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had the opportunity to spend time at the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies in Copenhagen and 
Keiô University in Tokyo. My stay at the Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia, Tokyo Uni-
versity, was especially fruitful. I learned a lot from participating in the Kawashima Seminar 
and wish to thank all those who took part in the seminar, Shimizu Ken, Ienaga Masaki and of 
course, Kawashima Shin, in particular. I am also greatly indebted to Takamizawa Osamu, 
Ôkuma Hiroshi, Kokubun Ryôsei, Tanaka Akihiko and Katsumata Hiro. John Campbell and 
all the participants in the Social Science Dissertation Workshop at Shaken, in particular 
Christian Wirth, Kai Schultze and Lluc Lopez i Vidal, have contributed greatly with com-
ments and advice. Pekka Korhonen, Juha Saunavaara, Elina Sinkkonen, Juha Vuori, Paul 
Midford, Mike Lan Shi-Chi, Scott Wilbur, Caroline Rose, Shogo Suzuki, Philip Seaton, Rana 
Mitter, Kirk Denton, Helena Meyer-Knapp and Ban Wang have all given useful comments 
and advice. My supervisors, Jan Hallenberg, Marie Söderberg and Linus Hagström have 
shown great patience and encouragement. It is no overstatement to say that without their criti-
cism and suggestions I would never have been able to systematize my ideas into anything 
even resembling a dissertation. My parents, brother and sister have always been supportive in 
many ways. Finally, I need to thank my wife, Naoka, for always being supportive and encour-
aging. In early 2008, my journeys took me to Beijing where I met Naoka. She has accompa-
nied me on many of my journeys to peace and war museums all over China and Japan without 
complaining. The perseverance that must have taken, I believe, is a strong expression of love. 
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 Chapter 1: Defining the research problem  

In the worst-case scenario, a deterioration in bilateral relations may lead to war, destruction 

and death. Not only is it extremely important to understand bilateral relations, but the way in 

which bilateral relations are commonly understood also has certain consequences for both 

research and how politics is conducted. How, then, should bilateral relations be understood? 

The overarching aim of this dissertation is to present a framework that makes possible an un-

derstanding of such relations in a way that challenges and highlights the consequences of 

mainstream approaches. To achieve this overarching aim a case study of the “history prob-

lem” in Sino-Japanese relations was carried out. A secondary aim of the project is to provide 

an alternative understanding of the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations, thereby supple-

menting the existing body of literature that deals with the issue and offering a novel perspec-

tive on Sino-Japanese relations. Although attention is paid to the specific context and circum-

stances surrounding this particular case, the analysis nevertheless has implications for the 

overarching aim – and the framework developed and employed can, I believe, be used to 

understand bilateral relations in other settings.   

This dissertation is concerned with issues of identity in International Relations 

(IR), especially that part of identity, which deals with the past. Through an analysis of histori-

cal narratives, seen in museum exhibitions, about war in Sino-Japanese relations, a contribu-

tion is made to the existing IR literature that deals with similar or related issues (He 2009, 

Suzuki 2007, Callahan 2010, Campbell 1998, Neumann 1999, Weldes 1999). Although some 

of these works have addressed similar issues, one question that is seldom touched on is how 

narratives about the past are discursively constructed. Since these issues are arguably what 

could be labelled non-traditional security issues, the study also contributes to the discussion 

of such issues (Buzan et al. 1998:2-5). The analysis is divided into three parts: a contextual 

analysis, an analysis of topics and an analysis of narratives. The contextual analysis answers 

the following questions: Under what conditions are narratives about the war between China 
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and Japan in the 1930s and 1940s1 produced in China and Japan? What characterizes the 

social and historical contexts in which the museum exhibitions have been produced? The an-

alysis of topics deals with contextualization and the portrayal of major events and phenom-

ena. It answers the following questions: Which topics, among those identified, are mentioned 

in the exhibitions? How are the topics mentioned depicted? The analysis of narratives answers 

the following questions: What kinds of narrative can be found and which dominate in peace 

and war museums dealing with the war between China and Japan  in the 1930s and 1940s? In 

order to answer the latter question satisfactorily it is also necessary to answer the following 

question: How are these narratives constructed, that is, through what linguistic and other 

means are they created? This last question needs to be addressed because it is assumed that 

content cannot be adequately studied without paying attention to form (e.g. Richardson 

2007:46). The results of the contextual analysis are used to interpret the results of the analysis 

of narratives. Without a contextual analysis it is not possible to reach an understanding of the 

broader significance of these narratives within the societies in which they exist. 

Section 1.1 below, discusses the ways in which bilateral relations are understood 

in some of the most influential approaches within IR. Section 1.2 briefly examines how the 

history issue, a specific issue in the bilateral relations between China and Japan, is dealt with 

in the academic discourse and section 1.3 does the same for newspapers. Section 1.4 sum-

marizes the problems and consequences of the way in which the problem is usually under-

stood, and in section 1.5 the alternative approach developed and applied in this study is intro-

duced. Finally, a brief overview is provided of the content of the chapters of this dissertation 

in section 1.6. 

1.1 Understanding bilateral relations 
How should bilateral relations be understood? Are bilateral relations more or less determined 

by the distribution of power in the form of material capabilities between unitary state actors in 

                                                                    
1 The war period is defined and contextualized differently in different narratives. This is an important aspect of 
the politics involved in creating such narratives. For example, some narratives regard the war as having started 
on 7 July 1937 whereas others consider 18 September 1931 to be the starting point. Regardless of when the war 
is seen to have started, the events leading up to it may or may not be traced back to the 19th century. The narra-
tive may end with the end of the war in 1945. Alternatively, post-war events may be part of it. The framing and 
selection of the main events of a narrative are therefore of great significance for the meaning conveyed. Unlike 
treatments of World War II in Europe, in representations of the war in East Asia it is often the case that war and 
colonialism are entangled. Even though full-scale war between Japan and China did not break out until 7 July 
1937, Japan had enjoyed extra-territorial rights in parts of the north-east since the Russo-Japanese War ended in 
1905. Such rights were subsequently extended to elsewhere in China through treaties signed by the Japanese and 
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an anarchic world? Is international life to a large extent characterized by cooperation, integra-

tion and interdependence in a world in which states are not the only relevant actors? Or, has 

the international system been constructed by states, thereby allowing for the possibility that 

the anarchic system could be overcome, or at least reconstructed in another way, by states? 

Alternatively, is it more fruitful not to regard states as unitary actors but to start by analysing 

domestic discourses and identity narratives that may involve representations of “self” and 

“other”? In this section, the first two approaches mentioned above, which are often regarded 

as the mainstream theoretical schools in IR, are discussed and some of their assumptions are 

criticized. The third approach, which is probably the most influential constructivist approach 

in IR, is also discussed and criticized from the vantage point of the fourth, within which the 

approach developed in this dissertation can be positioned.  

 Mearsheimer mentions the “three core beliefs” shared by most realists. These 

are the assumption that states are “the principal actors in world politics”, the belief that the 

external environment in which states find themselves, rather than their internal characteristics, 

influence their behaviour and, finally, that states are primarily concerned with power, for 

which they compete (Mearsheimer 2001:17-18). Neo-realism, especially Kenneth Waltz’s 

defensive realism (or structural realism), has been influential in IR since Theory of Interna-

tional Politics was published in 1979 (Waltz 1979). Defensive realism is similar to 

Mearsheimer’s offensive realism in that it supposes that the anarchic structure of the interna-

tional system forces states to compete for power. However, it differs from offensive realism 

in that states are believed not to strive for the maximization of their power to become hege-

monic but only to seek security by gaining the power necessary to survive (Mearsheimer 

2001:18-22). Waltz criticizes what he labels reductionist theories – those that “explain inter-

national outcomes through elements and combinations of elements located at national or sub-

national levels” (Waltz 1979:69). For Waltz, what happens in the international realm cannot 

be explained by the character of states but has to be explained by systemic factors. Hence,  

 

even if every state were stable, the world of states might not be. If each state, being stable, strove only for 
security and had no designs on its neighbors, all states would nevertheless remain insecure; for the means 
of security for one state are, in their very existence, the means by which other states are threatened. One 
cannot infer the condition of international politics from the internal composition of states, nor can one ar-
rive at an understanding of international politics by summing the foreign policies and the external behav-
iors of states (Waltz 1979:64).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Chinese governments. In China, these treaties were widely regarded as unequal and as having been imposed by 
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Waltz is, in other words, concerned with state behaviour – structure constrains state behaviour 

but the more powerful the state is, that is, the greater its material capabilities, the greater its 

opportunities for action. Furthermore, since Waltz is explicitly state-centred (Waltz 1979:93-

95), and regards internal factors as insignificant in international politics, different actors 

within a state are not distinguished – only states act. Despite its structural constraints it is still 

easy to find this theory too agent-centred as it reifies the state-as-actor and denies the import-

ance of its constitution. Hence, “[a] balance-of-power theory, properly stated, begins with 

assumptions about states: They are unitary actors who, at a minimum, seek their own preser-

vation and, at a maximum, drive for universal domination. States, or those who act for them, 

try in more or less sensible ways to use the means available in order to achieve the ends in 

view” (Waltz 1979:118). 

Neo-realism has been criticized on several counts. For example, it “has depicted 

states … as abstract unitary actors whose actions are explained through laws universalized 

across time and place: states appear to act according to some higher rationality that is pre-

sented as independent of human agency” (Tickner 1998:457). According to the kind of struc-

tural theory advocated by Waltz, actors are constrained by structural systemic factors when 

acting but are still regarded as more or less given – these unitary actors are mainly nation 

states, the inner workings of which are largely ignored. Furthermore:  

 

although Waltz has repeatedly claimed that neorealism is a theory of international politics and hence not 
of foreign policy, strong counter-arguments have been made that this is essentially an untenable position, 
and hence that nothing prevents neorealists from formulating a theory of foreign policy of their own. It 
has also been noted that despite such denials, neorealists in actual fact frequently engage in the analyses 
of foreign policy (Carlsnaes 2006:336).  

 

Hopf even argues that the main proponent of neo-realism, Kenneth Waltz, cites foreign policy 

outcomes as evidence for the systemic theory he argues is not a theory of foreign policy 

(Hopf 2002:271-72). Gourevitch argues that reality is too complex to be characterized in 

Waltz’s terms as levels – international or system level (anarchic), state (characterized by insti-

tutionalization) and individual (individual psychology). He contends that the international 

arena is not exclusively anarchic but highly institutionalized in some areas, whereas anarchy 

can be found within countries (Gourevitch 2002:309). Ashley identifies several problems 

linked to neo-realism’s commitment to positivism. Central to this commitment is the “meth-

odological principle” that “predisposes the positivist to identify the irreducible actors whose 

                                                                                                                                                                             
force. 
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rational decisions will mediate the entry of meaning into social action” (Ashley 1984:252). 

Within this actor model, “science itself is incapable of questioning the historical constitution 

of social actors” (Ashley 1984:253). The irreducible actor within Waltz’s neo-realist frame-

work, the historical constitution of which cannot be questioned, is, of course, the state as ac-

tor.   

According to Keohane and Nye, international relations have increasingly come 

to be characterized by complex interdependence. This consists of connections between soci-

eties through multiple channels, which are informal as well as formal. Interstate relations are 

the ones usually dealt with by realists, but transgovernmental relations exist if the realist as-

sumption that the state is a unitary actor is discarded and transnational ties can be detected if 

the realist belief that the states is the only (significant) unit is abandoned. The second charac-

teristic of complex interdependence is that there is no hierarchy among issues. In other words, 

military security does not necessarily dominate the agenda. This is because the sharp division 

between the domestic and the international is discarded because these domains have become 

increasingly interrelated. Finally, military force is not used in relations characterized by com-

plex interdependence (Keohane & Nye 1977:24.25). Keohane and Nye argued that realism 

will sometimes be able to provide better explanations for international events or situations, 

but in other cases complex interdependence will be a more useful model (Keohane & Nye 

1977:23-24).   

Neo-realism and neoliberalism are often seen as sharing several features. For 

example, both have been influenced, to a large extent, by behaviouralism (Jackson & Soren-

sen 2007:42). Neo-realists and neoliberals also share the assumption that states are the main 

actors in IR (even though neoliberals assign greater significance to non-state actors) and that 

these actors see security through a lens that prioritizes self-interest (again, neoliberals often 

stress this to a lesser extent than neo-realists) (Wendt 1992:391-92, Sanders 1998:437, Keo-

hane 1998:468-71). The common ground shared by both approaches is exemplified in the 

volume Cooperation Under Anarchy (Oye (ed.) 1986), which presents a framework based on 

game theory with the intention of bridging the divide between security and economic issues. 

It “brings the contending ‘interdependence’ and ‘Realist’ positions together in a common 

framework” (Snidal 1986:56). This bringing together of the two schools strengthens the 

common ground between the approaches by emphasizing the presupposition that international 

politics is about ”the goal-seeking behavior of states” (Snidal 1986:27). The strong position of 

rationalism in both neo-realism and neoliberalism can explain why scholars in these traditions 



 20 

have been described as treating ”the identities and interests of agents as exogenously given 

and focusing on how the behavior of agents generates outcomes” (Wendt 1992:391-92). 

So far the “two main strands of the ‘orthodoxy’: neo-realism and neo-

liberalism” have been treated (Sanders 1998:428). One of the fundamental starting points of 

constructivism in IR is that: “constructivists are interested in how the objects and practices of 

social life are ‘constructed’, and especially those that societies or researchers take for granted 

as given or natural. Naturalization is problematic because it obscures the ways in which social 

objects and practices depend for their existence on ongoing choices, and as such it can be op-

pressive and a barrier to social change” (Fearon & Wendt 2002:57). Although there are dif-

ferent branches of IR constructivism, most agree that “the material world does not come 

classified, and that, therefore, the objects of our knowledge are not independent of our inter-

pretations and our language” (Adler 2006:95). Whereas realists assume that analysts and prac-

titioners alike are able to directly access a reality exogenous to their own existence, construc-

tivism emphasizes the importance of meaning-making and interpretation. Constructivists 

therefore contend that, “objects and events do not present themselves unproblematically to the 

observer, however realistic he or she may be” (Weldes 1999:7). Furthermore, in contrast with 

rationalist approaches, “constructivism is concerned with showing the socially constructed 

nature of agents or subjects. Rather than taking agents as givens or primitives in social ex-

planation, as rationalists tend to do … constructivists are interested in problematizing them, in 

making them a ‘dependent variable’” (Fearon & Wendt 2002:57). Rationalists usually regard 

interests as given or as resulting from material factors. Constructivists, on the other hand, ar-

gue that the formation of an identity and a discursive framework precedes interests 

(Gourevitch 2002:312-13). Hence, it “is only as some-one that we can want some-thing, and it 

is only once we know who we are that we can know what we want” (Ringmar 1996:13). 

Wendt’s (1992, 1994, 1999) constructivist systemic approach is similar to 

Waltz’s theory in that it is concerned with the international system. However, whereas Waltz 

sees the anarchic make-up of the system as determining state behaviour, Wendt argues that 

“anarchy is what states make of it”, that is, that an anarchic international system does not ne-

cessarily cause states to adopt strategies of self-help (Wendt 1992:423-24). Wendt discusses 

collective identity formation quite extensively but is concerned mainly with collective identity 

formation among rather than within states. Wendt has received a great deal of criticism, for 

either disregarding or bracketing domestic factors and domestic identity construction (see e.g. 

Hall 1999:27, Gourevitch 2002:319, Neumann 1996:165, Smith 2000:161-62). Wendt 
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“speaks of states constructing understandings of the world, how they are socialized into ac-

cepting rules. This sort of reasoning implies a unitary way of thinking which downplays the 

arena of domestic politics. It draws us away from examining the processes within a country 

that lead to the absorption (or opposition) of these international norms” (Gourevitch 

2002:319). He hence “continues to treat states, in typical realist fashion, as unitary actors with 

a single identity and a single set of interests” (Weldes 1999:9). 

Proponents of Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT) assert that “Neo-

realists either downplay or ignore all levels except the system one” (Buzan & Waever 

2003:28). By contrast, they argue that the regional level is the most important. Buzan and 

Waever contend that Regional Security Complexes (RSCs) are defined by power relations (in 

the realist balance of power sense of the term) and “patterns of amity and enmity”, which 

make up a constructivist dimension of the theory (Buzan & Waever 2003:49-50). “These pat-

terns of amity and enmity are influenced by various background factors such as history, cul-

ture, religion, and geography, but to a large extent they are path-dependent and thus become 

their own best explanation” (Buzan & Waever 2003:50). A pattern, “is best understood by 

starting the analysis from the regional level, and extending it towards inclusion of the global 

actors on the one side and domestic factors on the other. The specific pattern of who fears or 

likes whom is generally not imported from the system level, but generated internally in the 

region by a mixture of history, politics, and material conditions” (Buzan & Waever 2003:47).  

Even though domestic factors are mentioned here, in the RSCT framework this 

refers to “domestically generated vulnerabilities”, that is, whether a state is internally stable 

(Buzan & Waever 2003:51). The patterns of amity and enmity are seen as constructed first 

and foremost through state interaction in a regional system along the model of Wendt’s sys-

tem theory (Buzan & Waever 2003:50). The approach therefore, like Wendt, risks ignoring 

the role of domestic identity, and of discourse-related factors in the creation of such patterns 

of amity and enmity by focusing too much on the system level (the regional system level in 

the case of RSCT and the global system level in the case of Wendt). This certainly appears to 

be the case in the empirical section of the book, where it is stated that the East Asian region 

has a difficult historical legacy (Buzan & Waever 2003:175), but the domestic dimension of 

identity construction is given scant attention, presenting the governments of China and Japan 

more or less as unitary actors. It asserts that in the 1990s, “Japan continued to fail to come to 

terms with its neighbours over pre-1945 history, and its mixture of limited apology, intransi-

gence, and unwillingness to confront the questions of history in its domestic life did not foster 
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much sense of progress” (Buzan & Waever 2003:152). China, on the other hand, is described 

as having continued to cultivate a “historical hatred of Japan” (Buzan & Waever 2003:157).

 This relatively comprehensive discussion of RSCT is warranted because it ex-

emplifies some of the problems that have been identified in the academic literature dealing 

with Sino-Japanese relations and hence connects the discussion of IR theory with more em-

pirically oriented studies. Significantly, the problems that occur to a large extent in empirical 

works can be traced back to more theoretically explicit discussions. It should be noted that 

few works deal explicitly with bilateral relations in the sense that they pay equal attention to 

both parties in a bilateral relationship. Systemic theories and analyses of the international rela-

tions or foreign policy of a particular state are common whereas explicitly bilateral ap-

proaches, especially ones that take into account domestic factors in both states, are much less 

common. The present study is explicitly concerned with bilateral relations and deals with 

such relations by analysing the identity narratives within two states, China and Japan, in order 

to provide a novel understanding of a specific bilateral issue – the so-called history issue. In 

other words, a case study of this bilateral issue is conducted with the overarching aim of il-

lustrating how bilateral relations may be understood. 

In the sections above, critique of mainstream approaches in IR from various al-

ternative approaches has been briefly accounted for. For example, it appears that even struc-

turalist approaches that set limits for what state actors are able to do internationally award 

these same state actors considerable leverage domestically. It may be that the state-centrism 

that characterizes these approaches, together with their disregard for domestic factors, cause 

this domestic agent-centrism. Nonetheless, the mainstream appears to exercise considerable 

influence over how empirical research is conducted. The underlying theoretical assumptions 

of such empirical studies are not always explicit, but the influence of these mainstream ap-

proaches can often be discerned. Section 1.2 discusses such empirical studies. 

1.2 Understanding Sino-Japanese relations: The academic discourse 

As is mentioned above, the aim of this dissertation is to provide an answer to the general 

question of how to understand bilateral relations. A brief account is given above of how dif-

ferent theoretical approaches understand international and bilateral relations. This section 

presents a brief analysis of how the specific issue in the particular relations with which this 

study is concerned is commonly understood. The academic literature is discussed below in 
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this section and the results are summarized of an analysis of the treatment of the issue in 

newspapers in section 1.3. Before accounting for the results of this analysis, however, some-

thing needs to be said about how the analysis was conducted and the assumptions on which it 

was based.  

Any issue or problem can be defined, framed or presented in several different 

ways, making certain means of dealing with it seem obvious while other measures appear 

irrelevant. The analysis therefore departs from the notion that: “Any description of an issue or 

a ‘problem’ is an interpretation, and interpretations involve judgements and choices” (Bacchi 

1999:1). Political problems and issues are hence not just there for us to discover. Problems or 

issues are not simply found – they are created. In other words, problem representations al-

ready have within them some kind of diagnosis of the problem, and this has consequences. 

Such consequences include measures for dealing with the issue (Bacchi 1999:1-2). Scholars, 

journalists and policymakers alike diagnose events and problems explicitly and implicitly, 

knowingly and unknowingly.2 The discourse on the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations 

was surveyed in order to find out how the issue is generally defined, framed and presented in 

the scholarly literature as well as in the press.3 The analysis was carried out by asking the fol-

lowing questions of the material: Is the history issue mentioned? If mentioned, then how is it 

mentioned? Is it defined? If defined then how is it defined? Is the issue presented as consist-

ing of any sub-issues? Is responsibility for the existence of the problem explicitly or im-

plicitly ascribed?4 

The analysis demonstrates that the discourse suffers from a lack of reflection 

concerning how the problem is represented. The ways in which these problems are presented 

                                                                    
2 Weldes, in her analysis of how US policymakers interpreted and reacted to the Soviet Union’s placing of nu-
clear missiles in Cuba, is a good example of how such diagnosis is carried out. As Weldes puts it: “The Soviet 
missiles, in short, had to be made to mean something before it was possible for US state officials to know what 
to do about them, or, for that matter, before it was possible to know whether anything needed to be done about 
them at all” (Weldes 1999:2).      
3 The analysis has been carried out in a way similar to how the analysis of topics (see chapter 3 for a description 
of the method and chapter 6 for the results of the analysis) was conducted. I have examined how the history issue 
is defined and depicted. When conducting the analysis of academic texts, the passages in which the history issue 
is discussed have been gathered together in a table in a separate document in order to get an overview. I have 
gone through this document several times in order to see how the issue is depicted. All the newspaper articles 
analysed have been gathered in four documents. In these texts, the passages describing the history issue have 
been highlighted in order to facilitate analysis. Compared to the analysis of topics, however, this analysis in-
volves a considerably greater number of cases and the discussions and definitions are not easy to classify into a 
small number of categories. This has made it difficult to provide an overview of the results by gathering them in 
a table that can be provided in the dissertation. Instead, I have described and provided examples of how the issue 
is depicted. This way of presenting the results may not be entirely satisfactory to the reader but I still believe that 
the material analysed has provided ample support for the conclusions drawn. 
4 This analysis is quite similar to the analysis of topics briefly outlined in chapter 3 and conducted in chapter 6. 
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often give the impression that the description is an objective account of the problems de-

scribed and that no other conceptualization of the issue is possible. Furthermore, it is shown 

that the way in which these issues are defined has consequences for what is deemed problem-

atic about it. This also has consequences for how the issues are approached and studied. In 

addition, although many of the texts treated are not explicit regarding their theoretical as-

sumptions, the influence of some of the explicitly theoretical approaches within IR discussed 

above is also illustrated. What is most significant in this examination is that there are ways of 

studying the problem that have hitherto been largely ignored as a consequence of the way in 

which these issues have been understood and presented. The discussion is therefore followed 

by an alternative approach to the problem – an approach that has the potential to shed light on 

aspects that are usually ignored or downplayed. I am not trying to suggest that this approach 

is the correct or “objective” way of understanding the problem. As has been mentioned above, 

there are several ways of presenting any issue and one way of presenting it is not necessarily 

more correct than another. The issue dealt with here is no different from any other in this re-

spect. What is important, as is mentioned above, is that the way in which an issue is presented 

elucidates different aspects of it and that if one way of presenting an issue comes to dominate 

the discourse it risks becoming naturalized, that is, it risks becoming the way of understand-

ing it.  Other ways of defining it risk not being reflected on. The way the issue is defined here, 

then, will also exclude certain aspects of it, aspects that have been treated in detail elsewhere. 

In this way, it serves to elucidate those features of the problem that are typically not touched 

on. This blind spot is hence illuminated.5   

In order to survey how the history issue, or issues, in Sino-Japanese relations is 

discussed in the English-language academic literature on the topic, searches were conducted 

for articles dealing with Sino-Japanese relations published between 1995 and 2010 using sev-

eral databases of academic journals, such as the Social Sciences Citations Index, Sage Jour-

nals Online, EBSCO Multiple Database Search and JSTOR. The reason for using all these 

databases is that each one failed to provide a satisfyingly comprehensive search result because 

each lists some journals but not others. To anyone familiar with the field of research it should 

be obvious that a large number of articles will be missed if one relies solely on such data-

bases. Consequently, articles and books dealing with Sino-Japanese relations were identified 

                                                                    
5 It should be noted that some of the issues placed at the centre of attention in this study have been discussed 
before. I am not trying to suggest that they have not. They are sometimes considered problematic. However, they 
are rarely discussed as part of the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations and they are not dealt with in the way 
they are treated here. 
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by other means, for example, by going through reference lists in articles and books dealing 

with the topic. It could, of course, be argued that this “snowballing” strategy also fails to pro-

vide a complete list of works on the topic. Although it is conceded that the survey conducted 

may not have been exhaustive, and was certainly not satisfyingly systematic, it is still be-

lieved that, in the absence of a more systematic method, it was sufficiently complete to facili-

tate a general statement concerning how the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations is dis-

cussed and defined in the English-language academic discourse. Texts that focus on issues 

pertaining mainly to one of these two countries, for example, the foreign policy of either state, 

rather than bilateral relations per se, have been excluded. The rule of thumb has been that if 

the words “Sino-Japanese relations” or similar phrases are mentioned in the title of an article, 

it has been included. 

 In all, 57 English-language texts – articles, books and book chapters – on Sino-

Japanese relations were examined.6 A brief overview of how the history issue is treated in 

research on Sino-Japanese relations is provided below, giving some examples of how the is-

sue is sometimes defined. Some of the works that come closest to the approach developed 

here – those which also focus to a large extent on history-related issues – are discussed in 

greater detail in order to differentiate this study from the works of these other scholars. His-

tory-related issues are mentioned in a large majority of the scholarly texts examined, even 

though most studies have a broader scope and do not concentrate specifically on such issues. 

Sometimes, history-related issues are discussed without being labelled as the “history issue”. 

In some texts the term history issue is used without it being clear what exactly is meant by it, 

while in other cases it is explicitly defined. It is sometimes the case that the problems are ex-

plicitly defined in terms of “Japan’s” attitude to its wartime past: “China and Japan have long 

had differences over an array of issues, including the “history issue” (Japan’s remorse, or lack 

thereof, regarding its activities in China during World War II and earlier), the status of Tai-

wan, and territorial disputes in the East China Sea, among others” (Smith 2009:232). Some-

times, the history problem is regarded as consisting of several sub-issues: 

 

                                                                    
6 The following texts have been examined: Buszynski 2009, Callahan 2007, Cheng 2003, Cheung 2010, Deans 
2000, Deng 1997, Dreyer 2001, Drifte 2000, 2009, Fan 2008, Hagström 2008/09, Hagström & Jerdén 2010, He 
2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2009, Heazle 2007, Heazle & Knight 2007, Hughes 2002, Jian 2007, Jin, 2006, Jin, 2002, 
Koo 2009, Liao 2007, Manicom 2008, Manicom & O’Neil 2009, Men 2010, Moore 2010, Pan 2007, Reilly 
2006, Rose 1998, 2000, 2005, 2008, Roy 2004, Rozman 2007, Sakuwa 2009, Sekhar 2008, Shen & Cheung 
2007, Smith 2009, Sutter 2002, Suzuki 2007, Söderberg 2002, Takamine 2005, Wan 2003, 2006, Wang 2000, 
Wesley 2007, Wishnick 2009, Wu 2000, Yang, B. 2006, Yang, D. 2002, 2003, Yang, J. 2003, Yao 2009, You 
2006, Zhao 2002. 
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Most of the conflicts and problems in Sino – Japanese relations have their roots in two main issues: the 
history of World War II and the status of Taiwan. The former has to do with Japan’s interpretation of its 
aggression against China during the war, including such issues as the Japanese history textbook revisions 
and official visits to the graves [sic] of war criminals at the Yasukuni Shrine (Fan 2008:376). 
 

The quotes above illustrate the state- and agent-centric depiction of “Japan” and “China” as 

more or less unitary actors that act and react to each other’s actions. Apart from the issues of 

Japanese ministerial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine,7 and the content and revision of Japanese 

history textbooks,8 which are most commonly mentioned, the apology issue,9 insensitive re-

marks10 made by Japanese politicians and the issue of war reparations11 are also referred to 

with some frequency. “Japan’s” handling of remarks by Japanese politicians concerning is-

sues such as the Nanjing Massacre, 12  the so-called Comfort Women, 13  forced labour, 14 

weapons left behind in China by the Japanese military after the war as well as biological and 

                                                                    
7 The Yasukuni Shrine issue is quite complex and involves several problems related to the enshrinement of Japa-
nese war dead, including convicted Class A war criminals, at the Shrine and worship by Japanese politicians at 
the shrine. For more on Yasukuni see chapter 5. 
8 The textbook issue is often described as being about the content of history textbooks for use in Japanese junior 
high schools, which are thought to make light of atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers during the war in 
Asia. For more information on the issue see chapter 5. 
9 The apology issue is often understood as either with the Japanese government’s inability to apologize or the 
quality of apologies delivered to victims of Japanese aggression during Japan’s colonial rule and military expan-
sion in the first half of the 20th century. 
10 This issue is sometimes referred to in the Chinese media discourse in terms of the importance of “squarely 
facing history”, which can of course be seen as encompassing several issues (eg. BBC Summary of World 
Broadcasts 1996). However, in this context “gaffes” by Japanese politicians are often referred to. Such “slips of 
the tongue” have involved denial of Japanese wartime aggression and statements that in other ways mitigate the 
Japanese government’s responsibility for the war (eg. The Daily Yomiuri 1994). Statements denying or playing 
down the Japanese government’s responsibility for the Nanjing Atrocity, the “comfort women” and other issues 
have led to diplomatic problems from time to time. In 1994, for example, Environment Agency Director General 
Sakurai Shin claimed that “Japan did not intend to start the Pacific War as an act of aggression” (Daily Yomiuri 
1994). Another example is Prime Minister Mori Yoshiro’s ambiguous comment in a Diet session in April 1999 
that: “Whether Japan carried out that war of aggression should be judged by people in the process of history”. 
The comment gave rise to strong official Chinese protests which were followed by a statement by an official 
from the Japanese Foreign Ministry which declared that the 1995 Murayama statement embodies the Japanese 
government’s official stand (BBC Summary of World Broadcasts 2000). It has been argued that apologies made 
by Japanese Prime Ministers to the victims of Japanese aggression, such as the ones made by Prime Ministers 
Murayama in 1995 and Koizumi in 2001 and 2005, represent the “mainstream” Japanese standpoint on the war, 
which is in line with the judgment of the International Military Tribunal of the Far East. The other historical 
view is one “affirming the Greater East Asian War” (as opposed to the Pacific or Asia-Pacific War). This second 
view is expressed by politicians who made insensitive remarks according to which, for example, the war is 
claimed to have been fought to liberate the peoples of Asia from Western colonialism, the Nanjing Atrocity is 
described as a fabrication and Japanese colonial rule in Korea is described in positive terms (Feldman 2005:69-
72). Denials following apologies are sometimes described as anti-apologies or a backlash (Yamazaki 2005, Lind 
2008). 
11 Some Chinese victims of Japanese militarism have tried to obtain reparations from the Japanese government 
and Japanese companies in the Japanese courts. They have been successful in some cases. In other cases the 
claimants were even though the courts have sometimes acknowledged wrongdoing, arguing that compensation 
claims were settled when bilateral relations were restored in 1972 (Rose 2005:69-98).  
12 In December 1937, when the Japanese army captured Nanjing, it massacred a large number of civilians and 
Prisoners of War (POWs), and many women were raped. The issue is discussed in greater detail in chapter 6. 
13 During the war, the women euphemistically referred to as “military comfort women” were forced to provide 
sexual services to Japanese soldiers in field brothels, called “comfort stations” (see chapter 6). 
14 During the war, a large number of mainly Koreans and Chinese but also European, Australian and US POWs 
from allied countries were forced to undertake hard labour in Japan, often in mines. Some of these victims were 
forcibly taken from China and Korea to Japan to do hard labour in terrible conditions. 
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chemical warfare are also referred to. Many of the issues of which the history problem is re-

garded as consisting have in common that they are, to a very large extent, concerned with 

Japan, and especially with the behaviour of Japanese leaders. This becomes clear in the fol-

lowing quote: “Japan’s handling of the history issue, in particular Prime Minister Koizumi’s 

highly controversial annual visits to the Yasukuni Shrine, is having repercussions beyond 

China” (Heazle 2007:182). 

 Even though the behaviour of Japanese leaders is often central to the depiction 

of the issue, Chinese behaviour is also given quite a lot of space. The so-called history card is 

mentioned in about one-third of the texts analysed. Even though it does not seem to be part of 

the definition of the history issue it is still closely related. If the history problem is commonly 

regarded as involving Japan’s attitude to its history of aggression, the history card seems to be 

linked to the Chinese government strategically using this issue for political purposes in its 

dealings with its Japanese counterpart, or the Chinese government managing public opinion 

for similar purposes:  

 

The government in Beijing has a proven record of “leveraging public indignation to extract concessions 
from Tokyo”, and some in China’s ruling elite see history as a blunt instrument to be used on occasions 
where Japan seeks international and regional recognition commensurate with its economic and military 
capabilities (Manicom & O’Neil 2009:218). 

 

Whereas the agent-centric focus on behaviour is quite evident in discussions of “the behav-

iour of Japan” or of Japanese leaders, the quote above illustrates that the behaviour of the 

“government in Beijing” is understood not just through an agent-centric lens but also in terms 

of rationalism – the Chinese government is understood as a rational actor pursuing strategic 

interests. While some criticize the history card argument as simplistic, others echo the views 

cited above. Significantly, much of the treatment of the history card shares a strong focus on 

behaviour, especially the behaviour of leaders, with discussions of the history problem.  

Not all the studies explicitly define the issues in the way discussed above,15 but 

alternative definitions and ways of discussing the issue are extremely rare. That alternative 

definitions hardly appear is significant. The discussion by Yang is characterized by a con-

siderably larger degree of reflection on the issue than is usually the case. For example, he dis-

cusses the Chinese government’s definition of the problem as well as how the issue is dis-

cussed by Japanese government officials (Yang, D. 2002:11-12). He concludes that the “his-

                                                                    
15 Sometimes the issues are not mentioned, while in other cases, even if they are mentioned, it is unclear what is 
being referred to. 
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tory problem has not been invented out of thin air, but has real historical roots; at the same 

time, it is not just about history” (Yang, D. 2002:27). In other words, it is not just about China 

playing the history card but the history problem has been tangled up in politics: “The China-

plays-history-card interpretation is not so much wrong as it sees only half of the picture” 

(Yang, D. 2002:16). Yang’s reflection could perhaps be labelled objectivist, as his aim ap-

pears to be to determine the true nature of the history problem. The approach therefore differs 

from the one adopted here. The aim of the present discussion is not to reach a conclusion con-

cerning what the history problem really is, but to analyse how it is commonly understood and 

defined – because, as is noted above, this has consequences.  

Whereas some studies on Sino-Japanese relations disregard history-related fac-

tors, instead prioritizing other aspects, and some discuss history-related factors as one among 

several important aspects, other studies deal with such issues in detail. The most theoretically 

sophisticated studies dealing with history-related narratives (or myths) in Sino-Japanese rela-

tions are probably He (2009) and Jin (2006). These studies deal with historical myths in a way 

that distinguishes such myths from “historical facts” and from history as written by historians 

(He 2009:25-41, Jin 2006:32-36). In addition, the analyses conducted are not concerned with 

specific narratives in the form of first-hand sources but are conducted in a more generalized 

way, drawing on secondary sources to a large extent as expressions of a certain “myth” are 

detected (see e.g. He 2009:123-40, Jin 2006:36-48). These approaches are discussed in more 

detail in chapter 9. For now, it is sufficient to state that they deal with historical narratives in a 

way that differs in two main ways from the one adopted here: they do not analyse the form of 

specific narratives and they are influenced by positivism and hence adopt an objectivist ap-

proach to historical narratives. In contrast to their approaches, I believe that it is not so easy to 

distinguish between myths and history written by historians. It is difficult to determine what 

really happened in the past and what did not. Establishing what happened in the past is out-

side the scope of this study.16 Instead, the focus is on how the past is represented and made 

sense of in narratives about war in China and Japan. In other words, the concern is not with 

what is true and what is not – but with how meaning is created and identities, as instantiated 

in narratives, are constructed.  

                                                                    
16 When I mention that something happened in a certain way in the past, this means that historians largely agree 
on it. Such agreement, however, does not exclude the possibility of representing it differently and of ascribing 
different meanings to events. 
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In addition to the research on Sino-Japanese relations mentioned above, the his-

tory issue is frequently mentioned in other academic literature.17 Studies that deal with Japa-

nese war memory and nationalism, and similar studies that deal with the Chinese context tend 

to take account of the domestic contexts to an extent that studies in IR seldom do. While not 

                                                                    
17 Even though it is not possible to cover this whole field in a systematic fashion, a few notable examples are 
mentioned below. In a textbook on comparative politics, it is claimed in the chapter dealing with Japan that: 
“Japan never openly apologized to Asia for the offenses of World War II” (Schreurs 2009:204). This claim is 
presented despite the Murayama statement and other Japanese apologies. In Murayama’s statement he used the 
word “aggression” and expressed “feelings of deep remorse” and “heartfelt apology” (Murayama 1995). Subse-
quent Prime Ministers have used the statement as a model for their own apologies. In 2005, at the Asian-African 
Summit, then Prime Minister Koizumi said: “In the past, Japan, through its colonial rule and aggression, caused 
tremendous damage and suffering to the people of many countries, particularly to those of Asian nations. Japan 
squarely faces these facts of history in a spirit of humility. And with feelings of deep remorse and heartfelt apol-
ogy always engraved in mind, Japan has resolutely maintained, consistently since the end of World War II, never 
turning into a military power but an economic power, its principle of resolving all matters by peaceful means, 
without recourse to use of force” (Koizumi 2005).  

In another discussion of apologies it was said: “While no one can erase the bad history between China 
and Japan, Japan can do something about the history issue, and so can China. While former Prime Minister Koi-
zumi’s remarks at ceremonies in Tokyo marking the 60th anniversary of the end of WW2 on August 15, 2005, 
were commendable, why couldn’t a Japanese prime minister say the same thing in Beijing and perhaps visit the 
Nanjing Massacre Memorial? For its part, China could accept such apologies and lay the matter of apologies to 
rest once and for all” (Moore 2010:303-04). This statement is made in spite of Koizumi’s 2001 statement after 
visiting the War of Resistance Museum in Beijing in which he expressed his “heartfelt apology and condo-
lences” (!"#$%&'()) (Koizumi 2001). This does not mean, of course, that Japanese apologies have 
not been lacking or unproblematic. Most problematic is perhaps that Koizumi’s apologies did not stop him from 
visiting the Yasukuni Shrine. However, it does highlight the widespread confusion concerning whether the Japa-
nese government has apologized at all. Elsewhere, it is claimed that: “Japanese museums dwell on the suffering 
of the US nuclear attacks with hardly a mention of the Japanese aggression that provoked it. No historical mu-
seum in Japan gives anything close to an accurate rendering of the atrocities that the Japanese army inflicted on 
China and Korea, including forced sexual slavery of “comfort women” and experiments with chemical and bio-
logical weapons” (Shirk 2007:155). Obviously, the meaning of the phrase “an accurate rendering” can be de-
bated but this statement is made despite the existence of Japanese museums that focus specifically on Japanese 
atrocities, including one dedicated exclusively to the so-called ‘Comfort Women’. 

A reading of Iris Chang’s account of contemporary Japanese views on the war could easily give the im-
pression that Japanese aggression in general and the Nanjing Atrocity in particular are seldom discussed in Japan 
and that, if they are, they are usually denied. For example, Chang claims “the Japanese have for decades system-
atically purged references to the Nanking massacre from their textbooks. They have removed photographs of the 
Nanking massacre from museums, tampered with original source material, and excised from popular culture any 
mention of the massacre” (Chang 1997:12-13). While it is unclear who “the Japanese” are, the impression is that 
a collective effort to “purge references” to the Atrocity has been made by the Japanese people. It is unclear who 
put references to the Atrocity in textbooks and photographs of it in museums in the first place. Similarly general-
ized accounts of how “the Japanese” have dealt with the past can be found, for example, in the following text: 
“The Japanese have tried to present themselves as victims of the West. They point out that the Greater East 
Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere and its promise to ‘throw off the yolk of Imperialism’ appealed to the peoples of 
Asia who had suffered under European colonial rule” (Feiler 1991:142). Like Chang, Feiler presents the attitude 
of “the Japanese” in a way that gives the impression that all Japanese share the same opinions about the war. 

From the approach adopted here, these claims are not seen as the problems per se but rather as symptoms 
of a widespread discourse that focuses on “Japanese” behaviour to the extent that it gives the impression that if 
only “Japan” could change its (erroneous) behaviour then the problems would, to a large extent, disappear. In-
deed, the problem is sometimes labelled a Japanese problem rather than a bilateral problem – hence the phrase 
“Japan’s history problem” is not uncommon (Szechenyi 2006, Ikenberry 2006, Lind 2009). Although it could be 
argued that there is indeed a Japanese domestic history problem linked to the domestic dimensions of the issue, 
for example, the “forced” enshrinement of for example Christians at Yasukuni Shrine, an aspect of the Yasukuni 
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denying the international dimension of the history issue, studies dealing with the Japanese 

context often focus on it primarily as a domestic issue (see e.g. Nozaki 2008, Orr 2001, Saaler 

2005, Seaton 2007, Seraphim 2006). Similarly, studies that concentrate on Chinese memory 

and nationalism do so mainly by examining the Chinese circumstances without dealing in 

much detail with the Japanese context (see e.g. Callahan 2010, Hughes 2006, Gries 2004, 

Zhao 2004). However, while such analyses provide useful and thoroughgoing insights into the 

domestic context, a comparative focus that takes both domestic contexts into account would 

better contribute to an understanding of the bilateral dynamics of these domestic issues. Some 

important studies in this vein have been conducted in recent years (see e.g. He 2009, Yoshida 

2006, Rose 1998, 2005). Nonetheless, more research and alternative approaches are needed. 

1.3 Understanding Sino-Japanese relations: The discourse in the press 

A search was conducted in the Lexis Nexis Academic database 18 for newspaper articles pub-

lished in the 10-year period to 31 July 2010. The search term used was “China AND Japan 

AND history problem OR history issue”. The search yielded 445 results. Among these, some 

were deemed irrelevant since they did not mention the history problem/s or history issue/s in 

Sino-Japanese relations. Moreover, some articles appeared several times. After having ex-

cluded these results, 346 articles remained. The remaining articles made up the corpus for the 

analysis of the newspaper discourse on the history issue. In the analysis, special attention was 

paid to how the issue/problem was defined and discussed. The analysis was conducted by 

interrogating the material using the questions listed in section 1.2. 

Among the 346 articles, 94 were published by Mainland Chinese newspapers 

and news agencies, 91 by Japanese and 65 by South Korean. The remaining articles were pub-

lished by newspapers from: Australia (16), Canada (1), Hong Kong (18), India (2), New 

Zealand (1), North Korea (1), Taiwan (4), Singapore (28), the United States (23) and the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
problem that is seldom given much attention in China, it is the international history problem that is being defined 
as “Japan’s history problem”.  
18 Lexis Nexis Academic is a database for conducting searches among articles published in major English-
language newspapers and by news agencies. It also includes translated articles from sources such as the BBC 
Monitoring: World Reports service. For more information on Lexis Nexis Academic and the 6,000 sources in-
cluded in the database, see http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/. This database was used to facili-
tate a systematic search. Another option would have been to use several different databases, including databases 
containing articles written in Chinese and Japanese. Such an approach, however, would not have made possible a 
sufficiently systematic search. It would have been necessary to use a number of different databases some of 
which are not very user-friendly. Moreover, the possibilities for conducting searches vary across databases. Us-
ing a single database made it possible to perform a systematic search that still includes Chinese and Japanese 
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United Kingdom (2). This shows how much attention is given to these issues by newspapers 

and news agencies in the countries directly involved. Needless to say, there are also a large 

number of publications in these countries that are not included in the database used. Most 

Chinese search results came from the China Daily and the Xinhua news agency. Japanese 

search results were mainly from Yomiuri, Nikkei Weekly, Japan Times and the Kyodo news 

agency. Despite the limitations of the database used, using a single database rather than sev-

eral different ones arguably made the search more systematic and transparent. Furthermore, 

since the search generated what could be described as a fairly large number of search results, 

it should be possible to reach conclusions concerning what characterizes the discourse in the 

press on the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations.        

Explicit definitions are rare in the corpus analysed. Instead, implicit definitions 

and sub-issues associated with the overarching problem occur frequently. These references to 

sub-issues allude to certain understandings of the issue. The most frequently mentioned sub-

issue is the Yasukuni Shrine. Japanese textbooks and Japanese apologies are also mentioned 

often, but less frequently. It should be stressed that whereas specific sub-issues, especially the 

Yasukuni Shrine issue, are mentioned more often in Japanese articles, Chinese articles more 

commonly stress “Japan’s” and the Japanese government’s attitude to the history issue. It is 

often emphasized that the Japanese government needs to “properly handle the history issue”. 

Such discussions of Japanese attitudes to the past appear in Japanese and other newspapers as 

well but are more common in Chinese articles.  

What is perhaps most striking about how the history problem is treated in Japa-

nese articles is the vagueness that characterizes the use of the term. The terms history problem 

or history issue are almost always used in an unclear way without defining what is involved. 

This lack of clarity could perhaps be interpreted as a euphemistic way of obfuscating what the 

issue is. Nor is vagueness uncommon outside Japan, although the degree of elusiveness is 

greater in the Japanese discourse. The most commonly mentioned sub-issue, just as in the 

overall discourse, is the Yasukuni issue. Other common sub-issues are textbooks and the 

apology issue. In some Japanese articles, most commonly in the conservative Yomiuri, the 

Chinese government is criticized for using the history issue as a diplomatic tool by playing 

the history card. In a few articles, patriotic education in China is mentioned as a reason for a 

perceived increase in anti-Japanese sentiment among Chinese. In some instances, different 

                                                                                                                                                                             
articles (many of which were originally published in Chinese or Japanese but have been translated) as well as 
articles published in newspapers in a number of other countries.      
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perceptions of history in Japan and its neighbouring countries are described as problematic. It 

is, however, difficult to find one specific direction in the Japanese discourse. Different views 

are often referred to without the author taking a clear stand for either one or the other. In some 

cases, the Japanese government’s responsibility is referred to. Prime Minister Koizumi’s per-

sonal responsibility is mentioned, for example, inn connection to actions such as Koizumi’s 

visits to the Yasukuni shrine. The need to conduct joint history research is sometimes men-

tioned in Japanese newspapers.  

The issue is dealt with differently in the Chinese press. An explicit definition of 

the history issue can be found in an editorial in the government mouthpiece, China Daily, 

published just after the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) triumphed in the election to the 

Japanese lower house in August 2009, assuming power in a coalition government. In the edi-

torial, the DPJ’s attitude to historical issues was praised. It pointed out that even though Japa-

nese leaders have apologized for the “immense misery Japan had inflicted on the Chinese 

people”, no written apology had been offered. The editorial explicitly defined the history is-

sue as “Japan’s attitude toward its wartime past of aggression” (China Daily 2009a). This way 

of defining the issue effectively rebuts any possible claims that Chinese views of the past may 

be problematic. In fact, readers who have little knowledge of the issues are likely to accept 

this definition as simply a description of the state of affairs. This explicit definition also sheds 

light on statements about the history issue in other Chinese articles. While such explicit defi-

nitions of the issue are uncommon in Chinese articles, statements such as the following fre-

quently occur: “China hopes Japan will appropriately handle the history issue”. Such com-

ments make perfect sense if the history issue is understood as “Japan’s attitude toward its 

wartime past of aggression”. The same logic is used when specific sub-issues are discussed. 

Then Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji was quoted in 2001 as saying: “this year, problems related 

to the textbook issue and the Yasukuni Shrine visit came straight after each other, which 

aroused strong responses from the peoples in Asian countries”. He also stated that: “China 

hopes the Japanese side will adopt a correct attitude towards these problems”. The need for 

Japan to “adopt a correct attitude” is occasionally expressed in terms of acting in accordance 

with Japanese apologies and statements on the history issue.19 The most important conclusion 

to be drawn regarding the Chinese newspaper discourse is that the issue concerns how “Ja-

pan” and especially the Japanese government handles the issue and has nothing to do with 
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Chinese behaviour – or Chinese narratives about the war. The Chinese discourse is more con-

sistent than the Japanese (and that of other countries), reflecting the fact that both the China 

Daily and Xinhua are mouthpieces of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and hence deliver 

the official standpoint, a standpoint that has been consistent throughout the 2000s. This con-

sistency manifests itself in the stock phrases and themes that recur in many articles. It is likely 

that other newspapers follow the same line since recommendations on sensitive topics are 

often handed down from propaganda organs (Shambaugh 2007:52-53). Moreover, similar 

phrases can be found in the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s official pronouncements on the issues 

(MOFAPRC 2002).20 If views opposed to the Chinese government’s official standpoint are 

referred to, they are always refuted. This is in stark contrast to most Japanese articles in which 

different opinions are printed without being rebutted. 

As is noted above, the history issue is also mentioned in articles in South 

Korea.21 Japanese revisionism, for example, in history textbooks and regarding the so-called 

comfort women, as well as the Yasukuni issue, Japanese apologies and “Japan’s” general atti-

tude to its colonial and wartime past are often mentioned. Just as in the Chinese discourse, 

there is no question of who is to blame for the problems – all the issues mentioned are linked 

to Japanese attitudes, and “Japan’s” actions and attitudes are sometimes explicitly described 

as “impudent” and “provocative” (e.g. Korea Herald 2006). Articles are also published out-

side of the three countries most obviously and actively involved in the “history issue”, articles 

are also being published on the issue. The same issues are referred to in these other countries. 

The Yasukuni issue is mentioned most frequently, followed by discussions of Japanese apo-

logies and attitudes as well as the content of Japanese textbooks. In some of these articles, the 

Chinese government is described as playing the history card to gain advantage in its diplo-

matic dealings with Japan. The Japanese behaviour and views given space or drawn attention 

to are usually those of the right wing and conservatives. The focus on conservative views is 

understandable to some extent because conservative politicians expressing controversial 

views have occupied high government positions. The media has a tendency to preoccupy it-

                                                                                                                                                                             
19 This is sometimes made more explicit in relation to the most commonly mentioned sub-issue – that of prime 
ministerial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine. Shrine visits are described as acts that go against Japanese official 
statements and a correct Japanese attitude on the history issue. 
20 In other words, a high degree of intertextuality can be detected.  
21 This is perhaps not so surprising as South Korea was also a party involved in the conflict. While in some cases 
the issue is only described as a bilateral one between South Korea and Japan, it is often mentioned that what is 
described as Japan’s history problem concerns Japanese descriptions and behaviour in relation to not only its 
colonization of Korea but also its war in China. Interestingly, South Korea’s differences with China concerning 
the kingdom of Goguryeo, described as an ancient Korean kingdom claimed by China as part of Chinese history, 
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self with controversial topics. Nonetheless, such activities and views are overrepresented 

whereas those of more moderate or left-wing Japanese are given scant attention, if mentioned 

at all.22  

                                                                                                                                                                             
are also mentioned as a history problem. Nonetheless, the history issue involving Japan gets far more coverage 
than the one with China. 
22 In one article discussing Sino-Japanese relations, for instance, it is claimed that “Japan” refuses to apologize 
for wartime atrocities (South China Morning Post 2005): “Among all the problems clouding bilateral ties, the 
most problematic are the so-called ‘history issue’ - including Japan’s refusal to apologise for wartime atrocities – 
and, more importantly, Mr Koizumi’s annual shrine visits”. 

Sometimes, extreme views are described as “Japan’s view”. An article in the Christian Science Monitor, 
for example, describes the historical views presented by the Yûshûkan war museum, run by the Yasukuni Shrine, 
a non-governmental religious organization, as being an expression of “Japan’s revisionism” (Christian Science 

Monitor 2006): “Then there are new US concerns about Japan’s revisionism regarding its history with the US. 
The Yushukan museum, on the grounds of Yasukuni shrine, suggests that the US, not Japan, was responsible for 
World War II”. The extreme views at the Yûshûkan are presented as being representative of Japanese views 
while exhibits at other facilities are being ignored. Measures that need to be taken by “Japan” or the Japanese 
government are sometimes mentioned, such as apologizing, admitting its war crimes and compensating victims. 
It is sometimes said with regard to Yasukuni that Japanese leaders should refrain from visiting. Other actions 
proposed are the removal of “the remains” (The Statesman 2006) or “the coffins” (South China Morning Post 
2005) of the Class A war criminals. The point to be made here is not that there are no “remains” or “coffins” at 
the Yasukuni Shrine but rather that most of the measures suggested in regards to the history issue are to be taken 
by “Japan” or the Japanese government, hinting at an understanding of the problem according to which it origi-
nates more or less solely in the Japanese context. At the same time, in some articles, the Chinese government 
“playing the history card” is described as a problem even though it does not seem to be understood as a part of 
the “history issue” but rather as the Chinese government using the “history issue” as a diplomatic tool. 

Comparisons between how the wartime past has been dealt with in Japan and Germany are quite common 
in several countries. In a 2005 Xinhua commentary it was said that: “Japan and Germany … receive quite differ-
ent responses from the international community”. A newspaper article in the People’s Daily was quoted as say-
ing that: “One of the major reasons is the two countries’ completely different attitudes towards the history of 
invasion” (Xinhua 2005). In another article it is said that: “Japan has, unlike Germany, proved unable to settle 
the issues of World War II” (Japan Times 2006). In these comparisons, the German approach to dealing with the 
past is often presented as having been perfect and is seldom questioned. Contrasting German contrition with 
Japan’s failure further emphasizes Japanese shortcomings and contributes to the portrayal of the Japanese as 
especially unwilling to repent. 

Newspaper articles from Japan and some other countries (Canada, Hong Kong, Singapore and the USA) 
claim that the Chinese government is playing the history card. It is not always clear what this means but it seems 
to entail bringing up history-related issues, usually to gain diplomatic advantage from Japan. The “history card” 
also appears, as is mentioned above, to be understood not as a part of the history issue but rather as the Chinese 
government using the “history issue” as a diplomatic tool. The history card is seldom mentioned in Chinese 
articles, but one article denies that the Chinese leaders are playing the history card and instead claims that it is 
Japan that is playing the history card by rewriting history (China Daily 2005). An editorial in the Japanese Mai-

nichi Shimbun argues that as long as Japan keeps running away from the history issue, its neighbours will con-
tinue to play the “history card” (BBC Monitoring Asia Pacific 2005b). In an article in the Daily Yomiuri, the 
history card is described as something the Chinese leadership uses “to drum up nationalist support” (Daily Yo-

miuri 2003, see also National Post 2005). This view of the Chinese leadership playing the history card when it is 
convenient simplifies China’s domestic politics. The focus is very much on the government leaders and their 
behaviour. An alternative description of Chinese society is provided in chapter 4. 
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1.4 The problems with and consequences of the discourse    

In sum, it is mentioned, it is referred to, sometimes a definition is given, but regardless of 

whether you read newspaper articles or academic texts, you seldom get reflection concerning 

what the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations is and especially not concerning how it is 

portrayed. Instead, the issue is often treated in an objectivist fashion. It is often represented in 

a way that is problematic and has several consequences. Some of the problems, I argue, are 

connected with some of the obsessions of mainstream IR theory. The objectivist treatment of 

the issue mentioned above is reminiscent of positivism. In the points listed below, it becomes 

quite clear that state-centrism, agent-centrism and rationalism are also central to an under-

standing of the issue in the academic and newspaper discourses. The main problems and con-

sequences are that: 

 

1. The focus is, to a very large extent, on Japan (within the context of the history issue). 
2. The focus is chiefly on the behaviour of leaders, especially Japanese leaders but also 

on Chinese leaders in relation to playing the history card. 
3. Chinese representations are rarely dealt with in the context of the history issue.  
4. The actions and views of different Japanese – politicians, right-wingers and the people 

– are often bundled together resulting in a generalized portrayal of the views and be-
haviour of “the Japanese”. In some cases, the assumption or claim is made that Japa-
nese depictions are more or less the same and that any references to atrocities carried 
out by the Japanese military are excluded from Japanese representations.  

5. There is a lack of research that deals with both contexts. 
 

In discussions of the history issue, the apology issue and “Japan’s” attitude to history, the 

Yasukuni Shrine issue and the issue of the content of Japanese textbooks are the most com-

monly mentioned. This way of defining the problem leads to a specific understanding of how 

to deal with and how to study it. Since the problems are traced to the Japanese context it is 

assumed that the problem can be resolved through a change in behaviour by the Japanese 

(leaders). Many texts therefore assume, imply or give the impression that a change in Japa-

nese (government) behaviour would lead to improvements in Sino-Japanese relations. Discus-

sions of what is called the Chinese government’s use of the history card are also preoccupied 

with behaviour. This gives an impression of Chinese society according to which the CCP is 

all-powerful and has the ability to use the history issue and public opinion strategically as 

diplomatic tools whenever it pleases. This agent-centric, rationalist focus on behaviour, even 

though it may provide many useful insights, I argue, needs to be complemented with an an-

alysis that is not preoccupied with behaviour and does not treat the identities of actors as un-
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problematic but instead digs deeper into the constitution of identities and pays attention to the 

social contexts within which these actors exist and operate. The approach developed in this 

dissertation, focusing on narratives, does just this. 

Narratives about war, it will be shown, are closely entangled with the identity 

politics of both countries and contribute to the construction of the identities (or interpretive 

frameworks) through which people interpret the world around them. Focusing on narratives 

does not mean that behaviour is ignored. Indeed, through an analysis of behaviour, the argu-

ment that narratives matter is supported by illustrating that the behaviour of actors confirms 

that these actors believe narratives to be important. Actors, it will be shown, believe that peo-

ple’s minds are significantly affected by the stories about the war to which they are exposed. 

This is why they construct or try to affect the content of narratives. That actors attempt to alter 

the content of narratives does not necessarily mean that they are very successful in changing 

them, but it does confirm that they believe them to be important. Moreover, when actors try to 

influence the content of, or construct, a particular narrative they are regarded as acting in ac-

cordance with a particular narrative to which they happen to subscribe (or with which they 

identify). In other words, it is not only constructivist scholars that make such assumptions. 

These assumptions provide the basis for propaganda, as well as cultural and educational poli-

cies. If these narratives really possess the power to mould minds then an in-depth analysis of 

their content will surely provide us with critical insights.   

1.5 An alternative approach: Analysing narratives 

One way to address the consequences of the discourse and provide an alternative understand-

ing of bilateral relations, I argue, is to examine narratives about the war in both China and 

Japan. Such narratives make up the stories that identities are based on, contribute towards 

socializing people into becoming citizens of imagined communities and contribute to the con-

struction of frameworks through which people interpret the world around them. They tell 

people how to behave as citizens of a particular community. Questions need to be addressed 

about what kinds of narrative can be found and which dominate. Narratives about the war are 

seldom given much treatment, although they can be found in many different media in both 

societies. A large number of museums, for example, deal with the war in both countries. 

These museum exhibitions provide some of the most elaborate narratives about the war to be 
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encountered in either China or Japan. This dissertation therefore analyses narratives about the 

war in Chinese and Japanese peace and war museums.  

As is mentioned above, narratives can be found in several different media. His-

tory textbooks have been systematically studied to a considerably greater extent than mu-

seums. The narratives presented in history textbooks are usually not as elaborate as those in 

history museums dealing with the war. They have this in common with general history mu-

seums because, like general history museums, they deal with a considerably longer time pe-

riod than narratives that deal specifically with the history of the war. In addition, there are not 

as many history textbooks as there are museums, and history textbooks have to be approved 

by the government. Textbooks, then, possess a kind of official authority that makes studies of 

them important (Hein & Selden 2000:4). However, if we wish to study not only official, but 

also unofficial narratives, museums offer an alternative to textbooks. Indeed, it could perhaps 

even be argued that there is a downside to the emphasis that has been put on textbooks in that 

it has stressed the role of the government at the expense of other actors, thereby enforcing 

rather than addressing the problem of state-centrism. A preoccupation with textbooks there-

fore risks obfuscating the possible plurality of narratives. 

Museums have the potential to contain a broader range of narratives or views on 

the war. Furthermore, by studying museums it is possible to circumvent the state-centrism of 

studies of textbooks while also capturing regional and other differences. In short, museums 

are potentially more diverse and by studying them it is possible to gain an insight into not 

only what is officially approved but also what is not. This in turn makes it easier to see what 

is omitted from the dominant narratives. It has been argued that an additional reason for ex-

amining textbooks is that the controversies around them can be understood as challenging 

hegemony (Hein & Selden 2000:4). While this is certainly true, as is demonstrated below, 

museum exhibitions have also been the subject of controversies. Moreover, a study of the 

Japanese context has suggested that museums have high relative importance for historical 

consciousness.23 Finally, while a relatively large number of studies have been carried out on 

textbooks, studies of museums, especially systematic and comparative studies, are rare des-

                                                                    
23 The study (Seaton 2007:108-109) was a survey of 436 Japanese university students (mostly first- and second-
year undergraduates) in which the students were asked how much their views concerning the Asia-Pacific War 
had been affected by different media. The students were asked to rank these media on a scale from one (no influ-
ence) to five (high influence). While textbooks/school education came sixth, museums were ranked second, only 
narrowly surpassed by documentaries. The results were as follows: 1. Documentaries, 2. Museums, 3. Television 
news, 4. Films, 5. Non-fiction books, 6. Textbooks/school education, 7. Testimony (Japanese), 8. Manga, 9. 
Television dramas, 10. Literature, 11. National press, 12. Relatives’ testimony, 13. Foreign governments, 14. 
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pite the huge number of museums that deal with the war in both China and Japan.24 The re-

sults of studies of museums can be compared and contrasted with those dealing with text-

books in order to see whether they point in the same or a different direction and whether the 

narratives are similar, that is, whether the degree of interdiscursivity and intertextuality is 

high.    

1.6 The structure of the dissertation 

Chapter 2 discusses the theoretical concepts employed in the dissertation, such as narrative, 

identity and collective memory, as well as the material to be analysed. This discussion clari-

fies how the central concepts are related. Chapter 3 addresses methodological concerns and 

outlines the framework used when conducting the analysis. Moreover, it is briefly outlines 

that museum exhibitions focusing on war are highly political not only in the cases dealt with 

in this dissertation (i.e. Japan and China), but also elsewhere in the world. Chapters 4 and 5 

contain contextual analyses of the Chinese (chapter 4) and Japanese (chapter 5) contexts. 

Such analyses are crucial in order to make sense of the results of the analysis of topics, pre-

sented in chapter 6, and the analysis of narratives in chapters 7 and 8. The contextual analysis 

provides background information about the social and historical contexts in which the narra-

tives are produced and helps to explain some of the content of specific narratives as well as 

the occurrence or omission of certain topics. In chapter 9, the analyses of narratives presented 

in chapters 7 and 8 are compared and the conclusions are presented. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Hometown history, 15. Regional press, 16. Foreign media, 17. Internet, 18. Magazines, 19. Radio, 20. Univer-
sity, 21. Cram school, 22. Activists.   
24 According to a 2006 article in the People’s Daily, more than 150 museums dealing with the War of Resistance 
existed or were under construction in China at the time the article was published. A Japanese guidebook to peace 
and war museums lists more than 100 Japanese museums (Rekishi Kyôikusha Kyôgikai 2004). 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical concepts and material  

It was argued in chapter 1 that an approach to the history problem in Sino-Japanese relations 

that focuses on the types of narrative about the war found in both Japan and China can pro-

vide a fuller and alternative understanding of the issue. Before discussing how to analyse such 

narratives, a discussion is needed about how the notion of narrative relates to other concepts, 

such as collective identity and collective memory. While the analysis deals with Japan and 

China, it is argued that the framework presented is also applicable to other settings. The 

framework developed combines theoretical concepts dealing with discourse, narrative, iden-

tity, collective memory and museum studies. The methods used are inspired by approaches in 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), mainly by the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA).25 

The chapter ends by introducing the material that is to be analysed.  

2.1 Discourse 

Discourse is the kind of word that is used so frequently and in so many ways that it some-

times comes to mean everything and nothing. It is used in casual conversation, in newspapers 

and in academic writing and speech. It can be and has been defined in many different ways, 

and the practitioners of discourse analysis also define it differently. However, it is at least 

defined in the field of discourse analysis. In the definition adopted here a distinction is made 

between “discourse” and “a discourse”. “Discourse”, without either a definite or an indefinite 

article, is used to refer to written, oral or visual communication or action in general. A dis-

course, on the other hand, is topic-oriented – it is “a cluster of context-dependent semiotic 

practices that are situated within specific fields of social action”, are “socially constituted and 

socially constitutive”, “related to macro-topics” and “linked to the argumentation about va-

lidity claims such as truth and normative validity involving several social actors who have 

different points of view” (Reisigl & Wodak 2009:89, cf. Jorgensen & Phillips 2002:66-67).26 

                                                                    
25 For an introduction to CDA, see Wodak & Maier 2009. For an introduction to DHA, see Reisigl & Wodak 
2009. 
26 For other definitions of discourse see, for example, Jäger & Maier 2009:45, van Leeuwen 2009:144, Fair-
clough 2009:164). 
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These discourses are made up of texts. Such texts may be written, oral or visual (e.g. Jorgen-

sen & Phillips 2002:67).27 Texts “objectify linguistic action” (Reisgl & Wodak 2009:90). The 

researcher studies specific texts in order to say something about a discourse. Discourses are 

concerned with patterns across texts while texts are more specific (Heer & Wodak 2008:11). 

Texts are genre-specific – they may come in the form of political speeches, newspaper arti-

cles, films, textbooks, or, as is the case here, museum exhibitions. Texts connect the two 

speech situations of producing and receiving (Reisigl & Wodak 2009:89-90). A text is pro-

duced by certain social actors and received by others. Texts exist and need to be understood in 

the context in which they are created.28   

2.2 Identity 

The concept of collective identity has been much discussed and several definitions are avail-

able. Here, the following definition of identity is employed:  

 

By a collective or we-identity, we mean the image that a group builds up of itself and with which its 
members identify. Collective identity is a matter of identification on the part of the participating individu-
als. It does not exist “in itself”, but only ever to the extent that specific individuals subscribe to it. It is as 
strong – or as weak – as it is alive in the thoughts and actions of the group members, and able to motivate 
their thoughts and actions (Assmann, cited in Heer & Wodak 2008:7). 

  

Moreover, identity is based on inclusion through the delineation of the in-group, the “we”, 

and exclusion by defining out-groups that differ from the “we” (Giesen 1998:13, Heer & Wo-

dak 2008:7). This inclusion or exclusion is based on “two possible relations of comparison: 

similarity, on the one hand and difference, on the other” (Triandafyllidou & Wodak 

2003:205-06). Difference is central to identities because the characteristics and culture of a 

specific group change. It is hence only in relation to difference that the in-group can be de-

fined (Gilbert 2000:22-23). Furthermore, “human identities are social in character. It cannot 

                                                                    
27 This understanding of discourse differs from the one proposed by Laclau and Mouffe, according to which all 
social practice is discourse (Jorgensen & Phillips 2002:67). 
28 The concept of context is discussed in more detail below. Discourses are regarded as social practices that are 
dependent on the context in which they are produced – the narrower textual and situational context and the 
broader institutional, historical, political and social contexts constitute discourses. The relation between the soci-
etal context and discourses is not one in which ‘objective’ social structures affect discourses. “Context is subjec-
tively perceived, filtered through schemata and interpreted on the basis of experience” (Heer & Wodak 2008:12). 
These contexts are at the same time constituted by discourse. Social actors constitute certain social conditions, 
knowledge, identities and relations between social actors through discourses. Social conditions can be produced, 
legitimized, reproduced, challenged or transformed by discourses. The emphasis on context means that texts can 
only be understood within these contexts (Wodak et al. 2009:8-10, Pollack 2008:133). A contextual framework 
therefore has to be put together by the analyst in order to enable an understanding of texts and the narratives that 
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be otherwise because identity is about attributing meaning, and a precise meaning is not an 

essential property of words or things” (Triandafyllidou & Wodak 2003:206). Identity is 

closely connected to narrative and the past:  

 
History enters individual identity because to have a sense of who one is requires being able to tell a story 
about oneself, and, furthermore, a story which relates one to others by connecting with the stories they 
tell about themselves. It requires, in short, making oneself part of a shared narrative (Gilbert 2000:48). 

 
The concepts of collective memory and narrative are hence central to the instantiation of the 

abstract images that identities are. There is a cognitive aspect of identities in that they func-

tion as frameworks through which the world and those who populate it are understood and 

events and actions are interpreted. When confronted with large amounts of information, iden-

tities have a simplifying and economizing function, making the complex intelligible (Hopf 

2002:4-7): “Identities categorize people according to common features, making the other’s 

actions intelligible to himself” (Hopf 2002:5).  

2.3 Collective memory 

The dimension of identity that deals with the past, realized in the form of narratives, can be 

labelled collective memory. In Halbwachs’ work on collective memory, the central argument 

is succinctly summarized in the following way: “our conceptions of the past are affected by 

the mental images we employ to solve present problems, so that collective memory is essen-

tially a reconstruction of the past in the light of the present” (Coser 1992:34). According to 

this kind of thinking, collective memory is always selective and may make different interpre-

tations of the same events. It follows from this line of argument that differences between the 

memories of different groups may cause conflicts. However, Halbwachs, and many who have 

followed in his footsteps, seem to forget to emphasize the role of the future in memory cre-

ation – “the interpretation of the past serves as a means for understanding the present and ex-

pecting the future” (Rüsen 2008:3). Collective memory, then, “shapes the story that groups of 

people tell about themselves, linking past, present and future in a simplified narrative. It is 

what keeps the past – or at least a highly selective image of it – alive in the present” (Bell 

2006:4). Museums are one of the depositories for such stories (Kavanagh 1996:xiii).  

                                                                                                                                                                             
texts make up. Texts refer to other texts, that is, they are intertextual. Discourses on certain topics overlap and 
intersect with discourses on other topics – they are interdiscursive (Wodak & Reisigl 2000:36-37). 



 42 

2.4 Narrative 

India’s minister of state for external affairs, Shashi Tharoor, was quoted in China Daily 

speaking about soft power: “It’s not the size of the army that wins, it’s the country that tells a 

better story” (China Daily 2010a). This quote is interesting as it draws attention to narratives 

– to stories told about groups of people. However, it seems to accept an idea common among 

discussions about soft power – that stories will be accepted how they are intended to be. Fur-

thermore, it seems to assume that those who tell stories are “countries”, which tell them to 

foreign audiences who will probably accept “our” story because it is obviously a good one. 

When Tharoor gave his speech, however, he did so in front of a domestic audience. What is 

often disregarded in domestic debates is how these stories are received elsewhere (Leheny 

2010:131). In other words, such debates seldom consider the possibility that the stories, when 

exported, are first de-contextualized and then re-contextualized. They therefore become in-

fused with the values of the new context. These domestic debates are important, however, as 

domestic debates tell the domestic audience what they are and what they can do. Another 

problem with such debates is that in them it is often assumed, as the above quote suggests, 

that nations more or less naturally have stories ready to tell. Such an understanding obfuscates 

the way these stories construct the imagined communities that make up nations and hide the 

domestic struggles between advocates of different national stories or narratives. 

Identities, as is mentioned above, as images with which members of a collective 

may identify, are quite abstract notions. Narratives, however, provide anecdotes and instanti-

ate or exemplify identity, thereby providing stories about the self with which “we” can iden-

tify. Through this instantiation, these abstract images become more concrete. They hence 

function as mirrors (Cf. Triandafyllidou & Wodak 2003). Narratives about a group “le-

gitimize the community and guarantee its continued existence” (Hinchman & Hinchman 

2001:xvii). They are “told and retold, furnish the stock from which individual life narratives 

can be constructed” (Hinchman & Hinchman 2001:xviii). This, then, is how individual narra-

tives are connected with those of the collective. They may therefore provide models for how 

members of the community are supposed to behave. Although narratives, being stories, al-

ways connect past, present and future, the concept of collective memory helps to emphasize 

that the narratives analysed here deal mainly with the past even though these stories about the 

past are shaped by the present as well as by the future (Hinchman & Hinchman 2001:xiv, 

xviii). Narratives are texts “with a clear sequential order that connect events in a meaningful 



 43 

way for a definite audience and thus offer insights about the world and/or people’s experi-

ences of it” (Hinchman & Hinchman 2001:xvi). They do not just list events – they tie them 

together and order them into a story.29 They “do not simply mirror reality”, although they may 

purport to; “storytelling inevitably involves selectivity, rearranging of elements, redescription, 

and simplification” (Hinchman & Hinchman 2001:xvi). In narratives, events are endowed 

with meaning by being identified as parts of an integrated whole (White 1990:9, 42-44). Put 

another way, events are interpreted through a particular lens since meaning does not reside in 

the events themselves. What we are concerned with, then, is “to explore relationships between 

facts, that is to say, the interpretation of events and of collective, as well as individual, experi-

ences of reality. Historical interpretations thus consist of narratives about events from differ-

ent perspectives. These perspectives, consciously or otherwise, are always influenced by 

vested interests” (Heer & Wodak 2008:1). 

Narratives have a potential for change in that they are used in “emphasizing cer-

tain traits and skewing their meanings and logics” (Martin 1995:13). Different narratives are 

put forward by actors such as politicians, activists and institutions in a range of different 

forms such as speeches, school textbooks and history museums. “Power comes into play 

when one narrative is chosen out of the many competing and possible ones” (Wodak 

                                                                    
29 Narratives tie selected events together and ascribe meaning to those events. This becomes obvious when Hay-
den White contrasts the modern narrative form of history with medieval annals. The annals chosen simply list 
events that took place in Gaul during the time period from 709 to 734 AD (White 1990:6-7). In some years no 
events are listed – it is as though nothing occurred in those years. At least, nothing occurred that the author of the 
annals regarded as important enough to record. In this way, then, it is clear that by virtue of having been written 
down certain events are established as significant. However, this is where the process of meaning-making stops. 
The events are not interpreted; nothing is said about why they transpired or about any possible consequences. 
These occurrences are not connected – there is no plot, no story and no subject. Under the year 712, it says, 
“Flood everywhere” and in 732 “Charles fought against the Saracens at Poitiers on Saturday”. This is all the 
information we are given. None of the events recorded are described as more significant than the other. We are 
not provided with any explanations concerning why the floods took place or if and how they affected people 
living in the region. It is similarly unclear why Charles fought the Saracens and what the outcome of the battle 
was (White 1990:7). We are given few clues concerning the interpretive frameworks by means of which events 
were ascribed meaning. It is conceivable that if the community is a deeply religious one, the flood could have 
been interpreted as “the wrath of god”, whereas if a scientific worldview dominates it is seen as a natural phe-
nomenon (Cf. Laclau & Mouffe 1985:108, Howarth 2000:101-02, Torfing 1999:94, Jäger & Maier 2009:39-44, 
59-60). In the same way, the reason that Charles fought the Saracens may have been because the Saracens were 
understood as being inherently evil and threatened Charles’ (and his subjects’) way of life, or maybe it was the 
case that Charles sought glory in the battle against a worthy and well-mannered enemy in a battle between chiv-
alrous gentlemen. Charles may have lost the battle and the Saracens perhaps brutally massacred a large number 
of people living in the domain over which Charles ruled. The author of the annals, however, does not provide 
any clues concerning how the events were interpreted. This is an important difference between annals and narra-
tives. In narratives events are endowed with meaning by being identified as parts of an integrated whole (White 
1990:9, 42-44). Put another way, events are interpreted through a particular lens since meaning does not reside in 
the events themselves. Meaning is ascribed to events through discourse, thereby turning these events into narra-
tives. How meaning is ascribed to events in discourse, that is, through what linguistic means this is accomplished 
is discussed in detail in chapter 3. 
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2002:145, cf. Martin 1995:5). The target audience of such narratives may or may not identify 

with such stories and may even attempt to redefine narratives or produce stories of their own. 

Since such narratives may affect the behaviour of members of a group (because they contain 

models for how members are supposed to act) they are of great importance. Those who con-

trol such stories, to the extent that they are identified with, can exercise power through them. 

Narratives do not just tell “us” who “we” are – they also tell us who we are not. For this rea-

son, “others”, who exemplify behaviour different from “ours” often play a defining role in 

narratives.  

   It is quite common in research discussing the self/other nexus for the stereotypi-

cal depiction of out-groups to be stressed but the stereotypical portrayal of the in-group not to 

be emphasized to the same extent. However, van Dijk’s (1998:33) “ideological square”, 

which entails positive in-group description and negative out-group description, involves both. 

It can be summarized in the following way:  

 
1. Emphasize our good properties/actions. 
2. Emphasize their bad properties/actions. 
3. Mitigate our bad properties/actions. 
4. Mitigate their good properties/actions. 

 

This ideological square does not exclude the stereotypical description of the self even though, 

as is mentioned above, most studies seem to be more interested in the stereotypical depiction 

of others. I wish, however, to stress that it is not just the stereotypical portrayal of the out-

group that is important. I argue that the stereotypical depiction of the in-group, while often 

not given the emphasis that it deserves, may also be of great significance for inter-group rela-

tions. The extent of its significance is an empirical issue. The possibility that stereotypical 

portrayals of the in-group exist should be kept open. It seems intuitively reasonable to assume 

that the sharper the contrast between negative representations of the other and the positive 

portrayal of the self, the greater the risk that feelings of animosity arise. Such contrasting im-

ages risk strengthening arguments such as: “We have always treated them well but they al-

ways behave badly towards us”, simply because this is the essence of the logic on which such 

representations are based.    

It has been claimed that through history “a society defines itself by marking it-

self off from its past” (de Certeau, cited in Heer & Wodak 2008:5). Difference, in other 

words, does not have to be external. It is possible for the “we-group” to define itself not just 

in relation to an external other. This may also be done in relation to an internal other – its 
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prior self. A political party, for example, may wish to disassociate itself from what is per-

ceived, at least in part, as an obsolete political ideology. The party in question may have suf-

fered a setback in the most recent election, and its strategists may believe that there are rea-

sons to present itself as radically different from what it was before. It will therefore stress that 

it is a new incarnation of the same party by emphasizing both continuity and discontinuity. In 

an attempt to be more attractive to the electorate it will present itself as different from how it 

used to be. At the same time, it will certainly stress that it is different from other parties. 

 Just as political parties may define themselves in relation to what they used to 

be, identities of other groups can be defined partly in relation to what the group used to be. 

This, of course, is because historical narratives are not just accounts of what happened in the 

past but accounts informed by the present and the future. In the case of national identities, 

there are several ways in which the collective can be defined in relation to a “historical other”. 

This depends on what aspects are emphasized as being different. It is likely that not all as-

pects of what the collective used to be will be presented as being different from the present 

self. There will be continuity in some areas and discontinuity in others. It is likely that what 

are perceived as the negative aspects of the past self will be presented as “other”. For exam-

ple, a society that has gone from being industrially undeveloped to becoming developed may 

emphasize what is understood as its previous backwardness as aspects to be associated with 

the historical other. Similarly, an aggressor in a past war may present this aggression as a 

characteristic of the “historical self”, while the “current self”, in contrast, is understood and 

presented as peaceful and responsible. Different groups within a society may of course dis-

agree about which aspects, if any, of the past self should be regarded as “other”. Whereas one 

group advocates a clean break concerning certain aspects, another might perhaps stress conti-

nuity. As is mentioned above, that a community defines itself in relation to its past self does 

not mean that it does not at the same time define itself in relation to external “others”. Fur-

thermore, while members of community X may regard certain qualities as belonging to its 

“historical other”, members of community Y may consider those characteristics to be an im-

portant ingredient in their perception of the current community X. Attention is paid not only 

to how external others are portrayed but also to how internal others are treated. The relation 

between the past and the present is salient here – questions over whether narratives tie quali-

ties seen as characterizing the past self and past other to the present self and the present other 

are important since these contribute to shaping the identities (or frameworks) through which 

both the current self and the current other as well as their actions are interpreted.  
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2.5 Three narrative emplotments 
In this section, an account of previous research dealing with narratives about war in China and 

Japan is given in order to make explicit why a typology and method for the study of such nar-

ratives is necessary. Chapter 3 outlines the typology and method, including an account of the 

indicators, developed using methodological tools from CDA, that a certain emplotment is 

present in the narrative being analysed. A narrative, then, is the story being analysed. Such 

stories may contain several different emplotments. The term emplotment refers to the way in 

which a narrative is plotted, that is, the kind of story told (cf. White 1975:7-11). In narratives 

about war, it is contended that there are three types of emplotment, each of which focuses 

chiefly on one type of participant or protagonist. These are hero, victim and aggressor em-

plotments.   

  Previous research on Chinese narratives about the war has claimed that narra-

tives stressing Chinese heroism, resistance and class struggle dominated during the Mao era, 

while Japanese aggression was largely suppressed. Since the changes in Chinese society 

brought about by Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms, however, class struggle has been 

downplayed more and more and its place has been taken by national struggle. It is argued that 

this has led to a situation in which narratives that emphasize Chinese victimhood and Japa-

nese aggression have come to dominate, while Chinese heroism has been de-emphasized. 

Several scholars have discussed the issue of the extent to which heroism has been replaced by 

victimhood in Chinese narratives about the war (See for example: Waldron 1996:945-978; 

Mitter 2000a:279-293; Denton 2007; Gries 2004:52-53, Coble 2010:435-56). Wang, for ex-

ample, has noted that: “most national history textbooks usually adopt a mix of both ‘victor 

narrative’ and ‘victim narrative’” (Wang 2008:109). Similarly, in an analysis of narratives 

about World War II and the role of the Atomic Bomb in the war, Dower describes the domi-

nant US narrative as heroic or triumphal, while in Japan a traditional narrative describing Ja-

pan as victim has been challenged by a victimizer narrative according to which the Japanese 

were not only victims but also perpetrators (Dower 1997:37-48). What these discussions have 

in common is that none goes very far in theorizing about narratives dealing with war. In pre-

vious research, a particular way of interpreting the past is usually described as a victor, victim 

or other kinds of narrative but there is little discussion about how such narratives can be iden-

tified, what they consist of and how to analyse them. Put differently, a methodology that pro-

vides indicators for characterizing different emplotments is missing. Moreover, these discus-

sions are largely specific to the contexts with which they deal. In other words, no attempts are 
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made to construct general typologies that can be used when analysing narratives about war 

across different contexts. In this dissertation, a typology of different types of narrative em-

plotments is presented and applied. The categories used make possible an interpretation of 

narratives that differs from the existing research dealing with such issues (cf. Ekengren & 

Hinnfors 2006:66-67). It is suggested here that the framework developed is generally applic-

able and could be utilized to understand other cases. A brief discussion of other cases is pro-

vided in chapter 3. Whereas all sorts of narrative are mentioned in previous research, in the 

typology developed here, there are only three types of narrative emplotment – the hero, victim 

and aggressor emplotments. These emplotments and the indicators that the analyst looks for 

when examining narratives are described in chapter 3. 

2.6 Communities 

It is mentioned above that narratives involve stories about collectives or communities. Com-

munities can exist on several levels, one of which is the nation. Nations are imagined com-

munities that consist of members, most of whom have never met and will never meet. None-

theless, the nation is imagined as inherently limited and sovereign (Anderson 2006:6-7).  Fur-

thermore, the nation “is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality 

and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 

comradeship. Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries, 

for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die for such limited imag-

inings” (Anderson 2006:7). The events in which so many millions of people died, mentioned 

by Anderson as evidence for the strong imagined bonds between the members of these com-

munities, are not just connected to imagined communities in this way. The stories about these 

events, I would argue, often make up an important part of the shared goods that sustain these 

imagined communities. Stories about how earlier generations of the imagined communities 

died, in one way or another, for the community are important adhesives that bond the imag-

ined communities of today. A common past is part of what makes up imagined communities 

and some events are central in narratives about such common pasts.  
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2.7 The politics of museums 

Politics is a struggle for power (Marsh & Stoker 2002:10). One of the tasks of the political 

scientist is to expose the use of power. One institution in which power is at play is the mu-

seum. Nonetheless, the museum as a place in which power is exercised has been largely ig-

nored by political scientists (Luke 2002:xiii). Elucidating the political role of museums is 

therefore one aim of this study. 

Museum exhibitions are places in which the statements of position that identity 

narratives make up (MacDonald 1996:14) are presented by actors, be they civil society groups 

or governmental bodies (Karp 1992:2-6). As statements of position, museums both illuminate 

and omit (MacDonald 1996:14). As part of civil society, museums make up an arena in which 

“values are asserted and attempts at legitimation are made and contested” (Karp 1992:6). If 

the narratives presented in exhibitions involve, for example, negative other representations or 

denial of or omissions concerning past wrongdoings, they may give rise to or fuel feelings of 

animosity. Exhibitions are therefore implicated in the construction of patterns of amity and 

enmity. Even if the leaders of two countries make efforts to improve political relations, such 

initiatives will rest on fragile foundations as long as such elements are common in dominant 

narratives. Museums, along with many other media, contribute to the constitutive construction 

of collective identities. They have both a formative and a reflective role (MacDonald 1996:4). 

It has been claimed that in museums, a nation’s qualities are “written” or “shown” and that 

they hold the stories “we” tell about “ourselves” (Zolberg 1996:69, Kavanagh 1996:xiii). It 

has also been contended, however, that through different museums different groups express 

what they believe the nation’s qualities should be (Gustafsson 2009:22). According to 

Bohman (1997:20), the staff at museums decide, more or less consciously, what a national 

identity consists of – or rather what they want it to consist of. What is being expressed may 

not necessarily be accepted, as is suggested by the statement about the civil society role of 

museums mentioned above. Museums are important as educational institutions (Luke 

2002:xiii). This, along with their function in preserving priceless artefacts, gives them auth-

ority (Seaton 2007:171). The authority of museums is often also evident in the imposing ar-

chitecture of these institutions.  

Museums, with their physical structures and authority, offer opportunities for 

groups to have their narratives institutionalized that other media cannot provide. Citizens’ 

movements around Japan have lobbied to have their memories and narratives institutionalized 
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in museums. Such institutionalization ensures that these narratives will be spread through 

education. The very physical institutionalization that museums entail can also function as a 

base from which the activities of these groups can be organized. In Japan, several private mu-

seums have been set up by civil society groups, such as those responsible for the Women’s 

Active Museum in Tokyo, the Oka Masaharu Museum in Nagasaki and the Grassroots House 

in Kochi, the activities of which are not restricted to their exhibitions but also include the pro-

duction of written material, special exhibitions held at other venues and efforts for reconcili-

ation with, for example, China and South Korea. In China, private museums have also been 

set up to institutionalize certain memories. In China also, museums not only deal with exhibi-

tions but also play a central role in commemorative activities such as sounding sirens and 

hosting ceremonies on anniversaries, such as 18 September, when military conflict broke out 

in north-east China in 1931, and 13 December, the date of the start of the Nanjing Atrocity. 

The institutionalization of narratives in museums is hence a way of strengthening the position 

of a certain narrative. 

2.8 Senders and receivers 

It is mentioned above that the staff at museums decide, more or less consciously, what they 

want a national identity to consist of (Bohman 1997:20). Narratives are constructed by one or 

more senders or producers, in the case of museum exhibitions usually a team of curators. 

These curators always work under certain conditions and may therefore receive input and 

comments from government departments, civil society groups or concerned citizens. For ex-

ample, the curators responsible for the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall have written that: 

“Leaders from all levels came to the construction site in person and showed concern for and 

gave guidance and assistance to the exhibition work” (Zhu & Zhang 2008:296). The senders 

therefore work within a context: “Producers, if they want to see their work disseminated, must 

work within more or less rigidly defined values and beliefs of the social institutions within 

which their work is produced and circulated” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2003:120). The con-

straints of the context of production can vary a lot depending on the institutional setting – 

where the money comes from, the breadth of the constituency, and so on. It needs to be 

stressed, however, that the producers often have some room to subjectively interpret the con-

text of production.  
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Similarly, the receivers may not necessarily accept what is being expressed. A 

receiver, in this case the museum visitor, interprets the narrative constructed by the sender. 

Just like the sender, the receiver also has certain values and beliefs. The receiver of a repre-

sentation or a narrative will not necessarily interpret it in the way intended by the sender. The 

receiver might, for instance, “recognize the substance of what is meant while refusing the 

speaker’s interpretations and assessments” (Scannell, quoted in Kress & van Leeuwen 

2003:120). Nonetheless, as is argued by Barker and Galasinski (2001:65), “texts seek to im-

pose a ‘preferred reading’ or ‘structure of faith’ upon the addressee”. Such preferred readings 

are dominant but not determined. The receiver may not necessarily understand a product in 

accordance with the reading preferred by the sender. The receiver may interpret a text in a 

slightly different way or in an oppositional way, rather than according to the way intended 

(Hall 2006:134-38). It is this “preferred reading” that is of concern here. It is the task of the 

analyst to uncover the preferred reading and expose the objectives of the narratives studied. It 

is assumed that the narratives studied are ideological in the sense that they are connected with 

power and knowledge that justify and legitimize certain actions. Ideology can hence be seen 

here as “the attempt to fix meaning [meaning being fluid] for certain purposes” (Barker & 

Galasinski 2001:66). Ideology is hence employed to make one version of reality the accepted 

one, thereby excluding other ways of understanding the world. Struggle between different 

ideologies may hence be seen in opposing narratives (Barker & Galasinski 2001:66-67). 

Politicians and bureaucrats in both Japan and China seem to agree that school-

children are more receptive to these kinds of narratives – they are seen as more “malleable” 

(Gustafsson 2010b).30 Power, then, is an essential aspect of the production process. The pro-

ducer, although working under contextual constraints, has the power to construct narratives. 

Other actors may be able to influence the content of narratives – they therefore have some 

power to affect the content of narratives. Receivers have the more limited (and less active) 

power – to resist or not to accept a narrative or parts of it.31 If narratives about who “we” are 

                                                                    
30 Nonetheless, it follows from the discussion about identity above that receivers accept narratives only to the 
extent that they identify with the propositions put forward in them. 
31 Those who control the institutions that produce and disseminate discourse in general, including narratives, 
have more power than those who do not have access to such institutions (van Dijk 2008:84). Institutions often 
seen as possessing and exerting such power include the media and the education system (van Dijk 2008:40, 
Richardson 2007:220). Of course, history museums may be seen as part of the education system since they are 
often entrusted with educating children as well as adults. Furthermore, they are usually regarded as authoritative 
institutions that “do not act or preach but simply harbour and display things of knowledge and value” (Brown 
2006:126). Those who control the content of exhibitions also exert power in this way. The power of discourses 
also resides in that they contribute to the construction of the interpretative frameworks through which individuals 
interpret the world and the actions of others. This goes for actions conducted by those belonging to a person’s in-
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can influence “our” behaviour (if we need to know who we are in order to know what we 

want), then it makes sense for actors to try to have their narratives dominate, or to try to influ-

ence the narratives created by other actors. As is demonstrated in chapter 5, there is evidence 

to suggest that several actors believe this to be the case (See also Gustafsson 2010b).  

2.9 The role of the analyst 

No analyst is a tabula rasa. We all come from one background or another and have baggage 

consisting of certain experiences. It is impossible to leave this baggage behind when launch-

ing a research project. In this case, the analyst is a Swedish citizen studying Chinese and 

Japanese discourses. Regardless of whether the analyst is examining conditions as an insider 

or an outsider of a culture, different choices can always be made. Some may argue that as an 

outsider it is possible to be more detached or neutral. At the same time, it might be argued 

that the outsider may lack the relevant contextual knowledge necessary to make informed 

interpretations. It may also be argued that the outsider can provide a “fresh” perspective be-

cause s/he is not as entangled in the discourses as the insider perhaps is regarded as being. As 

researchers, it is necessary for us to be aware of the choices we make when conducting our 

analyses. We also need to make an effort to present our assumptions to our readers in order to 

make our analyses and interpretations transparent. The attitudes and beliefs of the analyst are 

likely to have some impact on the interpretations made. The possibility of making different 

kinds of interpretation is always there. There is therefore no way of interpreting entirely ob-

jectively. This is the case regardless of the epistemological and theoretical beliefs of the ana-

lyst, even though those adhering to some schools of thought may refuse to admit this. Obvi-

ously, most analysts will attempt to be as objective as possible. However, even though some 

may believe it possible to be objective, there is no way of knowing whether this aim has been 

achieved or not. While it is possible to determine whether a text is linguistically biased 

through the use of Critical Discourse Analysis (see chapter 3), a text that is free from such 

bias may simply have been written by an author skilled at hiding her or his opinions. As ana-

lysts we provide interpretations that are commented on and assessed by other analysts. This 

process of commenting by experienced and knowledgeable scholars has the potential to con-

tribute to reducing the arbitrariness of interpretations. The use of certain analytical tools ap-

                                                                                                                                                                             
group as well as by those people belonging to out-groups. In this way, discriminatory discourses contribute to 
the construction of interpretative frameworks based on prejudice (van Dijk 2008:103, 164-69).  
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plied in this research project, I would argue, further contributes to this aim. As Barker and 

Galasinski (2001:64) argue: “linguistic analysis of discourse, anchored within systemic-

functional linguistics, can help reduce the arbitrariness of interpretation by anchoring it on the 

discourse itself”. The linguistic tools employed in the analysis outlined in chapter 3 facilitate 

a systematic analysis that provides the analyst with a firmer foundation on the basis of which 

interpretations can be made and conclusions drawn.  

2.10 Critical scholarship 

The term critical should not be misunderstood as meaning negative. It means that an attempt 

has been made to consider phenomena from different perspectives. Furthermore, it involves 

“not taking traditional interpretations for granted: thereby providing new answers – and pos-

ing new questions” (Wodak 2008a:xvi). In discussions of the meaning of the term critical 

scholarship, it is sometimes argued that the analyst should make explicit her/his loyalties 

when conducting critical scholarship. Much critical scholarship entails showing how power is 

abused. The analyst therefore aims to show how one group abuses power in order to dominate 

another. The analyst will then make explicit that her/his loyalties lie with the dominated 

group. Those adhering to an objectivist view of science will often criticize such a stance as 

being biased, subjective or unscientific. Such claims to objectivity are usually countered by 

critical scholars as being simply a way for such analysts to conceal their stance or ideology. 

Scholars who in this way claim to be objective are seen as lacking reflexivity as they deny 

that they too make choices and present interpretations rather than absolute truths. The present 

study deals with representations of history produced by different groups within two nation 

states. To the extent that I, as a critical analyst, intend to take sides, I do not mean to take the 

side of either of the producers of these narratives. Instead, as mentioned above, I believe it to 

be the task of the analyst to reveal the ideological aims of the preferred readings of these nar-

ratives. To the extent that a side is taken, then, the side taken is that of the receivers as it is 

assumed that the preferred readings of the narratives involve both subtle and sometimes ex-

plicit attempts to affect the identity and hence also the actions of the receivers or addressees. 
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2.11 Contributions to social science 

The interdisciplinary nature of the research project means that it combines theories and meth-

ods used in different disciplines and areas. This cross-fertilization has the potential to contri-

bute to all the fields that inform the framework developed. While the main aim of the disserta-

tion, as is mentioned in chapter 1, is to contribute to the literature on identity in the field of 

International Relations, a few words should perhaps be said about possible contributions to 

other areas of social science.  

2.11.1 Identity and memory studies 

Different kinds of narratives about war are frequently referred to in identity studies, which 

explores the role of stories about the past, as well as in memory studies. Terms such as victim 

narrative, victor narrative, heroic narrative, perpetrator narrative, feel good narrative, and so 

on, are often mentioned. Despite the frequent employment of such expressions, little effort 

has been made to devise a general typology of and methods to study narratives about war. 

Whereas the general concept of narrative has been given much treatment, these specific types 

of narrative are often not defined clearly and, more importantly, little is mentioned concerning 

how such narratives can be identified. How do we recognize, for example, a victim narrative 

or a victor narrative when we see one? The existing literature provides us with few answers to 

this important question. How can such narratives be studied and compared systematically 

without a typology that can be employed in different empirical settings? By employing tools 

often used in critical discourse studies, the depiction of participants in narratives about war is 

placed at the centre of attention and indicators that make it possible to identify specific narra-

tive emplotments are provided. This provides us with a clear method for analysing such narra-

tives, a method that facilitates systematic examination of discourses about war, thereby mak-

ing it possible to detect different kinds of narrative about war. 

2.11.2 Area studies: China studies and Japan studies 

There is quite a large body of literature on Chinese nationalism and discourses concerning the 

past in China. Quite a few studies have also been conducted on Japanese war memory, the 

history problem as a largely domestic issue in Japan and on Japanese nationalism. However, 

despite their obvious links, the two contexts have only rarely been studied together. Further-

more, in both these fields of area studies, the role of history museums has received little 



 54 

treatment. In addition, methods such as the ones employed here have been utilized only to a 

small extent within these fields. Much of the research that has been conducted on Japanese 

and Chinese peace and war museums, and on war memories in general, has been carried out 

within a research area that deals mainly with these respective contexts. 

2.11.3 Museum studies 

The project makes use of theoretical assumptions developed within the discipline of museum 

studies. However, these are combined with theories and methods from other domains. The 

result is an analytical framework for the study of history exhibitions, especially exhibitions 

dealing with war history, that could, I believe, influence other studies dealing with such exhi-

bitions. For example, the tools commonly applied within the area of critical discourse studies 

when analysing, for example, newspaper texts and speeches by politicians have only been 

used to an extremely limited extent in studies of museum exhibitions. This study illustrates 

how this toolbox can be put to use when analysing the stories told in museum exhibitions.   

2.11.4 Political science 

The dissertation makes a contribution to political science by stressing the political nature of 

museums. While it might seem obvious to some that museums and perhaps especially mu-

seums dealing with the collective past of a community are highly political institutions, little 

attention has been paid to museums in mainstream political science. I believe that the exam-

ples from other empirical settings provided in chapter 3 underscore this point. In addition, as a 

dissertation in political science, the study will hopefully make political scientists more aware 

of the issues of the politics of the past and the politics of memory in general, issues that are 

often left to historians and memory studies specialists to explore. 

2.11.5 Critical discourse studies 

The dissertation makes contributions to critical discourse studies in several ways. To start 

with, the field of critical discourse studies has to a large extent focused on discourses as ex-

pressed in speeches by politicians, official documents, newspapers and the media more 

broadly. Museum exhibitions have so far not been given much attention. Furthermore, critical 

discourse studies have chiefly analysed texts written in Western European languages. The 

need for studies dealing with other empirical contexts and analyses of texts written in other 
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languages has been emphasized (Wodak & Meyer 2009:16). Finally, the importance of con-

ducting comparative critical discourse studies that compare different empirical settings and 

texts written in different languages has also been stressed. The dissertation provides insights 

for critical discourse studies in all the three areas mentioned here. 

2.12 Material 
Material has been collected at a large number of museums dealing with the war. The number 

of Japanese museums visited is somewhat larger than the number of Chinese ones. There are 

several reasons for this, some of which are of a practical nature. China is a considerably larger 

country with a (so far) less developed infrastructure than Japan and the time needed to visit a 

large number of museums is hence significantly greater. Whereas most Japanese museums 

can be reached by high-speed train connections, in China it was in several cases necessary to 

first travel by air and then by train or car for several hours. Information about most Chinese 

museums is also significantly more difficult to come by. For example, fewer museums have 

websites. Moreover, a number of the Chinese museums that I intended to visit were closed for 

renovation at the time of my planned visit.32 While this points to the fact that money is being 

put into rebuilding and enlarging such sites in China, it is nonetheless an indicator of the 

problems involved in the collection of material for this research project. It should also be 

noted that many Japanese museums are relatively small in comparison with their Chinese 

counterparts and receive fewer visitors (as indicated in Table 3.1). All Chinese museums are 

housed in buildings used for the specific purpose of hosting the exhibition, whereas a large 

number of Japanese exhibitions occupy rooms in buildings used for other purposes.  

  

Table 2.1 Visitor figures for Chinese museums (Source: Personal correspondence unless otherwise 
stated) 
Museum Number of visitors 
1. Memorial Hall of the Victims in Nanjing Massacre 
by Japanese Invaders (opened 1985) 

About 5 million visitors a year since it reopened in 
2007. 5,430,000 (in 2010 (until 10 December). About 
22.1 % students. 28,000,000 visitors since the mu-
seum opened in 1985. 

2. Museum of the War of Chinese People’s Resistance 
Against Japanese Aggression (Beijing) (opened 1987) 

Over 2,000,000 visitors (80 % schoolchildren) in two 
years after re-opening in 2005. 14 million visitors in 
the first 20 years after it opened (Xinhua 2007). 

3. The “9.18” Historical Museum (Shenyang) (opened 
1999) 

About 700,000 (60,000-70,000 students). About 
7,000,000 visitors in the first seven years after reopen-

                                                                    
32 This was the case for the Panshan Martyrs Memorial in Tianjin, the War Criminals Correctional Facility in 
Fushun, the Xi’an Incident Memorial and the Site of the Reorganizing of the Chinese Workers and Farmers Red 
Army Qiongya Column in Hainan. 
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ing in 1999 (Xinhua wang 2006). 
4. Eighth Route Army Memorial (Wuxiang, Shanxi) 
(opened 1988) 

About 800,000 (250,000 students). 1,800,000 visitors 
since opening in 1990 (Shanxi government net 2008). 

5. The New Fourth Army Memorial (Yancheng, Ji-
angsu) (opened 1986) 

658,000 (2008).  

6. Pingdingshan Massacre Memorial Hall (Fushun, 
Liaoning) (opened 1972) 

500,000-600,000 a year (last five years). 5,000,000 
visitors since opening in 1972 (CCTV 2009).  

7. Crime Evidence Exhibition Hall of Japanese Im-
perial Army Unit 731 in China (Haerbin, Heilong-
jiang) (opened 1985) 

573,228 (2009), (About 30 % students). 1,578,559 
(About 30 % students) between 2007 and 2009. 

8. Ranzhuang Site of Tunnel Warfare (Hebei) (opened 
1959) 

More than 500,000 (Minors 30 %, soldiers 35 %) 
(2007) (Zhonghongwang 2007a).  

9. The North-eastern Martyrs Memorial Hall (Haer-
bin, Heilongjiang) (opened 1948) 

460,000 (About 22 % schoolchildren visiting in 
groups (2005) (Zhonghongwang 2007b). (30,000,000 
visitors since opening in 1948 until 2005 according to 
museum brochure (Dongbei Lieshi Jinianguan 2005:3) 

10. Historical Museum for Japan’s Occupation in 
North-east of China (Changchun) (opened 1991) 

More than 5,000,000 visitors since opening in 1991 
(Puppet Manchurian Palace website).  

11. Site of the Eighth Route Army Xi’an Office (op-
ened 1959) 

Almost 10,000,000 visitors in the first 44 years since 
opening (Eighth Route Army Xi’an Office Website).33  

12. Dongjiang Column Museum (Luofushan, Guang-
dong) (opened 2003) 

About 230,000.34  

13. Shanghai Songhu Campaign Memorial Hall (op-
ened 2000) 

220,000 (70 % students). 

14. Jianchuan Museum Cluster (opened 2005) More than 1,000,000 in five years since opening 
(Wenhua Zhongguo 2010, Zhongguo Xinwenwang). 

15. Guangdong Memorial Hall of East River Column 
(Dongguan, Guangdong) (opened 2005) 

About 160,000. (About 18.8 % Students). 

16. Zhenhai Coast Defense History Museum (Ningbo, 
Zhejiang) (opened 1997) 

About 120,000 (40 % students).  

17. Site of the Eighth Route Army Wuhan Office 
(opened 1979) 

More than 1,900,000 visitors during a time period of 
more than 20 years (Wuhan government net 2011). 

 
Table 2.2 Visitor figures for Japanese museums (Source: Personal correspondence unless otherwise 
indicated)  
Museum Number of visitors 
1. Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum (opened 1949, 
refurbished 1955, enlarged 1994) 

1,357,233 (2008) (Schoolchildren 32 %, 22,6 % in 
group visits) (Hiroshima City Web 2010) 

2. Yamato Museum (Kure) (opened 2005) 863,812 (2009) (Schoolchildren: about 8.2 % (high 
school and below. Total: 6,403,720 (28 February 
2011) (School children: about 7.7 %).  

3. Himeyuri Peace Museum (Okinawa) (Opened 
1989) 

816,745 (2008) (Schoolchildren 42 % (2007))  

4. Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum (opened 1949, 
changes made in 1955, 1975 and 1996)  

670,523 (2008) (Schoolchildren: 32 % (2007))  

5. Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots (Chiran) (op-
ened 1975, enlarged 1991) 

677,617 (2008) Average: 560 000 (School children: 
14 %) (Personal correspondence) 

6. Yûshûkan (Tokyo) (opened 1882, enlarged 1932, 
closed 1945, Treasure relic hall opened 1961, 
Yûshûkan reopened 1986 and enlarged 2002.) 

480,000 (2008) (Schoolchildren: 4-8 % (1990s) (Sea-
ton 2007:176). 

7. Okinawa Prefectural Peace Museum (opened 1975, 
exhibits changed in 1978, rebuilt in 2000) 

433,163 (2008) (Schoolchildren: 68 %, 63 % in group 
visits) 4,143,243 visitors 2000-2009. 

8. Shôkeikan (Tokyo) (opened 2006) 114,514 (April 2009-March 2010).35  

                                                                    
33 The number of schoolchildren is not given but the role of the museum in educating young people is em-
phasized. 
34 There are no statistics on the number of students but since it is a patriotic education base, schoolchildren cer-
tainly visit. 
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9. Peace Osaka (opened 1991) 71,317 (2008) (Minami 2009:37). (School children 
67.6 % (2001)) (Seaton 2007:176). 

10. Kawasaki Peace Museum (opened 1992) 54,620 (Children: about 18 %) (2009). 
11. Kyoto Museum for World Peace (opened 1992, 
enlarged in 2002) 

52,500 (2009) (Schoolchildren: about 50.9 %). 
742,000 visitors since opening (until February 2011). 

12. Kanagawa Plaza for Global Citizenship Peace 
Exhibition Room (opened 1998) 

54,830 (2009) (Schoolchildren and students: about 
35.5 %). Total since opening: 790,491.36  

13. Exhibition and Reference Library for Peace and 
Consolation (Tokyo) (opened 2000) 

49,268 (2010) (School children: 20 % according to 
survey done by the museum (response rate 6 %)). 

14. Saitama Prefecture Peace Museum and Reference 
Library (opened 1993) 

32,824 (2008) (University students and below: about 
40.4 %) 166,922 2006-2010. 

15. Takamatsu Peace Memorial Room (opened 1995) 25,703 (2009) (Children under 18: 52.2 %). (Total 
since opening: 464 123 (54.4 % children under 18)). 

16. Hokuchin Museum (Asahikawa, Hokkaido) (Op-
ened 1964, reopened 2007) 

25,243 (2008) (Minami 2009:36). 100,000 visitors 
since reopening (Hokuchin Museum website).  

17. Sakai Peace and Human Rights Museum (Osaka-
fu) (opened 1994, refurbished 2006) 

18,666 (2010) (School children: about 49.4 % (Junior 
high school and below)). 

18. Himeji Historical Peace Center (opened 1996) 16,065 (2010) (School children (junior high school 
and below) 19,8 %). 

19. Sendai War Damage and Recovery Memorial 
(opened  

About 10,000 (Children: about 45 %)  

20. Oka Masaharu Memorial Museum (Nagasaki) 
(opened 1995) 

About 5,000 (School children: 65-75 %). 

21. Suita War Material Room for Peace (Osaka-fu) 
(opened 1992) 

3,454 (2009) (Children: About 3 %)  

22. Women’s active museum on war and peace 
(WAM) (Tokyo) (opened 2005) 

3,136 (2007) (School children: 8.4 %).  

23. Grassroots House (Kôchi) (opened 1989) About 3,000 (participants in activities).  

 

The material collected consists of photographs, video recordings and printed material. Most 

museums gave permission to take photographs and make video recordings of the exhibits. In 

some cases, however, such permission was not forthcoming. Several of the larger museums 

produced catalogues that were available for visitors to purchase. These catalogues contain 

images of, if not all the material, then nearly all that is on display. The Memorial Hall of the 

Victims in Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders, the 9.18 History Museum, the Yûshûkan, 

the Himeyuri Peace Museum and the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum all forbid 

visitors to take photographs of exhibits even for research purposes. However, at all these in-

stitutions I was able to purchase a catalogue containing images of the exhibits and the textual 

material on display. 

Data were collected on, for example, visitor numbers and press articles on the 

museums. When selecting museums to be analysed, the aim was to include a large number of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
35 Uses a machine at the entrance to count visitors and hence has no statistics concerning how many are school-
children or students. 
36 The figure refers to visitors to three exhibitions rooms – the Children Fantasy Exhibition Room, the Interna-
tional Understanding Exhibition Room and the Peace Exhibition Room. Visitors purchase one ticket and can 
enter all three exhibition rooms. There are no figures showing how many enter each exhibition, although many 
parents are said to bring their children to visit the Children Fantasy Exhibition Room. 
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museums to make it possible to detect patterns in how the war is portrayed. The selection cri-

teria used are set out below. The museums should deal with the Asia-Pacific war.37 This dis-

qualifies, for example, general history museums that may include a small section dealing with 

the war period. Furthermore, the exhibitions should have a historical narrative. Institutions 

that simply display war memorabilia without putting it into a historical narrative were ex-

cluded because they, generally, do not mention any events. Moreover, an effort was made to 

include museums from all over Japan and China in order to be sensitive to regional and other 

possible variations. Accessibility also matters – museums that are easily accessible were 

given priority along with those that are well-known and receive a large number of visitors. 

Lists of and literature concerning relevant museums were consulted to help identify the most 

relevant museums.38 

All the museums are analysed in the analysis of topics. However, for practical 

reasons, the analysis of narratives focuses on a selected number of especially prominent exhi-

bitions. Detailed analysis was carried out on only a few museums in each country – the ones 

that receive the largest number of visitors and the most attention. In the case of China, all the 

museums visited apart from the Jianchuan Museum Cluster are state institutions. In order to 

see whether there is a difference between private and public institutions, a detailed analysis 

was carried out on the Jianchuan Museum Cluster. The analysis of Chinese museums centred 

on those that receive the largest number of visitors, that is, the War of Resistance Museum in 

Beijing, the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Museum and the 9.18 History Museum in Shenyang. 

These three institutions do not just receive large numbers of visitors their profiles are high in 

other ways as well. All three have hosted Japanese politicians – they have, in this sense, been 

                                                                    
37 Some museums at which material was collected were still excluded because they do not fit the selection cri-
teria applied to select museums to be analysed in the analysis of topics. This is the case with the Military Mu-
seum in Beijing and the Shôwakan in Tokyo. The latter was excluded because it deals very little with the war. 
Indeed, its name, the Shôwakan, refers to the Shôwa period, which did not end until 1989. The former was ex-
cluded because the exhibition dealing with the War of Resistance at the museum is only one among a large num-
ber of exhibitions dealing with a large number of Chinese wars. The exhibition on the war period at the Japanese 
National Museum of History was excluded on the same grounds. It might be argued that the Yûshûkan is similar 
to these two museums in that it does not deal only with the Asia-Pacific War. However, in the case of the 
Yûshûkan, the wars that precede the Asia-Pacific War only date back to the 19th century and could be regarded 
as contextualization of the events of the Asia-Pacific War. Furthermore, the Yûshûkan has been the object of 
controversy not only in Japan but also internationally, and the fact that it is run by the Yasukuni Shrine also 
makes it an important case. This does not mean that the National Museum of History and the Military Museum 
are not worthy of attention. However, a selection needs to be made and even though these museums are excluded 
a large number of museums are still included. The material analysed should be sufficient to obtain a satisfactory 
understanding of how history is depicted in Chinese and Japanese narratives about the war, and of which narra-
tives dominate. 
38 In the case of Japan, the Peace and War Museum Guidebook, was used, which lists a large number of Japanese 
museums (Rekishi Kyôikusha Kyôgikai 2004). Chinese museums were located using lists of museums published 
on the Internet, such as the List of Model Patriotic Bases (News of the Communist Party of China 2009a) and the 
list of Red Tourism (News of the Communist Party of China 2009b) sites, both of which can be found as links on 
the CCP Propaganda Department’s website (News of the Communist Party of China 2009c). 
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the objects of “museum diplomacy”.39 Furthermore, they have all been discussed in debates in 

the Japanese parliament, the Diet; they are all closely connected with some of the main days 

of commemoration of the war in China;40 and they all conduct commemorative activities that 

receive media attention on these dates. Finally, they are on the list of 100 model patriotic edu-

cation bases, along with sites such as the Forbidden City, Tiananmen Square and the Great 

Wall.  

Taken together, seven Japanese museums, the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Mu-

seum, the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Mu-

seum, the Himeyuri Peace Museum, the Yamato Museum, the Peace Museum for Kamikaze 

Pilots in Chiran and the Yûshûkan received 5,336,123 visitors in 2008 (Minami 2009:36-37). 

The analysis of Japanese narratives focuses on these museums since they receive the largest 

number of visitors and can therefore be assumed to have the greatest impact on views about 

the war. It does, of course, matter who visits. If we suppose that schoolchildren are in a phase 

of their lives in which they are more malleable than adults, it follows that museums that re-

ceive schoolchildren in large numbers are more influential. 

2.13 Conclusions 
This chapter has presented the theoretical concepts central to the study as well as the material 

that is to be analysed. Simply put, identities are seen as images constructed by groups, the 

members of which identify to different degrees with these images. Narratives about groups 

are elaborate anecdotes that instantiate or exemplify such images. Narratives that deal with 

the past could be said to make up or exemplify the collective memory of a community. Such 

communities are thus imagined entities. The narratives about the past that are the objects of 

                                                                    
39 For example, Murayama became the first Japanese prime minister to visit the War of Resistance Museum. 
While visiting, Murayama stated that: “I have come to the Marco Polo Bridge, which is one of the symbols of 
the war that caused a great loss for the Chinese people. It has reminded me of the past and strengthened my de-
termination to work for peace.” In the museum’s guestbook, he wrote: “Face history and wish for Japan-China 
friendship and everlasting peace” (BBC Summary of World Broadcasts 1995). Hashimoto, who was the first 
Japanese prime minister to visit north-east China after the war, commented after visiting the museum that: 
“However easily we forget things, we cannot cast history aside; we must always bear its weight.” However, he 
also stressed the importance of looking ahead: “By looking squarely at history, we hope the friendship between 
Japan and China will further develop in the future” (Sasajima 1997). Koizumi visited the War of Resistance 
Museum in Beijing in 2001 and expressed his “heartfelt apology and condolences” (!"#$%&'()) 
(Koizumi 2001). The current prime minister, Kan Naoto, laid a wreath for the victims at the Nanjing Massacre 
Memorial in 2002, when he offered apologies and expressed remorse to some survivors of the Atrocity with 
whom he met (Xinhua News Agency 2002). 
40 On 18 September 1931, the Japanese army in north-east China exploded a bomb in Mukden (now Shenyang) 
and blamed the Chinese in order to occupy Manchuria. On 7 July 1937, full-scale war broke out after shots were 
fired at Lugouqiao (Marco Polo Bridge), close to where the War of Resistance Museum is now located. On 13 
December 1937, what came to be called the Nanjing Massacre (and the Rape of Nanjing) started as the GMD’s 
capital, Nanjing, fell. 
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study are constructed through discourse. They order and connect events into a meaningful 

story for and about these communities and their members. Three narrative emplotments have 

been presented – heroic, victim and aggressor emplotments. Chapter 3 discusses method-

ological concerns, including a method for studying emplotments, which explicates indicators 

that make it possible to anchor the analysis of narrative emplotments firmly in the material 

analysed.   
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Chapter 3: Method  

Quite a lot of research has been carried out on narratives dealing with war. In this body of 

literature, a range of different kinds of narrative are said to exist – victim narratives, victor 

narratives, aggressor narratives, and so on. However, it is often unclear in the existing schol-

arship how the analyst recognizes a certain type of narrative when s/he sees one. Moreover, 

these studies are often preoccupied with one particular case and context. One consequence of 

this is that these studies do not provide a general framework that can be used in systematic 

and comparative studies of narratives across contexts. The framework presented here aims to 

fill this gap by building on and developing existing scholarship. A typology is presented and a 

method for the systematic study of narratives about war is proposed based on an approach that 

centres on the depiction of participants in the narratives studied. A general typology and 

framework for analysis are needed because they make possible systematic and comparative 

analyses of narratives about war by firmly “anchoring” the interpretations made in the ma-

terial analysed. Barker and Galasinski (2001:64) argue that, “linguistic analysis of discourse, 

anchored within systemic-functional linguistics, can help reduce the arbitrariness of interpre-

tation by anchoring it on the discourse itself”. It is sometimes argued that it is the systematiza-

tion of scholarly inquiry that makes it scientific. Furthermore, a framework is useful for stud-

ies in International Relations (IR) since it clarifies how “self” and “other” are depicted in nar-

ratives that instantiate the abstract images that are collective identities. Only through system-

atic and comparative study can we know the similarities and differences between narratives in 

different contexts. It might be argued that a lack of a systematic comparative focus risks lead-

ing to superficial comparisons that shed light on some differences and/or similarities while 

ignoring others. Such comparisons do only run the risk of creating and/or reinforcing stereo-

types and mistaken beliefs, but also fail to contribute to the production of knowledge and use-

ful insights about the phenomena studied.  
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The analysis is guided by the research questions presented in chapter 1.41 A cent-

ral issue concerns how events and participants are discursively depicted. This issue is crucial 

because content cannot be adequately studied without paying attention to form (e.g. Richard-

son 2007:46). The study is comparative as it seeks to uncover differences and similarities in 

the narratives presented at peace and war museums dealing with the war between 1931 and 

1945 – both within and between the two countries studied. The research strategy is retroduc-

tive, meaning that the researcher moves between the phenomenon studied and the framework 

employed. The framework, then, is not set in stone from the beginning – adjustments may 

very well be made along the way (Blaikie 2006:108-14). Furthermore, the approach is inter-

disciplinary as it combines methods and theoretical assumptions from several fields.42 

 In this chapter, the material to be analysed is discussed and the methods used are 

outlined, starting with the method for the contextual analysis. The method employed for the 

analysis of topics is introduced, and the method for analysing narratives, including the typol-

ogy for narratives about war, is discussed. 

3.1 Context 

Disciplines and approaches in the social sciences often analyse texts (in the broader sense of 

the term) in one form or another, be they speeches, documents, interviews or other representa-

tions, including images. Such texts, however, are hardly intelligible without knowledge con-

                                                                    
41 The contextual analysis answers the following questions: Under what conditions are narratives produced in 
China and Japan about the war in the 1930s and 1940s? What characterizes the social and historical contexts in 
which these museum exhibitions have been produced? The analysis of topics answers the following questions: 
Which topics, among the ones identified, are mentioned in the exhibitions? How are the topics mentioned de-
picted? The analysis of narrative answers the following questions: What kinds of narratives can be found and 
which ones dominate in peace and war museums dealing with the war in the 1930s and 1940s between China 
and Japan? To satisfactorily answer this question it is also necessary to answer the following question: How are 
these narratives constructed, that is, through what linguistic and other means are they created? 
42 Theo van Leeuwen has identified three models of interdisciplinarity. The centralist model “sees itself as the 
centre of the universe of knowledge” (van Leeuwen 2005:3). Such models place the theoretical frameworks, 
methods and subjects usually studied in the discipline at the centre. The pluralist model, on the other hand, is 
more interested in issues and problems and its approach to interdisciplinarity is one in which different disciplines 
cooperate as equal partners and remain autonomous. Edited volumes containing works by scholars from different 
fields working on the same problem make up a common result of such endeavours. In the integrationist model, 
finally, researchers bring their special skills to the table and cooperate in a spirit of teamwork based on the idea 
that the disciplines involved are interdependent. Like the pluralist model it is problem-oriented (van Leeuwen 
2005:3-10). Even though I find the attitude to research advocated by those belonging to the integrationist model 
appealing, a dissertation is written by one person. Nonetheless, since my dissertation project is problem-driven, I 
believe that an approach which integrates methods and theories from different disciplines is the most promising 
and fruitful. Obviously, one person cannot do everything well (van Leeuwen 2005:8). My strategy has therefore 
been to not only immerse myself in the relevant literature in each field but also to try to receive comments on my 
ideas and work from researchers active in each discipline on which the research project touches.  
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cerning the circumstances under which they were produced, the history of the ideas articu-

lated and the other texts and ideas that are referred to in the texts analysed. For this reason, 

approaches within Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) stress the importance of context (Wo-

dak & Meyer 2009:20-21, Richardson 2007:20, 24-25, van Dijk 2010, van Dijk 2008:237-47, 

Wodak & Reisigl 2000:41). Social science has a lot to learn from CDA concerning the treat-

ment and theorization of context. The concept of context employed, like the theoretical 

framework as a whole, has to be defined by the object of study and depart from the problem 

central to the study. As is mentioned above, the analysis conducted in this study is divided 

into two main sections: the contextual analysis and the analysis of narratives. The material 

analysed in the narrative analysis section does not exist and cannot be understood in a 

vacuum. The contextual analysis is hence necessary in order to understand the broader impli-

cations of the results of the narrative analysis.  

On a fundamental level, emphasizing the salience of context entails arguing for 

events, actions, written or spoken texts, and so on, to be understood within the environments 

in which they occur. “We thus not only describe but especially also explain the occurrence or 

properties of some focal phenomenon in terms of some aspects of its context” (van Dijk 

2010:4). The issue of what is relevant – and by extension also irrelevant – context is one that 

is seldom given much treatment within the social sciences. Indeed, it is not uncommon to 

come across texts claiming to present the “context” or the “relevant context” of a specific 

phenomenon without referring to a theory of context and without arguing why the context 

presented is relevant. One argument that could be made is that the context is indexed in the 

text – it is somehow referred to. However, this approach is somewhat unsatisfactory, as some 

of the factors influencing a text surely are not explicitly referred to. It might instead be argued 

that the context has to do with the broader conditions of production of a text. Put simply, this 

would include all the factors that influence the production of a text. The question is how the 

analyst determines what these relevant factors are. An easy solution to this problem does not 

seem to exist. Two analysts with a broad knowledge of the general and the specific conditions 

of production may well stress different aspects of the context. If this is the case, the contex-

tual account becomes a theory among others and the plausibility of it will be the object of 

discussion among scholars. One way of making firmer claims about context might be to dem-

onstrate empirically that a certain kind of phenomenon has occurred and has affected the text, 

or a text belonging to the same category (or universe or class of events) as that studied, and to 

argue that it is therefore possible that this has affected or may in the future affect other cases – 
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or that because this has happened before, those involved in the production of similar texts are 

likely to be aware of and affected, in one way or another, by it.    

 The approach to context used here has been adapted from the four-level ap-

proach to context developed by Reisigl and Wodak (2009:93) (See also Wodak 2008b:12-13). 

Context is hence divided into four levels:  

 
1. The immediate co-text in which the textual elements analysed appear. 
2. Intertextuality – the intertextual and interdiscursive relationships between utterances, 

texts, genres and discourses, including the origins and history of the discourses. 
3. The general and specific extra-linguistic institutional frames in which the narratives 

analysed are produced. 
4. The broader socio-political and historical contexts that the discursive practices are 

embedded in and related to. 
 
The assumptions regarding co-text posited in the theory of context employed need to be taken 

into account when the analysis of narratives is conducted. It is therefore not a part of the an-

alysis carried out in the contextual analysis chapters. These chapters instead deal with the 

three other contextual levels. When the contextual analysis is carried out, it is divided into 

two main parts: the broader socio-political and historical context, including the history of the 

relevant discourses; and the analysis of the institutional context in which these particular mu-

seums function. As these contexts are discussed, intertextuality and interdiscursivity are taken 

into account. Intertextuality and interdiscursivity are not treated separately but discussed 

within the other analyses because intertextuality and interdiscursivity often characterize these 

contexts. Furthermore, they need to be taken into account when the analysis of narratives is 

conducted. 

3.1.1 Text and co-text 

To start with, a word needs to be understood in the context of the sentence in which it ap-

pears. The sentence is part of a paragraph and an exhibit is part of a larger display. Displays 

make up parts of sections of exhibitions housed in museums. While the co-text is part of the 

theory about the context employed, these assumptions matter when conducting an analysis of 

narratives, rather than when conducting the contextual analysis. Since the objects of study in 

the analysis of narratives are museum exhibitions, this level of context has to take account of 

theoretical assumptions central to the study of museum exhibitions.  



 65 

The exhibitions dealt with here, in contrast to some exhibitions, are governed by 

historical themes rather than by available objects. When objects and images are put on display 

in a historical exhibition they have already been taken out of their original context and are re-

contextualized. As they are re-contextualized they become infused with the values of the new 

context. In such exhibitions, artefacts and images lose their primacy and become subordinate 

to the themes. Their function is mainly corroborative. They “give added force to the argu-

ment” (Crew & Sims 1991:171, cf. Barthes 1977:32-51). An image may have several possible 

meanings and the text is used to tie one of these down – it is used to fix the meaning (Barthes 

1977:39). Even though images make strong impressions and the images may be what the visi-

tors remember, the text tells visitors how they are to be remembered. Different images can, of 

course, accompany similar texts. For example, the text “in December 1937 the Japanese mili-

tary captured Nanjing and committed the Nanjing massacre” may be accompanied by either 

an image showing the Japanese troops marching into Nanjing or Chinese soldiers defending 

Nanjing or by one of the Chinese victims of the massacre. Moreover, images and headings, 

can draw the visitor’s attention to a section of an exhibition.  

Of course, there may be contradictions between texts and images just as there 

are contradictions in society. It has been argued that “societies are not homogeneous, but 

composed of groups with varying, and often contradictory, interests, the messages produced 

by individuals will reflect the differences, incongruities and clashes which characterize social 

life” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2003:18).43 The possibility of contradictions between texts and 

images cannot be ignored. However, even when such contradictions do exist, they may be 

difficult to detect.44 The narrative, it could perhaps be said, has an overwhelming function and 

has been designed in order to hide such contradictions. In addition, the narrative may also 

possess an emotional force that further serves to obscure contradictions. It is therefore un-

likely that the casual visitor will notice such ambiguities. Nonetheless, the analyst needs to be 

aware of the possibility of their existence. The argument that objects and images are subordi-

nate to narratives is further indicated by the fact that some objects are created to illustrate the 

narrative. Whereas some objects on display are historical artefacts, others have been created 

to be displayed. Statues and paintings that illustrate historical events belong to this category 

of objects that differ from artefacts used in the past.  

                                                                    
43 For example, an image used in an advertisement, which is clearly sexist, may be accompanied by a text that 
goes out of its way not to be (Kress & van Leeuwen:18). 
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3.1.2 Intertextuality and interdiscursivity 

Intertextuality concerns how texts are related to other texts, that is, how they are referred to 

and discussed in other texts (Fairclough 1992:102). Different settings are interrelated through 

intertextuality: “Ostensibly unrelated institutions and genres, such as cabinet, parliament, 

school, pub, TV, press, exhibition and film are connected via the process of discursive recon-

textualization” (Heer & Wodak 2008:12). We hence have a theoretical argument, according to 

which the narratives on which the analysis is centred are related to other texts in other arenas. 

Empirical evidence to illustrate this argument is presented in chapters 4 and 5.  

Texts are never constructed in a vacuum. They exist in relation to other texts, 

past and present. Intertextuality “signals the accumulation and generation of meaning across 

texts where all meanings depend on other meanings” (Barker & Galasinski 2001:69). These 

texts include excerpts from and are based on other texts. Texts are interrelated in that they 

refer to the same events and the same participants. It could be said that a “text responds to, 

reaccentuates, and reworks past texts, and in so doing helps to make history and contributes to 

the wider process of change, as well as anticipating and trying to shape subsequent texts” 

(Fairclough 1992:102). This means that “written texts can be part of an ongoing communica-

tive interaction – for example, a dispute or a supplication or a political agenda – that in subtle 

and profound ways shapes the narrative text” (Ochs 1998:188). It can therefore be said that 

texts can be seen as answers to other texts and to situations. Situations, such as societal cir-

cumstances, may give rise to questions. Specific texts and narratives may be produced as re-

sponses to such circumstances (Ochs 1998:188). Narratives in museum exhibitions are thus 

answers to or comments on other texts or situations. A narrative presented at a museum could 

be described as the end of a textual chain (Wodak 2008b:18). This means that in the course of 

planning an exhibition, curators may have received comments from citizens, the government 

or other groups concerned about the content of the planned exhibition. Newspaper articles 

may have criticized certain parts of the plans. The end result or outcome of such discussions 

and comments would be the end of the textual chain. However, in the case of museum exhibi-

tions, such end results will not necessarily exist for eternity – they can be changed. An exhibi-

tion may be revised because it is criticized after it has opened. The curators may be alerted to 

factual errors in the exhibition. It is also possible that if an exhibition becomes a huge suc-

                                                                                                                                                                             
44 They are arguably easier to notice in advertisements that may contain a single image and a short text. How-
ever, in a museum exhibition, consisting of a large number of images, objects and texts telling the story of a 
specific historical period, it will be considerably more difficult to identify such inconsistencies. 
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cess, money is allocated to enlarge it. Exhibitions are not just responses to other texts; they 

also provoke reactions and responses. They are discussed and touched on in other texts.45 The 

museums studied here are based on and sometimes make references to other texts. Similarly, 

other texts may refer to these museums or to what is stated in a particular display in a mu-

seum. Newspaper articles, for example, may report on museums. When someone makes an 

argument in a text, s/he may refer to an exhibit in an exhibition because the museum is con-

sidered a reliable source. Museums and their exhibits may also be referred to in parliamentary 

debates, as is shown below. 

As is noted above, arguments may be transferred from one text to another. 

When a textual element is taken out of one context and inserted into another it is first de-

contextualized (from the original context) and then re-contextualized into another. Such re-

contextualization causes a partial change in meaning in the textual element. How meaning 

changes is linked to the context into which it is re-contextualized – to the values and interests 

of the new context (Heer & Wodak 2008:12, van Leeuwen & Wodak 1999:93-98). Re-

contextualization is always part of representation. In the words of van Leeuwen and Wodak, 

“(i)n the case of a discursive practice, we represent (report, explain, analyse, teach, interpret, 

dramatize, critique, etc.) some other social practice(s), whether discursive or not, and this 

therefore always takes place outside the context of the represented practice” (1999:96). All 

this, of course, has consequences for all representations of historical events, no matter 

whether it is a history textbook, a museum exhibition or a study conducted by a history pro-

fessor.  

3.1.3 The broader socio-political and historical contexts 

Outlining the societal and historical contexts within which the museums operate is crucial to 

understanding the meaning of the exhibitions on display. Without such contextual knowledge 

it is impossible to draw any conclusions regarding their functions in relation to domestic iden-

tity politics. For example, it is noted above that different groups within a society make their 

                                                                    
45 A quote made by a politician may, for example, be taken out of the context in which it was originally uttered 
and re-contextualized to fit an argument made by a journalist or political opponent of the politician. In this pro-
cess, then, something that was uttered in one context may be repeated in another context. When this is done, the 
speaker may wish to draw on the connotations of the original context or simply ridicule the original speaker. A 
person who starts a speech with the words “I have a dream” is most probably aware of the speech made by the 
Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and may wish the image of the Reverend to pop up into the heads of the audi-
ence. Invoking other texts and the connotations of those texts thus has to do with meaning-making. The meaning 
of the words uttered, however, will differ from the words as they were uttered in the original context. This is also 
the case when historical events or objects are referred to or represented. They are taken out of their original con-
text and represented. 
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own readings of the past, stressing certain national “traits” and values as being distinctive of 

the members of the group. If the members of the group adopt such narratives it may have an 

impact on their behaviour. However, without knowledge of the societal context it is difficult 

to understand how such narratives may fit into the domestic context. Information on the soci-

etal and historical contexts is indispensible for an understanding of how a particular historical 

narrative presented in a museum is connected to other societal domains and larger political 

debates. Paying attention to the historical context involves providing an account of how views 

of the past have developed historically in the context studied. An important aspect of this con-

textualization has to do with groups that have created certain discourses and their domestic 

political objectives. These discourses may have developed and been used to achieve certain 

aims in the past and may be used again, for similar or different purposes, in a new context. 

3.1.4 The institutional context 

The museums studied operate under certain contextual conditions and constraints that may 

vary between and within societies. A distinction is made between the institutional context, 

which includes the more specific conditions under which texts are produced and the broader 

socio-political conditions. The broader political context is considered in the analysis of the 

socio-political and historical context and does not deal specifically and narrowly with the con-

text in which museums operate. The institutional context can be divided into general and spe-

cific contextual information. The former refers to general information concerning museum 

exhibitions in China and Japan respectively, whereas the latter has to do with contextual in-

formation regarding specific exhibitions, for example, episodes that can help to explain the 

presence or absence of a certain exhibit in a particular exhibition. Of course, such specific 

contextual information may be regarded as part of the general context, especially if similar 

episodes involving other museum exhibitions have occurred. Specific contextual information 

may thus be provided in the analysis of a particular narrative in order to explain or contextual-

ize a particular exhibit. General contextual information, on the other hand, is provided in 

chapters 4 and 5.   

3.2 Analysis of topics 

Topical analysis is used in several approaches to CDA, often as the first step in a project that 

after this initial investigation moves on to conduct a closer examination of linguistic realiza-
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tions (Wodak & Reisigl 2000:36-40, Jäger & Maier 2009:53-54, Huckin 2002:347-72). The 

present study draws on all these approaches to the analysis of discourse topics, but develops a 

way of conducting such analysis that takes account of the specific object of study.  

An analysis of topics makes it possible to provide an overview of the themes or 

topics dealt with in particular exhibitions. Such an analysis is useful when dealing with large 

amounts of material, as is the case here. Obviously, the analysis has its merits as well as its 

disadvantages. For example, it provides insights concerning which events, phenomena or 

themes are mentioned in a large number of exhibitions, thereby providing an overview of the 

content and facilitating a comparison within and between the countries dealt with. It therefore 

makes it possible to see whether certain themes dominate in one country whereas other 

themes are more common in the other. That a topic is mentioned does not necessarily mean 

much. Attention is therefore also paid to how these events are depicted. Since this analysis is 

far from exhaustive, however, it is followed by an in-depth analysis of the narratives of some 

of the more prominent museums. The analysis of topics is similar to the one performed in 

chapter 1, on how the “history issue” in Sino-Japanese relations has been defined in scholarly 

works and newspaper articles.  

The topical content of the exhibitions is analysed in order to provide an over-

view of how a number of events and phenomena are depicted. This overview is a first basis 

for comparison and provides insights concerning how the war is contextualized. While the 

interest is chiefly in how the war period between 1931 and 1945 is depicted, some narratives 

may start in 1937, ignoring the events that preceded the outbreak of full-scale war on 7 July 

1937. Other narratives may begin with the Sino-Japanese war of 1894-95. In contrast to what 

is the case in Europe, in East Asia, colonialism and war are often conflated in historical narra-

tives. Other stories may continue into the post-war period, emphasizing for example de-

colonization around the world or the Cold War and the nuclear age. All these different ways 

of contextualizing the events that took place during the war affect the overall meaning of the 

presentation.  

By checking which topics can be found in particular cases it is possible to see 

which topics are frequently dealt with and which ones are often left out. Nonetheless, since 

the focus is on Sino-Japanese relations, disparities between Chinese and Japanese representa-

tions are of course a central concern. How are topics to be chosen? There are several ways of 

drawing up a long list of topics. For example, the researcher may come up with topics through 

a process of “soaking and poking”, that is, immersing oneself in the material. Familiarity with 
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the historical period dealt with makes it possible to produce a large number of topics. How-

ever, since the material is extensive and especially since the aim of this initial analysis is to 

provide an overview of how the war is treated in Chinese and Japanese narratives, the number 

of topics should be kept small. A small selection of topics makes it possible to analyse not 

just if but also how these topics are depicted. Since it is an overview we are after, major 

events and phenomena should be chosen.  

The following topics were selected for this study: the Sino-Japanese War (1894-

95), the September 18 Incident (1931), the Lugouqiao (*+,), or Marco Polo Bridge Inci-

dent (7 July 1937), the Nanjing Atrocity, the “comfort women”, the nuclear bombings of Hi-

roshima and/or Nagasaki, and the War Crimes trials and the post-war era. This analysis pro-

vides an overview that makes it possible to get a rough idea of how the events treated are con-

textualized but does not go as deep into the specifics as the analysis of narratives does. Atten-

tion is paid to vocabulary, that is, how events are labelled, as this is, in some cases, crucial to 

the meaning conveyed. In Japanese debates about history, different ideological positions are 

reflected in different wordings. For example, leftists usually refer to the war as a whole as an 

“aggressive war” (-./0) while conservatives may admit that “aggressive acts” (-.1

2 shinryaku kôi) were committed. Right-wingers may deny that aggressive acts were com-

mitted and instead claim the war was just. The word ‘shinryaku’ (-.) also means “inva-

sion”. When used to refer to an invasion, however, it is implied that the invasion was an ag-

gressive one. In less critical narratives words such as ‘shinshutsu’ (34), meaning “ad-

vance”, may be used (Seaton 2006:20-21, Yamazaki 2006:157-58).46 That these different re-

ferential choices ascribe different meanings to events should be obvious.  

In sum, the analysis of topics answers the following questions: Which topics, 

among those identified, are mentioned in the exhibitions? How are the topics mentioned? This 

analysis is similar to the one performed in chapter 1, which examined how the history issue in 

Sino-Japanese relations has been defined in scholarly works and newspaper articles. 

3.3 Analysing narratives about war 

The analysis of narratives is divided into three main parts – the discursive construction of 

groups, the narratives per se and the interpretations of the narratives or stories told in the form 
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of historical lessons for the present and future. Before moving on to discussing these three 

parts in more detail, it is necessary to briefly discuss issues concerning CDA and language. 

3.3.1 CDA and issues concerning language 

Most studies based on CDA deal with texts in European languages. This does not, however, 

mean that CDA analyses cannot be performed on texts in non-European languages. Indeed, it 

has been stated that one of the most important issues for CDA to deal with is comparative 

studies across linguistic and cultural boundaries, in order to overcome the Euro-centrism that 

has characterized it (Wodak & Meyer 2009:14). Analyses of texts have been conducted in 

Chinese and Japanese. However, even though the basic assumptions governing CDA are the 

same in all languages, attention needs to be paid to differences in the functional grammar be-

tween languages since such differences may involve differences in lexical choice. Put differ-

ently – while it is possible to choose between different lexical choices in one language, it is 

not always possible to choose in another language. The range of choices may differ some-

what. This has been pointed out with regard to the study of Chinese discourses by Fang 

(1994:468-69), and concerning Japanese ones by Barnard (2003:257-58). Hence, studies of 

the metafunctional grammar of the Chinese and Japanese languages have been consulted 

(Halliday & McDonald 2004:305-393, Teruya 2004:185-249). In the present study, however, 

the material is so extensive that only very basic grammatical constructions are analysed. 

It is sometimes argued that the history-related problems in Sino-Japanese rela-

tions are linked to cultural and linguistic differences: “many Japanese argue that shinshitsu 

[sic] (advance into) and jiken (incident) are not such benign terms as they may sound in Chi-

nese, and hence their use in describing Japanese action in China does not amount to white-

washing. With apparent sincerity, some Japanese and even Chinese say that cultural mis-

understanding has exacerbated the history problem between the two countries. While the 

Japanese prefer to be ambiguous, they argue the Chinese style is more direct” (Yang, D. 

2002:18-19). Some argue that the Japanese language makes use of passive forms to a larger 

extent than other languages and that such usage does not imply that the author of a text is try-

ing to obfuscate agency. While this argument certainly has some currency, for example, in 

that vagueness and passive verb forms are more common in Japanese and explicitness often 

characterizes Chinese, this kind of reasoning borders on a linguistic determinism that is 

                                                                                                                                                                             
46 The question of wording is even subtler when it comes to how the war itself is labelled. Defenders of the war 
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highly questionable. Nor can it explain the empirical fact that the same event is labelled dif-

ferently within a certain language (e.g. massacre or incident), or that some events are labelled 

massacre and other events incident. This goes not only for the labelling of events but also for 

the use of verb forms and nominalizations – comparison can reveal such differences. To 

understand such variance it is necessary to look beyond language to political and ideological 

factors. Language, in other words, is determined by ideological persuasion, not the other way 

around. The ideological point of view of a speaker or writer determines linguistic realization 

(unless the speaker/writer manages to hide her convictions). For example, it seems reasonable 

to assume that, even though both countries use the Korean language, constraints on linguistic 

realization differ in the Koreas. Grammatical limitations may of course exist but apart from 

these there are almost certainly societal constraints that have little to do with inherent features 

of language and much to do with ideological biases. Hence, those belonging to a group with a 

certain political conviction within a country may label an event a massacre while their politi-

cal opponents prefer the term incident. It may also be that an event during which members of 

an out-group victimized members of an in-group is labelled a massacre whereas if the oppos-

ite is the case it is labelled an incident. The empirical existence of variance in reference to 

events and actions refutes the linguistic determinist argument. As long as there is linguistic 

choice the determinist argument lacks currency. 

It also needs to be emphasized that far-reaching conclusions are not drawn on 

the basis of one or a few instances of passive verb forms. Other factors and representational 

choices are taken into account. Conclusions are therefore drawn on the basis of patterns that 

go far beyond verb forms. Other linguistic elements and the overall choice of content are 

taken into consideration.  

3.3.2 The discursive construction of groups 

This section addresses the issue of how to analyse which types of identity category are con-

structed and stressed as well as whether and how in-groups and out-groups are constructed 

and emphasized. When analysing specific narratives one of the most fundamental concerns is 

how key protagonists are referred to. In research on narratives about war (as in IR) it is often 

assumed before the analysis that the relevant identity category is the national. Such an as-

sumptions makes it less likely that the analyst will discover any other possible identity cate-

                                                                                                                                                                             
often label it “the Greater East Asian War” while progressives prefer the term “15-year war”. 
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gories. Indeed, a narrative may be interpreted as a national one even though it does not stress 

the national category. By treating the discursive construction of groups as an empirical issue it 

is possible to avoid the potential pitfall of presuming all narratives to be national ones that 

stress the national category to an equal extent. What kinds of communities are discursively 

constructed and stressed? Are the terms employed when referring to participants used in a 

consistent manner? Are national, local or other identity categories emphasized and what con-

sequences does this have? What kinds of identity categories are visitors encouraged to iden-

tify with? Michael Billig has argued that the constant reproduction of nationhood through the 

use of what are often understood as “banal” national symbols is not innocent: ”Nationhood is 

still being reproduced: it can still call for ultimate sacrifices; and, daily, its symbols and as-

sumptions are flagged” (Billig 1995:8). It can also be reproduced through the telling of certain 

stories and through the use of a certain kind of language when telling such stories. 

The discursive construction of groups might be regarded as a strategy employed 

in the construction of narratives. Strategy, as the word is conventionally used, has connota-

tions of cold calculation. Here, however, it is understood as being more complex. Agents have 

been socialized into behaving in a certain way (partly through their exposure to narratives 

about the group with which they are encouraged to identify) and their freedom of action is 

hence not absolute. As Wodak et al. puts it: “Strategic action is oriented towards a goal but 

not necessarily planned to the last detail or strictly instrumentalist: strategies can also be ap-

plied automatically” (Wodak et al. 2009:32). Linguistically, group belonging can be ex-

pressed, for example, by using the pronoun “we” (Wodak 2002:152-53). This pronoun often 

plays a central role in texts since it is open to manipulation (Barker & Galasinski 2001:74-

75). It can be used to linguistically realize communities (Íñigo-Mora 2004:27-52). The use of 

the pronoun we, often in connection with the name of a national group, for example “we 

Swedes”, is not necessarily done in a calculating way but may be used more or less automati-

cally because the agent using it has been socialized into identifying with the imagined com-

munity made up by Swedes. Nonetheless, in texts that have been prepared in advance for a 

certain purpose, for example, speeches by politicians and museum exhibitions, a higher level 

of calculation can be expected. When delivering a public speech domestically, a prime minis-

ter or president of a country is more likely to use the pronoun we in this way as the result of 

calculation in an attempt to appeal to or construct a national identity.  

While the pronoun we is perhaps more common, for example, in speeches than 

in narratives presented at history museums, there are other ways of linguistically expressing 
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group belonging. Such expressions include compound words such as the Japanese “waga-

kuni” (567) and the Chinese “woguo” (57), both meaning “our country”. There are also 

similar words such as the Chinese “zuguo” (87) and the Japanese equivalent “sokoku” (8

7), often translated as “motherland” although “ancestor land” would be closer to its literal 

meaning. Other expressions of such strategies include phrases such as “to take on something 

together” and “to cooperate and stick together” (Wodak 2002:152). These elements “invite 

identification and solidarity with the ‘we-group’, which, however, at the same time implies 

distancing from and marginalization of ‘others’” (Wodak 2002:153, cf. Dierkes 2005:262).47  

Metaphors can also be used to stress group belonging. Metaphors involve the 

representation of something as something else. Metaphors involve similar qualities being 

transferred from one area to another. To take just one common example, anthropomorphizing 

a state or a country personifies it, making identification and solidarity with the entity easier 

(Wodak & Reisigl 2000:58). Such anthropomorphization can take the form of the state-as-

person metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). This involves the conceptualization of a state “as 

a person, engaging in social relations within a world community. Its land-mass is its home. It 

lives in a neighborhood, and has neighbors, friends and enemies. States are seen as having 

inherent dispositions: they can be peaceful or aggressive, responsible or irresponsible, in-

dustrious or lazy” (Lakoff 1991). Such a conceptualization obscures the internal make-up of a 

state, for example, differences concerning religion, ethnicity and class. Such “metaphors im-

ply intra-national sameness” (Wodak et al. 2009:44). It therefore presents the state in a way 

that encourages identification with it at the same time as it stresses unity and obfuscates do-

mestic differences of opinion. This discussion points to the fact that participants in narratives 

do not necessarily need to be individuals or groups of people – they may be states or other 

entities. 

In any given sentence, there are always several choices concerning how to refer 

to a participant. Participants may be labelled as collectives or members of collectives or as 

individuals. The labels used may also have positive or negative connotations. One classic ex-

                                                                    
47 Put another way, choices of vocabulary do not just “project meaning and social values onto the referent, they 
also establish coherence relations with the way that other social actors are referred to and represented” (Richard-
son 2007:50). Hence, some participants in a story may be referred to in a way that turns them into “bad guys” 
while others are referred to in a way that construes them as “good guys”. The values associated with the labelling 
of one participant are, in other words, added further meaning in relation to the values that the reference of an-
other social actor connotes. Such descriptions are often related to the in-group/out-group nexus. The device that 
van Dijk calls the ideological square, mentioned above, neatly sums up how this functions. According to van 
Dijk, when this device is employed, the good actions/qualities of the in-group and the bad actions/qualities of the 
out-group will be foregrounded while the bad actions/qualities of the in-group and the good qualities/actions of 
the out-group will be backgrounded (van Dijk 1998:33). 
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ample is that one person’s freedom fighter is another person’s terrorist. However, there are 

many other examples. The terrorist/freedom fighter could be described in many other ways, 

for example, as a “family man”, “golf player”, “city-dweller”, “accountant”, “33-year old”, 

“heterosexual”, “activist”, “amateur singer” or “wannabe rock star”. Any person could be 

described in a number of ways. None of these labels is necessarily incorrect. When a choice is 

made between these different labels, however, this will have consequences for how the person 

is understood. Some group memberships are highlighted. In Richardson’s (2007:49) words: 

“We all simultaneously possess a range of identities, roles and characteristics that could be 

used to describe us equally accurately but not with the same meaning”. In this sentence, 

Richardson hints at what could perhaps be regarded as a general principle in critical analyses 

of texts – that an account can be factually correct but still highly ideological. When a text is 

analysed, it is not so much scrutinized for inaccuracies (even though occasionally what most 

historians consider to be factual errors may be discovered) as for expressions of an ideological 

nature. Choosing to label a participant in one way rather than another may be the result of a 

strategy of seeking to portray the participant in either a positive or a negative way. Part of 

such a strategy may be a willingness to depict the participant as someone to be identified 

with. The participant may, for example, be described as an exceptionally good example of 

how a member of the in-group should behave and identification is thus encouraged. One way 

of encouraging identification is to humanize the participant, to portray her/him as a person 

who leads or led a life similar to that led by most members of a particular community. 

To this could perhaps be added that it might be useful to explore the extent to 

which actions are described in a way that presents them as qualities, that is, as durable traits 

that cause a person to act in a certain way. Categories for classification have differed between 

different historical periods as well as between cultures: “What in one period or culture is rep-

resented as ‘doing’, as a more or less impermanent role, may in another be represented as ‘be-

ing’, as a more or less fixed identity” (van Leeuwen 1996:54-55). Furthermore, it seems rea-

sonable to believe that the good actions of the in-group, if we follow van Dijk’s reasoning on 

which the ideological square is based, will be presented as the result of the in-group’s inher-

ent qualities, and so on. The logic is that: “We are good and therefore we do good”. It then 

follows that: “No, a member of our group could never do that. We don’t do such things”.48 

                                                                    
48 This relation between actions and qualities is interesting. A politician may admit to having taken some illegal 
substances while partying as a student but would probably not admit to having been (or still being) a junkie. In 
this case, there is no “objective” way of determining where the line is to be drawn between action and quality. 
When does drug use turn someone into a junkie? Of course, it can certainly be argued that when use turns into an 
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The point is that when conducting an analysis attention needs to be paid to whether a partici-

pant does something or whether s/he is something. The issue of appraisal in representations is 

therefore important – “social actors are appraised when they are referred to in terms which 

evaluate them, as good or bad, loved or hated, admired or pitied” (van Leeuwen 1996:58). 

As is discussed below, in any given sentence, there are always several choices 

concerning how to refer to participants. When it comes to the construction of groups, it is sa-

lient whether participants are labelled as collectives, members of collectives or individuals. 

For example, are participants labelled as members of groups such as “Japanese”, “Japanese 

citizens” or “citizens of Tokyo” or are they individuals? In other words, to what extent is a 

group constructed and is this group the members of a nation, those who dwell in a particular 

city or those who belong to a certain organization?    

3.3.3 Analysing narratives 

Previous research on narratives about war in China and Japan were briefly discussed in chap-

ter 2. It was noted that although a number of different narratives are referred to, there is no 

satisfying typology or method for studying such narratives. It was also stated that such a ty-

pology has been developed for this study, in which three main types of emplotment and par-

ticipant are distinguished – victims, aggressors and heroes. This approach contributes to the 

study of narratives about war by presenting specific indicators that make it possible to anchor 

the analysis in the material analysed, thereby facilitating systematic analysis. This section 

explains this method in more detail.  

Heroes and aggressors are usually portrayed linguistically and in images as ac-

tors – they carry out actions. Victims, on the other hand, are on the receiving end of actions – 

they are acted on and often referred to in the CDA literature as patients. As is mentioned in 

chapter 2, elements in the narratives studied that depict or draw attention to these participants 

are emplotments. This gives us a typology of narratives about war in which there are three 

main emplotments – the heroic, the perpetrator and the victim emplotment. The attribution of 

responsibility is central to the approach to the study of narratives developed here in that in a 

pure victim emplotment history happens rather than being made. This obfuscates responsi-

                                                                                                                                                                             
addiction this makes the person using a junkie. However, judgement is not always based on such criteria and 
some may still brand a person who has stopped using drugs a junkie. It is easier when the referent word has to do 
with a profession. I teach from Monday to Friday every week and hence I am a teacher. However, with other 
labels it is more difficult to decide when action turns into quality and when behaviour becomes identity. How 
many lies do you have to tell to be a liar? The answer to this question is less clear-cut. 



 77 

bility. Heroes and perpetrators, on the other hand, are ascribed agency, although the former is 

evaluated in a positive and the other a negative light. Other types of participants, such as wit-

nesses, bystanders and traitors, sometimes figure in narratives. However, in the narratives 

studied, victims, perpetrators and heroes dominate, and the others do not figure as the main 

protagonist. When analysing the depiction of participants, methods for analysing texts as well 

as images and objects are employed. 

Different kinds of emplotment are realized partly through the use of certain 

kinds of linguistic construction as well as through the use of images and objects that direct 

attention to certain types of participant. Here, the qualifier “partly” is used to direct attention 

to an important feature of the way in which the analysis is performed and to avoid a mis-

understanding that is sometimes directed towards linguistic analyses in social science, 

namely, that the analysis of the form, that is, how something is expressed, involves ignoring 

the contents, that is, what is being stated. While what is articulated is indeed analysed, the 

analysis also inquires into how it is being said since it is believed that paying attention to how 

something is expressed will provide a fuller understanding of what is and what is not being 

said. When something is expressed in a certain way, a choice is made not to express it in an-

other way. These choices are a question not just of form but also of substance. It could even 

be said that substance, in part, is a matter of form: “how something is said is inseparably 

linked with what is said” (Pollack 2008a:133). Agency, then, is central to the conceptualiza-

tion of narrative emplotment. It is by examining the issue of agency that the lead actor in a 

narrative can be identified and a decision can be made concerning whether we are dealing 

with a victim, an aggressor or a hero emplotment. A specific narrative, it should be remem-

bered, may include elements stressing several different emplotments, although in a particular 

type of narrative a certain emplotment may dominate to a large extent. 

Textual analysis that focuses on the form of texts is employed more or less by 

all approaches within Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (e.g. Wodak & Meier 2009:28, van 

Dijk 2009:69-71, 114, van Leeuwen 2008:144-60, Fairclough 2009:162-83). In the analysis 

conducted here, the emphasis is on the depiction of the participants in the narratives studied. 

The way participants and their actions are labelled is of great importance for the meaning 

conveyed since “(t)he ‘same’ experience or object will be worded differently from perspec-

tives which are differently discursively framed” (Locke 2004:50). As is mentioned in the sec-

tion dealing with the discursive construction of groups there are several choices concerning 

how to label participants. Moreover, participants in events, as well as the events per se, are 
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assigned qualities through the use of predication. Such predication can be “used to criticise, 

undermine and vilify certain social actors” (Richardson 2007:53). Predicates, like other lin-

guistic elements, serve the function of foregrounding and backgrounding. They are hence 

“linguistically more or less evaluative (deprecatory or appreciative), explicit or implicit and – 

like reference and argumentation – specific or vague/evasive” (Wodak & Reisigl 2000:54). In 

the following two examples (in which the predicates are italicized) predication results in very 

different meanings: “the police beat the demonstrators in self defence.”; “the police brutally 

beat the demonstrators.” Predication, then, is closely related to the attribution of responsibility 

and the circumstances surrounding an action. It can be used to tone down responsibility or to 

provide an excuse or extenuating circumstances. It can also serve to highlight responsibility 

or point to aggravating circumstances. Choices regarding predication will have consequences 

for the impression receivers get of a participant.49  

Action is at the heart of the analysis of how participants are depicted in narra-

tives about war. The analysis of who does what to whom is central to arriving at a conclusion 

concerning what kind of emplotment we are dealing with. The depiction of action involves 

several choices that all affect how an action is perceived. To start with, if an action is de-

scribed using a verb there is a choice among what kind of verb to use. Consider the following 

sentence: “The soldiers dealt with/got rid of/killed/massacred/butchered the villagers.” These 

verbs may all describe the same event. Furthermore, the choices between active and passive 

verb forms (transitivity) as well as nominalizations are central to the analysis (Barker & 

Galasinski 2001:70-71, Richardson 2007:54-59, Fairclough 1992:235-36). Transitivity ”en-

ables the representation in multiple ways of an implied extra-linguistic reality” (Barker & 

Galasinski 2001:70). It is a matter of how different kinds of process type relate to the depic-

tion of participants in a text. Taken together, linguistic choices present drastically different 

realities. The meanings of the following two examples are quite different because of the dif-

ferences in predication: “the police brutally beat the peaceful demonstrators”; “the police 

were forced to beat the rioting demonstrators”. Responsibility for this incident is linguistically 

assigned to the police in the first example while in the second “the rioting demonstrators” are 

                                                                    
49 Consider, for example, that a newspaper writes, “disgraced bribe taker John Smith claims to be innocent.” 
Here the referent “John Smith” is predicated by “bribe taker”, which could have been the referent of the sentence 
had “John Smith” been omitted. In that case, “bribe taker” would have been predicated by disgraced. As the 
sentence now stands, it is likely that more than a few newspaper readers will believe John Smith to be guilty. 
After all, he is described as both a bribe taker and disgraced. This kind of predication clearly undermines John 
Smith’s credibility.  
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largely to blame. If the vocabulary and transitivity are changed, the meaning is further altered: 

“the rioting militants were dealt with”. In this sentence not only is the violence of the police is 

omitted and replaced by the imprecise “dealt with”, but the passive form also serves to ex-

clude the agent behind the action. Similarly, in narratives dealing with war, actors and their 

actions may be positively or negatively labelled and predicated, thereby depicting the actors 

as heroes or perpetrators. By excluding perpetrators the emphasis is put, to a greater extent, on 

the victim.    

Attention is also paid to whether and how agents are presented in images, stat-

ues and objects. These may draw attention to certain participants or types of participant. It is 

entirely possible that there are no images of actors in an exhibition. It is also possible that the 

centre of attention of an exhibition is one or several participants. In depictions of participants 

in images several aspects should be taken into account. For example, different kinds of im-

aginary relations can be established between the viewer of and the participant depicted in the 

image. They can, for example, be shown in close-ups that make them appear as friends of the 

viewer: “pictures can give us close-ups of people who, in reality, are and will remain strang-

ers to us” (Kress & van Leeuwen 2003:135). The portrayal of participants in images can, then, 

contribute to the creation of imagined relations between strangers and the creation of imag-

ined communities. Furthermore, a frontal angle increases the viewer’s involvement with the 

represented participant. In comparison, by placing participants far away from the viewer, 

making them small, they appear as strangers. Moreover, an oblique angle, as opposed to a 

frontal one, creates an impression of detachment and “otherness” (Kress & van Leeuwen 

2003:130-46, van Leeuwen 2008:137-41). If participants look back at the viewer this is often 

interpreted as a symbolic demand, the participant is depicted as wanting something from the 

viewer – if not the viewer becomes a voyeur, s/he can watch the participants without engaging 

with them (van Leeuwen 2008:140-41).  

Images and displays can show objects and participants in static or dynamic 

ways. Classificatory displays or images of objects involve the objects being depicted stati-

cally. Such static depictions may, of course, be accompanied by vivid textual descriptions 

even though the images or objects in themselves lack such vividness and dynamism. Images 

may, on the other hand, contain agents that use objects in a way that is similar to textual de-

pictions. Actors may, as in written sentences, perform different acts. These acts may or may 

not be directed towards other participants, that is, goals or patients (Kress & van Leeuwen 

2003:43-44). In such action processes, actors are often “the most salient participants, through 
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size, place in the composition, contrast against background, colour saturation or conspicuous-

ness, sharpness of focus, and through the ‘psychological salience’, which certain participants 

(e.g. the human figure, and even more so, the human face) have for viewers” (Kress & van 

Leeuwen 2003:61). Such action clauses always contain a vector, “formed by depicted ele-

ments that form an oblique line, often a quite strong, diagonal line” (Kress & van Leeuwen 

2003:57). Imagine, for example, an image in which hunters holding their raised rifles can be 

seen in the foreground, moving in the direction of their prey – animals that can be seen drink-

ing water from a river in the background. In such an image, the hunters are portrayed as sali-

ent in that they are foregrounded, they are larger than the backgrounded animals and they 

move in the direction of the animals. In such an image, a vector can be said to emanate from 

the raised rifles carried by the hunters in the direction of the animals who make up the goal of 

the action. However, actions in images do not always have goals. For example, in an image 

showing soldiers marching in a certain direction it may be unclear whether they are marching 

towards a goal. In an image showing soldiers (in the foreground) attacking, for example, a 

post held by the enemy (in the background) the latter will function as goal or patient (Cf. 

Kress & van Leeuwen 2003:43-78). Agency can be depicted in this way not just in images but 

also in three-dimensional visual representation, for example, in statues and sculptures. Statues 

and sculptures are often among the largest and most eye-catching exhibits in museums. They 

are often placed outside museums and are therefore among the first exhibits encountered by 

the visitor. Participants depicted in sculptures can have the same vectorial structure as partici-

pants in images. Arms, for example, often form vectors that imply either transitive action to a 

goal or a goalless, non-transitive action (Kress & van Leeuwen 2003:242-43). 

Agency and hence participants, then, can be depicted, obfuscated and excluded 

not just in texts but also in images. As is pointed out by van Leeuwen, there is a “difference 

between, on the one hand, ‘personalised’ pictures of bombardments, say in feature film se-

quences showing, in close up, the faces of the crew as they drop the bombs, as well as the 

faces of the villagers down below as they are about to be bombed, and, on the other hand, 

diagrams of the same event, for instance maps with large arrows pointing at the targets and 

schematic drawings representing the explosions” (van Leeuwen 1996:34). The same goes for 

the use of images in museum exhibitions, although these are often accompanied by textual 

elements or put in a context that may or may not explain who is being bombed and who is 

doing the bombing. In other words, perpetrators, heroes and victims, may or may not be part 

of an image. Hence, even though texts often tell us how to interpret images, images can speak 
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for themselves, although they may not always do so as explicitly and eloquently. Moreover, 

images in these exhibitions are seldom allowed to speak for themselves since texts tell visitors 

how to interpret them. 

 Objects may be displayed in order to illustrate the effects of an action or event. 

These objects usually do not, in themselves, point to a particular agent or patient. The context 

of the display may, however, make it obvious to the visitor that the object on display has been 

affected (and perhaps deformed) through a certain event. This, as is shown below, is the case, 

for example, with many objects on display at the museums in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The 

effects of the atomic bombs are illustrated by these objects. These displays are accompanied 

by texts, which highlight some of the circumstances and stories related to the objects rather 

than others. In other words and more generally, objects as well as images can be used, often 

together with text, to draw attention either to actors – usually perpetrators or heroes – or to 

those acted on – often victims. Just like textual elements, images and objects may, in other 

words, draw attention to heroes, perpetrators or victims and thereby make up elements of he-

roic, aggressor or victim emplotments.  

In research on Chinese portrayals of the war, two main narratives are usually de-

tected – victim and victor narratives. The victor narratives stress the heroic acts of the Chinese, 

while in victim narratives the experiences of Chinese victims of Japanese aggression and the 

acts of the Japanese aggressors are focused on. These victim narratives, then, deal both with 

Japanese aggression and Chinese victimhood. However, I argue that these two emplotments 

should not be conflated but instead separated into two. It is clear that this is possible since in 

some Japanese depictions of victims of, for example, the nuclear bombings, as becomes evi-

dent in the analysis of narratives below, the perpetrator, that is, the agent who dropped the 

bomb, is often omitted through the use of linguistic strategies. In addition, a participant in a 

narrative about war does not have to be a victor to be portrayed as heroic. For example, in the 

Japanese case actors may be described as heroic even though they are not depicted as victors. 

The term “victor narrative” is narrower than “heroic narrative” and it is useful to employ 

terms that can be applied to experiences characterized by defeat as well as victory. In this 

study, then, the term “heroic emplotment” is used whereas “victor emplotment” is not. It is 

also possible to stress sacrifice, with its more volitional and heroic connotations, rather than 

victimhood, which lacks such implications and to a greater extent suggests the existence of an 

assailant. One common characteristic of victim narratives (in its ideal type form) is that, as 

Neumann contends, “history isn’t made but happens” (2009). In other words, history is ex-
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perienced, endured or suffered. When history simply happens there is no agency, those who 

experience it do not shape it, they do not act and they are hence not responsible (Neumann 

2009:188). 

When we come across stories about the deaths of members of the in-group we 

cannot assume right away that we are dealing with a victim narrative. Those who die are not 

necessarily victims. Members of the in-group who die can also be portrayed as heroes. In such 

cases, in contrast to the portrayal of victims, the hero is often depicted as an active subject 

performing an action rather than as the object of an action. Consider the following phrase: 

“The compatriots laid down their lives for their motherland”. In this sentence, those who die 

act – they are not simply acted on. Linguistically, they perform the action of “laying down 

their lives”, an action that has heroic, voluntary and patriotic connotations. There is a signifi-

cant difference, in other words, between martyrdom and victimhood. Of course, the verb “sac-

rifice” can be used with an object – to sacrifice someone or something. When someone is sac-

rificed, she or he is often a victim, as, for example, in the phrase “a sacrificial lamb”. In Japa-

nese and Chinese there are similar distinctions between the active act of sacrificing oneself 

and the passive act of being sacrificed. Importantly, heroes cannot be aggressors or otherwise 

negatively depicted, as this nullifies their heroic status.   

The example mentioned above illustrates how the creation of meaning through 

the use of heroic tales is often connected to an imagined community – the heroes in a heroic 

narrative are often the heroes of a particular community and if they “lay down their lives” 

they are usually portrayed as having done so in the name of the community. Other actions 

performed by the heroes are similarly portrayed as acts carried out for the greater good of the 

group rather than for narrow purposes such as personal fame, selfishness or self-preservation. 

Such heroic acts can therefore be taken as exemplifying how an ideal member of the com-

munity should behave. The heroes are sometimes portrayed as embodying the values of the 

community, that is, the values that a model member of the community should possess. Even 

in peacetime, there is ample space for unselfish acts for the greater common good. While such 

acts may not go as far as “laying down one’s life” they may include other sacrifices for the 

sake of the community.    

In a perpetrator narrative, the actor committing the act plays the leading role. 

The perpetrator is the one performing the action. As an example, a sentence such as the fol-

lowing could be regarded as typical: “The aggressors brutally murdered the villagers.” While 

the victim is also present in this sentence, as is often the case when atrocities are recounted, 
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the perpetrator may be omitted, thereby emphasizing the victim experience. In this example, 

however, the main actors are the perpetrators, the aggressors, and the action performed, the 

murdering of the villagers, is carried out by this actor. The emphasis is therefore on the ag-

gressor even though the victim is also present. This illustrates how, in actual narratives, sev-

eral emplotments are present. It is possible for the same event to be depicted in all three ways, 

stressing different aspects of an event and evoking different emotions. The leading roles of 

perpetrator, hero and victim can all be played by either the self or the other. Nevertheless, 

while this is certainly possible, in general it seems to be the case that some roles are more 

commonly played by the self than by the other. If we follow the logic of the ideological 

square and assume that “our” positive and “their” negative actions are usually stressed while 

“our” bad and “their” good actions are mitigated, it appears more reasonable to assume that 

the self will be playing the role of hero and/or victim, while the other will play the role ag-

gressor. This, however, is a generalization that is not necessarily correct – it is an empirical 

question that is more complex than the ideological square assumes. Nonetheless, this logic 

does provide a useful frame of reference when carrying out the analysis. It can be regarded as 

an ideal type model against which specific cases can be compared. 

In sum, the typology of narrative emplotments presented includes three ideal 

types of emplotment, based on the depiction of participants in narratives about war. These are 

heroes, aggressors and victims. So what characterizes these emplotments or the depiction of 

these participants? In short, heroes are usually agents. They often perform positive and heroic 

actions and they may be further emphasized as heroic through the use of predication of both 

their persons and actions. Aggressors are also usually actors (even though they may be acted 

upon by heroes). They often perform negative and aggressive actions, which may be em-

phasized through the use of predication that further stresses the negative and aggressive na-

ture of their persons and/or actions. Victims are typically patients, that are acted on, and sel-

dom actors (even though they may figure as agents, for example, when they flee from aggres-

sors). The victimhood and tragic fate of victims may be emphasized further through the use of 

predication stressing the dreadful nature of the misfortune with which they meet. This typol-

ogy supplies categories and indicators according to which specific exhibits may be classified 

and thereby facilitates a systematic analysis of narratives about war that firmly anchors inter-

pretations made in the material analysed. By paying attention to which types of participant are 

classified as belonging to which group, that is, whether those stressed as belonging, for exam-

ple, to a certain nationality are depicted mainly as heroes, aggressors or victims, it is possible 
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to determine how self and other are depicted. Even though it has been argued that not just 

textual material but also images, statues and objects can be analysed using this method, tex-

tual material is given priority. This choice has to be made since the material cannot be ana-

lysed in its entirety. The arguments for prioritizing textual material are presented above. Nev-

ertheless, prominent exhibits of other types are also analysed.    

3.3.4 The interpretations of narratives in the form of historical lessons 

The question of how the stories told are interpreted in terms of explicit “lessons” for the pres-

ent and future is explored in this section.50 These lessons illustrate how comprehension of the 

past by people living today is affected by their understanding of present concerns and how 

collective memory entails construing the past in the light of the present, as is discussed in 

chapter 2. These narratives contain lessons not just for the present but also for the future. 

Such “lessons” involve, for example, wishes for peace and the desire not to go to war again. 

They may also entail appeals about not to forget the sacrifices made by those who gave their 

lives in the war. The possibilities are numerous. What is important is that they are explicitly 

to do with the present and the future rather than the past. A distinction is thus made between 

the analysis of the historical narrative and the analysis of the interpretation of the historical 

narrative – the historical lesson to be drawn from the story told. The creation of such lessons 

involves imposing meaning on events that occurred in the past. The narratives per se, of 

course, also involve the imposition of meaning on events through the way the story is told. 

However, the historical narratives per se do not contain explicit lessons – these are present in 

the interpretations of the narratives.  

In explicit interpretations of narratives in the form of lesson to be learned, modal 

verbs expressing obligation such as “should”, “must”, “should not” and “must not” sometimes 

appear. The message may, for instance, be that: “We must learn from the past and never go to 

war again”. It is a question of to what degree the sender (usually a speaker or writer) thinks 

that an action or a decision should be taken. Here, as well, different choices can be made 

                                                                    
50 The understanding of “historical lessons” adopted here differs significantly from the one developed by Robert 
Jervis. Jervis argues that lessons are drawn from past experiences and that these affect how decision makers 
understand situations deemed to be similar. Even though he acknowledges that many variables interfere and that 
it is therefore difficult to come up with any general laws concerning how events lead to lessons being learned, 
that, in turn, lead to a certain kind of future behaviour, he still argues that it is possible to determine probabilistic 
behaviour on the basis of how lessons are learned from history. He thus rejects the idea that decision makers 
simply invoke particular “lessons” in order to support the policies they wish to pursue and instead contends that 
some events, especially if they have been experienced directly, leave deeper traces that predispose policymakers 
to act and react in certain ways (Jervis 1976:217-87). 
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(Richardson 2007:60). The following sentence illustrates categorical choice: “In order to en-

sure peace, we must protect the pacifist constitution”. Obligation modality is important in the 

messages that are found in the analysis of museum exhibitions. The reason for this is that in 

such sections of exhibitions the events that occurred in the past are explicitly connected with 

the present and the future. Exhortations to take a certain action in order to prevent the past 

from repeating itself are not uncommon.  

3.4 The politics of exhibitions on war history in the USA, Germany and 
Austria 
This section aims to show, by discussing several empirical cases, that exhibitions on war his-

tory are highly political, and that this is not a phenomenon that exists only in Japan and 

China. When presenting research in English on the geographical region usually referred to as 

East Asia to a readership belonging to a large extent to the so-called Western part of the 

world, there is a risk that such accounts, perhaps unintentionally, contribute to an orientaliz-

ing discourse (Said 2006). Even though this probably is probably not the intention of authors 

of critical scholarship dealing with East Asia, such critical scholarship may be (mis-) under-

stood by some readers as highlighting problems that exist only in the particular areas of the 

world examined. In order to avoid making such a negative contribution I believe it is crucial 

to demonstrate that the phenomenon studied is a more general one. An additional reason for 

providing this overview is to demonstrate that the need for a framework that allows compari-

son of narratives about war goes beyond the cases focused on in this study. By providing a 

typology of narratives about war that can be used in different empirical settings, this study 

becomes comparative in the broader sense of allowing comparison through the utilization of 

the framework outlined (George & Bennet 2004). Without conducting an in-depth analysis of 

these cases, it is shown that there are elements in these exhibitions that point to the three main 

emplotments used in the framework employed in this study. 

Examples are discussed from the USA, Germany and Austria. The controversy 

surrounding the Enola Gay exhibition at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and Space 

Museum in Washington, DC, is one of the museum controversies that has attracted the most 

attention, from the public as well as from academia. Less well known is the more limited de-

bate concerning the Smithsonian’s Price of Freedom exhibition. In Germany and Austria, the 

Wehrmacht exhibitions sparked controversy and brought to light events that had previously 
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not been given much prominence in national narratives concerning the war. The German and 

Austrian cases are also of interest because of the similarities with the Japanese context and the 

many comparisons between how “Japan” and “Germany” have dealt with their pasts. The list 

of cases should in no way be understood as exhaustive. Rather, the discussion provides a brief 

overview of some notable cases illustrating the significance of exhibitions on war history. 

These discussions should be kept in mind when dealing with the contexts in which Chinese 

and Japanese museums operate.  

3.4.1 The Enola Gay controversy at the National Air and Space Museum 

Since the events of 11 September 2001, there has been an increase in memorializing activities 

in the USA, such as Memorial Day and Veterans Day parades. Moreover, a large number of 

memorials and museums dealing with World War II have recently been established. This has 

prompted some to claim that the USA is in an obsessive state of “memorial mania” (Doss 

2008:227, 230).51  

In 1995, there was great controversy in connection with the cancellation of the 

heavily criticized exhibition The Crossroads: The End of World War II, the Atomic Bomb, 

and the Origins of the Cold War at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and Space Mu-

seum in Washington, DC. The original aim of the exhibition was “to ask why the bombs were 

dropped, who had been harmed when they exploded, and what has been the influence of nu-

clear weaponry in the post-1945 world” (Luke 2002:24). Put another way, those who put the 

exhibition together intended to contextualize the Enola Gay and the end of World War II. This 

contextualization involved displays of images of the burned bodies of Japanese A-bomb vic-

tims, discussions over whether the US government should have dropped the bombs and the 

dropping of the bombs in connection with the Cold War (Luke 2002:31). That the exhibition 

was to be held in 1995, the 50th anniversary of the end of the war, further added to the con-

troversy. The debate, it appears, centred very much on which emplotment should dominate 

the narrative – a victim emplotment, focusing on Japanese victims, or a heroic emplotment, 

dealing mainly with US heroic sacrifice.52 

                                                                    
51 The same might easily be said of China and Japan considering the large number of museums constructed in 
both countries in recent years. 
52 In a move to allay public criticism, the curators of the exhibition circulated the script among a range of differ-
ent interest groups. The script met with massive criticism from, among others, the Air Force Association (which 
consists of retired as well as active personnel in the US Air Force) and the national veterans’ association – the 
American Legion. These groups lobbied fiercely in the media and Congress to get allegedly “revisionist” and 
“anti-American” representations of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki removed from the exhibi-
tion. Veterans’ groups regarded the displays to be exhibited as “both ‘too soft’ on Japanese aggression in World 
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After the script of the exhibition had been rewritten nine times, and having been 

threatened with reduced funding, the Smithsonian Institution gave up and simply displayed 

the Enola Gay itself along with news coverage about Hiroshima and a triumphant short film 

about the plane and its crew. Even though when the original script was first presented, the 

Secretary of the Smithsonian, Michael Heyman, had said that this was exactly what the exhi-

bition would not be about, that is how it finally turned out (Luke 2002:23pp).53 

3.4.2 The Price of Freedom Exhibition 

A few years after the controversy over the Enola Gay exhibition, another exhibition at the 

Smithsonian became the object of criticism. However, this time it did not lead to as large a 

controversy and the criticism did not cause any drastic changes in the content of the exhibi-

tion. The Smithsonian is a public institution that was originally created using private funds 

from abroad.54 One part of the controversy involving the exhibition, The Price of Freedom: 

Americans at War, revolved around what critics labelled an act of “privatizing public mem-

ory” (Boehm 2006:1147, Thompson 2002, Burke 2006:239-42).55  

                                                                                                                                                                             
War II and “too hard” on American servicemen who sacrificed their lives to defeat Imperial Japan” (Luke 
2002:24, Dorf 2007:207-08, Yoneyama 2001:324). In the other camp, it was argued that politicians should not 
interfere with the work of museum experts and historians, and that the exhibition was correct in its claims. It was 
also contended that there is a difference between commemorative and public history. It has been demonstrated 
how both sides accused the other of basing its view of history on ideology and of not being objective. However, 
one side wished to commemorate the victims of the war, especially those who died in or suffered from the 
atomic bombing, and raise questions concerning the connection between the Enola Gay’s mission and the begin-
ning of the Cold War, while the other wanted to honour the US heroes who had victoriously fought a just war. 
The first storyline appeared offensive to those who supported the second one (Yoneyama 2001:325-30). In a 
way, it was a struggle over how history should be used for educational purposes – whether it should, as the cura-
tors had intended, stimulate “critical thinking” or, as the opponents of the proposed exhibition suggested, be an 
inspiring national history that one could take pride in, and that paid tribute to the sacrifice of the veterans who 
had fought in the nation’s wars was told. 
53 After the Enola Gay debacle, Heyman, the first Secretary of the Smithsonian, focused on avoiding controversy 
and instead using the skills that had landed him the position in the first place, that of raising funds. In 2000, 
Lawrence Small, a businessman who had worked for the housing finance company Fanny Mae and Citi-
corp/Citibank, succeeded him and fundraising from the private sector was stepped up (Dorf 2007:211). The 
emphasis on securing funding for exhibitions has led curators to design exhibitions that are likely to sell 
(Thompson 2002). These developments prompted Dorf to say that the Smithsonian is aiming to become “a busi-
ness friendly collection of family museums, inoffensive to the majority of the House and the Senate” (2007:201). 
54 In 1829, the English scientist James Smithson (who had never been to the United States) left his fortune to the 
USA with the expressed purpose of creating an institution for “the increase and diffusion of knowledge”. After 
some controversy concerning whether to accept the gift, Congress passed legislation enabling President Jackson 
to do so in 1836 and the Smithsonian institution was finally established in 1846. Today it is the world’s largest 
museum complex, comprising, among other institutions, 16 museums (Smithsonian Institution Website, Dorf 
2007:201-02). 
55 Critics have asked whether it will be possible to rent exhibition space to express personal views for personal 
interests. The Smithsonian used to be funded chiefly by the federal government but has always received private 
support (Thompson 2002). That the National Museum of American History (NMAH) is regarded as playing an 
important role in defining US identity is made explicit on its website by its director, Brent Glass, where he writes 
that: “For people of all ages, a visit to the National Museum of American History can be a defining event provid-
ing a deep and fundamental understanding of what it has meant to be an American” (NMAH website). This sug-
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In November 2004, the exhibition The Price of Freedom finally opened at the 

Behring Center.56 Much of the controversy surrounding the exhibition had to do with the fact 

that private funds, mainly from the millionaire, Kenneth Behring, were used to finance exhi-

bitions and that those providing the funding wished the exhibitions to tell a heroic tale, that is, 

to be dominated by the heroic emplotment.57 This focus on heroism can be seen in that the 

exhibition concludes with “an experience that focuses on the sacrifices veterans make when 

they fight in America’s armed forces” (Smithsonian Institution 2004:4). Moreover, framing 

war in terms of a price paid by the people of a nation, especially by those serving in its mili-

tary, for freedom suggests that war is reluctantly turned to as a last resort. The conceptualiza-

tion of a “price paid” also suggests sacrifice, in this case sacrifice in the name of the nation 

for freedom. Burke neatly summarizes this logic: “Because the nobility of sacrifice is con-

sidered to be a universal constant, the principles undergirding all wars are the same, and, in 

practice, no war is different from any other” (2006:244). By lumping together all wars fought 

by the USA, including the Indian Wars of “Westward expansion”, World War II, the Vietnam 

War and the Iraq Wars, under the common heading of “The Price of Freedom” a narrative is 

created, according to which American wars, despite the different contexts in which they took 

                                                                                                                                                                             
gests that the identity constructed is a national one. The museum has received about 4 million visitors annually 
since it opened in 1964 (NMAH Website: Mission and History). 
56 The phrase the “Price of Freedom” is employed not only at the NMAH, where it occupies a central position, 
but elsewhere as well. At the National World War II Memorial, opened in 2004 in Washington, DC, there is an 
inscription in front of what is called the Freedom Wall, a large cenotaph adorned with 4048 gold stars, each star 
representing every 100 US soldiers who died during the war, that reads, “Here we mark the Price of Freedom” 
(Doss 2008:237). 
57 The museum used to have federal funds that could be used to realize the critical projects envisaged by Roger 
Kennedy, its director between 1979 and 1992. Since the Reagan administration cut funding the museum has had 
to rely on non-federal funding for all larger projects. However, those financing exhibitions seldom shared the 
critical vision of the curatorial staff and were instead often more interested in projecting a positive US self-
image. After the Enola Gay debacle it became even more difficult to create the kinds of critical exhibition that 
many among the curatorial staff envisaged. It seems that the quest for funding led the NMAH in the direction of 
the kinds of celebratory narrative wanted by philanthropists such as Kenneth Behring, donator of the USD 80 
million grant in 2000 that was to pay for The Price of Freedom exhibition. The crux, as in several earlier cases of 
funding from private benefactors, was that Behring had a vision for the exhibition – he wanted to see the na-
tion’s great heroes. While the curatorial staff disagreed with Behring’s idea, the then secretary and chief fund-
raiser of the Smithsonian, Lawrence Small did not. Behring not only wanted the museum to add the name 
“Behring Center” to the exhibition but also that a close working relationship should be maintained with him, that 
the exhibition should focus on the military’s role in defending freedom and democracy and that individuals who 
had made great contributions and embodied the “American spirit” be honoured. Shortly thereafter, in 2001, 
Catherine Reynolds, a friend of Behring’s, announced that she wished to donate USD 38 million through her 
charity foundation in order to set up an exhibition on American achievers and that she wanted a hands-on role in 
the planning of it. After this, the curatorial staff in the NMAH branch of the Smithsonian Congress of Scholars 
wrote a protest memo that was signed by 34 out of 36 curators. They claimed that: “Secretary Small has obli-
gated the Museum to relationships with private individuals that breach established standards of museum practice 
and professional ethics”. One of the curators who did not sign the memo, Steven Lubar, argued that it is possible 
to “educate” donors (Thompson 2002). Bob Thompson’s critical article, “History for Sale”, dealing with the 
Behring and Reynolds donations, was published in the Washington Post in January 2002. Reynolds withdrew 
most of her donation shortly afterwards (Burke 2006:242). 
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place, have reluctantly been fought in the name of freedom as an integral and defining part of 

the nation’s history. The last lines in Director Glass’ foreword to the exhibition seem to con-

firm this understanding of the defining function of these narratives about war: “To understand 

American history, we must understand the American Dream, the values, ideals, and traditions 

that are woven through the story of America. Freedom, peace, and security are fundamental 

parts of the American Dream. In many respects, our military history reflects our commitment 

to these ideals as well as the beliefs of the men and women who have made enormous per-

sonal sacrifices – on the battlefields and on the home front – to achieve them” (Smithsonian 

Institution 2004:4). The Director’s reference to the “story of America” hints at the exhibi-

tion’s function as a narrative exemplifying US identity58 that seeks to strike a chord with (and 

reproduce) the patriotic sentiments of its visitors, and it has indeed met with an extremely 

positive reception – according to the museum’s own surveys, it is one of the most popular 

exhibitions so far held at the museum (Boehm 2006:1147).59 This brief discussion of the de-

bates surrounding the Crossroads and Price of Freedom exhibitions seem to indicate what is 

controversial in the American context as well as how and to whom it is controversial. More-

over, it raises the question of who holds the power over public memory and who is able to 

influence hearts and minds.  

3.4.3 The Wehrmacht Exhibition in Germany 

Recent temporary and touring exhibitions in Germany have focused on shedding light on a 

range of topics related to aspects of war history that are regarded as previously not having 

                                                                    
58 The connection with identity is explicitly made elsewhere as well, for example, in a text that outlined the in-
tentions of the exhibition, prepared in 2002 for a special Blue Ribbon Commission, which included historians, 
with a mission to analyse the museum. The text, (quoted from Burke 2006:239), reads (emphasis added): “The 
Price of Freedom will explore the issues that Americans have deemed worth fighting for and the costs Ameri-
cans have paid to defend those ideals. Most Americans use the wars the country has fought as a way to under-
stand the nation’s history, and appropriately so, for our country has only gone to war when it thought it had 
something that seemed worth fighting for. Our wars define our history and reflect and shape our identity as 
American. The Price of Freedom will build on that popular understanding of history, putting our wars into con-
text while at the same time letting visitors experience the horror of battle and the bravery of America’s war 
fighters. It will tell the story of America’s soldier and sailor heroes – Congressional Medal of Honour winners as 
well as those who served their country behind the front lines. But it will not only serve to honour the American 
men and women who fought and died for our country; it will also explain why they fought. The story of 
America’s wars reflects the story of America – our ideals, our concerns, our industrial might, our political tra-
vails.” 
59 In a 2001 article in the Washington Times the writer laments American historical amnesia by claiming that: “If 
we’re ignorant of the historical sacrifices that made our liberties possible, we will be less likely to make the 
sacrifices again so that those liberties are preserved for future generations” (Williams 2001). The Price of Free-
dom exhibition could be interpreted as an intervention with the intent of making Americans remember these 
“historical sacrifices” that made “liberties possible” and thereby willing to themselves make sacrifices for the 
nation. 
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been given the attention they deserve (Paver 2009:227-28).60 The exhibition “War of Annihi-

lation: Crimes of the Wehrmacht, 1941 to 1944”,61 was surrounded by great controversy and 

received a large number of visitors (Pollack & Wodak 2008:207-226). The exhibition, created 

by the independent Institute for Social Research in Hamburg, was at first highly praised for 

destroying the so-called myth of the untainted Wehrmacht, according to which the Wehrmacht 

had fought an ordinary war while the SS had conducted atrocious acts without the involve-

ment of the Wehrmacht (Heer 2008:228).62 Without conducting a comprehensive analysis, 

there is a lot that to suggest that the exhibition stresses the aggressor emplotment (the Wehr-

macht as the aggressor) as a response to narratives that at least to some extent emphasized the 

heroic emplotment. Much of the controversy surrounding the exhibition appears connected to 

                                                                    
60 These exhibits have dealt with Jewish experiences, victim groups so far overlooked, perpetrator groups not 
given much attention before, the bombing raids, flight from the eastern regions and benefits enjoyed by the non-
persecuted majority of Germans, and traces of the Nazi past in the contemporary German landscape. 
61 The exhibition was called ”Vernichtungskrieg. Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941 bis 1944”. While Heer and 
others translates “Vernichtungskrieg” as “War of Annihilation”, Bartov, Reemtsma and Boll translate it as “War 
of Extermination”. 
62 While the Holocaust became part of German collective memory in the 1960s after trials were held, crimes 
committed outside the concentration camps – especially crimes committed by the Wehrmacht, did not become 
the object of much debate until the mid-1990s (Heer 2008:232-34). These debates were partly sparked by the 
Wehrmacht exhibition. Jan Philipp Reemtsma, founder and director of the Hamburg Institute for Social Research 
and involved in creating the Wehrmacht exhibition, relates that the organizers of the exhibition were often sub-
jected to criticism, the argument of which was that the Wehrmacht was declared not guilty in the Nuremberg 
trials. However, as Reemtsma points out, while the Wehrmacht as an organization, unlike the SS, was not 
deemed criminal, the tribunal did point out that there was much evidence of the Wehrmacht’s participation in 
aggressive warfare and crimes against humanity (Reemtsma 2002:8-16). Nonetheless, in a memorandum pre-
pared for the trial by six high-ranking military characters the seed was sown for what has later been labelled the 
“myth of the untainted Wehrmacht”. According to this statement, the Wehrmacht had not participated in but 
actually rejected Hitler’s racial war of annihilation on the eastern front and instead fought nobly and upheld 
international law but was “honourably defeated” by “overwhelmingly superior forces” (Heer 2008:232-34, Pol-
lack 2008a:136-37, Hamburg Institute for Social Research 2004:30). A few years after the end of the war, mem-
bers of the military elite started to publish their memoirs, which sought to portray the Wehrmacht in a positive 
light as a reaction to the negative portrayals by the Allies and the media covering the war crimes trials. In the 
1950s, these memoirs were accompanied by accounts by ordinary soldiers that stressed the heroic acts of soldiers 
in the Wehrmacht (Pollack 2008a:136). While counter narratives were produced, the “Myth of the Untainted 
Wehrmacht” was not really threatened until the mid-1990s (Heer 2008:232, 234, Wette 2006:268-74). Another 
argument that has been made against the claims about the Wehrmacht’s crimes is that although some Wehrmacht 
units may have committed crimes, this does not incriminate the whole organisation. Bartov, however, argues that 
the Wehrmacht was “the primary tool of a criminal, genocidal regime” and hence was a criminal organisation 
(Bartov 2002:55). He further argues that those unwilling to accept the claims put forward by the exhibition acted 
on “defense mechanisms” because of the difficulty of recognizing that an organisation consisting of between 17 
and 19 million soldiers, a large part of the population and among whom many had played important roles in 
rebuilding Germany after the war had in fact played a pivotal role in Hitler’s policies (Bartov 2002:44-45, 48, 
55, 57-58). Furthermore, German soldiers had often been portrayed as victims rather than as perpetrators, espe-
cially in stories about the battle of Stalingrad (Heer 2008:238-39, Wette 2006:ix-x). It has been claimed in Ger-
many that until recently there has been little focus on civilian German victimhood, concerning for example allied 
air raids. However, Neumann shows that this commemoration of German victims is not a new phenomenon 
(Neumann 2009:174-77). In Germany, just as in Japan, coming to terms with the past means dealing with not 
just one but a number of interrelated issues. It seems that Germany has done well in dealing with the Holocaust 
both in the fields of restitution to victims and in making the Holocaust a part of the common memory of the war 
period. However, despite this progress mythical narratives concerning other aspects of the war have been long-
lived.  
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the fact that some people believed that the aggressor emplotment was stressed to too large an 

extent.63    

 In 2001, the exhibition was reborn as “Crimes of the Wehrmacht: Dimensions of 

a War of Annihilation, 1941-44”. This “new and improved” version of the exhibition did not 

cause as much controversy as the previous one and was described as an example of “consen-

sus history” by some (Uhl 2008:255-59).64 The exhibition still presented the claim that the war 

in the east was “a war that differed from all others”, a “war of racial ideology and annihila-

tion” (Hamburg Institute for Social Research 2004:7). It stressed, however, that orders were 

responded to differently by the soldiers on the ground – that some would argue that “an order 

is an order” while others would refuse to obey the very same orders, thereby emphasizing 

individual responsibility (Hamburg Institute for Social Research 2004:28-29).   

3.4.4 The Wehrmacht Exhibition in Austria 

In Austria, as in Germany, exhibitions dealing with the war experience have been numerous 

in recent years.65 However, the exhibition with which we are mainly concerned here, the 

Wehrmacht exhibition, toured not only Germany but also Austria and created controversy in 

the latter country as well. The first exhibition was shown in Austria in 1995 and the second in 

2002. Although discussions about Austria’s wartime past had taken place in the late 1980s,66 

                                                                    
63 A slightly altered English-language version of the exhibition was set to open in New York in December 1999. 
The English version of the exhibition was cancelled and its German counterpart was shut down in November 
1999 because of allegations that some of the photographs on display did not show what the captions said they 
did, that is, crimes committed by the German army. In order to get to the bottom of the issue of the authenticity 
of the photographs, the exhibitions were closed down and a commission of independent historians was given the 
task of evaluating the photographs. The result of the commission’s evaluation was that less than 20 were con-
sidered to be inappropriate for an exhibition about the Wehrmacht. Before the results of this investigation were 
announced, however, it had already been decided that the exhibition would not continue as it had been previ-
ously designed. Instead, a completely new exhibition that had omitted some of the most controversial contents of 
the previous one was opened in November 2001 (Boll 2002:61-62, Bartov 2002:41-42, 48-53, Heer 2008:230-
32). In one account of the controversy surrounding the exhibition, it is claimed that while this episode started 
with a debate about mistakes made by the curating staff concerning the photographs on display, these doubts 
about the authenticity of some parts of the displays were turned into doubts concerning the claims of the exhibi-
tion as a whole and about the culpability of the Wehrmacht as an organisation (Boll 2002:92-99, Reemtsma 
2002:13-16). 
64 Some photographs had been removed and many had been backgrounded, thereby causing some to argue that 
the “shocking visual experience” of the previous exhibition had been lost (Uhl 2008:255-59). It has been claimed 
that one of the main differences between the exhibitions was that in the new one responsibility had come to be 
attributed to the leadership of the Wehrmacht while ordinary soldiers were no longer held responsible. Some 
critics have argued that this shift obfuscated the crimes themselves. Critics have also contended that it was no 
longer claimed that anti-Semitic and anti-Slavic racism played a central role in legitimizing genocide as part of 
the war effort in these areas (Heer 2008:234-66). 
65 In Austria, however, the scope of the issues addressed in these exhibitions appears to have been narrower than 
in Germany, focusing especially on the plundering of Jewish property and accounts about the victims of eutha-
nasia while other issues raised in Germany were addressed more sketchily (Paver 2009:245n5). 
66 In 1986, the so-called Waldheim affair centred on the wartime activities of the former Secretary General of the 
UN, Kurt Waldheim, who was elected president of Austria. It was alleged that he had been involved in, or at 
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the so-called myth of the untainted Wehrmacht remained dominant until it was forcefully 

questioned by the first Wehrmacht exhibition in 1995 (Pollack 2008a:138-39). The contro-

versy surrounding the exhibition appears to have had much to do with it challenging main-

stream narratives based on the victim emplotment (Austria and Austrians being depicted as 

victims of Nazi aggression) by portraying Austrian soldiers in the Wehrmacht as aggressors.67 

 As in Germany, two versions of the exhibition toured the country. Many re-

garded the second as an example of consensus history while the 1995 exhibition, in contrast, 

was labelled a one-sided condemnation of the Wehrmacht. The second was deemed scientific 

and objective while its predecessor was considered emotional and accusatory (Uhl 2008:258-

62. Despite the generally conciliatory tone characterized by talk of consensus history, the sec-

ond exhibition was still criticized.68 A not uncommon reaction was that it would have been 

more appropriate to call it “Crimes in the Wehrmacht” instead of Crimes of the Wehrmacht 

(Uhl 2008:265). The difference in wording here entails much more than just hair-splitting and 

highlights the centrality of linguistic constructions. Swapping just one two-letter word alters 

the meaning of the phrase substantially. Crimes of the Wehrmacht implies that the Wehrmacht 

as an organization conducted a criminal war based on aggressive policies. Crimes in the 

Wehrmacht, on the other hand, individualizes these crimes. It does not deny that crimes were 

                                                                                                                                                                             
least aware of, war crimes during his military service and that he had been a member of a Nazi organization. 
Questions were raised concerning war responsibility (Wodak & Reisigl 2000:94-112). 
67 It has been noted that the myth of the clean Wehrmacht was one of three founding myths in post-war Austria. 
The other were that of the Stunde Null (zero hour) and of Austria as the first victim of Nazi Germany through the 
1938 annexation into Germany. According to the former, Austria was reborn in the zero hour in 1945 as a new 
republic, as an innocent child. The latter had its roots in the 1943 Moscow declaration, in which the allied pow-
ers had sought to encourage resistance in Austria by declaring it the first victim of Nazi aggression (Pollack 
2008a:136-139, Pollack 2003:179-80, Wodak & de Cillia 2007:340-41, 349-51, 357). While these two closely 
related myths were produced by the state for political purposes, the Wehrmacht myth “pervaded the whole soci-
ety and was (and to some extent still is) a belief shared by large parts of the population” (Pollack 2003:180). 
This has been the case even though there was no Austrian resistance against the annexation – in fact it was sup-
ported by 99 per cent in a referendum (Wodak & de Cillia 2007:354). According to this tale, Austrian soldiers 
became victims as they were portrayed as having been forced to fight for a foreign army. Since the 1.2 million 
Austrians who served in the Wehrmacht had been enlisted by force, they were often portrayed as only having 
done their duty (Wodak 2006:128-29). It has been claimed that the myth of the clean Wehrmacht has permeated 
Austrian history textbooks as well. In an analysis of textbooks, it was found that despite evidence put forward in 
the 1990s, in 2000, few textbooks had made any revisions leading to the inclusion of accounts of the Wehr-

macht’s complicity in the Nazi annihilation policies (Loitfellner 2008:155-174). In the Austrian victim narrative, 
the Battle of Stalingrad has been depicted as the main event of the war to the extent, it has been argued, that it 
has become a symbol of the war in its entirety, thereby eclipsing or obfuscating other events that might be more 
difficult to confront (Pollack 2008b:175-204). The Wehrmacht soldiers were portrayed as having been betrayed 
by the Wehrmacht leadership as they were ordered to attack Stalingrad, an operation that caused them to suffer 
terribly. This operation was described as part of a conventional war rather than as a war of aggression. Further-
more, responsibility was put primarily on the Nazi leadership and secondarily on the SS (Pollack 2008a:138-43). 
68 Critics included the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) and the populist Neue Kronenzeitung which argued that all 
armies commit war crimes but that those committed by the enemy were omitted along with references to the 
expulsions of Germans after the war. The use of taxpayers’ money was also criticized (Uhl 2008:262-64). 
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committed but attributes them to individuals and not to the organization. The difference in 

wording is hence a difference between an aggressive war and an ordinary war in which ag-

gressive acts may have been committed.69  

3.4.5 A few remarks 

This section illustrates that war exhibitions are political and controversial outside the specific 

context on which this research project focuses. Such exhibitions are political mainly in that 

they contain stories about events that are closely related to collective memories and narratives 

that instantiate collective identities. Controversies arise when diverging interpretations of a 

collective’s past, containing different emplotments focusing on victimhood, heroism or ag-

gression, are at odds. Exhibitions using public funding, it appears, are especially prone to con-

troversy in many countries. The Chinese and Japanese settings are not unique. When conduct-

ing research on narratives about war in China and Japan, attention should be paid to the speci-

ficities of these contexts. However, acknowledging and being aware of similarities is useful 

because it can contribute to an increased understanding of the theoretical issues dealt with. 

Moreover, it can also serve to challenge simplifications that have attained a status of estab-

lished truth.  

 In Japan, as in Germany, attacks on photographs that are claimed to have been 

fabricated have been used to shed doubt on larger issues concerning historical events (Morris-

Suzuki 2005:72-78). When suspicions are raised concerning the authenticity of a photograph, 

the implication is often that the claims connected to the images are dubious. Comparisons 

between Japan and Germany concerning issues linked to coming to terms with the past have 

been common in Japan at least since the 1980s. Among the issues that are often mentioned in 

this context is the lack of economic compensation for wartime suffering paid by the Japanese 

government to non-Japanese victims and the lack of trials of wartime leaders conducted in 

Japan. A widespread victim consciousness was seen as a central reason for what was seen as a 

Japanese failure to deal with its wartime past (Seraphim 2006:263-70). That some German 

policies for dealing with the past have not been matched by the Japanese government, may 

explain why Germany has been more successful than Japan in overcoming the past, but the 

discourse on Japan’s war legacy has more or less ignored or failed to look for similarities be-

                                                                    
69 Even though the exhibitions were harshly criticized by some it has still been described as a “powerful inter-
vention” that has made it impossible to deny the Wehrmacht’s participation in war crimes (Wodak 2006:126, 
149-50).   
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tween not just Japan and Germany but also between Japan and other countries. The discourse 

on Japan’s “victim consciousness” has often presented this mentality as something uniquely 

Japanese, thereby failing to recognize that at least regarding some war-related issues such 

mentalities have indeed been present not just in Japan but also elsewhere, including Germany 

and Austria. This failure to draw attention to similarities between attitudes toward the war-

time past in Japan and elsewhere contributes neither to understanding nor resolving disputes 

concerning the past. Nor does it contribute to the development of theoretical models for 

understanding narratives about war. 

3.5 Conclusions 

This chapter provides a discussion of the analytical framework of this study. In conclusion, it 

is useful to explicate and summarize the methodological discussions that have taken place in 

this chapter into a few basic questions that will guide the analysis. The contextual analysis 

answers the following questions:  

1. Under what conditions are narratives about the war produced in China and Japan?  

2. What characterizes the social and historical contexts in which these museum exhibi-

tions have been produced?  

The analysis of topics answers the following two questions:  

1. Which topics, among the ones identified, are mentioned in the exhibitions?  

2. How are the mentioned topics depicted?  

The analysis of narratives about war, it is been argued, benefits from focusing on the partici-

pants in these narratives. Such an approach is especially useful for studies concerned with 

international relations since it elucidates how “self” and “other” are portrayed in the stories 

told. The basic questions guiding the analysis of specific narratives are:  

1. What kinds of identity categories are constructed?  

2. Who are the main participants in the narrative told?  

3. How are these participants and their actions portrayed?  

4. Is the visitor encouraged to identify or not to identify with particular participants? 

5. Does the portrayal of participants follow an in-group/out-group logic?   

6. How is the story told interpreted?  

7. What is the main “message” or “historical lesson” delivered through this interpreta-

tion? 
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Part II 
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Chapter 4: Analysis of the Chinese context  

Chapter 4 analyses the Chinese context. The broader socio-political and historical contexts, 

including the history of discourses, are analysed in section 4.1. Section 4.2 analyses the insti-

tutional context in which museums function. The relevant context outlined in this chapter will 

help gain an understanding of and with interpreting the content of these exhibitions when the 

material collected at museums in China is analysed in the chapters below. It may also be the 

case that aspects of the societal context can facilitate understanding of particular exhibits on 

display. While it provides an in-depth account of the context within which narratives are cre-

ated, this chapter and chapter 5 do not reveal much about the content of the narratives per se. 

An overview of this content is provided in chapter 6 and in-depth analyses of the narratives 

are conducted in chapters 7 and 8. 

4.1 The broader socio-political and historical contexts 

4.1.1 The historical context 

The legacies of discourses that used to be widespread can be detected in the meaning put into 

linguistic terms, for example, in how “socialism” has been redefined in China as market eco-

nomic principles have been introduced. Similar legacies can also be identified in interpreta-

tions and reinterpretations of historical events. 

In 1915, the Chinese government accepted parts of the 21 Demands put forward 

by Japan, a move that impinged on Chinese sovereignty. This led to popular protests not just 

against Japan but also against the Chinese government. Indeed, a discussion took place con-

cerning which day should be designated a national humiliation day – the day the Japanese 

government presented its demands or the day the Chinese government signed the treaty. In the 

same year, a curriculum for national humiliation education was created. During the 1920s and 

1930s, the Chinese government, as well as other groups, portrayed the episode as a “national 

humiliation” that needed to be remembered and cleansed (Callahan 2010:68-69, 73). National 
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humiliation days were celebrated in order to raise national awareness. In some cases groups 

tried to use such events to criticize the government and to put forward their own agendas. The 

government countered these moves by trying to monopolize the celebrations (Cohen 

2003:160-64, Callahan 2006:190-92, Luo 1993:209-12). It should be noted, as is indicated 

above, that humiliation discourse during and before the war was not just concerned with the 

infliction of humiliation by external enemies but also a matter of the Chinese government 

giving in to demands instead of resisting. In Chinese journalistic accounts of the war, on the 

other hand, heroic Chinese resistance was emphasized in order to boost morale even when the 

Chinese forces were defeated and forced to retreat. It has been argued that the wartime propa-

ganda emphasizing heroic resistance left a legacy that has affected how the war period was 

treated in the post-war era (Coble 2010:435-56).  

Unity and national struggle were emphasized for some years, during the war 

against the Japanese invaders, but this changed at the end of the war. Civil war broke out not 

long after Japan was defeated. This meant that both the Communist Party of China (CCP) and 

the Nationalist Party (Guomindang, GMD) were occupied by civil war, and dealing with the 

internal enemy was a more acute challenge than remembrance of the struggle against the ex-

ternal enemy. Japan was no longer a threat. For the GMD, the immediate task was to deal 

with the Communists and those who had collaborated with the Japanese invaders. For the 

CCP, on the other hand, the GMD and its ally, the USA, were regarded as the main threats, 

the former both militarily and to its legitimacy. Nonetheless, war crimes trials were held by 

the GMD shortly after the war and by the CCP in 1956. The GMD sought an alliance with 

Japan and was therefore relatively lenient towards Japanese war criminals, but it punished 

Chinese traitors more severely. Similarly, in its approach to Japanese war criminals, the CCP 

emphasized re-education and did not impose severe sentences (Yoshida 2006:62-70). In 1949, 

the civil war ended with communist victory and the GMD fled to Taiwan. After the founding 

of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), class struggle, rather than national struggle, became 

the lens through which history and current events were understood. According to such an in-

terpretation, China’s modern history was one “of the ruling classes, consisting of landowners 

and capitalists and represented by the Nationalist government, exploiting the masses and col-

laborating with foreign imperialists” (Yang 2001:54). Museums dealing with Japanese war 

atrocities did exist at this time. However, among the museums created in the 1960s, exhibi-

tions that focused on the cruelties of China’s reactionary classes were more common (Yang 

2001:54-55). Furthermore, after the establishment of the PRC in 1949 and the outbreak of the 
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Korean War, depictions of the War of Resistance were used as propaganda against the USA. 

For example, the USA was described as having been conspiring with the Japanese army when 

the Nanjing Atrocity took place (Yang 2001:54). In an article published in 1951, for example, 

it was claimed that Chinese women were deceived by an American who made them gather in 

one place where Japanese soldiers could abduct the attractive ones and use them sexually. It 

was not just Japanese soldiers but also Americans who were portrayed as evil (Yoshida 

2006:68-69). 9  

In post-war Japan, the government refrained from taking the lead in creating a 

common narrative about the past, leaving war memory to interest groups that tied it to their 

own agendas. In China, on the other hand, the CCP’s authoritarian rule made it possible to 

suppress strands of memory that did not fit its political agenda. This, however, did not mean 

that Chinese people forgot about Japanese atrocities. Nonetheless, it is often claimed that dur-

ing the Mao era the heroic struggle led by the CCP was privileged at the expense of accounts 

of Japanese atrocities. This was partly linked to a perceived need to foster a feeling that the 

new China was a strong country that the people could take pride in. Relations between the 

PRC and Japan were normalized in 1972. Japan recognized the PRC as the legitimate gov-

ernment of China and an apology for the war was included in the Joint Communiqué that was 

issued. The PRC waived its claims to war reparations (Wan 2006:88). The Japanese side 

started its Official Development Assistance (ODA) programme to the PRC in 1978 and has 

provided the PRC with what can only be described as enormous amounts of aid (Söderberg 

2002:120-22).  

Chinese society was transformed during the 1980s as a result of the economic 

reforms, and class as the main interpretative lens became increasingly subversive as market 

reforms allowed some to get rich before others. Furthermore, China’s opening up also meant 

that the Chinese were subjected to potentially disruptive foreign, especially Western, influen-

ces. As communism was diluted a new interpretative framework became necessary. This new 

framework downplayed class and stressed patriotism and the Chinese national community. 

The previous out-group, the “GMD villains”, was hence included in the in-group as the Tai-

wanese increasingly came to be regarded as compatriots. In the 1990s, after a patriotic educa-

tion campaign was initiated (see below), history textbooks in the PRC were revised. The pre-

viously dominant view of history, based on a Marxist interpretative framework, had stressed 

the civil war as a class struggle and portrayed Japanese and Chinese peasants and workers as 

victims belonging to the same class. In the new textbooks, however, the civil war was less 
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important and international conflicts were emphasized. In the portrayal of the war of resist-

ance, which had formerly been depicted as a struggle fought by the CCP, the role of the GMD 

was reassessed and depicted as having made a contribution to the national struggle against the 

Japanese invaders. Patriotic struggle hence came to take the place of class struggle (Wang 

2008:790-91). The Chinese leadership during the Mao period also applied class as an inter-

pretative lens to Sino-Japanese relations. The wartime militarist Japanese leaders were re-

garded as having exploited the Japanese people (Callahan 2007).  

As national struggle replaced class struggle, unity among all Chinese, including 

ethnic minorities and overseas Chinese, was increasingly stressed. It is often claimed that the 

heroic tales of resistance that had previously dominated gradually came to be accompanied to 

a greater extent by narratives emphasizing Chinese victimhood and Japanese aggression. 

Central to the victimhood narrative has been the theme of “not forgetting national humili-

ation”, a slogan that is often accompanied by the exhortation to “revitalize China”. This theme 

does not deal exclusively with Japanese aggression but with what is understood as a century 

of foreign aggression, which began with the Opium Wars and unequal treaties and culminated 

in the anti-Japanese war, a war that marked the Chinese people’s first decisive victory in its 

long struggle against foreign aggression (Wang 2008:791-92, Gries 2004:48-51). These 

themes are, I argue, not mutually exclusive.  

Texts might be regarded as reactions or responses to other texts or to certain 

situations. It is sometimes argued that the 1982 textbook crisis (when the Chinese and South 

Korean governments protested the depiction of war in Japanese history textbooks) prompted 

the Chinese government to stress the need for education about Japanese atrocities. According 

to this line of argument, the construction of Chinese museums dealing with the War of Resist-

ance, such as the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Museum, the Unit 731 Museum in 1985 and 

the War of Resistance Museum in 1987, was a response to the textbook controversy in 1982. 

For example, it has been claimed that Chinese war museums were “a direct product of the 

Chinese struggle against Japan’s historical amnesia” (Ma 2007:159). A perhaps more com-

mon argument stresses the role of patriotic education. According to this view, patriotic educa-

tion, including the construction, renovation and enlargement of museums dealing with the 

war, is a response to a situation, in the form of changes in Chinese society, rather than to the 

behaviour of some Japanese. However, stressing the role of the patriotic education campaign 

runs the risk of presenting Chinese nationalism as an entirely top-down process in which the 

CCP strategically shapes the minds of the Chinese people in order to achieve its purposes. 
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Chinese society is more complex than that and, as is noted above, patriotic discourses are not 

entirely new. The CCP, I argue, appeals to discourses that have a history in China – a history 

that precedes the Communist Party. It has been argued that this is the reason the CCP has 

been so successful in mobilizing the masses through patriotic education – because the dis-

course resonates with the grassroots (Callahan 2010:25-26). The success of the campaign has 

also been attributed to the international environment in the early 1990s. The social disintegra-

tion experienced by the Soviet Union and former communist countries in Eastern Europe, 

along with sanctions against China that many felt were directed at the country and the people 

rather than against the CCP, caused many Chinese to value patriotism and national unity ra-

ther than democracy (Zhao 2004:241-43).  

4.1.2 Meaning-making and societal struggles     

Even though the end of the Cold War and the changes in the international system that came 

with it had an impact on Chinese society, the changes caused by the reform process initiated 

in 1978 probably had an even larger impact on Chinese society and the policies of the CCP. 

In the 1990s, as Chinese society became increasingly pluralistic, the autonomy of the CCP in 

regards to foreign policy decision-making decreased. Tensions were aroused between a state-

led patriotism, emphasizing an inclusive love for the country (:7), and a more popular and 

exclusive nationalism (;<=>), often based on belonging to the dominant Han ethnicity. 

These may in some cases overlap and the latter may then support the former. However, the 

former may, in other cases, be challenged by the latter, for example, for not being nation-

alistic enough in relation to external demands and perceived threats (Deans 2005:48-51). In 

the 2000s, such tensions became even more visible not just in several incidents concerning 

China’s relations with other countries, mainly the USA and Japan, but also in domestic inci-

dents linked to non-Han nationalism, especially in Xinjiang and Tibet. Large-scale riots in 

Tibet in March 2008 and even more violent incidents in Xinjiang in the summer of 2009 chal-

lenged the official rhetoric of an inclusive patriotism of brother nationalities. 

Nationalistic discourses about China being bullied by imperialist powers, as is 

mentioned above, have a long history. According to these discourses, weakness caused China, 

a great nation that at several times in history had been a great power, to be victimized at the 

hands of foreign imperialists. China’s current rise is, then, a matter of restoring greatness ra-

ther than something new. In this context, Chinese leaders have presented themselves as being 
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on a mission to restore the “natural order of things” – to restore China to its rightful place as a 

superpower. This has often been expressed in terms of the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. 

Hence, leaders such as Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin have, through intertex-

tual moves, drawn on the discourse of Sun Yat-sen when using the slogan “rejuvenate China” 

(?@AB) (Yan 2000:33-34). In this way, current leaders connect what is presented as their 

historical mission to the great revolutionary understood as the father of the modern Chinese 

nation. The current rejuvenation process is hence presented as a matter of continuing what 

was started 100 years ago.   

Furthermore, as the above discussion shows, national humiliation discourse was 

not invented recently but rather an old conceptualization related to national struggle that was 

revived when the narrative based on class proved potentially dangerous. It has been pointed 

out that this national struggle discourse was well received by a large segment of the Chinese 

people (Callahan 2006:187). The legacy from the Republican era of this way of interpreting 

history may have contributed to facilitating this shift. Put another way, when the shift in the 

definition of the people from one based on class differences took place, this expansion of the 

in-group meant that difference in the form of a constitutive outside needed to be stressed 

(Hughes 2006:146-53). At the same time, the more nationalism has come to be stressed and 

tied to the CCP’s legitimacy, the more it has become an area in which the CCP can be chal-

lenged by those who claim to be more nationalistic or patriotic (Hughes 2006:146-53). In 

other words, Chinese nationalistic feelings cannot be fully controlled by the CCP (cf. Calla-

han 2010:27). This is especially important as societal changes not only made class a poten-

tially subversive category but also created greater opportunities for the assertion of other iden-

tities, perhaps most importantly ethnic minority ones. 

The Internet in China has increasingly become a space in which social problems 

are discussed, making “netizens” more and more powerful. The Internet is used to criticize 

not only adulterers but also corrupt officials and “unpatriotic” citizens (Downey 2010). The 

Chinese fenqing (CD), or “angry youth”, have in several incidents voiced nationalistic opin-

ions online in response to everything from riots against ethnic Chinese in Indonesia in the late 

1990s to biased reports in the Western press concerning the ethnic riots in Tibet (Osnos 

2008). In a number of incidents it was illustrated how nationalism in China has become an 
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increasingly strong force, and how many nationalists express their opinions on the Internet.70 

In this section these recent events are dealt with. 

In May 1998, in the wake of the Asian financial crisis, riots involving the rape 

of ethnic Chinese took place in Indonesia. The Chinese media did not report these events to 

begin with. While protests were staged in South East Asia, Taiwan and Hong Kong, none 

occurred in Mainland China until news about the riots penetrated the Chinese government’s 

firewall. The incident has been seen as marking the end of the CCP’s monopoly on informa-

tion. In emotional and nationalistic reactions posted on the Internet, the CCP’s patriotic cre-

dentials were questioned (Hughes 2006:81-82, Wu 2007:39-44). There followed largely anti-

US nationalist expressions in the 1990s that have been described as a first wave of Chinese 

nationalism. If this first wave was to a large extent the work of intellectuals writing books and 

articles in magazines, the second wave was more of a mass movement that used the Internet 

to a much larger extent and targeted Japan rather than the USA (Gries 2005:848). Nonethe-

less, the reaction on the Internet to the US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 

May 1999 and the collision between the US spy plane and a Chinese jet fighter over the South 

China Sea on 1 April 2001 represented the dawn of the Internet activism, which later grew 

extremely large as the number of Internet users in China increased (Wu 2007:47-57, Hughes 

2006:82-85, Shirk 2007:212-18, 234-39). 

The second wave of Chinese nationalism involved a number of interrelated 

events that occurred between 2001 and 2005. Some of these Japan-related incidents have tar-

geted Chinese who have been labelled “traitors”. In one textbook on modern Chinese history, 

traitors to the Han race, hanjian (EF), “a tiny minority” in the history of the Chinese nation, 

are described as the scum of the nation who sell themselves to foreigners for personal gain 

(Callahan 2010:42, see also Liu 2000 for an in-depth study of Chinese collaboration with Ja-

pan). It has been pointed out in relation to calls for boycotts of Japanese goods in order to 

“halt Japanese economic aggression” that the label hanjian “can be applied to those working 

for a Japanese company or simply buying a Japanese product” (Yang 2002:14). In 2002, Ma 

Licheng, a journalist at the newspaper the People’s Daily, wrote an article entitled “New 

Thinking on Sino-Japanese Relations” for the journal Strategy and Management in which he 

expressed his thoughts about recent expressions of anti-Japanese feelings in China. The main 

arguments of the article were that anti-Japanese behaviour was creating a negative image of 

                                                                    
70 Furthermore, leaders such as Prime Minister Wen Jiabao chat with netizens online (People’s Daily 2011). In 
government publications, Internet opinion is increasingly referred to in order to support government policies and 
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China abroad, especially in Japan, and that Japan had already apologized sufficiently for the 

war and was no longer a militaristic country. The Chinese should hence adopt a noble attitude 

and let bygones be bygones. Ma’s “new thinking” was initially supported by the elite media 

but on the Internet he was labelled a “traitor” and received death threats. He retired early from 

his position at the People’s Daily and moved to Hong Kong (Hughes 2006:148-49, Wu 

2007:66-68, Gries 2005:836-39). It has been pointed out that because of the fierce criticism of 

the moderates who took part in the debate, and the labelling of them as traitors, “members of 

the Chinese elites are reluctant to express moderate views on Japan” (He 2008:62).  

Ma’s article had been prompted partly by the treatment by Chinese nationalists 

of the Chinese film star and fashion model Zhao Wei, in 2001, and film director Jiang Wen in 

2002. Zhao Wei was dressed in an imperial Japanese flag for a photo-shoot for a fashion 

magazine in 2001, shortly after Koizumi’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine. Zhao was denounced 

as a “traitor” and insulted on the Internet. Even though she issued an apology, in late Decem-

ber a young man attacked her on stage during a public event, smearing faeces on her (Hughes 

2006:148, Wu 2007:62-63, Gries 2005:832-34). Chinese actor and film director Jiang Wen, 

famous for Red Sorghum, a patriotic film about Chinese villagers fighting Japanese invaders, 

said in an interview in the Asahi Shinbun that he had visited Yasukuni Shrine several times. 

He later explained that he had done so for research purposes to get inspiration for the film 

Devils on the Doorstep (GHIJ), a film dealing with the war. The Chinese Censorship Bu-

reau did not allow the film to be screened in China and criticized it because Chinese civilians 

looking after a Japanese POW did not “hate the Japanese” (cited in Gries 2005:835). After his 

visits were reported in China in June 2002, he was fiercely criticized on the Internet. In the 

debate that ensued, some argued that doing research in the way Jiang Wen had done was an 

integral part of an artist’s work, but others claimed that such actions inevitably hurt the feel-

ings of Chinese people. Some criticized those making the latter argument for being narrow-

minded (Gries 2005:834-36). In his assessment of these debates, Peter Hays Gries argues that 

the good news was that it showed that in China there is now, thanks to the Internet, a “vibrant 

political discourse and a pluralism of views”, while the bad news was that the anti-Japan fac-

tion was on the rise and that “’debate’ is probably a misnomer: a winner-takes-all, show-no-

mercy style reminiscent of the Cultural Revolution is prevalent” (Gries 2005:832).  

                                                                                                                                                                             
it is also often mentioned that the government takes Internet opinion into account in policymaking. 
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On 16-18 September 2003, what has been described as an orgy involving Japa-

nese businessmen and local prostitutes took place at a hotel in Zhuhai in southern China. Af-

ter a local newspaper published the story, Chinese Internet nationalists interpreted the incident 

as an act of deliberate “national humiliation”, since it took place on the anniversary of the 

Mukhden incident, on 18 September 1931, when the Japanese Kantô Army blew up the rail-

way outside Mukhden (now Shenyang) in Manchuria, blamed Chinese nationalists for the 

explosion and used it as a pretext to initiate hostilities. On the Internet, Chinese nationalists 

demanded that the hotel should be burned down, the Chinese organizers, who were described 

as traitors to the Chinese nation, killed and Japanese goods boycotted. The Chinese gov-

ernment’s reaction was to describe the incident as “an extremely odious criminal case” and to 

demand that the Japanese government better educate its citizens (Wu 2007:78-79). This was 

only one of several anti-Japanese protests in China in 2003 (Wu 2007:77-79, Gries 2005:843-

46). There was violent anti-Japanese behaviour among Chinese football fans during the 2004 

Asia cup (Jin 2006:26, Gries 2005:846). This episode was much commented on in the Japa-

nese media (Ienaga 2004:35-39). 

 In March 2005, the then Secretary General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, 

presented a proposal on the enlargement of the Security Council. He later suggested that Ja-

pan and Germany, because of their significant financial contributions to the UN budget, 

should be regarded as the prime candidates for Security Council membership. Chinese Inter-

net nationalists teamed up with overseas groups to gather signatures for a petition against the 

proposal. By 10 May 2005, a total of 286 Chinese websites were involved in collecting signa-

tures and a total of 41,785,544 signatures had been collected. During this period the Japanese 

revisionist group Tsukurukai had their history textbook, which is considered to make light of 

atrocities committed by the Japanese military during the war, approved for use in Japanese 

junior high schools. On 9 April 2005, large-scale demonstrations involving as many as 10,000 

participants broke out in Beijing, calling for a boycott of Japanese goods and opposing Ja-

pan’s bid for a permanent seat on the UN Security Council. These protests had been organized 

mainly by students using the Internet. The violent protests spread to other cities, such as 

Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Shanghai. The Chinese government urged its Japanese counterpart 

to respect history and, at the APEC summit meeting in late April, Prime Minister Koizumi 

publicly apologized for Japanese wartime aggression (Wu 2007:82-87, Hughes 2006:151-52). 

The Chinese Foreign Minister, Li Zhaoxing, took a tough stance against Japan and refused to 

apologize for the violence and damage to Japanese property, but measures were taken to deal 
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with the demonstrators and Li told Chinese at a meeting to: “Turn your patriotic fervour to-

ward concrete actions in your work and diligent studies, so as to contribute to the rejuvenation 

of the Chinese nation” (Hughes 2006:152). Some claimed that the large-scale anti-Japanese 

protests in 2005 were orchestrated by the Chinese government (Kahn 2005). However, Chi-

nese society had become more pluralistic and war memory and other issues had come to be 

debated on a much larger scale outside the CCP. In some ways, the CCP’s monopoly on in-

formation had come to be questioned and a civil society more independent from the CCP was 

emerging. The issue of how to be patriotic was at the centre of the discussion. The demonstra-

tors were regarded as expressing love for their country but told to do so in other ways.  

It seems that, when it takes a tough stand in international relations, the CCP can 

refer to the netizens’ opinions, but when it does not, it risks being criticized for being soft. 

Additional incidents supporting this interpretation occurred in 2008 and 2009. After the terri-

ble Sichuan earthquake in May 2008, the Chinese government was quick to accept assistance 

from other countries, among them Japan. There was even talk of using the Japanese Self De-

fence Forces (SDF) to send equipment to Sichuan. This would have marked the first Japanese 

military presence in China since 1945. This idea, however, was abandoned after it was 

criticized by Chinese Internet activists, who were not ready to accept a Japanese military 

presence in China even if its objective was disaster relief. This incident illustrates that Sino-

Japanese relations are still extremely fragile because of history-related issues, and suggests 

that Internet activism has an impact on policy (Gustafsson 2009:7). On 22 April 2009, the 

movie Nanjing! Nanjing!, dealing with the Nanjing Atrocity, premiered at Chinese cinemas. 

The director Lu Chuan received death threats and was called a traitor because it depicts one of 

the Japanese protagonists in a nuanced way. According to the director, the film was close to 

being cancelled in its first week because of criticism on the Internet (Wong 2009). This affair 

demonstrates that the “traitor discourse” is still very much alive and that it sometimes does 

not take much to be labelled one. Moreover, it seems to suggest that the depiction of Japanese 

soldiers as people who can be identified with as fellow human beings challenges the estab-

lished view of the war of people belonging to the anti-Japanese nationalist faction. One con-

clusion that can be drawn from the above-mentioned events is that the CCP cannot afford to 

give in to foreign pressure in such situations because if it does it will lose legitimacy and 

credibility. Having stressed patriotism for such a long time, the CCP needs to act patriotically.  

The common use of the word traitor by the Japan-bashers to denounce their ad-

versaries as unpatriotic is noteworthy as it connects with the wartime phenomenon of col-
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laboration. The term hanjian, which has the meaning of traitor to the Han race rather than to 

the country (K7L, maiguozei), sits uneasily with the patriotic discourse, which emphasizes 

love for the country and unity between the brother nationalities. The traitor discourse is there-

fore potentially subversive. Chinese revolutionaries in the late Qing dynasty claimed that the 

Han race differed from the Manchu race in order to mobilize the Han people to overthrow the 

Manchu Qing Dynasty (Chow 2001:47-76, Murata 2001:363-64). Racial nationalism was 

hence a central component in Sun Yat-sen’s theory of the “Three Principles of the People” (

M;=>). Sun depicted the Han as a pure biological entity. He emphasized that most of the 

Chinese people belonged to the Han and that those belonging to the “alien races” were few in 

number (Dikötter 1992:123-24). It should be noted that the concepts employed in referring to 

the Chinese nation and the Chinese (Zhonghua AB, Han E, xia N, huaxia BN, etc.) are 

fluid and can have different meanings depending on the political ideology drawn on. In the 

late Qing dynasty era, one of these ideologies was inclusive and stressed universalism 

whereas the other was exclusive and distinguished the Han from the barbarians. This latter 

Han supremacist strain of thought was seen as dangerous by both the GMD and the CCP. In 

the PRC of today, however, where ethnic minorities enjoy preferential treatment, for example, 

in access to education and family planning, there has been a resurgence in Han supremacism 

that excludes and singles out non-Han minorities as internal “others” (or barbarians) while 

labelling Han people who do not share their views traitors to the Han. It is the objective of 

this movement to revive not the Chinese nation in a broad sense but the Han race in its nar-

row sense (Liebold 2010:539-59).    

In the debates discussed above, the centrality of the concept of “patriotism” is 

significant. Much of the discussion focused on how to express patriotic emotions. However, 

there was no debate about whether Chinese should behave patriotically but only of how to be 

patriotic. Everyone agreed that as a Chinese one should be a patriot, that is, love one’s coun-

try. Indeed, it has been claimed that “(w)hen patriotism became a buzzword in Chinese public 

discourse, more people wanted to proclaim their uncritical love for China and their desire to 

defend it from aggressive foreigners” (He 2009:248). The question was how to define and 

express this love. The debates can hence be understood as a struggle over the meaning of the 

term patriotism. That this interpretation is correct became obvious in an article in the People’s 

Daily published in October 2010. The article was written in response to anti-Japanese protests 

in several Chinese cities after the captain of a Chinese fishing boat had been detained in Japan 
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for ramming a Japanese coastguard vessel with his boat. It was argued in the article that 

“(w)hen national interests and dignity are threatened, every Chinese will stand up and express 

their patriotic enthusiasm in various ways, which is only natural”. However, it was explicitly 

stated that “(w)e must insist on expressing our patriotism legally and rationally” (People’s 

Daily 2010b).  

Patriotism has been stressed in Chinese discourse since the early 1980s. Patriot-

ism (:7=>) could be said to be a high value word in China. However, the meaning of the 

word, like the meaning of other high value words such as freedom or democracy, is not fixed. 

Different actors will hence try to define such terms in a way that suits their particular inter-

ests. Attempts to redefine it are especially sensitive since the legitimacy of the government is 

closely connected with it. The patriotic education campaign, I argue, should be understood not 

merely as an attempt by the government to strengthen its legitimacy, but also as a way to fix 

the meaning of the term patriotism in a way that benefits the CCP. Furthermore, when pro-

tests against the government have been launched, demonstrators have made sure to do so in a 

way that presents them as patriots.  

 The anti-Japanese demonstrations that took place in 2005 involved an attempt to 

redefine the meaning of the word patriotism. An attempt was made to appropriate the concept 

for purposes other than those of the government. Thus, when the police were sent to deal with 

the demonstrators, the demonstrators shouted an old slogan according to which one is inno-

cent of political crimes if one is patriotic (:7OP). The slogan was used in 1936 after the 

Nationalist government had imprisoned seven young members of a patriotic association that 

had criticized the government for not dealing with the Japanese. A movement was organized 

to set the seven free. It argued that if the seven were to be imprisoned, then patriots all over 

the country, including those belonging to the movement, would also have to be imprisoned. 

After protests, in which the slogan mentioned above was central, the seven were released. The 

gist of the slogan in its 1936 meaning was that if you do something as a patriotic act it is not a 

political crime and should not be punished. In other words, if one acts out of love for the 

country one can act against the government (Funabashi 2005, Wang 2005:39-42). It seems 

reasonable to believe that the appropriation of and attempt to redefine a word that is now a 

central ideological pillar of the state worried people in the Chinese government. While the 

CCP’s way of using the term has involved trying to tie it to love for the party-state, these 

demonstrators drew on a discourse according to which a patriot who goes against the gov-
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ernment is not guilty of a political crime. When the demonstrators used the term patriotism, 

the CCP could not afford to come across as weak or unpatriotic. The concept of intertextuality 

is useful in this discussion. When the demonstrators used the slogan they were referring back 

to an event that occurred in 1936. What happened was therefore a re-contextualization of the 

slogan. Such a re-contextualization, as is mentioned in chapter 3, always involves some kind 

of change in meaning since a text is taken out of its original context and used in another. The 

values of the new context hence affect the meaning of the term. At the same time, the conno-

tations of the original setting are invoked. If the original use of the word has positive connota-

tions, as in this case, it might be possible for the new user to infuse her/his actions with these 

associated meanings. 

 The incident in 2005 was not the first in which students behaved in this way. For 

example, in 1986, student demonstrations began at the Hefei University of Science and Tech-

nology and spread to Shanghai, Tianjin and Beijing. In the autumn of 1985, students protested 

against corruption and poor campus living conditions. However, these issues had been com-

bined with a demand for a boycott of Japanese goods in the aftermath of Japanese Prime Min-

ister Nakasone Yasuhiro’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine. The students hence made sure that 

they came across as being patriotic, as patriotic demands were more likely to be met. They too 

made references to the 1936 incident. Hu Yaobang, who had received Nakasone in Beijing in 

November 1985, criticized the students for being short-sighted and instead called for a 

“sober-minded patriotism”. He was removed from his post not long after (Hughes 2006:37-

39). The students protesting in the spring and early summer of 1989 similarly referred to the 4 

May 1919 movement as they attempted to present their claims as patriotic. Such student 

movements need to avoid coming across as traitors that may disrupt China’s nation building 

process and overall stability. It is necessary for them to voice any dissent in patriotic terms. 

This is evidence of the strength of the patriotic discourse. At the same time, the Chinese gov-

ernment, in dealing with such protests, also needs to come across as patriotic. The use of na-

tionalist themes by the democracy movements of the late 1980s therefore made it imperative 

for the legitimacy of the Party that the leadership present itself as patriotic in the 1990s 

(Hughes 2006:52-53). It has been argued that the student demonstrations had a subversive 

appeal because they presented an alternative to the official celebration of the movement (Cal-

lahan 2010:34). Criticism of foreign imperialism can hence be directed at the Chinese leader-

ship or other Chinese who are perceived as being traitors or not patriotic enough (Callahan 

2010:26-27). It is not so much that the Chinese government creates legitimacy by being anti-
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Japanese, but rather that the Chinese government risks losing legitimacy if it is perceived as 

not being patriotic enough.  

For example, in the case of visits by Japanese Prime Ministers to the Yasukuni 

Shrine, the Chinese leadership does not have the option of not responding through strongly 

worded protests. The reason for this is the myth on which Sino-Japanese diplomatic relations 

were based when they were normalized in 1972. According to this logic, a military clique was 

responsible for the war while ordinary Japanese were victims. This reasoning was not in-

vented in 1972 but was the official view of the CCP and the GMD during and after the war 

(Yoshida 2006:62-63). The Chinese leaders’ decision to differentiate between the Japanese 

people and the militarists might not have been easy to accept for Chinese people, as illustrated 

by the anti-Japanese demonstrations that took place in 2005 (Kawashima & Môri 2009:123-

27). This myth makes it impossible for the Chinese leadership not to react if a Japanese Prime 

Minister visits Yasukuni because the act, according to this logic, denies the foundation of the 

relationship since it is understood as absolving the Class A war criminals, that is, the military 

clique, who are enshrined at Yasukuni. The Chinese logic for opposing shrine visits becomes 

clear in the following excerpt from an article in the CCP’s mouthpiece the China Daily: “Be-

fore diplomatic ties were normalized, Chinese leaders stated clearly and frequently to Japa-

nese friends: The war should be blamed on a few Japanese militarists, not the Japanese peo-

ple, who were also victims. The 1972 establishing of diplomatic relations and the 1978 sign-

ing of the Treaty of Peace and Friendship took place in this light” (BBC Monitoring Asia Pa-

cific 2005a). This line of reasoning is often repeated by Chinese leaders (e.g. The Times 

2007). It is stated clearly on the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s website that it has always been 

the policy of the PRC to differentiate between ordinary Japanese, who were also victims of 

the war, and the few militarists who were responsible (MOFAPRC 2002).  

The 2007 Genron NPO survey highlighted this point. In response to the question 

“What do you think about Japanese prime ministers visiting the Yasukuni Shrine?” 50 per 

cent of the Chinese respondents chose the alternative “Should not visit the shrine at all” 

whereas 23.8 per cent chose “Can visit if Class A war criminals’ names are removed” (Gen-

ron NPO 2007:25). The latter alternative corresponds with the Chinese government’s official 

view. Half of all the respondents are thus not on the same page as the Chinese government 

and instead support a stance that seems to reject the position on which bilateral relations were 

restored. To the extent that the answers reflect the sentiments of the Chinese people it sug-

gests that there is a large segment of Chinese public opinion that wants to see the Chinese 
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government take a stronger stance towards Japan on this issue. This suggests that the CCP 

does not have total control over Chinese society, an impression sometimes given by media in 

the West. As public opinion has grown increasingly important in China, Chinese policymak-

ers have stressed the importance of “guiding” public opinion (e.g. SCIO 2010). Making sure 

that media outlets present the CCP and its policies favourably is certainly an important part of 

this guidance strategy. However, at a more fundamental level, educating people to have an 

essentially positive opinion of the CCP, thereby increasing the probability that they find in-

formation emanating from the CCP trustworthy, is arguably of even greater importance in an 

environment in which other sources of information are increasingly accessible and the “soft 

power” of other states is regarded as a threat.    

4.1.3 Education 

The CCP’s propaganda apparatus is extremely sophisticated and comprises a large number of 

organs “extending into virtually every medium concerned with the dissemination of informa-

tion” (Shambaugh 2007:27). The CCP Propaganda Department (AQR) is the spider in the 

web of the propaganda system and oversees newspapers and other organs belonging to the 

apparatus. It is also responsible for launching nationwide propaganda campaigns such as the 

patriotic education campaign. It should be mentioned that propaganda does not have the nega-

tive connotations in the PRC that it has in many other countries, and is regarded as a way of 

teaching the masses (Shambaugh 2007:25-58). Before going deeper into a discussion of the 

CCP’s Patriotic Education Campaign, some brief comments should be made about the role of 

patriotism in moral education, or deyu (ST), in the PRC and its historic roots in Confucian 

thought. Chinese deyu differs from what is often seen as moral education in other countries. 

The concepts of micro-deyu and macro-deyu can be distinguished in the Chinese context. The 

former refers to what is often perceived as moral education, that is, education about moral 

principles or morality. Macro-deyu, on the other hand, is a broader concept, comprising mo-

ral, political and ideological education. This macro-deyu in the PRC has long included patri-

otic principles (Li et al. 2004:449-461). There has, however, been an increased emphasis on 

the patriotism component of deyu since the early 1990s – to the extent that policies dealing 

specifically with patriotic education have been adopted, while remaining a part of deyu. Ac-

cording to these policies, patriotic education should permeate all subjects taught in schools.  
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As far back as 1983, and again in 1988, the importance of patriotic education of 

the youth was stressed.71 After the crackdown in Tiananmen in 1989, patriotism came to be 

further stressed at the expense of socialism. The Education Commission therefore broadened 

the scope of patriotism to include it in the entire curriculum. Jiang Zemin mentioned the Nan-

jing Massacre as a good example that could be used in patriotic education. He also drew the 

conclusion, implicit in earlier logics, that socialism was essentially the same as patriotism. By 

the time the 1991 notice on the importance of patriotic education and the 1994 Guidelines for 

Patriotic Education were issued, the importance of patriotism in education had already been 

stressed for a few years, and the concept of patriotism had taken the place of socialism as the 

“great power pushing forward” China’s history (Hughes 2006:56-60). However, as was 

pointed out by Deng Xiaoping in reaction to the Tiananmen protests in 1989, ideological and 

political education and the need for hard struggle had not been stressed enough (Deng 1989). 

The 1995 Education Law further established the importance of patriotic education across the 

curriculum (Hughes 2006:73). The 1991 notice and the 1994 guidelines on education made 

emphasizing patriotism more comprehensive. This state-led campaign coincided with a na-

tionalistic current among intellectuals. Populist nationalist works written in the 1990s also 

attest to the existence of nationalist undercurrents outside government circles. The rise of 

state-led nationalism as well as nationalism among intellectuals has been attributed to the 

changes in China’s international situation in the early 1990s. The end of the Cold War and the 

demise of the Soviet Union coincided with criticism of China in the wake of the 1989 crack-

down in Tiananmen. With the Soviet Union gone, China was suddenly the last great bastion 

of communism and the CCP managed to depict the criticism by Western governments and 

media as criticism of China rather than of the CCP. This was enforced by the so-called China 

threat theory and related calls in the West to contain China. In this atmosphere, the patriotic 

                                                                    
71 In 1983, it was argued in a document issued by the government that young people, because they have not re-
ceived the education necessary, are unable to scientifically analyse problems and hence may arrive at erroneous 
conclusions. Emphasis was being put on the need to strengthen patriotic and ideological education as some com-
rades were said to be in a position where they ran the risk of losing faith in socialism and perhaps even in the 
country because of mistakes such as the Cultural Revolution (Propaganda Department et al.1983). In 1988, in a 
notice issued concerning the strengthening of moral education in middle and primary schools, which in many 
respects echoed the 1983 document, it was argued that: “We must guide students to integrate their own ideals, 
hopes, dreams and ambitions with the future of the motherland and destiny of the nation, and inspire them to 
work hard at their studies for the sake of realizing the Four Modernizations and strengthening China.” Further-
more, it emphasized that patriotism must be “particularly prominent” in moral education. Here, understanding 
the Chinese people’s struggle against imperialism and feudalism is also stressed. Pride in the historic mission of 
revitalizing the motherland is said to be vital so that people will put the interests of the motherland above every-
thing else. Finally, the importance of the Party in this revitalization was underlined (CCP Central Committee 
1988). 
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education campaign was received much more enthusiastically in the PRC than previous cam-

paigns had been (Zhao 2004:8-11).  

The 1994 Guidelines for Patriotic Education form a comprehensive document 

that deals with the content and implementation of patriotic education in Chinese society. It 

stresses that the aims of the campaign are to inspire the national spirit, foster national pride, 

promote national unity and revitalize China. It states that: “patriotism and socialism are in 

essence identical”. The history of China, especially its modern and contemporary history, is 

said to occupy a central place in the campaign. People, it is said, should understand how the 

Chinese people remained indomitable in the face of foreign aggression and fought bloody 

wars for national independence and liberation. The role of the CCP in leading the whole peo-

ple in the brave struggle to establish New China should especially be understood. Traditional 

culture, the country’s national conditions (7U), national defence and security, unity among 

the nationalities and the importance of peaceful unification are all stressed. The Chinese are 

described as a multinational family. According to the plan, patriotic education is for all peo-

ple, but with a focus on youth. Their patriotic consciousness should be developed and people 

should be guided into establishing correct ideals, beliefs and values. Schools, from kindergar-

ten to university, play an important role in the education process and all education depart-

ments in all provinces should work out patriotic education plans for all subjects. Schools must 

also conduct education outside school that appeals to the senses of the students. Youngsters 

need to understand the relation between the nation, the collective and the individual. They 

should love the nation, the hometown, the collective and their position, and contribute to the 

nation. Teaching materials that appeal to young people should be used. Patriotic education 

bases such as museums are given considerable attention. All such sites are said to be import-

ant for patriotic education. It is stated that schools must make use of these bases in their moral 

education. Tourist departments should make sure that their guides have an awareness of patri-

otic education. Activities at these locations should be made attractive and inspiring. Com-

memorative activities can be used on important holidays and schools can use the sites for win-

ter and summer camps. It is emphasized that a societal atmosphere should be created in which 

patriotic ideology is made into the leitmotif of society. Patriotic education should hence be 

disseminated via all levels of news, publishing and the visual media. Traditional holidays, it is 

said, should be used not only to entertain the people but also to provide them with patriotic 

education. Patriots such as heroes, martyrs and other outstanding models should be publicized 

and commemorated as good examples (Central Committee of the CPC 1994). 
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While various media are used in patriotic education, Wang identifies two main 

tools on which the campaign rests – the revision of history textbooks which began in 1991 

and the construction and reconstruction of more than 10,000 patriotic education bases all over 

China. In addition to these two main pillars, films, songs, books and other media are em-

ployed in the campaign (Wang 2006:12-13). The campaign has been so comprehensive that it 

has been argued that: “history and memory have been institutionalized” (Wang 2005:14). For 

example, the CCP usually launches short-term political campaigns but, from its beginning in 

1994, the patriotic education project was always intended to be an enduring endeavour. 

Hence, even though it was directed mainly at young people at the beginning, its scope has 

been broadened considerably to make it the most important component of ideological educa-

tion for employees in government organizations, teachers, military personnel and party mem-

bers (Wang 2008:793, 798-99). 

4.1.4 Narratives as threats 

In 2004, the CCP issued the policy document “Some Opinions on Further Strengthening and 

Improving the Development of Ideology and Morality Among Minors”. It stresses the import-

ant role of minors in the future of the motherland and that because they are the future there is 

a need to further emphasize their education in patriotism, collectivism, socialism and the na-

tional spirit. This is especially salient, the document explains, since “hostile international 

forces” have intensified their ideological and cultural attempts to influence Chinese minors. In 

other words, minors need to be immunized from the soft power and the narratives of others. 

The document repeats much of the content of the patriotic education plan. However, it also 

mentions that there are untapped resources in various official holidays, among these the births 

and deaths of revolutionaries and national heroes as well as events such as 18 September, the 

Nanjing Massacre and other days of national shame. It is also mentioned that holidays and 

vacations should be used, for example, for school trips to revolutionary sites. The role of pa-

triotic education bases is also stressed in this document. These should make group visits by 

schools free of charge while individual students should be charged half the entrance fee. Fur-

thermore, the importance of “purifying” the environment for minors by making sure the In-

ternet is free from harmful content is emphasized (Central Committee of the CPC and the 

State Council 2006:75-91). There is evidence to suggest that museums dealing with the war of 

resistance are supposed to fulfil a similar function. For example, in an interview, Yu Yanjun 

of the War of Resistance Museum’s educational staff said that: “(t)here are many young peo-
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ple whose understanding of Japan is just from  … television and the brand names of house-

hold appliances, and they do not know the historical tendency of the ‘Japanese imperialists’ to 

invade, as well as the hegemonic nature of the Western world today” (Mitter 2000a:292). In 

an article published on 18 February 2011 by the English-language version of the People’s 

Daily, the “father of China’s great firewall” spoke out about his creation and discussed the 

need for censorship. He explicitly stated that: “Calls for a more open information flow repre-

sent a soft power threat to China from foreign forces”.72 The soft power of others is seen as a 

threat against which Chinese people need to be kept safe through censorship, or, better yet, 

immunization through education.  

4.2 The institutional context 

When the PRC was founded in 1949, the CCP Ministry of Culture took control of 21 major 

museums. These, however, were deemed obsolete and “ill suited to the needs of a modern 

socialist society”. Consequently, the CCP turned to the Soviet Union to learn how to create 

museums that could be used in the proletarian education project to enlighten the masses. The 

number of museums in China rose from around 20 in 1949 to 1357 in 1999 (Hung 2005:916-

918). Until the 1980s, the number of museums dealing with the War of Resistance against the 

Japanese Invaders, which the war of 1931-1945 is usually called, was fairly modest. Since the 

second half of the 1980s, and especially since the 1990s, however, the number of such institu-

tions in China has increased rapidly. When such museums were first established in China in 

the 1980s they were small (Ma 2007:159). One observer who visited the Nanjing museum in 

1991 described it as “a sad, ill-maintained place in a poor suburb” (Buruma 2009:127). Since 

then, however, huge amounts of money have been put into rebuilding the museum and today 

it is huge. Chinese modern history museums are primarily state-funded (Denton 2005:566-

68), although some war museums raise money from local companies that can thereby improve 

their patriotic credentials.  

 Museums dealing with the War of Resistance are spread out over large parts of 

China, with an emphasis on the regions that made up the war theatre. Hence, regions that ex-

                                                                    
72 The article was published on the People’s Daily’s website on 18 February 2011 but was soon removed (at 
http://english.people.com.cn/90001/90776/90882/7292052.html). A search for the article, called “Father of 
China’s Great Firewall speaks out” still yielded the original link on 6 March 2011. However, the contents had 
been removed and the page was entirely blank. The article had, however, been reproduced at several sites, in-
cluding the following: http://www.motherboard.tv/2011/3/1/father-of-great-firewall-speaks-out-is-promptly-
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perienced little or no fighting during the war have few or no such museums, while a large 

number of museums can be found in the regions that were occupied and the places in which 

battles occurred. In north-east China, which was occupied by Japan from 1931, there are a 

large number of museums dedicated to the war. With very few exceptions, Chinese war mu-

seums are located where events took place during the war. While this arguably increases the 

authenticity of these museums, it means that some are located in less accessible places. Some 

museums counter this weakness by targeting schools and workplaces, thereby receiving visi-

tors, most of them schoolchildren, in large groups (Mitter 2000a:291). 

 It is customary for the CCP to create model examples as part of their political 

campaigns. For this reason, a list of 100 model patriotic education bases, carefully selected 

from among such sites located all over China, was published in 1995. Many of the chosen 

sites received funding for renovation and enlargements. The aim of putting together such a list 

is to get local governments to heighten the patriotic profiles of existing sites and to join in 

creating new ones. While the central authorities chose the 100 sites for the list, the provincial 

and local governments also approve patriotic education bases. In 2001, the deputy minister at 

the Propaganda Department disclosed in an interview that a dozen provinces spent some CNY 

10 million on patriotic education sites every year. According to Wang, 434 sites had been 

created at the provincial level and 1938 at the county level in just the provinces of Anhui, 

Beijing, Hebei, Jiangsu and Jiangxi (Wang 2008:795-96). 

 As is mentioned above, the government requires schools at all levels to visit 

patriotic education bases (Wang 2006:12-13). These bases include not only war museums but 

also ancient sites providing proof of the great achievements of Chinese civilization.73 Revolu-

tionary and CCP-related sites, for example, places where revolutionary conferences were held, 

can be seen as another category. War museums make up a third type. Among these, some deal 

with the War of Liberation (VWX0), sometimes labelled the Chinese Civil War outside the 

PRC. Others concentrate on foreign aggression in the form of, for example, the Opium Wars, 

the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95 and most commonly the War of Resistance. These wars 

are often conceptualized as part of the “century of humiliation”, lasting from the first Opium 

War until Japan was defeated in 1945. A brief analysis of the list of the 100 Patriotic Educa-

tion Bases (YZ:7=>[\) shows that even though some of the museums listed as deal-

                                                                                                                                                                             
censored and http://sweetandsoursocialism.wordpress.com/2011/02/18/father-of-chinas-great-firewall-speaks-
out-peoples-daily/ (Both last accessed on 6 March 2011).  
73 Places such as the Great Wall, the Forbidden City and the site where the Peking man was discovered all fit 
into this category. 
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ing with the War of Resistance were built between the late 1940s and the early 1960s, the 

majority were constructed in the 1980s and 1990s. By contrast, most museums focusing on 

the War of Liberation were built between the mid-1950s and mid-1960s (China Culture In-

formation Net 2009, Zhong Xuanbu 1998).   

The role of museums in the CCP’s patriotic education campaign and the close 

connection between these museums and the CCP are illustrated in several ways. Great com-

munist leaders have written the names of several of these institutions in calligraphy.74 Another 

feature connecting these museums to the CCP is the displaying of plaques proclaiming that 

the institutions have been certified by different bodies as “patriotic education bases”. Such 

certifications are awarded by central organs such as the Propaganda Department as well as 

local and regional authorities. The walls of many museums are adorned with a large number 

of such tablets. The usefulness of patriotic education bases as educational tools was explained 

in the 1991 notice on patriotic education, which describes patriotic education bases as “vivid 

textbooks” with “better educational effectiveness” than the traditional classroom study of 

written material. Visits to these education bases have become a regular part of the school cur-

riculum (Wang 2008:794, 796).  

The Red Tourism, or patriotic tourism, campaign, which aims to attract tourists 

to revolutionary sites, was launched in 2004. According to an official with the national co-

ordination group on red tourism, such sites contain “abundant facts … showing the Party and 

socialism are the choice of history and the people”. The campaign ”will make people, espe-

cially the young people, to further consolidate their faith in pursuing the road of socialism 

with Chinese characteristics and realizing the great rejuvenation of the nation under the lead-

ership of the CPC”. The official also described “the great national ethos that grew out of the 

fights to win national independence” as a “valuable asset in both the revolutionary war pe-

riods and present-day efforts to realize the rejuvenation of the country. Visits to these sites 

will infuse such elements in the youngsters” (Xinhua 2005a). There is considerable overlap 

between the list of 100 Patriotic Education Bases and the list of 100 Red Tourism Sites. The 

latter campaign can hence be regarded as an extension of the former as it attempts to dissemi-

nate the same values. However, there are some significant differences. As its name, the Red 

                                                                    
74 For example, the names of the War of Resistance Museum in Beijing, the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall 
and the Eighth Route Army Memorial Hall were all written by Deng Xiaoping. Jiang Zemin has written the 
names of the Zhenhai Coast Defence History Museum on the outskirts of Ningbo, the September 18 Historical 
Museum in Shenyang and the New Fourth Army Memorial in Yancheng, as well as large texts at the Historical 
Museum for Japan’s Occupation in North-east China in Changchun telling the visitor not to forget September 
18th. 
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Tourism Campaign, hints, its focus is on modern history – or revolutionary history. This 

means that its focus is narrower, less on the Chinese nation and more concerned with the 

CCP. It consequently excludes some of the categories of the Patriotic Education Bases while 

still propagating similar qualities. The category “great achievements of Chinese civilization”, 

including such sites as the Great Wall and the site of the Peking man, are therefore not fea-

tured on the list. It also means that the Opium Wars and other conflicts that occurred before 

the start of the “red era” are omitted. This means that there are a larger number of sites deal-

ing with the War of Resistance, the War of Liberation and “great comrades” on this list. 

(Zhongguo hongse lüyou wang a). While it could be argued that the focus on the “red era” 

indicates a step away from the emphasis on the century of humiliation, it may also be con-

tended that it further stresses the Japanese role in inflicting such humiliations on the Chinese 

people – as a significant number of these sites deal with the War of Resistance and sites deal-

ing with other external enemies are rare.75  

The government allocated CNY 700 million for the development of red tourism 

in 2005, which was declared the year of red tourism. In the same year, the National Develop-

ment and Reform Commission assigned CNY 232 million for the construction of 12 red tour-

ism scenic spots related to the war of resistance to celebrate the 60th anniversary of victory 

(Xinhua 2005b). In December 2007 it was reported that the government had invested CNY 

2.15 billion in the Red Tourism campaign since 2004. Between 2004 and 2007 the campaign 

attracted more than 400 million tourists (Xinhua 2007).  

  Among the private museums that have been established in China, some have fo-

cused on local non-communist war history (Reilly 2004:288-89).76 This indicates that the nar-

ratives presented in such exhibitions differ from those at state-run museums. It could perhaps 

be said, then, that war museums are slowly emerging as an arena for civil society groups. 

However, in July 2008, 90 per cent of China’s 2400 museums in all categories were run by 

                                                                    
75 The China Red Tourism Web also provides a list of 12 key zones designated Red Tourism zones. These zones, 
which stretch across provinces and include a number of sites, can be visited as part of a trip to a region (Zhong-
guo hongse lüyou wang b). It also provides a list of 30 suggested routes for travelling to quality red tourism sites 
(Zhongguo hongse lüyou wang c). These 100 sites, 30 routes and 12 zones are part of the first phase of a cam-
paign being implemented between 2004 and 2007, the aim of which is to establish a framework for red tourism. 
During the second part of the programme, from 2007 to 2010, the aim is to realize “all-round development” of 
the areas, many of which are quite remote, through the improvement of infrastructure. The government also 
adopted policies to support travel agencies (Xinhua 2005a). 
76 According to Reilly, these institutions often “begin with individual initiative, build upon local resources and 
connections, gain official support at the local level and then slowly expand using media, academic and Gov-
ernment resources to engage in public outreach and scholarship” (Reilly 2006:195). Such private museums often 
cooperate with local officials by providing venues and themes for patriotic education. Local education officials 
collaborate with museums in arranging school visits. Moreover, history activists, often academics, have influ-
enced the content of state-run museums and have been involved in planning exhibitions (Reilly 2006:195, 197). 
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the government (People’s Daily Online 2008b). Nonetheless, according to an article in the 

People’s Daily Online written in 2006, there are quite a few small private museums in the 

PRC. In some cases people have gathered objects connected to the war to display in their 

homes. Such small-scale exhibitions account for most of the private exhibitions. Two large-

scale private museums deal with the war: the Nanjing Private War of Resistance Historical 

Material Hall in Nanjing, and the Jianchuan Museum Cluster in Sichuan (Renmin Wang 

2006). The latter actually surpasses the public museums in size. However, an entrance ticket 

to the private Jianchuan Museum Cluster cost CNY 80 in April 2009. This is in stark contrast 

to the government-run museums dealing with the same theme, which stopped charging en-

trance fees for schoolchildren accompanied by their teachers after a government decision in 

2004 (Vickers 2007:366). In January 2008, it was decided that patriotic and other education 

sites were to become free of charge for all in 2009. This makes it difficult to make private war 

museums profitable.77 The most important conclusion to be drawn from this state of affairs is 

probably that a large number of Chinese will visit the museums that have become free of 

charge. This certainly appears to be the case.78  

 One last point should be added in this section. While some Japanese museums, 

as is shown in chapter 5, have been the targets of much domestic controversy, it has been 

noted that: “the content of war museums in Japan and China has yet to become the subject of 

a diplomatic upset between the two countries” (Rose 2005:118). However, the contents of 

some Chinese exhibitions have been discussed in the Japanese parliament, the Diet, and in 

discussions between Chinese and Japanese diplomats. These low-key diplomatic exchanges 

have not been given any attention in the scholarly literature and have received little attention 

in the media. Nevertheless, these negotiations are important as part of the Chinese context 

within which narratives about war are produced and exist because they can contribute to ex-

plaining the existence of some exhibits in Chinese exhibitions. These negotiations are dis-

cussed as part of the Japanese context since the discussions illustrate how some Japanese poli-

ticians and others perceive Chinese narratives as threats in a similar way to how Chinese gov-

                                                                    
77 Fan Jianchuan, director of the Jianchuan Museum Cluster, notes on the website of the cluster that combining 
diversified content and style with different amenities and a mix of spiritual and material products – thereby cre-
ating a cluster – is the only way to survive for museums not sponsored by the government (The Jianchuan Mu-
seum Cluster’s Website). This cluster is perhaps best described as a theme park. With its pleasant scenery com-
plete with a small lake, a hotel, a restaurant, the Flying Tigers Bar and staff walking around dressed in old uni-
forms, it offers the visitor an experience that is quite different from a regular museum visit. 
78 For example, in November 2010 it was reported that since the Eighth Route Army Memorial in Wuxiang abol-
ished entrance fees, it was receiving about 60,000 visitors a month (Hongse lüyou 2010). The New Fourth Army 
Memorial in Yancheng received 658,000 visitors in 2008. This was a 165 % increase over the previous year. The 
increase is attributed to the abolition of entrance fees (JSNews 2009). 
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ernment officials regard foreign discourses as threats. They are also discussed as specific con-

textual information in the analysis of Chinese narratives. For now it is sufficient to point out 

that changes have been made to some Chinese exhibitions in order to accommodate concerns 

voiced by the Japanese Foreign Ministry. 

4.3 Conclusions 

This chapter contributes to the study of contemporary Chinese society by presenting an un-

derstanding of recent Chinese debates as a struggle over the meaning of patriotism. Just as 

there are those in China who are trying to define the meaning of this high-value word, the 

CCP is also making attempts to define the term in a way that suits its agenda. The negative 

press that the 2005 anti-Japanese demonstrations received internationally meant that the idea 

of patriotism held by the demonstrators had a damaging effect on China’s international image. 

Some of those who have opposed the anti-Japanese faction have argued that violent demon-

strations and vitriolic attacks against Chinese labelled as unpatriotic were in fact not patriotic 

and how to behave as a patriot. Different groups therefore participated in a discursive struggle 

to define what it means to be patriotic. In this struggle, some have resorted to branding their 

opponents as “traitors”. The Japan-bashers were largely victorious in this struggle over mean-

ing. Furthermore, and importantly, these developments constituted a domestic challenge do-

mestically to the patriotic credentials and legitimacy of the CCP. Ever since the CCP started 

its patriotic education campaign it has tried to steer patriotic feelings in a certain direction. 

However, the CCP may have had more of the initiative when it initiated the campaign. As 

other players have entered the struggle to define the meaning of patriotism, it has become 

increasingly important for the CCP to manage this struggle in the direction that suits its pur-

poses, and more importantly away from the direction that threatens its objectives. The CCP’s 

patriotic education campaign of which the museums studied here are an important part, in-

volves an attempt by the CCP to define and fix the meaning of the word patriotism for the 

purposes of the Party. The CCP, in other words, is participating in an ongoing struggle over 

the meaning of patriotism in the PRC. 

This chapter, along with chapter 5, contributes to the study of narratives about 

war by illustrating how an explicitly defined theory of context can help understand such nar-

ratives. However, the full extent of this contribution will not become evident until the analysis 

of narratives has been conducted. Put differently, this chapter has revealed much about the 
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context in which Chinese narratives about war are produced, and touched very briefly on what 

such narratives deal with. However, little has been mentioned about the narratives per se. 

Even though we have learned from this chapter that many Chinese museums deal with the 

War of Resistance and that these museum exhibitions are part of a larger struggle about the 

meaning of this war, we do not know much about how the War of Resistance is depicted. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis of the Japanese context 

Just as chapter 4 provides an account of the Chinese context, this chapter provides the histori-

cal and societal background needed to interpret the material analysed in the chapters below. 

While the Japanese context differs in many respects from the Chinese, the main logic under-

lining the structure of these chapters is the same. The chapter provides an analysis of the 

broader socio-political and historical context, including the history of the relevant discourses. 

Section 5.2 analyses the institutional context in which Japanese museums function. As the 

analysis is conducted, attention is paid to intertextuality. When the analysis of the material 

collected at museums in Japan is carried out below, the relevant context outlined in this chap-

ter will help provide an understanding and explanation of some of the content of these exhibi-

tions. This entails interpreting from which discourses an exhibition derives its understanding 

of history, that is, a form of intertextual reference. It may also involve referring to aspects of 

the societal context as crucial to an understanding of why a particular exhibit is on display at a 

museum. 

5.1 The broader socio-political and historical context 

Views of the war in Japan are closely connected with broader political agendas.  

5.1.1 The historical context 

During the war, the Japanese government made full use of censorship and surveillance of 

conversations between ordinary citizens. Propaganda was used to promote patriotism and 

control public opinion, and people who voiced dissent were arrested. The view of the war 

disseminated by the government through the mass media, school textbooks, popular maga-

zines and comic books was one according to which it was Japan’s mission to work against 

Western aggression and for peace in Asia. According to this logic, Chinese policies were in-

correct and based on an anti-Japanese ideology. Chiang Kai-shek had reluctantly drawn Japan 

into a conflict with China in 1937 (Yoshida 2006:11-15).  
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The propaganda disseminated during the war period was based on the ideology 

of radical Shintô ultranationalism. In 1937, the Japanese government issued the document 

Fundamentals of our National Polity (Kokutai no hongi). After a long ideological struggle 

concerning how to interpret the Constitution of the Empire of Japan, which was adopted in 

1889, this government document established and explicated the principles of radical Shintô 

ultra nationalism as the orthodox ideology of the Japanese nation. Central to this struggle was 

how the role of the emperor and his relations with parliament, and hence the character of de-

mocratic politics, should be understood. The document in effect stripped the constitution of its 

constitutional power – the emperor’s rule was declared absolute and the constitution merely 

an imperial edict. No universalistic principles and no separation of powers could be allowed 

(Skya 2009:263-67, 278-79). The document “meant the demise of the nascent form of 

constitutionalism that had been developing in Japan since the promulgation of the constitution 

in 1889” (Skya 2009:265). Furthermore, the document attacked enlightenment and occidental 

ideologies, which were regarded as having penetrated Japanese society. These ideologies 

were seen as having caused the problems perceived to characterize Japanese society through 

individualism, which had given rise to parliamentary government as well as freedom and 

rights movements that had confused people and damaged their Japanese spirit (Skya 

2009:265-67). “Since Japanese people in varying degrees had already been infected by the 

European ideologies based on individualism, radical Shintô ultranationalists were convinced 

that they had to be thoroughly re-educated on the basis of the fundamental Shintô ultranation-

alist ideology. In brief, they declared a holy war on rational discourse and the essence of 

modern Western society itself” (Skya 2009:267). Imperial subjects were supposed to exercise 

full loyalty to the emperor. The Fundamentals of our National Polity therefore stated that: 

“offering our lives for the sake of the emperor does not mean so-called self-sacrifice but the 

casting away of our little selves to live under his august grace and the enhancing of the life of 

the people of a state” (quoted in de Bary et al. 2006:279). The document was distributed to 

the masses for re-education purposes. The purpose of the war for the ideology of radical 

Shintô ultranationalism was to establish Japanese imperial rule as a new world order. The 

problem, however, was that the ideology lacked universalism as it was essentially ethnocen-

tric. For this reason, it did not appeal to the conquered people in the colonies and occupied 

areas. For example, the fierce assimilationist policies adopted in Korea failed in the face of 

Korean nationalism and resistance, just as they did in China. Force alone was not enough to 

accomplish world domination (Skya 2009:316-26).     



 124 

During the years of the occupation of Japan, from 1945 to 1952, SCAP (Sup-

reme Commander of the Allied Powers) built on US wartime propaganda to present a small 

clique of Japanese military leaders as responsible for waging aggressive war. The Japanese 

people and the emperor were portrayed as innocents deceived by the military leaders. The 

Tokyo Trials of 1946-48, along with a purge of more than 200,000 people who had held im-

portant positions in the war years, were the main ways in which SCAP assigned responsibility 

for Japan’s aggressive war. SCAP first purged those Japanese politicians who had been in-

volved in the war effort, but later reversed its course and let many of them return, instead 

launching a “Red Purge” of left-wing elements accompanied by a move away from stressing 

demilitarization to what was seen by many as remilitarization. There were several reasons for 

this change in policy, including SCAP’s own McCarthyism made stronger by its fear of Com-

munist China and the outbreak of the Korean War. At the end of the occupation, some of the 

Japanese leaders who came to power had been involved in the war and still held right-wing 

opinions. These leaders propagated a brighter war narrative. This view of history, however, 

was not unopposed (eg. Yoshida 2006:45-50, Orr 2001:14-19, 71-78, Seraphim 2006:6-7, 

317-19, Dower 1999:432-40).  

It had already been decided in 1942, during US planning for a possible occupa-

tion of Japan, that the emperor’s war responsibility would not be pursued. Instead, the empe-

ror was to be separated from the ideology of Shrine Shintô (often labelled State Shintô) and 

recast as a symbol of the post-war civilian and democratic state. This created continuity be-

tween the war period and the post-war era and did not encourage trust in trials as a way to 

deal with issues concerning war responsibility. Shrine Shintô was abolished. It had been 

deeply involved in the state’s nation building effort since the 1868 Meiji Restoration, and in 

disseminating radical Shintô ultranationalist ideology during the war. In its place, the Asso-

ciation of Shinto Shrines was established (Seraphim 2006:37-41). For the Shintô organization, 

this meant that a possibility opened up for remembering the war “as the people’s sacrifice for 

the emperor and his empire, and core questions about war responsibility and the structure of 

imperial ideology remained above critical investigation” (Seraphim 2006:41). The Associa-

tion of Shintô shrines stressed the continuity of its role as a spiritual leader but blamed the 

state for having distorted the shrines. It hence attempted to create a new self-identity by re-

casting itself as a pacifist institution of the people (Seraphim 2006:46-47). SCAP’s reverse 

course made it easier for the Association of Shintô Shrines to more explicitly voice its nation-

alistic agenda. Important issues were demanding pensions for the war-bereaved and matters 



 125 

related to rituals performed for the war-dead at shrines. The Association criticized occupation 

policies and the constitution and presented itself as the guardian of an eternal Japanese na-

tional essence embodied by the emperor who could hence not be criticized in any way for his 

role during the war (Seraphim 2006:54-59). 

Whereas in post-war PRC the state played a central role in managing discourses 

about the war, in Japan the state did not assume such a leading role even though some minis-

tries and groups of politicians were involved in battles over the meaning of the war. Instead, a 

number of interest groups played a mediating role between the state and civil society. The 

groups involved are sometimes divided into two main camps of what are often labelled pro-

gressives and conservatives (e.g. Rose 2006:135). The conservatives include the Japan Asso-

ciation of War-Bereaved Families (Izokukai), the Tsukurukai, the Association of Shintô 

Shrines, the Ministry of Education (MOE) (since 2001 the Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology, MEXT) and conservative politicians, mainly from the Lib-

eral Democratic Party (LDP). The opponents of the conservatives comprises many groups of 

activists, teachers and professors, the Japan-China Friendship Association, 79  the Japan 

Teacher’s Union (JTU) and several non-governmental organizations (Seraphim 2006:4-14). 

The peace and the anti-nuclear movements have also been critical of conservative gov-

ernments. Individual citizens also came to play important roles in post-war memory politics. 

Historian and textbook author Ienaga Saburô, for example, in 1965 sued the Ministry of Edu-

cation for its censorship of history textbooks. The lawsuits would go on for decades and a 

movement of supporters of Ienaga’s cause was formed. Journalist Honda Katsuichi’s articles 

on Japanese atrocities in China were serialized in the Asahi Shimbun in 1972. Subsequently, 

books published on the topic became bestsellers (Honda 1972). The peace movement has 

been one of the central actors in Japanese memory politics and many peace museums have 

their roots in it. Until 1954, the anti-nuclear peace movement was run mainly by communists 

and socialists. After the Lucky Dragon Incident in 1954, when the crew of a Japanese fishing 

boat became the victims of a US hydrogen bomb test at the Bikini Atoll, however, the anti-

                                                                    
79 The Japan-China Friendship Association directed the spotlight at Japanese wartime behaviour in China as it 
stressed the importance of a peace treaty that included communist countries, especially China. Peace, according 
to the Association, should be based on Sino-Japanese relations – not on an alliance with the USA. It protested 
against US policy towards the PRC, which involved dropping the issue of Japanese war reparations after the 
establishment of the PRC. Bonds with the PRC were forged through an emphasis on the Japanese and the Chi-
nese people having been victimized by the Japanese state. The rhetoric of the Association was similar to that of 
the CCP, which provoked criticism and questions regarding the exact character of the relationship between the 
Association and the CCP. The association was involved in the repatriation of Japanese left behind in China after 
the war, constructed memorial monuments to Chinese victims of Japanese aggression around Japan, and 
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nuclear weapons movement was turned into a mass movement that came to focus on a wider 

anti-nuclear message (Orr 2001:47-64). 

5.1.2 Meaning-making and societal struggles 

Within Japanese society, struggles over how to interpret history have taken place in several 

fields. These struggles are important because they illustrate the wider context of meaning 

making in relation to the war in which the narratives analysed in chapters 7 and 8 are con-

structed. Those who construct narratives about war in museums are most certainly aware of 

these struggles and the narratives should be seen as part of them. These struggles within Japa-

nese society are very much linked to the role of the state and its relationship to the individual. 

Whereas Japanese politicians for a long time stayed away from issues concern-

ing war memory and refrained from taking initiatives to create a consensus or clear official 

standpoint on these issues, parts of the bureaucracy got involved in the politics of war mem-

ory shortly after the end of the occupation. The Ministry of Health and Welfare had been re-

sponsible for providing pensions for the war-bereaved during the war, and close ties with the 

Izokukai were established after the occupation. This represented a continuity of sorts as the 

ministry favoured the military war-bereaved over other victim groups. Directly after the war, 

the main aim of the Izokukai was to receive welfare payments, after SCAP had withdrawn 

their pensions, and to mourn for the dead. With time, more emphasis came to be put on cele-

brating the war dead as honourable heroes who had given their lives for the country.80 The 

acts committed by these honourable heroes were ignored as the war dead came to be com-

memorated as a homogeneous group of heroes. The organization aspired to have the spirits of 

the war dead enshrined at Yasukuni Shrine. In 1953, the Military Pension Law was passed 

and the war-bereaved started to receive pensions again. In 1955, this law was revised so that 

the families of convicted war criminals also became entitled to pensions. Furthermore, the law 

stipulated that the executions of war criminals were to be regarded as having been in the line 

of duty. This decision was used by the Yasukuni Shrine to justify the enshrinement of Class B 

and C war criminals in 1966, as well as the 14 Class A war criminals enshrined secretly in 

1978 (Seraphim 2006:61-85).  

                                                                                                                                                                             
criticized Koizumi for visiting Yasukuni in 2005 as well as undertaking other activities to direct attention to 
Japanese aggression in China and elsewhere in Asia (Seraphim 2006:108-134). 
80 In 1993, then Prime Minister Hosokawa Morihiro described the war as a war of aggression. The Izokukai se-
verely criticized Hosokawa and declared the war to have been one of self-defence. 
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The Yasukuni Shrine has occupied a central place in Japanese struggles over 

how to interpret war history. It was founded as the Tokyo Shrine for the Invocation of the 

Military Dead (Tôkyô Shôkonsha) in 1879 as the centre for the cult of the war dead and part 

of the Meiji nation-building project and renamed Yasukuni Shrine (Shrine of the Peaceful 

Country) in 1879. While a large number of local shrines existed for honouring the war dead, 

Yasukuni was the only national shrine of this kind and the only one in which the emperor 

would honour his national subjects. It was also central in defining core national values of 

loyalty towards the emperor. The shrine was thus a central symbol of imperial Japan and was 

important for the ideology of Shintô ultra-nationalism. This has made its existence in the post-

war era extremely controversial (Seraphim 2006:230-32). The Yasukuni Shrine is often de-

scribed as a symbol of Japanese militarism. Visits by Japanese Prime Ministers to the contro-

versial shrine have been severely criticized not just by the governments and citizens of count-

ries that suffered from Japan’s militarist aggression, such as the Koreas and China, but also by 

domestic opponents. There has been much discussion about the prime ministerial visits being 

unconstitutional because of the separation in Japan between religion and politics. Indeed, Ko-

izumi’s 2001 visit was deemed unconstitutional by the Fukuoka district court in 2004 and by 

the Osaka district court in 2005 (Breen 2008a:1-2, Rose 2008:26-27). This, however, did not 

stop Koizumi from visiting again (Seaton 2008:178, 188). The main reason the Chinese gov-

ernment has criticized visits by Japanese Prime Ministers to the shrine since Nakasone’s offi-

cial visit on 15 August 1985 is the 14 convicted class A war criminals enshrined there among 

the some 2.5 million common soldiers killed in Japan’s wars. When Japan and China restored 

diplomatic relations in 1972, it was based on an understanding that a few militarists had mis-

led the Japanese people and led the country to war. Ordinary Japanese were hence regarded as 

victims while the militarists were blamed. If a Japanese Prime Minister visits Yasukuni 

Shrine, it is seen as absolving the war criminals enshrined at Yasukuni and as a denial of the 

foundation for relations between the countries. If Chinese leaders refrain from criticizing 

Japanese Prime Ministerial visits to the shrine they risk being criticized domestically (Rose 

2008:29-32).  

The Yasukuni Shrine issue has been explicitly related to the issue of the apolo-

gies issued by the Japanese government for the Japanese invasion of China. In 2001, then 

Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichirô, in an atmosphere of bilateral tensions mainly due to his 

13 August visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, delivered an apology during a visit to China (Xinhua 

2001). This was interpreted by the Chinese government as a sign that he would refrain from 
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visiting the Yasukuni Shrine (BBC Monitoring Asia Pacific 2001). To many Chinese, his sub-

sequent visit to the shrine in April 2002 was difficult to understand (Wang 2008:76). Such 

mixed signals, actions that seem to negate the apologies made by Japanese leaders, have been 

described as a “backlash”. In this case this backlash came in the form of an action by the 

prime minister himself while in other cases an apology delivered by a prime minister has been 

followed by statements by other lawmakers denying atrocities or that the war was aggressive 

(Lind 2008). It has been argued that one of the main reasons for the failure of Japanese apolo-

gies is that they have been followed by actions that invalidate them (Yamazaki 2006:96). For 

some conservatives and right-wingers, making apologies is seen as dishonouring the sacrifice 

made by the Japanese war dead (Yamazaki 2006:72).81  

After the war had ended, many Japanese pondered the question of who was re-

sponsible for the defeat, and many felt not just grief but also guilt towards Japanese who had 

died in the war. The crucial issue was how to interpret their deaths – what did their deaths 

mean? “The victors could comfort the souls of their dead, and console themselves, by report-

ing that the outcome of the war had been great and good. Just as every fighting man on the 

winning side became a hero, so no supreme sacrifice in the victorious struggle had been in 

vain” (Dower 1999:486). For the vanquished, such an interpretation was not possible. This 

was made clear by the victors who, by emphasizing Japanese atrocities and conducting mili-

tary trials, denied Japanese the right to regard the war dead as heroes. Many Japanese, who 

because of strict censorship may not have been aware of atrocities committed during the war, 

denounced the war crimes when they were confronted with such information. However, this 

still did not satisfy their need to address the issue of their friends and family who had died in 

the war (Dower 1999:487). Many Japanese pondered this issue in the aftermath of the war. It 

was not until Japan’s post-war economic growth had taken off, however, that a really influen-

                                                                    
81 These are some of the reasons why the Japanese apologies so far have not been very successful. In other 
words, in contrast to what is sometimes suggested, it is not a lack of apologies that has been the problem. The 
Japanese government has issued a number of apologies, some general statements about the war in Asia and some 
directed to specific countries or victim groups. Japanese Prime Ministers delivered five official apologies to 
Chinese Heads of State between 1972 and 2005. In addition, statements of apology have been made in other 
contexts such as in the Diet and in connection with anniversaries of the end of the war (Mok & Tokunaga 
2009:79). Chinese newspapers sometimes mention that no written apology has been given to China even though 
South Korea received one. The apology delivered by former Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi on 15 August 
1995 was given much attention. In the statement, Murayama said that: “During a certain period in the not too 
distant past, Japan, following a mistaken national policy, advanced along the road to war, only to ensnare the 
Japanese people in a fateful crisis, and, through its colonial rule and aggression, caused tremendous damage and 
suffering to the people of many countries, particularly to those of Asian nations. In the hope that no such mistake 
be made in the future, I regard, in a spirit of humility, these irrefutable facts of history, and express here once 
again my feelings of deep remorse and state my heartfelt apology” (Murayama 1995). Subsequent governments 
have announced that they stand by this statement. 
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tial interpretation came to be presented linking economic prosperity (and peace) to the sacri-

fice made by those who died in the war. 

In the 1960s, several groups of war victims, for example, atomic bomb survivors 

(hibakusha), landlords who had had to sell their land cheaply during the occupation and repat-

riates from Japan’s colonies, struggled to receive reparations from the state to compensate 

them for their suffering, and loss of property and livelihood. The former group was aligned 

with the socialists while conservatives supported the cause of the latter two groups. By this 

time, what is sometimes described as an economic miracle had made Japan prosperous and 

this economic success was understood as becoming more and more central to Japanese na-

tional identity. While all three groups eventually did receive some kind of compensation, the 

two latter groups did so earlier largely because they were well organized and the potential 

source of a large number of votes in elections. They also differed from the hibakusha in the 

strategies they employed. The landlords and repatriates redefined their victimhood in terms of 

sacrifice for the state. According to the logic adopted, their sacrifices had contributed to Ja-

pan’s post-war economic growth. The sacrifice was framed as having been made in the name 

of peace and prosperity. The victims were cast as patriotic heroes (Orr 2001:137-72). In other 

words, as these groups drew on the victimhood discourse that had its roots in the anti-nuclear 

movement, they made an effort to redefine it in line with the conservative political agenda, 

into sacrifice for the state rather than victimization by the state. This logic of connecting war-

time sacrifices with post-war growth and/or peace is sometimes labelled cornerstone theory 

(]^) since the sacrifices made by the war dead are regarded as the “cornerstone” of the na-

tion’s accomplishments (Breen 2008b:156-57). This is central to the historical views of con-

servative Japanese groups such as the Association of Shinto Shrines and the Izokukai. Con-

servative Japanese politicians have often made statements in accordance with this logic. For 

example, when Koizumi Jun’ichirô was prime minister, he explicitly referred to this line of 

argument when he justified his visits to the Yasukuni Shrine. During a session of the 156th 

Diet in 2003, Koizumi said that today’s peace is based on the “precious sacrifice” (*+,-) 

made by those who lost their lives for the sake of the country. He wished to express his re-

spect and gratitude to these people. He made similar statements in connection with visits to 

the shrine in 2001 and 2004 (Takahashi 2006:156). Takahashi argues that the function of 

these visits and Koizumi’s accompanying statements “send the strongest message to the Japa-

nese people that ‘dying for one’s country’ is a ‘precious’ act and an act worthy of national 
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honour” (Takahashi 2006:157).82 This is exactly the role that Yasukuni played during the war 

when special ceremonies were held to enshrine diseased Japanese soldiers. Bereaved families 

were invited to attend the ceremonies, in which the emperor participated. In this way, sacri-

fice for the country was construed as honourable for the war dead and the bereaved alike (Ta-

kahashi 2006:160-67). Such large-scale ceremonies were first held in 1895, shortly after the 

Sino-Japanese War, after voices had been raised emphasizing the significance of honouring 

the war dead. Granting the highest possible honour to the war dead was a way of making their 

deaths meaningful, thereby making the bereaved families less prone to criticize the state for 

their hardships. More importantly, it was a way of fostering a national spirit involving a will-

ingness to sacrifice oneself for the country (Takahashi 2006:168-73). The emperor, however, 

stopped visiting the shrine after it came to light that Class A war criminals had been secretly 

enshrined there in 1978. Takahashi argues that when Koizumi visited the shrine he was at-

tempting to foster a similar kind of sacrificing spirit in a context in which the deployment of 

Self Defence Force (SDF) troops to Iraq was first put on the agenda and then realized and the 

revision of article 9 of the Japanese Constitution was being discussed (Takahashi 2006:155-

59).     

5.1.3 Education 

Education has been one of the main ideological battlefields in post-war Japan. Education was 

identified by the occupation authorities as having been instrumental in indoctrinating ultra-

nationalist values in imperial Japan before and during the war. Before and especially during 

the war, the idea of the kokutai, a mystical and uniquely Japanese “national polity”, “essence” 

or “entity”, was used to legitimize “national morals” for “fundamentalist nationalist pur-

poses”. It came to consist of the two main elements of the “unbroken imperial line and the 

idea of the nation as family writ large” (McVeigh 2006:43). The kokutai was central to the 

Imperial Rescript on Education (McVeigh 2006:44), which articulates the notion of the nation 

as a family in a Confucian manner. The Imperial Rescript on Education, promulgated in 1890, 

“became the source of efforts to establish the tennô [emperor] as the moral head of the nation” 

(Doak 2007:93). The Rescript told imperial subjects that: “should emergency arise, offer 

                                                                    
82 Some war-bereaved, most commonly Taiwanese, Koreans and Japanese Christians, have demanded that the 
spirits of their enshrined relatives be removed from Yasukuni. In the case of enshrined Taiwanese and Koreans, 
this is usually because they were semi-forcibly drafted. The Yasukuni Shrine ignores the feelings of the bereaved 
who wish for the souls of their relatives to be removed. Takahashi argues that this illustrates how the shrine 
prioritizes honouring the war dead over mourning them, because the feelings of mourning of the families are 
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yourselves courageously in service to the public; and thus guard and maintain the prosperity 

of the Throne coeval with heaven and earth. So shall ye not only be Our good and faithful 

servants, but render illustrious the best traditions of your forefathers” (quoted in Doak 

2007:95). In other words, the Rescript was influenced by Confucian morals as it stressed the 

loyalty of the imperial subjects to the emperor to the extent that it “implied that disloyalty to 

the emperor was a betrayal of all one’s ancestors and an immoral act as well” (Doak 

2007:93).83 Until the war ended in 1945, schoolchildren had to recite the Rescript ceremoni-

ously (McVeigh 2006:225) and were taught that the emperor was a deity (Skya 2009:45). The 

notion of kokutai was central to the statist patriotic discourse that developed from the Meiji 

period in which politics and religion were merged and state Shinto was promoted in a way 

that strongly privileged the state (McVeigh 2006:43, Doak 2007:94-95). This statism “ap-

peared as a useful ideology for containing morals and politics within the same framework” 

(Doak 2007:94). This statist repression through patriotic education explains why some Japa-

nese have such a deep-seated aversion to moral and patriotic education and to state control in 

general.    

When the Fundamental Law of Education (FLE) was enacted in 1947 it was in-

tended to make impossible the kind of indoctrination of militarist and ultra-nationalist values 

that the Imperial Rescript on Education had supported. Cosmopolitanism and peace education 

were therefore given a central place in education. The importance of cultivating a love of 

peace was inscribed not just in the Japanese Constitution but also in the FLE, sometimes re-

ferred to as the “education constitution”. In the preamble to the FLE, its main principles are 

spelled out:  

 

We have established the Constitution of Japan and declared our determination to create a democratic and 
cultured nation, and contribute to world peace and the welfare of humankind. Realization of this ideal de-
pends fundamentally on the power of education. We shall educate human beings who revere the dignity 
of the individual as well as seek truth and peace ardently (quoted in Saito 2010:8).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
disregarded. They were enshrined, it is claimed, in accordance with the emperor’s wishes and their enshrinement 
cannot be undone (Takahashi 2006:175-79). 
83 The Japanese understanding of the nation that was developed in the late 19th century, at least for some state 
theorists, shared the contemporary Chinese understanding of the ethnic nation in terms of lineage. An ostensibly 
unbroken line of emperors could be traced directly back to the sun goddess, Amaterasu Ômikami (Skya 2009:56-
57), just as some Chinese traced the Chinese ethnic nation’s origins back to the Yellow Emperor. The imperial 
subjects were the emperor’s children. 
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This emphasis on peace has come to be firmly established in Japanese education. The follow-

ing quote illustrates the centrality of the concept of peace in the Japanese debate over educa-

tion:    

 
Although peace education as an educational goal has been the subject of national consensus in post-war 
Japan, approaches for realising that goal have been subject to debate, especially in connection with the 
role of patriotic education. Some assert that patriotic education is an important factor in contributing to 
world peace (Ide 2009:61). 

 
Patriotic education in the Japanese context has often been regarded as based on a concept of 

patriotism understood as obedience, authority and nationalism. The JTU has been one of the 

main proponents of anti-war and anti-nationalist education. The JTU and others that advocate 

and practice anti-war peace education understand patriotism as a cause of war. For them, pa-

triotic education was key to the militarist war effort of Imperial Japan – the indoctrination of 

patriotic values based on the Imperial Rescript of Education led to aggression abroad and op-

pression domestically.84 Any attempt to incorporate patriotism into education is regarded by 

these groups as a step towards the revival of militarism.  

Critics of the FLE perceived it as a foreign imposition created by the US occu-

pation authorities, embodying not Japanese morality, involving, for example, filial piety and 

loyalty to the state, but foreign values that stressed individualism to too large an extent.85 

Some of those active in the revision movement in the late 1990s and early 2000s, such as 

former Education Minister (later Foreign Minister) Machimura Nobutaka, former Prime Min-

ister Abe Shinzô and the Educational Reform National Council (ERNC), argued for the need 

to preserve Japanese traditions and foster morality and patriotism in order to deal with prob-

lems such as bullying in schools by giving students an improved sense of ethics (Okada 

2002:427-32, Monbukagakushô 2007:1, 5-6, Takayama 2008:131-35, Rose 2006:144-47). 

Prime Minister Koizumi stated in 2001 that: “Educational reform is necessary in order to en-

gender in youth both pride and self-awareness in being Japanese” (quoted in Okada 

2002:437). In the final report submitted by the Central Council for Education (an advisory 

                                                                    
84 Some critics therefore regard all kinds of patriotic and moral education as a return to wartime education. In-
deed, some of the people active in the process leading up to the revision of the FLE have expressed opinions 
reminiscent of, and even referring explicitly to, the Imperial Rescript. For example, when Kawamura Takeo, led 
the LDP’s FLE Research Group in 1999, he said “we want to debate the issues with a Heisei Imperial Rescript 
on Education in mind” (quoted in Takahashi 2006:159). Kawamura later became Education Minister. 
85 Attempts to revise it first failed in the 1960s. Later, in the 1980s, Prime Minister Nakasone, who regarded a 
revision of the FLE as one of several necessary reforms, along with a revision of article 9 of the constitution and 
a strengthening of Japan’s military capabilities, launched a new attempt by setting up a council for educational 
reform. There was strong opposition to the proposed revision, mainly from groups such as the JTU and the Japan 
Socialist Party, and it was therefore not realized until 2006. 
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board to MEXT) in 2003, bullying and truancy were presented as part of a larger crisis in 

Japanese society that needed to be dealt with in the area of education through revision of the 

FLE (Otsu 2008:77-78). Several organizations condemned the move to revise the FLE. The 

Japan Federation of Bar Associations criticized the report by the Central Council for Educa-

tion for aiming to foster children useful for the state rather than nurture personal development, 

and warned that using public education to make people love the nation could violate the con-

stitutional freedom of thought and conscience (Otsu 2008:78-79). The debate clearly demon-

strates that the belief that education can be utilized to shape people’s minds is widespread. 

This is explicit in the law itself as well as in statements by education ministers and prime min-

isters (Monbukagakushô 2006, Monbukagakushô 2007). The following statement made in the 

Diet in 2006 by Education Minister Ibuki in response to a question about what kind of people 

the revision of the FLE sought to cultivate is especially telling: “Because an international 

community is emerging, [we] hope for the revision of the law in order to strive for [the cre-

ation of] Japanese people who firmly acquire an identity as Japanese, in other words the tradi-

tions and culture that the citizens of our country, our nation have cherished and at the same 

time Japanese with an international sensibility” (Monbukagakushô 2007:3).  

Those who advocate patriotic education, for example MEXT, contend that Japa-

nese patriotic values are necessary in order to contribute to world peace (Ide 2009:63-67). 

This is demonstrated in the 2006 revision of the FLE. After the revision, the FLE still high-

lights cosmopolitanism and love of peace. The difference is that the revised law stresses that 

peace and cosmopolitanism should be embraced by Japanese citizens who love the nation and 

respect Japanese tradition and culture. Whereas the FLE of 1947 was concerned with cultivat-

ing world citizens without emphasizing nationality, the 2006 FLE stresses that the world citi-

zens educated in Japan are Japanese. Of course, education reforms that prioritized patriotism 

were adopted earlier in the post-war era, but it was not until 2006 that such measures came to 

be included in the main law governing education (Saito 2010:1-18). The following sentence 

in article 2 of the revised FLE illustrates how patriotism is combined with an emphasis on 

peace by stating that it is an aim of education: 

 

To cultivate an attitude that respects tradition and culture and love of our country and the hometown that 
have fostered them as well as respects other countries and contributes to the peace of the international 
community (Monbukagakushô 2006). 
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The reform, then, entails an increased accentuation of patriotism and morality but does not do 

this through a complete replacement of cosmopolitanism and peace education. The revision 

was still severely criticized for stressing patriotism and morality. Takayama, for example, 

argues that: “Instead of keeping state power in check, the revised FLE even legalises the 

imposition on children of a set of values, attitudes and dispositions which the state deems ne-

cessary” (Takayama 2008:138).  

Education-related battles are waged not only concerning the content of school 

textbooks and education law but also the use of the national flag and the national anthem. 

Schools have also been at the centre of such conflicts. Until 1999, the Hinomaru flag and the 

Kimigayo anthem had no formal status as the national flag and anthem in Japan. These sym-

bols had, however, been used in such capacities since the Meiji period when the government 

made conscious efforts to make Japan a modern nation state. The song has been sung in 

schools since the Meiji period and has been closely associated with the emperor, loyalty and 

patriotism. The increased emphasis on the ideology of the emperor system in the 1930s and 

1940s meant that the song was increasingly regarded as a de facto national anthem (Cripps 

1996:77-79). The Hinomaru is considered a symbol of Japanese imperialism and expansion-

ism. MEXT regards the flag and anthem as instrumental to the fostering of a Japanese identity 

and insists that these symbols should be used during enrolment and graduation ceremonies. 

Teachers have been punished for refusing to sing the Kimigayo national anthem and for not 

standing up and singing the anthem when the Hinomaru national flag is raised during school 

ceremonies (Otsu 2008:84-85, 87, Ide 2009:62, 67). The President of the Japan Federation of 

Bar Associations, in a 2007 statement marking the 60th anniversary of the Japanese Constitu-

tion, described forcing teachers to display the flag and to sing the anthem as a human rights 

issue and “an example that freedom of mind is violated at schools” (Nichibenren 2007). 

The textbook issue is another education-related issue. It is often described as be-

ing linked to the issue of Japanese history textbooks being used in Japanese junior high 

schools that are considered to make light of atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers during 

the war in Asia (see e.g. Nozaki 2002, 2005 or Nelson 2002). Although it is often traced back 

to the 1982 textbook crisis, the issue of school textbooks became a matter of Sino-Japanese 

relations, the issue of textbook content was already a domestic issue in Japan, with textbook 

authors complaining about being asked to remove or tone down content as a part of the 

MOE’s textbook supervision process (Nozaki 2008). Conservative groups first complained 

about what they considered “biased” textbooks in the mid-1950s and similar complaints, la-
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menting the lack of patriotism in textbooks, were launched again in the 1980s (Rose 

2006:135). Since 1965, Ienaga Saburô fought the MOE’s textbook examination procedure, as 

the textbook author perceived the process as a form of censorship aimed at minimizing de-

scriptions of Japanese wartime atrocities (Nozaki 2008).  

In 1982, it was reported by some Japanese newspapers that the MOE had asked 

authors of history textbooks, as a part of the textbook review process, to replace the terms 

invasion or aggression (./) with advance (01). This led to a diplomatic dispute between 

Japan and its neighbours, China and South Korea, even though the reports turned out to be 

false. Nonetheless, similar instructions had been issued at other points in time (Nozaki 2006). 

Following this dispute, the Japanese government passed the Neighbouring Countries Clause, 

according to which descriptions in textbooks had to take into consideration the views on his-

tory of its Asian neighbours (Nozaki 2006:127).86 In the 2000s, the textbook issue resurfaced 

as the right-wing group, Tsukurukai, submitted a history textbook for screening that is often 

criticized for downplaying Japanese aggression. The textbook passed the screening process in 

2001 after a process in which 137 corrections were made (Saaler 2005:51-64, Rose 2006:137-

38). Tsukurukai worked hard to get schools to adopt its textbook, but labour unions, including 

the JTU, concerned citizens’ groups, left-wing organizations, parents, renowned historians 

and the Nobel Laureate, Ôe Kenzaburo, organized campaigns against the society. The Chi-

nese government criticized the Japanese government for letting it pass the screening process 

(Nozaki 2008:144-49, Saaler 2005:51-89, Rose 2006:137-43).87 

                                                                    
86 Although this is the common understanding of the origins of the issue, it has been pointed out that issues in-
volving educational content in Sino-Japanese relations did not start with the 1982 textbook crisis but in fact date 
back to the period after the signing of what was regarded by many Chinese as unequal treaties between the coun-
tries in 1915 (Kawashima 2006:347). Official Japanese protests against the use of what was regarded as anti-
Japanese educational materials were delivered in 1915 and 1919 (Kawashima 2005:19). Some Japanese see anti-
Japanese education in China as one of the reasons behind the problems in Sino-Japanese relations. According to 
the 2009 Genron NPO survey, anti-Japanese education was considered a major problem by 36.1 per cent of 
Japanese respondents, third after problems concerning the safety of Chinese products, at 46.2 per cent, and terri-
torial issues at 39.1 per cent (Genron NPO 2009). 
87 In 2002, the textbook achieved a market share of 0.039 percent and 543 copies were used in schools. It passed 
the screening again in 2004-05 and increased its share of the market to 0.39 percent (4912 copies). Even though 
the Tsukurukai was able to persuade a small number of local boards of education and some private schools to 
adopt its textbook, this share is still so low that this part of the group’s activities can hardly be seen as very suc-
cessful. However, the Tsukurukai, along with other like-minded groups, has had more success in making Japa-
nese atrocities controversial. Other textbook producers have become more careful and sparse in their depiction of 
Japanese atrocities. While the Tsukurukai has criticized LDP and government policies concerning, for example, 
apologies to foreign governments for the war and textbook screening, it has ties to some of the more conserva-
tive LDP politicians such as Machimura Nobutaka, who in 1998 said that history textbooks lacked balance, Abe 
Shinzô, Kawamura Takeo and Hiranuma Takeo, who later left the LDP. 
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5.1.4 Narratives as threats 

Chapter 4 demonstrates that there are people within the Chinese government’s propaganda 

apparatus who regard the soft power of other countries as a threat to China. In the Japanese 

context, it is possible to find similar arguments concerning Chinese war museums. The under-

standing of Chinese war museums held by Japanese pacifists and peace educators is largely 

positive. Members of such groups have, for instance, published guidebooks for school visits 

to China in which a number of famous war museums are listed (Heiwa ! Kokusai kyôiku ken-

kyûkai 2004, Gustafsson 2010b:3-4). In contrast, conservatives have made attempts to po-

liticize Chinese exhibitions. In a 2002 special issue of the Japanese magazine Sapio, which 

includes an extensive feature on anti-Japanese Chinese sites, it is claimed that the “make-

believe of 30 years of Sino-Japanese friendship is a lie”. It is written in the introduction that 

“even though successive prime ministers have repeated apologies and regret, been accused of 

conducting tributary foreign policy while giving huge amounts of aid, these buildings elo-

quently show the reality that China has obstinately kept making ‘anti-Japan’ the key word of 

Japan-China relations”. The thrust of the museums is said to be to fan hatred and anger to-

wards Japan (Shogakkan 2002:7). The first article in the special issue is called “China’s pol-

icy of hatred and grudge as seen at the head temple of anti-Japanese exhibitions” (Komori 

2002:8-11). In several of the articles included in this special issue, some of the central claims 

of the exhibitions are described as inventions, fiction, lies and fabrications (Tanabe 2002:21-

23, Kô 2002:31, Sakaeda 2002:16-20).  

This section discusses the debates about Chinese war museums in the Japanese 

Diet.88 On 8 October 2001, Japan’s Prime Minister Koizumi visited the War of Resistance 

Memorial Museum on the outskirts of Beijing and expressed his wish for bilateral relations to 

develop in a spirit of “sincerity and wholeheartedness” (MOFA 2001). Before the visit, on 5 

October, during the 153rd Diet, the appropriateness of Koizumi’s visit to the museum had 

been questioned. On 31 October, the museum was again discussed. The main focal point of 

the discussion was that many Japanese schoolchildren visit such museums on school trips. 

According to the speaker, LDP’s Morioka Masahiro, the then Chief Cabinet Secretary Abe 

Shinzô, who had attended Koizumi on his visits to Beijing, had said that the exhibits were 

“grotesque”. Morioka stated that the number of Japanese high schools conducting school trips 

to foreign countries increases every year and that at the time about 250 Japanese high schools 

went on trips to South Korea and around 200 to China each year. The problem, Morioka ar-
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gued, was that “in the schedules for such trips, visits are incorporated to the kind of facilities 

Koizumi had visited”. Morioka had called a travel agent who had produced such a schedule. 

He had inquired about the inclusion of visits to the War of Resistance Memorial Hall and 

been told that all travel agents include such visits in their schedules. In the Diet, Morioka ar-

gued that it was a problem that even though the point of school excursions is to deepen the 

students’ love for history, visits to domestic historical sites have declined while students were 

made to go abroad to be “subjected to masochistic (234) experiences”. He also argued that 

“the influence of school excursions is very strong” and that people “remember them for all 

their lives”. If such memories are made into “masochistic experiences”, he claimed, “Japanese 

children would not be able to take pride in being Japanese”.   

 During the 154th session of the Diet, on 31 May 2002, Tsuchiya Ryûshi of the 

LDP referred to a magazine as he mentioned that more than 50 anti-Japanese facilities in the 

form of memorial halls dealing with the war existed and that more were being constructed.89 

He argued that the feeling one gets is that through the use of these memorial halls, “anti-

Japanese sentiments are being planted in Chinese people from the day they are born”. He 

went on to say that his own experiences had led him to feel that young Chinese are more anti-

Japanese than those who actually experienced the war, and suggested that they have been in-

fluenced by these war museums – that such exhibits inflame anti-Japanese sentiments. He 

therefore recommended that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) look into the issue.  

 On 9 November 2004, during the 161st Diet, Yamatani Eriko of the LDP sug-

gested that the recent expression of anti-Japanese sentiments by Chinese football fans during 

the Asia Cup was linked to the existence of war museums. She also mentioned that children 

and foreigners as well as Japanese schoolchildren visit such museums as the Nanjing Mas-

sacre Memorial and the War of Resistance Memorial Hall and that they are given a mislead-

ing image of Japan. She stressed that in 2008, many foreigners were expected to visit China 

during the Beijing Olympics, and if they were to see exhibitions containing misleading and 

terrible captions this would be “a big minus for Japan’s national interest”; and that “an ampli-

fication of hatred against Japan would destroy Sino-Japanese friendship”. Foreign Minister 

Machimura Nobutaka responded that Japanese students going on school trips to China and 

South Korea should perhaps be given “proper material” containing historical facts to study 

                                                                                                                                                                             
88 The full Diet transcripts referred to can be found in the Gikai kaigiroku database at http://kokkai.ndl.go.jp/. 
89 Even though the title of the magazine is not specified, the timing as well as the content of Tsuchiya’s state-
ment strongly suggest that the publication was the special issue of Sapio, referred to above, released earlier that 
month, that lists more than 50 such locations. 
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ahead of the trips. According to Machimura, it was important to avoid a situation in which 

“one-sided information was planted into the heads of Japanese high school students”. He also 

mentioned that he had spoken to influential Chinese about anti-Japanese education but that 

they had said that only patriotic education, not anti-Japanese education, was conducted. 

Machimura did not see anything wrong in conducting education in “patriotism in a good 

sense”.90 He also related that MOFA had highlighted some problematic exhibits at Chinese 

museums to the Chinese side. On 25 April 2007, during the 166th Diet, Democratic Party of 

Japan (DPJ) lawmaker Watanabe Shû presented similar arguments to those of Yamatani’s, 

which construed Chinese exhibitions as threats to Japanese interests. He stated that many ex-

hibits were not based on facts at the museum in Nanjing and urged MOFA to do something 

about this because the Olympics would soon be held in Beijing and then there would be the 

World Expo in Shanghai. During these events, many foreigners who “know absolutely noth-

ing about history” (56789:;<#=+) would come to China and visit the museum. 

These people would have a terrible image of Japan imprinted in their minds by the museum, 

and for this reason it was necessary to act.91  

This section illustrates how conservative Japanese politicians regard narratives 

at Chinese war museums as threats to Japanese interests. These narratives are believed to have 

the potential to affect people’s minds, especially the minds of the malleable – a category of 

people consisting mainly of foreigners, young Japanese and Chinese. Because these narratives 

are potentially harmful, certain measures need to be taken – one of which is to try to persuade 

the Chinese authorities to change the exhibits. The other is to seek to immunize Japanese stu-

dents against such narratives through education.  

5.2 The institutional context 

In wartime Japan, museums were set up at shrines as well as military and elementary schools 

to mobilize the populace for the war effort. These institutions were established not only in 

Japan proper but also in colonized areas such as Taiwan and Manchukuo. Examples of exhib-

                                                                    
90 This is probably because he is a proponent of patriotic education. As Education Minister, Machimura had 
made efforts to “improve” history textbooks that he believed “lacked balance” (Nozaki 2008:144). 
91 Watanabe also suggested that the expansion of the museum was aimed at getting it listed as a UNESCO world 
heritage site and wondered what MOFA was doing about the issue. The memorial hall in Nanjing is not the only 
Chinese museum that has been mentioned as a candidate for world heritage status. In March 2010, it was re-
ported that the Heilongjiang provincial government was planning to build a park in 2010 at the site of the Unit 
731 Criminal Evidence Hall in Pingfang on the outskirts of Haerbin to “mark the Japanese Unit 731’s notorious 
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its include displays focusing on military men who had participated in earlier wars. Men such 

as General Nogi Maresuke and Admiral Tôgô Heihachirô were portrayed as heroic figures 

embodying self-sacrifice for the nation (Yamabe 2002:144-62).92 Interestingly, these same 

historical figures nowadays fulfil the function of military deities (>?) at many museums run 

by the SDF, especially at facilities located inside SDF bases.93 The SDF museums make up 

one of the categories of Japanese museums connected to the national government, as the SDF 

is a branch of the Defence Ministry.  

 As in China, until the 1980s there were only a small number of museums in Ja-

pan that dealt with the war (e.g. van Bremen 2005:35). However, 100 Japanese peace and war 

museums are listed in a guidebook published in 2004 (Rekishi Kyôikusha Kyôgikai 2004). As 

is mentioned above, the Japanese central government has played a smaller role in domestic 

memory politics than its Chinese counterpart. Nonetheless, it should not be forgotten that 

some Japanese government agencies have been involved in the construction of museums even 

though their role has not by far been as large as the CCP’s in China. It is notable that whereas 

there was a boom in the construction of peace museums growing out of citizen’s movements 

in the early 1990s, there has also been a boom in the construction and reconstruction of war 

museums related to the SDF in recent years, with five new relatively large museums con-

structed between 1997 and 2007. During this time period, the SDF has put quite large sums of 

money into these public relations facilities (Minami 2009:36). 

Just as in China, schoolchildren make up a large proportion of the visitors to 

many Japanese museums. This is especially true for institutions involved in peace education. 

The famous museums at Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Okinawa are often on the itineraries of 

educational school trips (@ABC). These school trips are a Japanese institution and have a 

history that dates back to the Meiji period, the first recorded school trip of this kind having 

been conducted in 1875. During the first post-war decades, as the peace movement grew 

stronger, peace education emphasizing condemnation of war was gradually institutionalized. 

School trips to destinations such as Hiroshima became part of this educational effort (Ide 

                                                                                                                                                                             
experiments during its aggression of China”. It was also mentioned that there were plans to apply for world heri-
tage status (People’s Daily 2010a). 
92 General Nogi was active during the Meiji period and participated in the Russo-Japanese War, in which his 
forces suffered heavy losses before finally defeating the Russians. When the Meiji emperor died in 1912, Nogi 
committed seppuku, ritual suicide, which was interpreted as the embodiment of loyalty. Admiral Tôgô partici-
pated in several wars, among them the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95, and was a particularly central figure in 
the Japanese naval successes in the Russo-Japanese War. He achieved much fame both within Japan and interna-
tionally. 
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2009:64). It could be argued that the framing of visits in the form of these school trips make 

them experiences that students will remember for a long time. Smaller museums often receive 

school visits from local schools.  

It is been noted elsewhere that, compared to US museums dealing with the war, 

Japanese museums often have a greater “memorial function of consoling both elderly visitors 

and the souls of the dead” (Hein & Takenaka 2007). This function becomes evident in some 

of the museums constructed by the Health, Labour and Welfare Ministry, such as the Shôkei-

kan and the Exhibition and Reference Library for Peace and Consolation.94 While these mu-

seums are all connected to the national government, many Japanese museums are run by or 

funded by prefectural and/or local governments. However, while in China local government 

and central government both mean the CCP, in Japan there is a much more pronounced dif-

ference between local and prefectural governments, on the one hand, and the central, national 

government, on the other. Opposition parties may run local governments. Policies and priori-

ties may hence differ from national ones. Moreover, local governments are often more ac-

tively involved in the Japanese peace movement. For example, in 2009, about 80 per cent of 

Japanese local authorities (more than 1400) had made nuclear-free pledges (Fukuyama & 

Umebayashi 2009, National Council of Japan Nuclear Free Local Authorities). Many private 

museums, as well as those run by prefectural and local governments, sprang out of citizens’ 

movements (Hein & Takenaka 2007, Jeans 2005:167-83). Among these, several have their 

roots in the anti-nuclear movement of the 1970s and 1980s. Many peace museums were estab-

lished by local governments in the 1990s after these governments had made nuclear-free de-

clarations in the 1980s and early 1990s. In other words, establishing such museums might be 

seen as the institutionalization of anti-nuclear peace messages. It has also been claimed that 

some of the Japanese private peace museums were set up because citizens’ movements were 

                                                                                                                                                                             
93 Institutions located within the premises of SDF bases can be seen as focusing mainly on boosting the morale 
of the SDF’s personnel or recruits, while the public relations facilities usually situated outside the bases are more 
involved in disseminating a positive image of the SDF to the general public (Hertrich 2008:177-184) 
94 The Shôkeikan (Historical Materials Hall for Wounded and Sick Retired Soldiers), the Shôwakan and the 
Exhibition and Reference Library for Peace and Consolation have all been set up by the Health Ministry to con-
sole specific groups. The objective of the Shôkeikan in Tokyo is said to be to pass on to posterity information 
about the suffering of Japanese wounded soldiers and their families. It also wishes to convey the importance of 
peace. The Exhibition and Reference Library for Peace and Consolation in Tokyo is quite similar to the Shôkei-
kan in its institutional arrangements. It is run by a government agency under a law stipulating that its mission is 
to remember and console those Japanese who belong to three specific groups. These three groups are: those 
repatriated from abroad, that is, from Japan’s colonies and areas occupied by Japan; soldiers interned by the 
Soviet Union in Siberia after the war; and veterans who did not serve long enough to receive the pension they 
otherwise would have been entitled to. At the same time, it is meant to be a prayer (or symbol) for lasting peace. 
One purpose is to deepen the people’s understanding of the sufferings of the groups mentioned and pass this 
understanding on, from generation to generation (Heiwa Kinen Jigyô Tokubetsu Kikin 2007:1). This is similar to 
the Shôwakan, also created by the Ministry of Health and Welfare, but run by the Izokukai (Bereaved Families 
Association) (Smith 2002:35-64; Hein & Takenaka 2007). 
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unable to convince local authorities to found such institutions. An additional reason is said to 

be that private museums are able to present narratives that deal with Japanese aggression to a 

larger extent (Yamane 2009:27-29, 139-140). Private peace museums, however, often lack the 

financial backing that public ones have. Hence, some of these museums lack the resources 

that public museums have and do not receive as many visitors. In the late 1990s, several peace 

museums run by city or prefectural governments were fiercely attacked by right-wingers who 

criticized the use of the taxpayers’ money for what were seen as masochistic exhibitions 

(Yamabe 1998:163-171). This resulted in some museums removing material depicting Japa-

nese atrocities while others removed photographs the origins of which were not clear.95  

Several museums run by citizens’ movements are actively engaged in reconcili-

atory projects with Chinese and South Korean groups. The Women’s Active Museum on War 

and Peace in Tokyo, for example, has been cooperating with the Eighth Route Army Me-

morial Hall in Wuxiang in Shanxi province in China to arrange a special exhibition at the 

Wuxiang museum. The Grassroots House in Kôchi has conducted several field trips to China 

and South Korea and received visitors from these countries (Kim 2007). The Oka Masaharu 

Memorial Museum in Nagasaki cooperates with the Unit 731 Crime Evidence Hall in nort-

east China and with the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Museum. Cooperative activities include 

exchanges of information, mutual visits and presentations of research conducted (Personal 

correspondence). Such museums can therefore be seen as a platform for the activities of these 

citizens’ groups. The activities of these groups are not limited to museum exhibitions. The 

exhibitions should be regarded as an institutionalization of the narratives to which these 

groups subscribe. Indeed, regardless of ownership, the construction of museums is an institu-

tionalization of a certain kind of narrative for a certain political purpose. 

The most prolonged museum controversy in Japan is the one involving the es-

tablishment of the Shôwakan. In all, the different events and turns surrounding the process of 

creating the museum took 20 years. The creation of the Shôwakan was the first time the na-

tional government made a “foray into the semi-permanent memorialisation of the war” (Smith 

2002:37). Even though the project was started in 1979, the museum did not open until 1999. 

Critics representing both right and left disapproved of the plans for the museum. This resulted 

in a diluted narrative in which any material prone to stir controversy (and largely the war 

itself) was erased (Smith 2002:38, Ma 2007:172-73). This controversy illustrates that exhibi-

                                                                    
95 Peace museums run by local and prefectural governments in Japan are often staffed and managed by career 
bureaucrats on short-term contracts who are seldom museum professionals and hence not trained to deal with the 
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exhibitions are the end-results of much discussion. The production process may involve input 

from many different groups. This is especially true when public funds are involved. 

In 1995, the Tokyo metropolitan government decided to build a museum that would 

commemorate the victims of the bombing of Tokyo. The planning committee of the museum, 

to be called the Peace Memorial Museum of Tokyo (DEFGHIJK), considered contex-

tualising the bombing of Tokyo by showing how Japan started the war. Exhibits dealing with 

Japanese wartime aggression were also part of the plan for the exhibition (Tsuchiya 1998:25-

31). Right-wing groups, however, attacked these plans and exerted pressure on the metropoli-

tan government, leading to the project being abandoned in August 1999 (Ma 2007:173-176). 

However, although the Metropolitan government did not realize the project, a citizens’ net-

work established a museum focusing on the air raids instead. Japanese aggression is also dealt 

with in this exhibition.  

  In 1996, several peace museums were criticized in a report prepared by conser-

vative LDP lawmakers. These museums were then attacked by conservatives and right-

wingers. The attacks took the form of threats, a campaign in the right-wing press and ques-

tions in the Diet concerning, for example, the use of the taxpayers’ money to promote what 

were considered masochistic views of history and anti-Japanese exhibits. Among the mu-

seums attacked were Peace Osaka, the Kawasaki Peace Museum, the Okinawa Prefectural 

Peace Memorial Museum, the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, the Suita Peace and 

Prayer Room and the Sakai Peace and Human Rights Museum. All these museums contained 

descriptions of Japanese atrocities such as the Nanjing Atrocity, the comfort women, Chinese 

and Koreans who were forced to do hard labour in Japan and the Japanese military’s victimi-

zation of Okinawans (Yamabe 1998:163-170). In the case of Peace Osaka, nationalists at-

tacked the truthfulness of the captions to three photographs, questioning the sources from 

which the pictures had been obtained. The overall perspective of the exhibition was also criti-

cized. For example, regarding exhibits on the Nanjing Atrocity, it was claimed that “even 

though an objective and sufficient historical investigation had not yet been carried out, the 

exhibition, based on masochistic thinking and chiefly sources from other countries, displayed 

events as if they were the truth” (Yamabe 1998:166). The Association for Correcting Biased 

War Material was founded in 1997. It claimed that the kind of brutal acts that were shown in 

the exhibits at Peace Osaka were inappropriate as teaching material in peace education for 

                                                                                                                                                                             
controversies that exhibitions sometimes give rise to (Hein & Takenaka 2007). 
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children and should therefore be removed. It also claimed that the exhibition only emphasized 

Japanese aggression and was hence biased and should include other perspectives. In the fol-

lowing year, the association attacked the basic idea of the museum, “to convey the tragedy of 

war and show the preciousness of peace”, advocating cuts in the funding to the museum (Ya-

mabe 1998:166-67). After an investigation, Peace Osaka removed one photograph and 

changed the captions to two others (Yamabe 1998:166, Hein & Takenaka 2007:70-72).  

In addition to campaigns such as the one mentioned above, the right-wing press 

attacked peace museums in several articles during this period. Many of the articles focused on 

the authenticity and origins of photographs on display at the institutions. One such publication 

featured an article with the title: “Protect the youth from the anti-Japanese war resource 

centers”. The article criticized a photograph exhibited at the Peace Museum of Saitama, 

which, according to its caption, showed corpses piled up on the bank of the Yangtze River 

two weeks after Nanjing fell. It was argued that this was not being proof that a massacre had 

taken place in Nanjing. Instead, as many soldiers were killed in the battle as Nanjing was 

taken. In other articles, peace museums were attacked for producing anti-Japanese and maso-

chistic exhibitions and a change from the peace education paradigm was advocated (Yamabe 

1998:167-68). A common tactic of Japanese nationalist groups has been to raise doubts about 

the authenticity of the whole, that is, Japanese wartime aggression in general, by questioning 

the accuracy of the part. (See Nozaki 2006:137 for an account of a similar use of this tactic.) 

By casting doubt on the photographs used in exhibitions at Japanese peace museums, such 

groups aim to discredit these institutions and the view of history they present.96  

These attacks on peace museums led some museums to remove photographs or 

change their captions (Yamabe 1998:170). In some cases, museums that used to have descrip-

tions of Japanese atrocities no longer do. Other museums among those attacked, however, did 

not remove such descriptions as a result of the attacks, but instead made sure to provide labels 

showing the origins of the photographs on display. Peace Osaka, the Kawasaki Peace Mu-

seum, the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum and the Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Museum all persisted in displaying Japanese aggression. It should be noted that the attacks 

mentioned were all directed against institutions run by or funded by local or prefectural gov-

ernments. Private museums have also been harassed by right-wing groups. However, these 

                                                                    
96 These photographs were sometimes poorly labelled and it was not always clear where and when they had been 
taken or by whom (Yamabe 1998:170). In a book focusing exclusively on photographs ostensibly depicting the 
Nanjing Atrocity, some researchers who are known for attacking “masochistic” views of history conclude that 
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institutions are not dependent on government funding and have therefore not been attacked as 

fiercely. It has also been argued that the reason that some museums have been able to resist 

such attacks is that they have had strong citizens’ networks behind them (Yamane 2009:309). 

The risk of controversy is probably one reason why the Japanese Museum of 

History for a long time did not have an exhibition dealing with the war period. When a tem-

porary exhibition on the war was held in 2006, it was criticized for failing to deal with Japa-

nese aggression. A permanent exhibition called “Peace and War” (LM'GH) opened in 

March 2010. Prominent historians such as Katô Yôko and Yoshida Yutaka were involved in 

the process of planning this exhibition, which includes a section dealing with the war in 

China.97 In February 2011 it became clear that the amount of material dealing with Japanese 

aggression in the new exhibition was sufficient to incite the indignation and concern of the 

Tsukurukai. On 15 February, the Tsukurukai sent a proposal for improving what they de-

scribed as anti-Japanese, masochistic, biased exhibits to the museum. In the document, it was 

said that the exhibits needed to be improved because “history textbooks and history museums 

are two important sources of information for the people to learn about history”. On 14 Feb-

ruary 2011, Fujioka Nobukatsu of the Tsukurukai appeared on the right-wing Channel Sakura, 

in a 25-minute long television programme attacking the exhibition (Tsukurukai website, last 

accessed 25 February 2011).  

 These examples show how the right wing or conservative side of the Japanese 

domestic conflict criticize peace museums, exhibits in which are regarded as threats because 

they are seen as masochistic and anti-Japanese. However, they also demonstrate that there is 

resistance to these attacks and that citizens’ groups have been active in creating exhibitions. 

Citizens’ groups have also criticized museums for not dealing with the negative aspects of 

war. In an incident that took place in Kure close to Hiroshima in 2006, citizens protested 

against the exhibits at the Yamato Museum, which focuses on the Yamato warship. The exhi-

bition was criticized for failing to refer to either Japanese aggression or the 3 million Japanese 

war victims (Tanaka 2008). Finally, it should be noted that whereas the content of Japanese 

                                                                                                                                                                             
none of these images can be shown to be authentic and hence none should be displayed or printed (Higashina-
kano et al. 2005:237-38). 
97 Speeches by Yasuda Tsuneo, Vice Director of the National Museum of Japanese History, Katô Yokô, Profes-
sor at the University of Tokyo and Yoshida Yutaka, Professor at Hitotsubashi University at the 70th National 
Museum of History Forum held on 1 August 2009. See also the brochure distributed at the forum. Kokuritsu 
Rekishi Minzoku Hakubutsukan Dai 70 Kai Rekihaku Fôramu: Sensô to Heiwa, Chiba: Kokuritsu Rekishi Min-
zoku Hakubutsukan, 2009. 
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exhibitions has been part of the struggle over meaning in Japan, international controversy has 

been scarce.98 

5.3 Conclusions 

In the Chinese struggle over meaning, protesters have drawn on earlier patriotic discourses 

from the first half of the 20th century in order to legitimize their claims and challenge the 

CCP. In the Japanese context, on the other hand, the government and others advocating an 

increased emphasis on patriotism and morality in education have made attempts to downplay 

such connections (despite the occasional slip of the tongue). Instead, those who criticize at-

tempts to increase the emphasis on patriotism and morality in education and other areas have 

done their utmost to make such connections. They have tried to explicate the intertextual and 

interdiscursive similarities between discourses dominant before and during the war era and 

those of present conservatives advocating patriotic and moral education. The discursive strug-

gles in China and Japan thus follow very different logics. In China, patriotic discourses are 

based on continuity whereas in Japan anti-patriotic discourses are based on establishing and 

explicating continuity while proponents of patriotism deny or downplay the continuity that is 

arguably implicit in their reasoning. It has also been demonstrated that Chinese as well as 

Japanese political actors have constructed the soft power/propaganda of external actors such 

as other states as threats. Education of their own people, especially the youth, is sometimes 

framed as a necessary measure to immunize them from the detrimental effects of the narra-

tives created by others. In Japanese struggles over the meaning of the war, different groups 

have connected their interpretations of the war with their wider political agendas. Central to 

the agendas of all these groups has been the issue of what it means to be Japanese and there-

fore also of how to act as a Japanese.   

One of the central conclusions of the contextual analysis is that there are many 

actors involved in the politics surrounding the narratives to be analysed in the remaining 

                                                                    
98 Concern has, however, been expressed by US officials concerning the content of the Yûshûkan, the war mu-
seum operated by the Yasukuni Shrine. It was reported in the New York Times in 2006 that J. Thomas Schieffer, 
the US ambassador to Japan, described as “very disturbing” the view of history presented at the Yûshûkan – that 
Japan was tricked into war by the United States and occupied Asia to free it. It was suggested in the article that 
officials at Yasukuni, in response to complaints from the US government, decided to change an exhibit in which 
it was claimed “President Franklin D. Roosevelt forced Japan into war so that the United States could recover 
from the Great Depression” (New York Times 2006). It was also proposed in the same article that the Japanese 
Abe administration exerted some form of influence over shrine officials in order to effect the change. This im-
plies that foreign governments might make attempts to influence the content of Japanese museum exhibitions 
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chapters of this study who believe that these narratives matter. Those who create these mu-

seum exhibitions, those who use them as educational facilities, whether for purposes of 

“peace” or “patriotic” education, those who try to affect the content of exhibitions and those 

who discuss the content in magazine articles or in parliamentary debates all express the belief 

that these exhibitions have the potential to profoundly affect the minds of visitors, especially 

if these visitors are young. In other words, it is not only constructivist researchers who sup-

pose that narratives matter – practitioners do as well. There are, in other words, good reasons 

to analyse what these narratives consist of. If they do in fact shape people’s minds then it is 

necessary to know what is in them in order to understand how they may affect people. With-

out the contextual analysis presented in this chapter and chapter 4 it would not be possible to 

understand the politics surrounding the museum exhibitions analysed in the chapters below. 

On the other hand, whereas this chapter and chapter 4 have provided much contextual infor-

mation surrounding the narratives – historical background dealing with the discourses about 

war, the actors involved in the struggles about meaning, and so on, they have revealed little 

about the narratives per se. How is war understood in these narratives? Who are the main pro-

tagonists and how are they depicted? How are narratives interpreted? To answer these ques-

tions properly and satisfactorily, it is necessary to analyse the narratives. However, when ana-

lysing the narratives it is crucial to be aware of the context in which they were created. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and that the Japanese government might attempt to pressure curatorial staff into making changes. However, this 
is the only case that has come to light. 
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Chapter 6: Analysis of topics 

The analysis of narratives focuses on how participants are portrayed. The analysis of topics, 

on the other hand, concentrates on events and phenomena. An analysis of topics makes it pos-

sible to provide an overview of the topics displayed in a large number of exhibitions. Such an 

analysis is useful when dealing with a large amount of material and facilitates comparisons 

within and between the countries dealt with. It therefore makes it possible to determine 

whether certain themes dominate in one country while other themes are more common in the 

other. That a topic is mentioned, however, does not necessarily mean a great deal. Attention is 

therefore also paid to how these events are depicted in order to establish how the war, on a 

general level, is contextualized. Different ways of contextualizing the events that took place 

during the war affect the overall meaning of the presentation. In Tables 6.1 and 6.2, a “Y” 

indicates that a topic is mentioned in a specific exhibition. In addition, in the case of Japanese 

references to the Nanjing Atrocity, the Table 6.2 shows how the event is referred to. This is 

because the way in which this event is referred to is closely connected to overall views of the 

war and ascribes different meanings to the event – different ideological positions are reflected 

in different wordings. This issue is elaborated in greater detail below when the topic is dis-

cussed. The analysis of topics answers the following questions: Which topics, among the ones 

identified, are mentioned in the exhibitions? How are these topics depicted?   

 The war period is defined and contextualized differently in different narratives. 

This is an important aspect of the politics involved in creating such narratives. For example, 

some narratives regard the war as having started on 7 July 1937 whereas others consider 18 

September 1931 to be the starting point. Regardless of when the war is taken to have started, 

the events leading up to it may or may not be traced back to the 19th century. The story told 

may stop with the end of the war in 1945, or post-war events may be part of the story. The 

framing and selection of the main events in a narrative are therefore of great significance for 

the meaning conveyed. Unlike treatments of World War II in Europe, war and colonialism are 

often entangled in representations of the war in East Asia.  
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Table 6.1 Overview of the topical analysis of Chinese exhibitions (Y=mentioned) 
Chinese exhibitions Sino-

Japa-
nese 
War 
(1894-
95) 

Septe
mber 
18 
Inci-
dent 

Marco 
Polo 
Bridge 
Inci-
dent 

Nan-
jing 
Atroc
ity 

Com-
fort 
women 

Nu-
clear 
bomb
ings  

War 
crimes 
trials 

Post-
war 
era 

1. Memorial Hall of the Victims in 
Nanjing Massacre by Japanese 
Invaders 

Y Y Y  Y Y - Y Y 

2. Museum of the War of Chinese 
People’s Resistance Against Japa-
nese Aggression 

- Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

3. The “9.18” Historical Museum  Y  Y Y Y - Y Y Y  
4. Eighth Route Army Memorial  - - Y Y - Y  - - 
5. The New Fourth Army Me-
morial  

- - Y  - - - - - 

6. Pingdingshan Massacre Me-
morial Hall 

- Y - Y - - Y Y 

7. Crime Evidence Exhibition Hall 
of Japanese Imperial Army Unit 
731 in China  

- - - - - - - - 

8. Ranzhuang Site of Tunnel War-
fare 

- - Y - - - - Y 

9. The North-eastern Martyrs Me-
morial Hall  

- Y - - - - Y  - 

10. Historical Museum for Japan’s 
Occupation in North-east of China 

Y Y Y - - - Y - 

11. Site of the Eighth Route Army 
Xi’an Office 

- Y Y - - - - - 

12. Dongjiang Column Museum 
(Luofushan) 

Y Y Y  Y  Y Y  Y Y 

13. Shanghai Songhu Campaign 
Memorial Hall 

- - Y -  
 

Y  - Y - 

14. Jianchuan Museum Cluster - Y  Y  Y  - - - - 
15. Guangdong Memorial Hall of 
East River Column (Dongguan) 

- Y - Y - 
 

Y  - Y 

16. Zhenhai Coast Defense History 
Museum 

- Y Y - 
 

- - - Y 
 

17. Site of the Eighth Route Army 
Wuhan Office 

- Y Y Y Y  - - - 

Total  4  12  13 9 5 5 8 8 
Per cent of the Chinese exhibitions 23.5 70.5 76.5 52.2 29.4 29.4 47.1 47.1 
 
 

Even though full-scale war between Japan and China did not break out until 7 July 1937, Ja-

pan had enjoyed extra-territorial rights in parts of North-east China since the Russo-Japanese 

War ended in 1905. Such rights were subsequently extended to elsewhere in China through 

treaties signed by the Japanese and Chinese governments. In China, these treaties were widely 

regarded as unequal and as having been imposed by force. 
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Table 6.2 Overview of the topical analysis of Japanese exhibitions (Y=mentioned) 
Japanese exhibitions Sino-

Japa-
nese 
War 
(1894-
95) 

Septe
mber 
18 
Inci-
dent 

Marco 
Polo 
Bridge 
Inci-
dent 

Nanjing 
Atrocity 

Com-
fort 
women 

Nu-
clear 
bomb
ings  

War 
crimes 
trials 

Post-
war 
era 

1. Hiroshima Peace Memorial 
Museum 

Y 
 

Y Y Massacre - Y - Y 

2. Yamato Museum Y Y Y - - Y - -  
3. Himeyuri Peace Museum - Y Y - - - - - 
4. Nagasaki Atomic Bomb 
Museum  

Y Y  Y Great 
Massacre 
Incident 

- Y  Y Y  

5. Peace Museum for Kami-
kaze Pilots (Chiran)  

Y  Y  Y  - - Y  - - 

6. Yûshûkan  Y Y Y  Incident - Y Y  -  
7. Okinawa Prefectural Peace 
Museum  

Y Y Y Great 
Massacre 

Y Y - Y 

8. Shôkeikan (Tokyo) Y  Y  Y  - - - - -  
9. Hokuchin Museum Y  Y  Y  - - - - Y 
10. Sendai War Damage and 
Recovery Memorial 

- Y Y  - - Y  - Y  

11. Suita War Material Room 
for Peace 

Y  Y  Y  - - Y  - Y  

12. Exhibition and Reference 
Library for Peace and Conso-
lation 

- Y  Y  - - Y  - - 

13. Sakai Peace and Human 
Rights Museum 

- Y Y Incident - Y - Y  

14. Kanagawa Plaza for Glo-
bal Citizenship Peace Exhibi-
tion Room 

- Y Y Incident - Y  Y Y 
 

15. Himeji Historical Peace 
Center 

Y  Y Y  Massacre 
Incident 

- Y - Y 

16. Kyoto Museum for World 
Peace  

Y Y Y Massacre Y  Y Y Y  

17. Saitama Prefecture Peace 
Museum and Reference Li-
brary 

Y  Y Y Great 
Massacre/ 
Incident 

Y  Y  Y  Y 

18. Grassroots House  Y Y   Y  Great 
Massacre 
Incident  

- Y  - Y  

19. Takamatsu Peace Me-
morial Room 

- Y Y Great 
Massacre  

- Y Y  Y 

20. Peace Osaka  Y  Y  Y  Great 
Massacre 

- Y - Y 

21. Women’s active museum 
on war and peace 

Y Y Y Great 
Massacre 

Y Y Y Y 

22. Oka Masaharu Memorial 
Museum 

Y Y Y Great 
Massacre 

Y 
 

Y -  Y  

23. Kawasaki Peace Museum - Y Y Great 
Massacre 

- Y - Y  

Total 17 23 23 12 (Mas-
sacre)  
3 (Inci-

5 20 7 17 
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dent) 
Per cent of the Japanese exhi-
bitions 

73.9 100 100 52.2 (Mas-
sacre) 

21.7 87 30.4 73.9 

6.1 The Sino-Japanese War 
In the late 19th century, several countries, including the USA, Russia, Qing dynasty China 

and Japan, tried to gain influence over Korea. Frustration among Korean groups led the mil-

lenarian Tonghak movement to rebel. The Korean government responded by calling on the 

Chinese government to send troops to deal with the uprising. The Japanese government re-

sponded by sending troops to Korea and forcing the Korean Court to issue a declaration of 

war against China. The war that followed, the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95 – or the Jiawu 

War (_`X0) in Chinese, referring to the year in which it took place according to the Chi-

nese calendar, and the Japan-Qing War (NOLM) in Japanese – was largely a naval con-

frontation between China and Japan in which the latter was victorious. In the Treaty of 

Shimonoseki, which followed the war, Japan was given control over Taiwan, the Liaodong 

peninsula and rights to construct a railway in southern Manchuria as well as a large indemnity 

(Jansen 2000:430-36, Gordon 2003:117-19). The treaty is often construed as a national hu-

miliation in China. In 1895, Russia, France and Germany interfered and forced the Japanese 

government to return the Liaodong peninsula. This tripartite intervention, in turn, was por-

trayed as a national humiliation in Japan. For example, Japanese nationalist Tokutomi Sohô 

was “vexed beyond tears” and brought some gravel back with him to Japan from Port Arthur 

on the tip of the Liaodong peninsula to keep as a reminder of the humiliation (de Bary et al. 

2006:133). The intervention is described as a humiliation (PQ) at the Yûshûkan as well. 

 The following quote from the exhibition at the Dongjiang Column Museum in 

Luofushan neatly captures the way in which the Sino-Japanese War is used to contextualize 

the war in the 1930s and 1940s at the Chinese museums that mention it: “Japanese aggression 

against China was long premeditated. In late Qing, it launched the Jiawu war of aggression 

against China and for a long time forcibly occupied China’s Taiwan. On 18 September 1931, 

Japan outrageously launched a war and invaded and occupied the entire north-east area of 

China.” This understanding of the first Sino-Japanese War, as part of a longer pattern of Japa-

nese aggression against China that starts not in 1931 but stretches back at least to 1894, ap-

pears in all Chinese exhibitions that mention this war, although only four Chinese exhibitions 

do. A similar understanding of this war as part of Japanese expansionist and imperialist poli-
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cies can be found in several Japanese exhibitions, such as the Oka Masaharu Memorial Mu-

seum, Peace Osaka, the Takamatsu Peace Memorial Room and the Saitama Prefectural Peace 

Museum. Many other Japanese museums refer to the war but usually only as part of a timeline 

without describing it as a war of aggression. 

6.2 The 18 September Incident 

The September 18 Incident, or the Mukhden  (or Liutiaohu, Ryûkôko, abc) incident, oc-

curred on 18 September 1931. Japan had been given the right to operate the southern Man-

churian Railway after its victory in the Russo-Japanese War. The Japanese Kantô (Guandong) 

Army blew up the railway outside Mukhden (now Shenyang) in Manchuria, blamed Chinese 

nationalists for the explosion and used it as a pretext to occupy Mukhden. In 1932, the Japa-

nese puppet state Manchukuo was founded and the last emperor of the Manchu Qing dynasty, 

Pu Yi, was placed on the throne (Jansen 2000:576-86, Gordon 2003:188-89). Many see Sep-

tember 18 1931 as marking the start of what in China is often described as a 14-year long 

struggle of resistance against Japanese imperialism, and it has achieved symbolic signifi-

cance. 

 The incident is described in terms of aggression in several Chinese exhibitions. 

Museums in the north-east in particular, among them especially the 9.18 History Museum and 

the Historical Museum for Japan’s Occupation in North-east China in Changchun, pay special 

attention to this event. At the latter, large texts are clearly visible in former chairman Jiang 

Zemin’s handwriting telling visitors not to forget 18 September. It is, however, the different 

ways in which this event is portrayed at some Japanese museums that is most noteworthy. In 

many exhibitions it is simply mentioned, often in a timeline, that the Manchurian Incident 

broke out on 18 September 1931. At the Yûshûkan, however, it is portrayed as a response to 

anti-Japanese activities and Chinese nationalism. Although this is obviously a way of attribut-

ing responsibility to the Chinese side and justifying the measures taken by the Japanese mili-

tary, it does not overtly deny what is explicated in several other Japanese exhibitions – that 

the incident was orchestrated by the Japanese military. The Oka Masaharu Memorial Mu-

seum, the Takamatsu Peace Memorial Room, the Grassroots House, the Kyoto Museum for 

World Peace and Peace Osaka all clearly ascribe responsibility for the incident to Japan or the 

Japanese military. At the latter, for example, it is stated that: “Through a plot by the Kantô 

Army (the Japanese Army stationed in north-east China), on the outskirts of Mukhden (Shen-
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yang), the Liutiaohu incident was caused. This was the start of the war of aggression against 

China that spanned 15-years”.    

6.3 The Marco Polo Bridge Incident 
On 7 July 1937, skirmishes between Chinese and Japanese troops took place close to the 

Marco Polo Bridge (Lugouqiao, Rokôkyô, *+,) on the outskirts of Beijing. Although his-

torians are not clear about who initiated hostilities, the Japanese government sent additional 

troops after a seize-fire had been agreed, a move that was countered by the Chinese side. Ad-

ditional clashes led to the outbreak of full-scale war (Jansen 2000:619-20, Gordon 2003:204). 

At the War of Resistance Museum in Beijing responsibility for the outbreak of war is ascribed 

to the Japanese Military as it is claimed to have used a pretext to enter the walled city of 

Wanping whereupon the Chinese soldiers fought back and full-scale war broke out. In many 

exhibitions, both Chinese and Japanese, however, responsibility for the event is not ascribed 

to either party. Instead, it is simply stated that the incident occurred and that it led to the out-

break of full-scale war. The war that broke out, however, is labelled differently in different 

Japanese exhibitions. In most exhibitions it is called the Japan-China War (NRLM). How-

ever, the Yûshûkan and the Hokuchin Museum both use the term Shina incident (STUV), 

the term used in Japan at the time of the war. The use of the term Shina when referring to 

China is usually regarded as derogatory, at least when written using Chinese characters, as is 

the case in both the exhibitions mentioned above (Wakabayashi 2007:395-98).  

6.4 The Nanjing Atrocity 
When the Japanese army captured the capital of the Chinese Nationalists, Nanjing, in Decem-

ber 1937, a large number of civilians and POWs were massacred (just how many has been the 

object of much controversy) and a large number of women were raped. The Nanjing Atrocity, 

often called the Nanjing Massacre or the Rape of Nanjing, is another contentious issue that is 

sometimes seen as being part of the history problem. In 1994, Ian Buruma described the Nan-

jing Atrocity as a symbol of Japanese wartime aggression for Japanese leftists and many lib-

erals (Buruma 2009:121). Nonetheless, Iris Chang, in her bestselling book, described it as “a 

forgotten holocaust” in 1997 (Chang 1997). Since then, it has become well-known in the USA 

as well (Yoshida 2006:165-79). In China, it has attained great symbolic importance and, ac-
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cording to some opinion polls, it occupies a central place in images of Japan and the Japanese 

in China (Genron NPO 2007:8. Yang, D. 2006:140, Yoshida 2006:164). The Nanjing Atrocity 

has become not just a symbol of Japanese atrocities and, according to some, a symbol of the 

war itself, it has also been subject of much controversy for quite some time. Domestic debates 

on the issue took place in Japan some time before it became an internationalized issue that 

plagued Sino-Japanese relations (Yoshida 2006:81-101, 129-53).  

The death toll has been central to the controversy. The Chinese government re-

jects any figure below 300,000, branding those who do not accept this number as deniers of 

the Atrocity. Some Chinese scholars have reportedly raised doubts about this figure in private, 

and stated that doing so publicly could affect their careers (Shirk 2007:155, Ross 2006:2-3). 

Outside China, especially in Japan, there has been much research on the number of victims. 

The issue of numbers has divided Japanese scholars into several schools, depending on esti-

mated death tolls.99 These range from the Nanjing Incident as Illusion School’s “several thou-

sand at most” to between 13,000 and 38-42,000 among researchers in the Middle-of-the-

Road-School, to over 100,000 to close to 200,000 or more according to scholars belonging to 

the Great Massacre School (Askew 2002). Japanese right-wingers, by casting doubt on the 

part, for example, the number of victims or photographs said to depict the Atrocity, have at-

tempted to shed doubt on the truthfulness of the Atrocity as a whole and thereby on the war as 

a war of aggression.100 As with other issues, some Japanese politicians have at times been the 

criticized in China and elsewhere for denying that the Atrocity occurred.   

Before discussing how the Nanjing Atrocity is depicted in exhibitions it is ne-

cessary to briefly discuss the meaning of the different wordings used to refer to the event. 

Japanese leftists and others who believe that a large-scale massacre took place are inclined to 

use the term “great massacre” (W3X), “great massacre incident” (W3XUY), “massacre” 

(3X) or “massacre incident” (3XUY), while apologists tend to label it an “incident” (U

Y). Of course, there is also some difference between “great massacre” and “massacre”. 

Whereas both clearly state that a massacre did indeed occur, the former suggests that the scale 

of it was great while the latter term could be interpreted as signifying a massacre of lesser 

proportions. Either way, both expressions clearly indicate that an atrocity was committed. The 

                                                                    
99 Obviously, it is not possible to discuss all the scholarly works dealing with the Nanjing Atrocity here. I am not 
concerned with drawing conclusions concerning what actually occurred in Nanjing in December and January 
1937-38. Nor am I concerned with providing a full survey of the literature dealing with these events. My concern 
is with how the event is depicted in museum exhibitions. 
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word incident, on the other hand, is more obscure. The use of incident does not necessarily 

indicate denial or an apologist standpoint, even though those who deny that an atrocity took 

place certainly use the term and definitely do not refer to it as a massacre. Another way of 

interpreting the use of the word incident is that it may involve an unwillingness to take a 

stand. Using the term great massacre, on the other hand, entails a clear statement of position. 

The wording attached to this event therefore provides an indication of the ideological under-

pinnings of Japanese exhibitions. In contrast to the Japanese exhibitions, all the Chinese mu-

seums that mention the Atrocity refer to it in the same way.101 Wording there is not an issue: 

the term datusha (def), meaning “great massacre” or “great slaughter”, is employed when 

referring to the event. This is, of course, indicative of the fact that even though there may be 

some debate concerning war-related issues in China, there is a consensus about the particulars 

of the Nanjing massacre and that the Japanese invasion was a war of aggression. 

In Japan, the Atrocity is referred to in 15 of the 23 museums. It is labelled a 

massacre in 12 of these. It is mentioned in 9 out of 17 Chinese exhibitions. In some exhibi-

tions it is simply mentioned whereas in others a description of the events and images illustrat-

ing the cruel acts are sometimes provided. Seven Japanese and seven Chinese exhibitions dis-

play photographs showing, for example, piles of corpses next to the Yangtze River and Chi-

nese being buried alive.102 While there is no Japanese equivalent to the museum in Nanjing 

(see chapter 7 for more on the exhibition on Nanjing), the main focus of which is the Nanjing 

Atrocity, there are Japanese exhibitions that provide relatively detailed descriptions of the 

Atrocity. For example, at the Takamatsu Peace Memorial Room it is stated that: “when Nan-

jing was occupied, the Japanese military conducted cruel acts, raped, assaulted and murdered 

a large number of Chinese, but did not inform the Japanese people about these facts”. Other 

Japanese exhibitions, such as the Kawasaki Peace Museum, Peace Osaka, the Kyoto Museum 

for World Peace and the Oka Masaharu Memorial Museum are equally or even more explicit. 

One notable difference between Japanese and Chinese museums is that whereas Chinese mu-

                                                                                                                                                                             
100 As is discussed in chapter 3, similar tactics were used in Germany in attacks on the first Wehrmacht exhibi-
tion. 
101 At the museum in Nanjing, the word haojie (gh), meaning “disaster”, “calamity” or “catastrophe” is also 
used at one place. The English text uses the word “Holocaust”. Apart from this instance, however, the word 
datusha is used consistently.9
102 The Japanese museums displaying such photographs are the Kawasaki Peace Museum, the Saitama Prefec-
ture Peace Museum and Reference Library, the Women’s active museum on war and peace, the Oka Masaharu 
Peace Memorial Museum, Peace Osaka, the Grassroots House and the Kyoto Museum of World Peace. The 
Chinese exhibitions are the Site of the Eighth Route Army Wuhan Office, the Dongjiang Column Museum in 
Luofushan, the Guangdong Memorial Hall of the East River Column in Dongguan, the Museum of the Chinese 
People’s War of Resistance against Japan, the Eighth Route Army Memorial in Wuxiang, the Memorial Hall to 
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seums give the number of victims as more than 300,000, Japanese ones are careful about giv-

ing such figures. This is because in Japan the number of victims is being heatedly debated 

while in China the number 300,000 is accepted as the truth and hence not questioned. (For a 

more detailed analysis of how the Nanjing Atrocity is depicted at Japanese and Chinese mu-

seums see Gustafsson 2010d.) 

6.5 The “comfort women” 
One of the most notorious issues related to the war is the issue of the so-called comfort 

women. In the media the issue is usually described as having to do with forced prostitution, 

forcing women into becoming sex slaves, and restitution and apologies to the victims of this 

practice (e.g. McCarthy 1993). These women were euphemistically called military comfort 

women and they had to provide sexual services to Japanese soldiers in field brothels, called 

comfort stations. The first lawsuits against the Japanese government by victims took place in 

1991. In 1992, the historian Yoshimi Yoshiaki discovered documents in the Self Defence 

Ministry’s archives proving that the military had at least monitored the comfort stations (Sand 

1999:117-19). The existence of the comfort stations was known about before 1991, even 

though it was not given much attention. A book about them had been published in Japan in 

1973 and the practice was common knowledge in Korea. However, it had not been regarded 

as a crime until a paradigm shift occurred in the 1980s (Ueno 1999:136, Nozaki 2005). Many 

of the victims were Korean and an apology was issued in 1992 by Prime Minister Miyazawa 

Kiichi during a visit to South Korea. The issue had been pursued by several women’s rights 

groups but the South Korean government had been rather uninterested in pushing it (Yama-

zaki 2006:62). Chief Cabinet Secretary Katô Kôichi later issued a general apology to comfort 

women regardless of their nationality. In 1995, the Japanese government set up the Asian 

Women’s Fund, which was meant to provide restitution to former sex slaves. It was estab-

lished as a private fund, however, and was therefore regarded by some as a failure by the gov-

ernment to take full responsibility (Mizoguchi 2007). Even though the largest group of 

women involved are often said to have been Korean, there were also many Chinese victims. 

However, the issue was not given much attention in Mainland China until quite recently. In-

deed, even though research had been conducted in China since the early 1990s (Pan 

2003:266), it was announced by Xinhua that the first Chinese report on “the first systematic 

                                                                                                                                                                             
the Victims of the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders and the Unyielding War Prisoner Hall at the Jian-
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investigation on Chinese ‘comfort women’ was released” on 2 July 2007 (BBC Monitoring 

Asia Pacific 2007). On 6 July 2007, the first “Comfort women museum” in China was opened 

at Shanghai Normal University (China Daily 2007). There were calls for compensation by 

individual victims in China in the early 1990s but initially these did not receive support from 

the Chinese government (Isaka 1995). The official line concerning war reparations in general 

was that this had been settled when relations were re-established in 1972. According to the 

agreement reached at the time, China waived all reparations. However, in 1995, the Chinese 

government made clear that this only applied to government-to-government reparations and 

that Chinese individuals had the right to seek redress (Pan 2003:268). According to what has 

been described as a tacit understanding, Japan supplied China with development aid instead 

of war reparations (Isaka 1995). Chinese leaders have sometimes made references to the war 

when demanding Japanese aid. In 2007, then Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzô claimed, 

against the official position of the Japanese government, that there was no proof that Japanese 

soldiers had coerced the so-called comfort women. China responded that it was a historical 

fact that the women had been forced in what was “one of the most serious crimes committed 

by the Japanese imperialists in World War II” (Yardley 2007). In April 2007, while on a state 

visit to the USA, Prime Minister Abe was forced to apologize for his previous statement. On 

14 June 2007, a group of Japanese lawmakers placed an advertisement in the Washington 

Post stating that no documents had been found to prove that the Japanese military had forced 

women into prostitution, and that those who had been comfort women had earned a lot of 

money. It also stated that the testimony of former comfort women was not reliable. On 30 

July 2007, the US House of Representatives passed a resolution according to which the gov-

ernment of Japan “should formally acknowledge, apologize, and accept historical responsi-

bility in a clear and unequivocal manner for its Imperial Armed Forces’ coercion of young 

women into sexual slavery”. Several previous attempts had been made to get a resolution 

passed but all had failed. After the advertisement in the Washington Post, however, the bill 

was finally passed (Tokudome 2007). 

 Whereas nine Chinese museums mention the Nanjing Atrocity only five refer to 

the comfort women. While most museums deal to some extent with Japanese atrocities, it is 

quite often the case that the focus is on atrocities committed in the region or local area in 

which the museum is located. The connection with the local is also clear in some exhibitions 

that contain exhibits related to the comfort women, in that photographs showing buildings 

                                                                                                                                                                             
chuan Museum Cluster. 
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that were used as comfort stations are on display. In an exhibit at the Chinese People’s War of 

Resistance Memorial Hall in Beijing it is stated that: “China is the country most injured by 

the Japanese military’s comfort women system”. This victim experience, then, is understood 

in national terms. All in all, however, the issue is not treated in much detail in Chinese exhibi-

tions. In Japanese museums it is also the case that the Nanjing Atrocity is mentioned in a con-

siderably larger number of museums than the comfort women. The reason for this may be that 

the Nanjing Atrocity has been given attention for a considerably longer time or that the issue 

is been regarded as particularly sensitive not just in Japan but also in the countries from which 

many of the women were taken or lured away, such as China and South Korea, whose gov-

ernments for a long time were not particularly eager to push the issue. In the case of Japanese 

exhibitions, it may also be partly to do with the fact that many of these make use of timelines 

on which events are mentioned. Since the exploitation of comfort women was a phenomenon 

that took place over a long time period, it is difficult to place it on a timeline. Nevertheless, at 

the museum in Saitama, the debate over the issue after it surfaced in the 1990s is mentioned 

on the exhibition’s timeline. At the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Museum, the topic is con-

nected with the local through the display of a map showing places in Okinawa where comfort 

stations were located. Whereas none of the Chinese exhibitions analysed deals in much detail 

with the issue, there are museums in Japan that focus to a large extent on it.103 It is more or 

less the sole focus of the Women’s Active Museum on War and Peace and the Oka Masaharu 

Memorial Museum in Nagasaki has extensive exhibits on it. The Kyoto Museum for World 

Peace also treats the issue quite explicitly. In a panel accompanied by several images show-

ing, for example, victims of the comfort women system, and Japanese soldiers standing in line 

outside a comfort station, it is stated that: “During the 15-year war, under the pretext of pre-

venting rape and the spread of venereal diseases by soldiers, the military set up military com-

fort stations that it managed itself. The comfort women that were gathered there were de-

prived of their freedom, had no rights and were forced to serve the soldiers sexually under 

circumstances that should really be called sexual slavery”. It should be noted that just as is the 

case with Chinese exhibitions, several Japanese exhibitions that do not mention the comfort 

women still feature displays about other atrocities. Importantly, some Japanese exhibitions 

that used to feature displays dealing with the comfort women and other atrocities removed 

these after having been subjected to attacks by right-wingers. For example, the museum in 

                                                                    
103 The museum in Shanghai is a small museum by Chinese standards, dealing specifically with the comfort 
women. It has not been visited by the author. 
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Sakai used to provide detailed accounts of atrocities committed by the Japanese military in 

China, including the Japanese tactic, used in some parts of China to burn all, loot all and kill 

all (Mi), as well as a fairly detailed description of the Nanjing Atrocity. The museum in 

Suita used to feature displays on the comfort women (Yamabe 1998:165). These two mu-

seums have subsequently removed descriptions of Japanese aggression and in August 2008 

the exhibitions dealt chiefly with local events. The Peace Exhibition Room at the Kanagawa 

Plaza for Global Citizenship was originally intended to include exhibits related to the comfort 

women, but these plans were abandoned after right-wingers came from around Japan to exert 

influence on the staff (Rekishi Kyôikusha Kyôgikai 2004:143). The right-wingers seem, at 

least partly, to have got what they wanted, since the museum now lacks any references to 

Japanese aggression. Moreover, after it was announced in 1996 that the new Nagasaki Atomic 

Bomb Museum would feature photographs of Japanese atrocities, such as the Nanjing 

Atrocity, the comfort women, and the biological weapons experiments carried out by the in-

famous Unit 731, protests, consisting among other things of articles in the conservative me-

dia, caused the museum to remove some of the exhibits (Yamabe 1998:163, Hein & Takenaka 

2007:65). These cases exemplify how specific contextual information can help understand 

and explain why certain events are included or omitted from an exhibition. 

6.6 The nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
On 6 August 1945, the US military dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima this was followed 

by another dropped on Nagasaki on 9 August. At the same time, the Soviet Union declared 

war on Japan and launched an invasion of Manchuria. These events were followed by a radio 

address to the nation by the emperor on 15 August and formal unconditional surrender by 

Japan on 2 September (Gordon 2003:223-24). Whereas most Japanese exhibitions mention 

the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and some deal in great detail with these 

events, especially the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb 

Museum, relatively few Chinese exhibitions mention them. When mentioned in Chinese ex-

hibitions, these events are referred to in connection with Japan’s surrender and there is no 

mention of victims. In Japanese exhibitions, the most significant aspect of exhibits related to 

the atomic bombings is probably the connection made with the post-war era and the nuclear 

arms race during the Cold War (see below).  
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6.7 War crimes trials 
The International Military Tribunal of the Far East (sometimes referred to as the Tokyo Trial) 

was held in Tokyo between May 1946 and November 1948. Twenty-five Japanese leaders 

were convicted at the Tokyo Trial, seven of whom were sentenced to death. Additional trials 

were held in other Asian countries, for example, in China. Exhibits on the trials can be con-

nected to issues such as responsibility for the war. One problem, however, is that the Tokyo 

Trial is often considered to have been an exercise in victor’s justice (Minear 1971, Dower 

1999:443-84). War crimes trials are treated in greater detail in the Chinese exhibitions than in 

the Japanese. In the several Japanese exhibitions that do mention the trials, they are usually 

only mentioned on a timeline among a large number of other events. At the Kyoto Museum 

for World Peace, however, the Tokyo Trial is included in a section on war responsibility. 

When treated in Chinese exhibitions, war crimes trials are given more prominence and the 

trials are stressed as having been just.  

6.8 The post-war era 
The post-war era is the least specific of the topics treated here. It can, of course, refer to many 

different events. The tables, then, merely show that some events of the post-war are men-

tioned in an exhibition. If it says in the table that the post-war is not dealt with it means that 

the end of the war, or the war crimes trials, are the last major events treated in the exhibition. 

In other words, when the war ends, the exhibition also ends. That post-war events are men-

tioned is not, however, very revealing. A discussion concerning which events are mentioned 

and whether they are simply mentioned or discussed to a greater extent is therefore crucial.   

 There is a large general difference between Japanese and Chinese museum ex-

hibitions concerning the inclusion of post-war events. Generally, in Japanese exhibitions post-

war events are treated to a relatively large extent compared to the Chinese exhibitions. The 

most common theme is the Nuclear Age, characterized by the Cold War nuclear arms race 

between the Soviet Union and the USA and the nuclear tests carried out by the nuclear pow-

ers. The nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are often understood as the beginning 

of this Nuclear Age. Several museums, among them those in Kawasaki, Kanagawa, Taka-

matsu, Sakai and Suita, mention that the cities that run the exhibitions have made anti-nuclear 

declarations. Nuclear weapons as a threat to humanity is a common theme present not just in 

the exhibitions mentioned above but also in the exhibitions in Hiroshima, Nagasaki, Himeji, 
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Kyoto and Osaka. This way of contextualizing the war is similar to the way in which the 

Enola Gay exhibition that caused so much controversy in the USA was intended to be framed. 

Another point connected to the post-war era that is made in several Japanese exhibitions is 

that peace is not merely the absence of war but is also linked to contemporary issues such as 

the destruction of the environment, poverty, starvation and discrimination as well as present-

day conflicts and disputes. The museums that connect their post-war displays to their role in 

broader peace education include those in Kawasaki, Osaka, Takamatsu, Saitama, Kyoto and 

Kanagawa. The Women’s Active Museum on War and Peace and the Oka Masaharu Me-

morial Museum both have post-war exhibits that deal with the lawsuits and struggle for com-

pensation of victims of Japanese aggression, such as the comfort women and forced labourers 

from, for example, China and Korea. The Yamato Museum has a post-war section that deals 

with the reconstruction of Kure and peace and development, the Yûshûkan has a section on 

the independence of former European colonies in Asia, the Shôkeikan mentions the post-war 

suffering of wounded Japanese soldiers and the Hokuchin Museum deals with the develop-

ment of and international contributions made by the Japan Ground Self Defense Forces 

(JGSDF). Perhaps it is the connection made between the nuclear bombings and the nuclear 

age that makes many Japanese exhibitions discuss the war crimes trials to such a small extent. 

The war crimes trials, of course, involve an opportunity to deal with war responsibility issues. 

When the trials are excluded from exhibitions, this means that war responsibility issues are 

given less prominence.     

In general, few Chinese exhibitions cover post-war events whereas many Japa-

nese ones do. Furthermore, in Chinese exhibitions, the first decades after the war are omitted, 

creating a gap between the war and post-war events. The Guangdong Memorial Hall of the 

East River Column in Dongguan, and the Dongjiang Column Museum in Luofushan, Guang-

dong, both concentrate to a large extent on the East River (Dongjiang) Column, which fought 

the Japanese in Guangdong. In 1945-49, soldiers who had belonged to the Column were mo-

bilized in the civil war on the side of the CCP. These events are briefly dealt with at these 

museums. Most of the Chinese exhibitions that mention post-war events, however, only refer 

to two kinds of topic: Sino-Japanese relations and economic development.  The museums in 

Nanjing, Beijing, Shenyang, Fushun and Ranzhuang briefly mention Sino-Japanese friend-

ship, in what I discuss as friendship corners in the analysis of narratives below, and photo-

graphs showing Chinese and Japanese leaders shaking hands are displayed. Other exhibits 

related to China’s economic development in recent years are also present towards the end of 
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some exhibitions, for example, in Beijing. In Dongguan, the city’s local economic develop-

ment is mentioned and at the Zhenhai Coast Defense History Museum in Ningbo, develop-

ment and modernization, especially of the Chinese navy, are part of the final exhibits. Even 

the exhibitions that mention some post-war events, however, do this to a very small extent. 

Furthermore, when such events are mentioned there is always a huge gap between 1949 and 

1972, and events such as the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution are never re-

ferred to.  

The lack of treatment of, or problems related to depictions of, the post-war era 

in China is also visible in the joint history project conducted by Chinese and Japanese histor-

ians since 2006. Even though several reports have been published on ancient history, pre-war 

and war period history, the Chinese side has been unwilling to make public the results of the 

study on the post-war era (see e.g. MOFA 2010, Japan Today 2010). In a Kyodo news tran-

script dealing with the progress of the joint history project, Bu Ping, leader of the Chinese 

team of researchers, reportedly said that: “Despite a decision not to release their studies in 

postwar history, the two sides have agreed that China should give fair credit to Japan’s post-

war path as a peaceful nation and Tokyo’s provision of official development assistance to 

Beijing to help its economic growth” (BBC Monitoring Asia Pacific 2010). In China, then, 

exhibits on the post-war period can be controversial, to say the least. In Japan, and for the 

Japanese side in the joint history project, as well as the negotiations between the Japanese and 

Chinese ministries of foreign affairs concerning the content of Chinese exhibitions mentioned 

above, including the post-war period is thought to portray Japan in a more positive light and 

to show that Japan has changed fundamentally since the war into a peaceful and responsible 

member of international society.   

6.9 Conclusions 
The above analysis of topics, while not exhaustive in any way, indicates that there are some 

differences concerning how events are portrayed in Chinese and Japanese exhibitions, and 

that there are also great differences within these countries. Especially in Japan there are 

fundamental and significant differences over how responsibility is attributed in relation to 

events as well as concerning which events are portrayed. For example, if we summarize how 

specific exhibitions deal with the events with which this analysis is concerned, it is possible to 

detect patterns within particular exhibitions. It is then possible to see that at museums such as, 
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for example, Peace Osaka, the Oka Masaharu Peace Memorial Museum, the Kyoto Museum 

for World Peace and the Takamatsu Peace Memorial Room, several events are described in a 

way that ascribes responsibility to the Japanese military. At some other Japanese museums, 

such as the Hokuchin Museum, the Yamato Museum, the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pil-

ots, the Exhibition and Reference Library for Peace and Consolation and the Yûshûkan, on 

the other hand, responsibility is never ascribed to the Japanese military and neither the Nan-

jing Atrocity nor the comfort women are mentioned. At the Yûshûkan, responsibility for some 

events is even ascribed to the Chinese. In other words, the analysis suggests that there are 

diametrically opposed approaches to the depiction of these events within Japan. The ap-

proaches of some Japanese exhibitions, it appears, have considerably more in common with 

their Chinese counterparts than they do with Japanese museums such as the Yûshûkan. This 

analysis effectively refutes one of the problems identified in chapter 1 concerning how the 

history problem in Sino-Japanese relations is often discussed – the claim that Japanese views 

and depictions of the war are more or less the same and that any references to atrocities car-

ried out by the Japanese military are more or less omitted from Japanese representations.  

Among Chinese exhibitions, there is a lot of variation concerning which events 

are included and which are omitted. Nevertheless, the kind of obvious irreconcilable differ-

ences found to exist between some Japanese exhibitions were not found in the analysis of the 

topics in Chinese exhibitions. This analysis, however, has concentrated on specific events in 

order to provide an overview of a large number of exhibitions. While this has provided some 

interesting indications, a more fine-tuned and in-depth analysis is necessary in order to deter-

mine how the war is depicted in the narratives presented at some of the more prominent of 

these museums. This analysis of topics, while providing a brief overview as well as some 

basic information concerning the central events, has not revealed a great deal concerning the 

narratives. Which groups are discursively constructed, how participants are depicted and how 

narratives are interpreted in terms of “historical lessons” is analysed in chapters 7 and 8.     
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Chapter 7: Analysis of Chinese narratives 

Before starting the analysis it is useful to briefly reiterate the questions that guide the analysis 

of the material collected at these museums. The questions guiding the analysis are: What 

kinds of identity category are constructed and stressed? Who are the main participants in the 

narrative? How are these participants and their actions portrayed? Does the portrayal of par-

ticipants follow an in-group/out-group logic? In other words, is the visitor encouraged to 

identify or not to identify with particular participants? How is the story told interpreted? What 

is the main message delivered through this interpretation? 

 One question that is not easily dealt with concerns how to present the results of 

the analysis. Should one narrative be presented at a time or should the presentation be divided 

according to themes. Both approaches may have their merits. Three main analytical themes 

are discussed: the discursive construction of groups, the narratives or stories told and the in-

terpretation of narratives in the form of historical lessons. The results of the analysis are di-

vided according to these analytical themes. Arranging the results in such a way makes com-

parison easier than if results were presented case by case. Such an approach may potentially 

make it more difficult to follow how the different themes of the cases relate. In order to make 

this clear, cases are separated within each section dealing with an analytical theme. In addi-

tion, the main results of the analysis are gathered in Table 9.1. 

The exhibitions analysed are quite extensive and it has therefore been necessary 

to both select which exhibitions are to be analysed comprehensively and make a selection of 

material within these exhibitions to be subjected to in-depth analysis. Special attention has 

been given to material that is prominent or highlighted in the exhibitions. Large images and 

objects that are likely to draw the attention of visitors have been given more attention than 

small ones that are less prone to do so. Textual material that is similarly prominent has been 

chosen for in-depth analysis. Many exhibitions, especially Chinese ones, are divided into sec-

tions that start with a summary of the contents of the section. These textual elements have 

been selected for detailed analysis. It needs to be stressed that different exhibitions are ar-
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ranged in different ways. Some contain few images and objects, while such exhibits are more 

numerous in other exhibitions.   

The results of the analysis of participants have been summarized in tables which 

show the number of times certain participants figure in the role of actor and patient. Because 

there are many participants in some narratives, participants that are similar in significant as-

pects have been grouped into categories. The creation of these categories could be seen as 

problematic, especially since scrutinizing which categories are created in narratives is central 

to the analysis. At the same time, however, if such categories were not constructed there 

would be so many participants in some of the tables that they would not illustrate any pat-

terns. Put another way, it would not be possible to see the wood for the trees. In this case it is 

necessary to make a trade-off that prioritizes readability and simplification at the expense of 

transparency. Sometimes such simplification is necessary in order for patterns of significance 

to emerge. This does not, of course, mean that simplification has characterized the way in 

which the analysis has been carried out. Instead, it has been necessary to simplify some of the 

presentation of the results of the analysis in order to highlight significant aspects of these re-

sults while striving to uphold a high degree of transparency. The overall approach of the study 

is based on the principle of problematizing (especially problematizing what is considered un-

problematic in mainstream approaches) rather than simplifying.    

When the analysis of textual material is carried out, the material analysed is al-

ways material in the original language – when Chinese exhibitions are discussed, the textual 

material analysed is always the original Chinese language material. This makes sense for sev-

eral reasons. To begin with, some exhibitions are monolingual. Moreover, when the exhibi-

tion is bi- or trilingual, it is not always the case that all the material appears in all languages. 

Furthermore, there are sometimes grammatical and other errors in the English language ma-

terial on display that make it impossible to conduct a meaningful linguistic analysis and draw 

conclusions concerning the significance of linguistic and other choices. In addition, most visi-

tors will read the texts available in Chinese or Japanese. In a few cases, English texts pub-

lished by the museums are quoted, but only as supplementary material. The main analysis is 

still conducted on Chinese or Japanese material. The original language texts have been trans-

lated to make it possible for readers who do not know Chinese and Japanese to follow the 

analysis. An attempt has therefore been made to keep this translation as close to the original 

texts as possible. This means that the phrases used may not come across as the most natural 

expressions in English. When longer quotes are given, the original texts are supplied in foot-
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notes. Finally, sometimes when the use of a specific word is discussed, the original Chinese 

or Japanese word will be provided in brackets. This is done when it may be unclear what this 

word is, perhaps because of the existence of several words in the original language that cor-

respond to the English equivalent.  

7.1 The discursive construction of groups at Chinese museums  
Before moving on to the issue of how different participants are depicted it is crucial to know 

what types of participant appear in the narrative. Especially salient and fundamental is the 

issue of what kinds of group are discursively constructed in the narratives. If the exhibitions 

analysed typically contain the stories that a certain we-group tell about themselves, then the 

primary question to be addressed concerns who are perceived as belonging to this we-group. 

In other words, before it is possible to examine how self and other are depicted it is essential 

to determine who are regarded as self and who are seen as belonging to the other. This needs 

to be empirically established and cannot be assumed prior to conducting the analysis of the 

empirical material. The analysis in this section is based on the following analytical questions: 

What kinds of identity categories are constructed and stressed? To what extent is a group con-

structed? Does this group consist of the members of a nation, those who live in a particular 

city or some other community or group?    

7.1.1 The 9.18 History Museum 

The 9.18 History Museum in Shenyang originally opened in 1991 and reopened in 1999 after 

having been rebuilt and enlarged. In the first room the visitor enters, the preface hall, s/he is 

greeted by the following brief message: 

 
September 18, 1931. This is a day that is forever firmly engraved in the heart of the Chinese people. On 
this day, the Japanese aggressors outrageously launched the ”September 18” Incident. In the 14 years that 
followed, the Japanese aggressors committed all sorts of war crimes in China, inflicting unspeakable suf-
fering on tens of millions of Chinese and frenziedly plundered countless material wealth. The dignity of 
the Chinese nation was wantonly trampled on. Starting on that day, for 14 springs, summers, autumns and 
winters, the raging flames of the Chinese people’s resistance against the Japanese aggressors spread all 
over the vast lands of China and countless Chinese used their spirit of devotion [literally “hot blood”] and 
lives to compose a song of anti-Japanese resistance that moved the whole world. September 18 1931 is a 
national humiliation day for the Chinese nation. The Chinese people can never forget……104 
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With its references to the “Chinese people” and “Chinese nation”, this preface hints at the 

centrality assigned to the national category in this narrative. At the same time, terms such as 

the “north-eastern people” are also employed quite often in the narrative, suggesting that a 

regional identity is being stressed. Indeed, in the preface hall, the walls are adorned with a 

white relief sculpture resembling mountains that is reflected in the black marble floor. In the 

museum brochure, it is explained that this is meant to symbolize the beautiful scenery of the 

north-east. In the room, a flame is burning on a copper tablet, which is said to symbolize the 

“unyielding fighting spirit of the north-eastern people and the everlasting noble spirit of the 

martyrs of the nation”105 (“9.18” Historical Museum 1999:4). Furthermore, in the foreword to 

the exhibition, which the visitor encounters after having seen the preface hall, both categories 

are mentioned: 

 
The “September 18” Incident was a major historical incident of the 20th century that astonished the coun-
try and the rest of the world. It was not just the start of Japanese militarism conquering China by force; it 
was also the first time in history that a fascist country lit the flames of war. Its eruption does not just mark 
that the prelude to the Second World War had already started; it also marked the start of the 14-year 
bloody struggle of the north-eastern people. Starting on that day, Japanese imperialism caused numerous 
atrocities that defied human morality and set a criminal record that up until now makes all of mankind ab-
solutely horrified. From this day on, the Chinese people [the descendants of the Yan and Huang empe-
rors] underwent more than 5000 days and nights of only hatred, no tears and angry waves unprecedented 
in the 5000-year history of Chinese civilization swept all over the Chinese country.106 

 
It appears, then, that even though the regional north-eastern identity is indeed stressed, the 

struggle of the heroic north-eastern people is part of the struggle of the Chinese nation just as 

the unyielding spirit of the north-easterners is related to that of the nation as a whole. This is 

underlined by the strong emphasis on the national category in the preface.  

 The national category is also stressed in the way participants are referred to. 

What could be labelled “we”-words, such as “our military” (5¼) and “our country” (57) 

are employed, thereby discursively creating a bond between visitors and certain participants 

by emphasizing the national category. As is mentioned above, this is a central strategy 

through which groups are discursively created. The labelling of participants as “patriotic 

youth” (:7Dj), “patriotic intellectuals” (:7½¾¿H) and “patriotic students” (:7À
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�) also appeals to patriotic sentiments, which are also closely connected to and stress the 

national as a crucial category for identification. This kind of vocabulary is present not only in 

the textual material (treated when the analysis of the narrative of the exhibition is conducted) 

but also in the captions of some of the photographs on display. As well as the we-words men-

tioned above (such as “our military”), the we-word “our compatriots” (5>?) is used when 

referring to participants in a number of the photographs on display. The employment of these 

terms, along with other vocabulary and constructions, such as the designation of 18 Septem-

ber as a “national day of humiliation”, the “everlasting noble spirit of the martyrs of the na-

tion” and the reference to the “5000-year history of Chinese civilization”, emphasize the 

national nature of the events dealt with, thereby connecting past and present and encouraging 

the visitor to identify with the Chinese nation.  

7.1.2 The Chinese People’s War of Resistance Museum 

This museum, located on the outskirts of Beijing, close to the Lugouqiao (Marco Polo Bridge) 

where skirmishes between Chinese and Japanese soldiers led to the outbreak of full-scale war 

on 7 July 1937, was opened on 7 July 1987 and has since been renovated twice. It reopened 

after the most recent renovation on 7 July 2005.  

In the narrative, just as in the 9.18 History Museum, visitors are by several 

means encouraged to identify with the Chinese participants in the narrative. Whereas a narra-

tive can appeal to any of a range of different identity categories, the category for identification 

in this narrative is the national one. The whole exhibition is in Chinese, indicating that the 

intended visitors are mainly of Chinese origin. While this in itself does not necessarily mean 

that the national category is stressed. Table 7.3 shows that the majority of participants in the 

narrative are labelled either as belonging to the category of Chinese nationals, or more explic-

itly as “Chinese”, “patriots”, “compatriots” or “people of all nationalities in the whole coun-

try”. All these labels emphasize the Chinese-ness of the participants.  

In the foreword, visitors are encouraged to identify with the Chinese participants 

in the narrative. Here, several reasons are given for commemorating the victory in the Chinese 

People’s War of Resistance (A7v;¨lX0) and the worldwide Anti-Fascist War (§Ý

ÞßX0). Among those listed are: “to use the vivid history of the War of Resistance to pro-

mote patriotic education”, to “develop the national spirit” (;<ÅÆ), to “heighten national 

self-esteem, self-confidence and sense of pride”, to “encourage and mobilize people of all 
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nationalities (@<) in the whole country and the sons and daughters of China (ABAB) 

within the country and abroad to realize the great revival (CdD@) of the Chinese nation (

AB;<)” and to “promote world peace and development” (emphasis added). The objec-

tives, then, are national and the main intended recipients are articulated in terms of the cate-

gory of the Chinese nation. The revival of the Chinese nation is framed as a joint endeavour 

in which all Chinese should take part, thereby further inviting identification on the basis of 

nationality. The events of the Chinese People’s War of Resistance are explicitly linked to the 

present condition of China. Commemorating the victory in this war also ties all Chinese living 

today, of all nationalities within China as well as the “sons and daughters of China” abroad, to 

this period in the past. The categories employed – people of all nationalities, the sons and 

daughters of China and the Chinese nation – are also used in the description of what happened 

in the past, thereby contributing to the construction of continuity between past and present. 

Those who are told that they belong to a certain category in the present are in this way en-

couraged to identify with the past incarnation of the same category. This national continuity 

between Chinese living then and now is defined as broadly as possible to incorporate com-

patriots of all nationalities within China’s borders as well as those living abroad. Chinese visi-

tors, then, are urged, through several means, to identify with the Chinese participants in the 

presented narrative.      

7.1.3 The Memorial Hall of the Victims in Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders 

The museum first opened in 1985 and has been expanded twice since. It has received 5 mil-

lion visitors per year since it reopened after refurbishments in 2007 (China Daily 2010b, per-

sonal correspondence). Because of the sheer size of the exhibition, a selection had to be made 

of elements to focus on. As I was not allowed to take photographs or video footage inside the 

museum, the analysis is based chiefly on a book published by the museum, Collective Draw-

ings of Exhibitions of Memorial Hall of the Victims in Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invad-

ers (Zhu & Zhang 2008). The main textual and other exhibits can be found in this large vol-

ume. In addition to the analysis of the content of the exhibition, a brief discussion of the 

grounds of the museum and the prominent statues and other material found outdoors is pro-

vided. 

The book mentioned above contains photographs of the major exhibits and the 

most prominent textual material in both Chinese and English. On its cover, two pairs of large 
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Chinese characters hint at the aim of the museum – to cast (as in molten metal) history (EÑ) 

and to educate people (Tv). In the light of other references to “historical truth” and “iron-

clad evidence” discussed below, it seems that casting here refers to the solidity of the facts 

presented. At the same time it, and probably unintentionally, it also highlights the fact that 

history can be moulded. The second pair of characters directs attention to the educational 

function of the institution. This is further enforced towards the end of the exhibition where Hu 

Jintao is quoted as having said on 4 May 2004 that: “This is a good place to conduct patriotic 

education. We must never forget to carry out patriotic education of young people. No matter 

the time, we can never forget this painful history” (Zhu & Zhang 2008:292).107 Young Chi-

nese, it is suggested, need patriotic education and the museum is a good place to conduct it. 

Moreover, the second “we” that Hu mentions seems to refer to the Chinese people. This sug-

gests that the national category is central to the exhibition.   

The official English name of the museum – “Memorial Hall of the Victims in 

Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders” captures the meaning of the Chinese name (-Bl

¼FGdefHI>?ËJK) fairly well. However, in the English name the victims are 

simply labelled “victims” whereas the Chinese wording describes them as tongbao, “com-

patriots (“born of the same parents”, >?), who met with disaster” (HI). The use of tong-

bao involves a relational identification – the relation stressed being one of siblings who are all 

children of the motherland (87), which is an extension of the kinship relation found in the 

concept of having been “born of the same parents” (cf. Van Leeuwen 1996:56 on relational 

identification). This highlights how the main category for identification is discursively con-

structed in a way that emphasizes the nation. 

One striking feature of the narrative is the relative absence, compared to several 

other Chinese exhibitions, of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Nanjing was the Guomin-

dang’s (GMD) capital until the government left just before the assault on Nanjing. The sol-

diers who defended the city, described here as the China defence forces, belonged to the 

GMD’s army. However, the category stressed is the national. The we-group is constructed in 

inclusive nationalist terms using words such as China, the Chinese people and the Chinese 

government when referring to actors. National unity is also discursively created by emphasiz-

ing the contributions made by all societal groups: 

                                                                    
107 A year after Hu’s statement, relations between China and Japan would be seriously strained after large-scale 
anti-Japanese protests around China, and the Japanese foreign minister would express concern about the content 
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From 1931 when the 9.18 Incident started, the Chinese people rose vigorously and conducted a 14-year 
long war of resistance. The foundation of this war was the cooperation between the two parties, the GMD 
and the CCP. All circles in society, people of all nationalities, all democratic parties, anti-Japanese orga-
nizations, patriots of all social classes and overseas compatriots participated extensively in the war in-
volving the whole nation.108  

 
In the above example, the cooperation between the CCP and the GMD as well as all groups in 

society is mentioned as a united national force. Often, however, the category mentioned is the 

national one. The above example seems to fulfil the function of asserting that all these groups 

are indeed included in the national community. It is also worth pointing out that even though 

the episode central to the narrative, the Nanjing Massacre, is a terrible event that took place in 

a city; the victims are never labelled “citizens of Nanjing”. Even though the main event is a 

local one, the category into which victims are placed is the national. That the national cate-

gory is central, and indeed takes precedence over the local, also becomes clear in the conclu-

sions of the exhibitions in which the narrative is explicitly interpreted in terms of lessons for 

the Chinese people. 

7.1.4 The Jianchuan Museum Cluster 

The Jianchuan Museum Cluster in Anren outside Chengdu is unusual in several ways. To start 

with, unlike other museums, it does not consist of one museum but of a vast area containing 

many museums and squares. Some of the museums are still under construction but five mu-

seums dealing with the Anti-Japanese war, three dedicated to the “red age”, displaying com-

munist era nostalgia, and two dealing with Chinese folk-customs are already open to the pub-

lic. It was created by Sichuan native Fan Jianchuan, who has been collecting the artefacts 

which are now on display since he entered the Xi’an Politics College in 1979.109 It is also un-

usual because it is a large private institution. Large private war exhibitions are quite rare in 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC), where most such museums are run by the government. 

The halls in the Museum Cluster’s War of Resistance series, it is written in the 

museum brochure, “reproduce in a true and comprehensive way the Chinese nation’s vigo-

rous war to defend the country more than half a century ago” (emphasis added).110 This sug-

gests that the identity category stressed is the national one. This is the case in all the museums 

                                                                                                                                                                             
of Chinese patriotic education. 
108¢LMNLj�p���ÚÛyA7v;O1JPQ LRjwô£¨XynSX0oT7UVWXYZ[
[y\¹@áy@<v;@;=W]y¨l^_y\¹@`a:7vb°cÎd?efghwi;<X
0m 
109 For an analysis of a book written by Fan about his collection of artefacts see Mitter 2007:172-191. 
110 jkil\mnJAB;<oZ.ÊË:pSqq©©wr7X0m  
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of which the cluster consists, as is shown in greater detail in the discussion of the narratives at 

each museum. 

7.2 The narratives at Chinese museums 
The analysis of Chinese narratives is guided by the following analytical questions: Who are 

the main participants, that is, agents and patients, in the narrative told? How are these partici-

pants and their actions portrayed? Are participants portrayed as heroes, aggressors or victims? 

Does the portrayal of participants follow an in-group/out-group logic? Is the visitor encour-

aged to identify or not to identify with particular participants? 

7.2.1 The 9.18 History Museum 

The exhibition consists of a foreword and an epilogue in between which there are six sections. 

These six sections make up the historical narrative. The headings of these sections and the 

number of sentences of which the textual material of each section consists are shown in Table 

7.1.  

 
Table 7.1 Sections and number of sentences in each section at the 9.18 History Museum 
Section Number of 

sentences 
Section one: Historical background of the September 18 Incident (äpR¿s“�!p�”��
wÐÑtu) 

106 

Section two: The September 18 Incident and the fall of the north-east (äëR¿s“�!p�”�
�°ÁÂvw) 

73 

Section three: Japanese sanguinary rule in north-east China (äMR¿slzuA7ÁÂw¯
xyz) 

124 

Section four: The anti-Japanese struggle of the north-east military and civilians (ä�R¿sÁ
Â¼;w¨lÄ0) 

154 

Section five: Outbreak of the nationwide War of Resistance and the final ending of the Japa-
nese aggressors (ä{R¿si7¨Xwç~|lz-.{w}~�S )  

122 

Section six: Taking history as a mirror, anticipating peace and being on guard against the resur-
rection of Japanese imperialism (ä�R¿sTÑZ�y��°�y  
��lz¼7=>D� ) 

32 

Total: 611 

 
As the headings of these sections suggest, much of the narrative concentrates on events that 

occurred in the north-east China. It is not until section five that the national full-scale war 

breaks out (7 July 1937).111 Much of the narrative therefore has a regional focus. However, the 

                                                                    
111 The regional events, that is, the anti-Japanese struggle of the north-east military and civilians, took place 
while the GMD government prioritized fighting the CCP. The GMD government thus did little to stop the ag-
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regional struggle of the north-east people, as is mentioned above, is depicted as being part of 

the nationwide War of Resistance. Apart from the titles of the six main sections, there are also 

headings of sub-sections. In some cases, these headings allude to the main participants of a 

section. In the second and third sections, for example, many headings leave out the actor and 

only consist of an action, for example: “invading and occupying Shenyang city” and “plotting 

“north-eastern independence””.112 Most of the actions mentioned in the headings of the second 

and third sections are carried out by the Japanese military, suggesting that it is the main par-

ticipant in these sections. When it comes to the fourth and fifth sections, on the other hand, 

most headings explicitly mention participants that may be understood as playing central roles 

in these sections. Participants such as the CCP, the north-east anti-Japanese United Army, the 

North-eastern Army, the North-eastern Volunteer Army, the Soviet Union, the Eighth Route 

Army and the New Fourth Army figure in these headings.  

In table 7.2, participants who appear in the narrative are listed in a simplified ta-

ble. It has been simplified because of the large number of participants in the narrative. The 

large number of participants can be explained by the fact that the material analysed is very 

large (consisting of 611 sentences) and that during the time period leading up to the war in 

1937, China was quite fragmented and characterized by power struggles between different 

parties and military cliques. It was not until 1936 that the united front between the GMD and 

CCP came about as a result of the Xi’an Incident. Without simplifying the table it would be 

difficult to identify the most significant features of the analysis.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
gressive activities of the Japanese military in Manchuria. Indeed, it even concluded treaties with the Japanese 
that gave the latter far-reaching rights in northern China. 
112 -���� … ��“ÁÂ��” 
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Table 7.2 Participants in the narrative at the 9.18 Historical Museum 
Participant Actor Patient 
Japanese military participants113  135 29 
Japan and Japanese government participants114  55 10 
Japanese participants labelled with terms that have negative connotations115  36 28 
Other Japanese participants116  17 6 
Japanese and Puppet (Manchurian) participants117 14 6 
Puppet government participants118  22 8 
The enemy119  6 12 
Patriot and “we”-participants120  17 6 
CCP participants and participants closely related to the CCP121  93 15 
Chinese civilian participants122 19 48 
Other Chinese participants123 92 29 
Chinese traitors 6 5 
Other participants124  41 3 
Total 553 205 

 

The most common actors in the narrative are Japanese military participants. The CCP and 

participants closely associated with the CCP also appear as actors many times. The most 

common patients are Chinese civilians. Japanese military participants and Japanese war 

criminals also figure as patients in a large number of instances. Furthermore, it is notable that 

sometimes Japanese participants are labelled using terms that carry negative connotations, 

such as “aggressors” and fascists. There are Chinese collaborators in the narrative, labelled 

traitors (traitors to the Han, EF), even though they do not play a very large part as they are 

often depicted as carrying out actions on the instructions of the Japanese. 

When the analysis of participants is broken down into sections, it points in the 

same direction as the analysis of headings. In section two, Japanese military participants ap-

pear as actors 49 times (of a total of 70). In section three, Japanese participants and those be-

longing to the Manchurian puppet government account for 98 out of a total of 106 agents. In 

                                                                    
113 For example “the Japanese Military” and specific generals. 
114 For example “Japan”, “the Japanese government”, and specific ministers and officials. 
115 For example “Japanese imperialism”, “Japanese militarists”, “fascists”, “Japanese aggressors” (lz-.{), 
“bandits” (l�) and “Japanese War criminals”.  
116 For example “the Japanese people” (lzv;), “Japanese people” (lzv) and “Japanese war orphans”.  
117 For example “Japanese and Puppet authorities (lZ��) and “the Japanese and puppet military” (l�¼). 
118 For example (the Puppet emperor) “Pu Yi” (��) and “the Puppet Manchurian army” (�¼). 
119 �vm 
120 For example “our country” (57), “our military” (5¼), “our soldiers” (5��), “patriotic youths” (:7D
j), “patriotic intellectuals” (:7½¾¿H) and “the save the nation-society” (�7¹). 
121 For example “the CCP” (A7U�W), “the Central Committe of the CCP” (AUA�), the North-east Revo-
lutionary Army (ÁÂv;�±¼)y “the North-east anti-Japanese United Army” (ÁÂ¨l�¼) and specific 
leaders such as Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. 9
122 For example “Chinese” (A7v), “the Chinese people” (A7v;) and “innocent common people” (O��
;). 
123 For example “the GMD government” (7;W��), “the Volunteer Army” (> ¼), “anti-Japanese troops” 
(¨lÖ¡), warlords and specific Chinese participants such as Chiang Kai-shek. 
124 For example “Koreans”, “Tsarist Russia”, “war crimes tribunals” and “the Soviet Union Government”. 
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other words, these participants dominate these sections. When it comes to patients, Chinese 

participants dominate. Especially in section three, the total number of patients is quite large – 

54 in total, out of which 26 are Chinese civilian participants and only eight are non-Chinese 

participants. This points to the fact that it is chiefly in these two sections that Japanese aggres-

sion and Chinese victimhood are treated. Many of the acts carried out by Japanese actors are 

aggressive acts and several descriptions of these are characterized by the use of predication 

that further emphasizes the cruelty of the actors, as is the case in the following example (em-

phasis added to illustrate the role of predication): 

 
After Japan invaded and occupied the north-east, the cruel Japanese aggressors carried out many inhuman 
massacres against the north-eastern troops and people who had risen to fight and orchestrated appalling 

heinous tragic incidents one after another. These bloody atrocities that make one’s hair bristle with anger 
thoroughly revealed the nature of the Japanese aggressors.125   

 
The aggression emplotment can be found in a large number of images as well as in objects. 

For example, one photograph showing a dog standing in front of people lying on the ground is 

captioned in the following way: “The Japanese military let military dogs bite our compatri-

ots”126. It can also be seen in objects, for example, in the “rolling cage”, a cylinder-shaped 

cage with spikes pointing inwards, used, according to the caption, by the Japanese troops and 

troops of the puppet regime to torture prisoners.     

In sections four and five, the tables have turned: there are 113 Chinese actors in 

section four as opposed to 30 Japanese and puppet actors. At the same time, Chinese partici-

pants figure as patients in 17 instances in section four whereas Japanese and puppet regime 

patients appear 23 times in this section. In section five, there are 53 Chinese actors and nine 

patients, while there are 38 Japanese and puppet regime actors and 55 patients. Furthermore, 

it is notable that CCP actors and actors belonging to the North-east Anti-Japanese United 

Army, which was, it is pointed out, organized by the CCP, account for 68 of the actors in sec-

tion four. In section five, Chinese actors are more diverse and the Soviet Union plays a large 

part, figuring as an actor 14 times, as opposed to the USA, which appears only twice. Japa-

nese participants still appear in these parts of the exhibition, although compared to the previ-

ous sections more commonly as patients and less frequently as actors. These changes in the 

depiction of Japanese and Chinese participants in these sections reflect a shift from an em-

                                                                    
125lz-�ÁÂ�y¢£wlz-.{¤ô£¨0wÁÂ¼;O1J.£÷øv¥wdefyõöJp

£¦p£§v¨©wªxûümn«þv~¬w¯x1y®¯°Jlz-.{wÝÞßz¥m  
126 l¼W¼±²5>?m  
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phasis on the aggressor and victim emplotments to a strong prominence of the heroic em-

plotment. This heroism is illustrated in the following example, stressing the role of the CCP: 

 
After the “September 18” Incident erupted, the Chinese Communist Party represented the patriotic de-
mand by the people of all of China and set out, from the position of safeguarding China’s territorial sov-
ereignty and defending the dignity of the Chinese nation, to put forward an appeal to “persist in the War 
of Resistance against Japan and recover lost territory”.127   

 
In other examples, more specific acts are dealt with: 

 
Between white mountains and black water, the North-east anti-Japanese United Army launched a long-
term, adamant and extremely arduous struggle, eliminating a large amount of the Japanese and Puppet 
troops’ effective strength, using their lives and blood to write the most solemn and stirring page in the 
history of China’s War of Resistance, leaving a glorious chapter in the history of the Chinese nation’s 
War of Resistance.128   

 
In some cases in which the exploits of heroic Chinese soldiers are discussed, these soldiers 

fight bravely but are finally outnumbered and killed by the enemy. They are thus not victori-

ous in these specific passages, although it might be argued that they contributed to the overall 

victory in the war. The point, however, is that they are vanquished and finally killed in the 

specific battles they fight. Despite this defeat, however, they and their actions are portrayed as 

heroic. In other words, heroism does not require victory. Central to the heroism of their deeds 

is that they “bravely sacrifice” (³©´µ) themselves for the country. In this way, their 

deaths are made meaningful.129 Heroic representations are found in the form of images show-

ing resistance fighters attacking the enemy and cartoon drawings showing muscular Chinese 

beating down the Japanese enemy.   

 Many of the positive self-representations in the narrative portray Chinese par-

ticipants as heroic. There are also some examples in which the Chinese government’s treat-

ment of Japanese war criminals and Japanese war orphans left behind in China after the war is 

depicted positively. Under the heading “China reformed Japanese war criminals” it is men-

tioned that: 

 
The Japanese war criminals that our country detained committed unforgivable crimes during its war of 
aggression, causing the Chinese people to suffer huge losses. Normally, such war criminals should be 

                                                                    
127“�!p�“��ç~�yA7U�W¶·i7v;w:7¸¹y¢º»A7¼½=¾¿ÿyº»AB;
<��w�S4~yÀ4J”ÁÂ¤l¨XyÃDÄ\“wÅÆm 
128uÇÈÉÊµËyÁÂ¨l�¼>lzÌÚJPÍyÎÏyÐÑÒÓwÄ0yÔ÷Jl�¼dÕ0�
×Õy�±°Ö¯³�JA7¨XÑâ}×³wpØyuAB;<¨XÑâÙ�JiÚwÛÜm  
129 As is noted in chapter 4, in previous research on narratives about war, so-called victor narratives are some-
times mentioned. In the framework employed here, however, no “victor” emplotment is used, as the heroic em-
plotment is considered more useful. This is because victory is not necessary for heroic depiction and heroic sac-
rifice is more important than victory for creating meaning. 
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punished without leniency. However, for the friendly relationship between the Sino-Japanese peoples the 
Chinese government gave them humanitarian, lenient treatment.130    

 
The “unforgivable crimes”, committed by the Japanese war criminals that were detained by 

“our country”, that really “should be punished without leniency” are juxtaposed with the 

“humanitarian lenient treatment” they received from the Chinese government. Since the Chi-

nese government’s motivation for doing this was for the sake of the relations between the 

Chinese and Japanese peoples it could perhaps be argued that, in the narrative, it defines the 

moral status of the two peoples and its governments. In other words, the Japanese government 

and people should continue to respect the higher moral position of the Chinese side. An ex-

ample of such proper behaviour from the Japanese people can be seen in the statue of the 

Chinese foster parents on display. It was given to the museum in 1999 by a group of Japanese 

orphans who were left behind in China after the war and taken care of by Chinese foster par-

ents until they were given the opportunity to return to Japan after bilateral relations were 

normalized in 1972.     

 Towards the end of the exhibition there are other displays highlighting post-war 

peaceful bilateral relations. For example, in one panel is a statement made in 1997 by then 

Japanese Prime Minister Hashimoto when he visited the 9.18 Historical Museum. In the 

statement, Hashimoto mentions the necessity of facing history, shouldering the heavy respon-

sibility of history and promoting Sino-Japanese relations on the basis of this. However, there 

are also exhibits stressing the need to “be vigilant towards the resurrection of Japanese mili-

tarism”. In this context, former Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi’s visits to the Yasukuni 

Shrine are mentioned as well as the activities of Japanese right-wingers.  

In sum, the narrative includes examples of the aggressor, victim and heroic em-

plotments. As is demonstrated above, the heroic emplotment is, to a large extent, kept apart 

from the other two, even though Chinese victims are portrayed, in some sense, as heroic – as 

is seen in the sentence exemplifying Japanese aggression above in which the victims are de-

picted as having risen vigorously in resistance. Most importantly, perhaps, the CCP does not 

enter the stage until we reach section four. In other words, the Japanese aggressors are the 

main participants until the CCP comes to the rescue. One function of keeping the victim and 

aggressor emplotments to a large extent apart from the heroic emplotment is that the CCP is 

associated with the latter rather than the former. In addition, Chinese participants are por-

                                                                    
13057ÝÞwlzX�yu-BX0A��J¸ßàáwP1yâA7v;ã-JädåÄm¤n«X
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trayed not just as heroic but also as magnanimous towards the Japanese aggressors. War 

criminals who have committed horrible deeds are treated with leniency and Japanese war or-

phans are taken care of. This positive self-representation contrasts sharply with the depiction 

of the Japanese aggressors as cruel, thereby placing the Chinese government on a higher mo-

ral ground in relation to its Japanese counterpart.    

7.2.2 The Chinese People’s War of Resistance Museum 

Once again, the textual material is too extensive to be analysed in its entirety. For this reason, 

prominent or highlighted textual material was selected for in-depth analysis.131 An additional 

examination of other kinds of foregrounded material such as images and other exhibits, was 

also conducted.132  

 
Table 7.3 Number of participants in the narrative at the Chinese People’s War of Resistance Museum 
(Numbers indicate number of times mentioned) 
 Actor Patient 
Chinese participants133  17 3 
Other Chinese participants134  1 3 
Chinese patriot and compatriot participants135  6  
People of all nationalities in the whole country136 3  
Us (we)137  2 
CCP participants138  10  
Japanese participants139  3 4 
Enemies140   2 
GMD participants141  2  
Other participants142  
 

3  

Total 45 14 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
131 The exhibition starts with a foreword and ends with a conclusion. Between these two texts, the story of the 
war is told in eight sections each starting with an introductory text. The initial analysis focuses on these ten ar-
guably highlighted texts, which summarize the story told. Other textual elements are subordinate to these ones 
and deal with more specific events. 
132 Participants (and their actions) are sometimes (although this is not so common) mentioned in subordinate 
clauses, while in other cases they are highlighted as the main participant in the main clause of a sentence. In the 
table listing participants, as is the case with other analyses, participants mentioned in both main and subordinate 
clauses have been included. 
133 For example “the Chinese nation” (AB;<), “the Chinese people”, “sons and daughters of China” (ABA
B) and “China”. 
134 For example “Innocent common people”, “labourers” (øù) and “Prisoners of War (POWs)” (Xú). 
135 For example “compatriots abroad” (cÎd?) and “patriotic officers and men” (:7ûb). 
136 i7@<v;m 
137 5òm 
138 For example “the Chinese Communist Party”, “the Eighth Route Army” (�ü¼), “the New Fourth Army” (
ý�¼). 
139 For example “the Japanese military” (l¼), “Japanese imperialism” (lzÕ7=>), “Japanese aggressors” 
(lz-.{). 
140 “The enemy” (Japan) (�v) and “external enemies” (Î�). 
141 “Chiang Kai-shek” and “the GMD”. 
142 “Many countries and international friends” (þ.7à°7ÿív ), “the United States of America” (!7), 
“the Soviet Union” ("�). 
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Table 7.3 provides several areas of interest for this study. To start with, the Japanese enemy 

only appears as an actor in three instances. Interestingly, in two of these cases, agency is as-

cribed to an ism, “Japanese imperialism”, rather than to an actor in the usual sense of the 

word. This could be interpreted as a way of diverting responsibility from the actual actors but 

a more appropriate interpretation would perhaps be that it draws attention to the fact that Ja-

pan at the time was an imperialist power carrying out imperialist policies as it invaded China. 

In the two cases in which “Japanese imperialism” is ascribed agency, the actions are on a ra-

ther high level of abstraction, as in the following example: “In 1937, Japanese imperialism 

created the Lugouqiao incident, launching an all-out war of aggression against China”.143 In 

the case when agency is assigned to the Japanese military, the actions performed are of a 

more concrete nature (see below). The terminology here is interesting as the war launched by 

the Japanese (or by Japanese imperialism) is a war of aggression against China (-BX0). 

The terminology used to refer to the war hence differs depending on the perspective – the out-

group, or the other, launches a war of aggression whereas the in-group (the self) conducts the 

Chinese people’s War of Resistance against Japan (A7v;¨lX0), which is a part of 

the worldwide war against fascism (§ÝÞßX0). The former is said to have been an im-

portant part of the latter and through the War of Resistance, “the Chinese people made a huge 

national sacrifice for the victory in the anti-fascist war”.144 Here, as in many other instances, 

the War of Resistance is stressed as being national in its character. At the same time, the 

enormity of the sacrifice made by the nation to the larger war is emphasized in a way that 

seems to fit the objective of strengthening national pride – those Chinese who participated in 

the war did not just save the nation but also contributed to saving the rest of the world. Stress-

ing altruism in this way contributes to creating a positive self-image. Positive values are em-

phasized that the visitors are encouraged to adopt. Chinese righteousness and morality are 

further stressed by describing the war as just (#>) and by claiming that whereas “the moral 

(righteous) gain the support of many, those who lose morality will have scant support” ($õ

.%yÄõ&%). The international support China received from the Soviet Union, the USA 

and other international friends is therefore understood as confirming the positive values ex-

pressed through struggle in the name of the Chinese nation.  

                                                                    
143 LMN'jlzÕ7=>õö*+,��y~�il-BX0m  
144 A7v;ZÊá§ÝÞßX0()*4Jädw;<´µm  
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Most of the participants mentioned are collective participants rather than indi-

vidual ones. Only Chiang Kai-shek figures as an individual participant in the textual material 

dealt with here. Other material, especially images, however, draws attention to CCP leaders as 

individual participants. These are nominated, that is, their names are given, while most other 

participants are described as categories of people. Representing social actors in a generic way, 

as generalized classes of people, for example as the Chinese people, the CCP and the Japa-

nese military, presents these categories of people in a generalized way – the impression is 

given that those belonging to a certain category all behave in the same conformist way and 

possess similar qualities.     

Of great importance is the fact that an overwhelmingly large number of actors 

belong to the Chinese in-group.145 Some international friends appear, belonging to a larger in-

group of allies in the worldwide anti-Fascist war, although not in a significantly large number 

of instances. Among these collective actors belonging to the in-group we find different levels 

of specificity ranging from the “Chinese nation”, which includes all the other more specific 

subcategories such as “compatriots in Taiwan” and “people of all nationalities”. The vocabu-

lary is noteworthy for its large number of terms stressing the national category. Participants 

are described as compatriots, patriotic and as belonging to the Chinese nation. There is no 

question that participants are stressed as belonging to the national category. Other categories 

are absent – other potential identity categories are suppressed as the national is constructed as 

the only relevant category for identification.  

The following sentence exemplifies how predication of Chinese participants 

contributes to representing the victory in the war as something great (emphasis added): 

 
This earth shaking grand achievement made the Chinese nation wipe out the century of humiliation and 
revealed a new image [of China] on the world stage.146  

 

The achievement, that is, victory in the war, is not just grand but earth shaking. In the next 

sentence, China’s international status is described as having been raised “unprecedentedly” (

+:) as a result of this achievement. The Chinese people’s contribution to victory in the 

worldwide Anti-Fascist War is stressed explicitly in four sentences as having been a “huge 

national sacrifice” (ädw;<´µ) and in two of these as also having been historic. The 

                                                                    
145 Furthermore, Chinese participants are sometimes mentioned in an attributive function, for example in the 
“Chinese People’s War of Resistance”. Here the “Chinese people” are mentioned but only to define what kind of 
war is described. Such mentions of participants have not been included in the table listing participants.  
146 npÍx�\wC,yâAB;<T-Yj·.yuÊáâÌ/Jýw01m  
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war is described twice as a “just war” (#>X0) and once as “holy” (Æ2). The struggle 

that the war entailed is sometimes described as “heroic” (Ç3), “bloody” (ó¯), a matter of 

“life and death” (�4É5) and as characterized by “unsurpassed hardships” (ÐÑÒø). 

The CCP is portrayed in several ways as active both by casting it as an actor carrying out ac-

tions and by stressing its role as leader and initiator of the resistance. This is further stressed 

in two sentences by explicitly describing the actions of the CCP as “active” (67).  

The GMD’s contribution to the war effort is acknowledged even though it be-

comes obvious that it is subordinate to the role of the CCP as it appears only twice in the role 

of actor. This is confirmed in several sentences in the text in which the pivotal role of the 

CCP is stressed. This central role is emphasized not only in how the CCP figures in the role of 

actor in many sentences but also in other types of construction. Consider the following exam-

ple: 

 
Undergoing 14 years of brave fighting and bloody struggle, under the flag of the anti-Japanese national 
united front proposed by the CCP, the Chinese people, with backward weapons and equipment, defeated 
the economically strong enemy whose military equipment was much more powerful and worked the 
wonder of a semi-colonial weak state defeating a strong colonial state.147  

 

This is one among four similar sentences that emphasizes the centrality of the CCP as a leader 

in proposing the united front and leading the people to victory. Even though in recent years 

the GMD has been resurrected as a contributing force in the War of Resistance, its role, as 

shown here, is not that of an equal. The War of Resistance Museum, just like other state-run 

war museums in the PRC (as is demonstrated below), centres on and strongly emphasizes the 

role of the CCP. The CCP is highlighted as having played a pivotal role by stressing that it 

united the people in resistance at a time when the Chinese nation’s very existence was in im-

minent danger (;<89)148. While the “Chinese people”, in the above passage and similar 

examples, are certainly an actor they could also be said to occupy the role of beneficiary. The 

Chinese people benefit from the crucial leadership of the CCP. In other words, the Chinese 

people are not entirely autonomous as an actor. The relationship could perhaps be described 

as symbiotic. The above passage also stresses the heroic nature of the struggle not just by la-

belling it a “brave” struggle but also by emphasizing that the Chinese people achieved victory 

                                                                    
147ð:��jÇ Ä0°ó¯ôÄyuA7U�W;<w¨l;<ypX=>?�yA7v;T@�w
ÖA¡ByCDðEk×°¼�¡BrFGHÏdw�vyýöJoI;\J7CDÕ7=>Ï7wK
Lm 
148 This phrase, which is the heading of the second section of the exhibition, is reminiscent of the lyrics of the 
Chinese national anthem according to which “the Chinese nation reached the most dangerous moment in time” (
AB;<ìJ}8MwNO ). 
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despite having inferior equipment. Resistance in the north-east from 1931, when the GMD 

advocated a policy of non-resistance, is described as having been organized by the CCP. After 

the Lugouqiao Incident on 7 July 1937, the united front between the CCP and GMD against 

the Japanese invaders is stressed as having been the result of the CCP’s leadership and initia-

tive:  

 
After the incident took place, the CCP appealed to compatriots all over the country to unite and rise up to 
resist the Japanese bandits’ aggression.149  

 

Apart from calling attention to the centrality of the CCP in achieving national unity and incit-

ing resistance, it should be noted that the Japanese responsible for the aggression are de-

scribed as “bandits”. The issue of how the Japanese invaders are depicted is discussed below. 

In terms of how the Chinese people are described in this narrative:   

 
During the War of Resistance against Japan, the sons and daughters of China, millions of people all of 
one mind, shared a bitter hatred for the enemy, unafraid of bloodshed and sacrifice, feared neither hard-
ships nor danger [as they] conducted a long-term struggle of extreme hardship against the Japanese ag-
gressors.150  
 

In the above passage, the term “the sons and daughters of China” is used (in a way similar to 

other Chinese museums) with the result of framing nationality in terms of family relation-

ships. These sons and daughters, number in the millions but are still presented as being “of 

one mind”151 and sharing their “bitter hatred”. Sameness is strongly emphasized, and this is 

seen elsewhere as well. Descriptions are abundant of collective actors described as patriots 

forming a united national front and rising up together, at the initiative and under the leader-

ship of the CCP, to fight the enemy. Unity is stressed linguistically in the choice of vocabu-

lary used to refer to participants, the way these participants are predicated and the actions they 

perform. This quote also exemplifies another common feature of the description of those be-

longing to the Chinese in-group – they are often described as heroic, fearless and willing to 

endure hardships and even to sacrifice themselves for the nation. As is mentioned above, this 

sacrifice is not just for the nation but also for the greater war outside China. This is mentioned 

several times. It is described in one instance as a “huge national sacrifice and historic contri-

bution” (ädw;<´µ°ÐÑ¥wPQ).  

                                                                    
149 ��~��yA7U�WÅÆi7>?^R£IS¨l�-.m  
150u¨lX0AyABAB�Tp!y>1�Uy¸VW¯´µy¸XÐIM Yy|lz-.{O1J
PÍÐÑÒÓwÄ0m 
151 The same phrase (�Tp!) is used in the Chinese national anthem. 
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 In other exhibits, attention is drawn mainly to the CCP and its activities. Many 

large photographs and oil paintings depict CCP leaders such as Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai and 

Zhu De. The GMD is also mentioned along with such actors as overseas compatriots in Tai-

wan and elsewhere, minorities within China and international friends. One installation shows 

how a village is attacked by the Japanese aggressors who kill some of the inhabitants. The 

villagers, however, fight back making use of tunnels dug beneath the village. In the end they 

all cheer in victory. Although these actors are included and represented in images and other 

exhibits, the large number of exhibits that draw attention to the CCP ensures that the em-

phasis is still very much on the central position of the party. 

While the Japanese enemy is featured relatively few times as an actor, it plays a 

much more prominent role as patient. At the same time, it must be stressed that the total num-

ber of patients is small, indicating that many of the actions performed by the actors are not 

directed towards a patient. The “Chinese people” and subcategories of this class (innocent 

common people, labourers) appear as patients in a few instances. Most of these occur in the 

same sentence, a very long sentence that forms the summarizing text of section four of the 

exhibition, which deals with the Japanese military’s atrocities (l¼1). This sentence is 

provided in its entirety below.  

  
During the war of aggression against China, the Japanese military, against more than 900 cities and nu-
merous villages, conducted bombings, wantonly slaughtered innocent common people, cruelly killed 
POWs by maltreatment, forcibly enslaved labourers, carried out bacteriological and chemical warfare, 
conducted enslavement education in the occupied areas, used opium to poison the Chinese people, con-
trolled China’s industries and mines, trade and other kinds of economic lifelines, plundered China’s eco-
nomic resources and brought the Chinese people extremely serious suffering.152  

 

This is one long sentence in which one agent, the Japanese military, performs many horrific 

actions. It is a summary of what this section of the exhibition contains. The actions carried out 

by the Japanese military are both hideous and numerous, and the way in which some of these 

actions are predicated as well as the choice of wording add to the negative depiction of the 

aggressors. Regarding wording, the use of the word slaughter stresses the cruel way in which 

Chinese were killed. Describing the indoctrination attempts made in occupied areas through 

propagandizing the education system as “enslavement education” similarly calls attention to 

the cruelty of this policy by using a term that arguably has strong connotations of a more 

physical sort of abuse. Concerning predicational strategies, the Japanese military does not just 

                                                                    
152u-BX0Ayl¼¤A7MZZ.[�\°ed]^O1q_yd�f`O��;y£abfXúy
ÏõcdøùykefgX°hÀXyu�¼ij1chkTylmnoA7v;ypõA7wùq
yrstðE±uy��A7ðEvwyóA7v;xIyÏzIm  
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slaughter common people and kill prisoners of war (POWs) but “wantonly slaughtered inno-

cent common people” and “cruelly killed POWs”. These linguistic choices represent the en-

emy other as an evil adversary that would stop at nothing. This depiction, when contrasted 

with the positive depiction of the in-group, serves the function of underlining the moral good-

ness of the positively portrayed in-group. The use of the word bandits, mentioned above, to 

refer to the Japanese military is an example of evaluation in terms of good and bad (cf. van 

Leeuwen 1996:58).  

Other exhibits in this section draw attention to Japanese agency. There are maps 

showing where in China the Japanese military committed massacres as well as where in Japan 

Chinese forced labourers were taken, and where in China Japanese units involved in using 

biological and chemical weapons were located. Instruments used to torture Chinese as well as 

the bones and skulls of victims are also on display. The section contains texts that give more 

detailed accounts of the different kinds of atrocities carried out by the Japanese aggressors 

against the Chinese people. These atrocities are also illustrated in a large number of photo-

graphs. These images show piled up corpses of victims just killed, the remains discovered in 

mass graves as well as photographs of the perpetrators. Whereas in most other parts of the 

exhibition the CCP plays an important role as the main actor, in this section the CCP is not 

mentioned at all. Here, the Japanese military is the only actor. Similarly, the Japanese military 

rarely appears as an actor in other parts of the exhibition. One exception is mentions of the 

Japanese military’s “mopping up” operations against anti-Japanese bases. However, this is 

mentioned in connection with Chinese countermeasures that, under the leadership of the CCP, 

are described as having crushed the Japanese military effort. The Chinese forces fight the 

Japanese military (under the CCP’s leadership) and hence appear frequently as actors while 

the Japanese military acts as a perpetrator of atrocities mainly in one section of the exhibition. 

There appears to be a tension between the depiction of Japanese atrocities and Chinese heroic 

resistance that perhaps accounts for the separation of these elements of the narrative.153 As is 

noted above, this separation also existed in the exhibition at the 9.18 History Museum. 

                                                                    
153 This way of separating the main narrative emplotments can be detected at other Chinese war museums as 
well. The most obvious example is perhaps the Dongjiang Column Memorial Hall in Luofushan in Guangdong. 
Here the main exhibition, as the name suggests, focuses on a military unit (belonging to the CCP), the Dongjiang 
Column. Without conducting an in-depth analysis, it can be stated that the heroic exploits of the column is the 
chief focus of the main exhibition. However, where the main exhibition ends there is an open door that takes the 
visitor to an outdoor exhibition consisting of panels attached to the wall of the building. These panels all deal 
with Japanese aggression without mentioning the Dongjiang column or the CCP. The Chinese in this outdoor 
exhibition are all victims of Japanese aggression while the Chinese depicted indoors all fight heroically against 
the enemy. 
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At the War of Resistance Museum, the atrocity section used to be located at the 

end of the exhibition but when the museum reopened after refurbishment on 7 July 2005, it 

had been moved and is now the fourth out of eight main sections. Since the renovations, the 

final part of the exhibition includes exhibits on China’s post-war relations with Japan and 

Japan’s recognition of history. This, it appears, was the result of efforts by Japanese diplo-

mats. During the 163rd session of the Diet, on 13 October 2005, a representative from the 

Japanese MOFA informed the Diet of the results of the renovation of the memorial hall in 

Beijing. The representative, who had inspected the renovated exhibition in August 2005, men-

tioned three aspects that had been changed. First, before the renovation, the exhibition had 

ended with a section dealing with Japanese violence against Chinese that in the words of the 

MOFA official “gave a very bad impression and left a bad aftertaste”. The new exhibition, in 

contrast, had been “organized so that a section on post-war Sino-Japanese friendship came 

last”. Moreover, installations containing wax dolls illustrating the cruel behaviour of Unit 731 

and the Japanese military during the Nanjing Atrocity had been removed. Furthermore, “in 

the final part of the exhibition, new exhibits on post-war relations with Japan, for example 

Japan’s recognition of history including a detailed presentation of the Maruyama statement 

and a photograph from earlier that year showing Koizumi and Hu Jintao shaking hands are 

displayed”. In conclusion, the official stated that even though some contentious exhibits re-

mained, he thought “the Chinese side had shown consideration towards the Japanese side”. 

This change to the exhibits had been preceded by discussions between representatives of the 

Japanese and Chinese foreign ministries concerning the content of this and other Chinese war 

museums. This episode is useful in deepening our understanding of this particular exhibition, 

but it is also important as a piece of general contextual information as it indicates that the po-

sition of the Japanese MOFA is that Chinese war museums should end with sections stressing 

the positive relations between Japan and China since the war, thereby contextualizing the war 

as an unfortunate period in bilateral relations that was succeeded by friendship. This belief 

according implies that such sections have the ability to mitigate any negative impact these 

exhibitions may have on the image of Japan held by visitors. As discussed earlier, Japanese 

politicians and the Japanese MOFA have requested that the Chinese government ensure that 

such material is added to exhibitions dealing with the war.154  

                                                                    
154 These efforts seem to have had some success, as several Chinese museums, for example, the Nanjing Mas-
sacre Memorial, the 9.18 History Museum, the Ranzhuang Site of Tunnel Warfare and the Pingdingshan Mas-
sacre Museum, contain such sections. At the same time, there are also museums that do not have such a section. 
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As is noted above, towards the end of the exhibition there is a peace and friend-

ship corner that deals briefly with the post-war era. This, the eighth and final section of the 

exhibition, is labelled “Take history as a mirror Face the future” (TÑZ�l{|I). Here, 

the normalization of bilateral relations between China and Japan is mentioned and Chinese 

leaders can be seen shaking hands with their Japanese counterparts. The initial text introduc-

ing this part of the exhibition, however, is more about the Chinese than the Japanese: 

 
The Chinese government and people, in order to defend the friendship of the peoples of China and Japan 
for generations, made great efforts unremittingly and continuously made a new contribution to promoting 
world peace and development.155  

 
It is hence stressed that the Chinese government and people have worked hard to improve 

relations but it is not clear here whether the Japanese side has made similar efforts. Within 

this section, Japanese apologies for the war are mentioned but, as the above quote hints, the 

efforts made by the Chinese side are given more emphasis.  

In the last section of the exhibition there are also some photographs that are 

seemingly unrelated to Sino-Japanese relations such as the signing ceremony of China’s ac-

cession to the WTO, and Chinese celebrations in 2001 when it was announced that the 2008 

Olympics would be held in Beijing. These images, however, illustrate the achievements of the 

CCP and how far the Chinese nation has come since the war. A quote from the seventh part of 

the exhibition is useful to understand the function of these images: 

 
The great victory in the Chinese people’s war of resistance against Japan became the major turning point 
when the Chinese nation moved from decline to revitalization.156  

 

This quote, along with the images illustrating the achievements of the CCP, exemplifies how 

the nation is created not just in relation to the external other but also in relation to its own 

past. A different way of putting it is presented in another passage quoted above, according to 

which the great victory in the war “made the Chinese nation wipe out the century of humili-

ation and revealed a new image [of China] on the world stage”. It has been shown above how 

the CCP is presented as having come to the rescue of the nation, united it and led it to victory, 

at a time when it was threatened with extinction. It was a time of decline. The CCP, according 

to this narrative, did not just lead the nation to victory in the war but also continued to lead it 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Perhaps this difference depends on whether an exhibition has received attention from and been made into a dip-
lomatic issue by the Japanese MOFA. 
155A7��°v;Zº»AlV7v;wN¶íîO1J¸}~×yZ�OÊá°�|~Ì�,¸�*
4ýwPQm  
156 A7v;¨lX0wCd()y�ZAB;<��D�{?@wÏd��ãm  
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towards revitalization after the turning point. Images illustrating the CCP’s achievements also 

illustrate the revitalization of the nation, a revitalization that is contrasted with the dark times 

before the CCP unified the nation and led it to victory. It hints at the necessity of CCP rule, 

thereby legitimizing it.  

7.2.3 The Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders  

The exhibition hall is divided into two main parts. The first, called “A Human Holocaust – An 

Exhibition of the Historical Facts of the Nanjing Massacre Perpetrated by the Japanese Invad-

ers” (v!wgh�-Bl¼FGdefÑkÌ), deals with local events while the second, 

“Victory 1945” (()1945) contextualizes the Nanjing Atrocity into a longer story of Japa-

nese militarism, expansion and aggression in China. Of all the many atrocities committed by 

the Japanese army against China, the Nanjing Massacre is said to be “the most savage and 

ruthless example”157 (Zhu & Zhang 2008:249). 

The title of the first exhibition draws attention to several noteworthy points. 

First, the use of the word holocaust in the English title is a reference to the Nazi genocide of 

Jews in Europe during World War II that could perhaps be interpreted as an attempt to give 

the Nanjing Atrocity the same status. The Chinese term, haojie (gh), means “great ca-

lamity”. Second, qualifying this term with “human” or “humanity” indicates a wish to present 

the event as a crime against and disaster suffered by humanity and not just narrowly by the 

Chinese people. There is therefore a tension here between the narrow national focus implied 

by the use of compatriot in the name of the museum as a whole, and the more universal con-

notations of the name of this exhibition. Third, qinHua Rijun (-Bl¼), “invade-China 

Japanese-military”, like the title of the museum, draws attention to the perpetrators of the 

Atrocity, thereby enforcing the suggestion that the aggressor emplotment is central to the nar-

rative. Fourth, the mention in the title of historical truth (Ñk), can be seen as a reference to 

the activities of Japanese revisionists and right-wingers trying to cast doubt on parts of or all 

the claims about the Atrocity. This reading is enforced by the explicit explanation of the rea-

son the name of the exhibition is engraved in bold letters on an 8-metre high steel plate – the 

aim being to suggest “ironclad evidence” (Zhu & Zhang 2008:50-52). The title of the second 

part, Victory 1945, on the other hand, suggests an emphasis on heroism and the act of defeat-

ing the enemy rather than the enemy’s atrocious behaviour.  

                                                                    
157 }¢£y}��wp;m9
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The name of the museum and the titles of the two exhibitions therefore contain 

allusions to the three major narrative emplotments – victim, perpetrator and hero. The first of 

these three emplotments is highlighted in many of the statues that greet the visitor before en-

tering the building in which the exhibition is housed. Outside the gates to the museum 

grounds, where visitors line up if the museum is crowded, there are a number of statues de-

picting victims. The emphasis here is on civilian victims, and most of the statues depict what 

might be labelled prototypical victims such as old people, women and children. While the 

statues show victims, the text at the base draws attention to the perpetrators. These perpetra-

tors are described, or evaluated, in quotation marks as “devils” ('�) and “beasts” (��). 

For example, it is written that it is from “the devils’ bloody smell” ('�w¯x) that the 80-

year old mother is told to quickly run. Descriptions at Chinese museums in which Japanese 

soldiers are referred to as “devils” and “bandits” are quite rare. It seems that such labelling is 

regarded as breaching the rules for “objective” description.158 The use of quotation marks, 

however, could be interpreted as a way of circumventing these rules. Texts that purport to 

simply describe will avoid such language, but it can be used in quotes. Another important 

aspect of these sculptures and the quotes inscribed on their bases is that they contain the feel-

ings of grief and anger felt by those who have lost their loved ones. Several kinds of human 

relationship are represented here – grandfather and grandchild, mother and child, husband and 

wife. A baby is sucking on a dead mother’s breast. A grandfather carries a dead grandchild. A 

13-year old boy is carrying his dead grandmother. The largest sculpture, located furthest from 

the entrance, represents a mother standing facing the sky, holding a dead child. The texts read: 

“Family ruined”;159 “The son killed never comes to life again”;160 “The husband buried alive 

never comes to life again”;161 and “Suffering and sorrow left behind the wife raped by the dev-

ils”.162 This way of stressing blood relationships, or relational identity based on kinship (cf. 

Van Leeuwen 1996:56), arguably evokes emotion and increases the likelihood of identifica-

tion with the victims. The victims are all civilians – none of them are soldiers. As is the case 

with more or less all sculptures on the grounds of the memorial hall, these all show the Chi-

nese victims, not the Japanese perpetrators. The victim emplotment is further stressed by large 

captions at several places on the walls within the grounds that read “victims 300,000” in sev-

                                                                    
158 As is mentioned in chapter 5, some Japanese people have criticized such descriptions. 
159 à�v5m 
160 �fowAHq¸m�m  
161 ���w��q¸m�m  
162 ×ÑÙóJ�'�ÏJw�m  
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eral languages. Towards the end of what is called the Peace Park, however, a sculpture shows 

a Chinese man standing victoriously with his foot on the head of a Japanese soldier in front of 

the “Wall of Victory”. The peace park, then, ends with a reference to the hero rather than the 

victim emplotment. Furthermore, as Callahan has pointed out, peace, as understood here, “is 

intimately tied to military strength” (Callahan 2010:178). 

Like the museum in Beijing, the one in Nanjing is divided into a number of sec-

tions that all begin with an introductory text. Before discussing the introductory texts per se, I 

briefly discuss what is highlighted by virtue of being included in the headings of these main 

texts. All these headings are listed below. Since the names of the two exhibitions are dis-

cussed above, they are not dealt with here.  

 
The Nanjing Massacre (FGdef) 
Prologue (:�) 
1. The Situation in China before the Downfall of Nanjing (FGvw:wA70�) 
2. Japanese Troops Attack Nanjing from Shanghai (l¼¢âc�{FG) 
3. The Assault on Nanjing by Japanese Troops and the Defence of Nanjing by the Chinese Defence Army 
(l¼�-FG|A7�¼FG�rX ) 
4. The Nanjing Massacre Committed by Japanese Troops (l¼uFGwdef) 
5. Rape and Looting in Nanjing Committed by the Japanese Troops (l¼uFGwF�|�� ) 
6. Setting Fires and the Destruction of Nanjing Committed by Japanese Troops (l¼uFGw��|�
�)  
7. Nanjing’s Unsafe International Safety Zone (7ÿ�ii¸�i ) 
8. Destruction of the Victim’s Corpses by Japanese Troops Versus the Burial of Corpses by Charities (l
¼��÷L|� ^_¡�p_ ) 
9. The Trial of the Japanese War Criminals who launched the Nanjing Massacre (¤õöFGdefw
lzX�¢£) 
10. Historical Witnesses to the Nanjing Massacre (FGdefwÐÑ¤¥ ) 
11. Past Experience, if not Forgotten, Serving as a Guide for the Future (:�¸º��µ¦ ) 
Epilogue (R§¨) 
 
Prologue (:�) 
1. The Atrocities Committed by the Japanese Army (l¼-B1) 
2. 14-Year Long Fierce Anti-Japanese War (14jÐÑ¨X) 
3. Victorious Acceptance of Japan’s Surrender (()d-©) 
4. Trials of Justice (#>w¢£) 
5. Cherish Peace and Create a Better Future (ª:°�Úý|I ) 
Epilogue (R§¨) 

 
Numerous headings draw attention to Japan, and especially the Japanese military, either as a 

participant performing an action or mentioned in a way that assigns responsibility in a less 

direct way. The Japanese military (l¼) is mentioned in seven headings. That the Japanese 

military is mentioned seven times in headings and always initially indicates the centrality of 

this participant in the overall narrative of the exhibition. In these headings, the Japanese mili-
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tary attacks Nanjing (from Shanghai), it invades (�-) Nanjing, it is responsible for the mas-

sacre, rape, looting, arson, destruction and destroying corpses and the evidence, for atrocities 

as well. In other words, the headings draw attention to the Japanese military and its crimes.   

 
Table 7.4 Participants, in main and subordinate clauses (Numbers indicate number of mentions)  
 Actors in 

exhibition 1 
Patients in 
exhibition 1 

Actors in 
exhibition 2 

Patients in 
exhibition 2 

Chinese participants163  3 3 9 2 
Other Chinese participants (whose Chinese-ness is 
not explicated)164  

 5 4 2 

The GMD government 1    
Chinese military participants165  1 2 1  
Patriotic participants166    2  
Taiwan   1  
Japanese military participants167  18 2 1  
Japanese militarism  2  2  
Japanese participants168  3 1 4 1 
Japanese participants (whose Japanese-ness is not 
explicated)169  

  1 1 

Japanese war criminals     3 
Other participants170  9  6  
Total 37 13 31 9 
 

Table 7.4 illustrates some of the differences between the two exhibitions. Obviously, while 

the Japanese out-group clearly plays a larger role in the first exhibition than in the second, the 

Chinese in-group plays a larger role in the second exhibition than in the first. At the same 

time, it should be noted that in the second exhibition there is one sentence (discussed below) 

that includes seven actors that basically perform the same action. In general, however, it is 

much more common for one actor to perform several actions. Moreover, it should be noted 

that while the out-group is represented as an actor relatively few times in the second exhibi-

tion, the first part of this exhibition, “The atrocities committed by the Japanese Army” (l¼

-B1), is more extensive than the other parts.171 Just as in the headings discussed above, 

the Japanese military is by far the most commonly mentioned actor in these texts. If one were 

                                                                    
163 For example “China”, “the Chinese people” and “the Chinese government”. 
164 For example “innocent people”, “anti-Japanese groups”, “all circles of society” (\¹@á) and “the country” 
(7à). 
165 “The Chinese defense army” (A7�¼) and “the Chinese expeditionary force” (A7rØ¼). 
166 “Patriots of all social classes (\¹@`a:7vb ) and “patriots abroad” (cÎd?). 
167 For example “the Japanese military” and “the Japanese army that invaded China” (-Bl¼). 
168 For example “Japan”, “the Japanese people” (lz7;ylzv;) and “Japanese media” (lz«_). 
169 “Militarist thinking” ¼7=>¬), “war criminals” (X�). 
170 For example “the allied countries” (®7), “charity groups” (� ^_) and different “military tribunals” (r
Á7ÿ¼�Ý¯yFG¢£X�¼�Ý¯yABv;U°7}°v;Ý±²³¼�Ý¯ ). 
171 This is demonstrated in that in the book on the exhibition, this part takes up 17 pages whereas the second and 
third parts are both given seven pages, the fourth three pages and the fifth six pages. 
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to include the headings in the list of actors above, the relative prominence of the Japanese 

military as an actor would become even clearer.  

 Again, it has to be stressed that the frequency with which a participant is men-

tioned does not provide a sufficient basis for drawing far-reaching conclusions about the de-

piction of that participant. It is also necessary to investigate what actions participants conduct 

and how these actions as well as the participants are predicated and described. The list of par-

ticipants above does, however, provide some indications. To start with, participants that are 

mentioned in many instances can be assumed to play an important role in the narrative. Par-

ticipants not mentioned, or only mentioned once or twice, can be assumed not to play a major 

role or to not play a role at all in the narrative. However, that certain participants are men-

tioned many times does not tell us much about what these participants do in the narrative and 

how they are depicted. In other words, an analysis that takes account of how participants are 

depicted as performing actions is crucial. The discussion below illustrates through examples 

how the actors mentioned are depicted. 

 The actions of the Chinese participants are quite diverse in nature. This contrasts 

with the actions of the Japanese participants, which are all rather similar. The actions per-

formed by Japanese participants all have negative connotations. At the same time as these acts 

are inherently negative they are also often predicated in a way that stresses their severity. The 

word “wantonly” (d�) is one of the most common predications. The massacre is described 

as both “planned” and “conducted frenziedly”. The perpetrators, in other words, were both 

calculating and wild. The following sentence exemplifies how the Japanese enemy is depicted: 

 
The Nanjing (great) massacre was committed by the Japanese invaders who openly violated international 
treaties and the basic moral principles of humanity. For six weeks from December 1937 to January 1938, 
[Japanese] soldiers were set loose on a rampage and massacred innocent persons through barbaric and 
cruel means, as well as advancing side-by-side committing deeds such as rape, plunder, arson and de-
struction [of the city].172  

 
The example above, taken from the first introductory text of the exhibition, labelled “The 

Nanjing Massacre”, is important as it condemns the Japanese military’s actions not just for 

violating international treaties but also, and more importantly, for violating the basic moral 

principles of humanity. As is demonstrated below, Chinese actions are described as exempli-

fying moral behaviour, for example in the magnanimous treatment of Japanese war criminals. 

Negative other-representations such as the one above, according to which Japanese actions 
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are described as breaching “basic moral principles” exemplify a negative strategy of teaching 

desired values. Whereas the Chinese participants in the narrative exemplify and embody 

“good” and “moral” behaviour, the kind of behaviour Chinese citizens should embrace and 

act in accordance with, the Japanese participants epitomize immorality – they function as 

negative examples (Gustafsson 2010a). The excerpt above includes a number of predicates 

that contribute to creating a very strong image of the cruelty of the aggressor. Not only do the 

perpetrators commit a number of appalling deeds, they do so for six whole weeks. Further-

more, the victims were innocent and the means through which the victims were massacred 

were both barbaric and cruel. Describing these means as barbaric is of course in line with the 

claim concerning the Japanese military’s violations of the basic moral principles of humanity. 

In the narrative at the Nanjing museum, the higher moral ground is claimed for China in rela-

tion to Japan just as it is at the Shenyang and Beijing museums discussed above. 

There are also other participants in the narrative, such as, for example, the war 

tribunals, the International War Tribunal for the Far East and the Nanjing War Crimes Mili-

tary Tribunal. The tribunals function in the narrative mainly to corroborate the claims of the 

exhibition – the “ironclad proof” (´¥) mentioned above. Foreign personages also appear in 

the narrative. They perform actions such as condemning (with indignation) the Japanese mili-

tary as a “gang of beasts”. This is another example of how quotes are used to evaluate partici-

pants in terms of good and bad.  

Table 7.4 provides some clues about who the main actors are. It also supplies in-

formation about who the main actors are not. Compared with the Beijing museum, one strik-

ing difference is the absence of the CCP. Nanjing was the GMD’s capital until it moved to 

Chongqing just before the assault on Nanjing. The soldiers who defended the city, described 

here as the Chinese defence forces, belonged to the GMD’s army. However, the category 

stressed is the national, as is indicated by the choice of terms for reference of participants – 

actors as well as patients. The Nationalist government is said to have moved the capital to 

Chongqing but apart from this reference the we-group is constructed in inclusive nationalist 

terms. The blurring of domestic agency is accompanied by selectivity in the information 

given. This selectivity is in accordance with the strategy of positive self-representation. De-

tails about the death sentences handed down to Japanese war criminals by the Nanjing War 

                                                                                                                                                                             
172FGdefo-Bl¼µ}¶§7ÿb·°v![z õS¸¹yº LMN'jL»k"LMN¼jLkw�½
¾yuFG¿�efO�yÀÁÂÃ£ÄyÅF�y��y��°��ÆÇm  
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Crimes Tribunal, held by the GMD, are excluded, while the leniency of the trials held by the 

CCP in 1956 are explicitly stressed as a sign of Chinese magnanimity: 

  
From June to July 1956, the People’s Republic of China’s Highest People’s Special Military Court 
brought Japanese war criminals to trial in Shenyang and Taiyuan. It only meted out punishment (and no 
death sentences) to a small number of war criminals. By April 1964, the more than 1000 war criminals 
had all been set free and [allowed to] return to Japan. That the Chinese government miraculously re-
formed more than 1000 war criminals into anti-war, peace-loving personages was a miracle in human his-
tory.173  

 
It would of course have been possible to mention the executions and ascribe responsibility to 

the GMD government and still portray the CCP as magnanimous. Had the narrative been 

based on a strategy meant to differentiate between the CCP and the GMD the obfuscation of 

agency and exclusion of information mentioned above would not have been necessary. How-

ever, since the category stressed is the national one, it is crucial to avoid making, or at least to 

downplay, such distinctions. The positive self-representation is a representation of the Chi-

nese nation as a whole. Other actors belonging to the in-group are described in the second 

exhibition as conducting heroic actions such as achieving victory in the War of Resistance 

against the Japanese.  

The depiction of patients is also illustrated in some of the sample sentences 

above. This in itself points to how descriptions of agents and patients, as well as perpetrators 

and victims, often go hand in hand. This is also the case in the example given below which 

elucidates how Chinese patients are represented:  

 
After the Japanese military occupied Nanjing, it used military power to force “China into subjugation 
through fear”, tried in vain to attain the objective of destroying China, promptly set soldiers loose on a 
rampage to massacre innocents, created extreme terror, launched a planned large-scale massacre. Inno-
cent common people and Chinese soldiers who had laid down their arms were tragically killed by the 
Japanese military, 190,000 in mass shootings, more than 150,000 were killed in scattered massacres. 
These corpses were buried by charities, the total number of victims reached more than 300,000.174  

 
In all the cases in both parts of the exhibition when a participant belonging to the in-group 

figures in the role of patient this is as a victim of aggression, massacre or disaster. While the 

actions that patients in the in-group are subjected to victimize them, for the out-group the case 

is different. For example, war criminals are punished by the tribunals even though it is said 

that they were given lenient punishment and then set free in a gesture of magnanimity by the 

                                                                    
173LMÈÉjÉk"'kyABv;U°7}°v;Ý±²³¼�Ý¯u��°ÊËV\¢£lzX�y/¤
Ì�X�ÍTÎÝÏ30pÐ4ÎÑy" LMÉRjRkyLZZZ.ÒX�iR�ÓWÔlzyA7��ÕK
Ö\åâ�ÒX�×ö�J§Xw°�vbyýöJv!wKLm  
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Chinese government. The depiction of Japanese patients, in other words, sometimes functions 

as positive self-representation, presenting Chinese participants in a positive light by concen-

trating on their “good” actions in relation to Japanese participants, the negative depiction of 

whom further accentuates the magnanimity of the Chinese participants. Towards the end of 

the exhibition, there is one instance in which the Japanese people are said to have suffered 

from the disaster of the war. This, however, is the only case in which a Japanese patient is 

depicted as a victim.   

In the first exhibition, there are two large installations that are clearly based on 

the victimhood emplotment. The first is the preface hall at the beginning of the exhibition. 

The room is dark and solemn with a text saying “victims 300,000” in white floating on the 

ceiling. The names of victims are written on the walls to the left and right. Below the wall at 

the far end of the room, a white marble altar with a red flame is meant to symbolize a me-

morial ceremony for the victims. The wall above the altar is decorated with a wreath of about 

2 metres in diameter. The photograph of a victim is displayed within the wreath changes 

every 12 seconds. This 12-second interval symbolizes 300,000 victims in a six-week period. 

The wreath is surrounded by running water, created using multimedia image-making tech-

niques, to represent the river Changjiang, which floats through Nanjing, thereby memorializ-

ing the victims who were thrown into the river. Smaller photographs of victims float out of 

the water. The surging river water and the accompanying sound of a bell enhance the sombre 

mood of the room.  

Similarly, at the end of the first exhibition, there is another installation that so-

berly calls attention to the victims. The installation consists of two high walls decorated with 

photographs of victims. The sound of a clock ticking is heard and every 12 seconds a drop of 

water falls making a loud echoing sound. Each time a drop falls, a lamp illuminates a 

photograph of a different victim. In both these installations, the victims are shown in portrait 

photographs as they looked when they were alive, thus focusing on the victims themselves 

rather than on those who killed them and the atrocity in which they were murdered. They are 

hence humanized in a way that increases the likelihood that visitors will identify with them. 

This exemplifies how the victim emplotment can be emphasized without a simultaneous re-

ference to the aggressor emplotment. 
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   Portrait photographs can be found throughout the exhibition. These photo-

graphs often show eyewitnesses and accompany their stories. There are also more in-depth 

accounts focusing on historical figures and the terrible plight of the victims. As was the case 

with the sculptures outside the museum, discussed above, these stories often involve the mur-

der and/or rape of close family members. Foreign witnesses are portrayed in a similar way – 

with photographs accompanied by their eyewitness accounts, sometimes labelled “historical 

figures”. One difference, however, is that the foreigners are portrayed not as victims, but as 

heroes. It is mentioned that several of these foreigners were awarded medals by the Chinese 

GMD government for helping the Chinese in Nanjing. The American Minnie Vautrin, who 

protected 10,000 refugees, including 9000 women and children, is even described as a god-

dess. Other historical figures include the Chinese judge at the International Military Tribunal 

for the Far East, Mei Ruao, Azuma Shirô, who participated in the Nanjing Atrocity as a Japa-

nese soldier and in 1987 published his wartime diary, which included his account of the 

Atrocity, and Iris Chang, the Chinese American journalist and writer whose bestselling book 

The Rape of Nanking gave much attention to the Atrocity in the USA and elsewhere.  

Photographs of civilians trying to avoid air raids and fleeing the city can also be 

found in the exhibition. The Chinese generals who participated in the battle to defend Nanjing 

that preceded the Atrocity are also labelled historical figures. A reading of the descriptions of 

12 generals, however, reveals that only one of them died in Nanjing. Most of them died in 

Taiwan long after the war had ended. Elsewhere, martyrs (©b) who died in the battle are 

remembered as heroes (Zhu & Zhang 2008:85). However, nowhere is it mentioned that the 

General appointed to defend Nanjing after the GMD had moved its capital to Chongqing, 

Tang Shengzhi, fled the scene and left his troops disorganized. Nonetheless, that 11 of 12 

generals died long after the battle to defend Nanjing was over suggests that a story other than 

the one being told is hidden there – a story in which those who fled the city were those who 

had the means to do so and those who were left behind had nowhere to go. It is a story about 

class that sits uneasily with interpretations in which the experiences of certain groups are de-

nied as victimhood is appropriated for the nation. It suggests that it is possible to stress iden-

tity categories other than the national. Of course, the suffering of specific individuals rather 

than just the suffering of the nation are the focus of the stories told by the historical figures, 

but we learn little about these victims other than their terrible fate. They are first and foremost 

compatriots.  
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Portraits of soldiers and generals belonging to the invading Japanese army can 

also be found in the exhibition. However, they are never labelled historical figures, an epithet 

seemingly reserved for the “good guys”. Several of the Japanese generals are described in 

these portraits as the chief criminals (Pîïð) of the Atrocity. However, seldom is any ad-

ditional information given about the Japanese perpetrators. They become known to the visitor 

through their acts – it is their acts that define them. They are shown in photographs as they 

lead away Chinese to execution grounds or as they carry out the executions. In one sensa-

tional exhibit, a large oil painting, two Japanese soldiers stand seemingly unaffected holding 

their bloodstained swords in front of what is perhaps best described as a small hill consisting 

of the corpses of victims. Many of the victims have their hands tied behind their backs. On 

top of the hill of bodies, a small child can be seen screaming. The painting has been added to 

the exhibition, it is said, to increase the power to shock (Ì´×) of the historical facts of the 

exhibition. Agency in images is most clearly expressed in the photographs that show Japanese 

soldiers as they execute Chinese. In some photographs agency is explicit as they show Japa-

nese soldiers in the moment of executing Chinese. In other cases, agency is implied, as in the 

oil painting mentioned above. Some photographs show corpses without the perpetrators pres-

ent in the images. In such cases, agency is less direct but is still expressed in captions or in the 

overall context in which these images appear. Captions and texts are present in abundance 

throughout the exhibition. The texts that precede each section of the exhibition are analysed 

below. 

  Like the Beijing museum and some other Chinese museums dealing with the War 

of Resistance, towards the end of the second exhibition there is what could be called a 

“friendship corner”. This corner is comparatively small and might more suitably be labelled a 

“friendship wall”. On this wall, the four great leaders of the PRC – Mao, Deng, Jiang and Hu 

– can each be seen in photographs with a Japanese prime minister. The normalization of rela-

tions, the signing of the treaty of peace and friendship, the issuing of a China-Japan joint de-

claration and joint statements are mentioned along with a panel on economic and cultural ex-

change, people’s diplomacy and a text with the title “past experience, if not forgotten, serving 

as a guide for the future”. This, according to the CCP, is what Sino-Japanese relations should 

be based on. There is also a small panel dealing with Japanese Official Development Assist-

ance (ODA) to the PRC. As the discussion in chapter 6 indicates, such friendship corners 

have been constructed, it appears, at the request of the Japanese MOFA. The MOFA’s efforts 
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have been spurred by repeated requests in the Japanese Diet that it do something about Chi-

nese exhibits. Such discussions have often specifically targeted the Nanjing museum.175 

Groups consisting of conservative politicians and academics have also made efforts to change 

exhibits at the museum.176  

The Japanese consul in Shanghai is said to have pointed out some questionable ele-

ments in the exhibition in Nanjing to the vice director of the museum during a visit in 2005. 

During the autumn of 2007, ministerial parliamentary secretaries, MOFA officials and the 

ambassador are said to have met and negotiated over the arrangements in the Nanjing Mas-

sacre Memorial Hall a total of 13 times. The Chinese side allegedly responded that the theme 

of the new exhibition is peace, that the contents are based on historical facts and that there is 

thus no need for concern on behalf of the Japanese side. What were described as three “im-

proper” photographs are said to have been removed (Hiranuma 2009:2-3). It appears that the 

results of these talks were not entirely satisfactory for the Japanese side since the consul in 

Shanghai launched a protest after the museum reopened in December 2007 according to 

which the exhibits were “unbalanced” and did not sufficiently deal with the friendly relations 

established after bilateral relations were normalized (Kato 2008). This specific contextual 

information is important as it shows that some of the changes that were made to the exhibition 

were done to please the Japanese side. Since the consul was not entirely pleased with the re-

sults, however, it is likely that additional attempts to influence the content of the exhibition 

will be made. 

                                                                    
175 For example, on 17 March 2008, during the 169th Diet, LDP lawmaker Kanô Tokio mentioned that according 
to a public opinion poll about images of Japan among Chinese taken in the autumn of 2007, many Chinese asso-
ciated Japan with the Nanjing Atrocity and Japanese aggression during the war. He connected this to exhibitions 
such as the one in Nanjing and wondered what effect exhibits portraying Japanese as cruel will have on Sino-
Japanese friendship. 
176 In March 2009, the Citizens’ society for removing improper photographs from China’s anti-Japanese me-
morial halls (an association consisting of conservative politicians and academics) released a book about these 
memorials. On its website, the society claims that at anti-Japanese memorial halls around China, photographs 
that have not been subjected to any examination concerning their truthfulness are being used in anti-Japanese 
education for political purposes. To leave such exhibits alone is described as broadening a mistaken historical 
awareness and amounts to a degradation of Japanese honour. The group therefore demands that photographs 
exhibited despite “a lack of insufficient evidence concerning their authenticity” be removed. The group’s politi-
cal connections are illustrated by their cooperation with the Diet member’s society for removing improper 
photographs from China’s anti-Japanese memorial halls, which consists almost entirely of LDP members (Mo-
tomeru kai 2008). Hiranuma Takeo is the head of the Diet group and author of a book published by the society. 
In the book, some of the group’s activities and accomplishments are mentioned. In addition, the efforts by “our 
country” and China’s responses are summarized. In the autumn of 2008, the society held a symposium about 
problems related to Chinese exhibitions. At the symposium, complete agreement was reached that what is most 
important is to protect the honour of the homeland (Hiranuma 2009:134). This purpose is even mentioned on the 
cover page of the book.  
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7.2.4 The Jianchuan Museum Cluster 

Because of the sheer size of the museum cluster, which is more like a theme park of museums 

than a regular museum, when analysing the narratives it is necessary to make a limited selec-

tion of textual material to be analysed. Prominent textual elements along with other prominent 

exhibits are therefore analysed. Five halls have been finished and two are still under construc-

tion. The names of the museum halls highlights the participant-centred logic according to 

which the Museum Cluster has been designed. The War of Resistance series consists of the 

following museums: 

 
The Hall of the Core (or mainstay) of the Resistance, also The Hall of the CCP anti-Japanese Army (¨X
8�ñ;AWòóKyA7U�W¨l¼ôK )  
The Hall of the Frontal Battlefield, also the Hall of GMD anti-Japanese Army (¨X8�ñ;#lXS
KyA77;W¨l¼ôK )  
The Hall of the Sichuan Army in the War of Resistance (¨X8�ñ;õ¼¨XK ) 
The Hall of Unyielding Chinese Prisoners of War (¨X8�ñ;¸ÃXúK ) 
The Hall of the Heroes of the “Flying Tigers”, also The Hall of the American Military that helped China,  
(¨X8�ñ;ö÷K�KyøB!¼K ) 
The Hall of the Japanese Invader (or Aggressor) Army (-Bl¼K) (under construction) 
The Hall of the Quisling Army’s Infamous Acts, also The Hall of the Traitors (to the Han) (�¼ù1K
yEFK (under construction) 

 
Some of the halls have two names. It is notable that all halls have names that explicitly men-

tion a participant – we are dealing with the halls of the CCP, the GMD, the Sichuan Army, the 

Chinese POWs, the “Flying Tigers”, and the Japanese Invader Army and Chinese Traitors.  

 

The Hall of the Core of the Resistance  

Close to the entrance to the Hall of the Core (or mainstay) of the Resistance, the lyrics of the 

national anthem of the PRC are written on a wall: 

 

Arise, ye who refuse to be slaves! With our flesh let us build our new Great Wall. The Chinese people 
have reached the moment of greatest danger; each of us is forced to let out a final roar. Arise! Arise! 
Arise! Ten thousand people with one heart, together let us brave the enemy’s cannon fire, forward! Let us 
brave the enemy’s cannon fire, forward! Forward! Forward! Forward!177 

 
The song, “The March of the Volunteers”, was originally written in 1935 as a movie theme 

for the patriotic film Children of the Storm (úûAB), dealing with anti-Japanese resistance. 

The song was not just part of the effort to mobilize the Chinese people during the War of Re-

sistance after the war broke out in 1937, but was also sung in 1935 by students protesting 
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against Japanese activities in north-eastern China and the lack of resistance by the GMD gov-

ernment. This and many other patriotic songs were important to the mobilization efforts dur-

ing the war (Chi 2007:217-42, Hung 1996:901-29). 

Just inside the Hall there is a large pillar. The part of the name of the hall trans-

lated as “mainstay” (AWòó) is a proverb, the literal meaning of which is closer to “stone 

pillar in the middle of a torrent”. The pillar at the museum is said to “symbolize that the anti-

Japanese military strength of the Chinese Communist Party and other leaders were the stone 

pillar in the middle of a torrent of the whole nation’s anti-Japanese War of Resistance”178. The 

CCP is also described as the “backbone of the nation” (;<wüý), rescuing the people and 

the country at a time when “national calamity was right overhead” (7I�þ). It is also made 

clear that the united front against the Japanese invaders between the CCP and the GMD was 

created at the initiative of the CCP. 

 The hall emphasizes the role of the CCP throughout the exhibition. For example, 

the communist leaders, Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De and Peng Dehuai, are shown in 

large photographs and praised in written material. In addition, songs, in this case the songs of 

the Eighth Route Army and the New Fourth Army, are displayed complete with notes. Songs 

played an important role in mobilizing the masses, especially since many were unable to read 

and hence could not be mobilized through the use of written propaganda.179 Heroic resistance 

and military victory is the theme, leaving out Japanese atrocities.  

 
Table 7.5 Participants in the narrative of the Hall of the Core of the Resistance 
 Actor Patient 
The Chinese Communist Party and the CCP Leaders 13  
Military actors led by or closely related to the CCP180  11 1 
The military and the people  8 1 
The masses  2 3 
The families and sons and daughters of soldiers 2  
The Chinese nation  1  
The GMD and the Military Committee of the GMD 2  
Puppet troops  1 
Civilian Japanese (A little Japanese girl and her sister)  1 2 
The Japanese aggressors  1 3 
The Japanese Military, the enemy 1 3 
Total 42 14 

                                                                                                                                                                             
177£Iÿ¸!*c"wvòyå5òw¯#$�5òýwP�mAB;<ìJ}8MwNOy%Zv�
Øê~4}�w&'m£Iÿ£Iÿ£Iÿ5ò�Tp!(ê�vw)ªy:Oÿ(ê�vw)ªy:
Oÿ:Oÿ:OÿOÿ  
178 1ØêA7U�WÞë¼<w¨lÖ¡×Õoi;<¨XwAWòóm  
179 For more on the CCP’s use of songs for mobilizing the masses, see Hung 1996:901-22.  
180 The Armed Forces under the leadership of the CCP, the Eighth Route Army, the New Fourth Army, guerrilla 
troops. 
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The textual material analysed comprises 58 sentences in which 42 actors and 14 patients ap-

pear. What is striking about the sentences is that they are very long and that agents, especially 

the CCP, often perform several actions in one sentence. As for the patients in the narrative, all 

Chinese patients except the “puppet troops” figure as patients in that they are led by or res-

cued by the CCP. Hence, there is little emphasis on the Chinese as victims. The civilian Japa-

nese are also rescued by soldiers belonging to the CCP’s Eighth Route Army. The only pa-

tients who are violently acted on are the Japanese military and the puppet troops. The “mili-

tary” mentioned in the construction “the military and the people” are troops affiliated with the 

CCP. The reason that the phrase “the military and people” is used as a noun in this way is that 

they are described as being “like fish and water” (*Ê+) and hence as having acted in con-

cert. The Japanese military (and aggressor) only appears as an actor twice, once when it “di-

vides its troops to attack Taiyuan” and once when it “carried out cruel mop-up operations and 

the ‘burn all, kill all, loot all’ policy”. In other words, there is little emphasis on the aggressor 

emplotment. The heroic emplotment, on the other hand, is strongly stressed throughout the 

exhibition. All kinds of achievements are emphasized of the CCP and its armies, including the 

military and the people led by the CCP. For example, the CCP “mobilized the masses” and 

“promoted culture and education”, and the masses “killed and wounded the enemy and wiped 

out aggressors”. The epilogue of the exhibition summarizes the achievements of the CCP: 

 
In the 8-year War of Resistance, the troops of the Chinese Communist Party fought the enemy more than 
125,000 times, extinguished more than 527,000 people belonging to the Japanese military, more than 
1 180,000 puppet troops and in all liberated more than 150 cities larger than counties. [It] made a tremen-
dous contribution and a tremendous sacrifice for the War of Resistance. During the 8-year War of Resist-
ance, the Chinese Communist Party trained its own troops, won the support and backing of a great many 
people, to finally seize the victory in the people’s war of liberation and laid down a solid foundation for 
the New China. Today, the Chinese Communist Party again leads people of the whole country on a new 
journey in order to realize the great revival of the Chinese nation.181  

 
The CCP’s heroic achievements in leading the War of Resistance are linked to its current role 

in leading the Chinese nation to realize its “great revival”. The interpretation of the narrative 

can hence be regarded as not just celebrating the leadership of the CCP in the past but also 

supporting it in the present. 

                                                                    
181¨X�jyU�W¼ô¤�YX 12m5�èìyÔªl¼ 52m7�èvy�¼ 118�èvyUVW,T
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The Hall of the Frontal Battlefield  

In the hall of the Frontal Battlefield or Hall of the GMD anti-Japanese Army, as the name 

suggests, the GMD’s contribution is praised. The foreword to the exhibition stresses unity – 

the War of Resistance was fought under the United Front, which was advocated by the CCP, 

and brought together not only the CCP and the GMD but also all social classes and all the 

Chinese nationalities:  

 
The Chinese nation’s War of Resistance against Japan was a war of national liberation under the banner 
of the anti-Japanese national united front proposed by the Chinese Communist Party and based on co-
operation between the CCP and GMD, in which all circles – industry, agriculture, academia and the mili-
tary, the people of all nationalities, all democratic parties and all classes participated.182  

 
The national category is hence stressed in that everyone united as members of the same nation 

for a common purpose. The national category is also stressed through the wording used to 

label participants. The terms “our military” (5¼) and “our side” (58) make it obvious 

which participants visitors (at least Chinese visitors) are supposed to identify with. This is 

underscored in that in some instances the Japanese military is labelled “enemy military” (�

¼). It is notable that the war is described as a “war of national liberation” (;<VWX0), 

whereas usually the civil war between the CCP and GMD between 1945 and 1949 is labelled 

the War of Liberation (VWX0) in the PRC. The foreword explains that the war was fought 

in two battlefields – while the CCP conducted a guerrilla war behind enemy lines, the GMD 

fought a conventional frontal war.  

                                                                    
182AB;<w¨lX0youA7A�W;<w¨l;<ypX=>?�yT7UXYZ[[ù9À�
@áy@<v;y@;=W]y\¹@`aefghwpì;<VWX0m  
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Table 7.6 Participants in the narrative of the Hall of the Frontal Battlefield 
 Agents Patients 
Chinese (GMD) military participants (except “our military”)  46 5 
“Our military” (and “our side”)  10 2 
GMD government participants183  10 2 
The GMD and CCP and troops led by the GMD and CCP 3  
CCP participants184 3  
The north-eastern people 1  
China 2  
Both sides 2  
Japan 3 2 
Japanese military participants (except “aggressors”)185  47 20 
(Japanese) aggressors  2 
The enemy and the enemy military  4 
The Puppet Army 1  
Other participants186 4  
Total 132 37 

 
The exhibition is divided into three main sections. The first deals with the origins of the war 

treating events leading up to the outbreak of full-scale war on 7 July 1937. The 22 main cam-

paigns or battles fought by the GMD are dealt with in the second part. The third section, 

which is quite small compared to the previous two, deals with the Chinese air force. The tex-

tual material analysed is quite extensive and consists of 146 (often long) sentences. The Japa-

nese and the Chinese (GMD) militaries (sometimes labelled “our military”) both occupy the 

role of actor a very large number of times, reflecting the focus on military operations and bat-

tles. This can also be seen in the almost total absence of non-military/government partici-

pants, the “north-eastern people” being the sole exception to this. It is also significant that the 

Japanese military participants figure in the role of patient considerably more often than their 

Chinese counterparts. Even though in a few cases the Japanese military is labelled “aggres-

sor” (-.{), aggressive acts are almost entirely excluded. Furthermore, those being acted 

on – the patients in the narrative – are not depicted as victims. The victim emplotment is al-

most completely missing and the aggressor emplotment is not emphasized. Instead, the heroic 

emplotment is central to the narrative. This is apparent in how the battles, in which the GMD 

troops took part, are described.      

The descriptions of the battles usually follow the same pattern. The Japanese 

military usually gathers a large number of troops and attacks a city or an area. It seldom at-

tacks other participants. The Chinese military gathers troops and resists or launches a counter-

                                                                    
183 For example “GMD”, “GMD government” and specific leaders such as “Chiang Kai-shek”. 
184 “The CCP” and “the Eighth Route Army”. 
185 “The Japanese military” and “Japanese spies” (lz²:). 
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attack on the Japanese military. The Chinese military often acts on a participant, the partici-

pant being the Japanese military. The achievements of the GMD military are mentioned in 

terms of the number of the enemy killed, the enemy planes or boats destroyed and how the 

battle delayed the Japanese military’s advance or shattered its plans. In other words, the posi-

tive results of battles, some of which were lost, are stressed in this heroic depiction of the 

GMD military. The number of Chinese casualties is also given. Casualties are sometimes re-

ferred to differently depending on whether they belong to “the enemy army” or “our army”. 

Enemy deaths are referred to using the term bi (;), which contains a meaning of contempt 

when used for humans. For “our army” the more neutral wang (5) is always used whereas it 

is only sometimes employed when dealing with the Japanese military. Here, as in several 

other exhibitions, the way in which killing is understood is noteworthy – it is an achievement 

when the enemy is killed whereas when the enemy kills it is an act of aggression. In other 

words, no universal principle against killing is referred or alluded to. This way of understand-

ing the act of killing needs to be based on an understanding of self and other as moral and 

immoral, as good and bad. The description of the first battle of Changsha is quite typical: 

 
The Japanese military’s 11th Army concentrated 100,000 troops under the command of General Okamura 
Yasuji, adopted a tactic of quick attack and attacked Changsha. The Chinese 9th War Zone acting General 
Xue Yue commanded the 16 armies and more than 30 divisions consisting of about 400,000 troops and 
adopted a war tactic of resistance by luring the enemy deep in one by one and eliminated the advancing 
Japanese military in the vicinity of Changsha. In this battle, the Chinese troops killed and captured alto-
gether more than 20,000 Japanese troops, blew up more than 20 Japanese military planes and shattered 
the Japanese military’s scheme to eliminate the main force of the 9th War Zone. In the battle, the casual-
ties of the Chinese armed forces exceeded 30,000.187   

 
Images and objects draw attention to the main participants – the GMD troops – even though 

this is an exhibition that is dominated by text. There are no concluding comments. Instead, 

there is a wall on which is a large number of names of “anti-Japanese martyrs” (¨l©b), 

underscoring the heroic emplotment which dominates the exhibition. There is no explicit in-

terpretation of the narrative. The foreword, however, ends with the following two sentences, 

in the first of which the actions of all Chinese participants in the war are depicted as express-

ing the “spirit of the Chinese nation”. In the second sentence, “the spirit of the patriotic GMD 

soldiers” is praised: 

 
                                                                                                                                                                             

186 “The UK”, “the USA”, “the Soviet Union”. 
187l¼ä11¼æA10��×yu<þ�=^>ì¬?�y@4ABCDw8EyOCPFmA7ä 9X
i¶<þP�GH¬? 16Z¼30.Z¦·40�vw�×y@4IìS¨J�y�wYX8EyuPFK
LÔ÷OCwl¼m�dyA7¼ôU;úl¼2�èvy_�l¼ö920èMyNOJl¼Ô÷ä9X
i=×w�ÜmYXAyA7¼ôP5 3�èvm 
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The frontal War of Resistance, the War of Resistance in base areas behind enemy lines and the sponta-
neous anti-Japanese struggle by the masses all gave expression to the Chinese nation’s unyielding spirit 
of resisting foreign humiliation. The spirit of those patriotic GMD soldiers who bravely sacrificed them-
selves for the country on the frontal battlefield for the independence of the nation still make people re-
spect them endlessly.188   

 
Through predication, the heroism of the soldiers (who bravely sacrificed themselves) and the 

“unyielding spirit” of the Chinese nation are emphasized. The soldiers of the GMD, further-

more, are described as still making “people respect them endlessly”. They are respected be-

cause they were patriotic and willing to sacrifice themselves for the nation, thereby becoming 

martyrs. This emphasis on the contribution to the nation is similar to how regional actors are 

depicted as contributing to the nation in the narrative at the 9.18 History Museum. This kind 

of patriotic behaviour is portrayed as desirable. In order to be equally patriotic Chinese people 

are implicitly encouraged to act in accordance with this spirit of self-sacrifice for the nation.  

 

The Hall of the Sichuan Army in the War of Resistance 

The hall, as the name suggests, highlights the role of the Sichuan Army in the Chinese war 

effort. The categories constructed are both regional (Sichuan) and national (China). Most ac-

tors in the narrative are described as Sichuanese. However, they are also Chinese, something 

that is indicated many times when the contribution by the Sichuanese Army to the national 

effort is emphasized, as in the following quote:  

 
The Sichuan Army is an outstanding representative of China’s devoted soldiers who would rather die than 
yield. Their lofty patriotic spirit and brave self-sacrificing noble moral character will go down in his-
tory.189 

 
The relation between the national and regional seems to be one in which those belonging to 

the regional group contribute to the national effort in a way that resembles how the GMD 

military is depicted. This suggests that it is through such contributions that people from dif-

ferent regions can assert their status as great patriots.  

                                                                    
188#lX0w¨X|��QR\XSw¨XyTÞv;STG~w¨lÄ0T_nJAB;<ZS UÎ
.¸Ã¸VwÄ0ÅÆmp«u#lXSâZJ;<��6Ç W7w7;W:7ûbwÅÆy"#X
þvYZ¸ïm  
189õ¼o>4¸ÃwA7®¯¼vw[4¶·yñòY°w:7=>ÅÆ°Ç Q\w°]^Sq_D
Ñÿ 
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Table 7.7 Participants in the narrative of the Hall of the Sichuan Army in the War of Resistance 

 

The textual material analysed consists of 49 sentences, many of which are quite long. Most 

participants are Sichuanese and the most common actors belong to the Sichuan Army, an 

army that is also referred to as “our” army. Most other exhibits also stress the role of the Si-

chuanese Army – they are shown in photographs and there are statues of them. The Japanese 

military is the most common patient, sometimes labelled enemy indicating that it should be 

negatively identified with. Japanese aggression is dealt with in a section dealing with the 

large-scale bombings of Chongqing. There are quite a few images illustrating the results of 

the bombings, including photographs of victims. In one such description, however, the 

“Chongqing great tunnel air raid shelter massacre” is described in a way that complicates the 

circumstances surrounding the events somewhat. Japanese aircraft obviously conduct the 

bombing and are ascribed responsibility for it. Nonetheless, the residents of the city are de-

scribed as having “squeezed into the shelter in confusion”, after which a massacre due mainly 

to suffocation occurred because “anti-aircraft measures were insufficient and ignorant guards 

locked the gates to the tunnel”, inside which people panicked and trampled each other to 

death. Accounts such as this one, in which the circumstances surrounding the deaths of Chi-

nese people are described in a more complicated way and not depicted as entirely due to 

Japanese actions, are extremely rare. This section shows that both victim and aggressor em-

plotments are present in the narrative.  

The victim and aggressor emplotments are, however, given considerably less 

space than the heroic emplotment, which dominates the exhibition. The descriptions of the 

                                                                    
190 “The Sichuan Army” and different divisions and commanders within the Sichuan Army. 
191 “Our army”, “our rear defence line”, “our sons and daughters of China” 
192 “The Sichuanese masses”, “the Sichuanese people”, “young Sichuanese people who volunteered to be re-
cruited” and “the Governor of Sichuan Liu Xiang”. 
193 “The Japanese military” and “Japanese invaders/bandits”. 

 Actors Patients 
Sichuan Army participants190  25 2 
We-participants191  3  
China  1 1 
Sichuan  4  
Sichuanese participants192 4 1 
The citizens of Chongqing 1 1 
Japanese military participants193  5 8 
The enemy   6 
The aggressors  1 
Other participants194 1 1 
Total: 44 21 
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heroic soldiers of the Sichuan Army are characterized by a high degree of predication – they 

are filled to the brim with words and phrases stressing the extent of the contribution made to 

the national war effort. The following excerpt is just one among a number of similar senten-

ces:  

 
The officers and men of the Sichuan Army, in order to loyally dedicate themselves to the cause of the 
country, fearing neither hardships nor danger, defied brute force as they engaged in fierce battles with the 
Japanese invaders [or “bandits”] and made tremendous sacrifices to save the country from extinction. 
They used their flesh and blood to make a Great wall, defended the independence of the Motherland and 
the respect of the Chinese nation; their celebrated names will go down in history.195  

 
In addition, it is mentioned that Sichuan provided the largest number of soldiers (more than 3 

million) of all the provinces and suffered more casualties (more than 640,000) than any other 

province. In other words, a positive self-identity is constructed for Sichuanese people. It is 

significant, however, that this regional identity is given a positive meaning precisely because 

of the province’s tremendous contribution to the national cause. This is stressed in the after-

word to the exhibition: 

 
During the eight long years of the War of Resistance, the inland of Sichuan made a tremendous contribu-
tion to the Chinese nation’s War of Resistance. At the front, the Sichuan Army bravely killed the enemy 
on the blood-spattered battlefield and repeatedly accomplished many outstanding achievements as many 
Sichuanese anti-Japanese officers and soldiers sacrificed their precious lives. The Sichuanese people in 
the rear area enthusiastically contributed everything from labour power to material and economic re-
sources and aided the front in several ways.196 

 
In this afterword, there is no explicit interpretation of the narrative in the form of a message. 

Nor can such a message be found in the foreword. It seems that the implicit message is that 

the heroic contribution made by the Sichuanese to the national war effort should be remem-

bered. The heroic demeanour of the members of the Sichuan Army, of course, can be seen as 

providing a positive role model – Chinese people, not only those from Sichuan but people 

from all over China, should be equally self-sacrificing as they contribute to the nation. How to 

make such a contribution, however, is not specified. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
194 “Ignorant guards” (in Chongqing) and “allied countries”. 
195¨X�jyõ¼ûbZJÅ`a7y¸XÐMy¸XÏy|l�bXyZc�7à85yY4Jä
d´µmñò¯#YP�ydrJ87w��°AB;<w�ZyñòwÇ9qeÑfÿ  
196¨X�jygkhhyd�8w�õZAB;<w¨XY4JädwPQmu:=yõ¼Ç f�y
¯iFSyj5K�yþ.õk¨lûbQ4Jlm�±mu�8w�õv;ynopQy¢v×y�
×y�×@83ø:=m  



 207 

 

The Hall of Unyielding Chinese Prisoners of War 

Here, the category emphasized is the national. This becomes quite clear in the textual material 

on display. Words such as “our military”, in which the word “our” obviously refers to the 

Chinese, are used. In an introductory text, the question of how many Chinese soldiers were 

taken prisoner by the Japanese military is pondered: 

 
In a period of less than five years, 5,750,000 Soviet soldiers who fought against fascist Germany were 
taken prisoner by the German military. And we fought the Japanese fascists for 14 years!197    

 
The use of the pronoun we in the quote above connects the Chinese people who actually 

fought the Japanese fascists in the 1930s and 1940s with Chinese people living today. A tem-

poral continuity between past and present is thereby constructed, uniting Chinese people of 

several generations in one community. It is also mentioned in connection with the Chinese 

POWs that they “are our elder generation and martyrs”. They are said to have been “national 

heroes” and to have “defended the country”. In other words, vocabulary stressing the national 

category is abundant.   

 
Table 7.8 Participants in the narrative of the Hall of Unyielding Chinese Prisoners of War 
 Actors Patients 
Chinese POWs and (forced) labourers198 5 13 
Chinese military participants  8 5 
Our military participants199  1 4 
We 1  
National heroes200 1  
Chinese civilians  1 
China  1 
The people’s of China and Japan  1 
Japanese military participants201 13 4 
Japanese aggressors and bandits 3 1 
The enemy 2 1 
Japanese POWs  3 
Japan 1  
Other participants202  1 1 
Total 36 35 

 
The written material analysed consists of 50 sentences. Interestingly, the total number of ac-

tors and patients is almost the same – 36 actors and 35 patients. This distribution between 

                                                                    
197|S7ÝÞßqXw"¼yu¸ì{jwNËry�S¼úsJ 575�µTm65ò|lzÝÞßq
XPQ��jÿ  
198 (“POWs” (ús), “Resistance prisoners” (¨ú) and “labourers” (øù). 
199 “Our military” (5¼y57¼ô) and “officers of men of our military”. 
200 ;<³b 
201 “The Japanese military”, “the Japanese and puppet army”, “Japanese militarism” and “Japanese fascists”. 
202 “The Soviet military” and “the German military”. 
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agents and patients is more even than in most narratives. Japanese military participants are the 

most common actors whereas Chinese military participants, including those referred to as 

POWs or forced labourers, most frequently appear as patients. At the same time, Chinese 

military participants still figure as actors in quite a few sentences. This reflects a tension be-

tween the depiction of the main participants in the narrative, that is, the Chinese soldiers who 

are taken prisoner, as victims as well as heroes. This tension is mirrored in the brief foreword 

to the exhibition: 

 
At the time of China’s War of Resistance, while protecting the country and resisting the enemy, many 
anti-Japanese soldiers, for various reasons were taken prisoner by the Japanese military. We should call 
them “resistance prisoners”. A great number of resistance prisoners were cruelly murdered by the Japa-
nese military and many resistance prisoners were taken away by the Japanese military to do hard labour. 
After having been taken prisoner, most of the resistance prisoners did nothing to shame their title of sol-
diers in the War of Resistance.203 

 
The term selected to refer to the Chinese POWs, “resistance prisoners” (¨ú), in itself 

stresses heroism at the same time as it embodies the fundamental tension in the narrative be-

tween being taken prisoner and heroically resisting. This is a contradiction between being an 

agent and a patient – between heroism and victimhood. In the extract above, victimhood is 

clear in how the POWs are “murdered” and “taken away” and heroism is clear in that they 

protected the country and resisted the enemy. The above quote also includes the aggressor 

emplotment as the aggressive actions towards the prisoners are carried out by the Japanese 

military. The prisoners, it is said, were “cruelly murdered by the Japanese military”. The pas-

sive form keeps the focus on the prisoners but still highlights the brutality of the Japanese 

military. It is mentioned in several panels that the Japanese military mistreated and murdered 

Chinese POWs and there are quite a few images that illustrate and call attention to the cruel 

behaviour of the aggressors. While the hall focuses on Chinese POWs, in one section the 

“lenient treatment of Japanese POWs” by the Chinese is described. The “magnanimous poli-

cies adopted by the Chinese military towards Japanese POWs” are juxtaposed with the cruel 

ways in which Chinese POWs were treated. In this way a positive self-image is created. 

Nevertheless, even though aggressor as well as victim emplotments are present and stressed 

to a fairly large extent in the narrative, the heroic emplotment is arguably somewhat more 

important. This heroism is expressed in many places in the narrative, for example, under the 

heading “great heroes”: 

                                                                    
203A7¨lX0NÍy0t.¨lXbur7U�wXSây�º@�Ëu�l¼úsy5òûëvµ
Z“¨ú”mdÕ¨ú�l¼£Äfoyþ.¨ú�l¼wYøùmødR¿¨ú�ú�w·nOxº¨
lXbwvÅm  
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During the Chinese nation’s War of Resistance, national heroes emerged in an endless stream. Whether 
from the north or south, whether young or old, all willingly fought life and death battles against the in-
vading Japanese bandits. Even though they were taken prisoner, they still displayed the brave spirit of 
soldiers.204  

 
So how is the narrative interpreted? This becomes quite clear in the first introductory text the 

visitor encounters at the museum. The text explains who the resistance prisoners were: 

 
At the time when the country and nation were faced with subjugation and extinction, they vehemently 
went into battle; they went into battle, summoned their courage and fought heated battles against the 
Japanese military. They were involuntarily taken prisoner by the enemy and most of them were murdered 
by the enemy. They are our elder generation and martyrs. They were heroes who protected our homes and 
defended our country. They are Chinese soldiers who suffered too many hardships, difficulties and mis-
understandings. Without their contribution and sacrifice, we would not have the peaceful, harmonious 
and happy life of today. Therefore, it is indispensable and necessary to remember them.205  

 
Earlier in the same text it is claimed that the “imprisoned soldiers are a group that has been 

forgotten by history” and that “we have adopted a collective position of avoidance, indiffer-

ence, concealment and aphasia”. Elsewhere, it is mentioned that it has been seen as shameful 

to be captured by the enemy (Fan 2005:66, 70). To die in action would be more glorious for a 

soldier. This seems to be the reason that these soldiers were consigned to oblivion. The mu-

seum therefore aims to honour the imprisoned soldiers and make sure that they are no longer 

forgotten. An additional aim is obviously to depict them as heroes. Part of the message ap-

pears to be that even though they were taken prisoner they were no less heroic than other sol-

diers. In the narrative, the hero, victim and aggressor emplotments all take up quite a lot of 

space. Among the halls at the Jianchuan Museum Cluster so far open to the public, this one 

deals with Japanese aggression to the largest extent. Nevertheless, the main theme and aim of 

the narrative seem to be to resurrect the Chinese POWs. As the name of the hall, containing 

the epithet “unyielding” (¸Ã), suggests, the heroic credentials of the POWs are stressed. As 

is mentioned above, the narrative is characterized by a contradiction between the main par-

ticipants – the Chinese POWs – as agents and patients, and as heroes and victims. The inter-

pretation presented, however, stresses the role of hero and presents an interpretation based on 

a “cornerstone theory”, which resembles the way in which war is interpreted in some Japa-

nese exhibitions (see chapter 8), according to which without the “contribution and sacrifice” 

                                                                    
204AB;<¨XNÍy;<³ba4¸ym\¸¿FÂyv¸¿z{y|�-|�}Z*4~�y�4
5�m�âñò�úsJ�}·n4J³©µbwÈ�m  
205�7à;<l�57÷�µNyñò��¢¼â�yñòâ�|l¼ô �fJyñò\¸�H��

vúsJyñòAdR¿v��foJmñòo5òw��y�©yñòo�àr7w³bmñòo-



 210 

of the “resistance prisoners”, “we would not have the peaceful, harmonious and happy life of 

today”. The resistance prisoners become positive role models who exemplify contributions to 

and sacrifice for the nation. There is no explicit message, however, concerning what exactly 

this entails. Whereas museums run by the CCP are usually very explicit that contributing to 

the nation means supporting the policies of the CCP, such overt messages are absent here. 

This suggests that other interpretations regarding how to contribute to the nation are possible. 

What is presupposed, of course, is that one should contribute to the nation. Obviously, this is 

in line with the discussion in chapter 5 about the importance of patriotic discourse in the PRC. 

 

The Hall of the Heroes of the “Flying Tigers” 

The Hall of the Heroes of the “Flying Tigers”, or Hall of the American Military that helped 

China, calls attention to US aid to China during the war, and especially to the US pilots in the 

Flying Tigers who fought against the Japanese Military in China. The foreword to the exhibi-

tion summarizes the main thrust of the narrative: 

 
After the Pacific War broke out, the USA declared war on Japan and officially entered the anti-fascist 
camp. In order to defeat the common enemy, China and the USA cooperated in waging war and at the 
same time forged a deep friendship. The Chinese battlefield became an important component in the 
worldwide anti-fascist war and had great strategic significance for the US war in the Far East. The large-
scale US aid to China vigorously spurred the Chinese victory in the anti-Japanese War of Resistance and 
promoted the raising of China’s international status. In particular, the Flying Tigers were active in the 
battlefield of China’s skies and carried out the deeds of a lifetime and at the same time also came to 
deeply love this land. They are heroes in the hearts of Chinese people and China is their second home-
land. The history of US aid to China’s War of Resistance against Japan is a part of the history of Sino-US 
friendship that should be commemorated!206          

 
If the museum stresses a certain identity it is one of Sino-US friendship. Chinese and Ameri-

cans are depicted as having forged a profound friendship by battling the fascist enemy to-

gether. In contrast to some other museums, this one contains relatively few longer textual 

elements. Instead there are many images accompanied by shorter captions. Nevertheless, the 

longer textual elements that do form part of the exhibition have been analysed. This material 

consists of 44 sentences.  
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Table 7.9 Participants in the narrative of the Hall of the Heroes of the “Flying Tigers” 
 Actors Patients 
US military actors207  13 1 
Commander Claire Lee Chennault 8  
US government participants208  9  
Japanese military participants 4 3 
Japan  3 
Chinese military participants 2 1 
Chinese civilian participants 1  
China 2  
Total 39 8 

 
As Table 7.9 illustrates, most of the participants in the narrative either belong to the US gov-

ernment or are US military actors. Death is only dealt with in a few instances in the narrative, 

but when it is treated it is significant. It is conceived of in terms of neither the victim nor the 

aggressor emplotments. Instead, the deaths of the US soldiers who fought in China are inter-

preted as expressions of their heroic deeds: “many of them sacrificed themselves on the Chi-

nese battlefield”.209 There are, as is mentioned above, a large number of images on display. 

For example, there are photographs of Chinese leaders meeting US military officials. The 

symbol of the Flying Tigers, which was designed by the Disney Corporation in 1942, is also 

on display. This theme of Sino-US friendship is stressed through many of these exhibits, for 

example in photographs of Chinese leaders such as Mao Zedong and Zhu De seen laughing 

together with visiting US officials. The importance of remembering this friendship, along 

with the heroism of the US troops who fought in China appears to be the main historical les-

son delivered by the exhibition. 

 

The Hall of the Japanese Invader (or Aggressor) Army (under construction) 

Even though the Hall of the Japanese Invader (or Aggressor) Army has not yet been con-

structed, printed material briefly describing the ideas behind it and showing some of the ex-

hibits to be displayed provides some idea of what is likely to be the focus of the exhibition. 

The following quote, for example, is quite instructive: 

 

On 7 July 1937, the Japanese militarists caused a long premeditated full-scale war of aggression against 
China. This was the only time in the last century that aggression posed a threat to the existence of the 
Chinese nation. The hall comprehensively presents the Japanese military’s aggressive actions. It makes us 

                                                                    
207 Mostly “the US Volunteer Air Force” (The Flying Tigers). 
208 “The USA”, “the US Government” and “President Roosevelt”. 
209 ëAt.v´µuA7XSâm  
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always remember this passage in history, always remember them, instructs ourselves to be vigilant, for 
the peace of tomorrow (Fan 2005:50).210  

 
The severity of the threat is emphasized as a threat posed by an aggressor to the Chinese na-

tion. Furthermore, an interpretation of this aggression as a message is presented to “us”, that 

is, those belonging to the Chinese nation. Peace is mentioned in the message. However, this 

peace is to be attained or upheld through vigilance. 

Most of the objects to be included in the hall are artefacts that used to belong to 

what is sometimes referred to as the Japanese military (l¼) but usually labelled the Japa-

nese invading (or aggressor) army (or military) (-Bl¼). One copper artefact made in Ja-

pan is said to show “a devil soldier trampling on the Great Wall”.211 Photographs show Japa-

nese lieutenants signing capitulation and surrender letters. A copy of the Mainichi Shinbun 

from 15 August 1945 shows the Japanese Emperor’s decree of unconditional surrender (Fan 

2005:50-56). The images and objects shown in the book all draw attention to the Japanese 

aggressors. It appears, then, as if the exhibits in this hall will focus on the aggressive actions 

and the fate of the Japanese invading army, the fate of which was to be defeated and to capitu-

late (Shi & Liu 2008:199). It seems likely that the focus on the Japanese military as the main 

participants in the hall means that it will deal extensively with Japanese aggression and that 

Chinese heroism, if it is part of the narrative at all, will be of secondary interest – even though 

the exhibits dealing with the Japanese military’s surrender may highlight Chinese heroism. 

The material available also suggests that the victim emplotment will be subordinate to the 

aggressor emplotment as the museum “comprehensively presents the Japanese military’s ag-

gressive actions”.  

 

The Hall of the Quisling Army’s Infamous acts (under construction) 

The Hall of the Quisling (or Puppet) Army’s Infamous acts has yet to be constructed but the 

printed material produced by the Jianchuan Museum Cluster nevertheless provides informa-

tion on what the museum will look like. The following quote is informative concerning the 

depiction of what appears to be the main participant in this exhibition:   
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It was an army made up of more than one million Chinese. Yet, they caused internal strife, turned lackeys 
for the Japanese and attacked their own compatriots – this is the Puppet Army. They used to be the elite 
of society, the pillar of the state. Later, however, they turned into the scum of the nation, the disgrace of 
the country. Their names are despised by the Chinese, their history is shady, and their lives were also 
shady. There is a form of address for all of them: traitor to the Chinese [or to the Han] (Fan 2005:58).212   

 
Strong words expressing strong feelings are used in describing the traitors, who appear to be 

the main participants in the narrative. They are “the scum of the nation, the disgrace of the 

country”, their “names are despised by all Chinese” and they are hanjian, (EF) – “traitors to 

the Han Chinese”. The word is not a general word for traitor but is usually translated as “trai-

tor to China” or “traitor to the Chinese nation”. This meaning, however, only really makes 

sense if the meaning of China is limited to the Han nationality (or if the meaning of Han is 

extended to signify all Chinese regardless of ethnicity). A hanjian is hence a traitor to the Han 

nationality rather than to the Chinese state as it exists today, with a large number of minority 

nationalities. This is not clear in the usual translation of the term. What is clear from the 

wording used in the quote above, however, is that the main participant in the narrative is por-

trayed in a very negative light. 

There are photographs of the leaders of the puppet governments, Prime Minister 

Zheng Xiaoxu (1932-35) of the Manchurian puppet government, and Wang Jingwei, Chair-

man of the Nanjing Nationalist Government (1940-44). Other photographs show scenes such 

as: policewomen in the puppet regime training in Beijing; civilians delivering water to Japa-

nese soldiers; a Chinese woman entertaining Japanese military officers by playing the erhu, a 

stringed musical instrument; the founding of the Japanese school in Nanjing; and Liang 

Hongzhi, the Chairman of the Reformed Government of the Republic of China (1938-40), a 

puppet government set up in China by Japan during the war, being taken away to be executed 

for treason (Fan 2005:58-64). All the images and objects shown in the book draw attention to 

the traitors. In another book published by the Museum Cluster, questions are raised such as 

“how can so many people from the Chinese nation lack a backbone?” and “how could a group 

of elite intellectuals so willing to serve the Japanese military could come from the Chinese 

nation?” (Shi & Liu 2008:195). It is also said that the reason why some Chinese betrayed their 

nation is unintelligible and that “we [that is, the Chinese] must remember these lessons for 

posterity to prevent that in the future people will cause an abnormal spiritual change” (Shi & 

                                                                    
212p3âY��A7v��w¼ôy»>¨©©ªyZlzv��«y¬CDGHw>?yn�o�
¼mñòðo\¹wÅÇy7àw®ýy�I»�J;<wD!y7àw·.mñòwÒ¯Z7v�
¸°yñòwÐÑo±²wyñòwv�Üo±²wmñò0pZypwv³sEFm  



 214 

Liu 2008:193). In other words, the existence of traitors during the war is interpreted as a his-

torical lesson according to which similar events need to be prevented. 

 What is perhaps most notable about the focus on traitors as the main participant 

in a narrative from a theoretical perspective is that it differs from other narratives dealt with in 

this investigation. Obviously, the traitor is neither hero nor victim. It seems that the traitor is 

not so much an aggressor as an anti-hero. This is because it is not the aggressiveness with 

which compatriots are fought that is condemned. Indeed, not all traitors fight their compatri-

ots using violence. Instead it is the betrayal involved in aligning oneself with the enemy that 

is significant in the meaning ascribed to the acts of the traitor. The traitor is someone who has 

belonged to the in-group but has turned on it, thereby becoming an “other” who is strongly 

despised and hence negatively depicted. The traitor represents a threat to the in-group since its 

members can potentially become one, and hence it needs to be fiercely condemned. The exist-

ence of traitors in a narrative obviously strengthens the emphasis on the national category as 

the main category for identification. Whereas many Chinese participants are depicted as con-

tributing to the nation, here we encounter the opposite – betrayal of the nation. If patriotism is 

highly desirable in the PRC, then betrayal of the nation is the worst possible act. 

7.3 The interpretation of narratives at Chinese museums 

The analysis conducted in this section is guided by the following analytical questions: How is 

the story told interpreted? What is the main message or historical lesson delivered through 

this interpretation? 

7.3.1 The 9.18 History Museum 

On a large signboard at the entrance to the museum area it is said that the museum “is a his-

torical picture scroll comprehensively reflecting that the north-eastern people tragically suf-

fered the aggression of Japanese militarism, then rose up to fight and won the final victory”213 

and that it is a “large-scale modern base for patriotic and defence education”.214 Furthermore, 

in the museum brochure it is explained that the museum “educates the people not to forget 

national humiliation and to revitalize China” (“9.18” Historical Museum 1999:3). The exhibi-

tion ends with this following concluding comment: 
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As we are about to exit the exhibition hall, everyone’s hearts probably bleed. Moreover, it seems as if 
every drop of blood solidifies into the following question: How did Japanese imperialism dare to wield its 
butcher’s knife against great China? All the images here are solid facts, why are there up until now people 
that cannot face them squarely? Even distort them? Tamper with them? Those who are backward will be 
beaten. How (did we) become weak? All the portraits of the deceased here cry out. What do these cries 
tell us? Do they tell us “a nation that forgets its heroes is a degenerate nation”? Or do they tell us “if mis-
ery is forgotten it might come knocking heavily on the country’s door”? Do they tell us “it starts with me, 
it starts now”? Or does it tell us “rejuvenate China, everyone shares responsibility”?215  

 

That the existence of people in Japan who are unwilling to face history squarely, mentioned in 

section six of the exhibition, is referred to in the conclusion suggests that one historical lesson 

to be drawn is that it is necessary to be “on guard against the resurrection of Japanese imperi-

alism”. There are, however, other lessons, perhaps more important ones, to be drawn. Even 

though these last sentences end with question marks, thus giving a somewhat vague impres-

sion, it still seems that they all point in the same direction. In other words, they are probably 

not meant to be mutually exclusive. The nation’s heroes should hence be remembered along 

with the misery that the nation suffered in the past. If not, “it might come knocking heavily on 

the country’s door” again. In order to avoid the return of such misery, everyone has to contri-

bute to the rejuvenation of China, since “everyone shares responsibility”. It is not explicated 

just what this rejuvenation, in which everyone shares responsibility, entails. However, since, 

like the historical other, the “backwards will be beaten”, a slogan that has roots that go back 

to the 1920s,216 it appears to involve development and reforms. While this is not entirely clear, 

it seems that it is a collective endeavour in which everyone is supposed to act in accordance 

with the “ever-lasting noble spirit of the martyrs of the nation”. Heroic sacrifice by the indi-

vidual facilitates the rejuvenation of the nation.   

7.3.2 The Chinese People’s War of Resistance Museum 

An explicit interpretation of the story told is delivered in the last written section of the exhibi-

tion – the conclusion (R§¨). It is mentioned in chapter 3 that the modality of the museum 

exhibitions studied here is objective, giving the impression that these exhibitions simply pro-

vide accounts of what actually occurred in the past. This is very much true for Chinese exhibi-

tions in general and certainly for the War of Resistance Museum. What should be added, re-
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garding this point, is that there is some difference in modality in the conclusion from the other 

parts. In the other parts, the story of what happened in the past is told in a way that presents it 

as an objective truth. In the conclusion, lessons to be learned from this historical episode, that 

is, interpretation of the story told, are provided. Here, the tone is more hortative, telling the 

visitor what must be done. In other words, the visitor is not just told how to interpret the story 

but also that it is of the essence that s/he acts in accordance with the interpretation provided.  

 The conclusion starts by stating that the “Chinese people have always ardently 

loved world peace”.217 It is then repeated that the Chinese nation, through its War of Resist-

ance, made a great national sacrifice and a historic contribution to world peace. This positive 

self-representation is followed by an instruction not to forget history. Towards the end, the 

visitor is given clear instructions concerning the future: 

 
To accelerate the promotion of modernization, complete the unification of the motherland, defend world 
peace and promote joint development is the solemn mission history and this era has bestowed on us.218  

 
In this sentence, the word “women” (5ò), meaning we or us (in this case us), obviously 

refers to all Chinese, as indicated by the use of the word “motherland” (or “ancestor land”). In 

the following and final sentence, “we” (5ò) are told to unite around Hu Jintao and to persist 

in taking the theories of Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin as guiding principles. Furthermore, 

“we” are told to “persist in walking the road of peaceful development, uphold the fundamen-

tal national policy of opening up to the outside world”219 and to “make an even greater contri-

bution to the lofty cause of promoting peace and development for humanity”.220 Again, the 

“we” means those belonging to the Chinese nation, a nation the travails of which have been 

dealt with in the exhibition. Here, after the role of the CCP as saviour has been stressed 

throughout much of the exhibition, the importance of uniting around the CCP leaders and 

their policies is presented. Here, as in the foreword to the exhibition, world peace is men-

tioned together with development. Just as the Chinese people’s war effort, at the CCP’s initia-

tive, has been portrayed as a great contribution to the world, Chinese development, under the 

CCP’s leadership, is framed as part of a solemn mission that will become another great con-

tribution to the world. The “unification of the motherland” is also mentioned as part of the 

Chinese nation’s “solemn mission”. This unification, it seems, is only possible if all of “us” 
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support the policies of the CCP. Just like during the War of Resistance, sacrifices may have to 

be made, but the people should persist and continue to have faith in the party that made it pos-

sible for the nation to “move from decline to revitalization”. 

7.3.3 The Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders  

As is mentioned in the discussion of the narrative of the museum, Hu Jintao is cited in the 

exhibition as having said during a visit in May 2004 that the Memorial hall is “a good place to 

carry out patriotic education” and that the patriotic education of the young must not be forgot-

ten. Patriotic education is mentioned elsewhere as well. In the initial text of the eleventh part 

of the first exhibition the following sentence can be found: 

 
The history of the Nanjing Massacre is an important theme for conducting patriotic education of the 
broad masses of the people, especially teenagers, and for conducting peaceful exchange with other count-
ries. It is also a precious spiritual wealth for drawing historical lessons and for sticking to peaceful devel-
opment.221  

 
It is thus explicitly stated that historical lessons should be drawn from the story told. Each of 

the two exhibitions end, as is customary at Chinese war museums (and many other Chinese 

museums) with a “conclusion” in which an explicit lesson is presented. Indeed, the first con-

clusion begins by stating that history is a mirror, and that “we” should not forget the lesson of 

history. The text starts out being general in its approach – it portrays the Nanjing Massacre as 

a disaster against humanity and asserts that: “aggression and massacre inevitably cause a dis-

aster for the victimized nation”. Then, however, it becomes more specific and addresses Chi-

nese people rather than humanity as a whole:  

 
We can never forget the historical lesson that the weak will be beaten, can never forget that in an over-
turned nest no eggs stay intact, can never forget how the country suffered aggression, the people suffered 
disaster, hold high the banner of patriotism, strive for improvement without resting, open up and be en-
terprising, develop socialism with Chinese characteristics, realize the unification of the motherland and 
make great efforts to safeguard world peace.222  

 
Again, the use of we is important. “We” in this case, obviously refers to the Chinese people, 

as indicated by the request to “hold high the banner of patriotism” and to “develop socialism 

with Chinese characteristics”. In other words, whereas reference is made to world peace, the 

message is not so much a general and universal one but rather a particular national one. The 
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tone is rather hortative with several constructions stressing what cannot be done if disaster is 

to be avoided. While elsewhere in the exhibition it is said that modern China adopted a policy 

of seclusion, which led to China being victimized by other countries, here references are made 

to the current policy of opening up, a diametrically different strategy that will ensure, it 

seems, that China does not become weak again. The weak will be beaten and “we” should 

hence be patriotic by sticking to the CCP’s policies of opening up and socialism with Chinese 

characteristics, and realize the unification of the motherland. Unification discourse is import-

ant in present day PRC. Taiwan is often represented as the last missing piece – the last re-

maining humiliation that needs to be wiped out through reintegration with the motherland.223 

Such discourse also stresses that a strong China is a united China. A reference to the need to 

work hard for the reunification of the motherland hence also stresses unity within the mother-

land. The need for the improvement and strengthening of the nation is emphasized through 

reference to the weakness of the historical other, which is similar to the interpretation of the 

narrative of the exhibition at the 9.18 History Museum. 

The conclusion to the second exhibition does not differ fundamentally but rather 

underlines the message of the first exhibition. It ends with the following lines: 

 

An economically prosperous, politically stable, powerful China can play an even greater role in safe-
guarding world peace. Makes us hold high the banner of peace, development and cooperation, unswerv-
ingly pursue the policy of independent peaceful diplomacy, persist in walking the road of peaceful devel-
opment, unceasingly promote equal cooperation and mutually beneficial common gain among all count-
ries of the world and make an even greater contribution to the lofty cause of developing the peace of hu-
manity!224  

 
Again, the importance that “we” make another even greater contribution is emphasized along 

with peaceful development and developing peace. This contribution is made, the first sentence 

suggests, by creating “an economically prosperous, politically stable, powerful China”. 

China’s role in the world will be greater. However, it needs to be economically prosperous 

and politically stable. Visitors are hence requested to contribute to creating such a country by 

working together to realize it. 
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 As is noted in the analysis of narratives, the CCP is not mentioned much in the 

narrative. Instead, the story told is one about the Chinese people. However, the lessons to be 

learned are closely connected to the importance of patriotically sticking to the CCP’s policies, 

which can ensure that China’s international status becomes higher, thereby giving the people 

reason to be proud. This both requires and ensures political stability. It could perhaps be ar-

gued that by telling a story about China as a nation, rather than as a nation led by the CCP, 

and still connecting the fate of the nation to the CCP’s policies, the CCP is implicitly por-

trayed as being the natural leader or the nation.  

7.3.4 The Jianchuan Museum Cluster  

The museum cluster’s website reveals that the museum collections provide historical lessons, 

and knowledge about wars and folk-customs for the future, as well as about peace and the 

national spirit. It is also said that lessons learned from past mistakes will function as a teacher 

for later generations (Jianchuan Museum website: Guanzhang zibai (Introduction to the cura-

tor)). In the epilogue to the exhibition about the CCP, the achievements of the party during 

the War of Resistance are praised. The account of these achievements is followed by a final 

sentence that connects these accomplishments with the present state of affairs in China: “To-

day, the Chinese Communist Party again leads people of the whole country on a new journey 

in order to realize the great revival of the Chinese nation”. This suggests that one historical 

lesson is that the CCP’s agenda should be supported. At the same time, however, the themes 

and lessons delivered in the other museums differ from this lesson.  

The Museum Cluster is largely a tribute to heroes that are understood as having 

been forgotten. While some of these heroes, mainly the USA and the GMD, have been resur-

rected to some extent in narratives at museums connected to the CCP, the Jianchuan Museum 

Cluster goes further by giving them their own exhibitions. Moreover, groups that are more or 

less omitted elsewhere, such as prisoners of war and the Sichuanese Army, are praised as 

heroes. Even though the CCP is depicted heroically, the narrative is still potentially subver-

sive since the CCP’s near monopoly on the heroic role is implicitly being questioned through 

dilution. The role of the CCP is almost reduced to that of one heroic group among several. 

The narratives are nationalistic in that they stress sacrifice for the nation. In this aspect, they 

do not differ from government-run museums stressing heroism. Nevertheless, the interpreta-

tions of the narratives refrain from explicitly specifying what sacrifice for and contributions to 

the nation involve in the present-day PRC. This is a significant difference from government-
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run exhibitions in which patriotic behaviour is defined explicitly in terms of endorsing the 

CCP’s policies. The two halls that are not yet open are potentially the most interesting ones in 

that they will not deal with Chinese heroes. How will the Japanese invaders be portrayed and 

how will the Quisling Army be dealt with? How will these exhibitions be interpreted? While 

the material discussed above provides some clues pertaining to these questions, the final an-

swer will not be known until the halls are opened to the public. 

7.4 Conclusions 
In the Chinese exhibitions analysed, the national category is strongly stressed, by several 

means, even though other identity categories, such as the local and regional, exist in some 

exhibitions. The means employed to stress the national category mainly involve categorizing 

participants according to nationality and using other vocabulary and examples emphasizing 

sameness, cooperation, patriotism and the fate of the nation. The relation between the lo-

cal/regional, where they exist, and the national, however, is sometimes shown to be one in 

which the former contributes to the fate of the latter. In this way, the possible contradictions 

and tensions between local/regional and national identities are resolved.  

 The narratives share many similarities – as they all tell a story in which the main 

protagonists with which visitors are encouraged to identify are labelled as either belonging to 

and/or contributing to the fate of the Chinese nation. These central characters are depicted as 

moral and good whereas it is emphasized that their adversaries are immoral and bad. The he-

roic, aggressor and victim emplotments are all present at most museums, even though the 

former is usually separated from the latter two. The way in which the depiction of the CCP, 

often in a heroic way, is almost entirely insulated from the aggressor and victim emplotments 

is conspicuous. Japanese participants usually appear as aggressors who victimize Chinese 

participants, and there are few exhibits that give nuance to these dominant portrayals. Indeed, 

the case is rather the opposite – through the use of predication, the acts of the Japanese ag-

gressors, inherently hideous, are further emphasized as having been terrible. In other words, 

the presentation follows the ideological square to a large extent with few examples in which 

this sort of representation is challenged or problematized. This is especially the case in the 

state-run exhibitions. Of course, “friendship corners” that have been incorporated towards the 

end of the state-run exhibitions, as is discussed above, at the request of Japanese diplomats, 

and these show that since the war bilateral relations have been characterized by friendship. 
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These exhibits, however, usually occupy little space and are preceded by an overwhelmingly 

negative depiction of Japanese participants. The exhibitions at the private Jianchuan Museum 

Cluster, even though they are as enmeshed in a patriotic discourse and stress the national 

category quite as much, do contain some, albeit not many, exhibits that complicate this pic-

ture. The Hall of the Quisling Army’s Infamous acts, in particular, although not yet open to 

the public, is potentially subversive as an increased focus on Chinese traitors may challenge 

the emphasis on national unity prevalent in the state-run exhibitions.     

 Interestingly, even though different narrative emplotments dominate the exhibi-

tions analysed, the interpretations in the form of lessons to be learned from history do not 

differ significantly among the state-run exhibitions. They all quite explicitly emphasize the 

need to work hard together under the leadership of the CCP, just like during the war, in order 

to strengthen and revitalize the Chinese nation. The private Jianchuan Museum Cluster is less 

explicit in its interpretations, but exhortations about the need to revitalize the nation can still 

be found, highlighting to the dominance of patriotic discourse in the PRC.  
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Chapter 8: Analysis of Japanese narratives 

The analysis of Japanese narratives is conducted in the same way as that of the Chinese ones. 

The analysis is guided by the following questions: What kinds of identity categories are con-

structed and stressed? Who are the main participants in the narrative told? How are these par-

ticipants and their actions portrayed? Does the portrayal of participants follow an in-

group/out-group logic? In other words, is the visitor encouraged to identify and not to identify 

with particular participants? How is the story told interpreted? What is the main message de-

livered through this interpretation? 

8.1 The discursive construction of groups at Japanese museums 
The analysis of the discursive construction of groups is the most fundamental part of the 

overall analysis of narratives. Before we can address the question of how “self” and “other” 

are represented we need to know if there is a self and if there is an other and, in that case, who 

the self and the other are. The analysis is based on the following analytical questions: What 

kinds of identity categories are constructed and stressed? To what extent is a group con-

structed and does this group consist of the members of a nation, those who dwell in a particu-

lar city or some other community or group?    

8.1.1 The Yûshûkan 

The Yûshûkan, located in central Tokyo, differs from other museums dealt with in that it is 

run by a religious organization, the Yasukuni Shrine. While it is not possible to deal in much 

detail with the belief system of Shintô and the Yasukuni Shrine, some basic points concerning 

the enshrinement of the war dead at the Yûshûkan in particular and shrines for the war dead (

Z[?\) in general need to be made since the exhibits, in part, deal with those enshrined. 

The war dead enshrined are sometimes labelled kami (?), or kamigami (?]) when the plu-

ral is stressed, and sometimes eirei (^_), spirits or souls of dead soldiers, (translated as “di-

vinities” in the Yûshûkan’s English leaflet) or just rei (_) (spirit or soul). In the written ma-
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terial produced by the Yûshûkan in English, kamigami is, in some cases, translated as war 

heroes. While this translation differs from the way in which the term is usually translated (as 

spirit or divinity) it does indicate that the kami are regarded as heroic. 

In a leaflet printed by the Yasukuni Shrine in English, Korean and Chinese, it is 

explained that the shrine was built “to honour the memory of those who had died for their 

country”. It was finished in June 1869. In the leaflet, it is also noted that “the only purpose of 

the shrine is to commemorate those who sacrificed their lives for the nation. That is, the 

2,466,000 divinities enshrined at Yasukuni Shrine all sacrificed their lives to the public duty 

of protecting their motherland” (Yasukuni Shrine Office). The Yûshûkan was opened in 1882 

and is claimed to be the oldest museum in Japan. Since then, it has been through many twists 

and turns. It was closed after Japan’s defeat in 1945 not to be reopened until 1986. “To say 

that the one thing that has not changed during this history of the Yûshûkan is its mission – to 

honour the spirits of the war dead would be no exaggeration” (Nanbu 2008:2). The relation 

between the spirits of the war dead and the Yûshûkan is further explained in the following 

passage, which also, it should be added, contains several words stressing the national category 

(Nanbu 2008:2, emphasis added):  

 
No matter the era, the sincerity of the spirits of dead soldiers who sacrificed their precious lives for the 
sake of the motherland while holding earnest feelings towards their blood relatives can never be denied. 
Yûshûkan is the place where the sincerity of these spirits of dead soldiers is conveyed in line with the 
truth. The spirits of dead soldiers enshrined at Yasukuni Shrine were all people born into this world. They 
lived in several eras and sacrificed their lives for the nation. In other words, the achievements of these 
spirits of dead soldiers are told together with the history of our country. With what feelings were the spir-
its of dead soldiers sent to the front to what battle in each era? What kinds of feelings did they leave to 
their beloved motherland, for their beloved family? In those feelings lies the manifestation of their sin-
cerity.225  

 

The first section of the exhibition, called “Spirit of the Samurai” (`abccd), is also in-

structive concerning the relationship between the enshrined spirits, the Japanese state and 

Japanese living in the present, and also contains several references to the national category 

(Yasukuni Jinja 2008:11, emphasis added): 

 
Since the founding of the nation long ago our country has nurtured culture in independence in this beauti-
ful archipelago in the East Sea. However, this independence has not been self-evident. During the history 
of this country, called Ôyashima, several battles took place. In the big currents of world history, there 
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were ancestors who desperately defended and supported this country. When the existence and independ-
ence of this country was endangered, at all times there were soldiers who took up arms and went to the 
frontline. These soldiers died at their country’s command.  

Soothe the country. Yasukuni Shrine is a place for praising the accomplishments and for praying 
for the comfort and peaceful pacification of the spirits of the officers and soldiers, who risked their lives 
to defend their country, protect their hometown, protect their home and thereby became the cornerstone 
of modern Japan. In this holy place stands the Yûshûkan. … To touch on the spirits of the ancestors, to 
learn about their wishes is also a way for those of us who live in the present to learn a way to live.226 

 

Parts of this, especially the part about learning from the spirits, are echoed in a short text that 

introduces the Yûshûkan in its guide leaflet as well as in the beginning of the Illustrated book 

of the Yûshûkan (Yasukuni Jinja 2007, 2008):   

 
“Yûshû” in the name of the museum means to associate with and learn from honourable figures. Each ar-
ticle on display is filled with the wishes of the ancestors who came up with the name Yûshûkan and sin-
cerity of the spirits of the war dead who sacrificed their precious lives to “build a peaceful nation”. By di-
rectly touching the sincerity and achievements of the spirits of the war dead who sacrificed their precious 
lives for their beloved country, beloved hometown and beloved family you may learn something pre-
cious.227 

 
In these texts, it becomes quite clear that the we-group created is the Japanese nation. This 

nation is constructed as one that encompasses those Japanese alive today as well as their an-

cestors. Continuity between past and present is stressed through the emphasis on the connec-

tion between those who live today and their ancestors as well as in that those who sacrificed 

themselves did so in “several eras”. In other words, just as in some Chinese exhibitions, a 

national community is constructed that encompasses not just those living in the present but 

also those who lived in the past – the ancestors. Words central to the construction of a na-

tional we-group, such as “our country” ( y[) and motherland (z[), literally ancestor 

country, are employed in all these passages. The term our country is used frequently through-

out the exhibition. In these excerpts, little is said about any others. Instead, an insular pre-

occupation with “our” nation is revealed. There is no mention of who were responsible for 

endangering the nation. It appears that what is important is the ultimate sacrifice made by 

those who defended the nation and “died at their country’s command”. 
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8.1.2 The Yamato Museum 

The Yamato Museum, which opened in 2005, is located in the port city of Kure, close to Hi-

roshima.  The foreword to the illustrated book containing the museum’s permanent exhibition 

contains the following passage (Kure-shi kaiji rekishi kagakukan: Yamato myûjiamu 2006:3):   

 
After the war, technology that had been cultivated since before the war was joined with new technology 
and a large number of the world’s largest tankers were constructed as Kure developed as a leading coastal 
industry city that played a part as our country developed into the world’s number one shipbuilding coun-
try about ten years after the war. It also played a great role in the modernization and post-war reconstruc-
tion of Japan. The Yamato Museum introduces the history of Kure, which is really the history of Japan 
since the Meiji Restoration, the various technologies of shipbuilding, starting with steel, which became a 
cornerstone of modernization, while the efforts of the ancestors and life and culture at the time are 
touched on. Then, (we wish) for everyone to understand our country’s history and the importance of 
peace and convey to the children, who carry the future of Japan, which aims to become a country that 
creates technology, on their shoulders, the greatness of technology.228 

 
The passage contains several revealing statements. For example, even though the museum is 

concerned to a large extent with local history – the history of the city of Kure, it is actually 

more ambitious than that. The local history dealt with here, the history of Kure, “is really the 

history of Japan since the Meiji Restoration”. The local narrative, in other words, is presented 

as representative of the modern history of Japan. The local and the national are merged into 

one, the former epitomizing the latter. That the visitors (at least the bulk of them) are encour-

aged to identify with the national experience as embodied in the local narrative as Japanese is 

also indicated by the use of the term “our country” ( y[) twice in this section. It is sug-

gested that it is possible “to understand our country’s history and the importance of peace” by 

learning about the history of Kure. That “the children, who carry the future of Japan … on 

their shoulders” are seen as central targets of this narrative further implies that the story told is 

indeed a national one and that the identity category, which those who created the narrative 

aim to construct and stress, is the national. 

8.1.3 The Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots 

The Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots is located in Chiran in southern Kyûshû. It was first 

opened in 1975 and enlarged in 1991. In the foreword to the exhibition, it is mentioned that: 
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“We were kept alive through the noble sacrifice of the members of the Special Attack 

Corps”.229 Furthermore, gratitude is expressed “that the country proceeds on the path of pros-

perity and that the peaceful Japan of today exists” (emphasis added). The “country” ([) re-

ferred to here is Japan and it seems to be the case that the “we” used here does not just signify 

the people who created the exhibition but denotes either the Japanese who survived the war or 

the Japanese nation as a whole, including those born after the war. The word “country” ([) is 

used to refer to Japan elsewhere in the exhibition as well. This indicates that the intended re-

cipients of the story told are Japanese. This is also indicated by the fact that in some panels in 

the exhibition, the word “our country” (Îy[) is employed.    

8.1.4 The Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum 

The Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum was first opened in 1949 but changes were made in 

1955, 1975 and 1996. The narrative features a relatively large number of participants, most of 

whom only appear once in the narrative. No single identity category is emphasized. At the 

same time, the first section of the narrative makes clear that what we are dealing with are to a 

large extent local events – the history of Nagasaki is briefly outlined. Nonetheless, partici-

pants in the narrative are referred to as neither citizens of Nagasaki nor Japanese citizens. In 

images people are referred to as boys, men, girls, and so on. It seems as if the victims of the 

atomic bomb are mainly depicted in their human capacity rather than as Japanese or Nagasaki 

citizens. Still, there are aspects of local identity construction in that “the citizens [of Naga-

saki] have made ‘Peace starts in Nagasaki!’ their motto as they appeal for the abolition of 

nuclear weapons”. There is hence an aspect of positive self-representation in this portrayal of 

Nagasaki citizens as peace-loving people wanting to lead the world in abolishing nuclear 

weapons. Nonetheless, this local identity is not consistently stressed and it could be inter-

preted as a way of distinguishing the peace-loving self not only from those who conduct nu-

clear tests but perhaps also from a historical other – the Japanese aggressor during the war. 

8.1.5 The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum  

The most visited Japanese museum dealing with the war is the Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Museum. The museum is located in the Hiroshima Peace Park, which houses the A-Bomb 
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Dome, one of few structures that survived the blast on 6 August 1945. The museum was or-

iginally opened in 1949 and was renovated and redesigned in 1955 and 1994.  

A large number of participants appear in the narrative. Many of these only ap-

pear once or twice. There is hence, just as is the case at the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, 

a relative lack of continuity in participant categories. The continuity that can be found is 

mainly at the local level – participants belonging to the local category (Hiroshima) can be 

found in almost all sections and throughout the period of time dealt with. It is also quite 

common for participants to be described using their names and/or their occupation. Hibaku-

sha (atomic bomb victim or atomic bombed person) is a term that appears several times. Most 

importantly, participants are seldom described in terms of nationality. In other words, the na-

tional category is not stressed. Other constructions emphasizing the national category are also 

infrequent. The relationship between humans and the atomic bomb is a central component in 

the narrative and message of the exhibition. This means that, to some extent, the category of 

human beings is stressed.  

8.1.6 The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 

The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum was first opened in 1975 and rebuilt in 

2000. It is, as the name suggests, located in Okinawa. The identity constructed is not a Japa-

nese onebut an Okinawan (or Ryûkyû, another name for Okinawa) identity. This becomes 

clear in some central passages, such as for example the prologue to the exhibition: 

 
Long ago our Ryukyuan ancestors, a truly peace-loving people, crossed the ocean and engaged in trade 
with Asian nations. The ocean, a source of golden life, a bridge of peace and friendship, still lives in the 
hearts of our people.230 

 
The in-group, we, is depicted positively here as a “peace-loving people” who see the sea not 

as dividing people but as joining them together. Historical ties to Asian nations, victimized by 

the Japanese military (just like the Okinawans), are also stressed. That we are the Okinawans 

also becomes clear at the end of the fourth part of the exhibition where a text resembling a 

poem (written by the Management Committee of the museum) ends with the following words: 

 
Since the end of the war 
We have abhorred all wars 
Long yearning to create a peaceful island. 
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To acquire 
This 
Our unwavering principle 
We have paid dearly.231

 

 
The people of Okinawa, then, are joined in victimhood as well as in their abhorrence of wars 

and efforts for peace. Furthermore, and perhaps most explicit, in the text, “The Basic Concept 

of the Okinawa Peace Memorial Museum”,232 which can be found both in the exhibition and 

in the museum brochure (Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 2001:2), Okinawan 

identity is further emphasized. This becomes quite clear in the following excerpt from the 

statement (emphasis added): 

 
Under the most extreme and unimaginable circumstances, we citizens of Okinawa prefecture directly ex-
perienced the absurdity of war and atrocities it inevitably brings about. This war experience is at the very 
core of what is popularly called the “Okinawan Heart,” a resilient yet strong attitude to life that Okina-

wan people cultivated as they struggled against the pressures of US military rule. The “Okinawan Heart” 
respects human dignity above all else, rejects all acts related to war, demands peace and truly cherishes 
culture, which is a supreme manifestation of humanity. 233 

 
In the narrative, these Okinawans are most commonly referred to as “local residents” (od). 

While the first part of the exhibition contextualizes local events into the larger story of Ja-

pan’s colonial expansion, starting in the Meiji period, and WWII, later sections deal mainly 

with local events. In other words, the Okinawan experience is central. Okinawans are vic-

timized not just by Japanese colonialism and the Japanese military but also by the US military 

during the long occupation, which did not end until 1972 with Okinawa’s reversion to Japan. 

Moreover, the continued US military presence and the existence of large US military bases in 

Okinawa even after reversion means that the Okinawan struggle continues. 

8.1.7 The Himeyuri Peace Museum 

The Himeyuri Peace Museum is located in Okinawa, not far from the Okinawa Prefectural 

Peace Memorial Museum. It is run by a private foundation and was opened in 1989. In what, 

since it is what the visitor first encounters, could be regarded as the foreword to the exhibi-

tion, a text, Foundation of the Himeyuri Peace Museum; ends:  
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40 years have gone by since then but the brutal conditions of the battlefield do not leave our minds. 
Without having any doubts, on the contrary, we have not forgotten the horror of the education of the pe-
riod when we were forced to actively face the battlefield. More than a majority of the population belongs 
to the generation that does not know war. Still, when we think about the domestic and international situa-
tions in which disputes have not ceased, we cannot but fully realize that it is necessary that we each hand 
down to the next generation the horror of the war we experienced. We have established the Himeyuri 
Peace Museum here to continue to appeal for the importance of peace because we believe it will soothe 
the spirits of our dead schoolmates and teachers.234 

 
Here, the pronoun we is used several times. This we, however, appears to refer to those who 

have created the exhibition rather than to a larger collective. In the last sentence it becomes 

clear that the people who created the museum, the we referred to, are surviving members of 

the Himeyuri students. A similar use of the word we also occurs towards the end of the exhi-

bition in a section called “Reminiscence” (��).  

The “domestic and international situations” mentioned in the above text, suggest 

that even though a group identity is not stressed in the narrative, Japanese people, especially 

those belonging to the “next generation” are seen as the primary targets of the story. It seems 

reasonable to believe that those belonging to the next generation, many of them visiting the 

museum on school trips as either junior high or high school students, may identify with the 

students in the narrative. The national identity of the students in the narrative is, it appears, 

less important than their identity as students. As becomes clear when the narrative of the ex-

hibition is discussed below, the national identities of the US and Japanese military partici-

pants is emphasized to some extent. However, the visitor is encouraged to identify not with 

them but with the students. 

8.2 The narratives at Japanese museums 
The following analytical questions guide the analysis below: Who are the main participants, 

that is, agents and patients, in the narrative told? How are these participants and their actions 

portrayed? Are participants portrayed as heroes, aggressors or victims? Does the portrayal of 
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participants follow an in-group/out-group logic? Is the visitor encouraged to identify or not to 

identify with particular participants? 

8.2.1 The Yûshûkan 

The excerpts in the section dealing with the discursive construction of groups at the Yûshûkan 

indicate who the main actors in the narratives are. Since it is said that: “the only purpose of 

the shrine is to commemorate those who sacrificed their lives for the nation”, it seems reason-

able to believe that those who are claimed to have sacrificed themselves for the nation do in-

deed play the lead roles in the narrative presented.  

Our main concern is how Japan’s invasion of China is portrayed. In the exhibi-

tion, sections 8, “From the Russo-Japanese War to the Manchurian Incident”, and 10, “The 

China Incident”, are hence most important and will therefore be subjected to an in-depth an-

alysis. Nevertheless, exhibits in other sections provide a context for these sections and the 

analysis of the depiction of participants in sections 8 and 10 needs to be supplemented with a 

brief account of the contents of some of the other parts of the exhibition.  

 Sections dealing with the Meiji Restoration, the Satsuma Rebellion, the Sino-

Japanese War of 1894-95 and the Russo-Japanese War precede the sections with which we 

are most concerned. The sections relating the war in China are then followed by several exhi-

bition rooms dealing with the Greater East Asian War. The part dealing with the Meiji Resto-

ration begins with an account of the measures taken by the Tokugawa government to 

strengthen national defence in response to the arrival of foreigners making demands that Ja-

pan open up the country. This is described as a national crisis ([¾). Western colonialism in 

Asia is part of the background given – it is said that: “Asia in the 19th century was being de-

voured by the Western powers”. Treaties were signed that included unequal provisions such 

as extraterritorial rights. These intrusions exacerbated domestic problems and led to civil war. 

The sections on the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 

focus on the military operations in these wars and the main participants are the military actors 

involved. The sections on the Greater East Asian War similarly concentrate on military oper-

ations and military participants.  
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Table 8.1 Participants in the narrative at the Yûshûkan (actors not in brackets, patients in brackets) 
 Section 8 Section 10 Total 
Japan235 3 1 4 
Japanese government participants 5 (1)  5 (1) 
Japanese military participants  6 (2) 16 (7) 22 (9) 
Our country236 7 5 12 
Our military237 1  1 
Japanese civilians238 (4) (1) (5) 
The Japanese people 2  2 
Manchurian government actors 1  1 
China and the Han-Chinese  3 2 5 
Chinese civilians 1 (1)  1 (1) 
Chiang Kai-shek  8 (1) 8 (1) 
Other Chinese leaders239 1 3 4 
The GMD government 1  1 
Chinese military participants 1 16 (4) 17 (4) 
The CCP   1 (1) 1 (1) 
The Qin Empire (1)  (1) 
Western countries and governments240 11 (3) 2 13 (3) 
Other participants 8 (1) 7 (1) 15 (2) 
Total 51 (13) 61 (15) 112 (28) 

 

Quite a few participants figure in the narrative. Chinese participants in particular are very 

diverse. The large number of different Chinese participants highlights the fact that China was 

not a unified country at the time. The relatively low number of different kinds of Japanese 

participant, in contrast, depicts Japan as a nation that was, at the time, unified and united. 

Some Japanese military participants are described in more specific terms, for example using 

the number of the division. Some Japanese military actors who become victims of attacks by 

Chinese actors are described by name although there are few such cases and Japanese partici-

pants are most often depicted as collective actors. Most important, perhaps, is the frequent use 

of “our country” ( y[), and in one case “our army” ( y>). The use of these kinds of 

such phrases encourages Japanese visitors to identify with, and creates continuity between the 

present and the Japan of the 1930s and 1940s. It becomes very clear that the narrative is a 

national one when the national identity category is emphasized in this way. 

 The most common actors are military ones. Japanese military actors are de-

scribed as carrying out actions commonly associated with war, such as advancing, attacking 

and most commonly capturing different areas. Chinese military actors perform similar actions 
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but are more often ascribed responsibility for unprovoked attacks on Japanese troops and ci-

vilians. The issues of responsibility and how different actions are legitimized are central to 

how participants are depicted. It is not the case that the Japanese military does not carry out 

violent acts. It does use force against, attack and even wipe out sections of the Chinese mili-

tary. However, in such cases, the description of the context in which these actions are carried 

out often serves to provide mitigating circumstances or to normalize the acts. The Japanese 

military hence uses force to protect the lives and property of Japanese people living in China 

when these are threatened. The Japanese military also conducts a “mop-up war” (ÄÅL) in 

which it “mopped up the Chinese military” (R[>;ÄÅ�7). In the narrative, however, 

this mop-up war is preceded by accounts of several incidents in which Japanese military per-

sonnel had been attacked by Chinese troops. Furthermore, it is unclear from the narrative ex-

actly what these “mop-up operations” involved, suggesting that the term has a euphemistic 

function. When Chinese actors perform violent acts, on the other hand, there are no justifica-

tions or mitigating circumstances – these acts are described in a more explicit and specific 

way. 

 There are relatively few patients in the narrative. Military participants being 

acted on by other military actors are common patients. Apart from these, Japanese civilians 

also figure as patients in a number of cases. Chinese civilians, on the other hand, do not seem 

to be affected by the war. In fact, Chinese civilians appear only once in the narrative and this 

is in connection with an incident that took place in Korea in which Koreans attacked Chinese 

civilians. The Japanese military deals harshly with Chinese soldiers in a few instances and is 

described as having used force but the depiction of the Japanese military’s activities is por-

trayed in terms of legitimate military operations and the depiction of more sensitive episodes 

is characterized by a high degree of obfuscation. Just as in Chinese narratives, positive self-

description as well as negative other-depiction can be found. The ideological square is fol-

lowed in that “our” bad actions are deemphasized through exclusion and obfuscation. At the 

same time, “our” good actions are stressed, as in the following example:    

 
The victory in the Russo-Japanese War gave the nations of Asia, who were under the weight of Western 
powers, a hope of independence. The Chinese nation, through the Xinhai revolution, overthrew the Qin 
Dynasty and established the Republic of China.241  
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In another example of positive self-representation, the Japanese government carries out posi-

tive actions:  

!

At the Paris peace conference in 1919, the Japanese government suggested the inclusion of a clause call-
ing for the abolition of racial discrimination in the Articles of the League of Nations but this was dis-
missed because it was opposed by the US and nations of the Commonwealth.242 

 

There are also examples of how the Japanese military’s actions in China are portrayed in a 

positive light: 

 
The Central China Expeditionary Army captured the whole Wuhan area. The safety of the people residing 
in the area and historical heritage was completely ensured and protected.243 

 
There are several examples of how “our” bad actions are played down or obfuscated. In the 

description of the Japanese operation to capture Nanjing, the Chinese commander is said to 

have ignored Japanese military advice to surrender, told his subordinates not to give up and 

then fled the battlefield. The lack of command led to confusion among the Chinese forces and 

on 13 December Nanjing fell. The Nanjing Atrocity, referred to as “the Nanjing Incident”, is 

described in the following way: 

 
On 12 December 1937, General Matsui Iwane, who had surrounded Nanjing, distributed a map on which 
the foreign interest and refugee areas had been marked in red and the instruction “strict military disci-
pline, no unlawful behaviour“ had been written. Defeated officers and soldiers of the Chinese military 
who poured to the way of retreat at Xiaguan were all wiped out. In the city, the exposure of stragglers 
who had changed into civilian clothes and become special plain-clothes forces was strictly carried out.244 

 
That Matsui was sentenced to death by hanging by the International Military Tribunal for the 

Far East for his responsibility for the Nanjing Atrocity is not mentioned. In its account, while 

omitting the Atrocity as such from its rather vague narrative, the Yûshûkan still manages to 

deny claims made by its ideological opponents. If any civilians were killed, this was, accord-

ing to the story told, because many Chinese soldiers were disguised as civilians. Furthermore, 

if civilians were killed, the commander, Matsui Iwane, was not responsible since he had is-

sued an order saying that the city was to be captured in an orderly and lawful fashion. Visitors 

who are not familiar with the Atrocity will not learn about it at the museum, and those who do 

know about it are implicitly told that Matsui was not responsible and was hence wrongly con-
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victed as a Class A war criminal. Chinese soldiers who retreated are said to have been “wiped 

out” or “annihilated” (÷ø). The same wording is used in a description of how the German 

military wiped out its Russian counterpart at Tannenberg. The wiping out of the enemy mili-

tary does not appear to be extraordinary in war. Words with more negative connotations, such 

as massacre, are reserved for actions that Japanese patients are subjected to (see below).  

There are also several examples of negative other representation. In the follow-

ing sentence, the negative other representations involving anti-Japanese sentiments has a le-

gitimizing function – it serves to motivate the actions taken by the Kantô Army in Manchuria. 

These actions are depicted as necessary under the circumstances in order to attain security:  

 
However, China directed the national consciousness and anti-foreign sentiment after the Xinhai revolu-
tion towards getting rid of existing treaties. The anti-Japanese movement in Manchuria and sense of crisis 
among Japanese living there triggered the Kantô Army-led Manchurian Incident that resulted in the estab-
lishment of the Manchurian state.245 

 
To protect Japanese residents, the Japanese government sent the 6th division [of the army] to Shandong. 
… Around this time, a massacre of Japanese residents was discovered, which infuriated the Japanese peo-
ple.246 

 
After the victory in the Russo-Japanese War, our country held rights and had interests in Manchuria. 
However, Chinese nationalism sought the withdrawal of foreign interests without regard for existing trea-
ties, threatening the lives and property of Japanese residents.247 

 
On 29 July, the Chinese security forces of the autonomous government of east Hebei caused a revolt and 
attacked the Japanese garrison in Tongzhou. (They) massacred 223 out of 385 Japanese residents. This 
incident infuriated the public opinion in our country.248 
 
Japan-China relations, which had been stable since the Tanggu treaty of 1933, deteriorated again because 
of the Japanese military’s manoeuvres in north China and the intensification of anti-Japanese terrorism by 
the Chinese Communist Party under the leadership of the Comintern.249 

 
In addition to the emphasis on the need for security, the choice of vocabulary is important. In 

the last sentence, for example, responsibility for the deterioration in bilateral relations is as-
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cribed to the actions of both the Japanese military and the CCP. However, the Japanese mili-

tary’s actions are labelled “manoeuvres” whereas the CCP is engaged in “anti-Japanese terror-

ism”. For a military to carry out manoeuvres, even though it remains unclear what these en-

tail, does not seem out of the ordinary – the wording is quite neutral. Terrorism, on the other 

hand, is a conspicuous term with decidedly negative connotations.  

Most of the events that occur in the narrative are described in terms of military 

operations and words such as massacre (3X) and murder (XqlrX) are used quite 

sparsely. When they do occur in the sections of the exhibition discussed here, however, the 

patients, that is, the victims of these acts, are Japanese. The occurrence of such incidents as 

well as anti-Japanese activities and sentiment in general serve, in the narrative, to legitimize 

Japanese military action to protect Japanese civilians and property. The actions of the Japa-

nese military are hence given an air of necessity and the war is portrayed not as a war of ag-

gression but as a “normal war”.  

That a central purpose of the narrative is to portray the Japanese war effort in 

terms of a normal war is indicated by other exhibits as well. For example, in June 2005, a 

stone tablet in memory of Judge Radhabinod Pal, who acted as a judge representing India at 

the International Military Tribunal for the Far East, was erected outside the Yûshûkan. Ac-

cording to the text on the tablet, a text that has been printed in both Japanese and English on 

paper free for visitors to take, it is stated that Judge Pal was the most outstanding among the 

judges on the bench. It goes on to claim that he saw through the uncivilized, formalized ven-

geance sought on the defeated Japan by the victorious, arrogant Allied countries. He also alle-

gedly demonstrated that the indictment, which was full of misconceptions regarding facts, 

completely lacked legal grounds and that the accused should hence all be found not guilty 

(Nanbu 2005). Although Judge Pal considered the trial an expression of victor’s justice and 

believed that if Japan was prosecuted, the Western colonial powers should also be indicted, it 

has been argued that he did not deny that the Japanese military committed atrocities (Brook 

2007:150-51, 158-174). An additional reason for erecting the monument is said to be to ”en-

grave, in the minds of all Japanese, the precious teachings” left behind by the now deceased 

Judge Pal (Nanbu 2005).  

Several other exhibits point in the same direction. Maps show how troops ad-

vanced and where battles took place. Timelines show the course of operations battle after bat-

tle. Photographs focus on Japanese troops marching and parading after having occupied Chi-

nese cities. Old newspaper clippings from Japanese newspapers relating the events of the war 
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are also on display. In one dealing with the Lugouqiao Incident the heading says: “shots were 

suddenly fired at our troops”. The heading of a newspaper published after the fall of Nanjing 

says: “Nanjing – peace restored”. There are also many weapons on display. All in all, the em-

phasis is very much on military operations and experiences. The plight of civilians is dealt 

with not for its own sake but as background, providing motivation for military action. To-

wards the end of the exhibition, there are several rooms in which the walls are covered with 

photographs of Japanese war dead. As is mentioned above, that the Yûshûkan’s mission is to 

honour the spirits of the war dead. In these exhibits, the visitor comes face to face with the 

war dead.  

8.2.2 The Yamato Museum 

The historical narrative contains 174 sentences. In these we find 51 actors and only five pa-

tients. Much of the narrative is made up of descriptions and passive constructions in which 

things simply happen. The low number of patients is perhaps the most notable result of the 

linguistic analysis – in only a very small number of instances are participants acted on. Pa-

tients are acted on mainly when the Yamato Battleship is attacked by the US military. Actors 

do of course act – Japanese military actors carry out military operations. However, military 

operations are seldom described as having a major impact on civilians or on the enemy. In 

other words, the most negative aspects of war are largely avoided or obfuscated. Civilians, 

furthermore, play only a minor role in the story told. Factories and companies – the producers 

of ships, and to a lesser extent aircraft, play a central role. This points to the narrative’s focus 

on technology – in which positive aspects of war are found.  

 
Table 8.2 Participants in the narrative at the Yamato Museum 
 Actors Patients 
Japan 5  
Japanese military participants250 16 4 
Factories and companies in Kure251 14  
Kure City252 4  
Kure citizens253 3  
US military participants254 4  
Other participants 5 1 
Total 51 5 
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In contrast to the foreword discussed above, in the historical account presented, phrases such 

as our country are not used. There are local as well as national participants. National partici-

pants include Japan and Japanese military participants. The most common local participants 

are factories such as the Kure Arsenal. The city of Kure itself also occurs as a participant as 

well as the citizens of Kure. The contribution of local participants to the national effort is 

stressed in several places in the narrative. This can be interpreted as a way of creating a posi-

tive local identity. The local is part of the national and contributing to the national effort re-

flects positively on the local. The relation between the local and national is, in other words, 

perceived in a way similar to that found in several Chinese exhibitions. The economic boom 

of the early 1930s is described as having originated in the Kure Arsenal. Sports and culture 

are also said to have prospered in Kure during this time. The local contributes not just to this 

pre-war economic boom but also to the national war effort by building and repairing battle-

ships, and to the national post-war reconstruction effort. One heading, for example, reads: 

“Kure, which supported rapid economic growth”.255 Moreover, when recession hit, Kure was 

in a good position because of its legacy: 

 
In the midst of a worldwide wave of change to low growth, recession also came to Japan. However, Kure 
City made use of the technological might it had cultivated up until then to overcome the difficulties and 
developed traditional industries together with new ones.256 

  
This illustrates the continuity between the pre-war, war, and post-war periods, which is cent-

ral to the narrative. This continuity becomes explicit in the following excerpt:   

 
The Battleship Yamato can be said to have been a ship that crystallized the most recent technology at the 
time through which, in the area of national power, Japan countered the American side’s quantitative sup-
remacy with quality. This technology has been inherited by present day Japan and supported Japan’s re-
construction and rapid growth.257 

 
Furthermore, the historical account ends with the following statement: “In present-day Kure, 

various companies exist that have made the shipbuilding, steel and machinery technology 

inherited from the navy arsenal central”.258 Even though in some cases the national is stressed 

whereas in other cases the local category is emphasized, most participants in the narrative are 
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Japanese. Non-Japanese participants are few. Nonetheless, the narrative departs from a men-

tion of an external threat: 

 

When Japan was faced with the remarkably developed shipbuilding technology of the Western European 
powers, it felt a strong sense of crisis. Therefore, it created a navy in order to introduce technology for 
constructing and operating advanced Western types of boat. Admiralty ports were established as bases 
[for the navy] in many parts of Japan.259 

 
Significantly, it is Western shipbuilding technology that constitutes the threat that causes “Ja-

pan” to feel “a strong sense of crisis”. Since technology is portrayed as the key to economic 

development – and it seems, to national security – it makes sense that not having it results in 

national crisis.  

Even though the Japanese military wages war, few non-Japanese participants 

appear in the narrative. The war in China is mentioned but not dealt with in detail. A map 

shows areas occupied by Japan and an arrow indicates that the Japanese military moved to-

wards Chongqing. The Manchurian Incident is mentioned on a timeline, but it is not ex-

plained. Descriptions without participants are common, for example, “the frontline expands 

southwards” and “the war progresses to a standstill”. War, then, is often portrayed as some-

thing that simply happens. In sentences in which participants do appear they often move into 

geographical areas or act without acting on a patient:  

 

The Japanese military occupied many parts of South East Asia in a short time. When the frontline ex-
panded southwards, the US military’s counterattack started.260  

 
The depiction of the war is hence characterized by an absence of both victims and perpetra-

tors. This contributes to a narrative that avoids addressing issues concerning responsibility. 

As long as there is no good and no bad – no perpetrators and no victims – there is, it might be 

argued, no need to deal with such issues. For example, the tribunals held after the war are not 

treated. It is mentioned that the facilities of the Kure arsenal were used for reparations but it is 

not disclosed what this entailed or why reparations were necessary. That victims as well as 

perpetrators are absent from the narrative has the consequence that war is not condemned or 

even portrayed as negative. Obviously, death is not absent from the narrative. One section 
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deals with the “life of Battleship Yamato” (AWHCb|�) in an anthropomorphising way. 

It ends with the following sentence: “At the time of the end of the war, it [Yamato] charged 

into the Okinawa special attack operation and met with death.”261 Not only ships but also peo-

ple (soldiers) die in the narrative. The section about the life of the Yamato, for example, ends 

with a display containing a list of the names of all the war dead from the Battleship Yamato. 

“At the time of the special attack (operation) at Okinawa, the crew left their feelings for their 

families in notes containing their last words, letters and postcards and went to attack.” While 

there are relatively few participants in the text, there are many photographs – portraits show-

ing mostly Japanese military personnel or people involved in the construction of battleships. 

Many of these contributed to the development of the technology involved in the construction 

of the Battleship Yamato. Several senior officers on board the Yamato are described as hav-

ing “made their fates one with the Yamato’s”.262  

These deaths are not depicted in terms of victimhood. In fact, in some cases the 

deaths of soldiers have a heroic air to them. The most explicit example is the story of “Sub-

marine number 6”, which is quite unambiguous in its depiction of heroic sacrifice: 

 
On 15 April 1910, off the new harbour in Iwakuni City, during an underwater navigation drill, water 
flooded in through a ventilation pipe and the submarine sank 16 meters to the bottom of the sea. The cap-
tain, Sakuma Tsutomu, and the 14-member crew all died in the line of duty. Under these crisis circum-
stances, in the last words left behind by Captain Sakuma, the circumstances surrounding the sinking of 
the ship, the cause of the accident, suggestions for future submarine technology and even requests for re-
lief for the bereaved of the crew, were written down. This made a deep impression on the people of the 
world.263 

 
Photographs of the captain and his crew, along with a reprint of Captain Sakuma’s last words, 

are on display. Significantly, the submarine sank during a drill, not during battle. Neverthe-

less, the actions of the captain are described in a heroic way, indicating that it is not necessa-

rily obligatory to engage in battle to be heroic. Rather, it is the exhibiting of a spirit of sacri-

fice that is central to the meaning-making at work. Although these elements of the heroic em-

plotment exist, such representations are not abundant in the narrative. However, nor are they 

insignificant, especially considering the absence of the other main emplotments. It could per-

haps also be argued that the Yamato and the technology closely connected with it are heroi-

cally portrayed. The Yamato, the “world’s strongest and greatest battleship”, and the technol-
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ogy associated with it, which “supported Japan’s reconstruction and rapid growth” are de-

picted, if not as heroic, then at least in a positive way – as something for Japanese to be proud 

of.  

8.2.3 The Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots 

The narrative of the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots can be divided into two parts. The 

first deals chiefly with the main focus indicated by the name of the museum – the Kamikaze 

Pilots (or Special Attack Corps). The second, smaller part briefly deals with the wider context 

providing a short account of the Satsuma Rebellion of 1877, the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-

95, the Russo-Japanese War, the Manchurian Incident and the Sino-Japanese War, the Greater 

East Asian War and life behind the frontline during the Greater East Asian War. This section 

consists of 17 sentences whereas in the case of the larger section focusing on the Special At-

tack Corps, 43 sentences have been analysed. All in all, the textual material of the exhibition 

is relatively limited. Objects used by the Special Attack Corps – ranging from maps to aircraft 

– have been given prominence in the exhibition. Furthermore, there are walls adorned with 

photographs of the young pilots and letters written by the pilots are displayed. Since most of 

the objects on display are in some way related to the pilots, they serve to draw attention to 

these participants. The participants are also, as becomes clear in Table 8.3, the most common 

agents in the textual material analysed. The central place occupied in the narrative by the Spe-

cial Attack Corps also becomes obvious in the headings of the sections in the larger part of 

the exhibition: “The spirits of the young members of the Special Attack Corps”,264 “Special 

Attack brave soldiers”,265 “the life of the members of the Special Attack Corps in Chiran”266 

and “the backgrounds of the members of the Special Attack Corps”.267 
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Table 8.3 Participants in the first section of the exhibition 
 Agents Patients 
Special Attack Corps268 12  
Other Japanese military participants269 3  
US military participants270 1 1 
Other participants271  5  
Total 21 1 
 
Table 8.4 Participants in the second section of the exhibition 
 Agents Patients 
Japanese military participants 4 1 
Our country 2  
Japan 3  
Other Japanese participants272 1 1 
The USA 1  
US military planes 1  
Other participants273  3  
Total 15 2 

 

As is mentioned above, the group discursively constructed at the museum in Chiran is the 

national. The members of the Special Attack Corps are depicted as belonging to this group – 

it is for this group that they sacrificed themselves. It is clear from the tables of participants 

that almost all participants belong to this national in-group. This preoccupation with the 

national or Japanese self and relative absence of others is especially striking in the first sec-

tion of the exhibition. Furthermore, there are few patients in the narrative. With only one not-

able exception, the few patients that can be found all belong to the in-group. The following 

exception is the only example of how members of the Special Attack Corps directly attack 

and do damage to the enemy:  

 
On 21 June 1945 in the vicinity of Okinawa, Lieutenant Nishimiya Tadao and Lieutenant Nagasaki Fuku-
jirô of the 26th unit carried out a special attack using the style four “Shippû” combat plane on the US 
Navy aircraft carrier USS Curtiss. One of the planes dashed into the side of the ship, causing great dam-
age.274 
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This sentence is, however, an exception. Indeed, it is the only case in which members of the 

Special Attack Corps directly fight the enemy. Most descriptions of the activities of the Corps 

focus on the pilots themselves and what they did before they departed on their last missions: 

 
When the time to leave the base drew closer, the members of the corps all lined up in front of the battle 
command centre and received encouraging words from the commander or strategic staff and after facing 
east, where the Imperial palace is, in worship, drank a parting cup.275  

 
The enemy, in other words, plays only a very minor part in the narrative. This is also the case 

in the second part of the exhibition where the Japanese military performs actions that do not 

directly affect patients, such as invading geographical areas, and in the early phase of the war 

when they continue to win battles. 

It is the loyalty and morality of the pilots that matters, as demonstrated in their 

worship of the emperor before their departures. The existence of enemies is toned down 

whereas the devotion of the pilots is stressed. These pilots, as is indicated by the headings 

mentioned above, are presented as “brave soldiers”. They are, however, portrayed not as in-

vincible heroes that defeat their enemies but rather as tragic heroes, whose heroism rests more 

on them fulfilling an obligation through making the ultimate sacrifice. This becomes clear in 

the following text explaining a map on display:  

 
The members of the Special Attack Corps depended only on this map and compass as they flew the one-
way 600 kilometres above the sea to Okinawa while enduring the loneliness and tension involved in ful-
filling their duty.276 

 
The Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots, then, provides a narrative in which the Special At-

tack Corps play the lead role in a story that largely excludes the effects of the actions carried 

out by participants. The suffering involved in war is hence left out, as the Special Attack 

Corps becomes the focal point of the narrative. 

8.2.4 The Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum 

An in-depth analysis at the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum was carried out on 77 sentences 

from the main textual exhibits. The exhibition consists of three main sections. The first and 

smallest of these is called “9 August 1945”. The textual material in this section consists of 

seven sentences. In it, the “scenery of the Urakami area before the bombing is shown at the 
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entrance of the museum and on the right-hand side photographs of the districts of Nagasaki 

and the daily lives of people in Nagasaki before the bombing are shown” along with a wall 

clock that stopped at 11:02 a.m., the time of the blast. The second section, “Damage Caused 

by the Atomic Bombing”, is the largest one and 45 of the analysed sentences can be found in 

this section It contains large sub-sections containing many objects and pictures showing the 

different kinds of damage inflicted on material objects and humans by the bomb – damage 

caused by heat rays, damage caused by the blast and damage caused by radiation. Other sub-

sections include “The Nagasaki Atomic Wasteland”, “Rescue and Relief Activities”, “Ap-

peals by the Atomic Bomb Survivors” and “Events Leading up to the Nagasaki Bombing”. 

The events referred to are mainly the decision-making process within the US military. The 

third and last section is quite large – 24 of the analysed sentences can be found in this section. 

It offers a broader context after the local story of Nagasaki has been told. It begins with a 

small sub-section called “The War between China and Japan and the Pacific War”. Another 

part of this section, “The Road to the Atomic Bombing”, shows pictures of people understood 

as having played a part in the process leading up to the atomic bombings. The rest of this sec-

tion shows the history of nuclear weapons after the war, including nuclear tests, the victims of 

these tests and a world map showing the number of nuclear warheads around the world in 

2006. 

 

Table 8.5 Participants in the narrative at the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum 
 Actors Patients 
Citizens (of a city) 1  
Citizens’ movements 1  
The USA 1  
Hibakusha 1 2 
Rescue party 1  
The B-29 Bockscar 1  
People277 1 3 
Surviving doctors and nurses 1  
The Soviet Union 1  
Kuboyama Aikichi  1 
Nagai Takashi  1 
Soldiers thrown into nuclear tests  1 
Japanese  1 
Many peoples in Asian countries278  1 
The people (The Japanese people)279  1 
Injured people   1 
Japan  1 
Total 9 13 
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Among the 77 sentences analysed, participants figure in 18. Only in two of these sentences 

does an actor directly act on a patient – the Soviet Union declares war on Japan and the sur-

viving doctors and nurses begin first aid measures on the hibakusha (úûü), the people who 

were bombed. What is perhaps most striking about Table 8.5 is the large number of partici-

pants and the fact that few of these participants figure more than once. Furthermore, the most 

commonly used term to refer to a participant – “people” – refers to different people in differ-

ent sentences. In one case it refers to people living close to nuclear test sites in the former 

Soviet Union who are said to still be suffering. In other cases, it refers to victims of the 

atomic bombing in Nagasaki. The story told, then, does not focus on or stress the identity of 

any particular participant. The main thrust of the narrative, it seems, is that atomic bombs hurt 

people – they hurt humans and they do so in many different ways. This becomes clear in sen-

tences that describe in a more general manner the effects of atomic weapons on the human 

body: “The atomic bomb radiation pierces into the human body, destroying all sorts of 

cells”.280 It is also indicated in headings such as “Damage caused by heat rays”, “Damage 

caused by the blast” and “Damage caused by radiation”, and in the contextualization of the 

local events focusing on the Cold War period and nuclear tests with headings such as “The 

Nuclear Age” and “The victims of nuclear tests and accidents”. Nuclear weapons, in other 

words, do harm not just when used in wars but also when they are tested – their very exist-

ence is depicted as a threat. These exhibits focus to a large extent on the effects of the bomb 

on humans and could hence be seen as emphasizing the victim emplotment. There are a large 

number of images illustrating the different kinds of wounds inflicted on human beings by the 

bomb. Nonetheless, it appears that what is stressed is the effects of the bomb rather than the 

experiences of the victims of the bomb. This interpretation seems particularly plausible since 

the victims are not emphasized as belonging to one specific national group. The bomb killed 

people in the past and may hurt humans again in the future. Providing a systematic account of 

the effects of the bomb seems to have higher priority than accounts of the victims. Of course, 

the number of victims is mentioned and there are certainly exhibits that draw attention to the 

victims. However, many exhibits deal with the effects of the bomb on objects rather than peo-

ple. These exhibits sometimes draw attention to the owners of the objects but this is often not 
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the case. This, it appears, is due to the main priority being to provide a systematic account of 

the effects of the bomb. 

 Local events are also contextualized as part of the war outside Nagasaki, as in 

the sub-section “The War between China and Japan and the Pacific War”. This part of the 

exhibition offers a retrospective historical context starting with “the Sino-Japanese war” and 

“the Russo-Japanese war”, moving on to the “colonies and occupied territories” and mention-

ing “the colonisation of Korea” as well as “the war in China”. In this section, the aggressor 

emplotment can be detected even though it is not emphasized – Japanese aggression is men-

tioned, even though it does not occupy a central position in the overarching narrative. The 

local narrative showing the nuclear devastation of Nagasaki along with its connection to nu-

clear weapons in general is given priority while the parts dealing with the war outside Japan 

are given less attention. This part dealing with the war outside Japan can be said to be some-

what detached from or at least not clearly integrated with the rest of the exhibition. The mu-

seum leaflet highlights the priority given to showing the nuclear devastation of Nagasaki. The 

text dealing with the second section of the museum, “Damage caused by the Atomic Bomb-

ing”, occupies about three-quarters of the section of a leaflet made up of texts and pictures of 

the exhibits. The section showing “The War between China and Japan and the Pacific War” is 

not mentioned in the text but only on the map of the exhibition rooms (Nagasaki Atomic 

Bomb Museum). This part of the exhibition is clearly being downplayed or backgrounded. 

This is also the case elsewhere as responsibility for the war is obfuscated, as in the following 

sentence: “Not only Japanese people but the people of other Asian countries were caught up 

in the war and became victims in various ways”.281 

 There is also a timeline in which the use of fragments and short sentences has 

consequences for agency. Nominalisations are frequent, leading to the exclusion of agents. 

Notable examples are “(1937) December Nanking captured, great massacre takes place”282 and 

“(1938) February bombing of Chongqing starts”.283 However, the Nanjing Atrocity is men-

tioned as a “great massacre” (W3X) and agency is differently presented in the short films 

that the visitor can watch in this part of the exhibition. Here, it is quite clear who perpetrated 

the massacre in Nanking: “When taking Nanking, the Japanese military murdered and vio-
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lated Chinese prisoners and civilians, causing a great massacre”.284 An active verb form is 

used to show who did the killing as well as who were killed. The wording employed is one 

often associated with progressive views of the war. This is the case not only when referring to 

the Nanjing Atrocity but also when referring to the Japanese invasion of China. The more 

progressive choice of words is used in the film shown, that is, “shinryaku” (./) meaning 

“aggression” or “aggressive invasion”: “Japanese aggression spread from Manchuria to all of 

China”.285 Responsibility is downplayed not only when dealing with Japanese actions but also, 

for example, when US actions are discussed. The decision-making behind the dropping of the 

bomb is dealt with but in a way that divorces it from the actual dropping and the effects of the 

bomb.  

8.2.5 The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum 

The museum is divided into two connected buildings each of which houses one exhibition. 

The East Building “[t]ells the story of Hiroshima before and after the bombing”, whereas the 

Main Building “[t]ells the story of August 6 in photographs, the belongings of A-bomb vic-

tims and other artifacts”. The exhibitions are divided into sections: 

 
The East Building (DK) 
1. Hiroshima before the atomic bombing (úû5hb(±) 
2. The atomic bomb (�Yû)) 
3. Hiroshima in ruins (ã*b(±) 
4. War, the atomic bomb and citizens/city people (LMM�û'*d) 
5. The nuclear era (+fg) 
6. Steps towards peace (GH�b,r) 
 
The Main Building (ÕK) 
1. 6 August 1945 (1945.8í6N) 
2. Damage from heat rays (-Ìorúq) 
3. Damage from the blast (û£orúq) 
4. Damage from conflagration (æ-./orúq ) 
5. Damage from radiation (ýrÌorúq) 
6. First aid and relief activities (¶0¶ZLB) 
7. A-bomb drawings by citizens/city people (*dy1+7�ûb2 ) 
8. Recorded testimony of atomic bomb survivors (úûü�³r) 
9. Messages for peace (GH�bæ34":) 

 
Visitors first enter the East Building, which consists of three floors. On the third floor the 

visitor enters the Main Building through a bridge that connects the two structures. The exit is 
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in the Main Building. In other words, the visitor will first see the contextualizing section be-

fore being exposed in greater detail to the local events, that is, the dropping of the bomb and 

the effects of the bomb. The headings listed above indicate that the focus, especially in the 

second exhibition, is very much on the bomb and its effects. In these headings, moreover, few 

participants can be found. Citizens are mentioned in heading number four of the exhibition in 

the East Building, and in the headings in the Main Building we come across citizens and 

“atomic bomb survivors”. The latter could be seen as referring to patients, that is, those who 

have been acted on (by the bomb).   

There are a large number of participants featured in the narrative of the East 

Building, reflecting the long time span dealt with. Many participants only appear once or 

twice and many only appear in one section or in one of the time periods treated.  

 
Table 8.6 Participants in the narrative at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum 
 Actor Patient 
Hiroshima (city) and local and prefectural government participants  15  
Citizens of Hiroshima  17 8 
Victims286  16 6 
Japanese military and government participants whose Japanese-ness is not 
explicated287 

19 5 

Japan 6 1 
Japanese 3  
The Japanese military 3  
The Japanese government 2  
Koreans 1 4 
Chinese people  2 
US participants288 20  
The Soviet Union 6  
Other participants289  40 7 
Total 148 33 

 
There is relatively little continuity in participant categories between different sections. The 

continuity that can be found is in the local category – participants tied to the local, to the city 

of Hiroshima, can be found in almost all sections and throughout the time period dealt with. 

This goes both for civilians and the military. Japanese participants are numerous and never 

lumped together into a united national group. The Japanese military, and different military 

units, especially the fourth division, a unit which had its home base in Hiroshima, is the most 

commonly mentioned participant in the first part of the exhibition but is hardly mentioned 

                                                                    
286 People described as victims, for example Atom-bombed people (úûü� and “victims” (,-ü). 
287 For example “the fifth division” (Ê:¼H) and the “Imperial General Headquarters” (WÕ;). 
288 “The USA”, US military participants, “Truman” and “Eisenhower”. 
289 For example “foreign countries”, “citizens’ groups”, “children and unborn babies” (<=lY>7wl!
?<), “repatriated people” (for example from Manchuria) (9@ü). 



 248 

after this period. Local civilians are mentioned only a few times in the first part but become 

an increasingly common participant. Especially in the last section, “Steps towards peace”, 

local people as well as the local government dominate. Different actors belonging to the cent-

ral government are mainly mentioned in the first part. 

What is perhaps most noteworthy concerning the participants in the narrative in 

the East Building is that the number of sentences in which one participant acts on another, 

that is, an agent does something to a patient, is extremely small – there are only four such 

instances in the whole exhibition, which consists of 401 sentences. Often, agents act but not 

on other participants. Sentences in which a patient is being acted on, but not by an agent men-

tioned in the sentence (agent exclusion) are numerous. Furthermore, in a large number of sen-

tences things happen without either agents or patients being mentioned. The overall effect is 

that history is portrayed as something that is not made but happens. One of the four sentences 

in which an agent does act on a patient is quoted below. The sentence appears in the section 

dealing with the war in China. It is said that after the Japanese military captured Nanjing the 

Japanese people ([d), who believed the war was a sacred war (ÜL) cheered and the citi-

zens of Hiroshima celebrated the event by organizing a lantern parade. “In Nanking at that 

time, however, many Chinese people were being massacred by the Japanese Army”.290 The 

text goes on to say: “regarding the number of victims, there are several theories that give 

numbers between tens of thousands and hundreds of thousands depending on the area and 

time period”. It is mentioned that “the Chinese side says the number of victims was 

300,000“.291 The only image is a photograph showing the lantern parade held in Hiroshima. 

However, Nanjing is further connected to local events in that the exhibition also 

mentions that some of the Japanese military’s Fifth Division troops, who were based in Hiro-

shima, were in Nanjing in December 1937. It has been argued elsewhere that a focus on local 

events at Japanese peace museums makes possible the creation of comfortable narratives in 

which aggression can be avoided (Seaton 2007:170-71). However, the treatment of the Nan-

jing Atrocity at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum shows that the local can also be tied 

to atrocious acts committed on the continent. In other words, the aggressor emplotment is 

present here. At the same time, while the photograph in the Hiroshima exhibition connects the 

local with the most infamous atrocity committed in China, the photograph of the lantern pa-
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rade does not underline and illustrate the horror of the event in the way that images showing 

victims arguably would.  

 China is mentioned elsewhere in the section dealing with Hiroshima during the 

war. In this section is the heading: “Forced labour of Koreans, Chinese and others”.292 The text 

mentions that on the basis of the National Mobilization law, which was adopted in April 

1938, an order to conscript the people ([d) was administered. Labourers working in private 

factories were therefore forcibly conscripted to work in military factories. This, it is said, also 

applied to Koreans and others. Thousands of people were brought to the prefecture and forced 

to work at a power plant in the northern part of the prefecture and at military factories in the 

city. It is said that: “Some of these people, who worked under inferior conditions, became 

victims of the atomic bomb”.293 While this passage highlights the wartime practice of forcibly 

bringing Koreans, Chinese and others to Japan to work in inferior conditions, it also exempli-

fies the use of passive forms and nominalizations enabling agent deletion. Such constructions 

are extremely common throughout the exhibition and serve to obfuscate agency and responsi-

bility. Here, the agents who drafted and adopted the law, as well as those administering the 

order, are excluded just as are those who brought and forced Koreans, Chinese and others to 

labour in Japan. Furthermore, as some of these people are described as having become “vic-

tims of the atomic bomb”, the agent behind the dropping of the bomb is, of course, also ex-

cluded.  

 The Japanese military’s war in China is similarly portrayed in a way that, in 

some instances, makes responsibility rather vague. For example, it is said that: “the 1931 

‘Manchurian Incident’ became a trigger for the Japanese military’s war in China” and that in 

1937, this “expanded into a full-scale Sino-Japanese war”. Here, human agency is hidden by 

linguistically ascribing agency to an incident. The visitor thus receives no information con-

cerning who caused the incident. This kind of unclear depiction of agency, however, occurs in 

descriptions not only of the behaviour of Japanese actors but of agency in general. This is 

very much the case concerning US agency. The USA figures as an agent mainly in two parts 

of the exhibition in the East Building: the second, “The atomic bomb”; and the fifth, “The 

nuclear era”. The first of these sections deals with US agency in the decision-making concern-

ing the development of the bomb, the choice to use it against Japan and the choice to drop it 

on Hiroshima. The decision to use the bomb against Japan is depicted most explicitly in the 
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sentence saying that in September 1944 “the leaders of the USA and the UK agreed on the use 

of the atomic bomb against Japan”.294 While responsibility for the decision to drop the bomb is 

therefore made clear, the depiction of the decision-making is divorced from the actual act of 

dropping the bomb and more importantly from the effects of the bomb on the victims on the 

ground. Although it is mentioned that: “the Japanese government, on 10 August 1945, pro-

tested that this new type of bomb was a cruel, inhumane weapon and its use against interna-

tional law”, such a description does not occur elsewhere.   

In the section on the nuclear era, the USA is again the main actor, this time to-

gether with the Soviet Union. The section depicts the nuclear arms race between the two 

superpowers during the Cold War, and the development of more advanced weapons. The 

problems surrounding nuclear weapons are discussed, such as their negative effects on the 

environment. In this section, just as in the other sections of the exhibition, the scarce use of 

predication is noteworthy. Actors and the actions performed by actors are only rarely predi-

cated. The most commonly predicated participants are the victims. For example, the radiation 

is said to “injure even completely guiltless unborn babies” (emphasis added).295 However, 

even in depictions of victims, predication only seldom occurs. Partly because of this low oc-

currence of predication, the boundaries between self and other and between good and bad are 

not clearly drawn. The large number of participants and relative lack of continuity throughout 

the historical period also contribute to this. In the sixth part of the exhibition, however, a local 

positive self-identity is created for the city of Hiroshima and its citizens as playing a pivotal 

role in the anti-nuclear peace movement: “Whenever a nuclear test is reported, the city of Hi-

roshima objects to the government of the country conducting the test”.296 In this sentence, 

those conducting the tests function as others, whose objectionable actions contribute to defin-

ing the positive nature of the self, whose mission it is to work for the righteous goal of abol-

ishing nuclear weapons. While it is mainly the local self that is positively represented, in one 

instance, in the section on the nuclear era, it is mentioned that Japan in 1968 adopted the three 

principles of not manufacturing, not possessing and not harbouring nuclear weapons. In this 

section, the Japanese act of adopting these non-nuclear principles is contrasted with the arms 

race in which the USA and the Soviet Union are engaged, thereby contributing to the con-

struction of a positive national self-identity. Having pointed out the existence of such con-

structions, however, it must be emphasized that the main other in the narrative appears to be 
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the bomb itself rather than any foreign country. Furthermore, it should be remembered that 

the kinds of construction discussed above are rare and that negative descriptions of Japanese 

participants are also part of the story in the depiction of the Japanese military’s occupation of 

Nanjing and the treatment of forced labourers from Korea, China and elsewhere. This sug-

gests that maybe the current peaceful local self is partly being defined in relation to the past 

warmongering national self. In addition, agency is, as is mentioned above, relatively uncom-

mon in the narrative.  

 Images in the first part of the exhibition mostly show Hiroshima in the period 

before the bomb was dropped. Other sections are similarly predictable in that they illustrate 

the themes dealt with – the third and fourth sections show photographs of Hiroshima as a 

wasteland after the bomb was dropped and the last section includes photographs showing 

those taking the steps towards peace. The largest exhibit in the East Building consists of two 

large models of Hiroshima: one showing the city before the bombing and one after. This in-

stallation, located on the first floor in the middle of the first room that visitors enter, uses con-

trast to demonstrate the extent of the destruction that the city was subjected to. It hence draws 

attention to the local – the effect of the bomb and the victimhood emplotment.  

The headings, into which the exhibition in the Main Building is divided, like 

those of the first exhibition, never mention any agency behind the dropping of the bomb. 

These headings instead draw attention to the bomb itself and the damage caused by it. This is 

very much the impression given – that the damage was caused by the bomb rather than by the 

agents who dropped it. The opening texts that follow the headings in each section of the Main 

Building could be said to have a highlighting function. These texts are summarizing introduc-

tions to each section. Among these initial texts, only in the first is the agent behind the drop-

ping of the bomb mentioned, although not explicitly as the agent behind the dropping of the 

atomic bomb: “At the end of the Pacific War, all of Japan day after day underwent the US 

military’s bombing”.297 The text goes on to explain that Hiroshima, however, had not under-

gone air raids and that it is probable that more than 300,000 people were living in the city.  

Discussion of the results of the bomb starts in the second section. After the in-

troduction to each section, the visitor encounters large numbers of objects in classificatory, 

static displays. The first section of the second exhibition contains about 30 objects that used 
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to belong to victims, including a clock stopped at 8.15 a.m., the time the bombed was 

dropped, uniforms worn by schoolchildren, a lunchbox carried by a child on his way to school 

and a three-wheeled bicycle that belonged to a 3-year old child. The descriptions of all these 

objects include the names of the owners, their location at the time of the blast and how far 

they were from the epicentre. These tragic descriptions typically feature the story of what the 

owner was doing at the time s/he was bombed as well as the time of death. The ordinariness 

of the activities in which the victims were involved at the time they were exposed to the 

atomic bomb, such as schoolchildren walking to school, adults on their way to work and small 

children playing outside their homes, invite identification. The extreme effects of the bomb 

are shown in the large number of displays of objects that people recognize and may them-

selves often use in their daily lives. This arguably brings the experience “closer to home” – it 

becomes easier to relate to. Visitors would most probably understand the objects on display as 

having been affected by the dropping of the bomb even without the captions. However, these 

captions function as more than labels that merely tell visitors what these deformed objects 

used to be. They also provide information concerning to whom these objects used to belong, 

who the owner was and what happened to the owner following the blast. These stories often 

end with the death of the owner of the object. 

In this part of the exhibition, the only place in which the existence of an actor 

behind the dropping of the bomb is hinted at is a passage that mentions that just before the 

blast, some people in Hiroshima saw the B-29 drop small parachutes. Immediately after this, 

the atomic bomb exploded. Apparently, the parachutes were equipped with wireless devices 

used to measure the change in air pressure and temperature following the blast. The B-29 is 

also mentioned in some of the testimonies by atomic bomb survivors towards the end of the 

exhibition. Elsewhere in the exhibition in the Main Building, however, the agent behind the 

dropping of the bomb is left unmentioned. In some of the testimonies, the discriminatory 

policies and behaviour towards Koreans in Hiroshima at the time is mentioned and one sur-

vivor describes the war as a war of aggression before moving on to the events of 6 August. 

The point is, however, that the exhibits highlight the victims and the impact the bomb had on 

the victims, whereas the perpetrator is not just backgrounded but almost excluded entirely. 

This is not true for all parts of the museum exhibition, as is shown above in the analysis of the 

exhibition in the Eastern Building. However, on the whole, the role of the perpetrator is mini-

mized.  
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Participants in this exhibition are often labelled with their names and/or their 

occupations. The term Hibakusha (úûü, atomic bomb victim or atomic bombed person) is 

frequently used. Doctors, nurses and other people who took part in the relief work are also 

mentioned. These participants are not described in terms of nationality except when it is 

pointed out that there are also hibakusha who are not Japanese. This could, of course, be in-

terpreted as meaning that the Japanese nationality of many participants is taken for granted. 

Yet, and crucially, it is not emphasized. On the contrary, words highlighting the local cate-

gory are more frequently used.  

 The pattern described above as dominating the first part of the exhibition in the 

Main Building also governs the rest of the exhibition. The focus is on the damage done by the 

bomb and the effects on the victims, whereas the actors behind the dropping of the bomb are 

excluded. Linguistically, this results in several constructions in which agency is ascribed to 

“the bomb” and “the blast”. The following excerpt found under the heading “People who be-

came victims of fires”298 is a typical construction: “The fires caused by the atomic bomb, did 

not just burn down buildings, the fires caused people to be burnt to death and caused burn 

injuries”.299
 Both the heading and the sentence that follows it illustrate how agency is com-

monly ascribed to the bomb itself. In this case, the bomb causes fires, which in turn kill and 

injure people. In the heading, people become victims of fires. Similar constructions are abun-

dant in the exhibition in the Main Building. In other words, people are victimized by the 

bomb and the fires caused by the bomb, while the agents who actually dropped it are con-

cealed. This is also the case in the museum brochure, as well as in a booklet called The Out-

line of Atomic Bomb Damage in Hiroshima compiled by the museum in 1999. Both texts start 

with sentences that focus on the bomb while excluding human agency. According to the bro-

chure, for example, “At 8.15 a.m. on 6 August 1945, Hiroshima became the first city in the 

world to be damaged by the atomic bomb”.300 This is indicative of the emphasis put on the 

bomb and the damage done by the bomb, rather than on human responsibility, throughout the 

exhibition. This, as is noted above, is a pattern that can be seen on all levels in the two exhibi-

tions – in headings, in textual material, and in the installations, objects and images on display.  
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8.2.6 The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 

In the analysis of the narrative at the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum, 500 sen-

tences were closely analysed. In Table 8.7 it is possible to see how the main actors and pa-

tients change in the five different parts of the overall narrative. In the first part, “the road to 

the Battle of Okinawa”, Japanese colonial expansion in Asia is traced back to 1879, when the 

Meiji government turned the Ryukyu kingdom into Okinawa prefecture and started its Japani-

zation efforts through a “policy of making imperial subjects” (édµÖW). The large num-

ber of Japanese actors in this section reflects Japanese policies towards Okinawa as well as its 

“policies of aggression towards foreign countries” (®&�b./ÖW). The US military 

becomes a more central actor towards the end of the first section when Japanese and US mili-

tary confrontation increases. In the second section, “The Battle of Okinawa as witnessed by 

local residents: The Typhoon of Steel”, which concentrates on the events during the Battle of 

Okinawa, the US and Japanese militaries continue to play the lead roles as they fight each 

other on Okinawan soil. In both these sections, Okinawan participants are the main patients of 

the narrative – they are the ones most commonly being acted on. This reflects the role of Oki-

nawans as victims. They sometimes get caught in the crossfire and they are sometimes vic-

timized intentionally, most commonly by the Japanese military. In the third and fourth sec-

tions, the textual material to analyse in detail is quite scarce. It consists mainly of testimony 

by surviving Okinawans, telling their stories of what happened during the battle. These point 

to the victim emplotment and sometimes also to the perpetrator emplotment. The last section, 

“Keystone of the Pacific”, deals with the post-war period. Here, Okinawan participants be-

come actors to a significantly larger degree than before, reflecting mainly the struggles of 

Okinawans demanding compensation for land confiscated to build US military bases and for 

reversion of the islands to Japan. Thus, while some US post-war policies are positively por-

trayed, the US actors are depicted in this section in part as oppressors ruling through the 

“suppression of human rights” (a'bX�). 
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Table 8.7 Participants in the narrative at the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum (actors not 
in brackets, patients in brackets)  

 

Much of the presentation can be described as a matter-of-fact account. The heroic emplotment 

is largely missing. The approach seems to be that there are no heroes in war. The closest we 

get to a heroic depiction is when the Okinawan reversion movement is described, but even 

here the descriptions are quite sombre. The following description of the reversion movement 

is perhaps the most heroic description in the narrative: “Together with the land struggle it is 

ranked as the most magnificent movement in Okinawa’s post-war history”.304 This kind of 

predication is, however, an exception. Furthermore, even though reversion and therefore life 

under the peace constitution was achieved, US bases remained in Okinawa and Japanization 

after reversion is described as having threatened Okinawan identity: “the fading of Okinawan-

ness was clamoured against and people sought the establishment of an Okinawan identity. 

They felt a local distinctiveness and there was a tendency to feel the need to value this”.305  

It follows from the overview above that the US as well as Japanese gov-

ernmental and military actors to some extent function as “others” with which “we” and “our” 

qualities are contrasted. While the we, the Okinawans, have always loved peace, the Japanese 

and US militaries and governments have waged war and victimized “us” and others. It needs 

to be stressed, however, that such negative other representations of US and Japanese actors 

are not consistently employed – not all their actions are negative. The level of predication is 

low and participants are almost always described using rather neutral terms. Value-laden lan-

                                                                    
301 For example “the Meiji government” and “the Japanese government”. 
302 For example “the Japanese military”, “the Japanese navy” and “the Okinawa defence army”. 
303 For example “local residents”, “civilians”, “the reversion movement” and “Ryûkyû”. 
304 ¼½ÜM''ko{|bLõ:bYW=AB'�jZ���#�j+r� !
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 Section 1:  
the road to 
the Battle of 
Okinawa 

Section 2: 
The Ty-
phoon of 
Steel  

Section 3: A 
hell on earth 

Section 4: 
Testimony 

Section 5:  
Keystone of 
the Pacific 

Japan 16    2 (2) 
Japanese government partici-
pants301  

10    1 

Japanese military participants302 15 14 (1) 2   
The USA and US government 
participants 

2    11 

US military participants  10 (1) 12   17 
Okinawan participants303 3 (29) 2 (20) (1)  19 (6) 
Other participants 24 (8) (1)   6 
Total 80 (38) 28 (22) 2 (1)  56 (8) 
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guage is not common and the US and Japanese military actors are not depicted as evil. In 

other words, the ideological square is not employed to a very great extent. Nonetheless, the 

perpetrator emplotment does figure in the narrative. This is most obvious when it comes to 

the depiction of Japanese military actors. For example, “the Japanese military viewed Okina-

wan local residents as spies and tortured and massacred (ab¢3X;�7x) [local resi-

dents]”. There are a number of sections in which such atrocities and atrocious acts are de-

scribed.306 There are also several headings that draw attention to the behaviour of the Japanese 

military in an explicit way: “Local resident victims of the Japanese military”,307 “Massacres of 

civilians seen as spies”,308 “Group deaths forced by the Japanese military”,309 “Massacres of 

babies and infants”310 and “Massacres of Koreans”.311  

While Japanese military actors are ascribed responsibility for the most hideous 

and atrocious acts, Japan and Japanese government actors are depicted as carrying out actions 

linked mainly to national policies regarding, for example, colonies and expansion. This in-

cludes adopting policies of aggression against neighbouring countries, and assimilation poli-

cies such as building Shinto gates and shrines in colonies and forcing people in these colonies 

to pay homage at shrines.312 It should be noted that “Japan” functions as an actor in additional 

sentences but is not explicitly mentioned. It is, however, clear from the context, for example, 

that in a paragraph in which “Japan” is mentioned as an actor in the first sentence it is also the 

                                                                    
306 The actions of the Japanese military include the following: Japanese military actors conquered territories, 
retreated, transferred brigades to Okinawa, forcibly mobilized large numbers of local residents including ele-
mentary school children, cracked down on spies, severely oversaw the local residents to the point of issuing a 
notice according to which “anyone speaking the local dialect would be dealt with as a spy”, attacked the US air 
task force, organized kamikaze special attack corps, lost greatly, mobilized students, avoided confrontation and 
barricaded themselves underground for a war of attrition, resisted fiercely but retreated to the South in late May, 
ousted them from trenches and, in order not to have their locations revealed to the US military, even killings (ò
o) of infants occurred, robbed food supplies from civilians and forced those who were seen as a burden on the 
battlefield to die (Â;Êµ�7). 
307 NÕ>orod,-�!
308 íØHc3X�!
309 NÕ>ordHÂ�!
310 ef<3X�!
311 BCab3X�  
312 The actions of Japan and Japanese government include the following: carried out the Okinawa disposition 
against the Ryukyu kingdom backed by force, schemed to invade neighbouring countries, carried out the Ryukyu 
disposition to make Ryukyu Japanese territory, carried out an assimilation policy in Okinawa, tried to expand its 
influence and clashed with Qing (China) over Korea, Japan won (the Sino-Japanese War), Japan and Russia 
clashed, moved to expand its interests in China, plotted to advance (34) into the continent (in other words 
China) and therefore instigated the Manchurian Incident in 1931, launched Southern advance to seek resources 
for the war effort, adopted emigration as a national policy, the fascist Japanese state withdrew from the League 
of Nations, prohibited teaching in the local language in Korea and Taiwan, forced people in the colonies to speak 
Japanese, forced people in Korea to change their names (into Japanese names), made school children (in Korea) 
recite the “Oath of Imperial Subjects” every morning, entered into a total war system, developed the “National 
movement for full spiritual mobilization” to heighten the fighting spirit of the people, decided to evacuate 
women, children and elderly, instituted universal male suffrage, accepted the Potsdam declaration.  
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actor in the following three sentences even though direct mention of this is excluded. The 

actor is not excluded to avoid ascribing responsibility for the acts dealt with. This is the case 

in eight sentences in the first section. This kind of agent exclusion occurs in the depiction of 

other agents as well. However, “Japan” is excluded in this way in a larger number of senten-

ces than is the case when other actors are treated.  

US military actors are not depicted as negatively as their Japanese counterparts. 

Nonetheless, a few headings draw attention to the fact that the US occupation is seen in a 

negative light: “Suppression of human rights” (a'X�), “Suppressing freedom of speech” 

(�aX�) and “Pressure towards the reversion movement”.313 It is stated that the US military 

“used ‘horse-rider tactics’, throwing explosives into cavities in which Japanese soldiers and 

local residents were hiding, making many people victims”. Nonetheless, the actions of the US 

military differ from those of the Japanese military in that they do not include as many atro-

cious acts. Its military actions may have had serious consequences but this does not become 

as explicit as is the case with the Japanese military’s actions.314 Similarly, the portrayal of the 

USA and US government actors includes somewhat authoritarian policies in ruling Okinawa 

after the war but the colonial policies of the Japanese government are arguably portrayed as 

having been considerably worse.315  

Okinawans appear as actors, mainly in the last part of the exhibition but also in 

the first section. The image painted of the Okinawan reversion movement is one that grows 

stronger and more convinced with time. While it may seem strange to some that Okinawans 

wanted to be part of Japan after many had been victimized by the Japanese military, it is 

claimed that one reason was that people wished to live under the peace constitution.316 Okina-

                                                                    
313 3gAB�b�K� 
314 The actions of US military actors include the following: won a decisive victory at Midway, prepared to in-
vade, attacked Naha in five waves with more than 1000 planes causing large damage, conducted a preparatory 
assault on Leyte, began air raids on Taiwan and Yaeyama, landed on Leyte, mobilized 189 ships and 1300 
planes for major battle, planned meticulously for the invasion, used its material superiority to indiscriminately 
bomb Okinawa through air raids and from battleships, carried out landing operations, subdued the whole area 
(central Okinawa) in a week, launched an attack on Shuri, hunted the Japanese military in mop-up operations, 
attacked with all kinds of modern weapons, set up refugee camps after the war, appointed mayors and police in 
refugee camps, set up newspapers, encouraged the arts, opened orphanages, distributed free food, started build-
ing roads. 
315 The actions of the USA and US government actors include the following: adopted New Deal policies, tight-
ened sanctions against Japan, proclaimed the “Truman doctrine”, created USCAR (United States Civil Adminis-
tration of the Ryukyu Islands), put financial pressure on cities in which mayors advocating reversion had been 
elected, severely pressured the reversion movement.  
316 The following sentences exemplify how Okinawans figure as actors: Okinawan groups are described as hav-
ing criticized government approved textbooks and carried out anti-war activities, but their leaders were sup-
pressed. Okinawans became intensely concerned about their rights (under US rule). They came to know the 
reality of military rule in the 1950s. They took part in the Koza riot and burned US cars. They demanded the 
removal of B-52s and poison gas (from Okinawa) and started a strong movement. They participated in the rever-
sion movement. 85 000 people participated in protest rally (after a school girl was raped by US soldiers). 
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wans are by far the most common patients in the narrative and in many cases these patients 

are victimized, most commonly and brutally by the Japanese military, but in some cases by 

US soldiers. In one example, it is mentioned that in 1995 an Okinawan schoolgirl was raped 

by US soldiers. This led several local groups to organize a large rally in which 85,000 people 

participated. Nonetheless, it is considerably more common in the narrative for Okinawans to 

be victimized by the Japanese than the US military. A number of sentences stress Okinawan 

victimhood: “There were also cases in which local residents in possession of leaflets from the 

US military recommending surrender or advocating surrender themselves were considered 

traitors (h[d) and were killed in massacres”.317 Okinawan victimhood is also illustrated in 

other kinds of exhibits, such as a map, which shows where Okinawans died in the Pacific. 

Another map shows where ships carrying evacuees from Okinawa were sunk, and the number 

of victims is shown in a table. There is also a table in a display in which the crimes of and 

accidents caused by the US military before reversion are listed. Many cases are listed of local 

civilians killed by US soldiers. There are also many images showing civilian victims. 

Not all victims are Okinawans, although many of them are. Other victims of 

Japanese aggression who share experiences similar to those of the Okinawans are also dealt 

with. China is not mentioned much in the narrative. Japan is, however, said to have moved to 

expand its interests in China and to have confronted China in 1915 with the Twenty-One De-

mands. It is also mentioned that, using the threat of force, Japan made China accept most of 

these demands. This is said to have given rise to opposition among the Chinese people and 

triggered an anti-Japanese movement. In 1931, Japan is said to have plotted to advance (01) 

into the continent (China) and therefore instigated the Manchurian Incident in 1931. Further-

more, in 1936, Japan adopted emigration as a national policy. As part of this emigration pol-

icy, many were sent to Manchuria and Inner Mongolia, partly to function as rear support for 

the Kwantung Army. The Nanjing Massacre (ûEW3X) is mentioned on a map illustrating 

the 15-year war in China. However, Taiwan and Korea are given more attention than China. 

                                                                    
317 The following sentences exemplify how Okinawan patients are depicted: As in Taiwan and Korea, people 
were forced to change their names. They became victims when evacuation boats were sunk. They were caught 
up in the battle and lost their lives. They were forced to bear the heavy burdens of providing “soldiers, industrial 
workers and food” (for the military). They were conscripted for labour. They were forced to cooperate with the 
military on the battlefield. They were organized into ‘patriot corps’ ([½_) whose ‘special mission’ it was to 
spy on other local residents. They were drafted. School children were mobilized. They starved. Apart from vic-
tims of the indiscriminate shell bombing by the US and Japanese militaries, murders of local residents by the 
Japanese military occurred in many places. Where the US military was approaching, the policy of instructing 
people that “soldiers and civilians must live and die together” had been adopted and in many places parents, 
children, relatives and acquaintances were hence ordered and forced to kill each other in large groups (dHÂ). 
Because of orders from the Japanese military many local residents became victims of malaria because they were 
evacuated to malaria-infected areas.  
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This seems to be because the Taiwanese and Korean colonial experiences had more in com-

mon with Okinawa, since similarly oppressive colonial policies were adopted in these colo-

nies. For example, it is mentioned that: “as in Taiwan and Korea, people were forced to 

change their names”. Koreans also figure as victims in other ways. For example, it is men-

tioned that many “comfort women” were forcibly sent from the Korean peninsula. Since the 

women were forced to travel with the troops many of them became victims on the battlefield. 

There is also a map showing the distribution of “comfort stations” in Okinawa and it is men-

tioned that many people were forcibly taken from Korea to work for the military. About 

10,000 of these are said to have become victims.  

In sum, it can be said that the victim and perpetrator emplotments are both pres-

ent in the narrative. The main victims are Okinawans while the most common perpetrators are 

Japanese military actors. US military actors also figure as perpetrators in some sections while 

being depicted in a more “neutral” way elsewhere. Since the level of predication is low and 

actors are seldom described using value-laden terms, the effect is that those who commit ter-

rible deeds are not ascribed the identity of perpetrator. They may have committed horrific 

deeds but they are not stressed as necessarily being horrible people. They may have commit-

ted these deeds under extreme circumstances.  

8.2.7 The Himeyuri Peace Museum 

In all, 259 sentences were analysed. In some sections there are few participants whereas in 

others the number of participants is quite high. Sections with few participants are, for exam-

ple, those dealing with the education system. Sections in which there are many participants 

are those that deal with what happened on the battlefield. Table 8.8 shows that the Himeyuri 

students are the main participants in the narrative. They are the most common actors as well 

as the most common patients. Japanese military participants also figure quite prominently in 

both roles while US military participants are almost always agents.  
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Table 8.8 Participants in the narrative at the Himeyuri Peace Museum 
 Actors Patients  
Himeyuri student participants (students, pupils) 42 34  
Japan 5 2  
Japanese military participants (The Okinawa Defence Army) 15 14  
Japanese government participants 3   
US military participants 15 2  
Teachers 5 5  
Okinawan civilians and local residents 2 6  
Other participants 4   
Total 91 63  

 

Even though the students are the most common actors many of their actions are conducted 

against the background of militaristic education and coercion. The chores that the students 

were forced to carry out under extreme and dangerous conditions are described in the sections 

in which the students are actors. The function is chiefly to depict the terrible circumstances 

under which these young students of between 15 and 19 years old risked and in many cases 

lost their lives. There are many Japanese military patients. This is because they are patients 

not just linguistically but also in the medical sense of the word. These military participants 

are, however, usually labelled “wounded soldiers” or “patients”, whereas when Japanese mili-

tary participants figure as actors they are usually labelled “Japanese military”. The students 

took care of the wounded soldiers – hence the large number of Japanese military patients.  

The Japanese military is not demonized but it is ascribed culpability. Japanese 

military actors figure as victimizers several times in the narrative. Responsibility is dealt with 

in the narrative although it is not always very explicit: 

 
The US military regarded the Battle of Okinawa as the most significant operation to secure a base for the 
capture of Japan proper and used all resources at their disposal. Against this, the Japanese military, if only 
to delay the US military’s landing in Japan proper for one day, lurked in caves adopting a defence strat-
egy of attrition. In order to defend Okinawa, the military, while undertaking a full mobilization of the 
people in the prefecture, formed a student corps and forced the students into battlefield mobilization. The 
defence strategy of attrition and the full mobilization engendered more than 120,000 victims among the 
Okinawan population.318 

 

Here, it is clear that the actions of the Japanese military caused the victimization of a large 

number of Okinawans. Responsibility is not emphasized, however, as it is ascribed to the no-

minalizations of the Japanese military’s actions. Of course, responsibility is clear as to the 
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Japanese Military’s forced mobilization of students. Other constructions in which responsi-

bility is ascribed but not in a crystal clear way include the following sentence: “In small 

islands in which the military and civilians intermingled, there occurred tragedies in which the 

mass deaths of villagers were ordered”.319 

 When it comes to the portrayal of the US military, it is evident that responsi-

bility is sometimes clear even though it is not consistently stressed. In fact, passive construc-

tions focusing on the experiences of the victims, such as the following, are more common: 

 
The students on treatment patrol duty carried the heavy treatment box and hurried from trench to trench 
together with the nurses. Carrying food, pouring water, burying corpses and other fatigue details were 
also the students’ job. These jobs required leaving the trenches to where bombshells came flying – these 
were very dangerous tasks. During these tasks (students) came across bombardment and suffered gas at-
tacks. In the Haebaru area, two teachers and nine students were killed.320 

 
In the narrative, there are several episodes similar to the one above in which the deaths of 

students and teachers from the Himeyuri School are recounted. However, even though the 

students are the main participants of the narrative, they are not the only victims. Civilians and 

wounded soldiers (that the students treated) are also described as victims. For example, in a 

section called “The actual circumstances of the wounded soldiers”, the following account is 

given: 

 
Inside the trench, which smelled of stench, the moaning and yelling did not cease. All patients wanted 
water and screamed: “water, water, give me water”. Among the patients there were those who said: “Stu-
dent, I was so thirsty that I drank my own pee”. They were also tormented by maggots that crawled 
around in their wounds.321 

 
The reason for describing the “actual circumstances” in this way, it seems, is not to depict the 

soldiers as victims so much as to show the raw ugliness of war. This, however, entails show-

ing that in war there are no heroes – there is little space for the heroic emplotment. 

In some sections there are few participants. Instead, the focus is on description. 

In the beginning of the exhibition, for example, education before and during the war is de-

scribed. This education is described as a form of inculcation of militarist values, with text-

books having a “thick military flavour” and national language textbooks featuring phrases 

such as “advance, advance soldiers advance”. It is said that: 
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The Imperial Rescript on Education was issued in 1890 and came to order all education thereafter. The 
idea that the Japanese people were infants who had made the emperor their patriarch was hammered in.322  

 
English classes were abolished, hostility towards enemy countries such as the USA and the 

UK was fanned and loyalty was stressed: “To sacrifice ones life for the country and be en-

shrined at Yasukuni Shrine was regarded as the greatest honour and glory”.323 There are also 

explanations of terms used during this period. Among these, several slogans used by the mili-

tarist government for propaganda purposes are included. For example, the slogan hakkô ichiu 

(¹�Ë�) is explained in the following way: 

 
It means “to make the world (hakkô) one family (ichiu) with the emperor at its top”. During the Pacific 
War period, this slogan was used to justify Japan attacking and ruling other countries. It is a quote taken 
from Nihon shoki.324  

 

A number of examples are provided of slogans and terms central to the ideology and legiti-

macy of the wartime state and the education to which the main participants of the narrative 

were subjected. There are also examples of how the government and military withheld infor-

mation from the Japanese people: 

 

The former PM Konoe Fumimaro said to the Emperor “defeat is inevitable, in view of the risk of a com-
munist revolution accompanying defeat, the war should quickly be ended” but this was not looked into. 
The people had absolutely no idea of this anxiety about defeat in high places and the students headed for 
the battlefield without doubting that Japan would be victorious.325 

 
The Himeyuri students, who in some cases had asked to be evacuated but been refused, were 

not aware of what it meant for them to be mobilized: 

 
When they heard that they would be drafted to the Haebaru Army Hospital, the students thought they 
would be working at a clinic flying a Red Cross flag doing nursing activities without bullets flying 
around.326  
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In this way, responsibility for the victimization of the students is ascribed to the government 

and the military. Responsibility, in other words, is connected not just to acts committed on the 

battlefield but also to propaganda policies in the areas of education and information. In addi-

tion to the textual material closely analysed and accounted for in the tables, there is also a lot 

of testimony from surviving students. This testimony vividly exemplifies the students’ ex-

periences mentioned in the other textual material. 

8.3 The interpretation of narratives at Japanese museums 

The analysis conducted in this section is guided by the following analytical questions: How is 

the story told interpreted? What is the main message or historical lesson delivered through 

this interpretation? 

8.3.1 The Yûshûkan 

The quotes discussed in the section on the discursive construction of groups in the 

Yûshûkan’s narrative, highlight how the narrative is meant to be interpreted. Central to the 

story are the spirits of the war dead, who are understood as having sacrificed their precious 

lives for the motherland, their home town and their family. The theme of sacrifice is explicit 

in the textual material and alluded to in the objects on display. For example, a large kaiten 

submarine of the kind used for suicide missions is centrally displayed in one of the exhibition 

halls. Through their willing sacrifice, the war dead “became the cornerstone of modern Ja-

pan”. This interpretation is based on the logic of cornerstone theory, according to which those 

who died in Japan’s wars sacrificed themselves for the nation, thereby providing the corner-

stone on which the prosperity of post-war Japan is based (Breen 2008b:156-57). Those who 

live today are said to be connected with those who sacrificed themselves in the past and it is 

suggested that they should be grateful to their ancestors for sacrificing themselves for those 

who live in the present. It is also claimed that those who live today can learn something by 

“directly touching the sincerity and achievements of the spirits of the war dead who sacrificed 

their precious lives”. It appears that the most central quality embodied by the war dead is their 

willingness to sacrifice themselves for the motherland. It does not seem too far-fetched to 

conclude that this is exactly the precious something that visitors to the Yûshûkan are sup-

posed to learn from the spirits of the war dead whose achievements are displayed. These 

achievements cannot be depicted in a negative light. The main function of the narrative is 
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therefore to present the actions of the Japanese military as acceptable and legitimate. It there-

fore aims to teach a version of history that is free of war guilt, that is, a history in which Japa-

nese people can take pride.  

The narrative, however, does not stop at presenting the actions of Japanese mili-

tary actors as acceptable and legitimate. There are also, as is mentioned above, exhibits that 

go further by presenting either the positive actions of the Japanese military or the positive 

results of its actions. One of the most important and prominent of these types of exhibit can 

be found towards the end of the exhibition’s historical narrative. A map shows the Asian and 

African countries that gained independence after World War II. It is accompanied by a text 

saying that: 

 
The victory in the Russo-Japanese War gave the people of the world, especially those in Asia, a dream of 
independence. Many pioneers visited Japan as a model of independence and modernization. However, 
even after WWI ended, the road to independence did not open for the nations of Asia. It was after the 
Japanese military’s battles that overthrew colonial authorities during the Greater East Asian War that the 
independence of Asian nations was realized. The flame that once flared under the Japanese military’s oc-
cupation did not fade out when Japan was defeated and through independence wars nation states were 
born one after another.327  

 
Even though it is not explicitly stated that this is what the war dead sacrificed themselves for, 

the implicit connection certainly serves to portray them in a positive light. Most importantly, 

however, the ultimate sacrifices of the war dead were for the motherland, for “our country”. If 

the “sincerity and achievements” of the war dead, from whom those alive today can learn 

something precious, really means this spirit of sacrifice for the country, then it means learning 

to sacrifice oneself for the nation.   

8.3.2 The Yamato Museum 

In the museum brochure, just as in the foreword and the narrative, stressing the role of ship-

building technology creates continuity between Kure’s pre-war and post-war history:  

 
Kure flourished as the city of the greatest navy arsenal in Japan and the greatest naval port in the East, 
which built the battleship Yamato. It played a part as Japan developed into the world’s number one ship-
building country about ten years after the war when technology that had been cultivated since before the 
war was joined with new technology and a large number of the world’s largest tankers. Since then, it has 
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developed as a leading special industry city and has contributed not just to regional industry development 
but also to Japan’s modernization.328  
 

This passage illustrates the interplay between the local and national identity levels that is dis-

cussed above. The story is about how the local, Kure, contributes to the national, Japan. This 

is also quite clear in the foreword, parts of which are provided in section 8.1.2. As is men-

tioned above in the discussion of the discursive construction of groups, this is similar to the 

relationship between the local/regional and national in Chinese narratives.   

Moreover, the focus is on the positive aspects of the technology used in the con-

struction of battleships while any references to human suffering and Japanese aggression are 

omitted. The “importance of peace” is mentioned in the foreword and it is claimed in the mu-

seum brochure that the 26.3-metre long model of the Yamato on display “hands down the 

importance of peace and the greatness of technology to future generations”. While lip-service 

is paid to the importance of peace, a vivid imagination is necessary to see how the model of a 

battleship “hands down the importance of peace” to future generations. The connection be-

tween the “world’s strongest and greatest battleship” and peace is all the more elusive because 

no argument linking the two is provided. The narrative contains no mention of the negative 

aspects of war and the suffering that battleships may cause (cf. Tanaka 2008). Obviously, that 

would not sit well with what appears to be the main aim of the exhibition – to provide a posi-

tive narrative about the war (or at least some aspects of it), based on the importance of the 

“greatness of technology” with which people can identify and be proud of. The Yamato Mu-

seum presents a kind of cornerstone theory, according to which the history of the Yamato 

battleship and the city of Kure are interpreted as the history of superior technology that con-

tributed to Japan’s recovery and development after the war. The Japanese post-war miracle is 

hence attributed to the technology developed for the war effort (Kure-shi kaiji rekishi kaga-

kukan: Yamato myûjiamu 2006:3):  

 
After the war, technology that had been cultivated since before the war was joined with new technology 
… as Kure developed as a leading coastal industry city that played a part as our country developed into 
the world’s number one shipbuilding country about ten years after the war. It also played a great role in 
the modernization and post-war reconstruction of Japan.329 
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In this way, a peculiar continuity is created between the pre-war, the war and the post-war 

periods. It is one in which the negative aspects of war are excluded while sacrifice and hard 

work are stressed. The implicit message is that those belonging to the in-group, the citizens of 

“our country”, should also devote themselves to contributing to the development of the coun-

try. The highest form of contribution one can make as a citizen, it appears, is within the field 

of technology. The museum therefore aims to “convey to the children who carry the future of 

Japan … on their shoulders, the greatness of technology”. The children, as well as other visi-

tors, need “to understand our country’s history”. The history of Kure is presented as represen-

tative of “our country’s history”: “the history of Kure, which is really the history of Japan 

since the Meiji Restoration, the various technologies of shipbuilding, starting with steel, 

which became a cornerstone of modernization”. Similarly, the history of the war is largely 

reduced to the story of technological greatness serving the nation, eschewing any references 

to aggression and suffering.   

8.3.3 The Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots 

The foreword to the exhibition contains a somewhat vague interpretation of the narrative: 

 
We were kept alive through the noble sacrifice of the members of the Special Attack Corps. We are grate-
ful that the country proceeds on the path of prosperity and that the peaceful Japan of today exists. While 
we quietly look back on the virtue left by the members of the Special Attack Corps, we exhibit, with a pa-
thos that Japan shall never again create Special Attack Corps, with the understanding and cooperation of 
the bereaved families and people concerned, the precious relics and material. We believe that the Special 
Attack Corps, when they faced the journey from which they would not return prayed that peace and pros-
perity would once again return to this country.330    

 
The Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots was built to “always honour the members who were 

bravely scattered like petals in the sky and save the true appearance of those days in the form 

of relics and records for future generations and pray for eternal peace”.331 The heroic emplot-

ment is the only one that figures in the narrative. The heroic emplotment also becomes ex-

plicit in the museum brochure in which it is stated: “While thinking of their country, thinking 

of their parents and wishing for eternal peace, the brave soldiers–––––” (Kagoshima-ken Mi-

namikyûshû-shi).332 The last part of the sentence is left out, hinting at the last actions of the 
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brave soldiers – their final mission and their death. Whereas the depiction of the young men 

of the Special Attack Corps as heroes is often quite implicit, labelling them brave soldiers (¼

½) makes explicit the belief that they were heroes and their acts heroic. This is not the only 

place in which the pilots are described (or predicated) as heroic. For example, in a leaflet 

available at the museum it is said that it was built in 1975, “to pray for the bravery of the pil-

ots and their eternal peace” (Kagoshima Prf. Chiran Cho:15). Furthermore, these heroes are 

said to have done what they did for the sake of “eternal peace” and for their country and par-

ents.  

 Similar interpretations of the actions carried out by the pilots can be found else-

where. An English-language leaflet distributed by the museum is quite explicit: “The kami-

kaze pilot’s last wish was that Japan would be peaceful and prosperous once more. Today 

Japan is very prosperous. We should be thankful to the pilots for this” (Kagoshima Prf. Chi-

ran Cho:3). In the same leaflet it is mentioned that Japan made a final attempt in 1945 to fight 

the Allied forces by sending tiny aircraft carrying young soldiers with the hope of destroying 

larger US vessels: “The attempt was futile resulting in the deaths of 1036 soldiers in Oki-

nawa”. The attempt was futile because “[d]amage to US vessels was minimal” (Kagoshima 

Prf. Chiran Cho:14). On the next page, it is mentioned that a Buddhist Kannon statue has been 

built on the grounds of the peace park, where the museum is located, “to honor the souls of 

the army’s and navy’s special soldiers. It offers a prayer to their souls and praises their great 

accomplishment” (Kagoshima Prf. Chiran Cho:15). It is not said here what this great accom-

plishment is but since it is disclosed that the damage the pilots did to US vessels was minimal, 

that cannot be it. It appears more plausible to conclude that the accomplishment is linked to 

the sacrifice made by the pilots for their country and parents, a sacrifice that is construed as 

having contributed to Japan’s post-war peace and prosperity. This cornerstone theory is 

echoed in another publication printed by the Peace Museum: “These pilots understood and 

appreciated the importance of their responsibilities and their morale was very high. They be-

lieved that it would be worth dying for the future of Japan and their parents” (Kawatoko 

2008:15). These, then, are the values that the heroic pilots are portrayed as embodying. Visi-

tors are not explicitly encouraged to act in the same self-sacrificing way as the pilots did, but 

it is tacitly suggested. The Kamikaze pilots are depicted in a way that constructs them as role 

models not because of their accomplishments but because of the ostensible motives behind 

and the results of their actions. 
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8.3.4 The Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum 

On the museum website the interpretation of the narrative becomes quite explicit: 

 
The hibakusha overcame their hardships. We, who have handed down the peace message from Nagasaki, 
will continue to convey this message. This is in order to make the people of the world join hands and 
head for a future without nuclear weapons.333   

 
The interpretation of the narrative and the message also becomes quite clear towards the end 

of the exhibition: 

 
In 1949, during the recovery after the atomic bomb disaster, the “Law for the Founding of Nagasaki as an 
International Culture City” was approved and Nagasaki started over again as a special city symbolizing 
peace and culture. Since then, the citizens have made “Peace starts in Nagasaki!” their motto as they ap-
peal for the abolition of nuclear weapons.334 

 
The war experience is interpreted as a reason to abolish nuclear weapons and make the world 

a peaceful place. This is to be accomplished by appealing to the people of the world to join 

the citizens of Nagasaki in their efforts. This interpretation is facilitated by the narrative’s 

strong focus on the effects of the nuclear bomb rather than on human action. This is also indi-

cated by the depiction of how the negative effects of nuclear weapons are not limited to their 

use in war but also discussed in the treatment of nuclear tests and the very existence of nu-

clear weapons.   

8.3.5 The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum 

The historical lesson presented becomes quite explicit in the foreword to the final section of 

the exhibition in the East Building, “Steps towards peace” (GH�b,r). It is stated that 

the damage done by the bomb was so terrible that a way of thinking took root in people, ac-

cording to which humans “cannot coexist with nuclear weapons”. It goes on:  

 
From this kind of “spirit of Hiroshima” that wishes for the abolition of nuclear weapons and the realiza-
tion of everlasting world peace, Hiroshima’s steps towards peace started headed for the world. The 
atomic bomb is a weapon that was used in war. To make sure it is not used a third time, it is important 
that nuclear weapons are eliminated from the face of the earth and to be determined not to fight with other 
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countries.335  
 

It could be argued that the first sentence of this passage constructs a positive self-identity for 

Hiroshima as a cradle of the peace movement. The terrible and tragic experience that Hiro-

shima suffered is interpreted as a reason to embark on a quest to abolish nuclear weapons and 

achieve everlasting peace. That the narrative focuses on the victims and on the victimizing 

bomb, to the extent, as mentioned above, that the latter is attributed agency, is consistent with 

the message delivered. If the interpretation is that the tragic experience dealt with in the story 

told should never be repeated and that this can only be achieved by abolishing nuclear 

weapons and working hard for peace, then it makes perfect sense that the “bad guy” in the 

narrative is the weapon itself. As John Dower has put it elsewhere: “The weapon itself, rather 

than those who deployed it, largely absorbed the characteristics of being cruel and inhuman; 

and from this, what came to be indicted was the cruelty of war in general” (1999:493). The 

universal peace message arguably becomes more credible by emphasizing the weapon as a 

threat to humanity rather than demonizing a particular state or group. It also helps not to stress 

nationality as a category for identification in the narrative. Moreover, it is mentioned above 

that the issue of responsibility, both for the war in its entirety and for the dropping of the 

bomb, is given little treatment. Instead, it seems that the approach to responsibility advocated 

has to do with humankind’s present responsibility for the abolition of nuclear weapons and 

the accomplishment of world peace. 

The anti-nuclear peace message can be linked to Japanese policies, such as its 

Three Non-nuclear Principles according to which Japan cannot possess, manufacture or har-

bour nuclear weapons and article 9 of the constitution which states that “the Japanese people 

forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as means 

of settling international disputes”. The museum therefore presents a message that is closely 

related to debates concerning the future course of Japan. In order to realize the goal of a 

peaceful world free from nuclear weapons, article 9 of the constitution cannot be repealed nor 

the Three Non-nuclear Principles abandoned. The peace message of the first exhibition is 

underlined at the end of the Main Building in a section called “messages for peace”, which 

contains short messages emphasizing the need for peace left behind by Japanese, such as Ôe 

                                                                    
335c£�7+ØÙã�'�¾Ò¬GHb�á;ï£AßnOàb!C"#l(±bGHb,r��¾

�¤"6jF5x5�7��Yû)LMhKÎ�7ØÙhq�îs�8á��=+7{o�l+ØÙ

;½½"#=8�lâ['LÎ=+�êyWshq� !
  



 270 

Kenzaburô and Koizumi Jun’ichirô, as well as foreign dignitaries, such as former President of 

the United States Jimmy Carter and the Dalai Lama.  

8.3.6 The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 

The text, “The Basic Concept of the Okinawa Peace Memorial Museum”,336 can be found both 

in the exhibition and in the museum brochure (Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 

2001:2). The purpose of establishing the museum is explicitly stated:  

 
The “Okinawan Heart” respects human dignity above all else, rejects all acts related to war, demands 
peace and truly cherishes culture, which is a supreme manifestation of humanity. We hereby establish the 
Okinawa Prefecture Peace Memorial Museum, displaying the individual war experiences of people in this 
prefecture, in order to mourn for those who perished during the war, correctly pass on to future genera-
tions the historical lessons of the Battle of Okinawa and appeal with our hearts to the peoples of the world 
and thereby contribute to establishing permanent peace.337 

 
The belief that “historical lessons” are being passed on to future generations is explicitly ex-

pressed. These lessons need to be “correctly passed on”, which implies that they can also be 

incorrectly passed on. The lessons seem to be concerned with what the “Okinawan heart” is 

about: “respecting human dignity”, “rejecting all acts related to war” and “demanding peace 

and cherishing culture”. In other words, the correct historical lesson appears to be a peace 

message. In other parts of the exhibition there are exhibits that similarly indicate that this is 

the case. 

  This interpretation also becomes explicit in the last part of the exhibition: “Build-

ing peace for the future” (X�bGHU%) (Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Mu-

seum 2001:145-49). This section notes that there have continued to be wars and conflicts 

since the end of World War II, as well as other urgent problems, such as, starvation, human 

rights violations and environmental problems. These urgent problems, it is argued, “defy solu-

tions within or between nations, and demand holistic remedies. Global problems are the focus 

of international organizations, especially the United Nations, of organizations within count-

ries and of citizens’ groups such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Activist and 

research organizations play an important role in dealing with these problems” (Okinawa Pre-
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fectural Peace Memorial Museum 2001:148). The permanent exhibition rooms end with the 

“Okinawa Prefecture Declaration for Nuclear-Free Peace” (h+MGH{|}ç�). The 

declaration is provided in Japanese with an English translation (Okinawa Prefectural Peace 

Memorial Museum 2001:149). In the declaration, agency is ascribed to the war itself: it is the 

war that destroys “[u]tterly and without discrimination”. Human agency, however, can be 

seen in the present activities of the Okinawan people, “we”, who through the declaration ap-

peal to the “the people of the world” to “[a]bandon all weapons of war, conventional and nu-

clear” and embrace peace like the Okinawans. A positive Okinawan self-identity is hence 

created and mixed with the anti-war and anti-nuclear peace message delivered. Furthermore, 

it is said in the Children’s Exhibition Room that the room has been created “so that the chil-

dren who will shoulder the future will actively nurture peace-loving hearts”338 (Okinawa Pre-

fectural Peace Memorial Museum 2001:151). It is, in other words, believed that the exhibits 

are able to contribute to moulding people’s, and especially children’s, minds. Here, children 

are taught about problems in the world today, such as wars, disputes, poverty, human rights 

abuses, environmental pollution and bullying, and urged to take part in peace activities (Oki-

nawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 2001:151-65). This points to a broader political 

agenda in which the peace message encompasses not only “rejecting all acts related to war” 

but also fighting environmental pollution, poverty and other problems, preferably through 

NGOs. It is an interpretation that legitimizes the role of the United Nations in such activities.  

  Finally, the peace message delivered by the museum is embodied in the Corner-

stone of Peace (GHbÖ) in the grounds of the museum. The names of all of those who died 

in the Battle of Okinawa, regardless of nationality, are inscribed on memorial tablets, (Oki-

nawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 2001:10, see also Ishihara 2001:100). However, 

even though those who died are remembered regardless of their nationality, they are still or-

dered according to nationality. Korean victims are divided into two categories – those belong-

ing to the Democratic Republic of Korea (BCdDDèadlH[) and those belonging to 

the Republic of Korea (Wéd[) even though Korea was a Japanese colony at the time of 

the Battle of Okinawa and was not divided until 1948. This illustrates not only the problems 

involved in categorizing people according to nationality, but also how past events are inter-

preted in the light of current concerns and understandings. Furthermore, Okinawans who died 

outside the prefecture are included on the memorial while people of other origins are only 
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included if they died in the Battle of Okinawa. There seems, in other words, to be some kind 

of tension between the universal peace message delivered and the collective identity of the 

we-group being constructed.  

8.3.7 The Himeyuri Peace Museum 

In section 8.1.7 above, dealing with the discursive construction of groups it is noted that the 

pronoun “we” is used to refer to the people responsible for creating the exhibition, the former 

Himeyuri students. It is said in the excerpt from the foreword to the exhibition, “Foundation 

of the Himeyuri Peace Museum”, that: “the brutal condition of the battlefield does not leave” 

their minds and they “have not forgotten the horror of the education of the period when” they 

“were forced to actively face the battlefield”. No explicit references are made to the present 

educational debates discussed in chapter 5. However, it is implicit that students should not be 

subjected to education similar to that conducted in the past and it becomes explicit that peace 

education is regarded as important. 

 The peace message stressed in the foreword is returned to at the end of the exhi-

bition, both in the section “Reminiscence” (��) and in the text explicating the purpose of 

the “Square for peace” (GH�b(�). In the former, it is said: 

 
We left for the battlefield not knowing the truth 
War is a cruel thing that kills everything 
We will continue speaking the truth about war that we came to know through our experiences339 

 

Even though it is implicit in the above quotes that the Japanese government and military were 

responsible for the students having to undergo militaristic education and forcibly having to 

face the battlefield, it is ultimately stressed that war in general is bad, not just these particular 

victimizers. Although the identities of the specific victimizers are hinted at here and made 

clear in sections of the narrative, their roles as aggressors are not emphasized throughout the 

narrative and in the interpretations made. The “Square for peace” is said to have been built 

because the survivors are aging and the time is approaching when they will no longer be able 

to hand down their stories. In order to be able to still tell the young generation about their war 

experiences, an all-out renewal of the exhibits was conducted and the “Square for peace” was 
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created to “expand the wish for peace to the world and connect with the future”.340 The hor-

rific experiences of the students, the survivors among whom have now not only grown up but 

also grown old, are interpreted as reasons to make an appeal for peace. It is believed that this 

appeal for peace “will soothe the spirits of our dead schoolmates and teachers”. 

8.4 Conclusions 
In some studies, it is assumed prior to the execution of the analysis that narratives about war 

are national stories – that narratives found in Japan necessarily stress Japanese identity and 

that those found within China’s borders emphasize Chinese identity. While this may well be 

often the case, it should be treated as an empirical issue. However, perhaps because of the 

influence of (nation) state-centrism, it is seldom treated as an empirical question. Instead, it is 

often assumed, especially when analyses are conducted in a generalized and not very meticu-

lous way, that narratives about war will be based on the national category and that different 

narratives will stress this more or less equally. As the saying goes, when you have a hammer, 

everything starts resembling a nail. In this study, however, the first step in the analysis of nar-

ratives has been to first determine which groups are discursively constructed before going on 

to analyse the narratives per se, that is, the stories told about the groups discursively con-

structed. 

 Regarding the discursive construction of groups in Japanese exhibitions, it is 

quite clear that there is much diversity and three main approaches can be said to exist. The 

first, present in the exhibitions at the Yûshûkan, Yamato Museum and the Peace Museum for 

Kamikaze Pilots, stresses the national category by telling stories about heroic sacrifice by 

people belonging to “our” country. The second approach, adopted by the Nagasaki Atomic 

Bomb Museum, the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Himeyuri Peace Museum, 

does not stress one particular identity category to a great extent, although local identity is em-

phasized to some extent at least at the former two museums. Finally, the Okinawa Prefectural 

Peace Memorial Museum stresses the Okinawan identity category.  

In the narratives of the three museums in which the national category is stressed, 

the main participants are Japanese – they belong to the main identity category stressed. These 

participants are portrayed heroically and atrocities committed abroad are excluded from the 

narratives in order to facilitate this heroic depiction. In particular, the sacrifice made by these 
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heroes is interpreted as having laid the foundations for Japan’s post-war peace and prosperity. 

In the other exhibitions, atrocities committed by the Japanese military at home and abroad are 

dealt with, even though they are not the main focus of the narratives. The victim emplotment 

occupies quite a lot of space, even though these victims are not emphasized as being Japa-

nese. Indeed, in the case of the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum most victims 

are Okinawan. In this narrative, perpetrators are not demonized but they are depicted as culp-

able. In other words, responsibility is ascribed. War, in these narratives, is depicted as inher-

ently bad and victims are often portrayed as human beings. Obviously, in such narratives, 

according to which war is described as bad to the point where agency is even ascribed to the 

war itself, there can be no heroes. 

When it comes to the interpretation of narratives in the form of lessons, Chinese 

exhibitions are usually considerably more explicit than their Japanese counterparts. Chinese 

exhibitions, especially those run by the government, end with “conclusions” in which it is 

explicitly explained how narratives are to be interpreted. Japanese interpretations are less ex-

plicit and it may therefore be more difficult for the visitor to identify them as interpretations. 

In the three exhibitions that stress heroic sacrifice made for “our country” in the past, those 

who sacrificed themselves are made to exemplify desirable behaviour. Members of the imag-

ined community constructed in the narrative should be equally willing to sacrifice themselves 

for the country. The other narratives do not focus narrowly on the national in their interpreta-

tions. Instead, the interpretations consist of universal peace and anti-nuclear messages that can 

easily be connected to contemporary domestic issues concerning, for example, the revision of 

the Japanese constitution and Japan’s role in the world. The Himeyuri Peace Museum’s focus 

on wartime education can also be connected with current debates concerning moral, patriotic 

and peace education. 

Finally, in relation to the previous research on narratives about war discussed in 

chapter 3, some of the merits of the approach used here should be highlighted. It is mentioned 

in chapter 3 that most studies dealing with narratives about war tend to identify certain types 

of narrative in a rather blunt and generalizing way. It is often not entirely clear exactly how it 

has been determined that a narrative is, for example, a victim narrative. It has been claimed 

that victim narratives dominate in Japan and that a victim narrative has come to replace a he-

roic one in China, even though sometimes it is said that these (uneasily) coexist. In the pres-

ent study, emplotments, based on the depiction of participants, are looked for within narra-

tives. An approach that looks for emplotments within narratives rather than trying to classify 
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narratives as wholes is able to show how different narrative emplotments are present within 

narratives. Moreover, the use of this method makes it is possible to firmly anchor such inter-

pretations in the material analysed – it makes an empirically sensitive systematic analysis 

possible instead of simply making interpretations based on unsystematically selected exam-

ples. The method used thus makes it possible for us to see that different emplotments exist in 

the same narrative, and also how these elements coexist. In the case of Chinese narratives, for 

example, we have seen that in several cases the heroic emplotment and CCP participants are 

dissociated from the victim and aggressor emplotments by placing them in different sections 

of an exhibition. However, the heroic emplotment is very much alive and well. When it 

comes to Japanese exhibitions, it has been shown that it is not just all about the victim em-

plotment – some exhibitions are based to a large extent on the heroic emplotment and several 

exhibitions that deal to a large extent with victimhood also contain elements highlighting the 

aggressor emplotment.  

Furthermore, by starting off by analysing how groups are discursively con-

structed it has been possible to see that in Japanese narratives that stress the victim emplot-

ment to a large extent, the national identity of these victims is not emphasized to as large an 

extent. Moreover, even though agency is typically suppressed in such narratives, it is, in sev-

eral cases, most explicit when it comes to the depiction of atrocities and atrocious acts com-

mitted by the Japanese military. Approaches that are not based on a detailed and meticulous 

analysis of the depiction of participants across narratives are likely to overlook these points, 

and even if they are noticed it will be difficult to draw conclusions concerning their signifi-

cance and representativeness.       
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Chapter 9. Comparison and conclusions 

Some of the main results of the analysis of narratives are summarized in the Table 9.1. In this 

chapter, these results are compared and discussed. 

 
Table 9.1 Summary of the results of the analysis of narratives 
Museum The discursive con-

struction of groups 
Narrative Interpretation 

9.18 Historical 
Museum 

The national category 
is strongly stressed. 

Includes examples of the aggressor, 
victim and heroic emplotments. The 
Japanese aggressors dominate until the 
CCP enters the stage. Positive self- and 
negative other-representations are not 
uncommon. 

Everyone has to contri-
bute to the rejuvenation 
of China. Otherwise, 
misery will come 
knocking on the door 
again. 

War of Resist-
ance Museum 

The national category 
is strongly stressed. 

The heroic emplotment dominates. The 
aggressor and victim emplotments 
dominate in one section. Positive self- 
and negative other-representations are 
not uncommon. 

Revitalize the Chinese 
nation by adhering to 
the policies of the CCP. 

Memorial Hall of 
the Victims in the 
Nanjing Massacre 
by Japanese In-
vaders  

The national category 
is strongly stressed. 

The aggressor emplotment dominates 
even though the heroic and especially 
the victim emplotments can also be 
found. Positive self- and negative 
other-representations are not uncom-
mon. 

It is necessary to be 
patriotic by sticking to 
the CCP’s policies to 
revitalize the nation 
because the weak will 
be beaten. 

Jianchuan Mu-
seum Cluster 

The national category 
is strongly stressed. 

The heroic emplotment dominates. The 
aggressor emplotment and, to a lesser 
extent, the victim emplotment, can also 
be found. Positive self- and negative 
other-representations can be found.  

The CCP’s policies are 
supported in one mu-
seum. Elsewhere, patri-
otic behaviour is en-
couraged but it is often 
unclear what this en-
tails. 

Yûshûkan The national category 
is strongly stressed. 

The heroic emplotment dominates. 
Positive self- and negative other-
representations can be found. 

Cornerstone theory – 
sacrifice for the nation 
is stressed. Continuity 
created. 

Yamato Museum The national category 
is stressed. The na-
tional and local are 
connected. 

The heroic emplotment can be found. 
War is portrayed as having little impact 
on people. Technology is positively 
depicted. 

Cornerstone theory – 
sacrifice is implicitly 
stressed. Continuity 
between the war and 
post-war periods is 
created. 

Peace Museum 
for Kamikaze 
Pilots 

The national category 
is stressed. 

The heroic emplotment is the only one 
that appears in the narrative. Heroism 
through sacrifice. 

Cornerstone theory – 
the adoption of values, 
including sacrifice, 
embodied by the brave 
pilots, is implicitly 
encouraged.  
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Nagasaki Atomic 
Bomb Museum  

The national category 
is not stressed. 

Agency downplayed. The victim em-
plotment dominates. Japanese aggres-
sion is mentioned but back-grounded. 

Anti-nuclear pacifist 
peace message: Nuclear 
weapons need to be 
abolished. 

Hiroshima Peace 
Memorial Mu-
seum 

The national category 
is not stressed. The 
local category is 
more commonly 
mentioned. 

History is not made as much as it hap-
pens. The victim emplotment domi-
nates but the aggressor emplotment is 
also present to some extent. 

Anti-nuclear pacifist 
peace message: Nuclear 
weapons need to be 
abolished. 

Okinawa Prefec-
tural Peace Me-
morial Museum 

The Okinawan cate-
gory is stressed. 

The victim and perpetrator emplot-
ments dominate. The heroic emplot-
ment is largely missing. Positive self- 
and negative other-representations can 
be found. 

Anti-war and anti-
nuclear pacifist peace 
message.  

Himeyuri Peace 
Museum 

The national category 
is not stressed. 

The victim and perpetrator emplot-
ments dominate. The heroic emplot-
ment is absent. 

Pacifist peace message. 
Not only war but mili-
tarist education is de-
scribed as horrible. 

 

9.1 Similarities and differences among the Chinese exhibitions 

Table 9.1 summarizes the results of the analysis of narratives. It shows that all the Chinese 

exhibitions analysed emphasize the national category. This is done through several means – 

by using words that encourage identification with the nation, such as “our country” when re-

ferring to China, “our military” when referring to Chinese troops, and “patriots” and “com-

patriots” when referring to Chinese participants in narratives. Moreover, the nation is stressed 

when war history is described as important for developing “the national spirit” (;<ÅÆ). 

Representations about taking on arduous tasks together make up another strategy employed to 

invite identification with the national category. For example, the revival of the Chinese nation 

is presented as a joint project to which all Chinese should contribute. Some of the vocabulary 

used when referring to participants is employed not just in descriptions of what happened in 

the past but also in describing present-day circumstances. The Chinese nation is hence con-

structed as existing in both past and present. In the three government-run exhibitions, the na-

tional category is defined broadly as encompassing compatriots of all nationalities in the 

whole country. In other words, national unity is emphasized. This means that while Japanese 

aggression, along with Chinese heroism, are common themes, Chinese collaboration with the 

Japanese invaders, on the other hand, is a theme largely omitted from such exhibitions. While 

there are occasional references to “puppet troops”, the topic is never really dealt with and the 

main enemy is always the invading Japanese aggressors. Nonetheless, collaboration, Mitter 

argues, was not an uncommon phenomenon. It was one strategy adopted by some to deal with 
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a difficult and complex situation (Mitter 2000b). It has also been pointed out that in some 

places Chinese spent more time fighting each other than the Japanese (Mitter 2005:537). 

 As for the contents of the narratives, there are differences concerning dominant 

emplotments. Even though it is sometimes claimed in the literature that narratives of Chinese 

victimhood and Japanese aggression have come to replace the heroism that used to dominate, 

it is quite clear that heroism still plays a major role in several narratives. It has also been ar-

gued that victimhood undermines heroic accounts because it suggests weakness, and that 

there is therefore a tension between these emplotments. It seems that this tension is dealt with 

by separating the emplotments into different sections of the exhibitions. This is quite clear in 

the exhibition at the War of Resistance Museum in Beijing, where Japanese atrocities are 

concentrated in one section and the other sections present a heroic narrative in which the Chi-

nese Communist Party (CCP) leads the Chinese people to victory. At the 9.18 History Mu-

seum in Shenyang, the CCP enters the narrative after Japanese atrocities have been treated. At 

the Museum for the Victims of the Nanjing Massacre, the CCP is largely missing from the 

narrative, which stresses Japanese aggression. In other words, the CCP often appears when 

heroism is emphasized whereas its presence is separated from accounts drawing on the ag-

gression and victim emplotments. The Japanese aggressors victimize the Chinese people and 

nation but the CCP heroically comes to the rescue and leads the nation to victory.  

It is perhaps especially striking that the heroic emplotment largely dominates the 

narrative at the private Jianchuan Museum Cluster. If victimhood had come to replace hero-

ism then one would expect a privately funded and newly constructed museum to be domi-

nated by the former rather than the latter. However, even though Japanese aggression is cer-

tainly not omitted from the narratives at the Jianchuan Museum Cluster, heroism dominates. 

The treatment of heroism at the Jianchuan Museum Cluster, however, differs significantly 

from how it is dealt with in the narratives of the state-run museum exhibitions analysed. The 

hall dealing with the CCP’s role in the war might give the visitor the impression that the dif-

ference is small. In fact, in this hall, the role of the CCP as the main heroic force of resistance 

is almost presented as greater than at some government-run institutions. However, the CCP’s 

role is undermined through dilution by the stories told in other museums in the cluster, which 

could be regarded as tributes to heroes understood as having been forgotten. While some of 

these heroes, mainly the Americans and the Guomindang (GMD), have been resurrected to 

some extent in narratives at museums connected to the CCP, the Jianchuan Museum Cluster 

goes further by giving these heroes their own museums. Moreover, groups that are more or 
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less omitted from accounts at state-run institutions, such as prisoners of war (POWs) and the 

Sichuanese Army, are praised as heroes. Even though the CCP is depicted heroically, the nar-

rative is subversive because the CCP’s near monopoly on the heroic role is implicitly being 

questioned. It is diluted and the CCP is almost reduced to being one hero among several. The 

two halls at the Jianchuan Museum Cluster that are not yet open, and will not deal with Chi-

nese heroes, are perhaps most interesting. How will the Japanese invaders be portrayed and 

how will the Quisling Army be depicted? The material discussed above provides some clues 

to the answers to these questions, but the final answer will not be known until the halls have 

opened to the public. However, it is noteworthy that one of the halls is set to deal with Chi-

nese traitors. Accounts of traitors, as is clear from the contextual analysis, have a subversive 

potential since the meaning of “traitor”, just like the meaning of “patriot”, can be redefined. 

Such accounts also challenge the emphasis on unity that is central to official narratives. In 

state-run exhibitions, as is mentioned above, collaboration is largely omitted. Collaboration 

and traitor discourses, it appears, are downplayed because they threaten unity and even have 

the potential to threaten the legitimacy of the CCP. 

 All three state-run Chinese exhibitions explicitly present interpretations in the 

form of historical lessons, according to which it is necessary to be patriotic in order to revital-

ize the nation because if the nation is weak it will be victimized again. The revitalization of 

the Chinese nation can only be achieved if everyone works hard and adheres to the CCP’s 

policies. This may entail making sacrifices. The narratives are nationalistic in that they stress 

sacrifice for the nation. Nevertheless, the interpretations of the narratives at the Jianchuan 

Museum Cluster, in contrast to the messages delivered in government-run exhibitions, refrain 

from specifying what sacrifice for and contributions to the nation involve. This is a significant 

difference from the government-run exhibitions. What the Jianchuan Museum Cluster and 

government-run exhibitions have in common, then, is that they are enmeshed in the same pa-

triotic/nationalistic discourse discussed in the contextual analysis. They all encourage patri-

otic behaviour but whereas the government-run museums overtly define it, the Jianchuan Mu-

seum Cluster does not. This leaves room for interpretations that do not necessarily sanction 

CCP policies. In the present-day People’s Republic of China (PRC), the CCP, as is demon-

strated in the contextual analysis, cannot strategically “drum up nationalist support” for its 

own specific purposes when it pleases and then simply calm it down at will. That these exhi-

bitions make up important components of the CCP’s patriotic education campaign and tools 

for disseminating propaganda does not mean that the CCP controls Chinese patriotic and na-
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tionalistic sentiments, even though the campaign has most certainly contributed to the surge 

in expressions of nationalistic and anti-foreign sentiment since it was launched. Now that pa-

triotism is central to Chinese politics and fierce debates about what it means to be patriotic 

have become something the CCP needs to take into consideration, the narratives presented in 

Chinese museums and the interpretations of these narratives can also be regarded as being 

part of the debate itself rather than something that constitutes these debates. These narratives 

and interpretations are, according to this contextualization, an attempt to impose an interpreta-

tion on visitors, an interpretation that attempts to steer visitors in the direction desired by the 

CCP. Government-run exhibitions present and interpret history in line with the CCP’s domes-

tic policy agenda. Even though the CCP controls narratives and hence has the power to define 

patriotic behaviour, these definitions are not necessarily accepted by everyone and can even 

be challenged. Of course, it is difficult to present such challenges in an institutionalized form, 

such as museum exhibitions. This is partly because it has become more difficult to run private 

museums since most state-run museums have stopped charging entrance fees. Such challen-

ges are more likely to appear in Internet chat rooms and other online forums. The narratives 

analysed here, as is suggested in the contextual analysis, should be understood as attempts by 

the CCP to define patriotism in a way that serves its purposes. The definitions of patriotic 

behaviour found in narratives at government-run museums are hence a way of trying to pin 

down the meaning of patriotism in an environment in which it is necessary to be patriotic but 

the meaning of patriotism is open to different interpretations.  

Of course, there is no guarantee that the visitor interprets an exhibition in the 

desired way or that the (often quite rational) message is what influences the visitor and her/his 

identity, that is, interpretative framework, the most. These exhibitions consist of many vivid 

descriptions and exhibits and, even though the CCP insists that patriotic education is not anti-

Japanese education, the way in which the atrocious acts of the out-group are often dramati-

cally contrasted with the moral behaviour of the in-group seems to suggest that an emotional 

interpretation – in contrast to a rational one – is not impossible. Indeed, as becomes clear 

from Table 9.1, positive self- and negative other-representations exemplifying desirable and 

undesirable behaviour, respectively, can be found in all the Chinese narratives analysed. This 

is discussed in greater detail below.  



 281 

9.2 Similarities and differences among the Japanese exhibitions 

While there are some points on which the Chinese exhibitions all share some basic assump-

tions, perhaps most evidently with regard to the categories stressed, a brief look at Table 9.1 

makes it evident that there are far greater and more fundamental differences between the 

Japanese narratives analysed. Concerning the discursive construction of groups, there are two 

main approaches: one that stresses the national category and one that does not. Although there 

is a difference of degree among those that do stress this category, these exhibitions are similar 

when it comes to other features as well. The three museums that emphasize the national cate-

gory, the Yûshûkan, the Yamato Museum and the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots, use 

words that encourage identification with the nation, such as “our country” and “motherland”. 

Especially at the Yûshûkan, the Japanese nation is constructed as encompassing the Japanese 

alive today as well as their ancestors. Continuity between past and present is emphasized by 

stressing the connection between those who live today and their ancestors, including those 

who sacrificed themselves for their families and the nation. In some of the other exhibitions, 

the local category is emphasized to some extent, most notably at the Hiroshima Peace Me-

morial Museum. At the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum, Okinawan identity is 

emphasized to quite a large extent. The most salient difference, however, is between the nar-

ratives in which the Japanese national category is emphasized and those in which it is not.  

 The dividing lines regarding the discursive construction of groups are largely 

mirrored by the focus of the narrative and the ways in which the narratives are interpreted. 

The narratives of the exhibitions that stress the national category are all dominated by the 

heroic emplotment. These narratives are all devoid of elements that highlight the negative 

effects of war. The kind of heroism represented is sometimes nostalgic and almost tragic, es-

pecially at the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots. Nonetheless, what is emphasized is loyal 

sacrifice, not victimhood. The heroes may not always have achieved much militarily but there 

are stories of bravery on the battlefield. However, and more importantly as it is closely con-

nected to meaning-making, the heroes are portrayed as loyal and willing to sacrifice them-

selves for the nation. Therein lies their bravery. Furthermore, the heroism of the departed sol-

diers is closely connected with the interpretations of the narratives. These narratives are all 

interpreted as historical lessons in the form of “cornerstone theory”, according to which the 

sacrifice made by those who gave their lives for the nation during the war is the foundation 

for the prosperity and peace enjoyed by post-war Japan. The cornerstone theories differ some-
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somewhat in the three narratives: the Yûshûkan celebrates the spirits of all soldiers who gave 

their lives for the motherland during the war; the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots focuses 

on the Special Attack Corps; and the Yamato Museum connects post-war prosperity with the 

shipbuilding technology used to build Japanese warships. In this way, continuity between past 

and present is further created. The Yûshûkan and the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots both 

emphasize the moral values embodied by the heroes they celebrate. The most central among 

these values are loyalty and willingness to sacrifice oneself for the nation. The adoption of 

these values is, implicitly at least, encouraged.    

 The other four exhibitions differ starkly from the three discussed above in both 

their narrative content and their interpretations. In both the Nagasaki and Hiroshima exhibi-

tions, human agency is overall less common and less clear than is often the case elsewhere. It 

is easy to get the impression that in these exhibitions history is not made so much as it hap-

pens. The main focus in both exhibitions is, of course, on the nuclear catastrophes. The em-

phasis is very much on the effects of atomic bombs on humans. The agency behind the drop-

ping of the bombs is downplayed even though the decision-making processes behind the de-

velopment of and decision to use the bombs are dealt with. The overall lack of agency is con-

nected with issues concerning responsibility or lack thereof. This is also reflected in the 

scarce coverage of the war crimes trials. Japanese aggression in China and elsewhere in Asia 

is treated in both exhibitions, even though at the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum it is dis-

cussed in less detail and after the local events are depicted. In Hiroshima, on the other hand, 

the exhibition begins with a larger contextualizing picture, which includes discussion of Japa-

nese atrocities in China. Interestingly, one of the most explicit depictions of human agency at 

the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum appears in its discussion of the Nanjing Atrocity. In 

other words, the aggressor emplotment (Japanese aggression) is not absent from these narra-

tives. However, the victim emplotment (local victimhood) dominates and Japanese aggression 

is overshadowed by the interpretation of the narratives in the form of a universal anti-nuclear 

peace message. It makes sense that such a strong universal peace message is based on a narra-

tive in which the national category is not stressed and the enemy other is the nuclear bomb 

rather than a nation state. Nuclear weapons are presented as threats to the human species that 

therefore need to be abolished. This message is closely connected to Japanese domestic de-

bates concerning constitutional revision, an issue that has been the focus of Japanese political 

debates in recent years. The main target of moves to revise the constitution has been the paci-

fist article 9. The anti-nuclear peace message presented at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial 
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Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, as well as several other Japanese peace 

museums, can therefore be understood as support for article 9 and the Three Non-nuclear 

Principles.    

 The two remaining Japanese exhibitions, both located in Okinawa, provide simi-

larly pacifist peace messages. They differ, however, from the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Mu-

seum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, in that the narratives at the Himeyuri and 

Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum are not dominated to the same extent by the 

victim emplotment. The victim emplotment is, it needs to be stressed, still important in these 

narratives but compared to the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic 

Bomb Museum there is considerably more emphasis on the aggression emplotment. At the 

same time, however, those victimized by mainly Japanese aggressors, but also to some extent 

by the US military, are local people. Japanese aggression in China and elsewhere in Asia is 

not discussed in much detail. Instead, Japanese aggression in Okinawa and the general horror 

of war are the centre of attention. In the case of the Himeyuri exhibition, the victims are 

mainly students and they are not stressed as belonging to any other category than that of stu-

dents. The Japanese military and government are depicted as aggressors not only because they 

are held responsible for the deaths of students and other locals, but also because the Japanese 

government subjected the students to militarist education. The connection to education can be 

seen as important in the context of debates concerning Japanese education. The revision of the 

Fundamental Law on Education (FLE) in 2006 has been criticized by some as strengthening 

state involvement in education and as a return to an education similar to that of the pre-war 

and war eras. The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum equally emphasizes Japa-

nese aggression but the Okinawan identity of the victims is emphasized to a greater extent. At 

the same time as Okinawan identity is emphasized, however, the universality of the message 

of the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum is underscored by its inclusion in the 

black marble tablets of the names of all the people who died in the Battle of Okinawa regard-

less of nationality.  

At the Himeyuri and the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum there is 

no doubt that the Japanese military is depicted as an aggressor and to some extent also as an 

“other”, in relation to which the peacefulness of the self is accentuated. This is especially the 

case at the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum where the peacefulness of the Oki-

nawans and their historical bonds to China are stressed. At the Himeyuri museum, Japanese 

soldiers appear not just as aggressors but also as victims as the students take care of wounded 
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soldiers. Positive self- and negative other-representations can be found at other Japanese mu-

seums as well. At the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb 

Museum, the post-war anti-nuclear peace activism in which these cities and citizens of these 

cities have been involved, arguably present these local peace activists in a positive light. At 

the same time, although such elements exist, they are not emphasized. Hence, these elements 

cannot be said to be part of a macro-strategy of positive self- and negative other-

representations. Positive self-representations are part of the narratives at the Yûshûkan, Ya-

mato Museum and the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots. The aims of these exhibitions 

include, it seems, presenting a positive narrative about the Japanese wartime past. To this end, 

any negative conduct on behalf of Japanese soldiers during the war is glossed over. Instead, 

positive values that the soldiers are seen as embodying are emphasized. Negative other-

representations, on the other hand, are absent from the Yamato Museum and the Peace Mu-

seum for Kamikaze Pilots. This is done through the virtual exclusion of others in general from 

these narratives – even though these are narratives about war, there are hardly any enemies in 

the narratives. Whereas a war without enemies is certainly not a normal war, the absence of 

enemies becomes a way of depicting the war as “normal” as opposed to a war of aggression. 

This points to the difficulty in presenting the Japanese war effort in a positive light – it is dif-

ficult to achieve such a portrayal without the absence of the other. The Yûshûkan goes further 

and actually presents a narrative in which the Japanese military encounters enemies. Through 

several means, including selectivity concerning events and information, as well as a strategic 

choice of wording, the Japanese military operations in China are depicted as part of a “normal 

war”, whereas Chinese participants are, in several cases, depicted using a strategy of negative 

other-representation, with the aim of seemingly legitimizing Japanese military operations in 

China. The positive self-representations in the Yûshûkan’s narrative do not stop with the 

glorification of the Japanese military’s actions in China. In what is sometimes labelled conse-

quentialism or hindsight-based opinion (û7a), the Japanese military is given credit for the 

realization of the independence of Asian nations from Western colonialism, through its 

“Greater East Asian War” in rhetoric that is quite similar to the discourses employed by Japa-

nese militarists and nationalists during the war.  

It should be mentioned that in addition to the exhibitions analysed in detail in 

chapter 8, there are many other Japanese exhibitions dealing with the war. The analysis of 

topics indicates that some of these focus to a considerably larger extent on Japanese aggres-

sion abroad than the ones that are dealt with in the analysis of narratives. Even though the 
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analysis of topics did not involve in-depth analysis, it nonetheless indicated that among the 

exhibits on display at museums such as Peace Osaka and the Kyoto Museum of World Peace, 

the Grassroots House Peace Museum in Kôchi and the Oka Masaharu Peace Memorial Mu-

seum in Nagasaki, the Women’s Active Peace Museum on War and Peace in Tokyo and the 

Takamatsu Peace Memorial Room, are quite explicit displays dealing with Japanese atroci-

ties. While the existence of such exhibitions needs to be mentioned, those museums are not as 

prominent and do not receive as much publicity or as many visitors as the ones that are ana-

lysed in detail in the analysis of narratives. The narratives analysed in chapter 8 could, in con-

trast, be said to be more influential as they receive considerably larger numbers of visitors. 

Among these visitors, the museums that emphasize the national category receive considerably 

fewer schoolchildren than those that do not. If schoolchildren are indeed more receptive to the 

content of exhibitions, then this suggests that these narratives matter more. 

9.3 Similarities and differences between the Chinese and the Japanese 

exhibitions 

Whereas there certainly are differences among the Chinese exhibitions, these are not any-

where near as great as those found among the diametrically opposed narratives in the Japa-

nese exhibitions. It can be concluded that Chinese exhibitions all operate within and are con-

strained by a patriotic paradigm, whereas their Japanese counterparts represent radically dif-

ferent and opposing paradigms. This is suggested not only by the analysis of the narratives 

analysed in detail, but also by the results of the analysis of topics. Differences exist not only 

among narratives within China and Japan but also between Chinese and Japanese exhibitions. 

This section discusses the latter type of differences.  

In Japan, the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum receives the largest number 

of visitors whereas the Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese 

Invaders receives by far the largest number of visitors among Chinese institutions. For this 

reason, it is meaningful to briefly highlight some differences between the exhibitions at these 

two museums. Both exhibitions deal with events in which a city became the scene of a terrible 

act of violence. Despite this similarity, the identity categories constructed differ in that the 

Nanjing exhibition consistently stresses the national category whereas in Hiroshima this is not 

the case. The analysis of how identity categories are discursively constructed in these exhibi-

tions therefore demonstrates two very different strategies. A brief look at the headings of the 
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sections of the exhibitions illustrates this point. Both are analytical in their descriptions of the 

horrific events dealt with. The Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre by 

Japanese Invaders has sections describing the different ways in which the Japanese perpetra-

tors did damage, for example, by bombing, raping, looting and setting fires. This is similar to 

how the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum deals in separate sections with different kinds of 

damage done by the atomic bomb – damage from heat rays, damage from radiation, and so 

on. The difference is, of course, that in the latter case human agency is obfuscated and the 

destruction is ascribed to an object, the atomic bomb, whereas in the former human agency is 

highlighted. Both, to some extent, deal with victimhood and the source of this victimhood is 

also stressed, especially at the museum in Nanjing. As the analysis illustrates, these ap-

proaches are not just detectable in headings but make up patterns that govern the narratives 

and are crucial to the interpretation of the narratives as well. The way in which the local is 

appropriated for national purposes in the Nanjing exhibition is not unique. It exists not just in 

Chinese narratives but also in Japan at the Yamato Museum in Kure, not far from Hiroshima. 

The local narrative at the Yamato Museum is presented as representative of the modern his-

tory of Japan in a move that presents the local as embodying the national, thereby stressing 

the national category.  

There are other similarities between the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum 

and the Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders exhibi-

tions. In both exhibitions, as is demonstrated in the analysis, portraying participants as ordi-

nary people encourages identification. At the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum it is the 

ordinariness of the activities in which victims were involved at the time they were exposed to 

the atomic bomb that is central. At the Memorial Hall of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre 

by Japanese Invaders, the ordinariness of the participants depicted in statues outside the mu-

seum resides in the family relations stressed – the effect achieved is that it could have been 

anyone’s grandmother or grandson. Anyone can identify with the participants portrayed. 

However, the two differ significantly in that the statues in Nanjing draw attention not only to 

the victims but also to the perpetrators. 

In the Chinese exhibitions, Chinese participants often function as moral role 

models – they embody certain qualities that are desirable in Chinese citizens. By contrast, 

Japanese participants exemplify and embody the kinds of attributes that are undesirable. The 

positive characteristics of participants belonging to the in-group, then, are contrasted with the 

negative features of the participants belonging to the out-group. In the exhibitions at the 
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Yûshûkan, the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots and the Yamato Museum, morality and 

values are central just as they are in Chinese exhibitions. However, while the heroes in these 

narratives exemplify what are understood as desirable values, such as loyalty and willingness 

to self-sacrifice, negative role models are, in contrast to the Chinese narratives, more or less 

absent. The values promoted as well as the overall strategy of stressing the national category, 

are, however, aspects that these Japanese exhibitions have in common with their Chinese 

counterparts. Of course, there are some differences in style – the Chinese ones are very ex-

plicit whereas their Japanese counterparts are quite implicit or vague. However, the aim of 

disseminating patriotic values involving self-sacrifice for the nation is shared by the Chinese 

exhibitions and the Yûshûkan, Yamato Museum and the Peace Museum for Kamikaze Pilots. 

That they share a similar nationalist ideology is slightly ironic as these narratives are incom-

patible because the Chinese ones emphasize Japanese aggression whereas the three Japanese 

ones not only omit Japanese aggression and portray Japanese soldiers as heroes, but, in the 

case of the Yûshûkan, interpret the same events in ways that are fundamentally different from 

Chinese narratives.  

The interpretation of war as largely non-national experiences is not to be found 

among the Chinese narratives analysed here but is quite common at Japanese museums. 

Whereas references to peace can certainly be found at Chinese museums, the peace message 

is not stressed but rather muted by the nationalist message delivered. Peace is understood as 

something that a stronger China can contribute to, perhaps through the use of force. This 

understanding of peace is fundamentally different from the pacifist understanding of peace 

evident in the interpretations at the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, the Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial Museum, the Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum and the Himeyuri 

Peace Museum. Peace messages, it appears, are more likely, compatible and credible if the 

national category is not stressed. Of course, it might be argued that these peace messages are 

part of a “peace nationalism” but if that is indeed the case it is a peace nationalism that does 

not emphasize the national category. The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum’s 

Cornerstone of Peace, which lists the names of all who died in the Battle of Okinawa, regard-

less of nationality, is a further step away from the national category even though it does di-

vide the dead according to nationality, and Okinawans who died outside the prefecture are 

included whereas people of other origin are only included if they died in the Battle of Oki-

nawa. The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum is also interesting because it shows 

that narratives about war do not need to be about a nation or a nation state but can focus on a 
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minority group, the members of which lack a state of their own. The in-group created at the 

Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum is, as is discussed above, the Okinawan – not 

the Japanese people. This raises the issue of what a narrative created by one of China’s many 

minority groups would look like and further highlights to the fact that narratives in the PRC 

are largely appropriated by the party state, which, in an effort to emphasize unity, creates and 

imposes a national category, comprising “people of all nationalities in the whole country”, 

from above while suppressing alternative and potentially subversive ways of understanding 

the experiences dealt with.  

9.4 Conclusions 
Chapter 1 examined the way in which the “history issue” in Sino-Japanese relations is com-

monly discussed and defined. It was concluded that the history problem in Sino-Japanese re-

lations is often represented in a way that is problematic and which has several consequences. 

The following main problems and consequences were mentioned: 

 
1. The focus is, to a very large extent, on Japan, within the context of the history issue. 
2. The focus is chiefly on the behaviour of leaders, especially Japanese leaders but also 

on Chinese leaders in relation to the so-called history card. 
3. Chinese representations are rarely dealt with in the context of the history issue.  
4. The actions and views of different Japanese actors – politicians, right-wingers and the 

people – are often bundled together, resulting in a generalized depiction of the views 
and behaviour of “the Japanese”. In some cases, the assumption or claim is made that 
Japanese depictions are more or less the same and that any references to atrocities car-
ried out by the Japanese military are eschewed from Japanese representations.  

5. There is a lack of research that deals with both the Chinese and Japanese contexts. 
 
In order to address these problems and consequences, this study has carried out a rethinking 

of the history problem that has addressed and moved away from the preoccupations of the 

discourse. This rethinking has entailed a departure from the preoccupation with Japan to an 

approach that pays equal attention to the Chinese and Japanese contexts, thereby also address-

ing the fifth point mentioned above. Second, the fixation with behaviour, especially the be-

haviour of leaders, has been abandoned and instead the focus has been on narratives. This 

does not mean that behaviour has been ignored. Indeed, behaviour in relation to narratives is 

been part of the focus of the contextual analysis performed in chapters 4 and 5. This analysis 

demonstrates, among other things, how political actors have created, and attempted to affect 

and change, the content of narratives that instantiate collective identities. Put differently, the 



 289 

behaviour of actors supports the contention that narratives matter. The contextual analysis 

also demonstrates that both contexts are considerably more complex than sometimes appears 

to be believed, especially by the adherents of approaches that assume that actors are free to do 

more or less what they please. It was established that the CCP is not able to play the history 

card as it pleases and that narratives constructed by the CCP need to be understood as part of 

a domestic debate, which is informed and affected by previous debates and articulations, in 

which other actors participate, concerning the meaning of patriotism. An overly state-centric 

approach to Chinese society is, in other words, just as problematic as such an approach to 

Japanese society is. That the CCP runs most museums and uses them for propaganda purposes 

does not mean that it is all-powerful or that it does not need to take account of the views of 

other actors when creating narratives. That the Japanese government has taken a more hands-

off approach and has not launched any propaganda campaigns similar to the CCP’s patriotic 

education campaign does not mean that the government is uninvolved in the identity politics 

of war memory. The SDF in particular, a government entity under the ministry of defence, 

runs several exhibitions. The word propaganda is not used. Instead, these are called public 

relations facilities ((Oês).  

Moreover, since equal attention has been paid to the Japanese and Chinese con-

texts and narratives, the consequence that Chinese representations are rarely dealt with in the 

context of the history issue has also been addressed. Finally, the simplistic understanding of 

Japanese debate and views on history-related issues, which sometimes represents an atrocity-

denying right-wing view more or less as the Japanese view or at least the only view that needs 

to be taken into consideration, has been refuted both through the contextual analysis and the 

analysis of narratives. Instead, the analysis in the chapters 6 to 8 has demonstrated that, in 

contrast to what is sometimes asserted in discussions concerning the history issue, the Japa-

nese context is characterized by the existence of narratives that can be divided into two con-

flicting paradigms. Furthermore, of these paradigms, it is the one that does not stress the na-

tional category and is hence incompatible with the right-wing views of the past that is more 

powerful, at least if it is assumed that it is the exhibitions that receive the largest number of 

schoolchildren that are most influential. 

One of the central conclusions of the contextual analysis is that many of the ac-

tors involved in the politics surrounding narratives about war strongly believe that these narra-

tives matter. This is the rationale for creating museum exhibitions in the first place. It is also 

the reason that actors use them for educational purposes, whether for “peace” or “patriotic” 
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education, that attempts are made to affect the content of exhibitions and that the content of 

exhibitions is fervently discussed in magazine articles and parliamentary debates. The actors 

involved all express, through words and deeds, the belief that these exhibitions have a signifi-

cant impact on the minds of visitors, especially if these visitors are young, which many are, as 

is demonstrated above. Put differently, it is not only constructivist researchers who suppose 

that narratives matter: politicians, bureaucrats and activists do too. Indeed, they are made to 

matter by these political actors. This is a good reason to analyse the narratives. If they do in 

fact shape people’s minds then we need to know what is in them. If politicians, bureaucrats 

and activists believe that they matter then there is good reason for analysts to make similar 

assumptions. This is an important result of the contextual analysis and also the rationale for 

the theoretical framework discussed in chapter 2 – the stories “we” tell about “our” past are 

important components in, and instantiate the abstract images that are, identities. Of course, it 

can also be supposed that such narratives affect these actors. They may subscribe to one par-

ticular narrative and therefore construe opposed narratives as threats to their identities. Exam-

ples of this are provided in both the contextual analysis and the analysis of narratives. Narra-

tives also illustrate the values that members of communities should possess and provide mod-

els for how they should behave. What do these narratives imply about Sino-Japanese rela-

tions? How do they portray “us” and “them” and what do these depictions imply? In these 

ways, narratives are related to behaviour.  

In Chinese exhibitions, more or less all Chinese are depicted in the same way – 

“millions of people, all of one mind”, effectively erasing any differences, subtleties and com-

plexities. What we are dealing with is therefore not just a stereotypical portrayal of the out-

group but to a very large extent a stereotypical depiction of the in-group. The stark contrast 

between the two defines the self by starkly contrasting it with the other. One stands for the 

positive moral values desired in those belonging to the in-group while the other defines what 

the in-group is not and should not be. The negative values embodied by the past aggressors 

risk being associated with the descendants of these aggressors. This is the logical conclusion 

if one is to follow the same logic for the out-group that governs the relationship between past 

and present for the in-group, as Chinese in both past and present are depicted as belonging to 

the same national category. If we assume, like the people involved in the politics of war exhi-

bitions do, that the minds of at least some of the visitors, and the identities or interpretative 

frameworks by which they make sense of the world, are affected by the narratives analysed in 

the chapters above, then we can assume that many Chinese visitors to these exhibitions will 
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get a negative image of Japan and Japanese people and that there is a risk that they will inter-

pret Japanese behaviour and act accordingly.  

 Most Japanese exhibitions, in one way or another, deal with local events. These 

local events are often contextualized. Such contextualization provides a framework for under-

standing local events within a larger context. While such contextualization can elucidate cer-

tain aspects it may also obfuscate others at the same time. At some Japanese museums, for 

example, the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, local events are contextualized into a his-

torical narrative that exceeds a century. Both the events that immediately preceded the war, 

which ended shortly after the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, and the events subsequent to 

the nuclear explosion occupy a large part of the exhibition. One effect of this is, arguably, that 

the war itself is backgrounded. The local events, the dropping of the bomb and especially its 

after-effects, are given much space. The period after the bomb was dropped performs an im-

portant function as it contributes to the interpretation of the local events as the harbinger of 

the nuclear age. The events that preceded the dropping of the bomb and the subsequent nu-

clear arms race, especially the war in China, the treatment of which is of central concern to 

this dissertation, are not omitted. One atrocity committed in China is even mentioned in a 

relatively explicit way – and responsibility regarding this particular atrocity is ascribed 

clearly. Nonetheless, the overall issues of responsibility for the war in its entirety as well as 

for the dropping of the bomb are not really addressed. The anti-nuclear peace message might 

be described as drowning out the issue of war responsibility at the same time as the contex-

tualization consigns the war to the background. The analysis of topics suggested that this way 

of contextualizing events is not uncommon in Japanese exhibitions. Japanese exhibitions, 

even the ones that include Japanese aggression in their narratives, are concerned to a large 

extent with advocating peace, and the International Military Tribunal for the Far East, depic-

tion of which would lead to a discussion of responsibility, is given little treatment. Further-

more, in narratives at some of the Japanese museums that receive the largest numbers of visi-

tors, Japanese aggression is often directed against domestic victims, whereas atrocities com-

mitted abroad are given less attention. In this way, the Japanese military is often depicted as 

an aggressor and the Japanese government may be portrayed as oppressive. However, the role 

of the Japanese military as an aggressor in China is not always emphasized to the same extent 

even though, as is illustrated above, there are exhibitions, especially among those that receive 

smaller numbers of visitors, that deal frankly and in much detail with Japanese atrocities 

abroad. If it is assumed that the narratives analysed contribute to moulding the minds of visi-
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tors as well as the identities that are the interpretative frameworks they use to make sense of 

the world, then the Japanese narratives analysed in detail will, even if some of them contri-

bute to the creation of pacifist values, not do a great deal that will be appreciated in China.   

 The connection between narratives and ideas concerning the moral status, for 

example, of China vis-à-vis Japan, as is discussed above, can be linked to a sense of entitle-

ment if one party in a relationship believes its moral standing to be higher than that of the 

other party. For example, the Chinese government has often commented in relation to Japa-

nese apologies that: “stating one’s position is important but expression through action is more 

important”. In other words, discourse and action are tied together. Japanese leaders should not 

just apologize but also act in certain ways. What actions are considered appropriate is not al-

ways made clear in statements by Chinese leaders, but an identity, which involves such a 

sense of entitlement based on an understanding of morality may affect Chinese behaviour 

towards Japan and interpretations of Japanese behaviour by Chinese. Such understandings of 

morality in the bilateral relationship may or may not be shared by the Japanese side. It is quite 

clear that it did guide Japanese behaviour towards China after the violent crackdown on stu-

dents at Tiananmen Square in 1989, when Western countries adopted measures towards China 

that were considerably harsher than the more restrained course taken by Japan. The Japanese 

Prime Minister at the time, Uno Sosuke, commented that: “I say clearly that Japan invaded 

China 40 [sic] years ago. Japan cannot do anything against a people who experienced such a 

war. Sino-Japanese relations differ from Sino-United States relations” (quoted in Ijiri 

1990:656). It is, however, often argued that Japanese views of the PRC deteriorated consider-

ably after the Tiananmen crackdown. Japanese may hence be less inclined to see China as 

morally superior. The Japanese narratives analysed in detail in this dissertation, even though 

few of them depict China negatively and some of them certainly portray the Japanese military 

and government as aggressors, still focus primarily on Japanese aggression towards Japanese 

(or Okinawan) victims, and often only secondarily or to a relatively small extent address 

Japanese aggression towards Chinese. In other words, the narratives do not go very far in con-

tributing to the creation of ideas about morality in the relationship that are compatible with 

such Chinese understandings. At the same time, Japanese views of the PRC and the CCP are 

influenced by other sources, for example, the media’s portrayal of current events, that further 

affect ideas concerning the moral status of the PRC and the CCP. From such a perspective, all 

of the competing Japanese narratives are likely to clash with those of their Chinese counter-

parts. In addition, if Japanese stress Japan’s peaceful post-war record (and especially if they 
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compare it to the CCP’s record) they are even less likely to accept the PRC’s moral superi-

ority. 

It is discussed in chapter 1, with regard to Japanese behaviour, that many news-

paper articles and scholarly texts assume or imply that a change in Japanese (government) 

behaviour would lead to improvements in Sino-Japanese relations. Of course, the behaviour 

of Japanese (and sometimes Chinese) politicians deserves to be scrutinized and is sometimes 

– maybe often – extremely problematic. Moreover, it is quite possible that some kind of reas-

surance or apology on behalf of the Japanese government is necessary in order for the bilat-

eral relationship to improve. However, this would not be sufficient to make issues concerning 

war history vanish forever. There are other factors that need to be taken into account. Even if 

the Japanese government made an apology that was understood as sincere and coupled this 

with compensation for victims of Japanese aggression, this would not necessarily mean that 

the history-related problems would disappear. This becomes quite clear when the history issue 

is understood as linked to how history is represented in narratives about war in both Japan and 

the PRC.  

The chapters in this dissertation have illustrated the need for a context-sensitive 

analysis. The narratives analysed can only be understood against the background of a com-

prehensive contextual analysis. It is mentioned in the discussions of the role of context in the 

chapters above that, at a fundamental level, context helps to understand or explain features of 

a phenomenon in terms of some aspects of its environment. The “friendship corners” in Chi-

nese exhibitions need to be understood against the background of the Japanese Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs’s (MOFA) discussions with and requests to its Chinese counterpart concern-

ing the content of Chinese war exhibitions. It is noted in chapter 5 that the Japanese MOFA 

has expressed its concern to the Chinese MOFA about the content of exhibitions. Specifically, 

requests for the inclusion of material dealing with Japan’s peaceful post-war policy and Sino-

Japanese friendship have been presented. Without this contextual background knowledge, a 

full understanding of these aspects of the exhibitions would not be possible. Moreover, such 

discussions illustrate how the content of war museums becomes the centre of attention in the 

politics of war memory. Because they believe that exhibitions and the narratives presented in 

other media are important in shaping the hearts and minds of both friend and foe, indeed, for 

turning them into friend or foe, political actors will not only continue to create such narratives 

but also persist in trying to affect the content of the narratives created by their ideological 
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opponents. The contextual analysis has provided plenty of previously untapped empirical evi-

dence to confirm this.  

 The messages often explicated towards the end of exhibitions are another fea-

ture that cannot be understood without being contextualized. These texts explicitly link the 

story told about the past with the present. In the case of Chinese government-run exhibitions, 

continuity is constructed between the Chinese nation in the past and the present and proper 

patriotic behaviour is defined as working hard to create a strong Chinese nation based on 

peaceful development. This requires a stable society – something that can only be realized on 

the basis of the policies of the CCP. This message should be understood against the back-

ground of the changes in Chinese society since the beginning of economic reforms in the late 

1970s under Deng Xiaoping. These economic reforms, based on (peaceful) development and 

a policy of “opening up” creates large cleavages in society between those who are allowed to 

become rich before others and those who are not. In such a situation, in which those left be-

hind may feel discontented with the state of affairs, stability is of the essence. These messages 

also need to be understood in the context of the domestic debates concerning what it means to 

be a patriot in China. Even though the patriotic education campaign launched by the CCP in 

the early 1990s has most probably contributed to strengthening patriotism in the PRC, the 

CCP’s control over information and debate has loosened. This means that a space has opened 

up for other actors to express opinions and try to define what it means to be patriotic in China. 

Against this background, the interpretations or messages delivered in the Chinese exhibitions 

discussed above should be regarded as attempts by the CCP to steer patriotism in a direction 

that favours its policies of continued development and social stability. 

Regarding intertextuality, it is possible to see that it is at work not just between 

museum exhibitions and other arenas but also between exhibitions. For example, even though 

there are large differences between the Beijing and Nanjing exhibitions, there is also much 

evidence of intertextual relationships. For example, the first exhibition at the Memorial Hall 

of the Victims in the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders deals mainly with local events. 

The second exhibition could be said to contextualize the local events dealt with in the first 

exhibition into a larger framework of nationwide and worldwide war, on the one hand, and 

foreign and especially Japanese aggression, and Chinese national struggle dating back to the 

19th century, on the other. The second exhibition deals with some of the themes, for example 

heroism, treated to a considerably larger extent but in a very similar way and by depicting the 

same events at the War of Resistance Museum in Beijing. A main theme in one exhibition is 
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often treated in less detail elsewhere. Intertextuality perhaps becomes most evident in the 

concluding texts of the state-run Chinese exhibitions. The wording and messages delivered in 

these texts have much in common. It is also possible to see that intertextuality functions not 

only between exhibitions but also between exhibitions and other media. Expressions common 

in government-run Chinese exhibitions, for example, concerning the need to “take history as a 

mirror and face the future”, can be found not just in these exhibitions but also in official gov-

ernment documents, utterances and speeches by Chinese leaders and in newspaper articles. 

The narratives found at these and other museums, in other words, are entangled in a discur-

sive web of texts found in different media throughout Chinese society. These utterances, 

speeches and newspaper articles are connected to and, in a way, based on the narratives pre-

sented, in a comparatively elaborate form, in the exhibitions analysed here. This points to an 

area for further research – an area that has the potential to further illustrate the significance of 

the narratives analysed in detail above. Through systematic analyses of how the narratives 

analysed here are discussed and how elements from these narratives are picked up, drawn on 

and used in other settings, it is possible to more clearly determine whether and how these nar-

ratives matter, or rather are made to matter, in different settings. In addition, it is possible 

through intertextual and interdiscursive analysis to illustrate and elaborate on the meanings of 

utterances made and actions taken by, for example, politicians by connecting them to elabo-

rate narratives that explicate the meanings and implications of their statements.   

In chapter 1, it was stated that the overarching aim of this study is to present a 

framework that makes possible an understanding of bilateral relations in a way that challenges 

and highlights the consequences of mainstream approaches. A case study of the history prob-

lem in Sino-Japanese relations was carried out to achieve this aim. The case study has il-

lustrated how this framework can be employed to analyse a specific issue. The central as-

sumptions of the framework are that bilateral relations can be understood through an analysis 

of identity narratives. Such narratives may contain depictions of self and other that, if inter-

nalized through identity narratives, may affect how the actions of those representing or be-

longing to the other state are interpreted. In other words, the origins of patterns of amity and 

enmity are explored. A comprehensive analysis of the domestic context in which narratives, 

and patterns of amity and enmity, exist and develop is necessary in order to understand how 

they are used for political purposes and affect bilateral relations. In order to apply the frame-

work to other cases it is necessary to pay attention to the specific conditions of the bilateral 

relations studied. The kinds of narrative analysed may differ in different settings and need not 
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be narratives about war. However, the basic principles are the same. Even though the analysis 

needs to be context-sensitive and the issue analysed is specific, the central assumptions of the 

framework can be used to analyse any bilateral relations.  

Importantly, the approach focuses on what mainstream approaches tend to dis-

regard. The aim has not been to argue that mainstream approaches lack currency entirely. The 

point, rather, is that the preoccupations and assumptions of these approaches have conse-

quences both for how bilateral relations are understood and how politics is conducted. Like 

any approach, the mainstream approaches shed light on some features while ignoring others. 

Because of their dominance, however, these approaches are influential and their consequences 

far-reaching. In chapter 1, the general assumptions and consequences of these approaches 

were discussed. These include the focus on the state as a unitary, rational actor. States are 

often regarded, more or less, as the only relevant international actors and in the domestic ar-

ena they are afforded much power – they are basically regarded as being able to do as they 

please domestically. The domestic is bracketed as the international arena is given priority. 

Scarce attention is therefore paid to domestic struggles over identity narratives and the do-

mestic as an arena in which narratives that affect bilateral relations are constructed. Further-

more, these approaches are often characterized by positivism. Positivism makes it difficult to 

address how actors are constituted and involves an objectivism that, as is illustrated below in 

the discussion of He’s and Jin’s studies, has consequences for how history-related issues are 

understood. The approach used in this study, on the other hand, has, through an analysis of a 

specific case, focused on these consequences and blind spots. It was demonstrated in chapter 

1 that some of the preoccupations of the mainstream approaches are common in discussions 

of the history issue in Sino-Japanese relations as well and have consequences for how this 

specific issue is commonly understood. By providing an alternative understanding of the his-

tory issue it has also been possible to illustrate how the framework for understanding bilateral 

relations can be used to analyse a specific case.  

In other words, the results of this study also have implications for IR theory 

more generally. It is common, as was mentioned above, for mainstream IR approaches to treat 

states as rational actors, the inner workings of which are often ignored. This study, by con-

trast, is concerned to a large extent with issues related to identity and the constitution of ac-

tors. Understandings of self and other, inherent in identities, may affect how a situation or the 

behaviour of other actors is interpreted, thereby leading to emotional or other non-rational 

behaviour. This is not only an issue concerning access to information – it is fundamentally 
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connected with the interpretation of information. Who I believe I am and who I believe you 

are will affect how I interpret and respond to your actions. If behaviour is rational, rationality 

needs to be understood as defined by the domestic context. In chapter 4, for example, it was 

demonstrated that debates in present-day China have centred on the issue of how to act patri-

otically in China. Against this background, behaviour will be rational if it is understood as 

patriotic.  

Chapter 1 briefly discusses previous research on issues similar to those dealt 

with in this study, particularly the studies conducted by He (2009) and Jin (2006). Both He 

and Jin are explicitly influenced by Paul Cohen’s History in Three Keys, in which history as 

experienced, as created by historians and as used by mythologizers are distinguished between 

(Cohen 1997:212-14, Jin 2006:32-36, He 2009:29). Jin argues, following Cohen, that my-

thologizers manipulate history: “This type of manipulation … is quite subtle in nature and 

difficult for the public to detect. In many cases, people are either unaware of this domination 

over their thinking or reluctant to admit the influence” (Jin 2006:35). Might not the same be 

true for historians? How can the historian, attempting to create an objective account, be sure 

s/he is really objective? Even if all available sources are consulted the historian will still re-

gard some events as more important than others (cf. Lundquist 1993:85). Indeed, that a cer-

tain event or phenomenon is chosen for study to begin with points to the limits of objectivity, 

as such choices can hardly be objectively motivated. Moreover, the mythologizer may not 

believe s/he is manipulating history but that s/he is constructing a “true” narrative. This has 

consequences for the frameworks employed by He and Jin. He is concerned with interstate 

reconciliation and the role of different kinds of narrative as obstacles to or facilitators of rec-

onciliation (He 2009:40-41). The study “focuses on falsifiable, pernicious national myths” as 

obstacles to reconciliation (He 2009:27). This theoretical focus on falsifiable myths indicates 

that myths differ from “true” history: “some myths of the two sides may overlap, forming a 

shared but false historical memory” (He 2009:41, emphasis added).341 The juxtaposition of 

true and false historical accounts becomes clear in the following claim: “Today, many count-

ries are still wrestling with deciding whether to spread truthful or mythologized interpreta-

                                                                    
341 Earlier in the book, a similar claim can be found: “Even if governments agree on a mythical interpretation of 
history for the sake of expedience, a truly friendly popular tie is unattainable because the intergovernmental 
agreement on historical lies is fragile” (He 2009:9-10, emphasis added). Jin presents a similar argument: “People 
seem willing to accept a simplified conclusion about a historical event if it sounds convincing and logical to 
them. It does not matter whether such a conclusion is an objective presentation of historical fact or not, it is “his-
torically true” in the public eye if most people accept it as true” (Jin 2006:35). This suggests an understanding 
according to which objectivity is possible. 
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tions of the past” (He 2009:28). Even though Cohen’s distinction between history as created 

by historians and history as used by mythologizers may appear commonsensical, the distinc-

tion is not so clear-cut. He acknowledges this but still argues, based on Cohen, that there is a 

fundamental difference between what historians do and what mythologizers do (He 2009:29). 

This all seems reasonable at first sight but the crux is where to draw the line and how to de-

termine that one narrative is a myth and another truthful. The claim that myths should be fal-

sifiable is not entirely convincing as she also argues that:  

 

[I]t is true that China and Poland suffered enormously at the hands of foreign aggressors, but to use vic-
timhood to portray their entire modern history is a myth because it leaves out those more congenial, co-
operative periods of their relations with the aggressor countries as well as their not-so-benign interactions 
with neighboring countries or ethnic groups within their own countries (He 2009:29).  

 

It appears that it is no longer a question of falsifiability, or that the meaning of falsifiable has 

been considerably broadened from a narrow focus on the truthfulness of “facts” included in 

narratives – the issue here is selectivity. If selection bias is sufficient to prove a narrative 

“false”, then where does it end? Should every Chinese narrative about the war against Japan 

include China’s “not-so-benign interactions with neighboring countries or ethnic groups 

within” China in order not to be false? He’s conceptualization of stories about the past, influ-

enced as it is by the positivist tradition, is problematic. The approach adopted in this study 

avoids the pitfalls of an approach to history influenced by positivism and mainstream IR. The 

focus is on how meaning is created and identities are constructed in the narratives analysed. 

Even though the question of what actually happened in the past is not addressed, it is still pos-

sible to draw conclusions concerning bilateral relations on the basis of an analysis of narra-

tives and the politics surrounding the construction of narratives. Even if all parties involved in 

struggles over history writing in China and Japan were to agree on a set of basic historical 

“facts”, for example through joint history studies that all involved agreed were true, it would 

still be possible to create different narratives and to make sense of the past in radically differ-

ent ways based on these agreed facts. That agreement on basic facts would solve the problem 

is an illusion. It is perfectly possible to create myths or other-maligning narratives based on a 

selection of agreed “objectively true” historical facts. Historical narratives, even those created 

by conscientious historians, are always based on selectivity. 

In other words, agreement on basic facts does not rule out the possibility of cre-

ating narratives that emphasize “our” good and “their” bad actions/qualities and de-
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emphasizes our bad and their good actions/qualities because such highlighting can be 

achieved, as this study clearly illustrates, through inclusion and omission as well as through 

the use of linguistic and other means of representation. Moreover, the categories into which 

participants in narratives are divided are significant in this regard – if participants are defined 

purely according to nationality this creates a different meaning than if they are categorized as 

city-dwellers, farmers, working-class people, landlords, men, women or simply human be-

ings. Labelling, predication and other aspects of language, then, are not innocent and histor-

ians too need to make choices concerning, for example, how to label and depict participants 

when constructing their narratives. When studying narratives it is necessary not only to ana-

lyse “content”, as often conceptualized, but also form, because dissimilarities in form result in 

different content because form affects meaning. These conclusions could not have been 

reached without conducting a study that analyses, in detail, the actual composition and form 

of the narratives per se. This study, in other words, contributes to the study of Sino-Japanese 

relations, narrative-, identity- and history-related studies in International Relations (IR) by 

moving beyond the positivist and broad analyses common in the discipline to analyse narra-

tive structure in detail. The contribution is empirical as well as theoretical. Previous studies 

dealing with Sino-Japanese relations have either largely ignored issues concerning narratives 

or approached them in a way that pays little attention to how narratives are constructed, that 

is, the form of narratives, because they do not conduct close textual analyses. This study con-

tributes to research on Sino-Japanese relations by illustrating how meaning and “self and 

other” are constructed in narratives about war. It also demonstrates that these narratives are 

closely related to domestic struggles over meaning and identity. The intended political thrust 

of such narratives is related mainly to these domestic struggles but has international ramifica-

tions.  

The studies conducted by He and Jin, as is discussed above, move beyond the 

narrow focus of mainstream IR theory and focus on ideas. Nonetheless, these approaches 

have in common with mainstream IR their positivist objectivism. This objectivism affects 

mainstream IR in a way similar to how it is manifest in the studies by He and Jin, discussed 

above. Interpretation and representation are seldom given the attention they deserve. Further-

more, domestic issues are not given much prominence when states are treated as black boxes. 

This consequence of mainstream IR is addressed by the framework used here as the role of 

domestic narratives and the domestic context are highlighted. By focusing on the domestic it 

is possible to demonstrate what approaches that bracket the domestic are missing. The frame-
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work used here explicitly prioritizes the domestic. Many of the results of this study could not 

have been reached had the domestic been bracketed. For example, the domestic politics sur-

rounding identity narratives in China and Japan have been elucidated. These identity narra-

tives contain depictions of self and other that may affect how the behaviour of self and other 

are interpreted. Narratives, in other words, may help understand the existence of patterns of 

amity and enmity.  

Even though, as discussed in chapter 1, there are approaches that pay attention 

to patterns of amity and enmity, these are often not problematized but taken more or less as 

given. Important questions such as where such patterns come from and how they are con-

structed are often overlooked. The present study makes a contribution by addressing the issue 

of where these patterns of amity and enmity come from. Such patterns may of course stem 

from many different sources. Narratives about war are possible sources, among others. Buzan 

and Waever argue that: “These patterns of amity and enmity are influenced by various back-

ground factors such as history, culture, religion, and geography, but to a large extent they are 

path-dependent and thus become their own best explanation” (Buzan & Waever 2003:50). A 

pattern “is best understood by starting the analysis from the regional level, and extending it 

towards inclusion of the global factors on the one side and domestic factors on the other. The 

specific pattern of who fears or likes whom is generally not imported from the system level, 

but generated internally in the region by a mixture of history, politics, and material condi-

tions” (Buzan & Waever 2003:47). Even though domestic factors are mentioned here, in the 

Regional Security Complex Theory framework this refers to “domestically generated vul-

nerabilities”, that is, whether a state is internally stable or not (Buzan & Waever 2003:51).  

The patterns of amity and enmity are seen as constructed first and foremost 

through state interaction in a regional system along the model of Wendt’s system theory (Bu-

zan & Waever 2003:50). Simply affirming that such patterns exist or have their origins in 

state interaction does not reveal much about how they develop and change. This relative dis-

regard for the domestic is problematic. It is demonstrated in this study that domestic struggles 

over meaning are central to an understanding of narratives about war. The war with which the 

narratives analysed here are concerned consisted, of course, of interaction between states at 

the regional level. In this way, the narratives can be said to have their origin in state interac-

tion. However, the narratives have been constructed and evolved within domestic contexts. It 

is within domestic contexts that they have developed as part of struggles concerning identity. 

It is within domestic contexts that narratives have been constructed using particular linguistic 
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and other means through which self and other are depicted in particular ways, and it is in 

these contexts that certain interpretations of these stories have been created. Patterns of amity 

and enmity, then, originate not in interactions between states but in interpretations of such 

interactions.342 They are especially significant if these interpretations are integrated into identi-

ties on the basis of which the world is interpreted. Any approach to IR that treats the domestic 

as a black box not only misses these dynamics but also risks reifying patterns of amity and 

enmity. Narratives and other discourses on which patterns of amity and enmity are based are 

constructed using linguistic and other means. Systematic close textual analysis of the repre-

sentational choices involved in the creation of such discourses has been given surprisingly 

little attention even within the constructivist IR camp. This largely unexploited resource pro-

vides a wealth of promising methodological assets that can be employed within and contribute 

to constructivist IR approaches.  

Two approaches – RSCT and the approaches used by He and Jin have been 

given special treatment here. These approaches move away from the preoccupations of main-

stream IR in different ways. However, they are still affected by mainstream IR in other ways 

and the consequences of this have been discussed in some detail above. Through a discussion 

of these approaches, based on the analysis conducted in this study, it has been possible to 

highlight some of the consequences of the preoccupations of mainstream IR thereby illustrat-

ing how the framework used here makes possible an understanding of bilateral relations that 

challenges and highlights the consequences of mainstream approaches. In the approaches de-

veloped by He and Jin, objectivism has consequences. In the case of RSCT, it is the bracket-

ing of the domestic that has consequences. In approaches that retain several of the fixations of 

the mainstream it is likely that the consequences will be even more far-reaching. 

                                                                    
342 There is, in other words, no direct causality between events and patterns of amity and enmity because events 
need to be interpreted in order to attain meaning. 
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