
the times | Tuesday February 16 2016 1GM 27

Opinion

Japan’s face-saving still poisons the world
The refusal to feel guilt or repentance for war crimes is an affront particularly to China at a time of diplomatic tension
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are considered impossible, then 
“face” can be saved but only at the 
cost of any hope of reconciliation. 
Victims will never trust a former 
oppressor who fails to apologise 
because he is likely to repeat his 
oppression. Without trust, there is no 
reconciliation. And without 
reconciliation, there is no lasting 
peace.

Japan’s face-saving over the Rape
of Nanking, for example, continues 
to disturb the waters of international 
relations. When in 2006 the 
Japanese prime minister made 
pilgrimage to the Yasukuni shrine, 
the Chinese foreign ministry was 
incensed, accusing him of “wrecking 
the political foundations of
China-Japan relations”. And today, as 
China flexes its military muscles in 
the East China Sea and Japan 
considers rearming, the seeds of 
historic mistrust only serve to 
heighten the tensions.

So forget about Lent as the season
for narcissistic slimming and cutting 
down on alcohol. Instead, think of
its message of repentance as a means 
for civilisations to build peace 
between each other. 
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paradigm of a “shame” culture.
But even this can’t explain the 

extent of Japan’s resistance to 
repentance and apology. Those of
us who refuse to admit guilt out of 
embarrassment can still feel it inside.

The crucial question is why some
cultures consider shame unbearable. 
And the answer is that the 
individual’s self-worth can’t survive 
it, since forgiveness is not on offer. 
Personal failure is absolute; there’s 

no way back from public humiliation. 
In cultures such as ours, however,

centuries of Christianisation have
led us to assume — whether
we are believers or not — that 
forgiveness is readily available,
as the prodigal son discovered. 
Because if there is a God, then his 
eye beholds us, even as it judges
us, with compassion. 

Where forgiveness is always on 
hand, the admission of guilt becomes 
a constructive move, not a 
destructive one. It becomes worth 
the social shame of admitting guilt.

This Christian understanding of 
public repentance is vital for human 
wellbeing. If repentance and apology 

Christianisation over 
centuries has taught us 
forgiveness is available

Americans at Pearl Harbor and the 
British at Singapore helped to inspire 
anti-colonial movements worldwide 
and so succeeded in ridding the 
world of European empires. 

The Rape of Nanking (1937-8), in 
which Japanese troops are reckoned 
to have indiscriminately massacred 
about 300,000 Chinese civilians, is 
referred to demurely as “the Chinese 
incident” in the same exhibition. 

So: no repentance and no apology
for any of the crimes carried out
by Japan in those blood-soaked 
decades. 

Ruth Benedict, an American 
anthropologist, attempted in the 
1940s to explain this behaviour by 
distinguishing between “shame” 
cultures and “guilt” ones. In a “guilt” 
culture such as our own (and 
significantly, postwar Germany’s), 
attention is turned primarily inward. 
It heeds the inner voice of 
conscience, the still small voice that 
can be heard by nobody else in the 
world. It beholds the eye of God, 
which reaches into the private depths 
of the heart. 

By contrast, in a “shame” culture 
attention is focused on how other 
members of society view you. And 
the most important thing is to 
maintain face — not to admit
fault or expose oneself to
social condemnation. According
to Benedict, Japan is the

N
estled in the tranquillity of
Tokyo’s Imperial Gardens
is the Yasukuni-jinja,
Japan’s most controversial
site. This is the national

shrine to the war-dead, whose two 
and half million resident “glorious 
souls” include 14 Class A war 
criminals.

A short distance away stands a 
museum, the Yushukan, in which the 
visitor is brought face to face with a 
locomotive.

When an Anglo-Saxon puts 
together Japan, the Second World 
War and a locomotive, he arrives at 
one thing only: the Burma Railway. 
This is the railway that was forced 
through the Burmese jungle partly 
by Allied prisoners of war, who were 
treated as slave labour and perished 
in their thousands. More than 12,000 
westerners died — about one in five
— alongside perhaps 90,000 Asians. 

It’s a sight that inspires disbelief, 
horror, and curiosity. The 
accompanying sign merely records 

that the locomotive is one of 90 that 
ran along the railway, and the name 
of the military unit responsible for 
laying the tracks. But of the Allied 
prisoners, the slave labour and their 
deaths, there is nothing at all.

The Burma Railway wasn’t 
Auschwitz, either in genocidal intent 
or in murderous scale. But it was 
similar in its cruel contempt for 
human life. So confronting this 
Tokyo locomotive is analogous to 
walking into a museum in Berlin to 
discover one of the trains that 
shipped Jews to Auschwitz, and then 
reading an explanation that omits 
any mention of its cargo or the 
nature of its destination. 

Japanese self-deception goes 

further, though. The Yushukan 
museum maintains that Japan’s 
imperial expansion in the 1930s and 
1940s was in fact a war of liberation, 
waged on behalf of subjugated Asian 
peoples against western colonial 
domination. It claims that even 
though Japan lost the war militarily, 
she won it politically, since the 
example of her early victories over 
the French in Vietnam, the 

In the museum there 
is no mention of Allied 
deaths or slave labour
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