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"History is for human self-knowledge ... the only clue to what man can do is what man has 

done. The value of history, then, is that it teaches us what man has done and thus what 

man is."

-  R. G. Collingwood

The Second World War was one of the most significant political and military conflicts in 

history. While this decade-long tragedy ended in 1945, its legacy continues to have a 

profound impact to this day. The war involved almost every nation in existence at the time in 

some capacity, and recorded over 60 million casualties caused by armed conflict, disease, 

starvation, massacre, bombing and deliberate genocide.

While the collective memory of the Second World War has been closely connected to the 

atrocities committed in Europe, what occurred in the Asia-Pacific theatre has been largely 

omitted.

By the end of the war in 1945, over 27 million people perished in Asia.1

During this period, many atrocities were committed by the Japanese Imperial Army, 

including massacres, human experimentation, the use of chemical and biological weapons, 

the enforcement of military sexual slaves, and enslavement of forced labourers and prisoners 

of war.

Sino-Japanese War

Japan’s early aggression was largely due to its “determined expansionism” resulting from 

both the threat and inspiration of Western modernization and colonialism. Tracing back to 

the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan transformed from a pre-industrial feudal society into an 

industrialized world power that was capable of pursuing an increasingly ambitious 

expansionist policy. Seeking to be the leader in Asia and attempting to expel the “Western 

powers” from the region, Japan adopted a political direction towards expansionism and 

colonialism.

Japan first acquired sovereignty of Taiwan after China was defeated in the first Sino-Japanese 

War in 1895. Fifteen years later, Korea was colonized by Japan.2 In 1931, Japan seized 

Manchuria, the northeastern part of China; this event has been cited as the beginning of the 

Second World War in Asia.
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In the years following the occupation of Manchuria, Japan continued to expand its occupied 

territories by invading other cities in China. Comprehensive war started with the “Marco Polo 

Bridge Incident” on July 7, 1937, when Japan waged a massive attack against Beijing, and 

subsequently Shanghai and Nanjing.

From 1937 to 1941 the Japanese Imperial Army captured many populated areas of China, 

which required an increasing demand of military supplies for the Japanese army. The 

embargoes of some vital strategic materials imposed by the United States exacerbated the 

situation. The Japanese High Command faced the option of either withdrawing from China 

or seizing new sources of raw materials in the resource-rich, European-controlled colonies of 

South-East Asia.3

The Asia-Pacific War

Source: http://jb-hdnp.org/Sarver/Maps/WC/wc21_-
japempirem.jpg

The Sino-Japanese War evolved into the Asia-Pacific War on December 7, 1941, when Japan 

mounted a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. At the same time and in rapid succession, 

Japan’s Imperial Army attacked the British, American and Dutch colonies in Asia. Within six 

months, Japan occupied and controlled almost the whole of South-East Asia and many of 

the South Pacific islands.4

The fall of Singapore, along with the defeat of Malaya, Burma, the Philippines, the Dutch East 

Indies and Hong Kong was a decisive victory for Japan. It signified crushing defeats of 

American, British and Dutch forces in the Pacific, and secured Japanese imperial 

dominance over a geographic area stretching from the jungles of Burma to the Solomon 

Islands in the South Pacific.
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Japan surrendered on August 15, 1945, after the firebombing raids in various Japanese cities 

and the dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki by the United States. 

Hundreds of thousands of Japanese civilians and Okinawans were afflicted and lost their 

lives during this period. This marked the end of the Second World War.5

5 The war officially ended on September 2, 1945, when the surrender documents were signed by both 
Japanese and US dignitaries.
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Japan turned defensive

Although some Japanese government and military officials, such as General Hideki Tojo, the 

wartime Prime Minister of Japan, were tried and convicted at the International Military 

Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE), many others escaped justice.6 These Japanese wartime 

commanders, generals and government decision-makers were released by the US without 

trials for their war crimes when the Cold War ensued in the early 1950s. Many of them 

resumed their former official positions from before the war. The suffering of the victims of 

WWII in Asia was overshadowed by the economic and political agenda that came with the 

emergence of the Cold War. The International Military Tribunal (Tokyo Trials) for the Far East 

had lasted for 2.5 year. All 25 accused found guilty of war crimes: 7 sentences to death, 16 life 

imprisonment. However, many of them were released few years after the war.

The Tokyo Trials also excluded the justice for the “comfort women”, the bio-chemical warfare 

and human experimentation.

Forgotten Voices

Post-War Reflection

Post-War Justice

Apology?

The Japanese Diet have never officially recognized or apologized for the war crimes 

committed by the Japanese Imperial Army during WWII, although in the 1990s individual 

high-level Japanese officials including a Prime Minister did issue statements expressing 

remorse for the suffering of the victims.



The history of WWII in Asia has been totally absent from the curriculum in the West for over 

6 decades after the war. The geopolitics of the cold war had changed the dynamics of global 

politics – Japan turned to become an ally of the United States and the Allied powers against 

the communist states. Japan were then absolved from further war reparations and trials, 

and its war-time acts of violence had been in collective amnesia.

Though war memories in both perpetrating and victimized countries have been selective, 

fragmented and contingent upon the economic and political environment of the time, 

there were courageous individuals who were willing to contribute their lives for preserving 

the historical records and reclaim justice.
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