

Erhard and Kurt Kiesinger, largely retained Adenauer’s stance on the war. Both 
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Chancellors took a narrow approach to responsibility for atrocities, absolving the vast 

majority of Germans from blame for wartime atrocities. One important development 

during Kiesinger’s Chancellorship, however, was that he formed a Grand Coalition of the 

two major parties, causing liberals to fear that Germany was once again heading down a 

path to totalitarianism with no Parliamentary opposition. Ultimately, though, this concern 

never materialized, and opposition to the Grand Coalition led to grassroots efforts to form 

new progressive parties, such as the Greens. During this decade, however, highly 

publicized media events led young West Germans to question politicians’ acceptance of 

the Nazi past and leniency towards Nazi collaborators, instead calling for a more critical 

examination of the role that ordinary Germans played in that past.211  

 As a new generation of Germans emerged to question their leaders, the Federal 

Republic’s Eastern rival put international pressure on it to confront the past. Although the 

GDR suppressed memory of the non-political victims of Nazi atrocities, it used scandals 

involving West German public figures, such as Hans Globke, to embarrass its rival in 

pointing out that Nazis still served in the government of the Federal Republic.212 By 

doing so, GDR leaders tried to legitimize the claim that they represented the only anti-

fascist German state, which they hoped would improve the GDR’s as yet insecure place 

in the international community.213 Because of the domestic and international pressure to 

put an end to Nazi scandals and prove that it was truly anti-Nazi, the Federal Republic 

began to conduct its own trials against a broader range of low-level Nazi culprits. 
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In 1958, the Ulm trial received significant notice as the Federal Republic’s first 

trial against former Nazis. On trial were ten Nazi commandoes whom the government 

accused of murdering more than 5,000 Jews in Nazi-occupied Lithuania. Although the 

defendants received only light sentences as accessories to murder, the trial’s media 

attention showed the German people that seemingly normal citizens had carried out the 

genocide against the Jews by means of an enormous, efficiently run machine.214 West 

Germans could no longer lay blame for the crimes solely on the top Nazi leadership. 

Although entirely an Israeli endeavor, even more so than the Ulm trial, the 

capture and subsequent trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961 received major international 

coverage and made it apparent to Germans that many perpetrators remained at large.215 

Eichmann had run the Nazi’s Central Office for Jewish Affairs, in charge of managing 

the logistics of the Holocaust, and the Israeli Attorney General accused him of being at 

the center of the execution of the Final Solution.216 Although tainted to some degree 

internationally by Eichmann’s illegal capture in Argentina as well as jurisdictional 

questions, the trial was a landmark event because it brought out issues that Germans had 

not considered on a widespread scale since the Nuremberg proceedings 15 years earlier. 

While the Ulm trial had only outlined atrocities on a limited scale, the trial of such a 

prominent Nazi reinvigorated more widespread critical examination of the past. 
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The prosecution of former Nazis reached a peak with the Auschwitz trial of 1963-

1965, which further showed the scale and efficiency of the Nazi murder machine. The 

trial took place in Frankfurt, and received more domestic media attention than any other 

German-conducted trial against Nazis; according to Devin Pendas, over the duration of 

the trial the national German media published more than 900 articles about the trial 

proceedings.217 Reflecting the Cold War climate of the proceedings, the West German 

media consistently compared Nazism to the contemporary situation in East Germany, 

contesting that parallels existed between what they saw as two evil regimes.218 Cold War 

antagonism thereby increased interest in the Nazi past. 

The proceedings put nearly two-dozen low-level officials from the Auschwitz-

Birkenau death camp on trial, and uncovered once again the fact that Germany had only 

punished a trivial number of war crimes perpetrators.219 Although arguing that the public 

felt much more ambivalent about the trial than the media attention would indicate, Devin 

Pendas describes the Auschwitz trial as “both a focal point and a wellspring for the 

politics of memory in the Federal Republic.”220 In sum, while not yet leading a majority 

of Germans to express guilt for Nazi atrocities, these trials increased the public’s 

understanding of the scale and dreadfulness of the crimes. The German Democratic 

Republic’s criticism of the Federal Republic’s handling of the past allowed these issues 

to come to the fore of West German attention.  

Following these highly publicized Nazi trials, heated debate continued in the 

Bundestag when the statute of limitations for war crimes was set to expire in 1965 and 
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1969. In both instances the Bundestag voted to leave open the possibility for continued 

prosecution.221 In stark contrast to the GDR and Japan, West Germany prosecuted its 

own citizens for war crimes, making a real effort to accept responsibility for Nazism and

its own past judicial failure. While the Cold War was not the sole motivation for th

engagement with the past, the fact that the Allied occupation of West Germany had 

allowed for the creation of a thriving civil society, as well as voices of reconciliation to 

keep war guilt in the national conscience made West Germans more receptive to critical 

scrutiny of the past. East German anti-fascist propaganda too contributed to the Federal 

Republic’s desire to prove its own anti-fascist credentials to the international community. 

 

is 

                                                

As part of this new national effort to acknowledge war guilt, local governments 

and citizens’ groups altered German understanding of the war by establishing memorials 

on the sites of former Nazi concentration camps. These sites represent the worst of Nazi 

atrocities and have since become a symbol of German war crimes in World War II. The 

Dachau Concentration Camp Memorial, site of the regime’s first concentration camp, 

opened in 1965 following an agreement between the Bavarian state government and the 

Comite International de Dachau, an organization comprised of prisoners that survived the 

camp.222 The memorial opened in the same year that West Germany normalized relations 

with Israel, itself made possible by Israel’s firm position in the Western alliance, and 

Jews received a prominent position in the memorial’s victim narrative.  

In the following decade, understanding of the nature of Dachau’s victims 

expanded, as the memorial recognized homosexuals, Jehovah’s witnesses, Sinti and 
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Roma as groups singled out by the Nazi regime.223 Since its establishment, the memorial 

has been used as a learning tool about Germany’s past, containing an archive and a 

library that include eye witness reports by survivors and documentation on the camp, 

postwar war crimes trials and restitution paid to victims.224 Such openness was not 

possible until German citizens, especially of the younger generation, became exposed to 

Nazism’s crimes and realized that the nation had not yet adequately addressed the past. 

 Beginning in the late 1960’s, and especially after the protests of 1968, the German 

student movement began to use the Nazi past as a powerful political weapon against the 

conservative forces that remained in power.225 Students around the world protested 

America’s Cold War-based involvement in Vietnam, but in Germany students evoked the 

atrocities of the Nazi regime and the silence that followed it to challenge the credibility of 

the older generation. Like students in other countries, West German youth wanted to take 

their country in a truly new direction and bring about genuine democracy. At its start, the 

German New Left argued that it was the duty of all Germans to remember the atrocities 

of past war crimes, just as Theodor Heuss had done in his role as President.226 

Interestingly, during this period, the younger the age group, the more likely one was to 

express pro-Israeli sympathies.227 

Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik in the Era of Détente 

 While the West German willingness to engage with war crimes was only 

peripherally related to Cold War developments for much of the 1960’s, the Cold War 
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came to play a prominent role in Chancellor Willy Brandt’s reconciliatory approach to 

war crimes, which began with his election in 1969. Before understanding Ostpolitik, 

Brandt’s policy of reconciliation toward communist Eastern Europe, one must review the 

Federal Republic’s relationship to the East in the period after Allied occupation. As 

Chancellor, Konrad Adenauer had refused to enter into any direct negotiations with the 

Soviet-controlled communist states, and left a number of border questions, especially the 

contested Oder-Neisse line between Poland and Germany, unresolved.228 Although a 

large portion of Nazi war crimes had occurred in the East, because of this hostility toward 

the communist states, West Germany was unwilling to acknowledge crimes there and 

thus fuel the rhetoric and propaganda of those regimes.  

While this refusal to negotiate or establish bilateral relations remained in place 

until the emergence of Ostpolitik, over the course of the 1960’s, American-led efforts to 

reconcile with the East brought the Federal Republic closer to thawing relations with its 

communist neighbors. In December of 1966, for example, Kurt Kiesinger’s government 

followed President Lyndon Johnson’s example by publicly discussing the idea of 

building ties to Eastern European countries.229 Only with American and West European 

support could West Germany change its rhetoric on the East, thereby altering the initial 

postwar narrative that ignored atrocities committed in Eastern Europe. 

When Social Democrat Willy Brandt ascended to the Chancellorship, he saw the 

political and popular developments of the 1960’s and felt that Germany was ready to take 

a new approach to its foreign relations. As a result of détente, Brandt promoted 
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Ostpolitik, which called for the warming of relations with the communist world. During 

his term, Brandt argued that public memory of war crimes and acknowledgment of 

atrocities in the East were essential components of “daring more democracy,” a necessary 

step to test the durability and long-term health of the postwar democratic system.230  

As an extension of “daring more democracy” and his Ostpolitik policies of 

breaking with the Cold War notion of East pitted against West, Brandt was the first 

Chancellor to concede the extent to which war crimes occurred beyond the Iron 

Curtain.231 Brandt could only express this remorse in the context of superpower détente 

in which overall East-West relations thawed and the two sides resolved lingering postwa

disputes. In the 1970 Moscow Treaty that it signed with the Soviet Union, West Germany 

agreed to the inviolability of all postwar borders, including the long-contested Oder-

Neisse Line, and promised to make no territorial claims against any third country.

r 

                                                

232 

 Likewise, on a broader scale, détente eased tensions through the Quadripartite 

Agreement signed in September 1971 by the four powers that had occupied Germany, in 

which the Soviet Union guaranteed unimpeded traffic to West Berlin, and each side 

recognized the other’s de facto control of their sections of Berlin.233 Following this 

agreement, West and East Germany were able to sign a Basic Treaty calling for good 

neighborly relations and acceptance of each side’s sovereignty, which served to decrease 

tension and improve cooperation between the two states.234 Even when the Cold War 

heated up again during the 1980’s, this Basic Treaty proved to be an important link 
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between the two Germanys, one that would help bring about reunification in 1990. 

Because of growing economic links to the GDR and the widespread belief that Brandt’s 

Ostpolitik had been beneficial, in the 1980’s CDU politicians continued dialogue and 

cooperation with the East as an important policy for national security.235 Détente, 

therefore, had major implications for the Federal Republic’s ability to come to terms with 

Nazi war crimes committed in communist Eastern Europe. 

 It was in this context that Brandt made the most important, and most symbolic 

move during his time in office, which was the silent apology that he made at the site of 

the former Warsaw ghetto on June 7, 1970. Brandt made the visit as part of an attempt to 

recognize the suffering that Nazi Germany had caused in the East during the war, 

especially towards Eastern Jews.236 At this ceremony, Brandt silently dropped to his 

knees before a large crowd and media presence, making a powerful, symbolic statement 

of the extent to which Germany’s leader felt a need to repent for the past.237 Prior to 

Ostpolitik, communist Poland and the Federal Republic had demonized each other’s 

wartime conduct, and elites perpetuated negative myths regarding the other side as part of 

a Cold War ideological campaign. By 1973, the Federal Republic became Poland’s 

second largest trade partner after the Soviet Union, thus demonstrating the practical 

economic benefits of Ostpolitik, and a fact that helped keep German-Polish tensions low 

when the broader Cold War heated up again during the 1980’s.238  
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In spite of Brandt’s gesture and the continuation of Ostpolitik, ordinary Germans 

still did not accept total national responsibility and broad-based guilt for Nazi era war 

crimes. According to scholar Girma Negash, “the restoration of national face has 

symbolic and instrumental value only as far as it serves the national interest,” and 

Brandt’s act of kneeling is no exception to this rule.239 However, on an official level, 

Brandt and his government took a more embracive approach to Israel as well, with his 

foreign minister Walter Scheel making a state visit to Israel in 1971, and Brandt 

undergoing his own visit as the first active Chancellor to do so.240 Contemporary 

President Gustav Heinemann, following Heuss’ tradition, played the role of Germany’s 

bad conscience in using the theme of Auschwitz frequently to stress remembrance of the 

past.241 At the same time Israelis became more accepting of the way that West Germany 

was handling its past, with two-thirds supporting good relations with Germany in a poll 

conducted in May 1973.242 The establishment of relations with Eastern Europe, in 

addition to Israel’s firm alignment in the Western camp, led West Germany to more 

actively face the scope of Nazi war crimes. 

Helmut Schmidt and the Broadcast of “Holocaust” 

 Although Willy Brandt was the first Chancellor to significantly alter the postwar 

discourse on war crimes, during his successor Helmut Schmidt’s term, which lasted until 

1982, West Germans made even greater strides toward reconciliation with the past. On 

November 23, 1977, Schmidt became the first Chancellor to speak at the site of the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp, no longer a taboo place due to Ostpolitik and 
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normalized relations with Poland. Schmidt expressed remorse and told Germans that they 

must all bear the guilt of the camp’s legacy; like many of his predecessors before him, 

however, he did not directly refer to Jews in addressing the victims of that suffering.243  

Like his eventual successor Helmut Kohl, Schmidt tried to normalize Germany’s 

global status, backing away from an unwavering responsibility to Jews and Israel by 

calling for Palestinian self-determination and approving the sale of West German tanks to 

Saudi Arabia.244 Although trying to normalize the Federal Republic’s foreign relations, in 

1978, Schmidt directly cited crimes committed against Jews and blamed Nazi Germany’s 

lack of democracy and individual freedoms for the suffering inflicted upon them.245 

Despite renewed efforts at war crimes prosecution and acknowledgment of crimes in the 

east, up until this point West German leaders continued to lay the vast bulk of 

responsibility for war crimes on the top Nazi leadership, while the national narrative 

depicted ordinary Germans as silent accomplices who had little choice but to fall in line. 

 This narrative changed dramatically in January 1979, when West German 

perceptions of war crimes fundamentally transformed to a degree that had not occurred 

since the Nuremberg trials immediately after the war. Although exhibiting a new trend to 

narrow the portrayal of Nazi war crimes down to atrocities committed against Jews, the 

television miniseries “Holocaust,” produced in the United States and broadcast on West 

German television, was a landmark event in bringing the Holocaust to the attention of all 

Germans; an estimated twenty million West Germans watched each of the series’ four 
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installments.246 The series smashed the wartime genocide as a taboo subject on the 

popular level, and allowed Germans to consider the Holocaust as “less a question of 

assuming the past than of preventing a future through recollection of the past.”247  

“Holocaust” was significant for providing younger Germans a more personal and 

emotional glimpse of Germany’s war crimes. The fallout of “Holocaust” was the belief 

that Germans had a duty to prevent such atrocities from ever again being committed and 

a special responsibility to honor the Nazi’s victims. In a questionnaire conducted by the 

Federal Center for Political Education, 73% of the population had a positive response to 

the series, 64% found it deeply upsetting, 41% referred to the viewing as an important 

personal experience, and 39% felt personal shame after viewing it.248  

The broadcast had a particular impact on young people, leading students to 

demand more information on Nazi history from their teachers. In practical terms, this 

demand brought increased visits to memorial sites, with more than 5000 school groups 

visiting Dachau annually by the end of the 1970’s, whereas only 471 groups had visited 

in 1968.249 Given the previous unwillingness to accept wider responsibility for war 

crimes, “Holocaust” is an example of the remarkable power of media to influence the 
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popular understanding of history.250 The broadcast of “Holocaust” became the popular 

level equivalent of Brandt’s Ostpolitik and symbolic apology.  

 Beyond the realm of popular opinion, the public’s reaction to the series had an 

impact on the actions of political elites as well. At the time that “Holocaust” aired in 

West Germany, the government was again in the midst of debating whether to extend the 

statute of limitations on war crimes. Before the broadcast of “Holocaust,” only 15% of 

the population supported continued prosecution of war criminals, yet 39% expressed 

support immediately afterwards.251 In large part as a result of the miniseries, popular 

pressure forced Schmidt’s government to abandon the statute of limitations for war 

crimes indefinitely.252 The broadcast of “Holocaust” is one instance in which personal 

experience and popular sentiment outweighed the Cold War as a catalyst for altering 

recollection of the Second World War. 

A human face had finally been put on war crimes, and Germans were now more 

willing to address the past, even if their elected officials were not fully ready to do so. 

The symbolic gestures and speeches of Chancellors Willy Brandt and Helmut Schmidt 

paved the way for this greater engagement with war crimes responsibility. “Holocaust” 

also denotes the point at which leaders could no longer normalize Germany’s history in 

the eyes of the population, and any effort to turn back on the part of politicians would 

henceforth be met with fierce criticism. 

Helmut Kohl and A Reckoning with the Past 
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 While the election of Helmut Kohl as Chancellor marked a return to conservative, 

Christian Democrat leadership, it was during his term, which lasted past the reunification 

with the East and the end of the Cold War, that the Holocaust and war crimes took center 

stage in the German political and popular arena. During the early part of Kohl’s 

government, and within the larger context of a reheating up of the Cold War, he hoped to 

pull Germany back from the apologies of his Social Democrat predecessors and finally 

normalize Germany’s past and its contemporary political position. This strategy 

ultimately backfired, solidifying the notion that the Holocaust was a unique event and 

that Germany’s war crimes could never be normalized or relativized.253  

Although now under conservative Christian Democrat control, international 

developments in the 1970’s, and Ostpolitik in particular, had taken deep roots in West 

Germany and continued to influence general opinion even during renewed superpower 

hostility. Yinan He notes that in the 1980’s, Ostpolitik had deeply embedded itself in 

West German thinking, as liberal and conservative politicians continued to support East-

West communication.254 Sitting in opposition, liberal parties kept Kohl in check through 

rhetoric that supported reconciliation and kept the Holocaust in the public conscious.  

The Green Party in particular, which entered Parliament in 1983, established a 

platform to press for a continued critical examination of the Nazi past; the Party’s efforts 

shifted the nature of the debate closer to one of apology.255 In terms of maintaining 

reconciliatory rhetoric towards the East, the Social Democratic Party set up a “shadow 

Ostpolitik” during the 1980’s to preserve ties throughout the period of greater Cold War 
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tension.256 In spite of the superpowers’ reversion to ideological hostility, the 

entrenchment of Ostpolitik, along with the political and scholarly debates that developed 

over the course of the 1980’s, transformed the Federal Republic from the nation that 

carried out the Holocaust to what has been coined the “Holocaust-nation.”257 

 The event that initiated a dramatic shift in acceptable portrayals regarding 

memory of war crimes was the Bitburg controversy sparked by Kohl’s request to 

President Ronald Reagan, asking him to lay a wreath for German war veterans as part of 

the fortieth anniversary of the end of the war in Europe.258 Kohl asked Reagan to visit 

Bitburg to represent a final reconciliation between the Western democracies and West 

Germany for its past. Kohl was trying to symbolically achieve total integration with the 

West, a goal that West German politicians strove to attain since the Adenauer era. With 

the Cold War again as prominent as ever for the United States, President Reagan was the 

perfect figure to support Kohl and the Federal Republic in making this gesture. 

Kohl’s political calculation backfired, however, when the announcement of the 

visit received significant criticism from within Germany and around the world.259 Due to 

the controversy that the announcement of Reagan’s planned schedule sparked, he agreed 

to lay wreaths at the site of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp and then at the Bitburg 

site, which Kohl believed would reaffirm West Germany’s reconciliation with the past 
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and normalize its position in international politics.260 This normalization did not occur as 

young Germans rejected his attempt to nationalize the German military of the Second 

World War, and absolve them from any guilt or war responsibility. Likewise, although 

West Germany had enjoyed the moral high ground relative to its East German 

counterpart, this incident, which occurred as economic factors led the German 

Democratic Republic to make efforts to reconcile with Nazi Germany’s victims, 

weakened West Germany’s overall moral standing.261 Until reunification in 1990, West 

German leaders would have to work hard to regain a position of greater moral authority.  

 In the same week that Reagan and Kohl faced controversy for going to Bitburg, 

President Richard Weizsäcker, despite representing the Christian Democrat Party like 

Kohl, continued Heuss’ legacy by stressing that Germans needed to face the past without 

turning away and neglecting the truth.262 In a sign that Ostpolitik still influenced political 

decision-making, Weizsäcker also urged West Germans to mourn all of the war’s victims, 

cutting across Iron Curtain fault lines that had distorted forty years of memory.263 

Weizsäcker’s speech worked against Kohl’s effort to normalize German history by trying 

to contextualize it, and it continues to be a significant example of political apology. 

 In addition to the shift that occurred on a political level as a result of the Bitburg 

visit and politicians’ actions, the Historians’ Debate on the issue of historical revisionism 

led to a change in the popular perception of crimes as well. In these so-called “History 

Wars,” historians debated the intentionalism vs. functionalism interpretations of the 
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Holocaust, that is to say whether it served a purpose in and of itself or whether it resulted 

from specific international political circumstances leading up to the war.264  

The issue began when Ernst Nolte put forward the argument that Nazism was just 

a reaction to Stalinism and that Nazism’s crimes were not uniquely evil, which Jürgen 

Habermas and much of the media and political elite firmly rejected in opposition.265 In 

Nolte’s eyes, communism, an enemy of the Federal Republic and its democratic allies, 

therefore bore the blame for sparking Nazi atrocities. Nolte and the other historians who 

took his side also tried to place the worst crimes of the regime as Hitler’s personal 

responsibility, attempting to narrow the responsibility for war crimes just to one man.266 

After trials against war crimes’ perpetrators, Ostpolitik, and the broadcast of “Holocaust,” 

West Germans no longer found acceptable the initial national narrative that had vastly 

decreased the scope of responsibility for Nazi crimes. President Weizsäcker denounced 

historians that tried to relativize and normalize Nazi era atrocities, and the outcome of the 

debate firmly entrenched the position among intellectuals and elites that the Holocaust 

was a unique phenomenon in history that Germans had a responsibility to remember.267  

 After these controversies, attempts to diminish the uniqueness of the Holocaust 

became political suicide even for conservative members of the Bundestag. The most 

significant example is the fallout following Bundestag President Phillip Jenniger’s speech 

on the fiftieth anniversary of kristallnacht on November 10, 1988, when he bluntly gave 
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the reasons for the rise of Nazism and tried to separate the Holocaust from the attacks that 

Nazism made against the threat of “Jewish bolshevism.”268 Jenninger faced a huge 

negative reaction following the speech, which eventually forced his resignation, and the 

controversy symbolized the extent to which politicians would henceforth have to be 

careful about coming off as Nazi apologists.269 As a result of the controversy surrounding 

this speech, as well as the other major incidents that occurred in the 1980’s, public 

figures of the right and left, for their own political survival, would have to refer to the 

Holocaust as unique and stress that permanent, critical examination of the past was a 

responsibility for all Germans.270 Within the mainstream, war crimes were solidified as 

an important and unforgettable aspect of Germany’s culture and history. 

 Although Holocaust denial had been a feature of right wing activity as part of an 

effort to reinterpret Nazi war crimes, in large part due to the efforts of Social Democrats, 

it was during Kohl’s term that it became illegal in 1985 under the Public Incitement 

statute to “refute or belittle the murder of six million Jews by the Nazis.”271 While other 

European countries have also adopted similar legislation, in Germany this is referred to as 

the Auschwitz Lie law, since denial of the fact that the Nazis used Auschwitz-Birkenau 

concentration camp as a death camp has been a central feature of Holocaust denial.272 

After the revelations during the broadcast of “Holocaust,” as well as growing ties to 

Eastern Europe, the location of most of the Nazi crimes, the West German population 

was no longer willing to tolerate a blunt distortion of facts by those who wanted to 
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minimize the crimes of the Nazi era. In the few years leading up to a German 

reunification that caught the world and even the two participants by surprise, the 

Holocaust and Nazi atrocities had become a dominant narrative and a part of national 

identity within West Germany. 

Soviet Influence and War Crimes Policy in East Germany 

 Like West Germany, the German Democratic Republic, formed out of the Soviet 

zone of occupation, propagated a stance toward the war that reflected Cold War political 

calculation. Because the GDR joined the communist Soviet camp, rather than the 

democratic Western one, its portrayal of war crimes grew markedly different from that of 

the Federal Republic. In contrast to elites in the Federal Republic, from the establishment 

of the new regime, Soviet-zone German political leaders did not see themselves as 

representatives of a successor regime to the Nazi state.  

Rather, the communist leadership, with the strong backing of Soviet authorities, 

portrayed themselves as the real victims of, and resistance fighters against, the Nazi 

regime, thereby absolving them from responsibility for Germany’s wartime actions. They 

saw themselves as the antithesis of Nazism, reflecting a notion that was prevalent based 

on the East’s political tradition. It was through the “heroicization of the Communist 

resistance in the Third Reich” that the ruling SED legitimized its anti-fascist credentials 

and anointed itself with the right to rule.273 Soviet political assessment played a major 

role in the formation of this narrative, as “the presence and employment of Soviet power” 

dictated the way that political participants behaved in the Soviet occupation zone.274  
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After engaging in two devastating wars against Germany in a span of just thirty 

years, the Soviets wanted to ensure that German aggression would be forever neutralized 

as a threat to the communist state. Because the left wing political scene was initially 

fragmented with different factions taking alternative approaches, the Soviet occupation 

administration decided to organize “the permitted parties into a supraparty bloc designed 

to present a united front, thus preventing public espousal of undesired opinions that might 

have followed from interparty competition,” which they believed would have allowed for 

the return of such a threat.275 Thus Soviet leaders promoted the creation of the Socialist 

Unity Party of Germany (SED) and subsequently placed it in power. The SED governed 

until reunification with the Federal Republic in 1990. 

 In order to gain complicity among the wider population for a communist-led 

government, the SED, like the Adenauer government, took a lenient approach to the role 

of ordinary Germans in the Nazi regime, holding that all Germans, including the military, 

were victims of Nazism and the war.276 The narrative differs, however, in that they 

reserved the highest level of victimhood exclusively for communist resistance fighters, 

who the official rhetoric portrayed as “heroic antifascists who had liberated themselves 

from the Nazi capitalists.”277 By emphasizing the communist dialectic of class struggle, 

instead of the racial aspect of Nazi Germany’s crimes, the SED transformed the identity 

of war crimes’ victims so that their regime could mark a total break with that troubled 
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past.278 By arguing that communists endured the worst atrocities based on class struggle, 

it became easier for them to lay claim to political power after Nazism’s fall. 

 Due to the emergence of the two opposing Cold War camps, SED leaders had no 

choice but to persist in this line of thinking. The East German regime became 

internationally isolated from all but the Eastern bloc of countries, leading the regime’s 

first General Secretary Walter Ulbricht to fall in line with the regime’s principal 

benefactor, the Soviet Union. Without broader recognition from non-communist states 

and as the smaller and less self-sufficient of the two Germanys, GDR figures criticized 

the Federal Republic to gain international legitimacy. The East especially attacked the 

West for retaining former Nazis in important positions, while at the same time 

disregarding the notion that it had not addressed most war crimes either.279  

Although West German authorities did not directly name Jews as victims early in 

the regime, anti-Semitism became a genuine aspect of SED rhetoric from the end of 

occupation, adhering to the rhetoric that was contemporarily developing within the Soviet 

Union under Stalin.280 Creating a narrative that in some ways resembled the 

contemporary Japanese government’s rhetoric, East German politicians evoked the idea 

that ordinary German citizens were the war’s true victims. A speech given by the mayor 

of Dresden in February 1955, for example, referred to the Allied firebombing of his city 

as the real war crime, referring to the Allies as the “executioners of Dresden.”281 Heavily 

influenced by Soviet policy and political calculation, East Germany’s portrayal of war 

crimes can be linked to what was politically shrewd for communists to say at the time. 
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 In order to solidify their own legitimacy to govern by dictatorship, the East 

German communist leadership created a multi-tiered hierarchy of victims of fascism. 

Communist resistance fighters received the highest status, while the regime accorded 

non-political victims a lower status. In this way the SED elevated the level of national 

respect for the wartime communist resistance and promoted the Soviet agenda. This 

system had its roots in the Soviet occupation era, when in February of 1947, occupation 

leaders set up the Association of Victims of the Nazi Regime to represent the interests of 

all victims, and to judge who deserved the privileged “victim of fascism” status.282  

Walter Ulbricht, who served as General Secretary of the party from 1950-1971, 

played an important role in establishing this hierarchy of victimhood. Ulbricht 

emphasized “Soviet suffering, heroism, redemption and victory” as true martyrdom that 

deserved notice, while he marginalized Jewish victims as passive about their own fate 

and therefore less worthy of recognition.283 Even Jewish members of the SED supported 

the establishment of this distinction, believing those who fought ideologically against 

Nazism deserved the most praise and restitution.284 As the Cold War pushed political 

leaders in East Germany and the Soviet Union to downplay any memories of alliance 

with the West, the role of the Red Army and communism in bringing down the Nazi 

regime became even more important.285 The Soviet Union required such a narrative to 

legitimize the forceful position that it now occupied in Eastern Europe. 

 East Germany’s multi-tiered portrayal of victimhood resulted from the belief that 

only a finite amount of political capital existed for martyrs among the German 
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population. Jews in particular did not fit into the official narrative, and communists who 

suffered as political persecutees did not think that Jews deserved the designation of 

“victims of fascism” because they viewed them as accomplices in their fate for not 

fighting for an ideological cause.286 Likewise, because Marxism held that class struggle, 

rather than any racial struggle, was the true cause of international conflict, persecution 

against a particular ethnic group did not fit into the regime’s central ideology. Marxist 

ideology matched political expediency, as recognizing Jews and paying restitution would 

weaken the central principle that the new communist government had no ties to the Nazi 

regime or any responsibility for the crimes that it had committed.287 The SED regarded 

itself as the antithesis of fascism based on class struggle, and this was the only official 

narrative acceptable to the postwar leadership. Even until the fall of the regime in 1989, 

Mike Dennis contends that many East German intellectuals metaphorically saw the GDR 

as an “anti-fascist phoenix that rose from the ashes of the Nazi inferno.”288 

 To further build up credibility for communist victimhood in the public 

consciousness, the German Democratic Republic built memorials to resistance fighters 

that highlighted this message. The regime erected war memorials in 1958 and 1961, the 

purpose of which was to display the sacrifice of resistance fighters and to focus on the 

bright communist future that those sacrifices helped to build.289 In a speech at the site of 

the Sachsenhausen concentration camp on April 24, 1961, Ulbricht addressed victims of 

fascism, but referred only to the political victims of the Nazi regime; the fact that the 
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Nazis had killed mostly Jews there did not figure into his speech.290 Even before 

Germany finally surrendered, the Soviet Union used the liberated concentration camps of 

Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald for the establishment of Soviet ‘special’ camps to intern 

opponents to the entrenchment of a German communist regime.291 Political expediency 

outweighed reflection on the war even at these highly symbolic sites.  

The Interpretation of War Crimes in Poland: A Contrasting Conception within the 

Soviet Bloc  

 Not all communist states shared the German Democratic Republic’s interpretation 

of the past, however, as communist Poland took a more inclusive approach towards 

victims of Nazism. During the war, Poland suffered at the hands of Germany as much as 

any other nation, and so did not need to construct a skewed narrative to convince its 

population; the Nazis had genuinely victimized the entire nation. Even while condemning 

Nazism and German aggression, Poland had to express support for the GDR, its now 

communist ally, making a distinction between the bad Germans in the West and the good 

Germans in the East who broke with the harmful aspects of their tradition.292  

In June 1947, while the Soviet Union still occupied the country, the interim Polish 

Parliament approved an act to create a memorial and a museum at the site of the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp, which has since become the camp most 

prominently associated with the Final Solution.293 The government added a number of 

exhibitions to the site over the following years, and beginning in 1960, states’ whose 
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citizens were murdered at the site introduced their own national exhibitions.294 Tellingly 

though, the first several of these national exhibitions were all from states within the 

communist bloc, including Czechoslovakia, Hungary, the Soviet Union and the German 

Democratic Republic; while the memorials recognized Jews as a major portion of 

victims, the nationalities of victims were at first mainly defined along Cold War lines.295 

 Even though affected by a Cold War inspired narrative of the war, the Auschwitz-

Birkenau Memorial did cross this boundary in a number of ways. One such example is 

the 1967 unveiling of the International Monument to the Victims of Fascism, at which 

over 200,000 people, including an Israeli minister, were present for the ceremony.296 The 

following year, the museum opened an exhibition on the “Struggle and Martyrdom of the 

Jews,” establishing the Jews as a specific, non-ideological group of victimhood; the site 

opened a new exhibit of the same title ten years later on the 35th anniversary of the 

Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.297 The museum’s collections include the personal belongings 

of the camp’s victims, as well as concrete evidence of large-scale murder such as 

canisters of Zyklon-B, the chemical that the Nazis used for extermination purposes in gas 

chambers.298  Although under communist control, Poland’s status as a victim of Nazism 

created an understanding of the war different from that of East Germany. Unlike the East 

German government, the Polish government had no desire to eradicate its citizens’ 

broader understanding of German war responsibility.  

Authoritarianism and the GDR’s National Narrative  
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Within the GDR, however, the Cold War and the promotion of its own legitimacy 

remained the most important forces behind the government’s relationship to its populace 

and the past. The GDR’s educational system too became an area in which the government 

could indoctrinate a communist-dictated narrative among the population. This effort 

began under Soviet occupation, since the Soviet-led German administration had to 

approve all school curricula.299 After the occupation ended, the ruling SED party 

increased its hold over all levels of education, especially at the university level, by 

placing its own officials at top posts at institutions and through its control of the youth 

organization Free German Youth.300 In this way any liberal criticism of the regime, or 

alternative constructions of the war were stifled at the source. By establishing a system in 

which communist ideology and its wartime narrative would be spread to the next 

generation, the regime was able to promote the communist agenda and prevent the next 

generation from holding a less ideological understanding of Germany’s wartime actions, 

especially the collaborative role played by many ordinary German citizens.  

 As the SED entrenched its position, it used the Department of Agitation and 

Propaganda of the Central Committee to regulate the press in order to filter news stories 

to suit the regime’s interpretation of events.301 In controlling the news, the SED worked 

with the Soviet political leadership to strengthen socialist and communist ideology, 

spreading its historical interpretation to the entire population.302 In accordance with 

Soviet policy, the regime’s great degree of authoritarian control weakened the ability of 

dissidents to publicize contrasting positions, a facet of West German society that 
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eventually led to a more reconciliatory approach with victims. Without a genuine civil 

society, it was much more difficult for East Germans to present their own interpretations 

of the war or challenge the SED’s right to rule the GDR. 

Throughout most of the German Democratic Republic’s existence, however, the 

Soviet Union maintained a tight grip on its policies, especially those related to portrayals 

of the war. With little deviation, the GDR was unable to conduct an independent policy 

until the end of its existence, which Soviet premier Brezhnev pointed out in 1970, telling 

SED leaders, “The GDR cannot exist without the Soviet Union, its power and its 

strength. Without us there is no GDR.”303 The Soviet Union also maintained military 

control over the GDR, as approximately 400,000 Soviet troops, the largest concentration 

of Soviet forces outside of the Soviet Union, remained stationed there until the mid-

1980’s.304 Unable to pursue its own interpretation of the war, one cannot make the claim 

that the GDR’s handling of World War II was entirely of its own making. Rather, the 

GDR’s national narrative was subservient to Soviet Cold War propaganda. 

Counter-Perspectives within East German War Memory 

Despite the overall tendency to downplay the suffering and sacrifices of non-

political victims, early in the regime’s history some members of the political elite took a 

more reconciliatory approach towards non-communist victims. During the Soviet 

occupation, when East German communists had not yet finalized their policies and the 

nature of their relationship with the Soviet Union, a small group of political figures with 

alternative wartime experiences promoted an inclusive approach to victimhood. Franz 

Dahlen, who personally spent several years in concentration camps alongside non-
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political prisoners, argued for greater recognition of all of Nazi victims.305 Completely 

rejecting the multi-tiered system of martyrdom that was to develop, he directly equated 

Jewish suffering in the Holocaust with the murder of Nazism’s political enemies.306  

Besides Dahlen, the faction of communist officials who spent the duration of the 

war in exile in Mexico City also pushed for greater acknowledgement of Jewish 

suffering. Several of these exiles were Jewish, including Paul Merker and Leo 

Zuckerman, who believed, like Dahlen, that Jews should be placed on an equal footing 

with “anti-fascist resistance fighters.”307 According to Jeffrey Herf, while “Communist 

orthodoxy fostered a zero-sum—either the Soviet Union or the Jews—Merker and 

Zuckerman argued for inclusiveness and equality.”308 After the occupation ended, 

Merker proposed a government commission to help Jews regain property lost due t

confiscation, but Ulbricht and the rest of the SED elite had already decided to create an 

alternative narrative that downplayed Jewish victimhood.

o Nazi 
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Bolshevik model.310 As Ulbricht’s government began to adopt closer positions to those of 

the Soviet Union, it became political suicide to call for a more inclusive portrayal of 

victimhood. The turning point against those who opposed this position came at the end of 

1952 with the Slansky conspiracy trial in communist-run Czechoslovakia, after Czech 

courts convicted several high ranking officials, many of them Jewish, of a conspiracy 

against the regime and handed them extremely harsh sentences. Within East Germany, 

the fallout of this trial and the Doctor’s Plot in the Soviet Union allowed SED leaders to 

denounce a broad conspiracy of imperialists, Zionists, and capitalists that even included 

members of the KPD, the hardliner party that comprised much of the SED.311  

During the period from the end of 1952 through 1953, this conspiracy charge 

became an excuse to get rid of anyone who did not toe the party line, and the authorities 

accused Paul Merker of being a paid agent of American capitalists.312 The regime 

stripped Merker of all power within the SED, and although the government did not purge 

all Jews, any that remained were too afraid to discuss any of the issues that Merker and 

Zuckerman had risen earlier.313 In the year following the conspiracy allegations, Ulbricht 

abandoned all restraint in verbally attacking Israel, and by the 1960’s the anti-Israeli 

rhetoric even surpassed that of the Soviet Union.314 Until the 1980’s, when the German 

Democratic Republic was reaching its endpoint, no one attempted to challenge the multi-

tiered system of martyrdom. 

Erich Honecker and an Evolving Course for the GDR 

                                                 
310 Dennis, 29. 
311 Herf, “The Holocaust and the Competition of Memories in Germany, 1945-1999,” 22. 
312 Herf, 130. 
313 Herf, “The Holocaust and the Competition of Memories in Germany, 1945-1999,” 23. 
314 Wolffsohn, 43. 

 90



 War-related policy in the GDR continued relatively unchanged until Soviet 

premier Brezhnev and dissatisfied factions within the SED forced Walter Ulbricht, who 

had led the SED since the founding of the German Democratic Republic, to resign in 

1971 after the failure of his economic modernization plans.315 Upon Ulbricht’s 

resignation, Erich Honecker, who had become one of Ulbricht’s leading critics, rose to 

the General Secretary position in 1971. Honecker had a mission to repair any tensions in 

the Soviet-GDR relationship and to maintain the GDR’s established social and political 

order.316 Honecker carried on the authoritarian and Soviet-influenced policies that had 

become the norm under Ulbricht, and ordinary East Germans were for the most part too 

immersed in the daily struggles of life in East Germany to directly challenge the system 

or its ideology.317  

Unlike its West German counterpart, the German Democratic Republic 

experienced no generation of 1968, and the country’s youth never successfully 

discredited the authoritarian values of the regime.318 During the early part of his tenure as 

General Secretary, Honecker built upon the regime’s anti-Semitic tendencies, even 

equating Zionism with racism, and thus deviating from contemporary West Germany in 

observing no special responsibility to Israel.319  

 While the long-term viability of the GDR was tenuous throughout much of Walter 

Ulbricht’s tenure, the warming of relations with the Federal Republic led to a seemingly 

more stable and secure future for the GDR. In December of 1972, following the signing 
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of the Basic Treaty with the FDR, 68 countries recognized the GDR as a state and gave 

further legitimacy to communist rule.320 Even as its international relations began to open 

up and as ties and communication between the two Germanys increased, the SED 

maintained strict control over the GDR’s other minor parties and mass organizations, 

continuing to control the dialogue on World War II with the long-time method of 

emphasizing communist heroism.321 

 Although wider international recognition appeared to solidify the leadership of the 

German Democratic early in Honecker’s reign, this political development served to 

ultimately undermine communist rule. Growing relationships and even dependence on 

the Western democracies forced change among the GDR elite. Once Ostpolitik opened up 

contact with the West and economic cooperation increased, the SED began to rely less on 

an orthodox Marxist-Leninist analysis of history, instead reverting to greater emphasis on 

German “heritage and tradition.”322 The GDR’s narrative of the war began to undergo 

change as the economy became less dependent on Soviet support, and by the 1980’s 

Honecker promoted a more favorable view of Jews in order to obtain most favored nation 

status with the United States; he believed that the political influence of American Jewry 

would secure Congressional support for this policy change.323 A shift in the Cold War 

relationship between the GDR and the West provided an environment in which the 

regime could reanalyze Jewish victimhood and expand recognition of Nazism’s victims. 
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Now more dependent on Western trade and economic support, a credit crisis in 

the early 1980’s placed the GDR in a precipitous financial position, which put the 

government in growing indebtedness after 1986 and an increasing need to rely on 

external financial backing.324 Michael Meng notes that over the course of these financial 

hardships, Honecker came to believe that seeking support from the West was the 

regime’s best option; in turn, because official rhetoric had long associated Jewish 

interests with the West, lending greater support to Jews made logical sense.325 In an act 

unthinkable when the GDR relied solely on Soviet backing, Honecker offered 85 million 

marks for the restoration of the prominent Neue Synagogue in East Berlin, demonstrating 

the impact that close ties to the West had on East German portrayals of Jewish victims.326 

As the regime’s economic situation grew dire, surveys conducted by the Central 

Institute for Youth Research in Leipzig in the late 1980’s “demonstrate unequivocally a 

precipitous and terminal decline between 1985 and 1989 in young people’s support for 

the system after a period of relatively broad consent for much of the 1970s.”327 Greater 

openness across the Iron Curtain had weakened the communist-dictated narrative and the 

government’s hold over the people. In light of Gorbachev’s new Soviet policies in 

Eastern Europe and the loss of support among the populace, official propaganda that had 

legitimated the SED’s right to rule could no longer prop up the regime. 

 As the 1980’s progressed it became clear that the GDR’s long-established norms 

were no longer sustainable. Further reconciliation with the West became inevitable, and 

by mid-decade Honecker and the SED leadership had initiated major changes in rhetoric 
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in order to increase support from its Western backers. In order to improve its 

international standing, especially with the United States, the East German government 

recognized a historical responsibility to Jews and to Israel, which it had neglected during 

forty years since the end of the war.328 The return to prominence of the Jewish question, 

which demolished the regime’s claim that only communist victims had suffered under the 

Nazi regime, played an important role in the ultimate demise of the East German system. 

In a symbolic gesture, just prior to reunification, East Germany’s short-lived 

democratically elected regime agreed to pay restitution to Jewish victims in April of 

1990.329 Changes in the GDR’s position vis-à-vis the Soviet Union and the West altered 

portrayals of victimhood, and ultimately brought down the communist regime. 

The Japanese Response to War Crimes: A Series of Contradictions 

 In contrast to the Cold War situation in Europe, which dictated war-related policy 

in the two postwar successor states of Nazi Germany, Japan faced its own unique Cold 

War dynamic in the East Asian region. One essential difference was that Japan had to 

contend with hostile communist China, a country that Japan severely victimized during 

the war. In addition, whereas West German leaders repeatedly felt the need to prove their 

reorientation in the democratic camp, Japan’s strategic importance to American policy in 

East Asia relative to the political utility of its wartime victims during the early Cold War 

period contributed to very different incentives with respect to war memory.  

As a result of these distinctions, although now over sixty years removed from the 

end of the Second World War, in many ways the varied voices within Japan are still 

struggling to reconcile their differences on how Japan should interpret the war, and what 
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lessons can be learned from that conflict. The Second World War, in fact, remains the 

key lens through which Japanese view the abstract notion of war, and the period 

“maintains a powerful grip on the modern Japanese psyche.”330 Despite Western 

integration and a liberal democratic system of governance, which at least structurally 

resembles the postwar West German political system, the traditional view of Japan’s 

relationship to its war crimes is that it has refused to meet responsibilities to its victims 

and that the government has tried to whitewash the nastier elements in the eyes of its 

population. The impact of the Cold War on occupation policy and on Japan’s postwar 

role in Asia created the conditions in which such an interpretation of the war could occur; 

Philip Seaton argues that a government’s reflection on the past “may say as much about 

the present priorities and politics of the individual or society as it does about the past.”331 

Unlike West Germany, where the government and the population eventually came 

to agree that Germany had a responsibility to its victims following the crimes of the Nazi 

regime, Japan has experienced a hotly contested battle between successive conservative 

LDP administrations and their supporters against a liberal segment of the population that 

disapproves of the government’s handling of these issues. According to Franziska 

Seraphim, “war memory remained fragmented and contested on the political map of 

democracy for decades, yet it was closely woven into the political structure.”332 It was 

the American occupation, and especially the reverse course, that scaled back reforms a

institutionalized the conservative hegemony that put this structure into place. In Japan’s 

case, because the government’s handling of war responsibility has only represented the 

nd 

                                                 
330 Philip A. Seaton, Japan’s Contested War Memories: The ‘Memory Rifts’ In Historical 
Consciousness of World War II (New York: Routledge, 2007), 7. 
331 Seaton, 12. 
332 Seraphim, 4. 

 95



conservative segment of the population, rather than using the actions of Japanese political 

figures as the sole focal point, one must also study the efforts of interest groups as well as 

the particular arenas in which these diverse factions have clashed over war memory. 

The Government’s Response to War Crimes and Wartime Conduct 

 When hostilities ended and the United States took control of Japan in late 1945, 

while much of the Japanese public supported the removal of militarist leaders in 

accordance with the Potsdam Declaration, at the same time they were not willing to 

accept calls for national repentance on behalf of the entire nation.333 Instead, 

firebombing, the atomic bombs and present scarcity laid the seeds for the “victim 

mentality” that was to characterize a central theme of postwar references to the war.334 

Ordinary Japanese saw themselves as victims of the regime rather than as participants in 

it, and because the highly publicized Tokyo tribunal tried a limited number of leaders and 

ignored many aspects of Japanese conduct in Asia, this perception became widespread 

among much of the populace.335 At the time the Tokyo tribunal was the only source of 

information about wartime crimes for many Japanese, a fact that prevented even 

academics from comprehending Japan’s wartime actions in the 1950’s.336  

 Rather than repenting for war crimes, the answer to militarism became ensuring 

the establishment and stability of genuine democratic institutions, in contrast to the 

freedoms that the government had trampled under the Meiji Constitution. Although a 

product of American occupation, many Japanese saw Japan’s 1947 Constitution, which 
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represented one of the world’s most complete listing of civil rights, along with the Article 

Nine peace clause, as an adequate response to the devastation that resulted from wartime 

militarism.337 Similarly, Japan’s quick-paced integration with the West, the end of its 

imperialism and fervent anti-communism became the means by which Japanese political 

leaders could make good on the country’s past actions.338 From the mid-1950’s, and with 

the strong backing of the United States, a conservative hegemony and socialist opposition 

became essentially institutionalized, which created “a legacy not exactly of war but of 

postwar struggles over the meaning of war, defeat, and foreign occupation.”339 

Anti-communism in particular became the conservative LDP’s method for 

remaining in the good graces of the United States, providing the international political 

capital to downplay Imperial Japan’s wartime actions. The government demonstrated the 

extent to which it had vindicated militarism when Kishi Nobosuke became Prime 

Minister in 1957; he had been a wartime Vice Minister of Munitions and a figure whom 

the Allies had indicted as a Class A war criminal at the Tokyo tribunal. 340 This was a 

culminating event demonstrating the degree to which Cold War politics buried the Allies’ 

initial postwar goals. For at least the early part of the Cold War, the government kept 

reconciliation with victims and acknowledgement of the past out of the mainstream 

political arena. The ruling LDP instead chose to leave issues of war memory to special 

interests and organizations within civil society.341 
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 For politicians, one of the central points of contestation throughout the postwar 

period has been the distinction between the use of the terms ‘aggressive war’ and 

‘aggressive acts’; use of the former term represents the denunciation of Japan’s entire war 

effort, whereas use of the latter term accepts that crimes occurred only on an individual 

basis and thus were not systemic.342 In general, the conservative political elite has 

worked to deflect state responsibility by exclusively employing the latter term, and

contended that the Allies were the true aggressors; the argument follows that since the 

state itself committed no criminal acts, “compensation and apologies were always 

unnecessary.”

 it has 

                                                

343 While this position accepts that some soldiers were guilty of war crimes, 

the narrative that Japan was the true victim became a more significant feature of how 

LDP politicians referred to the war. 

Changing Relations with Japan’s Neighbors  

 Government policy began to change, however, as foreign relations with Japan’s 

victimized neighbors grew stronger. United States policy in East Asia and a changing 

Cold War dynamic within the region led to this important shift. Japan restored bilateral 

relations with South Korea and China in 1965 and 1972 respectively, and as it ties to 

these two countries became more significant, the Japanese government now had direct 

contact with the two governments most likely to hold a grudge regarding Japanese war 

memory.344 These two bilateral agreements, along with the earlier San Francisco Peace 

Treaty, also provided Japan with the legal basis to claim that all compensation issues to 

victims had been laid to rest, an issue that in spite of these documents has remained a 

 
342 Seaton, 20. 
343 Seaton, 24. 
344 Seaton, 47. 

 98



point of contention for individual victims to the present day.345 As part of its Treaty of 

Basic Relations with South Korea, for example, Japan offered a grant of 300 million 

dollars along with a 200 million dollar loan to the South Korean government, and it has 

argued that any responsibility for the past ended there.346 

 President Kennedy played an instrumental role in this diplomatic breakthrough, 

when he first pushed for the normalization of relations between Japan and South Korea in 

1963 in order to ease American commitments on the Korean peninsula so that U.S. 

efforts in Asia could be diverted to Indochina.347 Likewise, the Chinese bilateral treaty 

with Japan rapidly followed Nixon’s own establishment of relations with the People’s 

Republic, as Mao Zedong was eager for Japanese economic assistance following China’s 

cooling of relations with the Soviet Union.348 China’s fear of the Soviet Union and U.S. 

struggles in Vietnam had given China incentive to strike a deal with the liberal 

democratic camp, and made the United States willing to adopt new diplomatic tactics 

within East Asia. In addition, the Chinese Communist Party continued to see the 

Nationalist government on Taiwan as its primary enemy, and therefore was more willing 

to reconcile with Japan for the additional political benefits of recognition.349  

Prime Minister Tanaka Kakuei met Zhou Enlai on an official visit the year that 

the treaty was signed, and Tanaka made the most substantial acknowledgement of 

Japanese war crimes to date, recognizing the immense damage that Japan had inflicted 
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and performed an apologetic deep bow of respect to Zhou Enlai.350 The United States’ 

involvement in Vietnam, spawned by the desire to contain global communism, resulted in 

the Japanese government’s strongest actions to make good on its wartime actions. 

According to Franziska Seraphim, “the changing needs of American Cold War policy in 

Asia, conditioned by the prolonged and exceedingly ugly war in Indochina, affected the 

international relations in the region profoundly.”351 

 While renewed relations allowed the government to maintain a highly contested 

position with respect to reparations, on the whole stronger ties to China and South Korea 

put significant pressure on the Japanese government to revisit war responsibility; likewise 

when Emperor Hirohito went on a state visit across Europe in 1971 and the United States 

in 1975, the popular resentment that accompanied his trip showed ordinary Japanese that 

people around the world did not share the Japanese government’s portrayal of the war.352  

By the 1980’s, the Chinese and Korean governments came to realize the political 

capital that they could score through evocation of the war responsibility issue, and they 

initiated a ritual of scrutinizing Japanese officials’ war-related actions.353 Although Deng 

Xiaoping used war memory in part to rally support against his domestic critics, President 

Reagan’s financial and economic support to Taiwan, as well as a reassessment that 

America had secured the edge in the Cold War rivalry, led China to pursue a combative 

approach to Japanese war memory.354 This time though, within the changed landscape of 

East Asian politics, and as Japan’s relationship to its East Asian neighbors became more 
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influential in Japanese decision-making, the government’s relationship to war crimes 

underwent marked change.  

Mishima Yukio and Oe Kenzaburo: Opposite Interpretations of the War 

 Beyond the government’s official construction of war memory lie more personal 

interpretations based largely on individuals’ personal experiences. Within the literary 

world, fiction writers Mishima Yukio and Oe Kenzaburo exemplify the dichotomy of 

Japanese understanding of the war on the popular level. For that reason, I will use their 

work as symbols of how political-based occupation decisions, namely retention of the 

Emperor, had an impact on popular understanding of the war. While Mishima was old 

enough to enter the military yet missed out on participating in the war, Oe’s schooling 

straddled the wartime and postwar periods and he recalls promising his wartime teacher 

that he “would cut open his belly and die for the emperor.”355  Both writers see the war 

through the lens of their own upbringing, and according to Susan Napier, “for both 

writers the imperial house became an object of political and personal obsession.”356 The 

effects of occupation and Japan’s postwar development contributed to that fascination. 

SCAP’s decision to retain the Emperor left an impression upon both authors, with 

Mishima glorifying the Emperor and the wartime past and Oe condemning the kind of 

emperor worship that fuels the rhetoric of right wing extremists. In addressing SCAP’s 

determination to utilize the Emperor, Napier argues, “the problem of the continued 

existence of a symbol of prewar militarism as the head of a democratic state is one with 
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which all modern Japanese have had to grapple.”357 Although personal experience 

augments literary interpretations of the war, the political act of retaining the emperor 

system proved influential even in this realm. 

  According to Napier, there were two precise periods during which Mishima and 

Oe exhibited their own portrayals of the war. The first occurred in 1961, when Mishima 

published “Patriotism” and Oe composed “Seventeen,” both influenced by the 1960 

protests surrounding the renewal of the U.S.-Japan Mutual Security Treaty.358 In 

“Patriotism,” Mishima depicts a fictionalized ritual suicide in 1936, portraying the 

protagonist Lt. Takeyama and his wife as truly honorable and beautiful heroes. Through 

their double suicide, Mishima glorifies the Imperial Army as a noble institution full of 

honor, providing no hint of the destruction that this same military unleashed throughout 

Asia. In a failed attempt to start a coup to restore the Emperor and Japanese nationalism 

in 1970, Mishima took his own life just as Lt. Takeyama had fictitiously done. 

The second period of war reflection occurred around 1970, with Mishima’s 

publication of Runaway Horses and Oe’s response to both this story and Mishima’s 

suicide, “The Day He Himself Shall Wipe My Tears Away,” marking Oe’s greatest 

attempt to show how dangerous historical revisionism can be.359 In Runaway Horses, the 

protagonist Isao undertakes a crusade to rid Japan of its corrupt capitalists and politicians 

during the early 1930’s, plotting a coup to restore Imperial sovereignty. Even though the 

authorities discover the coup plot and it results in failure, Mishima portrays Isao as a hero 

that lies in contrast to the decadence around him. Like Lt. Takeyama, and ultimately 
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Mishima himself, Isao commits suicide at the end of the story. In both “Patriotism” and 

Runaway Horses, Mishima idealizes Japanese militarism and leaves no ambiguity about 

the righteousness of emperor worship.  

In stark contrast to Mishima’s positive interpretation of militarism and 

nationalism, in “Seventeen” Oe is directly responding to the Asamusa Incident, in which 

a young right wing extremist used a sword to assassinate the chairman of the Socialist 

Party.360  In this story, Oe depicts a weak and pathetic young man referred to as Ore who 

becomes swept up in right wing ideological fervor. After absorbing this dangerous 

rhetoric, Ore murders a prominent left wing politician, and in the end commits suicide as 

he happily visualizes the image of the Emperor. Oe’s depiction of Ore is a scathing 

commentary on the foolishness and lunacy of right wing extremism, and right wing 

critics sharply criticized “Seventeen,” especially concerning the episode in which Ore 

orgasms as he calls out for the Emperor.  

In “The Day He Himself Shall Wipe My Tears Away,” Oe again responds to 

Mishima, this time condemning right wing fanaticism and historical revisionism even 

more directly than he did in “Seventeen.” The narrator of “Day” awaits death from cancer 

as he recounts his own interpretation of his family’s past and his father’s attempted coup 

one day after the war ended. His doctors do not believe that he actually has cancer and 

the reader progressively learns that his recollection of events is ludicrous. Likewise, when 

his mother appears at the end of the story, she contradicts his glorified version of events 

and he delves further into his own psychosis. Through the character of the narrator, Oe 
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criticizes what he sees as Mishima’s false understanding of the war as a period that Japan 

should strive to return to, a blind hope that led to his eventual suicide. 

The emperor, and the twisted memory of the war that he came to symbolize, had a 

major effect on how both Mishima and Oe understood the war. Both authors were 

instrumental in wider reflection on the role of the emperor, as Susan Napier notes that “If 

Mishima began the regeneration of the emperor, it was Oe who, by taking this 

regeneration seriously in both essay and fiction, showed how deeply important the 

emperor still was to many Japanese.”361 The political decision to maintain the Emperor, 

rather than try him as a war criminal or force his abdication, allowed writers like 

Mishima to preserve the emperor as a symbol of reverence, while writers like Oe have 

used the Emperor as an emblem of Japan’s failure to thoroughly examine the past. 

The History Textbook Controversy 

 Having addressed the Japanese government’s portrayal of the war as well as the 

conflicting interpretations of two of Japan’s most famous authors, the next step is to look 

at the major areas of contention pervasive in Japanese society. Straddling official and 

popular recollection of the war, one of the most controversial arenas of Japanese 

historical recollection has been the content of children’s history textbooks and the 

Ministry of Education’s screening process to regulate that material. The issue stems from 

the fact that Japan’s social conservatives have fought against the teaching of the worst of 

Japan’s wartime actions because they argue that doing so would damage children’s love 

for their nation.362 In the first stages of the occupation, textbooks actually contained an 

anti-militarist sentiment and some even included descriptions of the Nanjing Massacre, 
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although the scope of criminal activity did not go beyond the evidence presented in the 

Tokyo tribunal, which again served as a central source of information.363 

 The advent of America’s concern for the Cold War in Asia, however, and the 

subsequent reverse course that transformed Japan into a vital strategic ally, led the ruling 

Yoshida government to attack the anti-militarist peace education, and his government 

gave the conservative Ministry of Education the power to screen textbooks in 1953.364 

Based on American strategic goals to decrease the strain on American personnel and 

operate through the machinery of the Japanese government, occupation forces had left 

much of the Ministry’s highly conservative bureaucracy intact. This can in large part 

explain why the Ministry used the screening process as a means of following the LDP’s 

nationalist line.  

In 1958, the Ministry set up a Textbook Review Council, and throughout the early 

Cold War it “purged texts of materials deemed harmful to the nation’s self-image.”365 In 

the first year of the Council, the Ministry rejected 33% of textbooks submitted for 

approval and ordered writers to revise them, significantly clamping down on progressive 

recollections of history.366 Screeners argued that only undeniable and universally 

accepted fact were acceptable for children’s school textbooks, and this allowed the 

Ministry to glaze over controversial aspects of Japan’s wartime actions, those that 

conservatives refused to recognize, in order to appease conservative constituents and 

interest groups.367 
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Textbook screening and the administration of Japanese education as a whole was 

on track to remain securely in conservative hands until the historian and textbook writer 

Ienaga Saburo brought the first of what would become three lawsuits against the Ministry 

of Education. Ienaga determined that the screening process was an unconstitutional form 

of censorship, and he filed his first suit in Tokyo District Court in June of 1965 seeking 

damages for the rejection of a textbook that he had authored. This action sparked the 

beginning of a grassroots movement among progressive professionals, who in October of 

the same year formed the National League for Support of the School Textbook Screening 

Suit; while initially containing only 80 members, the organization contained 1,256 

members and 10,951 signatures of support in June of 1966.368 Ienaga eventually received 

a partial victory in this suit in 1974, with the court affirming the state’s right to screen 

textbooks but ruling that it had abused the system in this particular case. Government 

appeals kept the first suit moving through the court system until the 1980’s. 

As the first suit traveled through the legal process, Ienaga filed a second suit in 

1966, this time requesting an administrative order to revoke the Ministry’s decision that 

rejected his textbook. Although reversed on appeal by the government about 20 years 

later on a technicality, Justice Sugimoto of the Tokyo District Court ruled in favor of 

Ienaga following the initial trial. Sugimoto held that education was a basic right of the 

people and that the Ministry had misused the screening process, although he too accepted 

the concept of government textbook screening.369  

By virtue of their publicity, the Sugimoto decision and the lawsuits themselves 

helped inform ordinary citizens of the conservative leanings of the Ministry of Education, 
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and led to the establishment of more widespread progressive grassroots movements 

questioning these policies.370 Even though the Japan Teacher’s Union and many Japanese 

teachers were progressive before this ruling, Ienaga’s lawsuits put more widespread 

public pressure on the Ministry to change its policies. In the wake of the decision, 

references to aggression in China and the Nanjing Massacre passed the screening process 

in high school and even some junior high school textbooks.371 The scope of crimes 

expanded to forced labor of Chinese and Korean citizens by the late 1970’s, and almost 

all textbooks acknowledged the Nanjing Massacre by the start of the 1980’s.372 

Just as the Ministry began to approve textbooks that included descriptions of 

Japanese war crimes and aggression, a conservative backlash resulted that led to 

significant international and domestic controversy throughout the 1980’s. One can trace 

the roots of this conservative opposition back to 1969, with the formation of a Group to 

Defend Textbooks that wanted to prevent Ienaga’s lawsuits and even alluded to causing 

him physical harm before his scheduled testimony as a witness in his lawsuit.373 In 1980, 

the far right wing segment of the up-and-coming generation of LDP politicians wanted to 

increase their power within the party, and referred to textbook reformers as communists 

to weaken their credibility and popularity.374  

During this conservative backlash, in 1981 and 1982 conservative Ministry 

officials attempted to water down textbooks that contained broader references to Japanese 

aggression across Asia. Following Ienaga’s lawsuits, the textbook controversy had 
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achieved much public attention, and major newspapers covered and denounced the 1981-

1982 round of Ministry textbook screenings, sparking protests at home and abroad.375 

Foreign involvement marked a new point in the textbook screening process, since Japan 

would now pay a price in the international arena for downplaying its war crimes. 

Although the Chinese leadership used the textbook issue to divert domestic 

pressure away from the regime, growing weariness towards American policy and rapid 

Japanese economic growth played a role in Deng Xiaoping’s choice of international 

focus.376 Both domestic politics within the People’s Republic and concerns about the 

balance of power within the region piqued the Chinese government’s interest in the 

textbook issue. In addition, China felt less restrained as gaining international recognition 

had passed as a central aim of China’s communist leadership. During the 1980’s the 

Chinese and Korean government both filed formal protests to the watering down of 

textbooks.377 In total, media in 19 Asian countries denounced the Ministry’s actions.378 

Following these protests, and with his two other lawsuits slowly elevating through 

the court system, Ienaga filed a third lawsuit, again requesting compensation but this time 

trying to prove the unconstitutionality of the entire screening process.379 Ienaga took a 

new legal approach in this lawsuit, trying to get the public and professional historians 

directly involved in the case; historians’ efforts to aid Ienaga directly led to new 

scholarship on the Nanjing Massacre, Unit 731 and especially the prewar and wartime 
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suffering that Okinawans endured at the hands of the Japanese government.380 This suit 

shed light on the troubles of ordinary Okinawans among the rest of Japan as no one had 

ever done previously. After the various forms of backlash against conservative attempts 

to whitewash Japanese history, from the mid-1980’s the Ministry again allowed expanded 

descriptions of the Nanjing Massacre and Japanese aggression to be included in 

textbooks.381 After the end of the Cold War period, the textbook issue would resurface as 

conservatives once again used textbooks and the screening process to redefine the 

narrative on Japan’s wartime actions.  

Controversial Visits to Yasukuni Shrine 

 Besides the controversy surrounding the textbook screening process, Prime 

Ministerial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo have been the other most controversial 

aspect of official remembrance of the Second World War. This Shinto shrine honors all 

of Japan’s war dead, and it served as an important symbol of the militarist government 

throughout the Meiji and wartime eras. Just after the end of occupation, during which 

SCAP dismantled Shinto’s official ties to the state, Prime Minister Yoshida began to pay 

his respects at Yasukuni every year from 1952, and in 1952 Emperor Hirohito made a trip 

there as well. Both visits represented major victories for the conservative Association of 

War-bereaved Families, or Izokukai, a group who had tried to modify the shrine’s new 

private status.382  

Such visits only became acceptable after the occupation’s reverse course allowed 

officials the opportunity to use the shrine as a public symbol. Because it honored war 
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dead, official legitimacy for the shrine promoted the American desire to garner Japanese 

support for remilitarization against the Soviets. These visits, done in a private capacity, 

provoked minimal controversy on the left, and the LDP found a stable partner that could 

supply votes in the membership of Izokukai.383 Visiting Yasukuni was a means of 

ensuring Izokukai’s continued support, which persisted as one of Japan’s most powerful 

interest groups throughout the postwar period. 

Little controversy followed subsequent Prime Ministerial visits until ordinary 

Japanese began to reevaluate Japan’s wartime actions as they protested U.S. involvement 

in Vietnam. As a result of the skewed emphasis at the Tokyo tribunal and the myth that 

Japan directed most of its aggression against the Western powers, a notion that resulted 

from Japan’s desire to “obtain an entrance ticket to the Western bloc,” during the early 

postwar period Japanese downplayed the victimization of Asia and any responsibility for 

war crimes within that region.384 As criticism of America’s execution of its containment 

policy in Vietnam drew Japanese attention, however, the media began to reexamine 

Japan’s own aggression in the same region. Once this more substantial research reached 

the Japanese public, commemoration of the war dead became controversial. The Vietnam 

War, along with the normalization of relations and expanding contact with South Korea 

and China, changed the public’s perception of visits to Yasukuni. 

Significant protest ignited when Prime Minister Miki Takeo visited on the 30th 

anniversary of the end of the war, August 15, 1975, despite the fact that he participated in 

a private capacity.385 Private worship by later Prime Ministers continued through the 
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1970’s, and the controversy reached a new plateau from April of 1979 when reports 

revealed that the Head Priest had secretly enshrined 15 Class A war criminals from the 

Tokyo tribunal in October of 1978.386 This enshrinement provoked stark criticism by 

progressive groups, who felt that “the enshrinement of top war criminals amounted to a 

Japanese verdict on the “victor’s justice” of the Tokyo war crimes tribunal.”387 In 

essence, this enshrinement meant that the government rejected the ruling of the one 

international body that had issued official punishment for Japanese war crimes. 

Following the enshrinement of war criminals, and the increasing influence that 

East Asian popular opinion had on the government’s depiction of the past, government 

leaders tried to keep the Yasukuni issue quiet by staying away during the early part of the 

1980’s. However, on the 40th anniversary of the war’s end, August 15, 1985, Prime 

Minister Nakasone made an official visit to the shrine with his entire cabinet, an event 

that turned into a major diplomatic incident, drawing protests and anger from across 

Asia.388 Strong economic growth motivated Nakasone to reignite a contentious issue, as 

he argued that it was time for Japan to exert a more robust global political role.389 Like 

Chancellor Kohl at Bitburg, Nakasone hoped to normalize his country’s political role in 

the international system to a level commensurate with its economic influence. The fact 

that China was beginning to distance itself from the West also allowed for Nakasone’s 

controversial display of public commemoration.  

Prime Minister Nakasone’s visit marked the first significant involvement of the 

foreign press in the Yasukuni issue, internationalizing a formerly domestic issue; all 
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subsequent Prime Ministerial visits have drawn substantial media attention.390 A backlash 

against conservatives’ use of the shrine even occurred by some dissident members of 

Izokukai, who split off to form a liberal Association of War-bereaved Families for Peace 

in 1986, a new organization that stressed the suffering of all Asians.391  

As was the case with the history textbook controversy, the 1980’s brought about a 

new dimension to the ideological battles between progressives and conservatives with 

respect to Yasukuni. While both had been solely domestic issues previously, America’s 

promotion of Japanese reconciliation with the rest of Asia, and close economic and 

political ties between Japan and its neighbors allowed the victims of Japanese aggression 

to have a voice in how Japan interacted with the past. Henceforth, although the LDP 

periodically used Yasukuni visits to appease Izokukai, the government tempered 

international protest with a press release that expressed remorse for victims of Japan’s 

wartime actions.392 While similar to the Bitburg controversy in that both governments 

tried to repair their resulting international image, Yasukuni visits never resulted in the 

same level of domestic criticism, nor have they led to a fundamental rethinking of 

acceptable political behavior. After the end of the Cold War, conservative politicians 

were still able to use Yasukuni to maintain their voting base and as a symbol to combat 

the development of a more progressive war narrative.    

Right Wing Interest Groups 

 The driving force behind the history textbook and Yasukuni shrine controversies, 

and the motivation behind governmental inaction on war responsibility have been 
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conservative interest groups with close ties to the ruling Liberal Democratic Party. In 

general, because they supported the ruling party and the bureaucracy, these conservative 

groups defined themselves through a close proximity to the state, while progressive 

groups always defined themselves in opposition to that same state and the bureaucracy.393 

This closeness to the state therefore led to a greater voice in affecting Japan’s political 

climate. America’s East Asian strategy during the Cold War, namely anti-communism 

and a close military relationship with Japan, established and supported this conservative 

hegemony, which had a major impact on which groups influenced the policy decisions of 

the postwar political elite.  

At least until the subject of war responsibility erupted into controversy in the 

international arena from the 1970’s, the LDP tended to take a hands-off approach to the 

issue, staying largely silent and leaving interpretations of the war to the arena of private 

interest groups.394 Overall, these groups interpreted any postwar efforts to accept 

Japanese war responsibility as a kind of masochism that only accentuated the humiliating 

defeat that Japan had suffered against the foreign imperialists.395 Conservative politicians 

frequently invoked the ‘Japan as victim’ narrative, “using the bombings and dual 

humiliations of defeat and occupation to foster a backward-looking, narcissistic 

nationalism.”396 This system supported military alliance with the United States and 

staunch anti-communism, which prevented Japan’s most important ally from questioning 

this rhetoric. Because of the undue influence and intimidation tactics of far rightist forces, 

for the duration of the Cold War it was risky for progressives to denounce the Emperor’s 
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wartime role in public.397 The strategic decision not to prosecute the Emperor at the 

Tokyo tribunal allowed his image to remain untarnished for the duration of his lifetime. 

 One of the most powerful postwar conservative interest groups, and one that 

ardently supported reverence for the Emperor, was the Association of Shinto Shrines, 

which formed six months after Japan’s surrender. The Association was effectively the 

successor of wartime state-backed Shintoism, also known as Shrine Shinto. MacArthur 

saw Shrine Shinto as a force promoting militarism and Emperor worship, leading him to 

dismantle Shrine Shinto and its special relationship to the government. The new, private 

Association retained its wartime leadership, with a membership consisting of 

ultraconservatives and restorationists with strong ties to the conservative political elite.398  

Once the occupation ended, the Association acted more boldly without worrying 

about a clampdown by the SCAP authorities. It immediately pushed for the renewal of 

Shinto nationalism and of national symbols from the prewar and wartime periods, 

including the return of traditional holidays and shrine ceremonies; all the while it named 

the Emperor as the core of the Japanese spirit.399 The fact that the Tokyo tribunal had 

ignored the Emperor’s war responsibility based on Cold War realpolitik calculation rather 

than justice allowed reverence for the Emperor to continue among this pro-Shinto group.  

The Association, along with the conservative Japan Association of War-Bereaved 

Families, orchestrated the LDP’s close relationship with Yasukuni Shrine, agreeing not to 

push for the return of state-backed Shinto in return for Prime Ministerial visits to the 
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Shrine.400 Throughout the postwar, the Association bemoaned Japanese weakness, 

arguing that it was “at the mercy of other Asian countries’ national memories” when 

Japan signed the Basic Relations Treaty with South Korea and provided economic aid as 

part of the agreement.401 As Japan’s changing regional relations contributed to critical 

analysis of the war, the Association has consistently fought against admittance of war 

responsibility or any attempt to implicate the Emperor as a war criminal. 

The second influential right wing interest group has been the Japan Association of 

War-bereaved Families, or the Izokukai, whose membership had occupied a privileged 

and powerful position in the prewar and wartime periods. SCAP felt that the group had 

contributed to militarism and therefore revoked their privileges within society. Because 

the occupation’s reverse course supported remilitarization and the Izokukai honored the 

war dead, the government allowed the group to reform in March of 1953. From its 

founding it promoted nationalism and used power politics to ensure the continuation of 

war pensions for its members and displays of national respect for Japan’s fallen 

soldiers.402 For the members of the Izokukai, who had lost family members to the war 

effort, Franziska Seraphim contends that there was “no space for critical evaluations of 

cooperation in the war effort, because all military involvement was deemed “good” or at 

least non-negotiable.”403 Although not representing the majority position, the Izokukai 

remained a formidable interest group throughout the postwar.  

Conservative LDP politicians saw political capital in supporting the Izokukai’s 

initiatives, since doing so promised a stable pool of voters that the organization could 
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deliver for the conservative ruling party.404 An example of the strong relationship that the 

Izokukai had with LDP Diet members was its tax-exempt status as well as its rent-free 

use of a facility to run its operations.405 Although already conservative, when Kaya 

Okinori became President of the Izokukai in 1962, the organization took on a hard-liner, 

ideological approach that, in tandem with the Association of Shinto Shrines, called for 

state management of Yasukuni Shrine and, by extension, the memory of Japan’s war 

dead.406 At the height of the Cold War, these groups felt emboldened to push a nationalist 

portrayal of memory. 

Beyond the official, highly organized interest groups that supported the 

conservative position, a broader nationalist-leaning segment of the population has 

impacted LDP politicians by denouncing any Japanese governmental actions that amount 

to apology or acknowledgement of past crimes. These grassroots forces for conservatism 

first mobilized following progressive protest during the Vietnam War and the 

establishment of bilateral relations with Korea and China.  

Conservatives particularly opposed foreign influence on domestic war 

responsibility issues, and after the 1981-1982 international textbook scandal, the Japanese 

market experienced an explosion of nationalist-authored books and magazines with an 

“essentially consumerist” tone, using sensationalism and impassioned arguments to fight 

on behalf of the conservative cause.407 The retention of the Emperor as a national symbol 

provided a powerful image around which conservative-minded citizens could rally. The 

prevalence of nationalist publications in bookstores demonstrates that even if a minority, 
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“nationalists are a responsive target audience and/or effective at stirring marketable 

controversy.”408 At least in perception and in terms of official government actions, the 

LDP and its nationalist supporters have been able to control the dialogue on war crimes. 

Progressive Voices of Opposition 

 While conservatives have controlled the official interpretation of war crimes, and 

most international observers have judged Japan based on LDP rhetoric, progressive 

forces have also made their mark on the Japanese population’s understanding of the past. 

These reformers prove that despite the Cold War influenced watering down of history, in 

Japan as in West Germany, personal experience has led some to fight against the 

conservative hegemony. While the occupation decision to preserve the conservative 

wartime bureaucracy of the Ministry of Education made it a force for nationalism through 

its textbook screening process, even before Ienaga Saburo’s lawsuits, individual textbook 

authors fought the Ministry’s policies to maintain the integrity of their writing.409 These 

liberal thinkers countered the emerging official memory, which the LDP was constructing 

to “revive prewar nationalism by negating Japanese war crimes and elevating national 

values.”410 As a group that sat in opposition to the government, progressives did not feel 

beholden to support America’s Cold War remilitarization strategy in Japan. 

Liberals first expressed national opposition through widespread demonstrations 

against the renewal of the Mutual Security Treaty in the spring of 1960. Now with eight 

years of self-rule, Japan was in a far more independent than when it signed the Treaty at 

the end of the occupation. For progressives, renewal of the Treaty represented a 

                                                 
408 Seaton, 140. 
409 Nozaki, 24. 
410 Seraphim, 189. 

 117



dangerous move towards the militarism and lack of democracy that characterized the 

wartime period.411 Protest against this militarization heightened during the Vietnam War 

with progressives condemning what they saw as American military atrocities aided by 

Japanese collusion.412 Liberals saw parallels between the Vietnam War and Japan’s own 

past aggression, and this opposition was one of the avenues through which Japanese first 

critically reexamined the Second World War and the victimization of the rest of Asia.413 

Within this context, textbook author Ienaga Saburo was one of the first Japanese 

historians to publish a critical condemnation of the war and Japan’s postwar role with a 

book entitled The Pacific War, 1931-1945. The book was based on a series of lectures 

that he had presented in 1965, the year of his first lawsuit. In the book’s introduction, 

Ienaga summarizes the motivation for this critical examination, stating, “Unless we look 

back at the decisions we made and consider whether we acted properly or not, we cannot 

lead a serious existence in the postwar world.”414  

Ienaga sees an honest recollection of the past as a necessary means of achieving 

genuine peace and democracy in the present. He argues that it was Japan’s absolutist 

militarism in the prewar and wartime periods that resulted in ultimate defeat, losing out 

as dictatorships inevitably do to democratic societies.415 Ienaga’s reasoning resembles 

Willy Brandt’s calls for “daring more democracy,” but in the Japanese case this mindset 

was unable to break the strong hold of the conservative LDP. American promotion of 
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Western alignment over genuine democracy in Japan during the occupation’s reverse 

course contributed to this important distinction.  

In opposition to the conservative government, Ienaga directly links wartime 

atrocities to the authoritarianism that developed at home, stating, “Since human rights 

were totally ignored within Japan, it was not likely that they would be respected on the 

battlefield.”416 For Ienaga, as with many other progressives, honest remembrance of the 

war meant studying why Japan had gone wrong, and trying to prevent the same trends 

from taking place again. He finally chose to speak out as Japan began to comply with the 

U.S. in the war in Vietnam, telling his countrymen “in its post-1945 reincarnation Japan 

has virtually the same relationship with the United States that Manchukuo or the Wang 

Ching-wei regime used to have with Tokyo. Now Washington pulls the strings and Japan 

dances.”417 Japan’s Cold War alliance with American aggression in Southeast Asia 

played a role in Ienaga’s confrontation with the past. 

Like conservatism, the progressive movement was not solely a spontaneous and 

reactionary force, but rather a number of organized interest groups fought for specific 

issues and guided its rhetoric. One significant liberal group was the Japan Teacher’s 

Union, established in 1947 to promote genuine democracy and raise political 

consciousness among the populace. The Union’s main target was the Meiji and wartime 

era educational systems, which they blamed for militarism and the devastation of the war; 

they saw destroying the vestiges of the old system as a necessary part of building 
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democracy.418 Like West German political elites, the Union held democracy as its 

response to wartime responsibility.  

In contrast, however, this fundamental promotion of democracy had to contend 

with a conservative educational bureaucracy that survived occupation so that it could 

serve American interests in East Asia. Because of the pro-conservative political 

landscape that the occupation had created, the Teacher’s Union aligned itself to the Japan 

Socialist Party, choosing to exist in a position of permanent, legitimate opposition.419 The 

Union expanded its role beyond direct educational issues into the political arena as well, 

opposing the Mutual Security Treaty and later mobilizing 600,000 protesters against 

conservative control of the Yasukuni Shrine issue.420 

The Japan-China Friendship Association, established in October of 1950, became 

a second interest group that placed itself in opposition to the conservative hegemony and 

Japan’s established national mythology. The organization was mostly comprised of 

Japanese with strong ties to China, one-third of which were intellectuals and China 

specialists and a full second-third were Japanese with significant business interests in 

China.421 Because of their personal backgrounds, the Association’s members were not 

inclined to erase memory of Japanese aggression in East Asia. Like the Japan Teacher’s 

Union, the Association aligned itself to the opposition Japan Socialist Party, with the 

goals of promoting trade and cultural exchange with China, changing Japanese 

perceptions of China, and bringing about stable security and peace to Asia through 
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cooperation.422 The Association played a watchful eye over the terminology that the 

government used to reference the war, and it took advantage of foreign relations 

developments by condemning the government for not officially recognizing war crimes 

leading up to the normalization of relations with South Korea and China.423  

The Association saw countering the government’s memory of the past as one of 

its primary objectives, with local chapters across the country erecting monuments to 

commemorate Chinese rather than Japanese victims of aggression.424 Cold War political 

events directly influenced the organization’s portrayal of the past, and during the 

Vietnam War the Association accused the U.S. postwar system in Asia of continuing 

aggression on the Asian continent. In protest it sponsored a number of commemorations, 

including an event in 1967 for the 30th anniversary of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident that 

had started the war in China, reminding Japan of its own history of aggression.425 

Vietnam was a rallying point around which progressive groups were able to drum up 

support among the Japanese population for a more critical look at the past. Condemnation 

of the contemporary Japanese government’s support of American conduct in Vietnam 

was also implicit in this message. 

Within the progressive movement, there was also a wing that interpreted the war 

as a call for the establishment of peace and opposition to all war. The Japan Memorial 

Society for the Students Killed in the War, known as Wadatsumikai, established by 

intellectuals and students from elite institutions in 1950, exemplified this sentiment.426 As 
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an elite organization, Wadatsumikai only contained as many as a few hundred members, 

but it made a popular impression through the disproportionate amount of culture that it 

produced, contributing to a reshaping of the public’s war memory.427 Wadatsumikai 

analyzed the war and Japan’s reaction to it on a scholarly level, which it did in hosting a 

1964 symposium titled “Ethnicity and War Experience: World War II and Various 

Peoples” that conducted a cross-cultural comparison of war memory.428  

Beyond opposition to the renewal of the Mutual Security Treaty and the Japanese 

government’s complicity with U.S. conduct in Vietnam, Wadatsumikai also began a 

long-term scholarly project to collect data on the Emperor’s war responsibility and the 

entire prewar Emperor system as well.429 Wadatsumikai and the various other 

progressive groups directly opposed Japan’s official position on war crimes, and they 

demonstrate that some Japanese have acknowledged and tried to come to terms with what 

happened in wartime Japan. Although standing in opposition to the government, it is 

clear that major Cold War events, particularly U.S. involvement in Vietnam, had a 

marked impact on the rhetoric that progressive groups used to describe Japan’s war 

responsibility in order to condemn both past and present policy decisions.  

                                                

War Memory at the Grassroots Level 

During the 1970’s and 1980’s, as regional relations modified and took on an 

international tone, the Japanese war guilt issue promoted domestic reexamination on a 

popular level. A shift in America’s East Asian assessment fostered cultural exchange 

between Japan and its neighbors, which altered citizens’ opinions of Japan’s national 
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myth of victimhood. Domestic groups applied additional pressure to the government, as 

ordinary citizens challenged the state’s growing ties to Shinto by filing lawsuits against 

local governments that used public funds to conduct Shinto purification rites for public 

buildings.430 Not all Japanese shared an appreciation of Shrine Shinto or its postwar 

reincarnation, and liberal Japanese opposed its connection to Japan’s militarist past.  

Inspired by the Vietnam War and diplomatic reconciliation with South Korea and 

China, and as the separation between the war and present increased, perpetrators began to 

speak out and conclusively prove that crimes had in fact occurred. Members of the 

Chinese Returnees Association, composed of Japanese soldiers who had fought in China, 

began to come forward in the 1980’s. They confessed to war crimes, thus providing 

direct, eyewitness accounts of atrocities that they participated in and witnessed.431 After 

the international protest surrounding the 1982 textbook screening, ordinary people joined 

the dialogue on lingering educational issues, with over 50,000 citizens participating in a 

protest against conservative Prime Minister Nakasone’s nationalistic educational reforms 

in June of 1984.432 

At the same time that citizens expressed this strong level of opposition, 

politically, Chinese relations with the U.S. cooled down and renewed hostility emerged 

between the Chinese and Japanese governments. China’s slight shift away from the West 

led political elites to make only marginal progress in accepting war responsibility, and 

powerful conservative interest groups remained strong domestically. Yet, in light of the 
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public outpouring against the LDP’s provocative actions, one cannot say that all or even 

most Japanese supported conservative, nationalist positions. 

Given that the conservative LDP has had full control of Japan’s official narrative 

on the war, one must recognize that the stances of the government and even private mass 

organizations do not necessarily represent the feelings of ordinary Japanese. To argue 

that the historically conservative-controlled Japanese government represents all of 

Japanese society would be to say that the Republican Party in the United States is 

indicative of the diversity of opinion among the entire U.S. population. This position 

oversimplifies the complexity of relations between a government and its people.  

Up to the present, the perception that Japanese do not express remorse for war 

crimes is widespread in the international media. Much of this is based on the rhetoric and 

actions of right wing politicians who wish appeal to a specific target group of voters 

within the population. According to Philip Seaton, many Japanese define the war in terms 

of personal and family experience, rather than on a national level, and feel more 

influenced by the media and cultural production than by government rhetoric and history 

textbooks.433 An example of one such cultural output is the 1971 song “Sensou o Shiranai 

Kodomotachi” (Children Who Don’t Know the War) by the duo Jiros, which became 

identified with the Pacifist movement in challenging Japan’s complicit involvement in 

the Vietnam War. On a cultural level, citizens ranging from Ienaga Saburo to producers 

of popular culture opposed the government’s interpretation of the war and demonstrated 

the discrepancies in Japan’s recollection of the past.  
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Likewise, Japan’s official refusal to pay compensation to victims does not 

necessarily match the ordinary citizen’s opinion on whether Japan owes a debt to its 

victims. The government’s policy on reparations is grounded in norms of international 

law, a basis upon which ordinary citizens are less apt to view the issue. In both Germany 

and Japan, as in any country, analysis of public institutions and political actions can only 

say so much about the societal perceptions of the past. 

Alternative Narrative Constructions 

 Besides the fact that national governmental interpretations of the war can only 

demonstrate so much about how Japan as a whole treats war crimes, differences in the 

experiences of particular localities have had a marked effect on their own portrayals of 

the war. In many instances, the study of local history has allowed for an even less critical 

examination of the past than that which has occurred on the national level. The reason is 

that a locality can emphasize the suffering of its own community members and honor 

their sacrifice, rather than condemning the actions of the individuals that they knew and 

loved. The fact that localities can calculate the exact numbers of local citizens killed as 

soldiers or in air raids, while the number of deaths committed by Japanese from that 

particular locality can never be accounted for, added to the popular ‘Japan as victim’ 

mentality that the national myth promoted.434 To gain the acquiescence of the Japanese 

public to support alliance with the United States, occupation leaders encouraged the 

portrayal that most Japanese were innocent victims of the war and their own leadership. 

In some localities though, a much more critical interpretation has developed. This 

contrasting narrative is most evident in Okinawa, which was Japan’s only home territory 
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to suffer American invasion, and was then held under direct American control until the 

U.S. returned it to Japan in 1972. Throughout this period and up to the present, because 

of its strategic location near China and Taiwan in the East China Sea, Okinawans have 

also had to contend with a major American military presence on their island with no input 

in the matter. Distant and considered distinct from the main Japanese islands, most 

Japanese underappreciated Okinawa’s plight until the 1960’s, when an “Okinawa boom” 

resulted from efforts to restore Japanese sovereignty to the island.435 As the reversion 

issue gained public prominence, Japanese from the four main islands became aware of 

the fact that Okinawans had a different perspective on the war, one that looked far less 

positively on Japanese military actions. 

 Throughout the 1960’s and beyond the achievement of reversion in 1972, 

Okinawans consistently fought on the side of progressive forces trying to redefine 

Japanese understanding of the war. Okinawans held a progressive stance on the war 

because they were victims of the Japanese military’s brutal policies, and actually felt 

oppressed by the wartime regime’s military control of the island. Likewise, American 

control of the island, which the U.S. retained with military justifications, prevented 

Okinawans from moving past the war or buying into Japanese postwar rhetoric. A 

benevolent occupation and Japan’s postwar economic boom did not co-opt Okinawans 

into accepting an altered version of history. 

As part of the organization’s broader effort to protest Japanese complicity in the 

Vietnam War, the Okinawan branch of the Japan Teacher’s Union raised awareness of 

the brutal atrocities committed against Okinawan civilians in the Battle of Okinawa, and 
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it created a Committee for the Pursuit of War Crimes to investigate crimes and bring 

perpetrators to justice.436 Likewise, Okinawans expressed strong support for Ienaga’s 

lawsuits and his public criticism of the presence of U.S. military bases in Japan, 

especially those in Okinawa.437 Although Japan regained sovereignty in 1972, because of 

the island’s unique postwar history, the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 

demonstrates the prefecture’s disagreement with the national narrative, emphasizing both 

victimhood through personal testimonies and strong criticism of Japanese militarism and 

Japanese military actions as a whole.438 Okinawa’s unique position as a victim of Japan’s 

wartime aggression and as a Cold War-era military base have led its people to take an 

approach that diverges from the rest of Japan. 

Constructing A War Narrative Through Museums 

 Although Okinawa’s uniquely tailored museum matches the larger perceptions of 

Okinawans in general, its prefectural museum is not the only site with a localized 

interpretation of the war. The most famous and perhaps most influential of Japan’s war-

related museums are the A-bomb museums in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, each of which 

has built a particularly focused memory of the war. Although the scope of these museums 

has expanded with renovations in recent years, during the Cold War era both focused 

almost exclusively on Japanese victimhood. In the process Japanese aggression against 

East Asia lost out to focus on Japan’s own suffering. Strongly promoting this narrative, 

the city of Hiroshima first decided to memorialize its victimhood in March 1952 with the 

construction of a Peace Memorial Park that would contain a Peace Memorial Museum 
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“as reminders of the past and contributions to a future of lasting peace.”439 Both the 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museums opened to visitors in 1955.  

Although for the first decade after the war Japanese treated the atomic bombings 

as localized traumas, Hiroshima became a national point of commemoration after fallout 

from the Hydrogen Bomb test on Bikini Atoll in March 1954 struck Lucky Dragon 5, a 

Japanese fishing boat.440 Progressives across Japan used the incident to petition against 

the use of nuclear weapons, perceiving the nation as having been “thrice victimized by 

nuclear bombs.”441 In comparison to the two atomic bombings during the war, when 

SCAP had strictly controlled information about the scale of damage, mass publicity about 

the Hydrogen Bomb test became an important national issue, and contributed to the idea 

that Japan had been victimized in a way that no other country had been during the war. 

Now nationalized as special victims, atomic bomb survivors, or hibakusha, received 

governmental acknowledgment and medical treatment starting in April 1957.442 Japanese 

now firmly placed Hiroshima at the center of the national narrative of victimhood. 

By the 1960’s, the horrors of the atomic bombs had solidified as a nationwide 

component of overall war memory, and the hibakusha became a unique class within the 

overall understanding of Japanese victimhood.443 Every year on August 6th, the 

anniversary of the bomb’s use, Hiroshima’s special victim status is recognized through a 

highly publicized ceremony, providing the city’s mayor the opportunity to wrest control 
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of the national war narrative from the Prime Minister, at least for one day.444 However, as 

more Japanese became critical of the government’s efforts to gloss over Japanese 

aggression, the “victimization” strand of memory has been challenged, leading to a 

broader analysis of the war at the renovated museum in the early 1990’s, a development 

that will be further addressed in the next chapter.445  

 Even without the special victim status that allowed Hiroshima and Nagasaki to 

construct their own local war memories, a number of other localities did by the 1980’s 

pursue independent interpretations of the war. While LDP control of the national 

government blocked presentations of Japanese aggression within the region of Tokyo, 

regional museums’ lack of reliance on national public funding has allowed for more 

forthright presentations on war responsibility.446 An example of one such museum is the 

Osaka International Peace Center, first proposed by the Osaka Municipal Government in 

the 1980’s.447 However, only after the Cold War would efforts to critically reconstruct 

local war memory come to fruition in the format of museums. 

Media Portrayals of the War 

 During the early postwar period, like the government, the mainstream media too 

utilized Japanese victimhood to shape the opinion of the Japanese public. In particular, 

television specials and films related to the bombing of Hiroshima and suffering under 

relentless Allied air raids became the most common war-related themes.448 Philip Seaton 

argues that television in particular has had a powerful effect on the public’s 
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understanding of the war, because he found that in Japan on average people spend far 

more time watching television than reading newspapers, and the platform also provides a 

more multi-sensory experience than reading does.449 For these same reasons the 1979 

broadcast of “Holocaust” profoundly affected West German public opinion. 

 In analyzing how Japanese entertainment portrayed the war up to the 1970’s, 

Seaton identifies three types of ‘war cinema,’ each of which depicts a different type of 

hero. These three hero types are the military hero in which the film takes a nationalist 

perspective and glorifies the war, the ‘good Japanese’ hero in which the film casts doubt 

on overall military actions but the hero acts counter to this trend, and the victim-hero in 

which the film stresses pacifism and the idea that most Japanese were passive innocents 

and victims as well.450 None of these themes highlighted Japanese wrongdoing. 

Especially when the United States pushed Japan to accept remilitarization, the film 

industry began to produce nostalgia films that glorified military action, a trend that 

simultaneously occurred in the United States.451  

 The Burmese Harp, released in 1956 and directed by Ichikawa Kon, was a highly 

successful film typical of the victim-hero portrayal that was so prevalent in early postwar 

Japan. The film has a strong pacifist tone in depicting war as a human tragedy, as 

innocent soldiers get swept up in larger events outside of their control.452 The film’s 

protagonist, Mizushima, a scout skilled at playing a Burmese style harp, is well-liked by 

his fellow soldiers, who say that he should settle down and live in Burma after the war. 

Japan surrenders early in the film, and Mizushima becomes separated from his comrades. 
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While trying to rendezvous with his troop he discovers the horrors of war by seeing many 

killed Japanese soldiers. Mizushima reacts to the carnage by becoming a Buddhist monk, 

choosing to find the strength to ease man’s suffering and create true peace. While it does 

condemn war in the abstract, the film never addresses war crimes committed in Burma or 

the rest of Asia, leaving a civilian Japanese viewer with a total lack of understanding of 

the more controversial aspects of Japan’s military campaigns throughout Asia.453 

 However, as a result of critical reexamination of Japan’s wartime aggression in 

Asia, the 1970’s witnessed challenges to the ‘Japan as victim’ narrative that had been 

prevalent within the media. In 1971, Honda Katsuichi, a writer for the Asahi newspaper, 

began to report foreign perspectives of the Second World War. He interviewed a number 

of Chinese who described atrocities that included the Rape of Nanjing, marking the first 

effort to bring Chinese voices to a Japanese audience.454 Prior to these interviews, Honda 

had covered the Vietnam War for Asahi, and it was that experience that led him to pursue 

the history of Japan’s own war responsibility.455  

Honda’s articles on China received enormous attention and readership, and many 

Japanese, especially those of the younger generation, responded with shock and dismay 

to learn of these atrocities in such detail for the first time.456 The following year, in 1972, 

members of the right wing began a debate within print media to deny the veracity of 

Honda’s reporting on Nanjing- nationalistic articles flooded the market, many of them in 

the right wing journal Shokun, and this back and forth has continued to the present day.457 

                                                 
453 The Burmese Harp. 
454 Nozaki, 53. 
455 Seraphim, 23. 
456 Nozaki, 53. 
457 Nozaki, 54. 

 131



While Honda’s own personal convictions led to his research, larger regional political 

developments influenced his pursuit of the truth. 

 Despite this backlash, the work of Honda Katsuichi and Ienaga Saburo led to 

more self-critical war films that portrayed themes beyond Japanese victimhood. One such 

film, that ardently contested the government’s position on war responsibility, is the 

documentary entitled The Emperor’s Naked Army Marches On, released in 1987. The 

film follows left wing radical Okuzaki Kenzo, a former Imperial Army soldier who 

fought in New Guinea and who expresses anger at the Emperor, calling him Japan’s 

biggest war criminal.458 The U.S. decision to absolve the Emperor at the Tokyo tribunal 

clearly had a profound influence on Okuzaki’s feelings about the postwar, demonstrating 

once again that personal experience plays a role in war recollection on the popular level. 

The film begins with Okuzaki’s attempts to protest any positive commemoration 

of the war or the Emperor’s role in it, and during the second half the focus of the film 

shifts to Okuzaki’s efforts to discover the men responsible for executing two of his 

comrades just after the war ended, and to learn why they were killed. Okuzaki confronts 

the members of his old unit one by one, at times arguing and even getting into physical 

altercations when they refuse to be honest with him, showing that not all Japanese want 

to leave the past behind.459 The closing credits ultimately reveal that Okuzaki shot and 

seriously wounded his former Captain’s son in a failed attempt to kill his former superior, 

who he came to blame for the executions. 460 Okuzaki’s anger comes through clearly 

across the screen, and he directs it against a country that refuses to accept responsibility 
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for the past. Since its release, The Emperor’s Naked Army Marches On has achieved cult 

status among progressive and radical left wing Japanese.461 

 Morimura Seiichi’s 1981 book The Devil’s Gluttony, is another example of efforts 

to expose Japanese war crimes in the wake of further revelations about Japan’s covered-

up wartime actions. The book focuses on the work of Unit 731, exposing the brutal nature 

of the biological warfare experiments that it conducted, and it became a major best seller 

after its publication.462 The book’s popularity shows that true demand exists for works 

that critically analyzed Japan’s wartime past. Published at the same time that the Chinese 

government pressured Japan on the issue of textbooks, Morimura’s book exposed the 

extent to which the Cold War narrative had covered up Japanese atrocities. 

 Despite the emergence of media that contrasted with the government’s official 

portrayal, conservatives fought back to regain control of national memory. To contest 

these progressive cultural portrayals, nationalistic films began to reemerge in the 1980’s, 

including The Great Japanese Empire and a remake of The Burmese Harp. The 1985 

edition of The Burmese Harp, again directed by Ichikawa Kon, reestablishes the victim-

hero narrative that was prevalent in the early postwar and the film largely avoids 

discussion of war responsibility; as Japan came under international pressure with respect 

to its portrayal of war responsibility, this formula proved to be extremely popular, 

becoming the second highest grossing Japanese film up to that time.463 Japanese popular 

media is but one more arena in which conservatives and liberals continue to debate over 

portrayals of the Second World War. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

War Memory Since the End of the Cold War 

As one might expect given the profound influence that Cold War politics had on 

historical memory in the two German successor states and Japan, the termination of the 

Cold War’s ideological divide brought substantial changes to portrayals of the war. The 

struggle between communism and democracy was no longer the central theme by which 

elites made political calculations. The end of the Cold War ushered in unprecedented 

historical reflection in Germany, as the Federal Republic’s absorption of the German 

Democratic Republic established one unified democratic regime in 1990. In Japan too, 

the end of the Cold War affected the nature of its foreign relations, which led to modest 

change in the Japanese dialogue on war responsibility. The international community now 

expected more from Japan and Germany, which Roberta Haar notes when saying that the 

end of the Cold War was “accompanied by new expectations that it was high time that 

there two successful postwar economic wonders take up “responsible” regional and 

international roles.”464 The world anticipated a normalization of these two states’ 

exertion of international authority.  

                                                

As discussed in the previous two chapters, for nearly half a century, Cold War 

political developments crucially affected portrayals of war crimes and the Second World 

War in general in the formerly Axis territories. A paradigm shift in the global order and 

the resolution of this ideological struggle therefore brought about new opportunities to 

reshape perceptions of the war. Although mounting international pressure had led to 

revision of portrayals of war crimes during the early 1980’s even when the end of the 

 
464 Roberta N. Haar, Nation States as Schizophrenics: Germany and Japan as Post-Cold 
War Actors (Westport, Conn.: Praeger Publishers, 2001), 3. 

 134



Cold War seemed nowhere in sight, in the 1990’s Germans and Japanese were now much 

freer to critically analyze the past. The break from Cold War to post Cold War portrayals 

did not occur overnight, but rather developed over several years as Japanese and Germans 

continue to cope with the fact that the world, and their position in it, has changed. 

 In West Germany, by the mid-1980’s all mainstream political persuasions came to 

recognize that memory of the Holocaust and the Nazi regime would indefinitely remain a 

component of German identity. At that time, invocation of the Holocaust was still, 

however, bundled up in the rhetoric of the ideological struggle against communism. 

Reunification opened the way for a new interpretation, in which it became the 

responsibility of the government and the populace to use the past as a call to moral 

action. As the “Holocaust nation,” the new Germany had to stand up against genocide 

and violations of human rights.  

At the same time though, Germany has experienced a backlash against constant 

emphasis on war crimes, and the government has tried to move beyond looking at all 

German political decisions through the prism of the Second World War. As a result of 

Kohl’s decision to pursue reunification at all costs, he made promises of a smooth and 

quick transition for the East that he could not keep. This unmet promise resulted in neo-

fascist violence among those dissatisfied with the results of reunification, leaving outside 

observers questioning how ordinary Germans perceive the past in present-day Germany. 

In the post Cold War period, the German perception of war memory is in a state of 

duality, one that wants to move on but at the same time cannot forget the past. 

In Japan, the end of the Cold War accompanied growing international and 

domestic pressure regarding war memory, which has given progressives a more 
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significant voice in contesting the policies of the long-dominant LDP government. In 

contrast to political behavior in unified Germany, the conservative government has on the 

whole refused to deviate significantly from its Cold War stance of denial. However, 

pressure to accept war responsibility has put conservatives on the defensive, and 

therefore many conservatives fight even harder to deny war crimes and clamor for 

national pride against ‘victor’s justice.’ The internationalization of the war memory issue, 

brought about by changing regional dynamics in the post Cold War world, has led 

politicians to wrest control of the war responsibility debate from private interest groups. 

Even in this new paradigm, Cold War era points of contention continue to dominate the 

dialogue today, supplemented by a number of new issues that only gained prominence 

since the 1990’s. 

Reunified Germany and the Return of History 

 Until reunification, Germans considered the split of the German nation into 

ideologically opposed states, a situation created by the hostile postwar relationship 

between the Allied powers, as one of the central lingering tragedies of the Second World 

War. Superpower politics directly influenced both the division of Germany and its 

ultimate reunification. Mikhail Gorbachev’s willingness to give up the Soviet Union’s 

empire of domination in Eastern Europe made reunification possible. Due to this policy 

transformation, Chris Lorenz contends that reunification meant the end of one of the two 

great tragedies of the war for Germans, with only the Jewish catastrophe remaining as the 

lone matter with which Germans would have to come to terms.465 Postwar German 
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victimhood, a narrative that Adenauer first promoted during his Chancellorship, lost its 

credence as a contemporary issue.  

Reunification therefore brought about a “return of history” that Dan Diner argues, 

“reactivated a past that had seemed long since laid to rest.”466 As evidence of how 

reunification altered German understanding of the war, even before the joining of the two 

Germanys became official in July 1990, the East German Council of Ministers passed a 

resolution to accept entry of all Jews that faced anti-Semitism and oppression in their 

homeland, a policy that continued in the reunified Federal Republic.467 This resolution 

starkly contrasted with the GDR’s official perpetuation of anti-Semitism, and went 

further than any reconciliatory measure that the GDR had enacted to appease the West 

during the 1980’s. 

 At first, Germany’s European neighbors were hesitant about the prospect of 

reunification. France, for example, was initially concerned that reunification would result 

in a substantial increase in German military power, which could lead it to become an 

aggressive nation once again.468 No longer constrained by its division or by the larger 

East-West conflict, some believed that Germany would again assert itself as an 

independent actor and more aggressively contest border disputes that stemmed from the 

end of the war. In order to mitigate these concerns, Chancellor Kohl accepted that 

Germany would have to settle its eastern border issue with Poland as “the price that 
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Germany had to pay for unification.”469 To secure broad acceptance to reunification and 

in the wake of its newfound strength, Germany had to prove that it would continue to 

represent a break with Nazi aggression. 

While several European countries were wary of reunification, another group that 

one would expect to oppose such a move, Israeli Jews, in fact largely supported the 

merging of the two regimes. A March 1990 poll found that two-thirds of Jewish Israelis 

had no objection to unification, with 26 per cent of those polled in total favor of it.470 

Through the development of warm relations with the Federal Republic during the latter 

part of the Cold War, coupled with repeated official acknowledgement of war guilt, 

Israelis came to feel satisfied that Germany would not revert to fascism and that it would 

never again pose a threat to the Jewish people. That being said, according to Michael 

Wolffsohn, in spite of this feeling, “Israelis view Germans from the perspective of the 

past, whereas Germans view themselves from the perspective of the present and 

future.”471 While not necessarily frightened of contemporary Germany, Israelis are not 

willing to let Germans forget their history either. 

Around the time of reunification, German historians made renewed efforts to 

confront the Nazi past, since the removal of the Cold War barrier and the return of a 

stronger Germany served to decrease the distance felt towards World War II.472 As a 

result, a duality in German discourse has emerged, with one side trying to preserve and 

commemorate the terrible past and its victims, and another that hopes to pursue a normal 
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existence now that the world is no longer divided along ideological lines.473 Except for 

far right wing Holocaust deniers and Nazi glorifiers, this duality has been the focal point 

of debate as to what Germany should strive to be in the future.  

Although for most Germans reunification resulted in a greater sense of their 

country’s ‘normality,’ “it is precisely this present normality that throws the absolute 

abnormality of the Third Reich past into sharp relief,” leaving scholars to continually 

debate the significance of the Second World War.474 While one might expect that 

reunification would have drowned out memory of the war, this landmark event actually 

served to increase awareness of the past. Within mainstream opinion, this renewed focus 

has led to a more critical perception of the Nazi era. On the far right, however, the West’s 

ideological victory spawned the view that “the Cold War simply confirmed what they had 

known all along: Germany always had been on the right side, if only our American 

friends realized it earlier.”475 For these radicals, democracy’s ultimate triumph over 

communism proved that Hitler had fought justly in opposing the communist threat from 

the very beginning. 

Political Responses to Reunification 

 Riding its popularity as a result of successful reunification, Helmut Kohl’s 

conservative CDU government held onto power until 1998, notable as the year that the 

government relocated the capital to its historical seat in Berlin. Although the leadership 

stayed intact, political figures now emphasized that Germany’s past war crimes should 
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lead it to act uniquely within the international system. With communism no longer 

lurking as a major threat, politicians focused on the promotion of human rights and a 

morality-based foreign policy as the political legacy of war crimes. For example, in a 

speech in 1993 on the 55th anniversary of kristallnacht, Bundestag President Rita 

Sussmuth, a position that she succeeded to after Philipp Jenninger’s scandal-induced 

resignation in 1988, referenced the Nazi past and the significance of that particular date 

to call for Germany to defend human rights wherever necessary in the present.476   

Also arguing for Germany to act in a responsible manner towards its past victims, 

Defense Minister Volker Ruhe became the first major Western politician to argue for 

NATO expansion to the East, arguing that German rapprochement with Poland was an 

essential component of Germany facing up to the past.477 Likewise, he supported Eastern 

Europe’s inclusion into the European Union, contending that Germany owed Western 

institutions to its formerly communist neighbors, who had also been the Nazi’s greatest 

victims.478 Even though Ostpolitik had produced moderate rapprochement and economic 

cooperation with the Federal Republic’s Eastern neighbors, the continuing Cold War 

ideological divide had limited any sense of responsibility toward those regimes. Eastern 

Europe had been the main region of German military aggression and occupation, but 

West Germany had been unable to extend meaningful support during the Cold War.  

In 1995, on the 50th anniversary of Germany’s surrender, CDU-affiliated 

President Roman Herzog, delivered the government’s central commemorative address, 

stating that Germany had a duty to fight Holocaust deniers and any efforts to wipe away 
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the memory and lessons of Nazi atrocities.479 In contrast to the 40th anniversary 

ceremonies, during which Kohl had tried to normalize German history at Bitburg, all 

mainstream political persuasions referred to this 50th anniversary as a day of liberation, 

contesting any claims that contemporary Germany was not diametrically opposed to 

everything that the Nazi regime stood for.480 The tragedy of the German division 

hindered such blunt opposition to the entirety of German conduct, but reunification 

rendered defunct Germany’s sense of its own postwar victimhood. At the same time that 

German politicians increasingly distanced themselves from expressing sympathy towards 

wartime Germany, as successors to that regime they continue to be seized by that past. 

The Move to Berlin and the Schröder Government 

 Although reunification itself brought about a substantial change in German 

attitudes towards the past, the end of Helmut Kohl’s CDU government, which had lasted 

through most of the 1990’s, signaled an opportunity to start a fresh conception of 

Germany’s historical responsibility and portrayal of the past. The establishment of 

Gerhard Schröder’s government, which accompanied the reinstatement of Berlin as the 

national capital, marked the first post-war government with no direct experience of the 

Second World War; rather, this new government represented the ‘generation of 1968’ 

that had criticized their parents’ lack of war guilt.481  

While Kohl symbolized the tough, anti-communist Cold Warrior, Schröder 

represented Germany’s move past this old archetype. This new generation of political 

leaders saw their defining German experiences as the protests of 1968 and the fall of the 
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Berlin Wall in 1989, rather than identifying directly with German suffering during and 

after the war and the tragedy of the division of Germany.482 These facts, along with the 

leftist SPD political identification of Schröder’s government, paved the way for a 

modified dialogue on the Nazi past, as well as an evaluation of the East German past, 

issues with which the reunified government still had to cope. 

 In contrast to Kohl, Schröder took a more pro-active role in defining the duality 

that the war created in German consciousness. Caroline Pearce refers to a German 

“dialectic of normality,” one that stresses the ‘normal’ role that West Germany has 

played as a postwar democracy, but also one in which recollection of the past remains 

vital to the German people.483 Caroline Pearce sums up Schröder’s speech on the 55th 

anniversary of Germany’s defeat, in which he invoked this “dialectic of normality.” 

Pearce notes that Schröder’s message was “that peace and tolerance had to be constantly 

fought for and that the development of these values in post-war Germany was bound up 

with the horrors of the years prior to 1945.”484  

As Germans had come to face and accept the past, particularly since the 1980’s, 

the question for this new Berlin government was to what degree and with what speed 

could Germany be ‘normalized,’ and to what degree it is possible for one to be proud to 

be German and exhibit nationalism. At the 60th anniversary ceremonies of the D-Day 

invasion, Schröder again spoke of German duality, stating that Germany’s history called 
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upon it to forever combat racism and totalitarianism, but he also noted the positive 

perception of contemporary Germany as a stable democracy and strong Western ally.485 

 Because controversies during the 1980’s helped fuel Germany’s identification as a 

‘Holocaust nation,’ from the mid-1980’s it became especially difficult for a German 

politician to express pride in his or her country. To say that one was proud to be German 

carried a right wing stigma that discouraged any mainstream politician. However, in 

March 2001, members of the Bundestag questioned this association by debating whether 

Germans can be proud of their history, or whether it is only acceptable to express pride in 

the success of postwar democratic institutions that the Federal Republic constructed as a 

result of World War II.486 Essentially, could Germans celebrate anything besides Allied-

established democracy? 

The government’s Green Party Environment Minister Jürgen Trittin initiated the 

debate when he said that CDU General Secretary Laurenz Meyer looked like and thought 

like a skinhead after Meyer claimed that he was proud to be German.487 With important 

elections coming up, this ‘Patriotism Debate’ came to a head on March 29, as “delegates 

from all parties scrambled to outdo each other in declaring how proud they were of their 

nation,” shying away from their earlier timidity to express German pride.488 These types 

of occurrences demonstrate politicians’ continued efforts to locate a balance between 

facing the past and trying to become independent of it. 
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 As the site of the National Socialist capital, as well as the location of the Berlin 

Wall and symbol of the Cold War division of Germany, the move to Berlin had an impact 

on the historical memory of the national government. Because Berlin became a defining 

space of the Cold War, Germans had been unable to examine the substantial importance 

that it held during the Nazi regime. With the end of Berlin’s partition and the Cold War’s 

ideological divide through the city, Germans could finally consider the meaning of this 

central site of war memory. The new government faced a challenge unlike that of its 

predecessors, as Bonn’s political culture allowed for the creation of a positive national 

rhetoric based on democratic institutions, while the return to Berlin evoked the memories 

of failed democracy and the rise of Nazism.489  

At the first session at the new Reichstag on April 19, 1999, Schröder stressed the 

new government’s duty to deal with the legacies of both the East German and Nazi pasts, 

especially in light of the fact that the new seat of government had played such an 

important role in both regimes.490 Reunification has led some revisionists to an 

interpretation that the GDR was in fact a continuation of the Third Reich, which serves to 

deemphasize the singularity of National Socialist crimes, acting as a counter to 

Germany’s status as the ‘Holocaust nation.’ Henceforth, not only would Germans have to 

confront the Second World War, but they would also have to reconcile with the entire 

postwar, adding another layer to national memory. 

Berlin Holocaust Memorial 

 The end of the Cold War allowed reunified Germany to express remorse and 

critical recollection of war crimes more than either Germany had during the Cold War. 
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This occurred because the conflict between democracy and communism, as well as the 

localized conflict between the two Germanys as to which state represented the true voice 

of the German people no longer preoccupied elites who had wrangled over their regime’s 

international legitimacy. Post Cold War construction and renovation of war memorial 

sites is one sphere that proves the extent to which reunified Germany analyzed the war 

with a new focus. The most significant of these is the prominently placed Holocaust 

memorial in the center of Berlin. This site is prototypical of the duality of post Cold War 

German perceptions of the war, with Caroline Pearce contending that the “Holocaust 

memorial can be said to exemplify the dialectic of normality in concrete form.”491  

Although eventually a government-backed project, the initial concept for the 

memorial was a private endeavor in 1988 by Lea Rosh, who helped form the Association 

for Rising a Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, an organization that over the 

subsequent years won substantial public support for the completion of this prominent 

project.492 After years of discussion and due to public calls in favor of the memorial, one 

year after the capital was relocated to Berlin, in 1999 the Bundestag took up the issue of 

the memorial. They had to determine exactly what a war memorial on the former site of 

the Nazi’s Gestapo headquarters, and next to the current Bundestag, should be.  

 While the Bundestag could have chosen a number of different themes for the 

memorial, the government decided to dedicate the memorial solely to Jews in order to 

make clear the government’s support for the idea that the Holocaust was a unique event 
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in human history.493 This project represented the culmination of German acceptance of 

war crimes, and even more so than during the 1980’s, one faction of Germans had come 

to accept that at least when analyzing history, Germany was in fact the ‘Holocaust 

nation.’ The memorial’s purpose was not to solely commemorate German Jews who had 

perished, but Jewish victims of Nazism from all across Europe.494 With Germans no 

longer claiming victimhood as a result of reunification, they now identified the Jews as 

the ultimate victims of the war. 

The project, especially once the government took control of it, was a purely 

German endeavor, with Bundestag President Wolfgang Thierse even remarking “we are 

not building this memorial for the Jews, but for us;” likewise, Jürgen Habermas, one of 

the key players in the 1980’s ‘Historian’s Debate,’ labeled the completion of the 

memorial a key to German national identity.495 The Berlin Holocaust Memorial is an 

example of perpetrator, rather than victim memory, and can accurately be called “unique 

in being the first time that a nation has, as it were, devoted a central monument to its 

crimes.”496 The quote in the memorial’s lobby sums up why contemporary Germans are 

so keen to keep memory of the war alive: “It happened, therefore it can happen again: 

this is the core of what we have to say.”497 The crux of German war memory since the 

end of the Cold War has thus been a mission to not just remember the past but also to 

actively prevent mass atrocities in the future. 
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 Although the Bundestag approved the proposal in 1999, construction did not 

begin until 2003, and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe finally opened on 

May 10th, 2005, a symbolic date just after the sixtieth anniversary of Germany’s 

surrender. Chancellor Schröder, along with other top German officials, attended the 

opening ceremony.498 Wolfgang Thierse offered the central speech at the memorial’s 

opening, telling Germans that the memorial and memory in general would remain an 

ongoing national debate, and that all Germans should use the memorial as a tool to better 

confront the past.499 Since 2008, as part of that ongoing effort, new memorials have been 

erected to commemorate homosexuals, Sinti and Roma, all of which were persecuted 

groups that until very recently received little public recognition.500 In contrast to the Cold 

War era Federal Republic, beyond expressing regret and guilt, unified Germany has 

demonstrated to the outside world that as a nation it has a desire to continue to learn the 

truth about its past. 

The memorial itself is highly symbolic in form, comprised of 2,711 concrete slabs 

arranged outdoors in a grid pattern. There are two other components to the overall 

memorial complex, the Topography of Terror that confronts the history of National 

Socialism and the Jewish Museum that celebrates Jewish life throughout history, not just 

during the Holocaust.501 The memorial is therefore both a museum to keep memory of 

the past alive, and a site of reflection on a crime that most Germans feel is too 

unimaginable to try to explain in a traditional format.  
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 Long before Lea Rosh proposed a Holocaust Memorial for Berlin, the sites of 

former concentration camps have reminded Germans of the brutality and crimes of the 

Nazi regime. Since the end of the Cold War, however, the ideologically charged nature of 

these memorials, especially in the East, has disappeared, and the reinvention of these sites 

has provided Germans with a new means of confronting the past. Even as the Second 

World War recedes further into history, most Germans do not want to erase the evidence 

of these sites from existence, but rather Ian Buruma contends that Germans regard their 

preservation as a “sacred duty.”502 The end of East-West confrontation, and the end of 

the tragedy of a divided Germany resulted in major remodeling at these sites. In 1998, a 

year of many changes in terms of engagement with memory of the war, the Bundes

approved a report outlining three permanent tasks for all concentration camp sites: to 

maintain memory of the victims, carry out documentation and research, and provide 

education and information.

tag 

                                                

503 During the Cold War, neither German state had promoted 

the forthright use of such powerful symbols of Nazi oppression.  

 Bergen-Belsen exemplifies the post Cold War reinvention of concentration camp 

sites, since the government extended and reorganized the document center and added a 

permanent exhibition almost contemporaneously with reunification in April 1990.504 

According to the memorial’s own website, the German government had come to 

recognize that a “long phase of suppression and destruction of the memory at the 

historical site” occurred throughout the Cold War, and that Germany needed to change 
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this to right its past wrongs.505 On April 27, 1995, just several days before the fiftieth 

anniversary of the war’s end, Chancellor Kohl, President Roman Herzog and Bundestag 

President Rita Sussmuth all attended a commemoration ceremony at the site. The theme 

of the day’s speeches was the importance of maintaining memory of the Holocaust for 

future generations.506  

Because Germany’s stated post Cold War mission is to combat abuses of human 

rights, understanding the effects of Germany’s own totalitarianism became essential. At 

the Dachau concentration camp memorial, officials established an advisory committee on 

the fiftieth anniversary of the war’s end to plan further development of the memorial, and 

thus to better educate the public.507 The former East German site of Buchenwald took on 

new meaning as well, as East and West German student groups came to learn about Nazi 

persecution instead of communist resistance and heroism.508  

 Although located in Poland rather than in Germany, Auschwitz-Birkenau 

concentration camp is the supreme symbol of international memory of the Nazi regime 

and the Holocaust. Even in the context of the Cold War political dynamic, Auschwitz 

stood as a global symbol of Nazi crimes. Even so, this site underwent significant changes 

when communism and Cold War divisions no longer played a factor in its portrayal of 

wartime suffering. In 1990, a number of influential groups formed to enhance the 

preservation of the site and encourage educational efforts to teach young people about the 

horrors of the Second World War.  
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One such group is the Auschwitz-Birkenau Death Camp Victims Memorial 

Foundation, which raises funds to both honor the victims of the Nazi regime and increase 

awareness of Nazi crimes.509 In 1990, the Polish government established the International 

Council of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum under a ruling by the then Minister of 

Culture and Art, providing prominent pubic backing for genuine efforts at recollection of 

the Holocaust; the purpose of this council has been to evaluate materials related to how 

the site of the camp is presented, and lobbies for funds on behalf of the community of 

European states.510 Unconstrained by Cold War politics, Auschwitz-Birkenau has even 

expanded beyond identification as a site of the Holocaust to become a symbol of 

universal human suffering. 

 Beyond concentration camp sites, which the Federal Republic and the German 

Democratic Republic used as tools of memory throughout the Cold War, less permanent 

commemorations have recently increased the scope of German war responsibility. These 

exhibitions have challenged long-held assumptions of the wartime regime. For example, 

in order to gain domestic support for strategic alliance with the Western Allies, West 

Germany’s first postwar Chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, absolved Germany’s regular 

wartime military, the Wehrmacht, from blame for the execution of war crimes. 

Throughout the Cold War, the government covered up the Wehrmacht’s war crimes, 

instead pushing all accountability towards top civilian leaders of the Nazi hierarchy. This 

decreasing of the scope of responsibility to the highest Nazi officials became the 

founding narrative of the Federal Republic and helped co-opt lower-level perpetrators 

within the wartime military.  
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In 1995, the “Verbrechen der Wehrmacht” exhibit challenged the Wehrmacht’s 

virtuousness, displaying evidence that the Nazis had actively integrated regular military 

forces into the Final Solution against the Jews.511 This directly contradicted the 

perception that the Wehrmacht had fought honorably and innocently on behalf of the 

German nation. The exhibit traveled widely across Germany, and caused great 

commotion for challenging what had been a taboo subject since Allied occupation; 

according to Yfat Weiss, the Wehrmacht exhibit was “tantamount to slaughtering the 

German sacred cow.”512 As long as German rearmament had been essential to Western 

defense strategy during the Cold War, direct criticism of the military’s wartime role had 

been intolerable to political elites. 

Compensation: Coming to Terms with Victims 

 From the early days of the Federal Republic, compensation was an important 

component of demonstrating that Germany recognized the existence of atrocities even 

though it absolved most perpetrators from punishment. West Germany first offered 

compensation to Israel in the September 1952 Luxembourg Restitution Agreement, and 

the German government made subsequent payments to Jews in a variety of forms 

throughout the Cold War era. Compensation carried on after reunification, when 

Germany’s new understanding of responsibility brought with it fresh efforts to make 

amends to victims. These efforts were original in that German companies now took 

responsibility for their wartime actions, as former victims brought lawsuits against banks 

and corporations that had profited from the Holocaust.513 With greater national and 
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international reflection on wartime history, German companies took a more proactive role 

in improving their public image through compensation, such as the creation of a fund for 

victims in 1998 by twelve German companies, including Volkswagen and Siemens.514  

The German government too promoted a renewed look at compensation for war 

crimes, and in 2000, the Bundestag passed the Reparations for Slave Labor Act, which 

committed the government, in conjunction with private industry, to pay restitution to 

former slave laborers under the Nazi regime.515 The post-reunification critical analysis of 

various players’ actions during the war made possible these efforts to accept 

responsibility and concede the suffering of former victims, whose numbers were 

dwindling after over fifty years of being left out of restitution agreements. 

Defining the Contemporary Role of the Holocaust: the Walser Controversy 

 Although the end of the Cold War and German reunification has generally 

resulted in greater recognition of war crimes, there have also been controversial instances 

of criticism against the ends for which leaders have invoked war crimes. In his 1998 

acceptance speech for the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade, author Martin Walser, 

for example, criticized mention of the Holocaust as a weapon to attain political goals that 

cheapened memory.516 Many critics misread Walser’s message, denouncing him for 

trying to erase the Holocaust from public discourse.517 Walser in fact was merely 

criticizing the highly media-driven form that Holocaust memory had taken, in which 

‘guilt’ scored political points rather than carrying actual meaning. Walser’s speech was 
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also a reaction to the German concern that the Holocaust “stigma was and is passed on as 

an instrument and argument against past, present and future generations.”518 

Ignatz Bubis, President of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, and Klaus 

von Dohnanyi, an SPD politician, each fuelled the public controversy by adding their 

own opinions to the debate on Walser’s speech. While Bubis attacked Walser on the 

grounds that he was conducting intellectual nationalism, Dohnanyi countered that Jews 

have manipulated Germans’ conscience regarding their history.519 Walser and 

Dohnanyi’s criticisms of Holocaust memory were surprising because both men are 

members of the political left wing, which had always been associated with greater efforts 

at reconciliation. As part of a debate with Chancellor Schröder in 2002, Walser expanded 

upon his earlier point by arguing, “any book presenting history as if it were always going 

to lead to Auschwitz was praised in Germany, whereas a book that concluded that the 

course of history may have been different was accused of trivializing Auschwitz.”520 

Now that Germany uses Nazi atrocities to press a morality-based foreign policy, Germans 

must continue to ponder whether Germany has gone too far in taking on the burden of 

guilt by accepting German historical and intellectual development as a primary cause of 

the Holocaust. 

A New Role for the German Military in A Post Cold War World 

 Germany’s changing relationship to the Nazi past has not only impacted its 

national narrative, but as reunified Germany has sought to find its proper place on the 

international stage, the current role of the German military has become an important facet 
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of Germany’s relationship to the war. Because Germany’s European neighbors were 

concerned that an unconstrained and aggressive Germany would emerge after 

reunification, there has been significant debate about the extent to which the German 

military should engage in international operations, and what form that involvement 

should take. Over the post Cold War period, and based on the foreign policy goal of 

acting as a moral, yet ‘normal,’ nation, Germany’s military actions have adhered to the 

idea that Germans have a responsibility to prevent atrocities and human rights violations, 

but that they should do so based on present day foreign policy issues. 

The first major test came quickly with the Gulf War in 1991, which Germany 

chose not to participate in despite pressure from its allies; the world was left to wonder 

whether Germany was to become a larger Switzerland and stay neutral in international 

conflict.521 However, Roberta Haar argues that the Gulf War is not a fair example, since 

circumstances during the immediate aftermath of reunification led to major cuts in 

defense spending and military manpower.522 German popular opinion opposed the 

overwhelming force deployed by American forces, but support for Israel, due to its strong 

association with the Holocaust, kept Germans unsure of whether to denounce the 

coalition’s overall military effort.523  

While some members of the conservative government supported military action, 

leftist opposition parties argued that a normalized Germany need not act like a great 

power, but rather “the Federal Republic could seek normalcy akin to that of Sweden by 
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adopting strong policies of antimilitarism and humanitarianism.”524 Taking the opposite 

view, new Defense Minister Volker Ruhe made it a goal to shift public opinion “to show 

that pacifism in the face of world tyrants was an immoral policy that Germany’s very 

history of tyranny prohibited.”525 He invoked the past as a call for proactive military 

policy on the basis of morality, rather than pacifist humanitarianism. Less constrained by 

Cold War alliances, Germany could have a genuine debate on foreign policy for the first 

time in postwar history.  

Over the course of the 1990’s, appeals for German military involvement increased 

both at home and internationally, and the German government finally deployed troops to 

Kosovo, marking the first time that Germany sent troops into armed conflict since 1945. 

Symbolically, troops served as peacekeepers in an area that the Wehrmacht had occupied 

during the Second World War. Caroline Pearce argues that “whilst the Kohl government 

had justified non-intervention in Bosnia and the Gulf War by referring to German 

militarism in the past, Auschwitz as a symbol of human rights violations, rather than 

Nazism as a sign of German evil, became the justification for intervention in Kosovo.”526 

Germany’s new morality-based outlook, which resulted from post Cold War reflection, 

required intervention in the Kosovo conflict. 

Rather than advocating a policy of pacifism, which has been the mainstream 

Japanese policy outlook since the formation of the occupation-era national narrative, it 

became a German duty to use the past as a means of fighting for peace. In April 1999, 

Chancellor Schröder confirmed this position, saying that unification has led to a new role 
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for Germany, one that prevents it from evading responsibility in its foreign policy.527 

However, under Schröder’s direction, Germany tried to become a fully independent 

‘normal’ nation, basing decisions such as non-intervention in the 2003 Iraq war on 

present day issues rather than solely on the Nazi legacy.528  

The Internationalization of German War Crimes  

 While many Germans have taken a leading role in reevaluating portrayals of war 

crimes and World War II as a whole, there has also been an internationalization of 

German war crimes as universal symbols of oppression. Recollection of the Holocaust 

and the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp in particular has taken on universalized and 

internationalized meaning as the supreme symbol of human suffering. For example, an 

International Forum on the Holocaust was held in Stockholm, Sweden in January 2000, 

in which international participants discussed the strategies by which ethnic and racial 

conflict could be combated throughout the globe.529 With the world removed from a Cold 

War paradigm this universal issue has received greater global attention. 

On the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of the survivors at Auschwitz on 

January 27, 2005, world leaders participated in a commemorative event broadcast around 

the world. The ceremony emphasized the Holocaust as a representation of ultimate 

evil.530 In November of that same year, the United Nations designated January 27th as the 

“International Day of Commemoration in Memory of the Victims of the Holocaust,” 
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calling for international recognition and observance of this particular tragedy.531 One can 

no longer say that German war crimes rest solely within the memories of the perpetrators 

and victims, but rather they are now part of a global understanding of all that is immoral 

and that which mankind must continue to fight against. 

Post Cold War Japan- A Country Forced to Change 

 Just as reunified Germany’s post-Cold War foreign policy outlook led to a 

reexamination of the Nazi past, the end of the Cold War also prompted Japan to adapt its 

war responsibility rhetoric to the new global paradigm. With no Soviet threat in East 

Asia, the United States no longer relied on Japan as its regional bulwark against 

communism, although the U.S.-Japan relationship remained valuable to both sides. As 

the United States and its democratic allies reevaluated their strategic goals, this 

influential relationship underwent necessary revision. For Japan, the end of the Cold War 

ushered in newfound optimism about Japan’s ability to act more independently within the 

region, which in turn provoked international controversy among those who were critical 

of the government’s stance on war responsibility. This goal of independent action meant 

the modification of a postwar Japanese system that had placed utmost emphasis on ties to 

and deference to the United States. Because of this reorientation, the end of East-West 

conflict resulted in a reexamination of the Second World War and its aftermath, which 

Phillip Seaton describes as a ‘reversing of the reverse course,’ highlighting the fact that 
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this period finally marked an end to some aspects of occupation policy that had lingered 

throughout the Cold War.532 

Although Japanese citizens have begun to reexamine longtime questions about 

Japan’s wartime conduct more openly, the Japanese government continues to perceive its 

relationship with the United States as the cornerstone of its foreign policy, which has 

“played into domestic conservative agendas in ways that both invoked and transcended 

the Cold War.”533 In its first significant foreign policy move after the fall of the Soviet 

Union, the Japanese government, in contrast to that of reunified Germany, officially 

endorsed the Gulf War and contributed nine billion dollars to the Allied effort.534 Ready 

to assert itself globally, the government sparked debate over the future of the Article Nine 

peace clause in the Japanese domestic political arena. International politics, especially the 

U.S.-Japan relationship, still dominate the way that Japan relates to the war, which 

Takahashi Tetsuya reiterates when saying, “whether it is Japan’s remilitarization, the 

reinstatement of patriotic education, or the nationalization of Yasukuni shrine, all of this 

can only be attempted with the implicit consent of the United States.”535 

 That being said, Japanese understanding of war responsibility has been greatly 

affected by the growing importance of its relations with its East Asian neighbors, 

especially China. While still militarily reliant on the U.S., the late 1980’s and 1990’s 

manifested a shift in Japan’s cultural flows, as cultural exchanges between Japan and the 
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rest of Asia came to surpass those between Japan and the U.S.536 As cultural and 

economic ties to Asia became more substantial, and as China emerged as a more 

significant international player and economic force, a renewed level of interest occurred 

in Japan’s wartime actions in East Asia. Franziska Seraphim contends that the end of 

Cold War tension inevitably led to stronger Japanese ties to China, which resulted in 

domestic support for acknowledging war crimes in Asia.537 The LDP has offered 

apologies for atrocities to the extent that it can balance the interests of its main base of 

conservative supporters against Japan’s desire to establish stronger ties within East Asia. 

As East Asian cultural and economic flows have become more substantial, the 

Japanese government has felt increasing international pressure to take a more proactive 

role on the war responsibility issue. As a result over the course of the 1990’s the 

government attempted to appease its critics on a number of fronts. Because of the 

increased importance of Japan’s relationships with its neighbors, in the post Cold War 

period it has become a diplomatic ritual for a new Prime Minister to clarify his position 

on war responsibility in his first visit with his Chinese and South Korean counterparts.538 

This clearly signifies that war memory remains an important component of Japan’s 

relations with these two countries. 

 As the ultimate sign that the post Cold War era had ushered in a new political 

dynamic in Japan, in 1993, the conservative Liberal Democratic Party lost control of the 

Diet and the premiership for the first time in almost forty years. The LDP had survived as 

the party of Japan’s economic miracle and through its close connection to a number of 
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powerful interest groups. This new government, comprised of an eight party, anti-LDP 

coalition, was not beholden to these same interests. The LDP also represented reliance on 

ties to the United States, now less vital without an impending Soviet threat. Upon taking 

over as Prime Minister, Hosokawa Morihiro, a member of the Japan New Party, referred 

to the Second World War as an “aggressive war and a mistake,” although he had to 

backtrack in later statements due to pressure from within his coalition government.539  

Although the anti-LDP coalition fell apart and conservatives quickly regained 

control of the premiership the following year, the party’s invincibility and the 

sustainability of its Cold War era platforms was called into question. In 1994, the year 

that the LDP retook office, a survey found that 80% of the Japanese population believed 

that the government had not adequately compensated Japan’s victims.540 Advocating a 

more reconciliatory approach to Japan’s neighbors, progressives have gained political 

legitimacy at the expense of the LDP. It was now clear that the high volume of trade and 

exchange with Japan’s former victims caused the population to rethink the postwar’s 

national narrative. The Cold War era myth of Japanese victimhood finally fell apart as 

China and South Korea reentered Japanese consciousness. For the LDP to maintain the 

support of the electorate, changes would have to be made. 

A New Era in Popular Reflection on the War 

 As was the case throughout the Cold War, popular perceptions over the past 

twenty years have been influenced not only by changing political circumstances, but also 

by one’s own personal and family experience. While in Germany, reunification eroded a 

sense of German victimhood and thus contributed to a shift in contemplation on the war, 
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in Japan the death of long-reigning Emperor Hirohito, who the Class A war criminals and 

SCAP leader General MacArthur protected from prosecution at the Tokyo tribunal, 

resulted in substantial war reflection by ordinary citizens. Although generally criticized 

internationally for his wartime role, the Japanese public did not question the Emperor’s 

involvement in wartime atrocities for the duration of his lifetime. This lack of criticism 

stemmed from the occupation’s founding myth that like the population, the Emperor had 

been taken advantage of by a small group of military fanatics.  

With the Emperor’s death arriving just as Japan’s relationship vis-à-vis its 

neighbors was in a state of change, historians and ordinary citizens alike wrote personal 

stories regarding their feelings on the Emperor and the war, allowing them to reflect on 

wartime experiences with an openness that they had been unable to publicly express 

previously.541 The new Emperor, Hirohito’s son Akihito, was not directly tainted by any 

involvement in wartime decision-making and therefore could take a more active and 

honest role in offering acknowledgement and apology for the suffering of Chinese and 

Korean people early in his reign.542 In fact, Akihito’s official visit to China in 1992 

served an important political function, as the Foreign Ministry supported the visit as a 

means of diluting Chinese opposition to Japan’s increasing political role in the region.543 

While the end of the Showa era changed the public’s openness regarding reflection on the 

war, this forthrightness was only made possible by Japan’s growing exchange with its 

East Asian neighbors. 
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 As the end of the Cold War brought about international reflection on the war that 

had set in motion the East-West power struggle, one facet of this reexamination has been 

mounting comparisons between the way that Japan and Germany have each handled the 

issue of war responsibility. Beginning in the mid-1980’s, as international pressure 

contributed to domestic portrayals of the war in West Germany and Japan, scholars began 

to explain disparities in portrayals of the war by means of differing geopolitical 

circumstances of East Asia and Europe during Allied occupation.544 Comparisons 

became especially commonplace following German President Weizsäcker’s speech in the 

wake of the Bitburg controversy, after which the liberal segment of the Japanese media 

criticized the government’s lack of engagement with war responsibility for a full decade

after the landmark German ev

 

ent.545  

                                                

Comparisons of wartime atrocities appeared on a cultural level as well, best 

exemplified by the debate at the 1990 Frankfurt Book Fair between authors Oe 

Kenzaburo and Günter Grass. Each argued that his country had committed worse crimes 

and should be viewed with greater caution in the post Cold War world.546 Both felt that 

the end of Cold War security arrangements would release their constrained governments 

to act independently and aggressively. This debate aside, one important distinction is that 

for most Japanese, nothing that the military did during the war can be equated to the 

Holocaust, and therefore they see war crimes as an example of “the military excesses that 

occur in any war,” rather than something that stands alone in human history.547 

Conservatives Fight for Control of the War Narrative 
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In post Cold War Japan, despite changes to the East Asian political dynamic, the 

Japanese government’s portrayals of the war remain controversial. However, according to 

Jennifer Lind, Japan’s most controversial war-related gaffes have been responses to 

conservative backlashes against liberal contrition on war guilt.548 Conservatives have 

been on the defensive in terms of propagating their recollections of the war, and they 

have desperately sought to maintain control of the narrative. As Japan exerted itself 

politically within the region, the end of the Cold War brought renewed interest in critical 

analysis of Japan’s wartime actions and the early postwar period. In response to criticism 

of how the LDP has portrayed the war, conservatives and members of the far right wing 

stepped up their efforts to fight liberals for control of Japanese understanding of the war. 

This conservative resurgence forced the government to placate to unapologetic 

conservatives, as the old Imperial hymn and the Rising Sun flag were declared national 

symbols in 1991, despite major protests by liberals.549  

Especially following the onset of economic recession in the mid-1990’s, Japanese 

conservatives hoped to instill pride and honor for the nation, with many calling for the 

renunciation and abandonment of Article Nine, the Constitutional ‘peace clause.’550 

Although altering the regional political dynamic, the end of the Soviet threat did not 

make conservatives feel comfortable, as they still perceived North Korean rhetoric and 

the growth of Chinese power as serious security concerns.551 Conservatives therefore did 

not want recognition of war crimes to compromise Japan’s ability to face these new 

challenges. Whereas German leaders came to see military action only as part of a foreign 
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policy based on morality, Japanese conservatives felt that Article Nine was unnecessary 

because they did not believe that contemporary Japan should be constricted by anything 

owed to its past victims, but rather needed to assert itself in a still dangerous world. 

 Over the course of the 1990’s, a segment of the right wing turned its attention 

away from focus on the actual war crimes themselves, and instead addressed “the 

problem of accusation and judgment, especially when they came from abroad.”552 

Conservatives viewed international criticism as a continuation of victor’s justice, and 

they played to those who were fed up with such criticism; reactionary literature 

developed into what Phillip Seaton calls “essentially consumerist,” as these writings 

found a growing audience among a general public that wanted to recall better times in the 

midst of economic recession.553 

The Society For the Dissemination of Historical Fact is an example of a far right 

wing organization that attempts to distort understanding of Japanese war crimes under the 

guise of promoting scholarship and the truth. The group’s website, which dates from 

2006, although available in English, is a purely Japanese endeavor led by its chairman, 

Kase Hideaki.554 From the outset, the society denies the label “revisionist,” and tells 

readers that it merely seeks to provide information to better inform readers and keep in 

check those who want to lay all blame for the war on the Japanese people.555 They 

essentially wish to restore Japan’s national narrative of victimhood.  

                                                 
552 Seraphim, 309. 
553 Seaton, 59. 
554 Society for the Dissemination of Historical Fact, 2010, 5 Feb. 2010 <http://www.sdh-
fact.com/index.html>. 
555 Society for the Dissemination of Historical Fact. 

 164



The group’s website contains a number of articles and book critiques related to 

Japanese war crimes, and works related to the Nanjing Massacre make up the bulk of the 

content. The site alleges that the Nanjing Massacre has been proven to be a matter of war 

propaganda and a hoax that the Japanese people should not allow to hamper 

nationalism.556 Justice Pal’s dissenting opinion at the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal is also 

prominently displayed, used to contest the validity of any findings of criminality at the 

tribunal.557 As part of the society’s proactive efforts, the website presents letters to 

foreign governments and individual foreign politicians, protesting what they see as claims 

based on “grossly distorted historical facts” related to Japanese war actions.558 

The Fiftieth Anniversary of the End of the War and Its Aftermath 

 Because the far right wing represents only a small proportion of Japanese popular 

sentiment, as in Germany, symbolic anniversaries provide a barometer of wider 

understanding at a given historical moment. The fiftieth anniversary of Japan’s surrender 

was one such event that demonstrated the conflicted nature of Japanese portrayals and 

opinions of the war. The actions of Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi and his cabinet 

during this event are indicative of the compromises that the new political environment 

has forced LDP politicians to make with regard to war memory. While Murayama 

admitted guilt for Japanese aggression and apologized to Japan’s victims, he sent his 

cabinet ministers to pay their respects to the war dead at the still controversial Yasukuni 
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Shrine.559 Governments across Asia condemned these dual actions, as the Yasukuni visit 

called into question the sincerity of his verbal apology. 

 In the months leading up to the fiftieth anniversary, the Japanese Parliament too 

took half-hearted actions that led observers to question whether Japan genuinely accepted 

wartime aggression. On June 9, 1995, the Diet approved a statement that offered 

condolences to victims and apologized for the pain and suffering that Japan caused 

throughout Asia. However, the statement used the term aggressive acts, rather than 

aggressive war, thereby contesting the idea that militarism and aggression occurred on a 

systemic and altogether illegal level.560 Conservatives, angered by growing popular 

support for liberal views of the war, ardently fought a more strongly worded resolution 

and held events throughout 1995 praising the sacrifices of Japan’s war dead.561 Although 

perhaps composed with the best of intentions, the vague and watered-down final 

resolution “could not mask the utter lack of consensus in the Diet and was predictably 

met with cold scorn by the Japanese public and hot criticism in China and Korea.”562  

The resolution turned out to be a political mistake that overshadowed any positive 

developments in terms of accepting war responsibility. Shortly following the anniversary, 

NHK conducted a survey of war-related programming, the results of which showed that 

just under half of the programs about war crimes made “concrete statements about the 

facts of Japanese aggression,” while the vast majority of programs about Japanese 

victimhood made “concrete statements about the facts of Japanese victimhood.”563 Due 
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to conservative pressure against progressive portrayals of the war, the fiftieth anniversar

ceremonies in effect showed little improvement over the longtime conflict between 

accepting and minimizing Japanese war crimes.  

y 

                                                

The Impact of 9/11 

 During the first decade of the post Cold War period, Japanese politics was torn 

between the desire to develop stronger relations with Japan’s now influential neighbors 

and conservatives’ goal to assert Japan’s role as an independent international actor. To 

this end, conservative political elites would not change their portrayal of war crimes as 

drastically as their counterparts in reunified Germany, who instead saw their new role as 

defenders of human rights and moral action. The terrorist attacks of September 11th 2001 

ushered in a shift in regional and global politics, providing conservatives with greater 

external backing for a less reconciliatory approach to the past. The threat of terrorism 

overtook memory of World War II as a global priority, and the United States turned to its 

Cold War East Asian ally for support in this new effort.  

Although President Bush’s ‘war on terror’ was different in nature from the Cold 

War, Japan’s necessity as a strategic and secure ally was reminiscent of the Cold War and 

gave a stronger voice to the conservative position.564 According to Franziska Seraphim, 

post-9/11, “Japan’s new muscularity in international relations—combined with 

Koizumi’s unequivocal support for Bush’s war in Iraq—pointed to a decisive rightward 

shift among the Japanese leadership that did not bode well for reconciliation.”565 

Conservatives, who wanted Japan to play a larger global political and military role, now 

had an opportunity to exert Japanese power for an internationally acceptable cause.  
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Whereas reunified Germany chose to chart a course that broke with past deference 

to the United States, Japan’s leadership was able to seize on 9/11 as a reason to further 

push the limits of Article Nine and instill national pride. Only a few months earlier 

Koizumi Junichiro became Prime Minister, and he became a key supporter of asserting 

Japan as a player in the war on terror. Over the last ten years, it is these political 

developments, along with conservatives’ desire to push back against international 

pressure and influence on the war memory issue that has resulted in the perpetuation of 

dilemmas that had long been contested during the Cold War.  

The Continuation of the Textbook Controversy 

 Even before the end of the Cold War, the growing importance of international 

exchange between Japan and other countries in Asia led to international protests against 

Japanese history textbooks in the early 1980’s. Since then the right wing has continued to 

use school children’s history textbooks to deny the existence of Japanese war atrocities 

and instill national pride among Japan’s youth. While closer relations within the region 

have provided progressives with greater support for reconciliation, conservatives have 

fought harder in protesting the Ministry of Education’s appeasement in acknowledging 

war responsibility. Even as most Japanese accept Japanese atrocities as fact, because 

conservatives hope to promote a more aggressive foreign policy strategy, a still 

politically influential right-wing base has swayed Ministry policy. 

The outcome of conservative protests has been “a watered down ‘unofficial 

curriculum by consensus’ limited to the least controversial aspects of war history.”566 

Especially since the late 1990’s, the Ministry has approved textbooks that gloss over war 
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crimes to the same degree that occurred when Ienaga Saburo initiated his first lawsuit in 

the 1960’s. In fact, Ienaga’s third lawsuit finally ended in this period, with the Japanese 

Supreme Court ruling partially in his favor in May 1997, but nonetheless again failing to 

address the constitutionality of the Ministry’s screening process.567 

 Since the end of the Cold War, conservatives have mobilized to present in 

textbooks ‘a history to be proud of,’ and the most significant of these groups has been the 

Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform, founded in 1996.568 One of the group’s 

leaders, Fujioka Nobukatsu, argued for the creation of a more nationalist textbook 

because he saw current textbooks as “masochistic” and lacking pride in Japan’s 

history.569 In trying to promote an assertive Japan, with the nation’s post Cold War 

position in the new global order still unclear, conservatives believed that Japan required 

greater national pride to meet the challenges of the future.  

The Society, and the screening process as a whole, became engulfed in 

controversy in 2001, after the approval of the Society’s “New History Textbook;” the 

textbook was highly revisionist with regard to the Nanjing Massacre and the comfort 

women issue, sparking widespread condemnation and protest throughout Asia.570 In 

April 2005, when the Ministry of Education approved an updated version of the “New 

History Textbook,” which also glossed over wartime atrocities, tens of thousa

demonstrators took to the streets in China, and protestors threw objects at the Japanese 

embassy in Beijing.

nds of 
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China’s uncertainty about its own place in the region played a role in the 2001 

street protests, as the country felt threatened by a Western desire to contain its rapid 

growth; the government therefore began to emphasize China’s last victory against foreign 

invaders, the 1937-1945 war against Japan.572 This new emphasis created a rage among 

the Chinese population against Japan that had never been so widely expressed in public. 

Since the protests, although many textbooks continue to describe details of Japan’s role in 

the war, the emergence of the Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform and it’s 

“New History Textbook” has successfully watered down textbooks in general; according 

to Nozaki Yoshiki, fewer references to the war were made in textbooks approved in 2007 

than there were in those approved in 1997.573 In that time, conservatives have pushed 

harder than ever to contest the liberalization of Japanese war memory in order to stand up 

for Japan’s more assertive political role. 

Renewed Visits to the Yasukuni Shrine 

 Like the textbook controversy, conservatives have continued to use visits to 

Yasukuni Shrine to push back against domestic liberal and international pressure on the 

war responsibility issue. Since Prime Minister Nakasone’s visits to Yasukuni in 1985, no 

Prime Minister visited until Koizumi Junichiro kept an election promise that he would do 

so after winning the premiership. As Prime Minister, Koizumi visited the shrine six years 

consecutively because he wanted to impress on his people the image of a politician who 

would do what he thought was right and not be swayed by public opinion.574 Like many 
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LDP politicians before him, he also saw the Izokukai as an important base of popular 

support. His visits were in part meant to ensure continued Izokukai electoral backing.575  

When Koizumi’s visits began, there was in fact significant popular support for his 

campaign promise, with a 2001 poll showing that 50% supported him and 40% opposed, 

yet after several years of international protests, in 2006, a poll found that 54% opposed 

continued visits.576 Likewise, Japanese citizens filed a number of lawsuits to halt 

Koizumi’s visits on the grounds that they were in violation of the constitutional 

separation of state and religion.577 Throughout Koizumi’s tenure, the United States 

government remained silent on the Yasukuni issue because, as Phillip Seaton argues, 

“Regular official Yasukuni worship formalizes the commemorative processes by which 

the ‘precious sacrifice’ of Japan’s military war dead is honored,” a necessary step for the 

Japanese government to build popular support for an increased military role abroad.578 

Because of Japan’s role as an ally in the war on terror and icon of stability in the region, 

the Bush administration fully backed actions that promoted a larger Japanese contribution 

to U.S. military efforts.  

 In terms of the regional diplomatic response, one can only describe Koizumi’s 

visits as detrimental to the development of relations with the rest of Asia. As Japanese 

conservatives felt threatened by mounting protests against the portrayal of the war 

developed under Japan’s postwar system, they tried to reverse what they saw as 

appeasement to the claims of foreign governments, who they saw as potential restraints to 
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a Japanese assertion of regional political influence. After Koizumi’s visit in 2003, the 

Chinese government delayed high level diplomatic talks for two years, contending that 

negotiations could not move forward until a “good atmosphere” returned.579  

In 2005, after Koizumi visited Yasukuni another two times, Chinese President Hu 

Jintao said that Yasukuni was the single issue preventing the two countries from further 

developing their bilateral relationship.580 As a result, the Chinese government refused all 

forms of direct communication with Koizumi and his foreign minister, taking the visits as 

an affront to Chinese victims of Japanese aggression.581 On the domestic front, 

progressives in the recently formed Democratic Party of Japan, including future Prime 

Minister Hatoyama Yukio, called the visits “absurd and irresponsible,” demonstrating the 

divide between progressive and conservative opinions of commemorative symbols.582  

 One must also look at the Chinese government’s reactions to Koizumi’s Yasukuni 

visits through the context of its own current political circumstances. Because the Chinese 

Communist Party came to power after resisting the Japanese Imperial Army on the 

Chinese mainland, it bases its legitimacy to rule on its anti-Japanese credentials, a 

concept that has unified the Chinese people under party rule.583 As it has emerged into a 

globally powerful economic force while at the same time maintaining a strong political 

grip over the population, the CCP leadership has grown more mindful of popular 

sentiment, which is passionately anti-Japanese whenever one of these incidents occurs; 
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appearing to moderate could thus undermine the regime.584 As the balance of 

relationships in Asia has evolved over the last twenty years, both sides have used Cold 

War era controversies to promote popular sentiment that supports their agendas.  

The Comfort Women Issue 

Although largely ignored as a facet of war memory during the Cold War period, 

the post Cold War era has witnessed an upsurge in awareness and media attention on the 

issue of the Imperial Army’s ‘comfort women’ system throughout Asia, in which 

Japanese forces subjected local women to sexual slavery and humiliation. The military 

particularly targeted Korean women as comfort women, and while Yasukuni has been the 

central issue between Japan and China, the legacy of comfort women has become perhaps 

the most significant predicament for Japanese-Korean relations.  

At the start of the 1990’s, foreign organizations made efforts to bring the plight of 

Japan’s sexual slaves to light. Among them was the Korean Council for the Women 

Drafted for Sexual Slavery by Japan, which formed in 1990 to support lawsuits by former 

victims.585 One reason for the lack of attention to the comfort women issue had been the 

reluctance of victims to speak out about their experiences. This changed in August 1991, 

when Kim Hak-sun became the first to give public testimony about her forced 

participation in this oppressive system.586 Her testimonial led to further public statements 

by others and increased awareness of the issue on a global scale. Because it brings to 

light widespread abuses by the Imperial Army, the facts of the comfort women system 

have been another point of contention that conservatives deny as fiction and propaganda. 
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In response to international and domestic pressure to deal with the victims of 

sexual slavery, in January 1992, after the Asahi newspaper published several 

incriminating documents about the wartime sex slave system, Japan’s Chief Cabinet 

Secretary Kato Koichi issued a statement that “the Japanese military’s involvement in the 

‘comfort system’ is undeniable.”587 Although acknowledging the comfort women system 

as undeniable fact, the Japanese government drew criticism for taking only half-hearted 

measures to rectify past wrongs in order to mollify right wing criticism, a stance similar 

to other war-related policies. Japan’s sexual slavery victims cite the longtime denial of 

recognition and justice as a major cause of their pain, which has left bad will towards the 

Japanese government throughout Asia and especially in South Korea.588 

In July 1995, just one month before the fiftieth anniversary of surrender, 

Murayama Tomiichi’s government established the Asian Women’s Fund to compensate 

victims of the comfort women system, but it announced that donations would come from 

the private resources of corporations rather than from public funds.589 Because the fund 

represented unofficial compensation, the creation of the Fund was met with bitter protests 

and nearly all victims refused to accept money from it.590 Although Murayama directed 

the Fund past his premiership until 2002 and it paid out over 500 million yen, the 

perception that the Japanese government refused to take direct responsibility remained 
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throughout Asia.591 One of the central sticking points for Japanese conservatives is rooted 

in the Cold War era treaties that Japan signed with South Korea and China, in which all 

compensation issues were determined to be resolved; under this state-centric model of 

relations, individuals have no right to personal restitution.592 The comfort women 

compensation issue is but one more example of how short-term Cold War political 

decisions had a long-term impact on recognition of war responsibility. 

  Because the Japanese government has thus far refused to negotiate or settle 

claims with its mostly foreign victims, non-governmental groups have sought restorative 

justice by means of publicly laying out the evidence of Japanese war crimes. Feminist 

activists have undertaken the most substantial efforts through the Women’s International 

Tribunal on Japanese Military Sexual Slavery, held in Tokyo in December 2000. The trial 

was international in scope and was the first to focus exclusively on crimes against 

women, the outcome of which aided movements fighting for similar efforts at restorative 

justice in the aftermath of conflict around the globe.593  

Through documentary evidence and eyewitness testimony, the official judgment 

of the tribunal cites irrefutable evidence that Japanese military and political leaders knew 

of the degree of rape and sexual assault ubiquitous throughout the Japanese military.594 In 

the words of the judgment, “The scale of the “comfort system” was so enormous, the 

conditions so inhumane, and the operations so consistent, that no other conclusion can be 

reached but that the highest level political and military officials must have known of the 
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criminal nature of the system which they set in motion and sustained.”595 As the first 

judicial body to debate Japanese war responsibility since the occupation era International 

Military Tribunal for the Far East, the judges found Emperor Hirohito guilty, rejecting 

the argument that he was a figurehead with no control over day-to-day operations.596 

Conservatives’ unwillingness to allow official acceptance of guilt for sexual slavery left 

little alternative besides this effort at restorative justice. 

Victims Seek Judicial Compensation 

 The comfort women issue, however, is by no means the only contested aspect of 

war memory in which victims have made attempts to win compensation from the 

Japanese government. During the 1990’s, as growing economic and cultural exchange 

with East Asia promoted transparent analysis of the war, issues that seemed long 

forgotten reemerged and gained public attention. One such example is Unit 731, Japan’s 

biological warfare unit, whose main perpetrators the Tokyo tribunal gave immunity to 

during occupation. In 1997, 180 relatives of Chinese victims of biological warfare attacks 

filed a lawsuit against the Japanese government for the inhumane killing of their 

relatives.597 The Tokyo District Court finally reached a verdict in the case in 2002, ruling 

against the plaintiffs with the argument that individuals had no right to compensation 

under Japan’s treaty agreements, despite the fact that the court accepted Unit 731’s 

biological warfare role as fact.598 The fact that China had signed away any future rights 

to restitution for its citizens when it normalized relations with Japan again proved to be 

hindrance to reconciliation for individuals. 
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 The Tokyo District’s ruling highlights the central issue that has kept the Japanese 

government and foreign victims apart on the question of whether Japan has settled war 

crimes issues, because each side takes a fundamentally different approach to rights under 

international law. Based on the treaties that reestablished Japan’s bilateral relations with 

its Asian neighbors, which as noted in Chapter Two were agreed upon in the context of 

Cold War politics, Japan believes that all claims were settled at the ratification of those 

treaties. Near the end of Koizumi’s premiership, in July 2005, the Foreign Ministry 

issued a pamphlet outlining the government’s official positions on the war, in which it 

reiterated the fact that although Japanese actions had caused suffering to the peoples of 

Asia, Japan was now a peaceful nation and that it considers all reparations claims to have 

been legally settled.599 Foreign citizens, on the other hand, have contended since the 

1980’s that they personally remain uncompensated, regardless of the deals that their 

governments worked out during the Cold War.600 

 While the Japanese government receives total blame for refusing compensation to 

individuals, international governments actually support this position widely, including the 

United States. Because Japanese courts have been non-receptive to reparations claims, 

former Japanese POW’s and slave laborers filed a lawsuit in the U.S. federal court 

system. When the case reached the U.S. Supreme Court in October 2003, the Court ruled 

to put an end to all appeals for compensation against Japan pertaining to the Second 

World War, a decision strongly backed by the U.S. government.601 Especially for nations 

with active militaries, allowing individual lawsuits for reparations is highly unpopular 
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and therefore Japan’s position should be viewed in the greater context of international 

legal policy.602 While Germany has provided individual reparations as part of a strategy 

at maintaining and improving its public image, Japan believes that by nature of its 

postwar international agreements, such compensation is unnecessary and uncalled for. 

Museum Renovations During the Post Cold War 

 Although Japan erected a number of museums dedicated to the Second World 

War during the Cold War, since the early 1990’s several museums have appeared that 

challenge the government’s portrayal of the war and present a more critical understanding 

of Japan’s wartime actions. Rather than support the narrative of Japanese victimhood, 

these museums express the Japanese population’s reorientation towards recognition of the 

suffering that the Japanese military inflicted across Asia. Like other facets of war 

memory, museums have become arenas in which conservatives have fought against 

progressive efforts to revise the Japanese myth of victimhood. 

Even the Hiroshima A-bomb Museum, located at the ultimate site of Japanese 

victimhood, renovated its exhibitions in 1994, adding sections on Japanese aggression 

and Hiroshima’s critical role in Japan’s war effort.603 Hiroshima’s own Mayor at the 

time, Hiraoka Takashi, instigated renovation of the Museum, saying that Hiroshima could 

only spread the message of peace (a liberal proposition) if it faced Japan’s own dark 

past.604 In contrast to conservative efforts to assert Japanese power in a more forceful 

way, progressives have tried to construct an outlook that promotes global peace. For 

them, the end of the Cold War and the removal of the Soviet threat represented a genuine 
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opportunity to pursue a national policy more similar to reunified Germany. However, 

Japanese conservatives’ still influential political power only allowed progressives to 

assert this message of peace through local expressions of war memory.  

The Gulf War, as the first major international conflict following the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, sparked interest in developing new peace museums, and helped lead to 

the development of the Osaka and Kyoto Peace Museums, which have been two of the 

leading museums in critically examining Japan’s war guilt.605 The Osaka International 

Peace Center, also known as Peace Osaka, demonstrates the level of forthrightness that a 

liberal museum is capable of, in that it frankly acknowledges Japan’s brutality in China 

and depicts Japan as a colonial power, rather than a liberator of Asia.606 Likewise, the 

Kyoto Museum for World Peace at Ritsumeikan University, opened in 1992, is a private 

museum that describes Japanese aggression and underscores the fact that many issues of 

war responsibility remain unresolved.607  

Located away from the seat of central government in Tokyo, Peace Osaka and the 

Kyoto Museum for World Peace demonstrate that local municipalities and private groups, 

with less concern for foreign relations and right wing interest group support, can diverge 

from the national narrative and take a more reconciliatory approach to victims.608 The 

Peace Museum in Kawasaki is another example of a more progressive local peace 

museum, and the left-leaning nature of Osaka and Kawasaki local politics, along with the 
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cities’ large Korean and Chinese populations help explain why these two museums are 

more critical in their portrayals of Japanese actions.609  

Even Peace Osaka, however, is not immune to the conflict between conservatives 

and progressives, as political pressure forced the Center to hold a conference debating the 

truth of the Nanjing Massacre.610 Likewise, as with many other municipal Japanese peace 

museums, Peace Osaka exhibits a strong current of the victim narrative, devoting a great 

deal of space to citizens’ suffering due to air raids.611 School groups often participate in 

field trips to municipal museums, and because of the continued concern for and interest 

in local suffering, these museums often tend to underscore Japanese victimhood.612 While 

museums present a more complex picture of Japanese wartime actions since the 1990’s 

than they had previously, even these sites of memory expressed the conflict between 

depicting Japan as perpetrator or victim. War-related museums are but one area that 

demonstrate how Germany has largely come to accept war crimes and a responsibility for 

preserving the memory of victims, whereas they exemplify the fact that Japanese 

conservatives continue to restrain a progressive outlook.  

Germany and Japan: Current Outlook 

As the global community looks forward to the potential of the 21st century, both 

Germany and Japan lie at a crossroads with regard to war memory. Nearly twenty years 

have passed since the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, an event that 

broke the ideological constraints of that long period. Although still constrained by 

relations and institutions that developed during the Cold War, a sufficient amount of time 
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has passed for each country to chart its own post Cold War course. Based on these last 

twenty years, reunified Germany has transformed memory of the Nazi past into a force 

for good, while the backlash against contrition with victims continues to hinder Japan’s 

ability to establish closer relations with its neighbors.  

Despite their differences, Germany and Japan are similar in that both continue to 

strive to normalize their positions in the international community. For Germany, 

becoming ‘normal’ means that foreign policy decisions can be based on present-day 

strategic concerns rather than connecting all actions to the Nazi past. Although memory 

of that past promotes Germany’s morality-based foreign policy, Germany does not want 

its actions to be constrained by concerns that it could return to that dark past. In other 

words, Germans want their actions to be viewed on their own merits like any other 

nation, rather than as indicators of whether they exhibit fascist and racist tendencies. 

Likewise, Japan too continues to struggle with its international normalization, although 

‘normal’ has a different meaning in the Japanese context.  

For Japan, ‘normal’ means being able to exert political and diplomatic influence 

commensurate with its economic power. Although Japan remains the second largest 

economy in the world, Article Nine prevents the Japanese government from pursuing an 

assertive foreign policy and taking an active role in certain international institutions. 

Given the size of the Japanese economy, conservatives have pushed for Japan’s inclusion 

as a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, while foreign 

governments have used Japan’s nationalist past and its reluctance to accept that past to 

block the realization of that goal. Japan’s under-representation in terms of military 

strength and international political influence hinder its ability to act as a ‘normal’ nation. 
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Germany and Japan’s as yet incomplete efforts at normalization display the impact that 

wartime atrocities can have on a state’s position in the international system. 

At the same time that Germany uses memory of war crimes as the cornerstone of 

a foreign policy based on morality it also strives to transcend its identification with World 

War II and become a ‘normal’ nation, albeit one with a strong sense of historical 

responsibility. In resisting American pressure to commit troops to the ongoing war in 

Iraq, the German government proved that it is now comfortable conducting an 

independent foreign policy that does not leave it absolutely beholden to American and 

Israeli interests. That being said, through the continuation of reconciliatory actions with 

respect to the war, the fearful prospect of a resurgence of aggressive German nationalism 

is no longer a concern to the peoples of Europe, and the German government has 

successfully demonstrated an awareness of a special responsibility to the past, even if 

individual incidents of right wing ultra-nationalists garner international attention. 

 In contrast to Germany, Japanese conservatives have marred reconciliatory 

actions during the post-Cold War era. During the Koizumi era, Japan appeared poised to 

revert to a more hostile approach to war responsibility. In spite of that trend, the post-

Koizumi era has given progressives hope that the Japanese government will make more 

substantial and genuine efforts to resolve issues with victims and accept war 

responsibility. In the few years since Koizumi resigned as Prime Minister, and in the 

wake of the global financial crisis in the fall of 2008, voters in the August 2009 Diet 

general election provided unprecedented support to the Democratic Party of Japan, a 

party founded in 1998 by four separate parties that had existed in seemingly-permanent 

opposition to the LDP. Relatively fresh as a contender to Japanese conservatives in its 
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own right, the DPJ ended the Liberal Democratic Party’s sixty-year streak as the nation’s 

leading party.   

The DPJ’s leader, Hatoyama Yukio, assumed the premiership, and save for a few 

short months in the 1990’s, for the first time in postwar Japanese history, the majority 

party is not beholden to conservative special interests. Hatoyama advocates closer ties to 

Asia, particularly China, and he supports a more equitable renegotiation of the U.S.-Japan 

Mutual Security Treaty. This development, which in some ways is a delayed result of the 

end of the Cold War and Japan’s economic downturn relative to China’s economic 

growth, may lead to the most forthright and honest portrayal of war crimes in postwar 

Japanese history. Because memory of World War II is bound up in present day politics 

and reacts to the needs of foreign relations, as Germany and Japan assess their strategic 

needs, current portrayals of the war will not remain static, but rather will undergo 

inevitable change. 
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CONCLUSION 

Contemporary Solutions for Transitioning Democracies  

            Sixty-five years removed from the end of the Second World War, newly 

established democratic governments and the international community continue to grapple 

with the issue of post-conflict reconciliation. As Jennifer Lind made clear in her work 

Sorry States, states transitioning from destructive conflict in which atrocities were 

committed must establish a balance between the interests of perpetrators and victims to 

ensure full reintegration and participation in the new order.613 The Nuremberg and Tokyo 

tribunals marked the international community's first attempts to solve this problem 

through legal institutions, and in a number of cases transitioning democracies have 

adopted this model in the wake of conflict. 

        This paper’s analysis of the two German successor states and Japan reveal that 

tribunals alone do not guarantee reconciliation between former victims, but instead show 

that a state’s foreign relations in the aftermath of conflict are of paramount importance to 

how that state will address its past. In spite of the fact that Allied occupation ultimately 

resulted in the transition from totalitarianism to stable democracy in Germany and Japan, 

both still struggle to cope with the legacy of World War II. Following their respective 

tribunals and forced purges of officials, Germany and Japan contested the war guilt that 

the Allies had placed upon them. For a state to seriously avoid backlash by compromised 

members of its society, it is vital that international conditions favor contrition towards 

victims. The international community must entice perpetrator states to reconcile with 

victims or face genuine political and economic detriment. Absent of such conditions, a 
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perpetrator state is unlikely to repent, leading to perpetual tension and even hostility 

between it and its former enemies. For this reason, it is important that a transitioning 

democracy implement the most appropriate post-conflict response based on its individual 

circumstances. 

     The cases of Germany and Japan demonstrate that when incentives change, so too can 

the perpetrator's stance towards victims. At the start of the Cold War, international 

politics pushed East and West Germany and Japan away from broad-based 

acknowledgment of war crimes, yet it is clear that the dynamic nature of international 

politics resulted in changing portrayals of the war. Cold War developments, such as 

Willy Brandt's policy of Ostpolitik, pushed West Germany towards gradual contrition. In 

contrast, communist rhetoric constrained East German acknowledgment of apolitical 

victims, and contemporary relations with Japan’s neighbors and repeated conservative 

reaction restricted Japanese attempts at apology to victims throughout East Asia. 

     While developing countries, such as Rwanda and Uganda, have followed the 

precedents established at Nuremberg and Tokyo in setting up war crimes tribunals, 

retributive justice is no longer considered to be the sole answer to post-conflict 

resolution. While retributive justice through judicial proceedings may carry the support 

of victims, large-scale prosecution can isolate the mass of perpetrators that the new 

government must co-opt in order to attain long-term stability. The result is a large 

segment of the population that denounces efforts to reveal truth about the regime's crimes 

for fear of retribution.  

When this becomes institutionalized, as in postwar Japan, it can be very difficult 

to break the resistance of perpetrators. While in some cases it is beneficial to prosecute 
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the leadership of a criminal regime, such as Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia, oftentimes a 

transitioning government may want to opt against prosecution in order to balance the 

interests of victims and perpetrators to create a stable peace. Because the need to 

integrate war criminals back into society compromises the traditional judicial process, 

scholars and legal theorists have devised a new kind of institution to aid transitional 

democratic governments. 

Although the establishment of the International Criminal Court in 2002 suggests 

that war crimes tribunals will continue to play a role in restorative justice, truth 

commissions have been constructed as a complementary means to reconciliation in the 

wake of destructive conflict. Michael Ben-Josef Hirsch defines truth commissions as 

“temporary truth-seeking bodies set up to investigate past records of human rights abuses 

that occurred over a period of time.”614 Newly established democracies in the developing 

world have increasingly used these truth commissions to investigate the crimes of the 

past regime rather than seek out punishment against individual perpetrators.  

Truth commissions operate under the notion that the larger tasks of national 

reconstruction and unity can outweigh the benefit of prosecuting individual 

perpetrators.615 To document the abuses of the past regime, truth commissions generally 

provide amnesty to perpetrators and do not have power to directly prosecute 
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individuals.616  In this way, in cases in which effective prosecution of criminals would 

hamper the new regime’s ability to govern and build a unified populace, truth 

commissions represent a middle-ground approach that takes into account the interests of 

both perpetrators and victims. 

While some conceive truth commissions as a political compromise when 

compared with retributive tribunals, truth commissions in fact confer legitimate benefits 

that can make them superior to tribunals under certain circumstances. For one, they 

recognize that it is impractical to prosecute everyone that has been compromised by the 

past: they balance calls for justice with the need to reintegrate members of the previous 

regime.617 Instead of focusing on abusers, truth commissions represent a victim-centered 

approach that is more easily comprehensible than a complicated legal tribunal.618  

In contrast to truth commissions in which only larger patterns of abuse are 

important, in criminal trials, prosecutors must prove facts relevant to fit the specific 

criminal charges they are trying to prove, which can come at the expense of documenting 

“undoubted or valuable historical realities.”619 Therefore, instead of rendering verdicts 

against individual perpetrators, truth commissions release a report that documents the 

major patterns of abuse of the previous regime.620 By not exacting vengeance against 

individual members of the previous regime, truth commissions promote genuine 

acknowledgment of past wrongs as the central focus of their efforts. 

While different from the German and Japanese cases in that it had to deal with a 
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regime’s domestic crimes rather than unprecedented war crimes committed during an 

explicit war, post-apartheid South Africa represents an informative comparison to the 

post-war Allied treatment of war crimes. Created at the behest of the new ruling African 

National Congress rather than an international actor, South Africa established the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission to document the crimes of the apartheid-era regime.  

Convened soon after the abolition of apartheid in the mid-1990's, South Africa’s 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission is an example of the successful implementation of 

the truth commission model. Unlike previous efforts that were similar in nature, South 

Africa’s Commission was unique in that it conferred amnesty at the same time that it 

sought a true picture of the past; the Commission played a vital role in determining which 

perpetrators would be granted amnesty and which would be refused.621 In general, the 

Commission made genuine apology and a perpetrator’s renunciation of past actions a pre-

condition for this amnesty.622  

While controversial for offering broad amnesty to perpetrators who testified, 

South Africa has been able to move beyond its apartheid past and this system has 

encouraged supporters of the apartheid regime to accept the legitimacy of the new 

government. Alex Boraine, who served as Deputy Chair of the Commission, argues that 

the Commission has helped many South Africans face up to the past, which has allowed 

them to “move into a freer existence.”623 He also recognizes that a commission by itself 

cannot complete the process of national reconciliation, but rather one must view truth 

commissions as the first step in a long and difficult process; widespread dissemination of 
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the Commission’s report can play an important role in that effort.624 Rather than 

provoking backlash, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission encouraged honest and 

open documentation of the apartheid regime's crimes, weakening the position of those 

who want to minimize memory of the apartheid regime’s crimes. 

By taking into account the healing of victims and the co-optation of perpetrators, 

truth commissions present a two-pronged approach that did not exist at the time of the 

Nuremberg and Tokyo tribunals. Whether a state would be better suited to using 

retributive justice or more reconciliatory justice depends on its individual circumstances, 

and which system best meets the interests of a society in general is still up for debate. 

However, whether or not they meet the full needs of victims, instead of undergoing a 

potentially non-constructive period of denial, which impacted portrayals in early postwar 

Japan and Germany, truth commissions open up the prospect of substantial reconciliation 

soon after a period of state-sponsored atrocities and government repression. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
624 Boraine, 356-357. 
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