




A CULTURE OF

BEFORE AND DURING WORLD WAR II, JAPANESE FORCES

MURDERED MILLIONS OF CIVILIANS AND PRISONERS OF WAR. WHY?

BYMARKFELTON

>n Feb. 16,1942, Japanese troops herded 23 Australian women into the
I surf from a beach on Bangka Island in the Dutch East Indies (present-
1 day Indonesia). All but one of the women were army nurses, captured

after Japanese bombers sank the ship on which they were attempting
escape from Singapore. The nurses wore uniforms clearly emblazoned

with the Red Cross. When the captives reached waist-deep water, machine-gun fire
echoed across the beach and jungle-covered hills. Screams and splashing accompanied
the bursts of gunfire. Then, as abruptly, the firing stopped, and the beach fell silent.
Miraculously, one of the nurses was still alive. Wounded in the torso, 26-year-old Vivian

BuUwinkel floated in the sea, her head
tilted to one side to gulp air as the surf
pushed her gently toward the beach.

Minutes earlier the Japanese sol-
diers had murdered dozens of wound-
ed Allied troops—the very patients
BuUwinkel and her fellow nurses had
been tending before their ship was
blown from under them. Marching the
wounded from the beach out of sight
around a headland, the Japanese strode
from patient to patient, another sur-
vivor later recalled, shooting some and
driving their long bayonets deep into
others. Returning to the beach, the
murderers wiped their bayonets clean
of blood before turning their attention
to the nurses.

Wherever Japanese soldiers deployed
during the 1930s and 1940s, they perpe-
trated barbaric—and well-documented
—crimes against humanity. Examples
are legion: widespread massacres of

Vivian BuUwinkel was the only survivor
of 22 Australian nurses (some shown on
opposite page) and a civilian murdered
by the Japanese on Bangka Island in
the Dutch East Indies in February 1942.

Chinese civilians in places like Nan-
king; the gang rape and murder of
captured British and Chinese nurses
following the fall of Hong Kong; the
murder of Dutch and Indonesian ci-
vilians and wounded Allied prison-
ers throughout the Dutch East Indies;
the machine-gunning of Allied sailors
who survived the sinking of their ships;
the beheadings of downed Allied air-
men; and the thousands of British, Aus-
tralian, Dutch and American prisoners
who perished during forced labor in
steaming Southeast Asian jungles or
in mines in Japan and Korea. A telling
statistic: While just 4 percent of Alhed
prisoners in German hands perished
during the war, 27 percent of those
captured by the Japanese died. On an
even larger scale, the total number
of civilians and prisoners murdered
by the Japanese from the 1937 inva-
sion of China through the end of World
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Several generations of Japanese believed the emperor's
divinity demanded their unquestioning obedience of him

War II has been estimated to be as high
as 20 million.

Such grim statistics beg questions:
Why was the Japanese military so delib-
erately brutal toward defeated enemies
and the civilian populations of con-
quered lands? What were the causes
of such behavior? Can we ever under-
stand why they committed crimes that
go so far beyond generally accepted
mihtary conduct?

J apan's wartime barbarism
had its roots in the nation's
feudal history. Erom the

early 17th century until the 1868
Meiji Restoration, a hereditary
military dictatorship known as
the Tokugawa shogunate ruled
Japan, isolating it from the rest of
the world. Eor more than two cen-
turies the samurai—a class of mili-
tary nobility whose bushido ("way
of the warrior") code demanded
rigid loyalty to their liege lord and
suicidal bravery in battle—gov-
erned society, demanding and
receiving their subjects' unques-
tioning obedience.

After the opening of Japan to
Western commerce in the 1850s,
the threat of subjugation by the
technologically advanced Western
powers exposed Japan's inherent
military and economic backward-
ness. Progressive samurai moved to re-
store imperial rule and, at the same
time, modernize Japan's industry and
military With the restoration of Em-
peror Meiji as a constitutional monarch,
the military loyalty of most samurai
shifted from the shogun to the emperor,
making him a focus of national vener-
ation. Japan's victory in the Eirst Sino-
Japanese War (1894-95) and stunning
defeat of Tsarist Russia (1904-05)
marked Japan's emergence as a signif-
icant military power and confirmed in
Japanese minds the nation's right to
build an overseas empire in Asia.

Japan initially maintained friendly
relations with the West—particularly
with Britain, which had done much
through treaties to help Japan create
a world-class navy. But after World
War I Japanese thinkers, seeing rac-
ism in the attitudes of the Western
powers, disparaged the League of Na-
tions, which existed, in the words of
leading nationalist scholar Shumei
Okawa, "[to] preserve the status quo

In an iconic image of Japanese brutality toward
Allied prisoners of war, above, officer Yasuno
Chikao prepares to behead Australian Sergeant
Leonard G. Siffleet in 1943. Japanese soldiers
often chanelled the exuberance of victory, rigtrt,
into violence against civilians and prisoners.

and further the domination of the
world by tbe Anglo-Saxons." Okawa
argued that "Japan would strive to
fulfill her predestined role of cham-
pion of Asia."

Military success and imperial ex-
pansion at home bred jingoism and
xenophobia, prompting various theo-

rists to link the "racial superiority" of
the Japanese to the perceived superi-
ority of the imperial dynasty In 1890
the emperor had been declared divine,
a direct descendant of the sun goddess
Amaterasu—an idea rigorously taught
in schools throughout Japan well into
the 20th century. Several generations
of Japanese believed the emperor's di-
vinity demanded unquestioning obe-
dience of not only him but also his

representatives in the govern-
ment and military.

Colonel Kingoro Hashimoto,
a nationalist army leader instru-
mental in hatching the war in
China in the 1930s, termed this
blind obedience Kodo ("Way of
the Emperor"), insisting, "It is
necessary to have politics, eco-
nomics, culture, national defense

V and everything else all focused
on one being, the emperor." Oka-
wa, for his part, believed it Ja-
pan's divine mission to rule the
world. The Japanese media rein-
forced the concepts of imperial
divinity, racial superiority and
the right to rule Asia among the
populace. These ideas found es-
pecially willing disciples in the

'•^ nation's military forces. Their
i barbarism in Cbina in 1931 and
s 1937—including the Rape of

Nanking, in which soldiers raped
80,000 women and murdered some
300,000 citizens—demonstrated the
pervasive racism of the Japanese to-
ward their enemies.

In the early 20th century, Japan's
imperialist leaders desperately sought
the acceptance of Western nations
and an equal right to colonial expan-
sion. They were to be frustrated in
those goals, however, as the major
Western powers saw the Japanese as
only a slightly superior form of Asian,
certainly not as equals. The resulting
insecurity and anger contributed enor-
mously to the flourishing of xenopho-
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Surrender rendered an enemy soldier a nonentity, and
a Japanese victor couid treat him worse tiian an animal

bia, militarism and fascism during the
1920s and 1930s.

Japan's rise concerned Britain, the
United States and other Western na-
tions, all of whom sought to maintain
the status quo. The rapid growth of
the Imperial Japanese Navy, the ex-
pansion of Tokyo's influence in Man-
churia and Japan's avowed dislike of
the Soviet Union threat-
ened regional stability.
Alarmed by these devel-
opments, the Western
powers committed a fate-
ful strategic error: By forc-
ing Tokyo to accept the
restrictive terms of the
1930 London Naval Treaty,
Washington and London
simply confirmed its be-
lief the West was deliber-
ately thwarting Japan's
destiny, simply because
its people were Asian.
The treaty unleashed a
deep-seated hostility to-
ward the Western powers
—particularly the United
States—at all levels of
Japanese society, thus pro-
viding radical elements
inside the Japanese military an oppor-
tunity to seize control.

J apanese militarism in the early
20th century followed two strands,
each of which heavily influenced

the nation's military behavior during
World War 11.

The Imperial Way faction, or Ko-
doba, comprised a loose grouping of
military officers and philosophers and
stemmed from the severe financial
crisis that struck prosperous and in-
dustrious Japan in the 1920s. Social un-
rest among the urban working classes,
and resulting flirtations with socialism
and communism, deeply concerned
the army's senior leaders. They saw the
nation's industrialists as greedy and

corrupt and themselves as the uncor-
rupted soul of Japan.

Led by army officer and philosopher
General Sadao Araki, the Imperial Way
sought to return Japan to a "golden age,"
in which the samurai would rule un-
challenged and the emperor would wield
absolute power. Democracy, viewed as a
corrupt Western import, would be aban-

Civilians lie dead in Chungking, China, opposite,
trampled to death during a Japanese air raid
conducted solely to cause such mass panic.
Japanese soldiers, above, watch as comrades
use Chinese prisoners for bayonet practice
following the December 1937 fall of Nanking.

doned in favor of totalitarian rule, an
ideology influenced by fascist ideas
from Europe. The ideology strove to
merge the emperor, the people and the
land within a moral framework, an
effort aided enormously by the fact the
emperor was already considered a liv-
ing god. Japan's elevation to a "master
race" through intense propaganda car-
ried echoes of National Socialism. The
Nazi slogan "Ein Volíe, Ein Reich, Ein
Fuhrer" ("One People, One Nation, One

Leader") could have as comfortably
fitted the Imperial Way ethos. This fac-
tion demanded war with the Soviet
Union, which in the 1930s was per-
ceived as the primary threat to Japan's
ambitions in Manchuria and China.

The Toseiha, or Control faction, the
opposing strand of imperialist thought,
included such subsequently notorious

figures as General Hideki
Tojo. Toseiha's adherents
believed in purifying na-
tional politics in the same
way as Kodoha and also
rejected democracy. But
they believed that any
future conflict would be
a "total war" requiring the
unification of the military
and industry.

Though both ideolo-
gies sought to create a mil-
itary state, each wanted
to control how that state
came into being, and they
clashed violently through
the 1930s, engineering
two wars in China before
Japan's attack on Pearl
Harbor. The Toseiha fac-
tion ultimately prevailed,

pushing Japan into total war, but the
Japanese officer corps had embraced
the Imperial Way concepts of spiritual
power and imperial mysticism. They
disseminated a perverted version of the
samurai bushido code among soldiers,
including the belief that any form of
surrender was deeply dishonorable,
even the surrender of one's enemies.
Surrender, so went the thinking, ren-
dered the enemy soldier a nonentity,
and a Qapanese) victor could treat a
nonentity worse than an animal.

Xenophobia, a frustrated desire to
join the imperialist "club" dominated
by the Western powers, plus perceived
British and American racism coa-
lesced in Japan with nationalist ide-
ologies: racial superiority; domina-



Japan labeled the Geneva Convention the 'coward's code'
and branded Allied capitulation corrupt and contemptible

tion of an "inferior" China as a holy
war; a belief that Japan was destined
to rule the world; a distorted bushi-
do code; a young, disaffected officer
corps seething with Imperial Way
and Toseiha ideology; and the power-
ful message that the emperor was an
infallible living god. All tbese ele-
ments blended in an ideological witch's
brew that had a direct
bearing on the treatment
of Japan's enemies.

From Day 1 of basic
training, Japanese military
officers taught that the
Chinese were blood ene-
mies and an inferior race,
and that Japan would one
day rule the world. In-
structors molded recruits
into obedient tools of the
officer corps through bru- ^« | h
tal training regimens that
punished even the slight-
est transgressions with . **'%.
physical violence. Recruits ""-
were taught that their of-
ficers were infallible and
that any order issued by a ^
superior must be treated
as an order given by the
divine emperor himself—who, as a
living god, was always correct, as were
his subordinates.

It was those at the core of Japan's
military power, the general officers,
who decided to brutalize prisoners
of war, and who made conditions so
despicable in the camps. Junior offi-
cers and soldiers went along with
these crimes because they too be-
lieved the orders infallible and that
the emperor wished them to commit
such outrages. The generals knew
that the culturally ingrained respect
for authority, coupled with the fear
of exclusion and loss of face, meant
scant resistance when they ordered
Japanese troops to carry out morally
repugnant orders.

A s Caucasians had dominated
Asia before 1941, it was they
according to Japanese think-

ing, who had tried to subordinate the
Japanese and who had refused to recog-
nize Japan's legitimate right to be a great
power. Thus, from the Japanese point
of view. World War II was literally a
race war. When Tokyo's initial victories

Americans Samuel Stenzler, Frank Spear and
James Gallagher-captured on Bataan in 1942
-rest briefly during the hellish 60-mile march
to a POW camp. The three men died in captivity.

in 1941 put the boot on the other foot,
Japanese troops were quick to use it
to stamp on the white man's face. The
widespread barbarity and cruelty prac-
ticed by Japanese forces were clearly
indicative of that hatred and loathing
—and perhaps a deep-seated inferior-
ity complex—many Japanese soldiers
harbored toward their white foes.

"By 1941 [the Japanese] were ready
to take on the white world in war, and
they truly did not care anymore what
the white man thought of them," wrote
American author Gavan Dawes in his

1994 book Prisoners oj the Japanese.
"They had torn the Geneva Convention
to pieces. White men could go to hell,
and the Japanese would be the ones
to send them there/'

During the war, several hundred
thousand Allied soldiers surrendered
to Japanese forces. At the fall of Singa-
pore in February 1942 the heavily out-

numbered Japanese were as-
tounded when some 80,000
British, Indian, Malay and
Australian troops laid down
their arms and marched
themselves into captivity.
To young and idealistic Japa-
nese soldiers who saw them-
selves as modern-day samu-
rai, such mass surrender was
all but unimaginable; better
to die than accept such a fate.
They neither cared for nor
understood the Western sol-
diers' acceptance of surrender
or lack of shame attached to
preserving life when fighting
no longer served a purpose.

The Japanese officer corps
labeled the Geneva Conven-
tion the "coward's code" and
branded Allied capitulation

another Western mindset as corrupt
and contemptible as democracy. "Re-
member your status as prisoners of
war," one Japanese camp commandant
told his prisoners in 1942. "You have
no rights. International law and the
Geneva Convention are dead."

Toseiha adherent Tojo, Japan's prime
minister and minister of war, was per-
sonally responsible for running POW
camps, and his ideology manifested
itself in his orders to camp command-
ers: "You must not allow [prisoners]
to lie idle, doing nothing but eating
freely, for even a single day. Their
labor and technical skill should be
fully utilized for the replenishment of
production and contribution rendered
toward the prosecution of the Greater
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East Asiatic War, for which no effort
ought to be spared."

The Japanese considered the treat-
ment of prisoners a cultural rather than
practical difference between East and
West. "In Japan we have our own ideol-
ogy concerning prisoners of war," Tojo
wrote, "which should naturally make
their treatment more or less different
from that in Europe and America." Tojo
even instructed camp commandants to
harden their hearts and not be "obsessed
witb the mistaken idea of humanitarian-
ism or swayed by personal feelings."

Most Japanese soldiers viewed death
in battle as an honorable and glorious
release, and many accounts suggest
they viewed the murder of enemy pris-
oners in the same light. As one soldier
who witnessed a comrade's execution
of an Australian prisoner recalled:

Ii is amazing—he had killed him with
one stroke. The onlookers crowd for-

Grinnlng Japanese troops march surrendered
Americans into captivity after tbe April 1942
fali of Bataan. Some 10,000 Allied POWs died
or were murdered by tbe Japanese en route.

ward. The head, detached from the trunk,
rolls in front of it. The dark hlood gushes
out. All is over. The head is dead white,
like a doll. The savageness which Ï felt
only a little while ago is gone, and
now I feel nothing hut the true compas-
sion of Japanese hushido. A senior cor-
poral laughs loudly: 'Well, he will enter
Nirvana now.'

While Allied soldiers were not
blameless when it came to
the mistreatment and, yes,

occasional murder of captured enemy
combatants and civilians, such infre-
quent events pale in comparison to
the sheer magnitude and intentional
brutality of Japan's World War 11
crimes against humanity. Estimates of

the number of people killed by Japa-
nese military forces between tbe mid-
1930s and 1945 range as high as 30
million, the vast majority of whom
were noncombatants.

Japan's defeat allowed the Allies to
bring many, though by no means all,
of the perpetrators of war crimes to
justice. Due in part to testimony by sur-
vivors of Japanese prison camps and
tbose—sucb as Australian nurse Vivian
BuUwinkel—^who escaped mass killings,
the Allies ultimately tried more than
5,000 Japanese service members for
war crimes. In the end, more than 900
of the accused paid for their crimes—
and their nation's—with their lives, (ffi)

For jurfher reading Mark Felton recom-
mends: Hidden Horrors: Japanese War
Crimes in World War II, by Yuki Tanaka,
translated by John W. Dower, and Pris-
oners of the Japanese: POWs of World
War II in the Pacific, by Cavan Daws.




