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Pearl Harbor visit won’t erase Japan’s atrocity
By Atsushi Koketsu Source Global Times Published: 2016/12/25

Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, wasn t a place known to many until December 1 1941 when the
Imperial Japanese Navy launched a surprise attack on the military base. The incident led to
the outbreak of the Pacific War. The historical significance of the strike has made Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe's trip to Pearl Harbor, which kicks off on Monday, and his meeting
with outgoing US President Barack Obama closely watched.

Some Japanese media outlets even called Abe the country's first prime minister to visit Pearl
Harbor after the end of WWII, which turns out to be wrong.

In 1951, then prime minister Shigeru Yoshida stopped over in Pearl Harbor on his return
to Japan from San Francisco where he had signed a peace treaty. But the neglected stopover
indicates that the visit didn't have much political influence. Abe's visit is surely different from
the forgotten trip of Yoshida.

After US President-elect Donald Trump takes office in January, no matter if he will honor
his many promises during the campaign, changes will undoubtedly take place in Japan-US
relations.

In my view, it's hard to make a clear analysis of the possible impact of Abe's visit will
have on the bilateral relationship during Trump presidency from a policy perspective.

As an historian, I would more like to focus on what Abe's trip means to the US and Japan's
understanding of WWII history, which so far hasn't seen notable changes. It's a Japan-US
alliance over historical recognition.

The Pacific War is not an isolated battle, but an extension of the Japanese aggression
against China, as Japan intended to attack Pearl Harbor to save itself from the protracted
war it was mired in China.

In this sense, I prefer to call it the Asia-Pacific War which started on September 18, 1931,
when a staged event by Japanese military personnel became the pretext of the Japanese
invasion of China.

In fact, the "Pacific War" was widely used in Japan, as demanded by the US after the end
of WWII. It indicates that the Japanese aggression is defined as a war just between Japan
and the US and hence creates the misconception that Japan was defeated by the US. Therefore,
Japan has to succumb to the US, which has become the foundation of their military alliance.

But this is not true. In 1941, Japan deployed 1.38 million troops in China, accounting for
65 percent of its total. After the Pearl Harbor attack and the US entry into WWII, a large
number of Japanese soldiers were transferred to the Pacific theater. However, in 1945, the
Japanese troops involved in the Pacific theater reached 1.64 million, while those on Chinese
soil amounted to 1.98 million. The resistance against Japanese aggression in Asia, primarily
by the Chinese, has enormously consumed Japan's national strength and as a result war-
weariness prevailed in Japan.

So I say all the time that it is China that defeated Japan during WWII but the US that
Japan surrendered to.

However, China's tremendous contribution to and massive sacrifice in the Asia-Pacific
War is ignored by both Obama during his May visit to Hiroshima and Abe's trip to Pearl
Harbor, as his agenda suggests. They both focus on their own memory of the war.

As far as I am concerned, the two seemingly historic trips are just a reconfirmation of the
Japan-US alliance over historical recognition. Their ostensible reflection on history cares
little about historical truth, and only means to serve political ends.

If Abe wants to soul-search on the country's wartime history, his primary destination
should be China's Nanjing City or Southeast Asian countries, not Pearl Harbor.

Evading the facts of aggression, Japan will hardly have itself forgiven by China and other
neighbors. Only by facing the history square on and establishing a correct historical view can
Japan eventually shake off the WWII shadow over it.
opinion@eglg imes.co
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