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Po1t-WWII Literature and Historical Revi1ioni1m 

Komori Y oichi 

Tokyo University 

In Japan, there are currently two debates related to the rise of 

neo-nationalism. One is a "history textbook debate" focusing on 

the issue of comfort women during WW II; the other is a 

"historical subjectivity debate," dealing with philosophical 

understanding of the notion of war responsibility. 

The history textbook debate is led by Fujioka Nobukatsu, 

Professor of Education at Tokyo University, and the "Liberalist 
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Historical Studies Group." They demand that pages describing 

Korean comfort women, included in history textbooks since 

1997, be omitted. According to this group, WW II has been 

viewed by the victors' logic, established by the Tokyo Trial, 

which criminalized Japan simply because of the defeat. Together 

with Communist criticism of Japanese Imperialism, Japan's 

involvement with WWII has been viewed as nothing but 

negative. Fujioka's group claims that what Japanese need today 

is to develop a positive national identity by overcoming those 

logics that "self-punish" them. Inclusion of the issue of comfort 

women in a textbook is, from their standpoint, a symbol of the 

self-punishing approach to history. They insist that the issue 

needs not be discussed because nothing really proves that the 

Japanese Army directly summoned these women to service. 

Despite their disclaim, their "liberalist" revision of the history of 

WWII is nothing but the search for reidentification with the 

Japanese Empire. Supported by right wing activists, as well as 

conservative media, the group now is gaining in popularity. 

It should be noted that Fujioka's revisionism is inspired by 

Shiba Ryotaro's Clouds above the Hill, a novel that describes 

Japan's wars with China and Russia during the Meiji period. 

Japan's involvement with these wars is described as something 

self-defensive and something inevitable for the developing 

process of the nation's modernization. The fact that the novel 

was written from 1968 through 1972 is indicative of its self­

affirmative tone in terms of its evaluation of modem Japanese 

history. It is a time when America's world hegemony was 

shadowed by the Vietnam War and Japan started its economic 

rise; it is also a time when student activism had its last and 

intense rise, in which baby-boomers critically opposed values 

established by their father's generation. By stressing necessity, 

continuity, and progressivity of Japan's modernization, Shiba's 
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novel helps the social majority develop a positive self-image as 

an economic power yet suppress its internal generational 

conflict. 

Shiba rewrites Japan's modern history as a consistent 

success story, fought by nameless, yet decent, ordinary people. 

In order to keep storyline consistency, he is led to explain that 

WWII was choreographed by the army clique's highjacking of 

Japan: His logic goes in such a way that the fanatic few in the 

Army should be the only ones to be blamed and that the decent 

majority of the nation were actually victims of such an insane 

highjacking. 

The post-WWII world order has provided Japanese with a 

favorable historical twist. To be an ally of Japan in the cold war 

against communism, the US has let Japan not fully discuss 

Emperor Hirohito's war responsibility and not clearly conclude 

peace with countries in Asia. This historical context has 

encouraged Japanese to describe themselves as victims of the 

WWII atrocity, symbolized by A-bombs, and to forget the fact 

that they were victimizers of a number of massacres in Asia. 

Neo-nationalists like Fujioka are eager to suppress the issue of 

Japan's war responsibility by trying to erase negative historical 

facts. A sudden emergence of the discussion on comfort women, 

years after the war, rubs these nationalists the wrong way; they 

are reacting self-defensively. 

The other debate is initiated by a literary critic, Kato 

Norihiro, who problematizes today's Japanese approaches to 

dead soldiers in WWII. The pro-Constitution group cannot pay 

full respect to dead soldiers because according to the 

Constitution's democratic ideal they support, these warriors died 

for an "unjustifiable" cause fabricated by Japanese Fascism. As 

for the anti-Constitution group, they tend to melodramatically 

mythologize Japanese war heroes and the Yasukuni Shrine. Kato 
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claims that "we Japanese" need to heal from this national split­

identity, created by the defeat of WWII. The first step for healing 

should be to learn how to make a truthful memorial service for 

dead warriors. With restored national unity and identity, Kato 

insists, Japanese will become capable of taking sincere 

responsibility for their crimes committed in Asia during WWII. 

A philosopher, Takahashi Tetsuya, criticizes Kato, by arguing 

that the search for our national identity as Japan's own 

autonomous project, without dialogues with people in different 

countries, will become dangerously self-seeking and harmful for 

the understanding of the complex nature of the issue of war 

responsibility. Agreeing with Takahashi, Komori critically 

comments on Kato 's claim that his argument is originally 

inspired by Ooka Shohei 's Reite senki (Record of the Battle at 

Leyte). According to Komori, Ooka's book is a rare practice of 

recording the author's individual experience of the war in such a 

way as to connect it with memories of countless others involved 

in the same battle. Ooka thus allows us to see and question the 

complexity of an individual's relationships with others, as well as 

of his responsibility at each specific moment in the battlefield. 

War responsibility is here argued within the context that 

articulates concrete ~pecifics of a particular battle and at the 

same time examines a diversity of experiences of different 

people involved in a war. In spite of his claim, Kato does not 

seem to learn, criticizes Komori, from Ooka's complex approach 

when he arbitrarily limits his argument on war responsibility to 

the mere level of the search for national identity. Komori 

concludes that Ooka's depiction of war experiences invites us to 

vividly relive a complex realness of past historical moments and 

convinces us that it is also our responsibility to keep thinking 

and questioning the meaning of war. [E.S.] 


