
In the early months of 2005, much of 
the world celebrated the 60th anniver-
sary of the World War II Allied victory 
over Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan. 
Around the same time, protests erupted 
in Asia against a revised Japanese history 
textbook, The New History Textbook, 
which critics said covered up Japanese 
World War II atrocities.1 The contrast of 
these two events should inspire teachers 
to teach about the Asian war crimes, the 
effects of which are still felt by millions of 
people in China, Korea, the Philippines, 
and Malaysia, and which negatively 
impact Japan’s relationship with these 
countries. Studying the Asian war crimes 
and the Japanese history textbook con-
troversy together illustrates for students 
how past events continue to have a strong 
impact on current events and that his-
tory textbooks sometimes distort history; 
the exposure to different perspectives is 
necessary to develop students’ critical 
and historical thinking skills. 

History textbooks often have political 
and cultural biases intending to instill 
national pride and patriotism; as Laura 
Hein and Mark Selden state, “History 
and civics textbooks in most societies 
present an ‘official’ story highlighting 
narratives that shape contemporary 

patriotism.”2 As a result, history text-
book writers usually “… leave out any-
thing that might reflect badly upon our 
national character.”3 One example of 
this in American history textbooks is 
coverage of the Vietnam War, which is 
treated cautiously, despite widespread 
criticism of the war among Americans. 
This type of sanitized history makes it 
hard to discuss important issues related 
to the Vietnam War, and it insulates high 
school students from the strong feelings 
and wounds associated with this aspect 
of American and world history.4 To help 
students better understand the past, and 
its direct impact on current events, text-
books and classroom teaching should 
accommodate multiple perspectives of 
important historical events, and inform 
students of both the Western and non-
Western perspectives.

In this article, we will delve into the 
tension between Japan and some Asian 
countries regarding the aforementioned 
Japanese history textbook and discuss 
the three principal Japanese war crimes—
which together are increasingly referred 
to as the “Asian Holocaust.”5 We also sug-
gest resources to support further learning 
on World War II history in American 
social studies classes. 

Reactions to the New Japanese 
History Textbook 
In May 2005, presidents from more 
than 60 nations attended a ceremony in 
Moscow’s Red Square to mark the sixtieth 
anniversary of the Allied victory over 
Nazi Germany in World War II. Then, 
in August, the world (in particular Asian 
countries) celebrated the sixtieth anni-
versary of victory over Imperial Japanese. 
However, on April 5, 2005, right before 
these celebrations, the Japanese Ministry 
of Education approved a new edition of a 
history textbook for use in middle schools 
starting April 2006. The authorization 
of this new history textbook triggered 
immediate criticism and protests from 
neighboring countries in Asia, includ-
ing China, North and South Korea, the 
Philippines, and Malaysia. Still carry-
ing the scars of World War II Japanese 
aggression, and believing that the war 
should be fairly presented in Japanese 
history textbooks, governments in both 
North and South Korea demanded an 
apology and that Japan rewrite the his-
tory textbook. In China, nationwide 
demonstrations continued for weeks, 
condemning Japan for glossing over the 
World War II atrocities it committed 
against the Chinese.6 Many protest-
ers boycotted Japanese products, and 
millions of Chinese, both at home and 
abroad, signed online petitions against 
Japan’s bid for a permanent seat on the 
UN Security Council. Within days, rela-
tions between China and Japan dropped 
to its lowest point since 1972, when the 
two countries had abandoned resent-
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ments to establish formal diplomatic 
relations. The tension worsened after 
the Japanese prime minister insisted on 
visiting the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, 
which commemorates Japan’s war dead, 
but which is viewed by many in Asia as 
a symbol of Japanese militarism.7

Though protests in China and Korea 
were widely reported in the world news 
media, these events received little cover-
age in the United States. CNN Online, 
however, did offer some coverage nearly 
a week into the dispute.8

The Issues Behind the 
Controversy 

History textbooks are a major source 
of cultural and social information 
that shape young people’s learning. As 
Takashi Yoshida states, history textbooks 
often mirror current social and political 
contexts, and the presentation of histori-
cal events, especially war-related events, 
greatly influences the interpretation of 
contemporary thought, opinion, and 
socialization.9 Textbooks have an enor-
mous aura of authority, and young people 
tend to believe what they read in them. As 
a result, they are left with an incomplete 
view of the past. In this case, the new 
history textbook not only transmitted 
incorrect information to students about 
Japan’s invasion of Asia in World War II, 
but also reignited the hurt of war victims, 
and damaged regional relations. 

The controversial textbook was 
compiled by the Japanese Society for 
History Textbook Reform, a group of 
right-wing nationalists, who sought to 
portray a positive view of Japan’s past by 
removing negative depictions of Japanese 
aggression.10 The Japanese Ministry of 
Education’s approval of the first version 
of the textbook in 2001 raised tensions 
with China and Korea. The 2001 ver-
sion portrays the Japanese invasion 
of Asia as an attempt to liberate Asia, 
denies the Nanjing Massacre, denies 
biological experiments on live human 
beings in China, and ignores the sexual 
slavery of tens of thousands of mostly 
Korean women for the Japanese mili-
tary (“comfort women”).11 Following the 
textbook’s original approval, critics and 

scholars (including many Japanese and 
Japanese Americans) wrote articles argu-
ing that wartime history should be fairly 
presented in textbooks.12 Despite these 
objections, the 2005 edition also glosses 
over Japanese wartime atrocities, refer-
ring to the Nanjing Massacre, in which 
the Japanese army slaughtered 300,000 
Chinese civilians in two months, as an 

“incident,” de-emphasizing the subject of 
comfort women, ignoring the biological 
weapon experiments committed on the 
Chinese, or the fact that Chinese people 
are still frequently injured or killed by 

poisonous gas buried in northeast China 
by the Japanese in World War II.13

The Nanjing Massacre
From December 1937 to February 
1938, the Japanese army carried out 
systematic looting, raping, and killing 
of civilians in Nanjing (then the capi-
tal of China, called Nanking), in what 
became know as the Nanjing Massacre, 
the Nanjing Holocaust, or the Rape 
of Nanking. Testimonies of Japanese 
soldiers who participated in the event, 
recordings of American missionaries 

Chinese students and soldiers throw flowers into the Yangtze River to mourn the  
victims of the 1937 Nanjing Massacre during a memorial ceremony in Nanjing, 
December 13, 2001. REUTERS/China Photo  ASW/DL
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residing in Nanjing, official documents 
of the German Embassy in Nanjing, 
photographs taken by Japanese soldiers 
and Westerners living in Nanjing, as 
well as the verdict of the Tokyo War 
Crimes Trial (The International Military 
Tribunal for the Far East) backed esti-
mates that 300,000 Chinese civilians 
were killed in those two months.14 At 
least 20,000 to 80,000 women were 
raped by the Japanese army, according 
to testimonies of Westerners in Nanjing 
at the time, and the verdict of the Tokyo 
Trial.15 The Nanjing Holocaust Memorial, 
located in Nanjing, displays evidence of 
the massacre. To this day, the massacre 
continues to stir Chinese anger because 
some Japanese deny its occurrence, the 
government refuses to make a sincere 
apology to China, and the prime minister 
continues to make annual visits to the 
Yasukuni Shrine.

Comfort Women
The term “comfort women” refers to 
the women forced to serve as sex slaves 
in Japanese-occupied countries during 
World War II. Most comfort women were 

from Korea, but a significant number 
also came from China, the Philippines, 
Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia. Estimates put the number 
of comfort women during the war at a 
minimum of 50,000 and possibly as high 
as 200,000.16 The International Military 
Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE) was 
set up after World War II by the Allies to 
prosecute Japan’s war criminals; however, 
the issue of military comfort women was 
not addressed at the time.17 In recent 
years, the Japanese government has begun 
to pay some “consolation money” to some 
Korean victims, but not yet to victims 
from other nations. 

Unit 731 Biochemical Warfare 
Experiments
Unit 731 was a secret military medical 
unit of the Imperial Japanese Army that 
researched biological warfare through 
human experiments during its occupa-
tion of China and other Asian coun-
tries (1932-1945). It was first started at 
Harbin in northern Manchuria (China) 
in 1932 by the order of Japan’s highest 
military command, with the approval of 

Emperor Hirohito. It had four bases in 
northern Manchuria and one at Dalian 
in the south. As war progressed, Unit 
731 established branches all over China, 
and later in Singapore and Myanmar in 
Southeast Asia. All of these bases were 
engaged in human experiments.18 Some 
of these experiments included perform-
ing invasive surgery on living beings 
to remove and study organs (vivisect-
ing), using humans as bacteriological 
experiments, and infesting populated 
areas with disease-ridden fleas. Although 
large amounts of evidence exist about 
Unit 731’s biochemical warfare experi-
ments, precise estimates on the number 
of Chinese, Koreans, Mongolians, Allied 
civilians and prisoners of war (especially 
Russian POWs) who were directly or 
indirectly killed by Unit 731’s experi-
ments are difficult to establish (ranging 
from several thousand to 200,000).19 
Sheldon Harris, author of Factories of 
Death: Japanese Biological Warfare 1932-

45 and the American Cover-up, estimated 
the deaths from human experimentation 
at 20,000 in East and Southeast Asia. No 
state other than Nazi Germany has ever 

Taiwan women who 
were forced to be 
sex slaves by the 
Japanese during 
World War II, and 
their supporters, 
stage a protest 
outside Japan’s rep-
resentative office 
in Taipei, Taiwan, 
August 15, 2005. 
A placard reads, 

“Build a comfort 
women museum” in 
Chinese. 

Reuters/Richard Chung 
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engaged in such broad scale, inhumane, 
pseudo-scientific experimentation on 
humans.
 
American Textbook Coverage of 
World War II in East Asia
Instruction on Japanese atrocities 
committed in Asia during World 
War II has been largely absent in 
American social studies classrooms. 
Yali Zhao, one of the authors of this 
article, examined eight American and 
world history textbooks commonly 
used in middle and high school social 
studies classrooms: United States 
History (Prentice Hall); Discover Our 
Heritage (Houghton Mifflin); Boyer’s 
The American Nation (BL Harcourt/
Holt); History of the World (Houghton 
Mifflin); World History: The Human 
Experience (McGraw-Hill/Glencoe); 
The World: Past and Present 
(Harcourt/Holt); Journey across 
Time (McGraw-Hill/Glencoe); and 
World Cultures (Pearson/Prentice). 
Review of World War II contents in 
these textbooks revealed no mention 
of any of the three major war crimes 
committed by Japanese troops. Zhao 
also conducted an informal survey 
with 55 social studies teachers, which 
indicated that only 7 out of 55 knew 
about the Nanjing Massacre. Some 
had learned of it through Iris Chang’s 
book, The Rape of Nanking: The 
Forgotten Holocaust of World War 
II, and others heard of it from friends 
who had read the book. None of 
them had ever taught about these war 
crimes in their history classrooms.

There could be a variety of compli-
cated social and political reasons for 
the absence of these atrocities from 
American textbooks: the Cold War 
between the United States and the for-
mer Soviet Union; the establishment 
of a communist regime in China; the 
Korean War in 1950; and the Vietnam 
War in 1960s. While these are all 
important events and deserve to be 
studied, the Asian war atrocities must 
not be omitted. 

Almost every American knows 
about Nazi Germany and the Jewish 

Holocaust, but very few know about the 
Nanjing Massacre, the enslavement of 
comfort women, and Unit 731’s warfare 
experiments, as well as their impacts on 
current events. These events are critical 
aspects of World War II history and 
will give students a more complete 
understanding of the war, the horrors of 
which expanded beyond Nazi carnage 
in Europe to engulf Asian countries as 
well. 

Social studies researchers and edu-
cators have long argued that teaching 
should expose students to multiple 
perspectives of historical events, and 
that history textbooks should include 
different voices to promote students’ 
critical thinking skills. Despite these 
arguments, American history textbooks, 
in general, present a white, middle-class, 
Eurocentric view of the world.20 The two 
recurring topics in social studies books 
and the media about World War II, as 
it relates to Asia is that Japan bombed 
Pearl Harbor, and the United States 
bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki.21 
If history classes covered World War 
II more comprehensively, Americans 
would have better understood the ten-
sions between Japan and other Asian 
countries, and understood the signifi-
cance of Chinese and Korean protests 
against Japanese attempts to censor his-
tory in the revised textbook. 

Future Collaborative Efforts 
Needed 
History textbooks are young people’s 
principal source of history. These 
textbooks not only tell about the past, 
but they present the political views of 
their government, as well as its relation-
ships and conflicts with other countries. 
There are many controversial historical 
events, and it is a daunting task for 
both textbook authors and teachers 
to provide instruction when they are 
confronted with conflicting or distorted 
accounts.22 It is not the place of teachers 
to resolve all the disputes over con-
troversial issues. However, primary 
source documents can be used to pro-
vide a more accurate picture of history. 
Friendly and constructive dialogues 

REsouRCEs
Teaching about 

World War II  
in Asia

NANJINg MAssACRE
There are numerous primary and 
secondary sources available about the 
Nanjing Massacre. Perhaps the most 
notable source for students is The Rape 
of Nanking: the Forgotten Holocaust of 
World War II by Chinese American writer 
Iris Chang. The commonly used term 

“Rape of Nanking” came from this title. 
The book describes the horrific massacre 
in great detail and includes extensive 
evidence: (1) personal journals kept by 
Westerners in Nanjing; (2) official Japanese 
military communiqués; (3) testimonies of 
former Japanese soldiers who took part 
in the events; (4) reports from American 
journalists in the area; (5) video footage 
taken by Americans; (6) photographs taken 
by Japanese soldiers; (7) records from the 
German Embassy in Nanjing; (8) the war 
crimes trials in which more than 1,000 
people testified about the atrocity, with 
over 460 specific reports of murder, rape, 
arson, and looting; (9) newspaper clippings 
from Japanese publications; and (10) the 
physical evidence of bodies left in burial 
pits throughout Nanjing.1

The following websites also provide 
information, including primary source 
documents and photographs, about the 
Nanjing Massacre: 

1. WWW Memorial Hall of the Victims 
in the Nanjing Massacre (1937-1938), 
humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/NanjingMassacre/
NM.html (in Chinese and English). 
An actual memorial, located in Nanjing—
where countless bones of those killed 
were excavated—was built in 1985 to 
commemorate the victims. Many primary 
documents and photographs are exhibited 
on this online memorial that counter 
Japanese denial of the massacre. Students 
can have a virtual tour of this memorial 
and read all the documents in English.

2. The Chinese Holocaust Museum of the 
United States tells about the temporary 
Chinese Holocaust Museum built in 

continues on page 428
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should be established as to how to 
present certain historical events in 
textbooks. 

For this purpose, joint efforts are 
necessary to counter biased texts. 
Serious efforts were made in 1989 
when the Japan-South Korea Joint 
Study Group on History Textbooks 
was created in response to criticisms of 
Japanese textbooks. The joint research 
by Japanese and Korean scholars was 
able to offer new perspectives on cer-
tain historical issues related to Japan 
and Korea, but had difficulty achieving 
historical consensus.23 Since the pro-
tests in Asia against the 2005 release 
of Japan’s history textbook, scholars 
have renewed efforts to create a com-
mon textbook. According to The Korea 
Times, Korean and Japanese women’s 
rights organizations are planning to 
publish a joint women’s history text-
book in both countries to counter the 
distortion in Japan’s official textbook.24 
The Japan Times also reports that an 
unofficial supplementary textbook on 
the modern history of Japan, China, 
and South Korea has recently been 
compiled by people from all three 
countries.25 This textbook, called The 
History that Opens the Future, was 
written by 53 scholars, teachers, and 
members of citizen groups who have 
been concerned about the impact of 
the contentious history text ever since 
its first version was approved by the 
government in 2001. Most of the book 
is about Japan’s World War II atrocities 
in China and the Korean Peninsula, 
and the ensuing political fallout over 
the years. The textbook, published in 
Japanese, Chinese, and Korea, went 
on sale in these three countries in June 
2005. 

Of course, supplementary textbooks 
will not solve the dispute about how the 
war is represented in history textbooks. 
German government officials have 
acknowledged their war crimes, and 
taken action regarding international 
criticism of their textbooks. Scholars, 
teachers, and concerned citizens from 
different countries should continue to 
work collaboratively to examine their 

respective nations’ textbook contents 
for biases or distortions. As Kathleen 
Masalski has suggested, teachers 
should teach both master narratives 
and counter narratives, and they need 
to help students realize that “history is 
not what’s in the textbook, but a process 
of argument that is shaped by who is 
making the argument and when and 
where.”26

Exposure to the dark side of one’s 
own nation’s history does not necessar-
ily lead to contempt or disillusionment, 
but may inspire young people to think 
about their history seriously and take 
actions that prevent injustices. Again, 
a good example is Germany, where 
despite existing controversies over 
German history and the identifica-
tion of the nation in the public arena, 
school textbooks in general reflects 
a consensus in condemning the Nazi 
past and excluding references to the 
past glories and power of the German 
nation. This has helped Germans to 
break from the past, and to assume more 
European and global responsibilities.27 
It is necessary for textbooks to deal with 
history frankly. The world has become 
increasingly interdependent, and it is 
our responsibility to face history and 
advance toward a better society. 

The Japanese history textbook con-
troversy should serve as a lesson for 
America, China, and other countries. As 
Masalski remarked, American students 
and teachers “might examine American 
textbook narratives while imagining 
that Mexican, Japanese, Vietnamese, or 
Middle Eastern scholars and students 
are over their shoulders as they teach 
and learn about American interpreta-
tions of the war with Mexico, the war in 
the Pacific, in Southeast Asia, or in the 
Middle East.”28 There are, no doubt, 
different narratives and interpretations 
regarding the same events in the history 
textbooks of different countries, but 
both history textbook writers and his-
tory teachers must move toward a more 
open discussion of the past. 

Notes
1.  These events were widely reported in April 2005. 

BBC News reports are available at news.bbc.

Oakland, California, to commemorate 
the tens of millions of Chinese who died 
during Japan’s invasion and occupation of 
China (1931–1945).2 A permanent museum 
is planned for Washington D.C. This 
website provides information on Japanese 
war atrocities, including the Nanjing 
Massacre, comfort women slavery, and 
warfare experiments. More information 
on the museum is available at www.
sunsetbeacon.com/archives/richmondreview/
2005editions/Apr05/holocaustmuseum.html. 
The museum’s own website was under 
construction at press time.

3. Online Documentary: the Nanking 
Atrocities
www.geocities.com/nankingatrocities
This website provides a systematic and 
detailed account of what happened before, 
during, and after the Nanking Massacre, 
including a substantial amount of primary 
sources. This website has been listed as an 
essential academic reference by a number 
of international educational institutions. 

CoMFoRT WoMEN
Teachers may feel uncomfortable teaching 
young people about this issue. However, 
it is necessary to let students know that 
such human rights violations occurred. 
Exploration of the following sources will 
help students learn about this issue.

1. Voices of “Comfort Women,” www.library.
american.edu/about/exhibits/comfort_women.
html 
This website was developed by the 
American University Library Exhibits Team 
in cooperation with the Washington 
Coalition of Comfort Women, Society for 
Studies of Japanese Aggression against 
China, AU Chinese Students and Scholars 
Association, and AU Taiwanese Student 
Association, to give former comfort women, 
silenced by shame and trauma, back their 
voices. This is an excellent website with 
background information, personal stories 
of former comfort women, the exhibit 
at the Martin Luther King, Jr., Memorial 
Library installed in September 2002. 

2. Comfort-Women.org, www.comfort-
women.org/v2
Developed by the Washington Coalition 
for Comfort Women Issues, Inc., this 
website is one of the most comprehensive 
on comfort women. It provides detailed 
information about the history of comfort 
women, photos of comfort women, reports 
to the United Nations, legal documents, 
news articles and much more. 
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2.  Laura Hein and Mark Selden, “The Lessons of War, 
Global Power, and Social Change,” in Censoring 
History: Citizenship and Memory in Japan, Germany, 
and the United States, eds. L. Hein and M. Selden 
(Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, Inc., 2000), 3. 

3.  James Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything 
Your American History Textbook Got Wrong (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1995), 3.

4.  Hein and Selden, 3-50; Loewen.
5. Iris Chang, The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten 

Holocaust of World War II (Penguin Group, 1998); 
Dai Sil Kim-Gibson, Silence Broken: Korean Comfort 
Women (Ho-ho-Kus, N.J.: Dai Sil Productions, 
1999); Greg Smith, “Jewish Holocaust and Asian 
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retrieved from website of the Humanitarian Law 
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7.  The Yasukuni Shrine, located in Tokyo, commemo-
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there were convicted of war crimes by the International 
Military Tribunal for the Far East after World War 
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more information, see www.japan-guide.com/e/e2321.
html.
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research articles on the JWRC website at www.jca.apc.
org/JWRC/center/english/index-english.htm.

12.  Ibid; Tim Beal, Yoshiko Nozaki, and Jian Yang, 
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has long been controversial. The International 
Military Tribunal for the Far East stated in its 1947 
judgment that “over 200,000” civilians and prisoners 
of war were murdered in Nanking and its immediate 
vicinity during the first six weeks of the Japanese 

occupation. The judgment concluded that some 
190,000 were executed on a massive scale at various 
execution sites and 150,000 were individually mas-
sacred. That number was based on burial records 
submitted by two charitable organizations (the Red 
Swastika Society and the Chung Shan Tang), other 
burial societies, and eyewitness accounts. 

  At the Nanking War Crimes Tribunal in 1947, the 
verdict on Lieutenant General Tani Hisao, who com-
manded a division of the Japanese army implicated 
in the Nanking Massacre, quoted the figure of more 
than 300,000 victims. In Nanjing, China, 300,000 
is the official estimate engraved on the stone wall at 
the entrance of the Memorial Hall for Compatriot 
Victims of the Japanese Military’s Nanjing Massacre. 
However, it was impossible to establish the exact 
number of deaths, because of the ongoing Japanese 
occupation in Nanking and other parts of China. The 
following website provides detailed information 
about the early and current controversy over the death 
toll of the Nanking Massacre: www.geocities.com/
nankingatrocities/Table/table.htm.

15. The numbers 20,000 to 80,000, determined by 
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China’s government and in Chinese history textbooks. 
The same figures became widely cited in the West 
after Iris Chang published The Rape of Nanking. 
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and Westerners who had resided in Nanking, par-
ticularly John Rabe (a member of the Nazi Party), 
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Rabe recorded his observations, people’s accounts, 
experiences, letters, diaries, pictures, and oral affir-
mations. See Ignatius Ding, “Rabe’s Records of ‘The 
Rape of Nanjing’ Discovered,” (1996) WWW 
Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing 
Massacre, humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Nanjing 
Massacre/NMNR.html. 
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16.  It is hard to determine the exact number of comfort 
women as many documents about them were 
destroyed. The estimate of 100,000 to 200,000 
was cited by Ustinia Dolgopol and Snehal Paranjape 
in their report “Comfort Women—The Unfinished 
Ordeal (Final Mission Report),” published by the 
Geneva-based International Commission of Jurists 
(UN Consultative NGO, 1994), item 10, p.205; 
Dolgopol and Paranjape adopted this figure from 
the findings of Japanese researchers, principally 
Yoshimi Yoshiaki and Saburo Lenaga, both repu-
table historians and scholars. In 1992, Yoshiaki 
unearthed official documents concerning the estab-
lishment and control of “comfort stations” that had 
been preserved in the Defense Agency’s National 
Institute of Defense Studies; in his book Comfort 
Women: Sexual Slavery in the Japanese Military 
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WARFARE ExpERIMENTs: 731 uNIT
The following websites provide detailed 
information about the Japanese 
biochemical weapon experiments on 
living human beings. 
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Japan had always denied carrying out 
biochemical experiments in China during 
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Holocaust of World War II (Penguin Group, 1998).

2. Some Chinese historians estimate that 35 million 
Chinese died, while Western historians put the figure 
at 20 million.
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