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Abstract 

This thesis examines Japanese modern history education about the Fifteen Years’ War 

(1931-1945) in Japanese junior high schools, using lesson observations, interviews with 

social studies teachers, and document study. Despite the important role that history 

education is thought to play in the formation of national identity and its influence on 

international relations, textbook contents and curricula often take precedence in academic 

studies of history education to the detriment of research into actual teaching in schools. 

Japanese history education has largely been understood as a transmission of knowledge, 

yet there are indications that the actual teaching in classrooms may be more complex than 

examinations of textbooks alone might suggest. This thesis therefore has sought to fill this 

gap by investigating teaching practices about the war, the content included, and what social 

studies teachers aim to achieve through these lessons. 

This study has found that many teachers often aim to deliver analytic viewpoints to 

help students understand causations between crucial events through lecture-style pedagogy 

while utilising various primary sources to support teachers’ expositions. Teachers 

sometimes encouraged students to develop historical empathy to aid analytical history 

learning or moral response learning, both of which contribute to preparing students to 

become responsible citizens. Because of the strength of victimhood narratives within 

Japan, it is generally believed that history education focuses heavily on the wartime 

suffering of Japanese citizens, but my investigation found that this was rarely a major 

focus. Teaching Japan’s perpetrator acts was considered important to handle in lessons, 

though teachers refrained from emphasising them for a variety of reasons. Contrary to the 

prevalent victimhood narratives in Japanese society, teachers often pointed out that 

Japanese citizens were in support of the military in the 1930s, which they did in an effort to 

encourage their students to learn lessons from past mistakes. I also identified a number of 

influential factors that affect teachers’ representation of the subject as well as the 

pedagogical choices they make when teaching controversial topics, which has facilitated a 

greater understanding of why teachers teach the subject the way they do. 

By investigating the depth of classroom teaching that exists in Japan and how 

teachers develop their teaching practices as they did, this study provides new insights into 

history education about the Fifteen Years’ War in Japanese junior high school beyond 

textbook content. 



9 
 

Declaration 

 
No portion of the work referred to in this thesis has been submitted in support of an 
application for another degree or qualification of this or any other university or institute of 
learning. 
 
Copyright Statement 

i. The author of this thesis (including any appendices and/or schedules to this thesis) 
owns certain copyright or related rights in it (the “Copyright”) and s/he has given 
The University of Manchester certain rights to use such Copyright, including for 
administrative purposes.  

ii. Copies of this thesis, either in full or in extracts and whether in hard or electronic 
copy, may be made only in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents 
Act 1988 (as amended) and regulations issued under it or, where appropriate, in 
accordance with licensing agreements which the University has from time to time. 
This page must form part of any such copies made.  

iii. The ownership of certain Copyright, patents, designs, trademarks and other 
intellectual property (the “Intellectual Property”) and any reproductions of 
copyright works in the thesis, for example graphs and tables (“Reproductions”), 
which may be described in this thesis, may not be owned by the author and may be 
owned by third parties. Such Intellectual Property and Reproductions cannot and 
must not be made available for use without the prior written permission of the 
owner(s) of the relevant Intellectual Property and/or Reproductions.  

iv. Further information on the conditions under which disclosure, publication and 
commercialisation of this thesis, the Copyright and any Intellectual Property and/or 
Reproductions described in it may take place is available in the University IP 
Policy (see http://documents.manchester.ac.uk/DocuInfo.aspx?DocID=24420), in 
any relevant Thesis restriction declarations deposited in the University Library, The 
University Library’s regulations (see 
http://www.library.manchester.ac.uk/about/regulations/) and in The University’s 
policy on Presentation of Theses. 

  



10 
 

Acknowledgement 

Throughout the long journey of my doctoral research, there were many people who offered 

me a great deal of support and assistance who I would like to thank. First of all, I would 

like to thank my supervisor Dr. Peter Cave who always gave me invaluable supervision of 

my study, and continuous support and patience during the course of my PhD degree. His 

immense knowledge about my field of study and expertise as a researcher has always 

inspired and guided me.  

Secondly, I am deeply grateful to the Economic and Social Research Council for 

the funding opportunity to undertake my studies at the University of Manchester. Their 

financial support also enabled me to undertake fieldwork in Japan. I owe special thanks to 

assistant Professor Nagata Tadamichi at Hiroshima University, whose assistance enabled 

me to reach social studies teachers who work closely with the Ministry of Education in the 

capital area. 

Finally I would like to express my gratitude to my family and friends, especially 

my husband. Without his tremendous support, encouragement and love over these intense 

years of PhD study completing my thesis would not have been possible. My final thanks 

goes to my baby daughter who, in spite of a number of sleepless nights, helped me stay 

positive towards the end of my academic journey. 

  



11 
 

Introduction  

History education has gained increased attention in global society because of its role in 

nurturing national identity and its impact on domestic and international relations. As Evans 

(2013) pointed out, history education can also nurture in children a sense of citizenship that 

allows them to think about themselves and their society critically. Inheriting the nation’s 

past (including its historical achievements) matters to the general population as the idea 

that “history should hold the nation together is popularly held” (Clark, 2009: 746). Seixas 

(2004: 129) argues that “learning history is a matter of learning the story” but is complex: 

there is great contention between educators, historians, politicians, and the general public 

over what past should be taught and how the nation should be portrayed to children 

(Barton and Levstik, 2009) because, “there is not one true story about the past, but a 

multiplicity of complementary, competing, or clashing stories” (Seixas, 2004: 129). For 

instance, historical interpretations of European settlements in Australia in history education 

(whether it was an invasion or an event for celebration) have been contested (Macintyre 

and Clark, 2003), and how Taiwanese national history relates to mainland China is also a 

sensitive and controversial matter (Corcuff, 2005). In the case of Japanese narratives of the 

Fifteen Years’ War (1931-45),1 Seaton (2007: 4) wrote that there is no typical “Japanese” 

historical consciousness as there are a number of different war narratives which are 

contested in Japanese society, a situation that has prevented the emergence of a single 

dominant narrative of the war.  

Amongst the debates in the field of Japanese history education, school textbooks 

have often been treated with particular importance because they are believed to provide the 

 
1 The Fifteen Years’ War refers to a series of wars Japan fought between 1931 and 1945, which include the 
Manchurian Incident in 1931, the Second Sino-Japanese War between 1937 and 1945, and the Asia Pacific 
War between 1941 and 1945. As my study mainly deals with these three wars the more suitable nomenclature 
is the Fifteen Years’ War rather than World War Two, which starts in 1939.  
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official version of history (Cave, 2013). The importance of history textbooks was 

reinforced by previous studies such as Dierkes’s (2010) account which notes that Japanese 

history textbooks generally present empirical facts in chronological order, or Cave’s 

account (2002) which argues that Japanese students are largely examined on their 

knowledge rather than their critical thinking skills, and such studies have also contributed 

to the belief that history lessons about the war in Japan are focused primarily on the 

objective teaching of facts from the textbook. Indeed, so far, studies on history teaching in 

Japan have been largely confined to curricula (Dierkes 2010) and textbooks (Cave, 2002), 

and very little research has been done about actual teaching in schools. For instance, 

Dierkes (2010) analysed textbook descriptions regarding the Fifteen Years’ War and wrote 

that textbooks lack much exploration of individual actors, the causations of events, and the 

motivations behind Japan’s acts of misconduct. However, do the textbooks represent the 

totality of what is actually taught in Japanese history classrooms, or is the dominant belief 

about history teaching about the war in Japan at odds with the reality in the classroom?  

Although a large amount of the research on Japanese history textbooks has 

produced the overall impression that their contents equate to what teachers teach and 

students learn about the war, there are some studies that have brought this portrayal of 

Japanese history education into question. Research conducted by Cave (2005) and Fukuoka 

(2011) found that teachers often introduce other teaching materials in addition to the 

textbooks, and Seaton’s (2007: 148) survey targeting Japanese university students 

demonstrated that nearly 50% of students experienced the use of additional teaching 

materials in their lessons about the war in junior high school. While Cave (2005) and 

Fukuoka (2011) acknowledged cases where teachers placed focus on the textbook contents 

in lecturing-style lessons, they argued that this choice of pedagogy may have been a 

defence mechanism employed due to the controversial nature of the topic of the war (e.g. 
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history textbook controversies). Moreover, they also argued that some teachers do not only 

teach textbook contents but also perform teaching practices that make up for the textbooks 

where there is a lack of description, or deliberately expose their students to contentious 

parts of history not covered in the textbook. Previous research on history teaching and 

learning in classrooms (Cave 2005, Seaton 2007, Fukuoka 2011) pointed out that a certain 

number of history teachers teach about the war superficially, following the textbook and 

limiting their teaching to covering the minimum necessary information to satisfy the 

criteria of the curriculum or for exam preparation, but this is not universal and there are 

teachers who teach beyond what is written in the textbooks. However, these pieces of 

research do not provide much information about the actual teaching practices of this topic 

that take place in the classroom or how teachers develop their lessons, or what influenced 

teachers’ decisions on the fundamental elements that constitute their lessons about the war 

(e.g. choice of foci and explanations, delivery methods and teaching materials), which 

helps to reveal a more comprehensive portrayal of Japanese history education about the 

war beyond textbook contents. In order to further expand our understanding of this subject, 

this study aims to examine teaching practices about the Fifteen Years’ War utilising the 

theoretical frameworks of history teaching and learning proposed by Seixas (2000) and 

Barton and Levstik (2009), which will enable me to elucidate what teachers sought to 

achieve through their lessons about the war, how Japanese teachers exercise their 

negotiation skills to translate the curriculum into practice, and what historical 

consciousness they promote to students about one of the most contentious periods of 

Japanese history. 

Among the debates regarding teachers’ role in the classroom, existing studies 

(Wilson 2001, Grant 2003, Kello and Wagner 2017, 2015, Thornton 2004, vom Hau, 2009) 

suggest that although not consistently, teachers are in a position to interpret the curriculum 
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and exercise their initiative within the autonomy they have in the process of embodying the 

curriculum into lessons. When teachers play the role of mediator between the state and 

society (in this case students), how they use their autonomy to transform their lessons 

depends on their circumstances. In relation to understanding teachers’ decision making and 

its impact on their teaching practices, Kello and Wagner (2017: 203) made a significant 

contribution when they proposed that teachers’ presentation of their subject is a reflection 

of their positions within what Kello and Wagner call the action space landscape. According 

to Kello and Wagner, teachers’ role as a mediator stands out when teaching controversial 

topics as the lessons tend to reflect their views on the matters. Controversial topics such as 

Japan’s wrongdoings are treated very superficially in the textbooks (Fukuoka, 2011), and 

previous studies about Japanese classroom teaching about the war such as Cave’s (2005) 

account have remarked that Japan’s wrongdoings are barely taught in lessons, all of which 

are considered a crucial shortcoming of Japanese history education about the war. Analysis 

of teaching practices using Kello and Wagner’s theoretical framework has the potential to 

bring new insights into the factors that influence Japanese history teachers' decisions about 

their teaching practices for controversial topics- including the reasons behind their 

decisions- and this will fill a major gap in existing research.  

1. Overview of the Thesis 

Chapter One explains the motivations and background of this study. First, I will discuss 

how history education is perceived as a strong influential factor in the formation of 

national identity and national unity, and how narratives of history education can be 

influenced by state, society and controversy. Secondly, I will introduce theoretical 

frameworks proposed by Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009) which are useful in 

analysing history education. Specifically, I will examine “enhancing collective memory” 

and “disciplinary” teaching approaches (Seixas, 2000), and history learning that promotes 
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“identification”, “analytic”, and “moral response” stances (Barton and Levstik, 2009). 

Thirdly, I will examine various studies of history education in East and Southeast Asia 

with a focus on the learning objectives for history education that teachers seek to achieve, 

and then move on to the examination of existing studies of Japanese history education 

about the Fifteen Years’ War. Lastly, I will discuss teachers’ roles in history education, 

introducing the theoretical framework of teachers’ “action space landscape” as proposed 

by Kello and Wagner (2017), which promotes an understanding of the criteria for teachers’ 

decisions about lessons, and also how their position within the landscape affects their 

portrayal of the subjects they teach. 

 Chapter Two explains the methodology adopted for this research. I will explain and 

justify why the following methods were chosen: semi-structured interviews with teachers, 

observations of their lessons, document study, and also limited observations of the study 

groups teachers participate in. Secondly, I will describe the sampling methods, methods of 

recruiting teachers, and the composition of the teacher participant group. Using snowball 

sampling, I aimed to select and recruit teachers who are experienced in teaching and are 

active members of social studies associations, chosen for variety in order to reflect 

diversity among teachers. Thirdly, I will explain how this research followed ethical 

guidelines to ensure that all participants are protected. Such ethical considerations include 

protecting teachers’ identities, the organisation of interviews and observations (e.g. how 

the times and locations of interviews were chosen), and how interviews and observations 

were conducted. Lastly, I will explain how the data analysis was carried out, specifically 

the process of initial coding and the focused coding performed according to Charmaz’s 

(2014) approach. 

Chapter Three looks at several narratives about the Fifteen Years’ War which have 

emerged in Japan since 1945. I will classify the narratives into four groups and discuss 
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them in the order they emerged. The first is the narrative in which Japanese people are 

depicted as victims of the war, a narrative that was originally promoted by the Allied 

Occupation authority (Orr, 2001). The second is narratives which contributed to the 

emergence of the viewpoint that saw Japanese people as victimizers of the war as well as 

victims. Narratives of Japan being a perpetrator (which were partially inspired by the 

Vietnam War) started appearing in Japanese society from the 1970s. Outside of some 

outliers such as the children of former soldiers finding it difficult to recognise their fathers 

as perpetrators, overall testimonies and war stories published from the 1960s onwards 

contributed to Japanese citizens’ emerging consciousness of Japan being a victimizer 

towards people in Asia from the 1970s onwards. The international textbook controversies 

from the 1980s represented a turning point for the Japanese government to start paying 

attention to neighbouring countries when discussing about the war, and the historical view 

acknowledging Japan’s wrongdoings was established as a government supported narrative 

in the 1990s. Nationalistic historical revisionists’ narratives provoked by such shifts in 

politics and society were promoted strenuously also from the 1990s, and represent the third 

set of narratives of “nationalistic historical revisionists”. I will explore the narratives 

endorsed by some prominent historical revisionists, including how revisionists’ narratives 

might have impacted on the historical consciousness of the war amongst Japanese citizens, 

and additionally how a lack of clarity from Japanese governments regarding atonement for 

the war may have contributed to Japanese people’s consciousness about responsibility for 

the war. The fourth set of narratives are represented by the book “Nevertheless, Japanese 

People Chose War” (Soredemo, Nihonjin wa ‘Sensō’ o Eranda) written by Katō Yōko (a 

historian and professor of Tokyo University) in 2009; her interpretations include 

perspectives seeing Japanese citizens as accomplices of the Japanese military and 

government. Katō Yōko’s views of the war have been widely accepted by Japanese 
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citizens, as proven by the popularity of her books as well as the NHK Television 

programme based upon her study. Overviews of the war narratives that exist in Japanese 

society help to capture the complexity of those narratives, which will be useful as a 

reference point for teachers’ historical consciousness and their lessons, as well as the 

examination of influential factors within the action space landscape.  

Chapter Four explores how teachers’ circumstances can greatly influence their 

teaching practices about the war through the examination of four major circumstantial 

elements which influence teachers’ positions within the action space landscape: teacher 

training and the employment system, teachers’ roles and their work environment, the 

curriculum and textbooks, and the legal requirement of political neutrality. Teacher 

training in Japan focuses on knowledge rather than on practical skills. Candidates aiming 

to become qualified social studies teachers can specialise in a wide subject area, so they 

may not necessarily have a strong interest in history or even have studied modern Japanese 

history beyond school level. Additionally, junior high school teachers have many duties to 

fulfil other than teaching their subjects, limiting their time for improving their teaching 

practice. I also examine the curriculum, which lays down the timing and the number of 

hours allocated for teaching the Fifteen Years’ War. Teachers have an obligation to use the 

textbooks, which makes them important elements in teachers’ action space landscape, and 

this chapter especially examines the impact of the textbook screening system on the 

landscape. Lastly I will highlight article 36 of the Local Civil Servant Law, which dictates 

the political neutrality required from civil servants; as teachers are classed as civil servants, 

this article has a significant impact on their teaching practice about politicised topics such 

as the Fifteen Years’ War. The exploration of the four circumstantial elements in the action 

space landscape will illuminate the complex situation in which teachers work and will also 
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help us understand how teachers’ position within the landscape affects the content of 

lessons about the war as well as how teachers deliver them. 

 Chapter Five explores the study associations to which social studies teachers 

belong and examines how activities within these groups can affect the enhancement of 

teaching quality and lessons about the war. As a number of studies have suggested 

(Thornton, 1991, 2004; Wilson, 2001; vom Hau, 2009), teachers are in a position to 

exercise initiatives to reflect their ideas in their lessons, and the study associations have 

great potential to influence teachers’ ability to translate the curriculum, develop teaching 

practices, and improve the quality of their teaching. I identified three different groups into 

which study associations can be categorised: groups involving local boards of education, 

university related groups, and independently run organisations. Amongst these study 

associations some focus on social studies while others cover multiple subject areas, and 

they each have their own unique character as well as methods of contributing towards the 

enhancement of the quality of teaching. Some study organisations (though not all) are 

associated with certain ideologies, and this too can influence teachers’ approaches to 

dealing with controversial topics about the war. In order to investigate the impact of study 

associations on teachers’ development, I will first explore all the study associations teacher 

participants belonged to and what development opportunities they offer to teachers. I will 

then examine how teachers’ experiences in these groups may contribute to cultivating 

members’ teaching practices and skills, and also the impact the study associations have on 

lessons about the war, all of which will demonstrate how these study associations help 

teachers perform a mediating role between the state and learners. 

Chapter Six analyses teaching practices about the war in detail. The chapter begins 

with an examination of the aims the curriculum provides for history education and the 

lessons about the Fifteen Years’ War in junior high schools, and I will also examine 
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teachers’ overall aims when teaching the war, as well as their aims for the following four 

individual themes: the Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese military in 

policy making, the Second Sino-Japanese War, the Asia Pacific War, and the atomic 

bombs. The analysis of the teachers’ aims will be performed using the theoretical 

frameworks proposed by Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009). The second half of 

the chapter examines the teaching approaches for the aforementioned four themes. The 

descriptions of history in the textbooks are empirical facts presented in chronological order 

(Dierkes, 2010), but teachers often wove various stories into the chronological history to 

make it more interesting for students, as well as giving further explanations about 

causalities of events, which is likely to be more than the transmission of knowledge based 

on the textbooks. A minority of teachers employed discussions and/or investigation 

methods to develop students’ understanding of the war, which indicates that teachers can 

and do adopt a variety of teaching approaches for the lessons about the war. I will analyse 

what lecture, discussion, and investigation-based teaching mean in practice using the 

theoretical framework of Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009). 

 Chapter Seven first analyses teachers’ positions within the action space landscape 

using the teaching of three selected themes from the Fifteen Years’ War: Japan as a 

perpetrator, the battle of Okinawa, and the lives of Japanese civilians during the war. I will 

outline the content of these themes such as the descriptions in the textbooks and popular 

topics teachers taught in their lessons, then analyse my data using the theoretical 

framework proposed by Kello and Wagner (2017). My analysis will be presented by 

focusing on five major components which make up teachers’ action space landscape: 1) 

educational structures, 2) past-related scholarship, 3) social and political contexts, 4) 

students, and 5) teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions. I will then move onto how 

teachers handled sensitive topics, with attention being paid to the influential factors that 
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affect teachers’ positions within the landscape. The examination will be organised by the 

six different methods teachers employed when teaching controversial topics, followed by a 

summary and analysis: 1) enhancing historical empathy, 2) dealing with historical topics in 

the context of present issues, 3) teaching about atrocities in Europe, 4) using authoritative 

independent materials, 5) strategic manoeuvring and 6) omission and avoidance. The 

analysis of influential factors on teachers’ positions within the action space landscape and 

my examination of teachers’ approaches towards controversial topics will illuminate how 

teachers make decisions while being influenced by various factors when teaching the war, 

both of which will facilitate our understanding of teaching practices about the war in Japan 

as well as highlight the significance of teachers’ role as a mediator between the state and 

students.  

The conclusion summarises the main insights gained from this study, and the 

answers to the research questions set at the beginning. Many of the existing studies that 

focus on textbooks have suggested that the contents of history textbooks embody 

everything that students learn about the war, but by focusing on teaching practices about 

the war with attention to teachers’ decision making and their role as a mediator between 

the state and society, my analysis will provide a more comprehensive portrayal of lessons 

and teaching about the war in Japan. Although Seaton (2007) argues that the narrative of 

Japanese victimhood is the most visible narrative of the Fifteen Years’ War in Japanese 

society, in the classroom many teachers attempted to focus on teaching the causations of 

events rather than Japanese victimhood. For lessons dealing with controversial topics, my 

analysis will highlight the complex reasons why teachers teach these topics as they do. The 

teachers in this study employed a variety of teaching practices that they believed were 

suitable for their students and performed their classes in the way they believed to be best 

for them. This study exemplifies the ways teachers negotiate their mediating role while 
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exercising their authority when teaching one of the most complex historical periods in 

Japan, and also illuminates where the power of translation lies. 
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Chapter 1: History Education and Formation of National Identity 

1. The Role of History Education for the Formation of National Identity 

Put in its simplest terms, school history education is an opportunity for children to learn 

about what happened in the past within their country and around the world. Fundamentally, 

through lessons children are expected to acquire historical knowledge, but the fruits of 

history education go well beyond the simple acquisition and memorisation of knowledge. 

The most prominent role of history education beyond giving students an understanding of 

historical events is to nurture a national identity which is shared by people in the same 

nation. History is believed to provide an effective means of building national identification 

(Barton and Levstik, 2009: 46), and as Clark (2009: 746) states, the idea that, “history 

should hold the nation together is popularly held”, implying that children’s having little 

knowledge of their nation’s past (including its achievements) matters greatly to many 

politicians, opinion formers, and the general public, who may feel that the nation’s future 

is threatened if its history is not being inherited as they wish by children. As an example, 

Clark points to the strong media reaction (as well as the despondency of the then Canadian 

Prime Minister, Jean Chrétien) at the results of the Canada Day Youth History Survey in 

1997 which revealed children’s poor knowledge of the Canadian past. The media 

expressed fears for the survival of the nation, while the Prime Minister stated that, “it is 

unacceptable that our youth…know so little about their country” (Clark, 2009: 746). Clark 

(2008: 2) also pointed to a similar reaction in Australia to a survey showing that less than 

20% of children knew the name of the first Prime Minister of Australia, and only around 

20% knew about Australia Day. When the then Australian Prime Minister John Howard 

called for a restoration of Australian history education on the eve of Australia Day in 2006, 

many citizens supported him, which Clark (2008: 91) argued was because of their belief 



23 
 

that history education plays a role in nurturing future citizens who share a national 

heritage, pride, and identity.  

The potential of history education as a tool to strengthen national unity has been 

widely acknowledged in modern states, where history education has been used to inculcate 

certain ideologies and the national history into pupils in a process of nation building. This 

has been true in east Asia too. In the case of Japan, Meiji education reform after 1879 

reoriented history education and stipulated one of its purposes to be the nurturing of 

respect for the emperor and patriotism through learning national history (Kaigo, 1969: 53-

55). Kaigo (1969) argued that this reform defined the role of history education in Japan for 

many years, as a political conduit for inculcating certain ideologies in people. Similarly in 

China under the Nationalist government in the 1920s, history education was considered 

important to “stimulate students’ national [minzu] spirit” (Jones, 2005: 68), and under the 

Communist Party of China (CPC) after 1949, history education remained a central tool to 

nurture politicised ideology and socialist morality, as well as to solidify the legitimacy of 

the communist government in the minds of Chinese children (Jones, 2005: 71-73). 

History education can also influence peoples’ consciousness by articulating the 

character of others/foreign nations within narratives of national development. In the words 

of Hein and Selden (2000: 4): 

History lessons not only model behaviour for citizens within their own society but 

also chronicle relations with others. The stories chosen or invented about the 

national past are invariably prescriptive- instructing people how to think and act as 

national subjects and how to view relations with outsiders. 

Particularly salient for this study is Hein and Selden’s suggestion that large-scale wars 

determine national identities vis-à-vis other nations, giving history lessons about wars 
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particular significance. For example, in the case of South Korea (the Republic of Korea), 

South Korean national identity involves identification both with Korean ethnic identity and 

with South Korea as a political state. Emphasis in school history upon the Japanese 

occupation of Korea and Japanese imperialism in schools has been useful for maintaining 

patriotism and Korean ethno-nationalism while avoiding discussion of the post-1945 

division of Korea (Wilson, Ford and Jones, 2005). The narratives of the war incorporated 

into South Korean national identity have strongly affected how people in South Korea see 

their relationship with Japan.  

Political entities exercise a certain amount of control over the historical narratives 

in history education. As Barton and Levstik (2009: 45) explain, school history narratives 

which define the nation commonly include economic and societal achievements, so that 

current social arrangements built under existing political institutions can be justified. Thus, 

history education in both of the two Korean nation-states focusses on strengthening ethno-

cultural Korean identity, with narratives which reinforce their legitimacy as a state, their 

political superiority vis-à-vis the other Korea, and their authenticity as Koreans (Wilson, 

Ford and Jones, 2005: 248-249). Furthermore, states that can exercise a degree of control 

over history narratives in schools are in a position to understate narratives which 

undermine the development of their ideal national identity or which they believe have the 

potential to threaten their position of power. For example, although Singapore needed to 

develop a sense of national identity urgently after its independence in 1965 (Han, 2009), it 

played down the history related to the Japanese occupation of Singapore during the Fifteen 

Years’ War, as it was deemed potentially problematic in Singapore’s multi-ethnic and 

multicultural society to teach that one particular race ruled violently over others (Goh and 

Gopinathan, 2005: 210). Similarly, after Hong Kong’s retrocession to China in 1997, local 
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Hong Kong history was de-emphasised because of its perception as a threat to the 

nurturing of a homogeneous national Chinese identity (Vickers and Kan, 2005).  

Liu, Hung, and Vickers (2005: 101) argue that while school curricula are often seen 

as an instrument of dominance, used to inculcate the values of those in power, the 

transformation of a society can shift official narratives which contribute to the formation of 

national identity, so that “in certain circumstances school curriculum may function as 

instrument of liberation rather than of simply as on control or domination”. They 

instantiate Taiwan, where up until the 1980s under mainlander-dominated Guomindang 

rule, social studies focused on teaching Chinese history and Chinese traditional values. 

From the 1990s, the waning influence of those born on the Chinese mainland led to 

changes in the history curriculum, which started to reflect Taiwanese consciousness and 

perspectives. Thus, Renshi Taiwan (Knowing Taiwan) was introduced as a new subject to 

support Taiwanese identity (Liu, Hung, and Vickers, 2005). Whether or not this is seen as 

“liberation”, it is certainly an example of how school history is often a major battleground 

in the conflict over national identity.  

The narratives of the nation presented in history education are thus not neutral, 

instead being influenced by both political authorities and society, and they often cause 

controversy. The Fifteen Years’ War is a politically and emotionally charged subject in 

Japan, which has brought many controversies over the narratives of the war. History 

education about the war in Japan is important for developing national identity and 

citizenship (in spite of its negative heritage), as well as for understanding relationships 

with those who became victims of Japanese imperialism and aggression. Narratives of the 

war in Japanese history education also matter greatly to neighbouring countries, both for 

moral reasons as well as for the maintenance of domestic narratives legitimising their 

nation states. 
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2. Theoretical Frameworks of History Education  

In order to facilitate understanding of how history education may relate to national identity 

and what consciousness and ideology history education is promoting to students, the issues 

need to be considered in the wider context of major approaches to history education set out 

by experts in that field. Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009) have made influential 

contributions to identifying a series of forms of teaching and learning in history lessons.  

Seixas (2000: 20-21) divided approaches to history teaching into three categories: 

“enhancing collective memory”, “disciplinary” history, and “postmodern” history.2 Seixas 

(2000: 22) argues that taking an approach of  “enhancing collective memory” entails 

teaching what authorities consider the best and right version of the historical story of the 

nation, which contributes to forming a group identity of the people in the nation, bringing 

national cohesion, and leading change in line with the historical context of the society.  In 

contrast, Seixas (2000: 20, 24) explains that in “disciplinary” history lessons, students are 

exposed to various interpretations of history, through which they learn what makes history 

validated (i.e. how validated history is produced, and how validated history satisfies 

disciplinary criteria), how to assess historical accounts and compare competing narratives 

of the past, all of which is intended to nurture critical citizens suitable for a liberal 

democracy. 

Barton and Levstik (2009: 7-8) identified four principal practices that students are 

expected to perform in history education, which they classified as the “identification 

stance”, “analytic stance”, “moral response stance” and “exhibition stance”.3 Identification 

 
2 Seixas (2000, 20-21) discusses postmodern uses of history, in which students examine varied interpretations 
of historical events and consider how such interpretations which support different parties are utilised to serve 
those parties’ benefits. I have not discussed this theory here because there is little or no evidence to suggest 
that this has significant influence in classrooms in East Asia. 
3 The exhibition stance is not discussed here in detail as it is less directly relevant to this study. It refers to the 
exhibition of historical information for the following three purposes: to exhibit historical knowledge for 
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stance refers to students’ being expected to identify themselves with past events and 

people, and recognise themselves as members of social groups and political institutions 

(Barton and Levstik, 2009: 45). Three purposes are served by the identification stance: 

identification with family history, where students associate themselves with their own 

family history or with historical events that impacted on their family; understanding the 

nation’s origin and past and connecting themselves with them; and lastly, identifying the 

continuity of the nation within the context of the national past in which “contemporary 

cultural patterns or social arrangement are justified…because their practice dates back to 

dim antiquity” (Barton and Levstik, 2009: 54). Barton and Levstik (2009) argue that 

identification with national history strengthens the ties amongst people within the nation, 

and provides students with an awareness of themselves as being members of a social group 

beyond their families, to whose prosperity they are expected to contribute. However, one 

of the salient shortcomings of the identification stance is that defining national identity also 

establishes “the other”, and there is a trend to see “one’s own social group as inherently 

good, moral, and strong, and…the worst about other groups” (Barton and Levstik, 2009: 

62). The concept of the identification stance, as proposed by Barton and Levstik (2009), 

offers some commonality with the approach of “enhancing collective memory” theorised 

by Seixas (2000). In both, students are expected to learn certain interpretations of historical 

narratives in the nation, with stories of the national past contributing to nurturing 

individual and collective identity and a sense of belonging to a society. 

Within the analytic stance regarding teaching/learning, Barton and Levstik (2009) 

identified three purposes. Firstly, students are expected to understand how historical 

accounts are developed and also how historical research is undertaken. In this type of 

 
personal fulfilment, for accountability such as examinations, and for the benefit of other people (as when 
museums or family members pass historical information to the younger generation).  
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analysis, students learn the way historical research is done and the justification of history 

using primary sources. Students who learned history with this purpose are well-situated to 

resist historical myths or dominant historical narratives enforced by authorities (Barton and 

Levstik, 2009: 84). Secondly, students are expected to understand the present through 

analysis of the development of the nation/society from the past. Barton and Levstik (2009) 

argue that having students analyse the development of their nation helps them to prepare 

for participatory democracy, as understanding how the past led to the present gives 

students an opportunity to truly understand the present, which is useful for future decision 

making. The third purpose of the analytic stance is to have students identify the patterns 

and characters in history from which they may learn lessons or draw potential 

generalisations. This is widely recognised as a purpose of learning history, and can be 

intertwined with the identification stance in history learning (Barton and Levstik, 2009: 76-

77). Although historians generally reject the perspective of generalisations and analogies 

drawn from history to avoid giving the impression that history can provide universal laws 

applicable to present situations (Barton and Levstik, 2009: 76-77), Barton and Levstik 

(2009: 78-79) argue that the “lessons from the past” use of history is nonetheless prevalent 

in places such as in classrooms, and amongst policy-makers and the media, and there is 

sufficient precedence in academic research to consider historical generalisations and 

analogies as being relevant to the development of contemporary societies. 

The first aim in Barton and Levstik’s analytic stance, whereby students are 

expected to understand how historical accounts were developed and also how historical 

research is undertaken, shares a commonality with Seixas’s “disciplinary history” 

approach. Both argue that the abilities students develop through analysis-based history 

teaching contribute to the prosperity of democratic society. 
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 The third stance that Barton and Levstik (2009) identify as being expected from 

students is the moral response stance. According to Barton and Levstik (2009: 91), history 

learning commonly elicits from students strong moral responses, of three particularly 

notable types. The first of these is “remembrance”, where students reflect on the suffering 

and/or tragic deaths of people in the past; the second is “condemnation”, in which students 

denounce injustice with a view to avoiding it in the future; and the last is “admiration”, 

where students are expected to see historical figures as role models whose heroic acts are 

to be imitated. Condemnation can locate itself as an extension of remembrance, where 

people have opportunities to reflect on the source of issues which brought about tragedy. 

Barton and Levstik (2009: 96) refer to the conflict in Northern Ireland and argue that 

remembrance can contribute to reconciliation, as recognising the suffering of the other 

community is “one of the strongest counterweights” to conflict. 

As seen in the theoretical framework discussed in this section, the formation of 

national identity is classed as one of the commonest purposes and modes of history 

education, but it is not the only one. These theoretical frameworks are useful for the 

analysis of teaching practices and teachers’ performance, and also valuable for further 

developing theoretical frameworks that have previously been used for analysing history 

education in Japan. 

3. Research on History Education in East and Southeast Asia 

Various studies have found examples of history education in East and Southeast Asia 

seeking to achieve some of the purposes that Barton and Levstik (2009) proposed as falling 

within the identification stance, analytic stance, and moral stance of their theory of history 

education. In the case of China, history education promoting both national identity and the 

development of students’ critical thinking existed as early as the early 1920s under the 
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Nationalist party (Jones, 2005: 68). However, moral-ideological history education took 

precedence over the development of analytical skills, as it was deemed more important for 

the survival of the nation. The Communist Party of China (CPC) largely maintained history 

education for moral-ideological purposes (Jones, 2005: 66) with a focus on inculcating 

socialist ideology, patriotism, and the legitimacy of the CPC, but from 2000, the CPC 

sought to give greater emphasis to skills and abilities such as historical thinking (Jones, 

2005: 92-93). Nonetheless, nurturing patriotism in children remained a central goal of 

history education (Jones, 2005: 93).  

 History education in Taiwan shifted from being centred on Chinese history to 

reflecting a Taiwanese vision of history, as Taiwanese-born politicians gained power in the 

1990s. A competency-orientated approach- i.e. cultivating students’ critical thinking skills 

and promoting the use of discussions- also became a primary focus in history education in 

the 1990s, although according to Liu, Hung and Vickers (2005: 116), the importance of 

history education for nation building continued. In South Korea, during the several decades 

after its independence, a highly centralised education system contributed to the nurturing 

of citizens with a coherent national identity, and the dissemination of ideology legitimizing 

the state and its political goals (Wilson, Ford and Jones, 2005: 240). History education 

continues to play a crucial role in the transmission of national identity in South Korea, but 

from the 1970s a focus on fostering historical thinking skills gradually increased, 

particularly after the development of historical thinking skills and problem solving skills 

were included among the aims for history education from 1987 (Majima and Tsuchiya, 

2008: 240-241). In Japan, meanwhile, history education has focused on the attainment of 

knowledge and understanding of historical events and processes (Cave, 2005: 310). The 

term “historical thinking skill” initially appeared among the goals of history education in 

curricula for junior high school and high school in the 1950s, but according to Toida 
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(2004: 22) pedagogical improvements to promote students’ thinking skills did not progress 

for a long time. The importance of nurturing historical thinking skills was acknowledged 

again in the junior high school social studies curriculum implemented in 2008.  

 In all the above-mentioned countries, history education was continuously utilised 

for the formation of national identity and to underpin the legitimacy of the state, while the 

need to develop historical intellectual skills was recognised gradually. However, history 

education in Hong Kong demonstrated a different development pattern. Unusually, two 

separate history subjects (“Chinese history” and simply “history”) have co-existed within 

the Hong Kong school system (Vickers and Kan, 2005: 186-189). “Chinese history” 

celebrated the depoliticised achievements of ancient Chinese civilisation and aimed to 

inculcate a sense of Chinese ethnic identity, while the development of skill-based history 

education aimed at fostering analytical thinking progressed mainly in the other “history” 

subject. Although the two history subjects continued after Hong Kong was returned to 

China in 1997, tension became evident between the subject of “history”, influenced by 

international trends in social studies pedagogy that valued students’ historical intellectual 

abilities, and “Chinese history”, which expected students to take up the state-centred 

Chinese patriotism unquestioningly (Vickers and Kan, 2005: 193). In effect, history 

teaching for the purpose of the identification stance and the analytic stance respectively 

have unusually become concentrated in two different history subjects. 

 Singapore also faced tensions between history education inculcating national 

identity and disciplinary history education fostering students’ intellectual skills. From the 

1970s, history education was tasked with developing a one-nation Singaporean identity, 

strengthening ties between the state and its people (Goh and Gopinathan, 2005: 211-212). 

However, by the mid-1990s the government deemed that history education focusing on the 

acquisition of knowledge was failing to interest students, so they added a new focus on the 
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interpretation of historical sources and events, to help students gain the ability to think 

critically and thus “participate more actively and responsibly in nation-building” (Goh and 

Gopinathan, 2005: 218). However, the Singaporean government saw a risk that students 

could develop historical interpretations which run contrary to the government’s official 

narrative of the nation, so only carefully selected primary documents which support the 

official narrative are included in the history textbooks (Goh and Gopinathan, 2005: 221-

222).  

 The various cases of history education in East and Southeast Asia demonstrate a 

gradual movement towards a history teaching that has an emphasis on Barton and 

Levstik’s analytic stance, but there have been dilemmas which have emerged from 

attempts to combine the identification stance and analytic stance in teaching. When 

students are instructed to think and assess historical events using primary sources, they 

may arrive at their own interpretations of the past, which might challenge official 

narratives that exist to develop a uniform national identity. History education to enhance 

collective memory tends to teach students conservative historical narratives (Seixas, 2000), 

but the analytic stance of learning aims to give students the capability to challenge such 

interpretations. That being said, it can be argued that in practice the identification stance is 

also necessary to history education. Seixas (2000, 25-26) argues that knowing their own 

roots and their nation’s past can motivate students to develop thinking skills in history 

education, and without identifying with the national heritage and pride, the general public 

might not value history education in schools.  
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4. Portrayals of Japanese History Education about the Fifteen Years’ War and 

Textbooks 

Previous studies dealing with Japanese history education about the Fifteen Years’ War 

have centred on social studies textbooks and curriculum. According to Dierkes (2010: 126, 

154), history textbooks in Japan are mostly uniform in their contents, especially in their 

presentation of empirical facts in chronological order, and the narratives in the textbooks 

have “changed very little over time” in the last few decades. Dierkes (2010) further 

explains that the textbooks provide students with a wealth of historical facts to identify 

themselves with the nation’s past, though it is unclear what is stressed in the sequence of 

events for the development of historical interpretations. Regarding text about the war, 

Dierkes states that (2010: 148): 

…the textbook sections on the Asia Pacific War rarely mentioned individual 

actors…this absence of actors in narratives reinforces the impression that the war 

was an inevitable and unexplainable development…motivations for warmongering 

were also left unexplored…textbooks…mention atrocities committed in the course 

of the war…as parenthetical facts…the Asia Pacific War…emphasised the 

suffering of the Japanese population during wartime air raids and, particularly, the 

atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

On the other hand, although the textbooks appear very similar in their appearance and 

contents, Hashimoto (2015) argues that analysis of textbooks can overlook significant 

details in their accounts. In Hashimoto’s own words (2015: 91):  

Although Japanese textbooks are packaged to appear similar…they differ in their 

perspectives on events…differences can literally hinge on a few choices of words 
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or phrases in a short segment on the Asia Pacific War…however they unmistakably 

convey different meanings of the war to the young readers.  

Regardless of the interpretation of texts, there is little variation in the presentation format 

of the textbooks. Textbook author Mitani (2011) asserts that the uniformity amongst 

textbooks mainly stems from regulations that authors are required to follow (such as the 

number of pages), as well as the standards for what facts should be included in textbooks 

that are set by entrance examinations for high schools and universities, which Dierkes 

(2010: 126) argues is a consequence of the Ministry of Education’s control over history 

education. Japanese examinations generally consist of multiple choice and short answer 

questions to test students’ knowledge, which “encourage a view of history as centred upon 

factual knowledge rather than analysis and interpretation” (Cave, 2002: 633). These 

investigations of history textbooks suggest that history teaching in Japan is focussed on the 

transmission of knowledge according to textbook descriptions, and students are rarely 

encouraged to think or develop intellectual skills.  

There are several possible reasons why such document study has been so 

vigorously pursued. The historical narratives written in history textbooks are considered to 

represent the official narratives of history (Hein and Selden, 2000: 3), and Japanese 

teachers have a legal obligation to use them in their classes, making textbooks essential 

teaching materials and presumably influential upon students’ historical consciousness. 

Moreover, it is relatively easy to conduct research on textbooks and curricula due to their 

accessibility, and analysis on how the state’s decisions are reflected in those documents is 

more straightforward than attempts to identify how the state’s agenda is transmitted to 

teachers and ultimately received by students.  
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Although history textbooks are an indispensable teaching material in class, their 

role and degree of importance in Japanese classrooms (when also compared to other 

teaching materials) has not been pursued. Some research on Japanese history education 

about the war indicates that document studies are inadequate to understand history 

education in Japan. Fukuoka (2011: 84) argues that, “someone creating a textbook with a 

particular intention does not necessarily mean that it will be received as intended”. 

Although Japanese history textbooks can be understood as a barometer of the official 

narrative of Japanese history, it should not be assumed that the contents of the textbooks 

are exactly what teachers teach and students learn in the classroom (Seaton 2007: 148-

149). Research conducted by Cave (2005) and Fukuoka (2011) found that many teachers 

use other teaching materials in addition to textbooks, such as supplementary readers, 

videos, and testimonies. According to a survey by Seaton (2007: 148), meanwhile, 44 

percent of 436 university students answered that other teaching materials including videos 

and newspaper articles were used when learning about the war in junior high school. There 

is also evidence that textbooks do not engage students. One student interview in Cave 

(2005) commented that, “nobody felt like reading [textbooks]”, and in Fukuoka’s study 

(2011: 92), a student interviewee similarly remarked that, “School textbooks are not worth 

reading”. Such evidence points to the possibility that the depiction of the Fifteen Years’ 

War in Japanese history education might be more complex than its depiction in textbooks 

if broader teaching materials and teaching practices taken place in school were examined. 

Cave (2002: 624) comments: 

…textbooks are not the whole of history teaching, even in Japan…We need to 

know how textbooks are used, and to what extent teachers go beyond them and 

encourage pupils to develop a critical approach to the study of history. 
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Examinations of classroom teaching practices therefore have great potential to reshape the 

portrayal of Japanese history education about the war.  

4.1. Pedagogy and Teaching Practices about the War 

Research on teaching practices about the war in Japan is scarce, but those studies that have 

been done have found that most Japanese secondary school teachers tend to adopt an 

expositional style of teaching. Fukuzawa (1994: 64) observed that, “teaching styles and 

classroom organisation are as homogeneous as the curriculum”, and Cave (2005: 311) also 

found in his study of history teaching that “almost all teaching observed took the form of 

teacher exposition”. The adoption of this teaching style is considered largely to be due to 

the entrance examinations for high schools and universities.4 Additionally, Cave (2005) 

argues that  the immense pressure on teachers to finish teaching the history curriculum 

from the ancient period to the present day within just 130 classes while also preparing their 

students for entrance examinations disincentivises teachers from developing diverse 

pedagogical styles, and results in teachers employing an expositional style of teaching in 

their classes for efficiency. Some teachers in Cave’s (2005) research expressed 

dissatisfaction in their lessons’ having too little emphasis on the development of thinking 

skills due to the sheer volume of content to cover.  

The few studies that do investigate teaching and learning about the war in Japanese 

classrooms offer conflicting views of lesson contents and pedagogical approaches to the 

subject of the war. Cave (2005) and Fukuoka (2011) argued that teachers’ adoption of an 

expositional teaching style and the dissemination of textbook information is also a defence 

mechanism for them to protect themselves from ideological contention and criticism over 

what they teach about the war. Fukuoka (2011: 94) quoted one of his student interviewees’ 

 
4 High school and university entrance examinations often ask students for historical knowledge in the form of 
multiple-choice or short-answer questions. 
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observation that teachers “tried not to make any normative judgments and comments on 

the contentious history issues…instead encouraging us to read the textbooks”. These 

discussions suggest that textbooks might play a more important role in lessons dealing with 

controversial and sensitive topics. A defensive approach like this might result in a situation 

where lessons about the war become superficial, an argument that is supported by 

statements made by some students interviewed by Cave (2005) and Fukuoka (2011).  

 Nonetheless, Cave (2005) and Fukuoka (2011) also indicated that teachers do teach 

things other than what is in the textbooks. Fukuoka (2011: 93) suggested that the 

controversies over history textbooks may have created a situation where Japanese students 

are not exposed to contentious parts of history through their textbooks, but he also argued 

that teachers try to fill such gaps in their classes. For example, his interviewees reported 

that they were taught about Unit 731, comfort women, and/or the Nanjing Incident in 

depth. Yet details of the contents that teachers deliver and the pedagogies they adopt have 

not been investigated sufficiently, nor in relation to major theoretical frameworks on 

history teaching.  

5. Teachers’ Roles in History Education 

Though studies of the practices of history teachers in Japan have been limited, several 

studies elsewhere have suggested that teachers have some freedom to reflect their own 

ideas in their teaching, in part because curricula only set general standards for teaching 

(Jaskulowski and Surmiak, 2018: 81) and rarely provide extensive instructions on lesson 

plans (Kello and Wagner, 2017: 203). In this regard, it can be argued that the role teachers 

play in classes is that of a mediator between the curriculum and textbooks on the one hand, 

and learners (students) on the other. Wilson (2001: 314) states that:  
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Schoolteachers work at the outer fringes of the state; they can be envisaged as the 

fingers of the state’s long arms reaching down to the people, embodying and 

negotiating the blurred meeting point between state and society.  

But Wilson (2001: 314) also argues that teachers are more than simple state employees 

whose role it is to transmit the state’s ideas and directives; they have “some degree of 

latitude and choice, a capacity to translate” in the process of interpretation of the 

curriculum (Wilson, 2001: 317). Similarly, Grant (2003: 29) claims that teachers have 

significant autonomy to tailor the history learning that students experience in the 

classroom, and Kello and Wagner (2017: 2016) also argue that teachers can exercise their 

own initiative in their history teaching without much pressure to back particular ideologies 

in their teaching. 

These arguments resonate with the concept of “gate-keeping” proposed by 

Thornton (2004), which is defined as the decisions teachers make in lessons based on the 

curriculum, as well as the criteria for such decisions. He suggested that teachers have great 

leeway when interpreting the curriculum, and in a sense, they largely embody the character 

of the curriculum (Thornton, 1991, 2004). Even textbooks which are considered to be 

authoritative, accurate in their contents, and highly important for the articulation of 

students’ learning, do not themselves determine classroom teaching activities, as teachers 

“regularly contextualize, rethink, and change textbooks” (vom Hau, 2009: 129-130). Vom 

Hau (2009) argues that teachers do not simply transmit the ideologies or political strategies 

that are in the state’s interests, and agrees with the point made by Wilson (2001) that 

teachers are local intellectuals who have the authority and responsibility to contribute to 

their local community. In the word of vom Hau (2009: 130); 



39 
 

The role of teachers is more aptly described as translators who adapt and localize 

official curricula…therefore play a crucial role in the translation of state-sponsored 

conceptions of nationhood found in textbooks into everyday understanding of the 

world.  

As an example, two U.S. teachers Grant (2003) introduces in his study had similar 

backgrounds and worked in the same school but adopted radically different approaches to 

teaching about the U.S. civil rights movement. Grant (2003: 36) classified teaching 

practices on a continuum from knowledge-giving on one end to knowledge-facilitating on 

the other. One teacher in his study took a more knowledge-giving approach, which focused 

on providing his students with important knowledge and narratives, whereas another 

teacher adopted a more knowledge-facilitating approach, utilising discussions and 

activities to develop students’ academic ability as well as their empathy. Grant (2003: 36-

37) argues that “teachers have considerable room in which to craft their teaching practices” 

as well as the knowledge stance they choose to take.  

The freedom of teaching exercised by teachers was also seen in the lesson 

observations conducted by Cave (2002, 2005) in 2000. Although in general the method of 

teaching history in Japan is a form of exposition where teachers lecture about history and 

aim to transmit knowledge to students, a few history lessons Cave observed focused on 

analytic exercises, including the analysis of the causation between events. Additionally, 

Cave’s lesson observations revealed that of the lessons observed, 40% went significantly 

beyond the textbook contents, rising to 50% when including lessons with shorter 

digressions from the textbook’s descriptions. Cave (2005: 319-321) also conducted 

interviews with university students, many of whom who were able to provide evidence that 

their history learning in school exceeded the textbook contents. 
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However, it is not always a frequent practice for teachers to exercise their freedom 

to translate the textbooks and/or curriculum. For example, vom Hau (2009: 142) revealed 

that some teachers in twentieth-century Mexico strongly mediated the state’s agendas to 

local communities, and Wilson (2001: 342) claims that regardless of the situation of 

teachers in Peru as local intellectuals, the intransigence of the Peruvian state and its 

revolutionary opposition at times limited their exercise of initiative to transform state 

education. The exception to this came when teachers in Peru found the educational reforms 

of the late 1960s offensive to their profession and resisted the implementation of new 

educational materials, by spending minimal time on the textbook contents or by providing 

students with supplementary materials (vom Hau, 2009: 147). A similar situation occurred 

in Peronist Argentina, where teachers chose not to use most textbooks due to their 

opposition to educational policies and textbook contents reflecting the government’s 

ideology (vom Hau, 2009: 144-145). Teachers act as mediators between the state and their 

people, but the degree of utilisation of their freedom to translate the state’s agenda varies 

depending on their interests and circumstances. But regardless of the degree of autonomy 

that teachers can/do exercise in their lessons, if teachers are in a position to exercise their 

freedom to interpret and translate the curriculum (rather than transmit the ideas and 

directives of the state) then investigating teachers’ work in the classroom is as important as 

research into the curriculum. 

5.1. Teachers’ Decision Making 

According to Kello and Wagner (2017: 203), how teachers teach a subject is a reflection of 

where they are located in what they call teachers’ “action space landscape”, which is 

shaped by multiple factors. These include external factors such as educational structures 

(including the curriculum, textbooks and national examinations), social and political 

contexts, students, and history-related research, and also subjective factors such as the 
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“pedagogical repertoire, epistemological position, self-confidence, and sense of 

professional autonomy and legitimacy” of teachers. Kello and Wagner (2017: 204) further 

explain that these factors influence each other and there is no steady hierarchy among 

them. When teaching politically and socially controversial topics, the role of teachers as a 

mediator stands out, as their lessons tend to reflect their interests and their views about 

these topics (Kello and Wagner, 2017: 203). This is partially because sensitive and 

controversial topics are generally associated with different political interests and 

ideological views (Kello and Wagner, 2017: 203), which means that teachers can be 

particularly wary of how their lessons dealing with sensitive and controversial topics are 

represented. In Japan, as we shall see, social studies teachers tend to pay extra attention to 

what they teach about the Fifteen Years’ War in order not to reveal their individual 

position on the subject. Additionally, the prolonged history textbook controversies in Japan 

over the last few decades represent prominent political contexts impacting history teaching 

in Japan. As to teachers’ positions on dealing with sensitive and controversial issues, Kello 

(2016: 41-47) identified a range of strategies teachers adopt, and found that teachers 

oscillate between positions depending on their circumstances.5 

 The students themselves are another factor influencing teachers’ positions in the 

action space where they determine the orientation of their lessons. For example, teachers 

have assumptions about the level of understanding their students can achieve, and try to 

balance what they teach to students and the contents they are able to receive (Kello and 

Wagner, 2017: 217). Teachers do not teach everything they know on a subject but instead 

seek to give students the appropriate amount and level of knowledge, especially when they 

believe that students may receive their knowledge incorrectly (Kello and Wagner, 2017).    

 
5Kello (2016) found five positions: “hiding or avoiding”, “finding common ground or smoothing edges”, 
“just doing the job”, “enhancing heterogeneity”, and “leaving the truth open”. 
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 The action space landscape influences the contents of teaching and teachers’ 

communication style (Kello and Wagner, 2017: 207). Kello and Wagner (2017: 206) argue 

that there is a spectrum of communication styles in teaching, at the extreme ends of which 

are propaganda (in the service of a particular position) on one end and dissemination 

(relatively neutral diffusion of information) at the other. Kello and Wagner (2017: 207-

208) determine the representation of history teaching using this spectrum, together with the 

spectrum of teaching approaches from polyphonic teaching approaches to monophonic 

ones.6 This classification bears some similarities with theories of history education 

proposed by Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009), discussed in section 2 of this 

chapter. Seixas’ history education for forming collective memory and Barton and Levstik’s 

identification stance have overlaps with Kello and Wagner’s (2017) idea of history 

education manifesting traditional patriotic narration (i.e. the “propaganda” communication 

style plus the monophonic teaching approach). Meanwhile, Seixas’ disciplinary history and 

the analytic stance of Barton and Levstik have points in common with Kello and Wagner’s 

(2017) disciplinary multi-perspective approach (i.e. the “dissemination” communication 

style plus the polyphonic teaching approach).   

 Overall, investigating where teachers are positioned in their action space landscape- 

with the identification of external and/or internal factors impacting on their positions- is 

crucial for the analysis of teachers’ teaching practices in order to understand how far, and 

in what ways, they have power as translators of history education. 

 
6 Polyphonic teaching approaches consist of multi-perspective and relativistic approaches, with the difference 
between them being based on how teachers deal with multiperspectivity. Monophonic approaches are those 
that do not offer alternative views of history. 
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6. Conclusion 

History education is important for the formation of national identity and the building of 

good relationships between nations, but the narratives of the nation in its history education 

are generally influenced by the nation’s political authorities as well as its society, which 

makes history education a controversial topic across the world. Contributing to the national 

identity construct is one of the major roles that history education plays, but others such as 

the development of analytical skills have also been recognised as important - including in 

Japan and elsewhere in East and Southeast Asia. However, history education about the war 

in Japan has largely been studied through research on institutional documents, even though 

studies have suggested that document studies on history education are not sufficient to 

understand the subject. In fact, studies focusing on teachers’ teaching practices have 

suggested that history lessons in Japan can involve more than just the transmission of 

knowledge and the development of national identity. The theoretical frameworks proposed 

by Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009), as well as the concept of teachers’ action 

space landscape, advocated by Kello and Wagner (2017), are all potentially very useful in 

the examination of classroom teaching practices. Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik 

(2009) define the types of teaching and learning in history classes discussed in the 

academic field of history education, which will enable this study to analyse Japanese 

history education about the war. Meanwhile, the identification of factors influencing 

teachers’ positions in the action space landscape can reveal the most powerful factors (or 

combinations of factors) that influence teachers’ practices and the contents of their lessons 

about the war in Japan. In these ways, this study will achieve a more comprehensive 

understanding of teaching about the war in Japan beyond textbook and curriculum contents 

alone, which can reshape the portrayal of Japanese history education about this sensitive 

topic. This may potentially be applied to understanding teachers’ decisions and teaching 
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practices dealing with sensitive and controversial topics more broadly, and thus has the 

potential to further develop theoretical frameworks as to where and how the control of 

ideology is negotiated in education.     
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

There were several major research questions in this study I aimed to find answers for, on 

the basis of which the most suitable methodology was chosen, so before introducing this 

methodology I will briefly describe the research questions that led to the chosen 

methodology. First of all, I wanted to find out what junior high school teachers teach about 

the Fifteen Years’ War in their classes and what they aim to achieve through these classes. 

This includes their choice of focus for their lessons, and how they elaborate on the details 

of the topics by introducing a variety of narratives. Secondly, I aimed to investigate the 

utilisation of teaching materials in classes by teachers (i.e. what they use and how they use 

them), including textbooks, supplementary readers, and documentary videos, to identify 

the role of textbooks in classes and the extent to which other teaching materials are used in 

teachers’ teaching. Finally, I aimed to investigate teaching practices in lessons and how 

and why teachers developed them as they did; this included exploring teachers’ 

motivations, and factors that influenced them when teaching controversial topics. These 

research questions were motivated by the fact that although textbooks and curricula have 

been extensively studied by existing research on Japanese history education for both 

teaching and learning about the war (as well as the formation of historical consciousness of 

Japanese people), there has been relatively little research on actual teaching practices in the 

classroom and how this is developed by teachers.  

These research questions do not seek answers using quantitative data or aim to 

present generalisations about teachers’ practices; rather, they were asked in order to 

develop an in-depth understanding of how teachers teach about the war in Japan, and so I 

deemed qualitative research methods, including interviews and observations, to be the best 

suited to pursue them. The junior high school level was chosen for this study because it is 

the last opportunity for all Japanese children to learn about the Fifteen Years’ War in 
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compulsory education. Of the various qualitative research methods, I adopted semi-

structured interviews and observations, primarily because data derived from open 

questions and answers were most useful for answering the research questions of this study 

as well as exploring an area of study with limited existing information (Bryman, 2012). 

The highly influential study by Boaler (1997) into students’ experiences of learning 

mathematics is an example of the effectiveness of combining methods. During Boaler’s 

(1997) fieldwork, she conducted lesson observations and interviews with students and 

teachers, giving students questionnaires, assessments and tests, and she noted in the 

research methodology that lesson observations and students’ interviews were particularly 

helpful for developing an understanding of school mathematics from students’ perspectives 

(Boaler, 1997: 5).  The combination of lesson observations and interviews were similarly 

valuable for my study in investigating lessons about the Fifteen Years’ War in junior high 

school and teachers’ perspectives on the matter in depth. 

Semi-structured interviews provided enough structure to allow comparisons 

between the teachers, but also allowed enough flexibility to enable teachers to explain in 

depth their work processes and thinking, together with the context for these things. There 

has been a great deal of previous research and discussion on descriptions about the Fifteen 

Years’ War in junior high school history textbooks, which has already established the field 

for this topic. In such a situation, semi-structured interviews were ideal because I could 

effectively address specific foci in the interviews (e.g. teachers’ teaching and the 

development of teaching practices) (Bryman 2012). They were also suitable because 

teachers were busy and so efficient use of their time was both necessary and ethical 

(Bernard, 2017: 165). As mentioned above, although the topic of modern history education 

in Japan has been investigated to some extent (predominantly the textbooks), the actual 

teaching of this topic in the classroom has not been studied much. Semi-structured 
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interviews provided flexibility to probe more deeply and allow participants to introduce 

points that I, the interviewer, perhaps had not considered, which was very valuable. Lastly, 

because of the sensitivity of the topic, semi-structured interviews that allowed flexibility 

for the interviewee to respond and helped develop a rapport between interviewer and 

interviewee were best. 

Lesson observations provided direct, first-hand, and detailed information on how 

teachers taught about the Fifteen Years’ War. Direct observation of this type is more likely 

to provide trustworthy evidence about teachers’ practices than self-reports (Bernard, 2017: 

327), and also provides more detailed data than self-reports can. Using observations in 

combination with interviews allowed for triangulation (i.e. using more than one method to 

gather data on the same subject), a research method which produces more persuasive 

evidence and improves the credibility of the research (Bryman 2012 : 274, Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985: 305-307). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985: 307), the credibility of this 

study is also enhanced by the “prolonged period of engagement” I undertook in the time I 

spent both interviewing teachers and building a relationship of trust with them to improve 

the results of the interviews. The 130 hours of class observations undertaken demonstrates 

what Lincoln and Guba (1985: 307) refer to as “evidence of persistent observation”, and 

through this, the prolonged engagement with teachers, and the triangulation that came with 

combining both methods, I believe that I have built a very credible study with a body of 

persuasive evidence.  

Furthermore, Bryman (2004) writes that the information that interviewees take for 

granted is less likely to surface in interviews, making lesson observations valuable. As 

many researchers (including Bryman (2004)) have pointed out, observations are 

particularly effective for gaining information about sensitive topics. Teaching practices 

about the Fifteen Years’ War and teachers’ thoughts on this matter are one of the most 
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sensitive topics in Japanese education. The controversies related to the war such as the 

numerous history textbook controversies that have occurred in Japan since the end of the 

Second World War can make teachers reticent about their lessons, so gathering 

information through class observations was particularly useful.  

Apart from the lesson observations, I also undertook limited participant observation 

in research/study groups to gain first-hand, direct experience of how these research/study 

groups worked. These observations complemented the information gained from interviews, 

and enhanced the quality of data regarding how research/study groups help teachers to 

develop teaching practices.  

In addition to interviews and class observations, I also conducted content analysis 

of documents relevant to the study, especially textbooks and curricula, because these 

provided an essential framework for teaching about the Fifteen Years’ War, and in the case 

of textbooks, were often used by the majority of teachers in the lessons observed. The 

analysis of such documents enabled me to analyse how teachers interpret the curriculum, 

and also understand how the curriculum or textbooks impacted on teaching practices.  

1. Selection and Recruitment of the Research Sample 

For the selection of the teacher participants, theoretical sampling7 and snowball sampling8- 

both of which are types of purposive sampling- were employed (Bryman, 2012: 418). The 

reason for employing these sampling methods was because I needed to elicit rich 

information about teaching practices about the war from junior high school teachers who 

satisfied certain criteria. Teachers who have had long teaching careers were preferred, and 

 
7 A form of non-probability sampling. In theoretical sampling, selections of cases and criteria are guided by 
the emerging understanding of theory. 
8 A form of non-probability sampling in which researchers contact a small group of people relevant to the 
research topic, who then recommend other suitable participants. It is often used for studies pursing sensitive 
topics.  
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samples were drawn from different areas of Japan to allow for comparisons between those 

areas and to represent region-specific issues related to teaching the war. I mainly 

approached teachers through study associations, firstly to reach out to experienced and 

keen teachers who could provide valuable information, and secondly to involve teachers 

who belonged to various study associations with different ideological stances and foci in 

teaching, to ensure diversity within the sample. Because of the application of non-

probability sampling and the nature of the case study (focusing on the teaching practices of 

21 teachers) there is a limitation on the generalisations that can be drawn from the study 

(Bernard, 1994). However, this should not undermine the value of this study as “when 

backed up by ethnographic data, studies based on these sampling techniques are often 

highly credible” (Bernard, 1994: 94). Furthermore, the aim of this study was to bring new 

insights into the variety of teaching practices about the war and the complex ways in which 

teachers think about and develop their teaching practices about this difficult and 

controversial period of history, rather than establishing generalisable statements about 

history teachers across Japan. 

As mentioned, the total number of teachers who participated in this study was 21. 

10 teachers (48%) were over 50 years old, 6 (29%) were between 40 and 50, 3 (14%) were 

between 30 and 39, and 2 (10%) were under 30.9 Having more older teachers meant that 

the majority of teachers were very experienced, with nearly 70% of teacher participants 

having over 20 years of teaching experience. The reason for having a large proportion of 

older teachers was that those with longer careers are likely to have exercised more 

influence on students and colleagues through their teaching, and because their careers are 

longer, they tend to have experienced transitions in their teaching approaches, developed 

various teaching practices, and enjoyed opportunities to give their teaching deeper 

 
9 Due to rounding, the total is not exactly 100%. 
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consideration. However, in order to reflect the general demographic features of teachers in 

Japan as well as to provide a comparison between younger and older teachers, a small 

number of younger teachers were also included.  

Teachers were selected from three different areas in Japan: 9 teachers from the 

capital area (for the purpose of this study, meaning the Tokyo metropolis, Kanagawa 

prefecture, Chiba prefecture, and Saitama prefecture), 5 from Osaka Prefecture, and 7 from 

Hiroshima Prefecture. The focus on these regions aimed to explore regional diversity, 

which is an increasing focus of recent research on Japan. Moreover, selecting these areas 

enabled this research to include interesting local contexts. For example, the capital area is 

likely to have close ties with the Ministry of Education due to geographical proximity, and 

some parts of the Tokyo/Yokohama area have recently adopted a controversial 

nationalistic textbook. Hiroshima has a historical significance relevant to the war, and 

Osaka has a significant Korean population which might affect teachers’ approaches to this 

sensitive part of history. 

The teachers selected for this study were recruited through various channels. 

Teachers who worked closely with local boards of education were mainly recruited 

through the shigakukan10 in the Ministry of Education, as well as a university researcher 

who helped me. My former university tutor introduced me to two of his former students, 

one of whom is a shigakukan, and the other an academic researcher in a university. These 

two people contacted the heads of a number of prefectural junior high school social studies 

research associations in the capital area (e.g. Tokyoto Shakaika Kyōiku Kenkyūkai, 

Tochūsha for short) and asked them to identify some teachers from their prefectures to be 

invited to participate in my study. I was fortunate to have received their help in the 

 
10 Shigakukan are educational specialists in the Ministry of Education and Science who provide technical and 
professional instruction and advice to teachers. 
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recruitment of teachers for this research, as otherwise many teachers’ participation would 

not have occurred. I approached teachers in the influential educational research 

associations Rekishi Kyōikusha Kyōgikai (hereafter Rekkyōkyō) and the Teachers' 

Organisation of Skill Sharing (hereafter TOSS) directly and applied snowball sampling 

wherever possible. In the case of teacher TT, I looked at his teaching practices (mostly 

regarding the war) published on the TOSS website and contacted him directly myself. 

Some teachers from Rekkyōkyō were also recruited directly by myself through the 

Rekkyōkyō website or from meeting them at study meetings, and some others were 

introduced by member teachers who I met at conferences. Teachers who worked with 

university researchers (e.g. teachers EMY and OH) and teacher Kawahara from Jugyō no 

Neta Kenkyūkai (Netaken) were introduced to me by a number of academic researchers in 

the field of education whom I met at social studies related academic conferences, and I also 

recruited a teacher from an academic conference myself, as well as utilising snowball 

sampling whenever opportunities to do so arose. Overall, the sample of this study is 

composed of a diverse range of teachers (teachers who work with the Ministry of 

Education or their local Board of Education, teachers who are considered to hold a 

progressive ideology, and teachers who have a conservative ideology) which can capture 

some of the most significant teaching practices performed in Japan.  

2. Ethical Considerations 

This study took a number of steps to ensure that it adheres to the necessary ethical 

guidelines. I applied to the University of Manchester Research Ethics Committee for 

approval of the study according to the university’s standard procedures, and approval was 

received on the 20th of August 2015. The outline of the study was explained in advance 

through a research information sheet to all teacher participants, as well as to the majority of 
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the principals in whose schools I conducted research,11 and later I also explained the 

research to the teachers in person. I gained both verbal permission and completed consent 

forms from the teacher participants and also the majority of principals prior to conducting 

interviews and class observations (where performed). In order to protect the anonymity of 

teachers, their exact age, real names, the places they work, the names of schools, length of 

their career, and the names of the study associations they belong to (in the case of local 

board of education affiliated associations) are generally not disclosed. Instead of teachers’ 

real names, a naming convention using random letters (such as teacher SW) are used, but 

they have no association to any personal information. Some teachers were happy to be 

named (i.e. teachers Kawahara, Hirai, and Kamiyama) as they did not believe there to be 

any risk or inconvenience to them in doing so, and so in these cases I have used their real 

names in this study. Concerns over the identification of teachers were especially strong in 

the capital area, so as further protection I agreed to use the term “capital area” instead of 

the name of the cities or prefectures when discussing teachers or schools from that area. 

Local board of education affiliated organisations contain the names of cities or prefectures, 

so the names of these organisations are not revealed. Because of the sensitivity of the topic 

of this study, I was only allowed to speak to teacher DX in the presence of the principal 

(though he was unable to supervise for the entirety of the interviews due to his work).  

3. Interviews 

I conducted over 60 interviews between May 2015 and August 2016. It was not easy to 

conduct fieldwork for this study as I was required to revisit teachers multiple times in three 

different areas of Japan, but it was most appropriate for one researcher (myself) to 

interview all teachers because of the sensitivity of the study topic, given that, as Woods 

 
11 The research information was mainly given to principals in cases where lesson observations were 
performed.  
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(1986) pointed out, having to deal with multiple interviewers can be threatening and 

exhausting for informants. In order to carry out the interviews successfully I took due care 

of teachers, as gaining the cooperation of teachers and building a rapport with them is 

important for this (Woods, 1986). Although major interviews were often held in one of the 

rooms in the teacher’s school, I made an effort to spend time with teachers outside of 

“formal” interviews (when allowed). Such opportunities gave me a more comprehensive 

understanding of the teachers and their lessons, and sometimes helped me to validate the 

information provided from the teachers in the interviews. Spending more time with 

teachers generally resulted in a more relaxed atmosphere between the teachers and myself 

in later interviews and enhanced the “sense of togetherness” that Woods (1986: 70) 

described as an important element in interviews. It also helped to identify “the similar 

interests, thought processes, views and values” (Woods, 1986: 63) between the teachers 

and myself which helped develop our relationship quicker and impacted on the information 

the interviewees provided. Opportunities outside of school included meeting teachers at 

study association conferences/meetings (as well as attending receptions and dinners after 

said conferences), lunch time and/or short breaks between lessons in school, and so on. 

Through such opportunities, I found that many teachers seemed relieved and more relaxed 

to talk to me about the lessons they delivered (which included some controversial topics) 

and their thoughts on the war, because my research was both being carried out in a 

university outside of Japan, and also in English. My position (i.e. a Japanese researcher 

who has teaching experience in Japan with an understanding of teachers’ circumstances as 

well as the cultural context, yet one who is perceived to be “outside” of Japan with an 

English surname who has lived abroad for more than a decade) also seemed to have made 

teachers feel more open to talk in some circumstances as well. 



54 
 

Secondly, I generally let teachers choose the time and the place of the interviews, 

or at least gave them as much choice as I practically could. This was because educational 

research such as this study might not necessarily be useful for teachers’ everyday work or 

immediately influential to them directly, and so their participation can be simply 

considered to be voluntary (Woods, 1986). Conducting the interviews this way, teachers 

were less burdened by participating in this research. Allowing teachers to choose the time 

and place of their interview also gave them “a sense of control and confidence” about the 

interviews (Woods, 1986: 70). Thirdly, for teachers, speaking their thoughts and being 

listened to by someone to the degree of a one to one interview is a rare occurrence but one 

that can have a therapeutic effect for them (Woods, 1986), through giving the teachers 

satisfaction, relieving stress, or helping them to organise their thoughts on their lessons. In 

order to make teachers feel more positive about the interviews (so that they generally 

talked better) I always showed great interest as well as respect towards what they had to 

say, even if the conversation digressed somewhat from my research topic. Lastly, I tried to 

make the interviews as unthreatening as possible by not drawing too much obvious 

attention to the ideological issues over the war (Bernard, 1994). 

In the interviews, teachers were asked about their teaching practices for the 

textbook units covering the period from the Great Depression until the end of World War 

Two.12 All teachers were interviewed at least once, but depending on the availability of 

teachers and their accessibility, there were variations in the number of interviews with each 

teacher, their length, and the amount of information gained. The shortest interviews lasted 

approximately 30 minutes, and the longest was approximately three and a half hours. Five 

teachers were interviewed once, seven teachers were interviewed twice, three teachers 

were interviewed three times, and six teachers were interviewed more than five times. The 

 
12 Please refer to the sample questions in appendix one. 
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total hours for all interviews was approximately 100, and the longest time spent with one 

teacher was approximately 8 hours in total, whereas the shortest time with one teacher was 

one and half hours. As to the variations in the distribution of time spent interviewing 

teachers, for instance, I interviewed teacher OH once for about 3 hours, whereas I 

combined short and long interviews with teacher SA (short interviews lasting 

approximately 30 minutes, and longer interviews lasting up to 2 hours) 6 times, mostly on 

the days that I observed her classes. Interviews with teacher DX were conducted in the 

presence of the principal of the school, as a condition of conducting the interviews. I did 

not consider this arrangement ideal, but agreed because the interviews would not have been 

possible otherwise. The principal joined the interviews every so often, and during those 

times teacher DX was quite tense and reticent about his opinions about sensitive issues 

about the war. In such a pressured circumstance I initially talked to teacher DX and the 

principal about other foci in the research such as study associations and teacher training.13 

When the principal was not in the room, teacher DX was more relaxed, and we were able 

to have a normal conversation during which I asked about the sensitive topics. All 

interviews were recorded with consent from the participants and were stored on an 

encrypted external hard drive. I transcribed the majority of recordings of the interviews and 

grouped parts of the transcripts relevant to particular themes (e.g. Asia Pacific War) 

together in separate documents for open coding analysis.  

4. Lesson Observations 

I observed lessons on textbook units covering the period from the Great Depression to the 

end of World War Two. I targeted lessons that covered certain topics, and set these topics 

quite widely (going back to the Great Depression) for the following reasons. First, it was a 

 
13 The principal had been acting as a core member of some study associations, so he had a lot of useful 
information to share with me. 
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way to cope with timing issues. The timing of these lessons was very unpredictable, due to 

the way lesson schedules are managed in Japanese schools (for instance, where school 

events pushed social studies classes back), and the reality was that most teachers did not 

want to say in advance when they planned to start their lessons on a topic because the 

progress of their lessons was difficult to predict; in some cases, teachers only informed me 

after they had started the targeted lessons. By informing teachers that I hoped to observe 

their classes from the Great Depression, I might have missed the first lesson about the 

Great Depression, but was able to be in class to see the lessons about the Manchurian 

Incident which occurred a few lessons later. Secondly, due to the curriculum, lessons about 

the war tend to be concentrated around the same period of the year, so targeting a wider 

range of lessons gave me as many opportunities to observe as many lessons as possible. As 

noted in an earlier section, information derived from observations can be more trustworthy 

than self-reports, so there is still much to be learned from lesson observations, even if the 

lessons were not about the core topics of this study. Thirdly, history is made up of 

continuous events, so events and the context of events before the war can be important for 

teachers to cover in lessons. The textbook unit about the Fifteen Years’ War includes the 

Great Depression because of its relevance to the war, and experienced teachers especially 

tend to have the wider history in mind when developing their lesson plans about the war. 

The purpose of this study was to capture the details of social studies teachers’ 

teaching practices about the war, so non-participation observation in which the researcher 

(i.e. myself) did not take a role in the lessons was employed. My observations took the 

form of a reactive observation where the people in the room were aware of my presence 

(Bernard, 2017: 323). I sat at the back of the classroom quietly in order to disturb the 

lesson as little as possible, and took handwritten or typewritten notes in Japanese (using 

abbreviations when useful). Although I sought to be unobtrusive, teachers’ performance as 
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well as students’ attitudes in lessons may still have been influenced by my presence to 

some degree, if we consider that Woods (1986: 39), an experienced ethnographer of 

schools, finds such influence almost inevitable. That being said, I observed at least 8 

lessons per teacher, and after a few lessons it is likely that my presence became familiar to 

students and teachers in the classroom. Certainly, I found that aside from some students 

who sat very close to me, students stopped paying attention to my presence in the 

classroom after I had observed a few of their lessons. A total number of 130 classes 

performed by 9 teachers were observed. In some cases, I observed a teacher teach the same 

topic to two different classes. The lesson observations were conducted during four periods: 

from May 2015 till July 2015, December 2015, February and March 2016, and from May 

till July 2016. Details of the interviews and lesson observations are in the table below.  

 In the observations I took handwritten or typewritten notes to record the behaviours 

of teachers and students as accurately as possible using a continuous monitoring approach 

(Bernard, 2017: 323) because I aimed to capture the details and the process of the lessons 

performed by the teachers. I focused primarily on teachers’ performance including 

dialogues with students and explanations of history, the teaching materials they used, 

information they wrote on the blackboard and the tasks they gave to students, all so that I 

could examine the contents later for the purpose of analysis and presentation of more 

comprehensive picture of history lessons about the war beyond history textbooks. The 

matters teachers emphasised in classes and the messages they tried to deliver to students 

were observed and noted carefully. Such information can be only understood in the context 

of teachers’ explanations and/or the tone of their voice, and not from textbooks or teaching 

materials alone. Students’ responses to teachers’ actions and their learning behaviours were 

also observed carefully in order to understand how students learn history and how they 

might be outwardly affected by the contents of lessons. Although there were some 
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limitations to the extent to which one researcher could observe the reactions of a class of 

students, generally such observations were made easier thanks to students’ often being 

engaged in classroom activities such as note taking. Other than that, I noted specific 

students who, for various reasons, stood out (for example presenting their opinions or 

asking questions) or observed closely a group of students working together actively or 

interacting with teachers when carrying out a group task or engaged in a discussion. After 

the lessons, I added from memory further information which I was unable to record fully 

during the class observations to the lesson observation notes, and typed up or manually 

rewrote the observation notes without abbreviations. 

5. Data analysis  

Data analysis was performed through systematic coding. Coding is the process of 

categorising sections of data under labels which summarise and clarify the data (Charmaz, 

2014: 111), and the transcribed interview transcripts and observation notes were coded at 

least twice, i.e. a process called initial coding and focused coding by Charmaz (2014). As 

Charmaz (2014) wrote, researchers can determine tentative categories at an early stage in 

the research, and in my case initial coding took place during the process of transcribing the 

interviews and writing the observation notes. This process helped me identify frequently 

occurring phrases, ideas, and behaviours. I chose not to use specialist software dedicated 

for the analysis of qualitative data as complex coding was not necessary, and instead opted 

to code my data using basic computer software such as Microsoft Word and Excel, which I 

found simpler to use. Approximately 30 categories emerged in the initial coding stage, 

including both historical events such as the Great Depression, the atomic bombs, as well as 

other categories such as teaching materials, teachers’ study activities, and Japanese 

perpetrator acts.  
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The second stage of coding (focused coding) involves sifting through and distilling 

the initial codes to make better analytic sense of the data as well as to identify potentially 

significant categories that emerged during the initial coding, during which the initial codes 

can be coded further (Charmaz, 2014: 138-140).  I developed further categories from the 

initial codes during the second stage of coding by selecting the more significant categories 

which I believed could contribute to generating a theory. The selection of such categories 

are guided by the research aims (Woods, 1986: 129) which set my criteria for distillations 

as follows: categories which facilitate the understanding of the lessons about the war in 

Japan or challenge established ideas about teaching of the war, categories to help us 

understand teachers’ thoughts and development of teaching practices, categories in which 

information was emphasised by many teachers, and categories which have the potential to 

make sense of the data and fill the gap of existing theoretical frameworks in the field. For 

example, teaching Japan’s perpetrator acts in school lessons has been one of the focal 

points of discussions about Japanese teaching of the war in schools, so I selected the theme 

of Japan as a perpetrator for the further coding as it was likely to constitute an important 

part in the comprehension of teaching of the war and had the potential to relate to my 

theoretical framework. To add more examples, several different events such as air-

bombing and the battle of Okinawa were sub-categories of Japanese people’s suffering 

during the war, but they were selected individually to be analysed further as teachers’ 

approaches to each of these themes was different, which I thought might aid development 

of new theory regarding the teaching of the war. 

According to Charmaz (2014: 140), focused coding is performed to assess the 

initial codes, and so during the focused coding I examined and compared data within the 

categories identified in the initial coding more intensively in order to understand patterns 

and distinctive features, as well as the reasons behind teachers’ actions. Previous studies 
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helped me to see how the data might either corroborate or challenge conventional 

understanding of history lessons about the war in Japan. For example, previous studies 

(e.g. Hashimoto, 2015: 97-98) have argued that Japanese suffering during the war is 

extensively taught in schools, so I paid special attention to such themes to try to bring out 

what the data indicated. Another approach I employed was making short summaries of 

each teacher’s lessons per topic. This way, I was able to see a series of lessons performed 

by one teacher as well as all teachers’ lesson information per topic at a glance, which 

helped me to compare the data. For example, by looking at a series of lessons performed 

by the same teacher, I understood which themes were treated as more important than others 

by the teacher.  

Although this study does not aim to produce generalisations about teacher practices 

(and as the type of questions asked in the interviews were not suitable for the production of 

quantitative data) when I looked at the aims and contents of the lessons, quantitative 

evidence (e.g. how many teachers taught theme A) was collected wherever possible. This 

was because, although generalisations cannot be made due to the small sample size, the 

data still can suggest trends which can contribute to the development of hypotheses and 

starting points for future research.  
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Table.1 Teachers visited in Japan  

Teacher’s name/ 

pseudonym 
Gender Area 

Age 

group 

Period when  

interviews and/or 

observations were 

conducted 

Number 

of lessons 

observed 

Number 

of  

interviews 

SW F Capital Over 50 06.10.2015-18.11.2015 0 2 

BH M Capital Over 50 15.10.2015-10.06.2016 15 4 

WF F Capital Over 50 18.06.2015-19.10.2015 12 6 

N M Capital Over 50 22.10.2015-03.12.2015 0 2 

Teacher Hirai F Osaka Over 50 09.05.2016-28.07.2016 11 3 

Teacher Kawahara M Osaka Over 50 04.11.2015 0 1 

IK M Osaka Over 50 14.06.2016-09.08.2016 21 3 

G M Hiroshima Over 50 22.05.2015-16.06.2015 16 5 

CF M Hiroshima Over 50 29.05.2015-03.07.2015 11 2 

YH F Hiroshima Over 50 02.11.2015-05.05.2016 0 2 

SA F Capital 40-50 15.05.2016-28.06.2016 27 6 

Teacher Kamiyama M Capital 40-50 24.11.2015-09.03.2016 8 8 

MY M Hiroshima 40-50 10.11.2015-06.05.2016 0 2 

HA M Hiroshima 40-50 27.04.2016 0 1 

MR M Capital 30-40 10.12.2015-11.12.2015 0 2 

DX M Capital 30-40 08.12.2015-09.12.2015 0 2 

TT M Osaka 30-40 31.10.2015-08.08.2016 0 4 

EMY M Hiroshima 40-50 30.04.2016 0 1 

BIW M Capital 40-50 13.10.2015-16.07.2016 9 3 

OH M Osaka 20-30 13.11.2015 0 1 

LC M Hiroshima 20-30 26.10.2015 0 1 

Total         130 61 
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Chapter 3: Competing War Narratives in Japan 

1. Introduction  

Since the end of the Fifteen Years’ War in 1945, several widely embraced war narratives 

have emerged in Japan, with some being more dominant than others at different times. 

According to Narita (2010: 8), recounting a war is an act which defines the raison d'etre of 

a society, and by talking about their own experiences of the war or selecting narratives or 

interpretations of the war, people characterise an important part of their identity. 

Recounting the history of the war between 1931 to 1945 in Japan is a sensitive matter, 

because there are many competing narratives people can adopt, and the choice of narratives 

about the war may reveal a person’s ideological position as well as their political 

associations, including their opinions about sensitive matters in international relations (e.g. 

compensation for victims of the Japanese military in Asia).  

 As Kello and Wagner (2017: 203) assert, the role of a teacher as a mediator 

between different perspectives or social memories becomes particularly apparent when 

dealing with controversial topics in lessons. In Japan, social studies teachers are put in the 

position of having to negotiate the varieties of war narratives and decide what they mediate 

to students when teaching the war. Kello and Wagner (2017: 203) also argue that 

“teachers’ representations of their subject reflect both their social positions and their 

individual perceptions”. War narratives may influence teacher’s individual perceptions of 

the content they teach. Meanwhile, teachers’ social positions within the action space 

landscape can be affected by influential actors whose interpretations of history conflict 

with those of teachers, and who may exercise pressure to teach students certain war 

narratives, or object to teaching which goes against their viewpoints. Such influential 

actors may include school management teams, students’ parents, local politicians, and/or 
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the local educational administration. Thus, the purpose of this chapter is to introduce these 

varieties of historical consciousnesses about the war in Japan, and their development in 

Japanese society, as doing so will help us understand in later chapters the circumstances 

under which some crucial decisions about history lessons are made. In this chapter, I will 

divide the war narratives into four different categories and present their contents in 

chronological order. 

The first narrative is ‘Japanese as victims of the war’, which Orr (2001) argued was 

formed originally between 1945 and the 1960s. This narrative was strongly influenced by 

the Tokyo War Crimes Trials, as well as by how the Occupation authority defined and 

viewed the Asia Pacific War for the purpose of creating a new world order.  

Secondly, from the 1960s to the early 1970s, the Vietnam War brought out many 

counter-narratives about the Asia Pacific War (such as the Japanese military’s brutal 

conduct towards Asian people), and narratives that saw Japanese people as both victims 

and victimizers of the war began to be recognised in Japan. As people who were children 

during the war became adults, new generations started recounting their experiences of the 

war, such as air-raid bombings (Narita, 2010: 152), which revealed not only Japanese 

people’s suffering on the home front but also contributed towards recognising Japan’s 

perpetrator acts abroad. I will examine some studies which explore the testimonies of 

former soldiers and how it is difficult for their children to recognise the war crimes of their 

fathers and how this contributes to Japanese people having a weak sense of responsibility 

towards China and Korea. From the 1960s to 1980s, although the sense of war 

responsibility towards Japan’s victims did not significantly develop in Japanese people, the 

victim consciousness that had been dominant since 1945 started to shift towards a more 

balanced viewpoint, and more Japanese people saw the war in Asia as a Japanese invasion.  
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The third narrative is that presented by nationalistic historical revisionists from the 

1990s. From the mid-1980s, the Japanese government adopted a more careful stance 

towards the interpretation of the war in consideration of the Asian victims in neighbouring 

countries, in order to close the gap between Japanese views of the war and those of people 

elsewhere in Asia, though the motivations for this were more economic than humanitarian. 

Meanwhile, Ienaga’s lawsuits encouraged textbook authors to expand the descriptions of 

Japan’s perpetrator acts in textbooks, and the Kōno statement also provided justification 

for authors to include descriptions which reflected the views of Asian victims (Nozaki, 

2008: 135). Such developments in both history textbook publishing and politics were not 

unanimously accepted, and historical revisionists became motivated to promote their views 

of the war. The nature of their historical view is a justification of the invasion of China and 

Southeast Asia as an act of self-defence, or liberation of Asia, along with a denial of 

actions such as the Nanjing Incident. They also see the purpose of history education as 

being not the understanding of historical facts based on academic historiography, but rather 

understanding historical events from the perspective of people at that time (Tawara, 2001). 

The emergence of the narratives of historical revisionists was one of the reactions against 

many of the changes occurring in the 1990s, including the increase in descriptions of 

Japan’s wrongdoing in Asia in school textbooks. 

 The fourth narrative focuses on how Japan as a whole (including ordinary Japanese 

people) chose to go to war, and depicts ordinary Japanese people as not only victims but 

also accomplices of the Japanese military and government. Accounts of the support of 

ordinary people for the war appeared in a variety of academic studies- a famous example 

being the book Grassroots Fascism (1987) by Yoshimi Yoshiaki- but recent studies by the 

historian Katō Yōko, a professor at Tokyo University, have been especially widely read in 

Japan. Her books became a part of the well-known NHK television series “Tracing back 
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Japanese History” (Sakanobori Nihonshi), which is likely to have influenced teachers (as 

well as regular Japanese people).  

2. Victim Consciousness in the Asia Pacific War 

According to Hatano (2007), historical consciousness about the Asia Pacific War shared by 

ordinary Japanese people until the 1970s was first and foremost memories of experiences 

as victims of the war, and it was rare that this consciousness extended to the aspects that 

frame Japanese people as victimisers- especially in Asia. The total number of Japanese 

deaths in the Fifteen Years’ War was approximately 3 million and although this was less 

than half the number of Asian victims, the loss of family members affected millions of 

survivors. Moreover, as seen in the television programme “My town was also a battlefield 

II”14 (2015) (watashi no machi mo senjō datta II), the longer the state of total war 

continued in Japan, the less clear became the divide between the battlefield and the lives of 

civilians, precipitated by the large number of civilians killed in such incidents as the Tokyo 

bombings (100,000 in less than 3 hours), the battle of Okinawa (nearly 100,000, or one in 

four Okinawans), and the two atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki (over 

140,000 dead in Hiroshima or 40% of the population, and 70,000 in Nagasaki, 

approximately 30% of the population).  

After the fall of Saipan in July 1944, many city children were evacuated to the 

countryside where the majority lived in poverty with little to eat (Yoneda, 2015). Not only 

children suffered such conditions, as most civilians in Japan were allocated small rations of 

everyday necessities, so small in fact that many were encouraged to eat insects. The 

suffering of the Japanese people was also observed outside of Japan when the reverse 

 
14 The full title is “The 70th commemoration of the Fifteen Years’ War, A thousand testimonies special, my 
town was also a battlefield II, stories I now want to pass down to my family” (sengo 70nen sen no shōgen 
supesharu, watashi no machi mo senjō datta II, ima tsutaetai kazoku no monogatari). It was broadcast in 
2015 by Tokyo Broadcasting System Television (TBS). 
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migration of Japanese people occurred after 1945. Katō (2009) states that 2 million 

Japanese civilians lived in Manchuria, of whom approximately 250,000 died after the 

advance of the Soviet Union into Manchuria on the 8th August 1945.  

Even Japanese soldiers suffered from severe shortages of food, and many died as a 

result of starvation rather than in battle. According to Katō (2009: 46), of the 100,000 

soldiers who were sent to New Guinea, 90,000 died due to starvation. There were also 

other hardships for them: even with no prospect of winning, Japanese soldiers were not 

allowed to surrender to the enemy, so they fought to the death or killed themselves before 

being captured. Moreover, as the structure of the military was authoritarian, physical 

bullying of young lower-rank soldiers by their military superiors was common, to the 

degree that many abused soldiers murdered their superior officers after the war in revenge 

(Dower, 2001: 55).  Katō (2009) states that 90% of Japanese soldiers who fought in the last 

year and a half of the Asia Pacific War died, and many of their families were given no 

information as to where and when their sons died. Traditionally in Japan, people believe 

that the souls of young men who do not have any children and die by violence would bring 

a curse, so the families felt that they had to find out the time of death in order to hold a 

service for the departed soul; their inability to do that left them with strong anger and deep 

sorrow. Moreover, a large number of Japanese soldiers were made to work forcibly under 

the control of the victor nations, most notoriously Russia, where 630,000 Japanese soldiers 

were held as prisoners and of whom approximately 66,000 died due to atrocious work 

conditions (Katō, 2009). 

Orr (2001) argued that the way the US approached Japan’s transformation into a 

democratic and non-militaristic country excused ordinary Japanese people from having to 

take responsibility for the war. For example, at the Tokyo War Crimes Trials of 1946-48, 

the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP, the Allied Occupation authority) 
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had a small number of political and military leaders charged with crimes, but ordinary 

Japanese people were allowed to observe the trials as if they were a third party, which 

helped a victim consciousness to develop within them. The attitude of Japanese people 

towards the Tokyo Trials was quite passive, and they accepted the rulings as if they did not 

have any choice (shikataganai) rather than acknowledge their own responsibility, even 

though over 60% of people felt the trials were politically biased (Yoshida, 2005: 45). The 

view that military leaders had to take responsibility for the war fostered the perception that 

ordinary Japanese people had been deceived by the military, and thus the “victimhood” 

narrative (Yoshida, 2005: 59). SCAP promoted the idea that the Japanese people suffered 

greatly from the poor leadership of the Japanese government and military, and this also 

helped Japanese people overlook their support of the military and its decisions during the 

war (Orr 2001, Yoshida 2005). 

The Tokyo Trials also failed to reflect the voices of the majority of Asian victims 

of the Japanese military, and Japanese reparations to both victor and victim countries laid 

out in the 1951 Treaty of San Francisco were very lenient to Japan (partially due to the 

Cold War) which prevented Japanese civilians from being overly financially burdened, 

especially considering Japan was already achieving rapid economic growth by the mid-

1950s.  

Orr (2001) pointed out that the US Occupation and US dominance in Japan’s 

international relations left Japanese citizens with the strong impression that the war was 

mainly fought between Japan and the US. The term used for the war changed from the 

Greater East Asia War to the Pacific War, the focus of Japanese people’s memory shifted 

from “hardship due to the prolongment of the war in China” to “suffering because of the 

war against the US”, and the victimiser consciousness of Japanese people was 

consequently lowered. Saaler (2005: 138) referred to the NHK survey of 2000 people 
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conducted by Makita (2000) to demonstrate the stronger collective memory of the war with 

the US. Over 40% of the participants answered that Japan fought longest against the US in 

the Asia Pacific War, while a smaller number of participants (37%) answered correctly that 

Japan fought longest against China.  

Many Japanese wartime wrongdoings occurred outside Japan, which meant 

Japanese civilians were unaware of them, and Japanese people at that time were influenced 

strongly by the imperialist idea that Asian people were to be looked down on (Yoshida, 

2005), a belief that was in line with how those same Asian people were generally treated in 

the Tokyo Trials and the Treaty of San Francisco. When the Second Sino Japanese War 

disappears from memories of the Asia Pacific War, or is side-lined by memories of the war 

against the US, Japanese people are left with memories of hardship and suffering in the 

face of the overwhelming power of the US, losing sight of their role as instigators and 

perpetrators in the conflicts that preceded that. 

3. Japan’s War Narratives from the 1960s- Japan as a Perpetrator 

About a decade after Japan regained its sovereignty in 1952, the Vietnam War broke out. 

The massive US aerial bombardment on north Vietnam began in 1965 and exposed the role 

of Okinawa in the Japan-US relationship, in providing the US with important air base 

facilities from which US bombers took off to Vietnam (Yoshida, 2005). After the end of 

the Fifteen Years’ War, Japan started down the path of rebuilding its nation and adopted a 

pacifist Constitution which renounced war as a means of settling international conflicts, 

but the Vietnam War revealed the reality entailed by the Japan-US Security Treaty, and 

threatened Japanese people with the possibility that they might become entangled in wars 

the US fought. The fear and sympathy felt by Japanese people during the Vietnam War 

began to stir up memories of the Fifteen Years’ War. Some were reminded about the US 
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air-raid bombings of Japan, while for others it allowed them to share their experiences of 

Japan’s actions as a perpetrator in the war (Yoshida, 2005). Ordinary Japanese people were 

not informed of the truth of the war before 1945, due to strict censorship by the Japanese 

military and government, but after the war they acknowledged the truth, including 

atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers in Asia, after publications were provided to them 

by the US Occupation authority detailing those atrocities. Yet, Japanese people had failed 

to or were unable to think about the victims of the Japanese imperial army in the 20 years 

after the end of the war, and the lack of such a victimisers’ consciousness was prevalent 

even amongst prominent intelligentsia in Japan (Ōnuma and Egawa 2015, Yoshida 2005). 

The Vietnam War presented a turning point in the development of Japanese people’s 

historical consciousness of the war, reminding Japanese people of what Japan had done 

during the Fifteen Years’ War, and allowing the Japanese victimisation of Asian people to 

enter into the shared memories of the war that had previously only been composed of 

victimhood memories. The low level of awareness of Japan’s perpetrator acts was not 

because Japanese people did not know about such acts, but rather that the memory of 

victimisation did not remain in their consciousness, one reason for this being possibly 

because such a strong victim consciousness had emerged from the suffering Japanese 

people experienced, such as the atomic bombings (Ōnuma and Egawa, 2015). As 

testimonies about Japan’s wrongdoings started to emerge in the 1960s, they led Japanese 

citizens to realise that those conscripted soldiers who committed war crimes were ordinary 

people like themselves.  

Japan normalised diplomatic relations with South Korea in 1965 by signing the 

Treaty on Basic Relations, and this treaty presented another opportunity for Japanese 

people to reflect on Japanese colonialism and the war. Rightfully, the topic of dealing with 

reparations to South Korea was raised in the process of treaty negotiation, but Yoshida 
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(2005) and Ōnuma and Egawa (2015) point out that neither the Japanese government or its 

people considered the process of normalisation of relations as repentance for Japanese 

colonial rule in Korea and so remained unapologetic about it, which caused serious offence 

to Korean representatives in the negotiations. Similarly, when Japan and China established 

normal diplomatic relations in 1972, many Japanese people did not perceive the process as 

an assumption of responsibility for the war (Yoshida, 2005).  

Japanese people’s consciousness of having been perpetrators was weak, which 

Yoshida (2005) demonstrates by referring to an opinion poll conducted by NHK in 1972, 

highlighting the fact that 47% of the respondents in the survey thought that Japan had no 

choice but to fight China (shikataganai). From China’s perspective, Japan’s reflecting on 

their past conduct in China was an obvious part of normalisation, but historical 

interpretations and consciousness of the war were left ambiguous between Japan and China 

(Yang, 2007), as normalisation was politically beneficial for both countries at that time.  

According to Yoshida (2005: 91), from the 1950s a “double standard” existed in 

Japanese people’s acknowledgement of the responsibilities of the war, whereby in the 

international community they accepted the rulings of the Tokyo War Crimes Trials and 

acknowledged Japan’s war crimes, yet domestically they denied or overlooked the crimes 

committed by Japan. The Vietnam War reminded Japanese people about Japan’s conduct 

in Asia during the war and diplomatic normalisation between Japan and South Korea and 

China provided Japanese people with opportunities to reflect on their past, but Yang (2007) 

argues that the settlement of the war focused more on international politics than on 

international law. Consequently, although consciousness of Japan as victimisers started 

rising, as Yoshida (2005: 139-140) points out, under the circumstance where in an opinion 

survey on people’s thoughts about the Second-Sino Japanese War in 1971, nearly 50% of 

people responded that Japan could not avoid having to fight the war against China, a sense 
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of responsibility of war crimes and the war itself did not fundamentally develop through 

the 1960s and 1970s. 

3.1. Testimonies and Narratives of War in Japan 

Autobiographies in the form of books, articles and magazine stories about war experiences 

became popular around the time Japan regained its sovereignty in the early 1950s, partially 

due to a release of nationalistic sentiment which had accumulated during the US 

Occupation, but after that military themes continuously gained popularity in publications 

and even extended into children’s manga magazines in the late 1950s and 1960s (Yoshida, 

2005). Early autobiographies were often written by elite commissioned military officers 

and non-conscripted soldiers, but gradually war stories written by ordinary conscripts 

started being published in the 1960s. These testimonies were perceived as far more realistic 

and relatable, as they depicted ordinary people’s experiences of fighting and killing on the 

battlefield and pillaging towns for resources, and helped people understand Japan’s acts as 

a perpetrator (Ōnuma and Egawa, 2015). One prominent publication was Chichi no Senki 

(My Father’s War) compiled by Asahi Shimbun Press in 1965, which differentiated itself 

from earlier publications in that it contained a large number of autobiographies and 

testimonies about battles in China, and also because none of the autobiographies included 

descriptions that emphasised the bravery of soldiers fighting in the war (Yoshida, 2005: 

129). Yoshida explained that over 1700 submissions were sent in from former soldiers to 

the Asahi Shimbun, of which 50 scripts were selected for the book, but he also noted that 

many submissions were emotional and maudlin recollections of events, written without 

consideration of what criticism the author might face for their testimony. As to testimonies 
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of Japan’s wrongdoings, the Sōka Gakkai Youth Wing15 embarked on a collection of 

records of war experiences of their members, and published a total of 56 volumes of these 

entitled Sensō o Shiranai Sedai e (To the Generation That Doesn’t Know War) between 

1974 and 1979, with an additional 24 volumes of Sensō o Shiranai Sedai e II between 1981 

and 1985. These contain many testimonies of atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers in 

China and other part of Asia (Yoshida, 2005: 175). A monthly magazine called Ushio 

published in the 1970s by a publisher related to Sōka Gakkai also contained testimonies 

given by former Japanese soldiers who fought in China, all of which contributed to the 

developing formation of Japanese war memories. Honda Katsuichi’s report in the 1970s 

Chūgoku no Tabi (Chinese Journey) in which he tried to elucidate Japan’s actions in China 

from Chinese people’s perspectives, by interviewing Chinese people in places where Japan 

committed atrocities, had a further significant impact on Japanese people’s recognising 

Japan’s victimisation of others (Yoshida 2005, Narita, 2010, Ōnuma and Egawa 2015).  

Hashimoto (2015: 30) examined the testimonies made in the 1980s by veterans, and 

argued that testifying was “an attempt to find meaning and healing in an era when there 

was limited understanding of mental health care”. Testifying could have been motivated by 

a desire to mourn the dead, alleviate an individual’s burden or guilt for surviving, or an 

attempt to overcome the traumas of the past, for example (Hashimoto, 2015), but 

testimonies about atrocities and/or actions in battle could reveal the actions of other 

soldiers in the same troop, so testimonies of the battlefield could be sensitive, due to 

criticisms that might be made by families and relatives of other squad mates (Narita, 2010). 

 
15 Sōka Gakkai is a Buddhist organisation which promotes peace, culture and education centred on respect 
for the dignity of life. They have 12 million members worldwide and also established the Kōmetō political 
party in Japan. 
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According to Hashimoto (2010), pressure from families as well as veterans’ groups might 

have suppressed testimonies about atrocities and battles in China and the Asia Pacific. 

Hashimoto (2015) argued that testimonial writings about atrocities in Asia 

produced from 2000 show a clearer awareness of guilt regarding wartime conduct, but 

those from the 1980s that she examined took a defensive stance towards their actions, as 

the soldiers depicted their experiences on the battlefield as those of suffering in extreme 

conditions which cancelled their responsibility for their actions; moreover, the feelings of 

powerlessness expressed in these narratives are often passed on to the children and 

grandchildren of these soldiers as family legacies. Some former soldiers who fought in 

Asia might have shared their traumatic experiences with their family members, but it is not 

uncommon for such soldiers to stay silent or provide few details, due to the bitterness of 

the events. Referring to the book about German war memories, Opa war kein Nazi 

(Grandpa was no Nazi), Hashimoto (2015: 38) writes that “children and grandchildren fill 

the gaps of knowledge to heal the wounds, stressing the suffering of their own family 

members in wartime as well as their courage and virtue,” and argued that the same way of 

thinking applies to Japanese families who experienced the war. Three interviewees in 

Hashimoto’s research whose fathers fought in the war emphasised their fathers’ suffering 

and powerlessness, and tried to fill the gap of their fathers’ stories with hopeful and 

positive images. Even though both the father and grandfather of one of the interviewees 

were removed from the military either through resignations or convictions brought about 

by the US authorities after the war due to their war responsibilities, the interviewee did not 

see them as perpetrators. This kind of selective perception of family members’ actions 

during the war is not uncommon when children of former soldiers speak of their fathers 

(Hashimoto, 2015: 39). 
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Testimonies of ordinary people on the home front during the war (including women 

and children) started being actively collected from around the late 1960s. Local councils 

played a prominent role in collecting testimonies systematically, and after the book Tokyo 

Daikūshū (The Great Tokyo Air Raid)- a collection of testimonies of the Tokyo bombing 

on the 10th March 1945 edited by Saotome Katsumoto- was published in 1971, a 

movement to record the war experiences of ordinary people spread across Japan (Yoshida, 

2005: 173), including Okinawa (Narita 2010). Along with the publication of war 

experiences on the home front, gradually testimonies of repatriation from Manchuria and 

individuals interned in Siberia started being released as well. Such war experiences tended 

to be victim narratives, as many of those people had traumatic experiences such as air 

raids, and Hashimoto (2015: 34) stated that “stories of civilians…exuded a certain 

innocence, virtually never expressing a sense of remorse for having supported the war 

effort or having been part of a nation that started the war”. However, Narita (2010: 188) 

noted that viewpoints from the perspective of both victim and perpetrator were discussed 

in the 1970s and 1980s in the process of collecting testimonies about air bombings in 

Japan. Yoshida (2005: 174-175) also refers to the comment made by historian Imai Seiichi 

who greatly contributed to recording Yokohama air-bombing experiences, that the 

Vietnam war gave Japanese people an opportunity to connect their experience as victims 

and their responsibilities as perpetrator during the Fifteen Years’ War which gave them 

motivation to record their war experiences. Yoshida (2005: 175) argues that activities to 

record victim experiences had the potential to develop themselves into activities containing 

both victim’s and victimiser’s aspects.  

Overall the transitions in Japan in the 1960s and 1970s helped to develop a 

consciousness as a perpetrator in Japanese people, as demonstrated in Yoshida (2005: 145) 

which referred to a survey conducted by NHK in 1982 which showed that over 50% of 
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respondents recognised the Japanese history between 1894 and 1945 as a history of 

invasion of neighbouring countries. 

3.2. Changes in Social and Political Attitudes towards Interpretations of the 

Fifteen Years’ War 

Up until the 1980s, Japanese people’s interpretations of the war were discussed primarily 

as a domestic matter, but after descriptions about the war in the Japanese school textbooks 

brought about an international textbook controversy in 1982, these interpretations began to 

be seen as an international concern. The controversy came about partly due to the rise of 

nationalism in Asia (Yamada, 2017) with China and South Korea both reacting strongly to 

Japanese newspaper reports stating that during the textbook screening process, textbook 

publishers were instructed by the Ministry of Education’s textbook screening committee to 

amend wordings such as “invasion” to “advance” in reference to the Japanese invasion of 

China. Both countries lodged protests against the Japanese government, who in response 

issued a statement to re-confirm their awareness that Japan caused anguish and harm to 

people in Asia, and promised to amend the changes claimed.16 Although the way the 

Japanese government responded to the protests from China and South Korea might be 

called generous, they did still have their own agenda and benefits to be gained from doing 

so. Through the 1980s, the Japanese economy steadily grew, which started to lead to the 

formation of an Asian economic spectrum led by Japan. However, the Japanese 

government recognised that the issues of Japan’s wartime responsibilities and the 

differences in historical interpretations of the war in Asia were barriers that hindered 

Japan’s taking a greater role in the Asian spectrum (Yoshida, 2005).  

 
16 The newspaper reports later turned out to be false and no such changes were made in the textbooks, but 
according to Nishio, Kobayashi, Fujioka and Takahashi (1997), the Japanese media including NHK did not 
make a clear statement to the public that their reports were incorrect. 
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The death of emperor Hirohito in 1989 reignited the debate over the responsibilities 

for the war, and just as the international world order started to change after the end of the 

Cold War in 1991 and Japan’s bubble economy burst in the same year, one of the key 

debates of the subject of Japanese war responsibilities came to the fore when a former 

Korean comfort woman revealed her real name and face and came forward to speak up 

about her experiences as a comfort woman. Her testimony received greater credence 

through the academic research performed by prominent historians such as Yoshimi 

Yoshiaki, which confirmed the involvement of the Japanese government in the 

administration of comfort facilities (Nozaki, 2008: 141). In response to these revelations, 

the Japanese government conducted their own investigation (which included interviews 

with former comfort women) and later issued the “Kōno statement” by Chief Cabinet 

Secretary Kōno Yohei, confirming that the Japanese government was involved directly and 

indirectly in the establishment and administration of comfort facilities (Nozaki, 2008). Not 

long after the “Kōno statement” the LDP lost power after 38 years, and the Prime Minister 

of the new ruling party, Hosokawa Morihiro, remarked in 1993 that the war Japan fought 

was a war of invasion (shinryaku sensō), later modifying his statement to say that the war 

included acts of invasion (Ōnuma and Egawa, 2015). Two years after Hosokawa’s 

remarks, Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi17 released the “Murayama statement” in 

August 1995 to mark the 50th anniversary of the end of the war. In this statement, 

Murayama reflected on Japan’s past actions and expressed a sincere apology and his 

deepest condolences to the victims of the Japanese imperial army. Murayama’s statement 

was highly regarded and came to be known widely in international society (Ōnuma and 

Egawa 2015), but it was the progeny of a parliamentary resolution voted on prior to the 

 
17 Murayama (leader of the Japan Socialist Party) abandoned the “theory of war of invasion (shinryaku sensō 
ron)” and accepted the “theory of the act of invasion in the war (shinryakuteki kōi ron)” in order to build a 
coalition government with the LDP (Yoshida, 2005: 242). 
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Murayama statement which lacked any mention of Japan’s clear war responsibility and did 

not renounce war, thus disappointing many (Takahashi 2007, Ōnuma and Egawa 2015). 

Nonetheless, since its release in 1995 the Murayama statement is always referred to and 

has been taken over by all Japanese Prime Ministers, including Prime Minister Abe Shinzō 

despite his critical attitude towards historical consciousness that is based on the 

adjudications of the Tokyo War Crime Trials (Ōnuma and Egawa, 2015). Thus, the 

historical view that acknowledges Japan’s wrongdoings was firmly established within the 

Japanese government in the 1990s, and endorsed the increasing recognition of Japan’s 

victimising acts during the war in the historical consciousness of ordinary Japanese people. 

4. The Rise of Historical Revisionists and Their Textbooks 

The emergence of narratives of Japan’s victimisations in the 1970s and 1980s contributed 

to historical research about the war and inspired textbook authors to include new findings 

in their textbooks. By the mid-1980s, the majority of school textbooks included some 

mention of atrocities committed by Japan in China (Rose, 2006). The long-running court 

challenges by Ienaga Saburō over history textbooks contributed to limiting the 

interventions of the state in textbook authorisation and to increasing the descriptions of 

Japan’s wrongdoings in the textbooks (Nozaki, 2008: 128).  The effort to reflect the 

viewpoints of Asian and Okinawan victims of the war in textbooks continued into the 

1990s (Nozaki, 2008), and by 1997 at least some descriptions of comfort women were 

included in all junior high school textbooks. Regarding the changes made in the textbooks, 

Cave (2013) suggests that it is likely that textbook publishers saw the changes in attitudes 

towards the Fifteen Years’ War in politics generated by democratic society and decided it 

was appropriate for these changes to be reflected in the school textbooks.  
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 The more liberal attitude towards the official memories of the war in Japanese 

politics in the 1990s, as well as the further success of the inclusion of liberal views of the 

war in textbooks began to generate a counteraction in the form of historical revisionist 

movements at varying levels. For instance, the Hosokawa remark caused a sense of crisis 

in the LDP, which organised a Historical Inquest Committee (Rekishi Kentō Iinkai) in 

response; Takahashi (2007) postulates that the committee became a political foundation for 

the historical revisionism movement in the late 1990s. The Liberal View of History study 

group (Jiyūshugi Shikan Kenkyūkai) was founded by Fujioka Nobukatsu, an educationalist 

at Tokyo University, and advocated the argument that official Japanese historical 

consciousness after the war constituted a masochistic view of history (jigyakushikan) and 

was not a historical view that was formed spontaneously by Japanese nationals themselves 

(Takahashi, 2007). Fujioka was strongly opposed to the inclusion of comfort women 

descriptions in junior high school textbooks, and with other intellectual and cultural figures 

including Nishio Kanji, a German literary scholar, founded the Japanese Society for 

History Textbook Reform (Atarashii Rekishi Kyōkasho o Tsukurukai- hereafter 

Tsukurukai) in 1996. Historical neo-nationalism in the late 1990s was centred on the 

historical revisionism advocated by Tsukurukai members, for which Jiyūshugi Shikan 

Kenkyūkai was a stepping-stone. 

 According to Takahashi (2007: 67), the neo-nationalism generated by the 

Tsukurukai revisionists was different to the affirmative theory of the Asia Pacific War: 

… the Tsukurukai revisionists’ theory was that the history is a story/narrative of the 

nation (kokumin no monogatari) and is not about historical facts…Such historical 

stories are allowed to change depending on the values held by the subjects who see 

the history, so Japanese nationals have their own views of history...Japan’s modern 

history being a history of invasion in Asia is a narrative of the allied powers [during 
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and after the Fifteen Years’ War] and socialists, and Japanese nationals deservedly 

have their narratives of the war…and it is natural that Japanese narratives are 

different to those of Koreans and Chinese. 

Saaler (2005: 46) quotes Nishio’s book Kokumin no Rekishi (History of the Nation) in 

which Nishio justified Tsukurukai’s efforts to construct narratives which make Japanese 

people feel proud by referring to the recent trend of history writing as a construction or 

even fiction, but Saaler opposes Nishio’s justification by citing the claims of many 

historians that although academic history can take on the form of literature, it differs from 

fiction because of how evidence is dealt with in disciplined history. Saaler (2005: 49) 

further points out that professional Japanese historians have to face a number of challenges 

such as clearly differentiating academic history and fiction, especially as historical fiction 

dramas and novels have been very popular in Japan since the 1960s, consumed repeatedly 

by a large number of people. Tsukurukai and revisionists focus heavily on narratives for 

“history”- including fiction- and claim their “history” to be true (shinjitsu), but when it 

comes to truth classed as inappropriate as a part of their proud “history” such as Japan’s 

atrocities in Asia, they tend to exclude such narratives rather than deny them (Saaler, 

2005). Takahashi (2007: 67) commented that ultimately revisionists aim to disavow 

Japan’s responsibility for its invasion of Asia and its war crimes, and that considering the 

large body of accumulated research done on Japanese modern history that runs contrary to 

revisionist beliefs, it was inevitable that the revisionists’ narratives of the war would be 

criticised harshly.  
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4.1. Revisionists’ Historical Views and Development of Historical 

Consciousness of the Japanese People 

A positive view of the Asia Pacific War seeks to question the grounds for accusations that 

Japan victimised other countries and that the war was invasive in nature, as well as 

levelling criticism at historical views based on the Tokyo War Crime Trials 

(Yoshida,2005: 233). According to Yoshida (2005), revisionists and neo-nationalists 

justify the war by arguing that Japan contributed to the emancipation of Asian countries 

from Western colonialism, and they also advocate the idea that Japan and US share the 

same responsibility for the Asia Pacific War. The challenges to mainstream historical 

views are seen in Tsukurukai’s junior high history textbook which was published in 2001. 

The textbook portrays war as a normal tool to settle international conflicts at the time, and 

dwells on the fact that not only Japan but also Western countries invaded Asian countries 

or colonised them (Saaler 2005, Yamada 2013). Ultimately the textbook was adopted for 

few schools, partially due to grass roots activism from parents and ordinary citizens, and it 

seems likely that the revisionists’ views were not something Japanese people bought into, 

given that Yoshida (2005: 228) pointed out that the acknowledgement of Japan’s invasion 

and victimisation of others during the war had increased since the 1970s. For example, 

Yoshida (2005: 276) pointed to an NHK survey conducted in 2000 in which over 50% of 

the respondents answered that the war Japan fought was a war of invasion of neighbouring 

Asian countries. Having said that, other NHK surveys also indicated that the revisionists’ 

historical views were not completely denied by Japanese people. An NHK survey 

conducted in 1991 indicated that over 50 % of Japanese people thought that both Japan and 

the US have a responsibility for the Asia Pacific War (Yoshida, 2005: 238) and this relates 

to the revisionists’ idea that Japan was not the only country to be blamed, as other Western 

countries committed equivalent acts. Ōnuma and Egawa (2015) also point out that 
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Japanese people are prone to criticise other Western countries, as they believe that those 

countries conducted similar acts to those Japan did during its imperial history and the war. 

Additionally, Yoshida (2005: 245) referred to an NHK survey in 1994 which indicated that 

although over 50% of respondents acknowledged that the nature of the war was invasive, 

over 30% thought Japan had no other choice but to invade Asian countries due to Japan’s 

lack of natural resources, and thus was justified to a certain degree. Thus, although 

Japanese people do not deny Japan’s invasion and wrongdoings, there is a certain 

proportion of Japanese people whose historical consciousness contains discontent and 

frustration towards Western countries, in line with revisionist views. 

 As described, throughout the latter half of the 20th century (and especially after the 

1970s)  Japanese people continued to develop their recognition of Japanese perpetrator acts 

in Asia committed by the Japanese army, but the sense of responsibility and desire for 

atonement for the war towards other Asian people did not develop to the same degree, due 

to Japanese historical consciousness containing views such as “Japan’s invasion could not 

be helped” and “Western countries acted in the same way as Japan” which prevented 

Japanese people from generating a sense of responsibility (Yoshida, 2005). Ōnuma and 

Egawa (2015: 96) explain that there are two dimensions to responsibility for the war: one 

is the responsibility towards the Japanese nationals who were made to suffer greatly due to 

the misgovernment of the country, and the second is the responsibility to Asian people who 

suffered from the Japanese invasion and the wrongdoings of the Japanese army. According 

to Yoshida (2005), the Japanese government generally took an ambiguous attitude towards 

compensation for Japanese citizens, and they maintained this position even after the 

conduct of the Japanese government and the army (as well as the suffering of the Japanese 

people) became widely known. Yoshida (2005: 255-256) referred to the theory of “Sensō 

junin ron (Theory of bearing the war)” introduced by Ishida Tadashi in his book Genbaku 



82 
 

higaisha engohō, which says that “under the condition of a state of emergency such as 

war…Japanese people were expected to endure the suffering of the war equally as a 

‘general sacrifice’ because the war was carried out by the nation and the people as a 

whole”. Within the domain of atonement, Yoshida (2005: 257-258) supports the idea 

proposed by Iwamatsu in his book, Hankaku to sensō sekinin, that the consciousness of the 

Japanese people as victims of their nation who should be compensated did not develop 

greatly, which hindered the development of an awareness of any responsibility to or 

compensation for Asian victims, despite there being increasing acknowledgement of 

Japan’s perpetrator acts. In an earlier section I referred to a survey in which most Japanese 

people responded that Japan fought the longest against the US rather than China which 

demonstrates that the war in Asia can be (and in many cases has been) easily lost from the 

historical consciousness of Japanese people due to specific historical developments after 

the war such as the dominant victim consciousness, so the more Japanese people focus on 

the war against the US over the war in Asia, the more the sense of atonement and sadness 

towards Asian victims and the acknowledgement of the responsibilities of Japan for the 

war are likely to weaken.  

5. Katō Yōko’s War History Books in the 2000s and 2010s 

The revisionists who formed Tsukurukai split into two groups in 2006 after the 

underwhelming adoption rate of their textbook in 2005, and the new rival group centred 

around the Kyōkasho Kaizen no Kai took over the primary publication of the revisionists’ 

textbook. Revisionist efforts continued throughout the 2000s and 2010s, and the market 

share for their history and civics textbooks in junior high schools increased to 6.4% and 
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5.7%18 respectively in 2015, though it remained low (Naigai Kyōiku, 2015).19 In general, 

within Japan’s publishing industry books dealing with the war are a substantial genre and 

publications are an especially important means for nationalists to promote their views of 

history (Seaton, 2007). According to Seaton (2007), the books that represent nationalists’ 

perspectives tend to become best-sellers amongst war-related books. However, a history of 

the war entitled “Nevertheless, Japanese People Chose War” (Soredemo, Nihonjin wa 

‘Sensō’ o Eranda) written by Katō Yōko, a professor of history at Tokyo University, was 

published in July 2009 and became a best-seller. The book sold approximately 180,000 

copies in one year (Bestsellers. FM, 2010) and was awarded the 9th Kobayashi Hideo Prize 

(Shinchōsha, no date). According to Asahi Shuppansha (no date), this book was selected as 

the best non-fiction book of 2009 by Shūkan Gendai (Kōdansha), as one of the best three 

books of 2009 by the vice-chairman of the Yomiuri Shimbun’s editorial committee, and as 

one of the best and most representative books of 2009 by various literary critics. Book 

reviews provided by such prominent authors as Narita Ryūichi, Numano Yoshimitsu, and 

Hosaka Masayasu were made available through various major media channels such as the 

Asahi Shimbun, NHK BS2, Bungei Shunjū, Kyōdō News, the Sankei Shimbun, the Nihon 

Keizai Shimbun, and many more. Additionally, because the book was such a success, the 

author was invited to talk on TV and her interviews were published in a number of major 

newspapers including the Yomiuri Shimbun and Mainichi Shimbun. Although Japanese 

publishers tend to have identifiable stances towards the war (Seaton, 2007: 132), the media 

outlets providing coverage of her book spanned the political spectrum, with conservative, 

neutral, and progressive publications all indicating that her book presented a balanced view 

 
18 The figures are based on the total number of both Ikuhōsha and Tsukurukai textbooks. 
19 According to Kyōkasho Kaizen no Kai, the adoption rates for the history and civics textbooks were 6.2% 
and 5.7% respectively in 2015.  
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of the war. Hashimoto Osamu (Katō, 2009: 494) described in his commentary that one of 

the prominent features of Soredemo, Nihonjin wa ‘Sensō’ o Eranda was that: 

A great amount of detailed information has to be dealt with when tracing the 

progress of the war towards 1945 while inquiring about the question, ‘why 

Japanese people chose war’…and generally some details are left out as it is 

extremely challenging to put all the information together. If the author makes a 

forced summary of the information, the conclusions can become very biased…and 

readers might not be able to digest all the information… Katō’s book overcame 

such difficulties.  

Her sequel, “Until the War: The Negotiations which Decided History and Japan’s 

Mistakes” (Sensō made, Rekishi o Kimeta Kōshō to Nihon no Shippai) was published in 

August 2016 and also became a bestseller, with massive sales within its first month (honto, 

no date).  

 The popular NHK Television program “Tracing the History of Japan” (Sakanobori 

Nihonshi) was broadcast between 2011 and 2013 and examined the causality of crucial 

turning points in Japan’s history from modern back to ancient times, and the section 

dealing with the Asia Pacific War and the prior war with China were based on Katō’s 

work. This section was named “Shōwa: The War which Could Not be Stopped” (Shōwa 

Tomerarenakatta Sensō) and consisted of 4 episodes, each approximately 25 minutes long, 

for which Katō was invited to be a guest speaker. The initial broadcast took place in May 

2011 and Katō’s section was called back to be rebroadcast in August 2011, demonstrating 

viewers’ strong interest in war history, as only a few other sections of history were re-

broadcast.  
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5.1. Why Could Japanese People not Stop the War? Katō Yōko’s Argument 

Soredemo, Nihonjin wa ‘Sensō’ o Eranda (Nevertheless, Japanese People Chose War) is a 

striking title as it implies that all Japanese people regardless of social position or gender 

voluntarily chose war, a sentiment that is at odds with the general understanding in Japan 

that ordinary Japanese people were victims of the war. The book contains extensive 

amounts of information covering the period from the First Sino-Japanese War until the end 

of the Fifteen Years’ War, but is still easier to read than other academic books on the 

subject, possibly because the book was based on special lectures given by Katō for 

students at Eikō Gakuen- one of the top secondary schools in Japan.  

In her books, Katō (2009, 2011) argues that the Japanese government, the Zaibatsu 

(big business conglomerates), and the military had invested so much to establish and 

protect Japan’s vested interests (ken’eki) in Manchuria that they fomented the idea that 

Manchuria was a life-line for Japan, an idea which the Japanese people eventually bought 

into. Although the army mainly saw the importance of Manchuria from the perspective of 

national security (i.e. prospective wars against the US and Soviet Union), Japanese citizens 

were led to believe that China was violating the treaties of both Shimonoseki and 

Portsmouth and threatening Japan’s interest in the region (which had been gained at the 

cost of many lives and a great deal of money), and such a belief built domestic support for 

Japan’s use of force against China in reprisal. Ordinary Japanese citizens were also 

attracted to the army’s slogans because democratic politics was failing to respond to public 

demands to improve living conditions, whereas the military had seemingly committed 

themselves to saving ordinary people (Katō, 2009).  

 Katō (2009, 2011) also argued that the Manchurian incident and subsequent 

military incursions in Manchuria such as the advancement towards Rehe Province in China 
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set a precedent that even the emperor could not stop the military’s actions, which 

ultimately led to the prolongment of the war in China. Additionally, Katō (2009) pointed 

out reasons why the war in China was prolonged: first, the lack of an official declaration of 

war either from Japan or China, in order to skirt the US’s Neutrality Act, second, Japan’s 

failure to plan or prepare adequately for the war, and finally, Japan’s failure to produce a 

consistent justification for the war.20 Katō (2009) emphasised that Japan underestimated 

the strong determination of the Chinese to fight against Japan, and quoted philosopher and 

diplomat Hu Shih’s argument that China must be prepared to lose against Japan for the 

first few years until the US and USSR felt threatened by Japan’s victories in China and 

became embroiled in the war. 

As to the reasons why Japan decided to go to war against the US despite clearly 

perceiving the huge difference in the national power between the two countries, Katō 

(2011) argued that Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War had a great impact on the 

decisions of the Japanese leaders and also ordinary people’s reactions to the war. Katō 

(2011) explained in a video that Japan prevailed in the Russo-Japanese War despite only 

having one-tenth of Russia’s military strength and that winning a war under such 

circumstances built a great optimism in Japanese people that they must be able to prevail 

again in a war against the US. According to Katō (2011), the Japanese military also had a 

certain amount of confidence that they could win against the US if they could fight short-

term battles and settle the war at an early stage by taking advantage of the financial 

preparations the military had made in advance, and they believed that an ambush attack 

(which Japan planned for Pearl Harbour) might be successful and earn time for Japan in 

the first eighteen months of any such war, during which Japan could launch a full-scale 

 
20 For instance, Japan’s justification for going to war was initially to compensate for the economic loss caused by China’s 
breach of the Treaties of Shimonoseki and Portsmouth, but later this was changed to the construction of the Great East 
Asia order, so the Japanese government was making posthumous justifications for war which made it difficult to end the 
conflict adequately. 
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attack on the US. The Japanese government (especially the foreign minister Matsuoka 

Yōsuke) had planned to form a four-country alliance (i.e. the Axis plus the Soviet Union) 

to counteract the allies (Katō, 2009), but this completely fell apart when Germany 

advanced into the Soviet Union in June 1941. Although Japanese people now tend to 

question why Japan conducted a surprise attack on Pearl Harbour, Katō (2011) pointed out 

that there was no other strategy available for Japan to potentially win a war against the US, 

due to both a lack of natural resources and the significant difference in national power, and 

in fact the possibility of a Japanese ambush attack was well understood by the US and the 

UK in advance of the attack on Pearl Harbour.  

Katō (2009) suggested that the turning point of the Asia Pacific War was when 

Japan lost the Battle of the Philippine Sea in June 1944, a crucial battle which ultimately 

sealed Japan’s defeat, evidenced by the number of deaths that occurred after June 1944, 

with the majority of Japanese civilian deaths (500,000) occurring after June 1944- mainly 

from air-raids- and for the Japanese military with 90% of its entire war casualties occuring 

between 1944 and 1945, 60% alone dying from starvation. Katō (2011) believes that such 

horrific experiences and tremendous loss (especially in the last one and half years of the 

war) overwrote Japanese people’s memories of the events of the war that preceded them, 

and the suffering of non-Japanese people at the hands of Japan slipped from the public’s 

memory.  

6. Conclusion 

Various versions of the war narratives in Japan can be identified in television programmes, 

school textbooks, museums, films, amongst families, in commemoration ceremonies, and 

so on, but portrayal of the Japanese war experience generally leans towards depictions of 

Japanese people as victims, a narrative that lends support to the pacifist ideology often held 
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by Japanese people (Orr, 2001). Regarding the victim consciousness of Japanese people, 

Seaton (2007) argues that Japanese victimhood is particularly visible as it acts as a weak 

superficial unifying element of various conflicted war memories. Seaton (2007: 28) 

explained: 

Victim consciousness covers over the memory rifts and for much of the time 

preserves an appearance of calm and national unity in Japanese remembering. But 

the real forces that shape the landscape of Japanese memories are deeper 

down…The superficial crust of victim consciousness offers no protection against 

the upheavals caused when the friction between powerful oppositional forces below 

the surface (the ‘ideological tectonic plates’) become too great.  

In the case of teaching the Fifteen Years’ War in Japan, factors and agents who can impact 

on teachers’ action space landscape (the curriculum, textbooks, Boards of Education, 

school management, local politicians, history related scholars and studies, students’ 

parents, and students themselves) are perhaps most likely to identify with the Japanese 

victim aspects to a certain degree, and this is less problematic to deal with in lessons. But 

as Seaton (2007) suggests, underneath the victim consciousness, there are other competing 

narratives with which different actors identify. The historical revisionist narratives and the 

narratives recognising Japan as perpetrator are the most irreconcilable with one another. 

The question is, what narratives other than victim consciousness the actors that surround 

teachers identify with and adopt, and how this affects teachers’ lessons on the war.   

 This chapter has demonstrated the key developments in the historical consciousness 

of Japanese people in relation to the Fifteen Years’ War since 1945, in order to provide 

essential context for investigation of history teaching about this period, especially 

investigation of how teachers’ positions within the action space landscape are influenced 
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by multiple actors holding various interpretations of the war. Later chapters will examine 

where the teachers who participated in this study stood within the action space landscape, 

the positions of actors influencing teachers’ positions, and teachers’ decision making about 

their teaching practices. 
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Chapter 4: Teaching History in Secondary Schools in Japan 

1. Introduction 

For secondary school teachers, teaching their subject is generally at the heart of the job. 

The framework of subject teaching is largely defined by the curriculum, yet teachers are 

still required to interpret the curriculum and make decisions on various elements of lessons 

because it generally does not provide enough guidance for teachers to determine the details 

of lessons (Kello and Wagner, 2017: 203). As explained in chapter one, the lessons 

teachers perform are influenced by their positions within the “action space landscape”, and 

the components of this landscape can be objective (external) or subjective (Kello and 

Wagner, 2017: 203). In this chapter, I will introduce four major circumstantial elements 

which influence teachers’ position within the landscape: teacher training and the 

employment system, teachers’ roles and their work environment, the curriculum and 

textbooks, and the legal requirement of political neutrality, all of which help to explain 

how teachers’ circumstances can impact on the contents and quality of lessons about the 

Fifteen Years’ War (1931-1945). 

First, I will examine the process of teacher training, the types of qualifications 

available and the modes of employment for teachers. Social studies as a subject consists of 

geography, history, and civics, and thus covers a wide subject area. This, together with the 

Japanese teaching qualification system, means that the primary subject specialism of social 

studies teachers varies, leading to a situation where some teachers are keener to teach 

history than others. Additionally, transfers of teachers between schools and the modes of 

employment for teachers also affect the consistency of classes.  

 Secondly, in Japan teachers’ duties include not only teaching, but also classroom 

management and/or the supervision of club activities, so consequently most teachers work 
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long hours. I will examine how such responsibilities may also affect the quality of 

teachers’ teaching.  

In the third and fourth parts of this chapter I will look into the curriculum, the textbook 

system, and the legal restrictions that apply to teachers (notably the political neutrality of 

civil servants), all of which have significant impact on teaching practices about the war. 

Sensitive topics are often associated with different political interests and ideological views 

(Kello and Wagner, 2017: 203), so teachers in Japan are likely to face the dilemma of what 

and how to teach about the war, how they interpret the political neutrality they must adhere 

to, and how strictly they conform to the regulations in order to avoid criticism from 

politically influenced individuals or groups. I will introduce the stories shared by teacher 

participants in my research, as well as my own experiences, to demonstrate how severely 

the obligation of political neutrality impacts on lessons about the war in Japanese schools. 

2. The Teaching Profession in Japan 

2.1. Teacher Training and the Employment System  

In Japan, most teacher training takes place within higher education programmes, in which 

candidates must acquire credits related to education in general and to teaching their 

intended subject. The latest Educational Employees Licence Law Enforcement Regulations 

(Kyōiku Shokuin Menkyo Hō Shikō Kisoku) (2016) stipulate the protocols for gaining 

teaching qualifications. Universities offering teacher training programmes must provide 

courses that meet the criteria set by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 

Technology (hereafter Monbukagakushō). 67 credits plus 7 days of nursing care 

experience (kaigotō taiken) are required to acquire a qualification to teach social studies in 

junior high school. Candidates must gain 20 credits in their chosen subject (such as 

Japanese and foreign history, geography, law, politics, sociology, economics, philosophy, 
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ethics and religion), 31 credits in subjects relating to teaching, such as educational theory, 

pedagogy, and theories and methods for offering students moral guidance (seito shidō), 8 

credits from either of the above categories, and finally 8 credits chosen from the Japanese 

constitution, physical exercise, foreign languages and communication, or information 

technology management. 5 of the 31 teaching related credits are allocated to teaching 

practice (kyōiku jisshū) in junior high schools, which is commonly a 3 to 5-week 

apprenticeship in a school. Qualified bachelor’s degree graduates can then apply for a 

teaching qualification from their prefectural board of education, which issues teaching 

certificates (Kyōiku shokuin menkyo hō, 2016).21 Finally, candidates must pass a 

competitive exam (kyōin saiyō kōhosha senkō shiken) to be employed by a board of 

education in a prefecture or a designated city. Overall, social studies teachers have 

opportunities to develop well-rounded subject and pedagogical knowledge useful both for 

social studies teaching and also their general role of being a teacher, but because of the 

wide range of subjects available to the candidates during their teacher training there is a 

diversity in social studies teachers’ strengths and specialisations. It is likely that some 

 
21 The Educational Employees Licence Law (Kyōiku Shokuin Menkyo Hō) (2016) lists 3 different types of 
teaching qualifications: the general qualification (futsū menkyo jō) which has three different levels (a first-
degree qualification for those with a bachelor’s degree, a second-degree qualification for graduates from a 
two-year programme, and an advanced qualification for those with a master’s degree; only the first and third 
of these license teachers to teach at high school); the special qualification (tokubetsu menkyo jō); and the 
temporary qualification (rinji menkyo jō). The special teaching qualification (tokubetsu menkyo jō) is for 
candidates who have extensive knowledge and/or work experience outside of schools and are classed as 
having the equivalent expertise in their chosen subject to that of a qualified teacher. Such candidates need to 
be recommended by a board of education- or the school they wish to work for if it is a private school- and 
must also pass an exam (kyōiku shokuin kentei) held by said board (Monbukagakushō, 2014). In cases where 
a school cannot secure a teacher with a general qualification, article 5 of the Educational Employees Licence 
Law allows them to hire a candidate with a temporary teaching qualification (rinji menkyo jō). These 
candidates must also pass an exam, but can only hold the title of assistant teacher; moreover, the qualification 
is only valid for 3 years, whereas the general and special teaching qualifications are both valid for 10 years 
(Monbukagakushō, 2014). The number of temporary teaching qualifications issued in 2015 was 2072 
nationwide, within which the number of social studies qualifications awarded totalled 159 
(Monbukagakushō, 2015a). Candidates may teach in schools without any applicable teaching qualification if 
they have specialist knowledge and experience in certain areas which allows them to teach a proportion of 
the classes of a subject (tokubetsu hijōkin kōshi seido) (Monbukagakushō, 2014). Furthermore, if a school is 
unable to employ a teacher with a general qualification, a qualified full-time teacher from another subject in 
the school may teach a different subject for which they are unqualified for up to a year (menkyogai kyōka 
tannin seido) (Monbukagakushō, 2014). 
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teachers after completing teacher training do not retain a deep understanding of modern 

Japanese history because they specialise in other subjects such as geography or politics.  

The majority of teachers are permanent employees, but the growing numbers and 

terms of employment of the minority of non-permanent teachers are considered to be 

problematic from the point of view of securing a good quality education (Kaneko, 2014). 

Non-permanent teachers- as well as re-appointed retired teachers22- work in the same 

school for a much shorter period than permanent teachers, and permanent teachers are 

transferred between schools every several years in accordance with the teacher transfer 

system,23 which can result in frequent changes in the teaching environment in schools and 

impact on the quality of social studies classes. Some teachers interviewed emphasised that 

establishing a good learning environment is crucial in junior high schools in order to teach 

the subject successfully, and building good relationships between teachers and students 

plays a key role in this. 

3. Teachers’ Roles and Responsibilities in Schools, and Working Environment 

One of the major circumstantial elements in teachers’ “action space landscape” in Japan 

relates to teachers’ work duties and their working environment. Subject teaching is the 

fundamental duty of a teacher, but this is just a single item on a long list of duties teachers 

have to fulfil, such as moral guidance (seito shidō), coaching student club activities 

 
22 There are five types of employment patterns in compulsory education in Japan, namely permanent 
employment (seiki kyōin), temporary teacher (rinjiteki ninyō kyōin), part-time teacher (hijōkin kōshi), and re-
appointed retired teachers (saininyō kyōin), on a full-time or part-time basis. In general, temporary teachers 
and part-time teachers are classified as non-permanent teachers (hi-seiki kyōin). Both non-permanent teachers 
and re-appointed retired teachers tend to spend much shorter time working in the same school compared with 
permanent teachers.  
23 Most prefectural boards of education have regulations regarding the transfer of permanent teachers 
between schools. Although detailed rules can be marginally different depending on the region, permanent 
teachers are commonly transferred to a different school within the same designated city or prefecture every 
few years. The primary intention is to keep the quality of public education well-balanced, aiming to place the 
right people in the right places, and providing opportunities for teachers to enhance their motivation as well 
as to nurture their knowledge and skills (Monbukagakushō, 2008c). 
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(bukatsudō komon), guiding student council (seitokai shidō), form and grade management 

(gakunen gakkyū un’ei), attending training and meetings, as well as various administrative 

duties. Consequently, these other duties take a sizeable amount of teachers’ time and 

energy away from teaching their subject and also from their preparation of lessons, which 

can negatively impact on the quality of education in Japan. From the perspective of the 

quality of teaching, these other duties are seemingly a hinderance, but there are instances 

where some teachers gain their identity and fulfilment as a teacher from these other duties, 

especially coaching student club activities and guiding student council, and in such cases 

subject teaching may be side-lined.  

 With so many conflicting duties, how teachers fulfil and manage their work 

responsibilities influences the quality of the lessons they deliver and ultimately the 

representation of the subject to students. This section will help to illustrate how the 

demanding nature of teachers’ duties in Japan may cause their main duty of subject 

teaching to suffer. 

3.1. Teachers’ Duties Described by the Ministry of Education 

It is widely known that state school teachers in Japan work some of the longest hours in the 

world, but what are the duties of teachers that require them to work such long hours? 

According to the brochure named “Let’s set out to be a teacher!” (Kyōin o Mezasō!), 

published by Monbukagakushō (n.d.b: 3-4) and aimed towards people who wish to be a 

teacher in elementary and junior high schools (translation mine): 

The core part of the job of a teacher is to teach your subject. Through classes, 

students need to acquire fundamental knowledge and skills as an important element 

of their academic capabilities and for them to learn the abilities of thinking, judging, 

and expressing themselves, as well as how they can keep their motivation to learn in 
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order to apply those abilities to solve challenges. In order to deliver such classes and 

achieve such aims, teachers need to create teaching plans which include the aims of 

the classes along with learning activities, and also need to analyse other teachers’ 

classes so as to develop their own teaching practices. Moreover, when conducting 

assessments such as exams, it is important not only to grade the students’ work, but 

also to revise their classes based on how well students scored in exams. 

There are other roles and responsibilities for teachers as part of their work apart 

from just teaching as in order for students to achieve self-fulfilment, teachers are 

required to provide moral and also career guidance to students. Teachers also act as 

form teachers and have to bring students together using short meetings in the 

morning and afternoon. Additionally, teachers need to coach students in school club 

activities if they take on the role of instructor. Aside from working with students, 

teachers are also required to attend meetings with other teachers to discuss matters 

and also to build a consensus among teachers. There are many duties for teachers 

besides teaching, but each duty is important for delivering a high quality of 

education, therefore teachers will feel rewarded by doing this work. 

School management and moral guidance include conducting form meetings, 

keeping tabs on each student, handling behavioural problems, drawing up a record of 

form activities, and preparing periodic letters for form classes. Career education and 

guidance includes consulting with students regarding their career, collecting and 

organising information on career options, and conducting work experience 

programmes for students (shokuba taiken) and internships using the hours for 

integrated studies and school events. Club activities include coaching students during 

their club activities (early morning and after classes) and organising and leading 

student games/competitions against other schools.  
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As seen from the above, there is a long list of duties that teachers are expected to fulfil. 

The Monbukagakushō brochure provides an example of a teacher’s typical daily schedule, 

starting with guiding students to school at 8:00 in the morning, and teaching classes until 

around 15:00, after which any work after class is left open-ended; there is no indication as 

to what time work is supposed to end, or the overall working hours for teachers.  

3.2. The Reality of Teachers’ Working Environment in Japanese Schools 

A survey (Monbukagakushō, 2018) on teachers’ working environments published by the 

Ministry of Education in September 2018 is useful for understanding the reality that 

teachers face in schools in Japan. The participants were 8,951 elementary school teachers 

in 397 schools, and 10,687 junior high school teachers in 399 schools. The report reveals 

that the average daily working hours during weekdays and the average daily working hours 

at the weekend for junior high school teachers are 11 hours 32 minutes24 and 3 hours 5 

minutes25 respectively. As the official working hours for a weekday are 7 hours 45 minutes 

(Monbukagakushō, 2018),26 the results show that the average working hours of junior high 

school teachers are nearly 50% greater than the official hours (even excluding weekend 

work). In my study, teachers such as SA, MR, and BH stated in interview that they 

generally work about 12 hours a day, which is in line with the survey results.  

According to the survey, on weekdays teachers spend most of their time teaching (3 

hours 30 minutes), followed by preparing for classes (1 hour 30 minutes), and giving moral 

guidance to groups of students (1 hour). Otherwise, coaching club activities, form and 

grade management (gakunen gakkyū un’ei), academic result processing, morning meetings 

 
24 This figure does not include work teachers do at home; the average working hours including work at home 
is 11 hours 52 minutes. 
25 This figure does not include the hours for teachers whose regular working hours extends to the weekend, 
normally Saturday.   
26 The detailed working hours are determined by the ordinances of prefectures or Japanese government-
designated cities. 
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and miscellaneous activities, school events, assisting teaching, school management, 

general teachers’ meetings, moral guidance for individual students, and desk work occupy 

approximately 20 minutes to 40 minutes each per weekday on average. At the weekend, 

teachers spend the majority of their time on student club activities (bukatsudō), the average 

hours for which were 2 hours and 9 minutes. In my study, teacher Hirai’s experience 

exemplifies the survey result, in that she was involved with students’ club activities for 20 

years after school and at weekends, which according to her took time away from her 

teaching preparation.  

As the survey and teachers’ statements in my study demonstrate, junior high school 

teachers are obliged to carry out a variety of duties besides subject teaching which put 

them under immense time pressure on a daily basis. This circumstances teachers face can 

seriously limit their ability to prepare for their lessons, and it is easy to see how the quality 

of lessons about the Fifteen Years’ War might suffer in such a situation. 

4. The National Curriculum on History Classes and History Textbooks 

The subject contents and hours spent are largely defined by the curriculum, the curriculum 

commentary (kaisetsu), and textbooks, all of which are key elements within teachers’ 

“action space landscape”. How teachers reflect these elements in their lessons is not 

identical. As Kello and Wagner (2017) pointed out, the curriculum (and even the 

curriculum commentary) requires a certain amount of interpretation from teachers in order 

to apply them to their lessons, and although teachers are obligated to use textbooks in their 

classes in Japan, in reality teachers have autonomy to some degree over the use of 

textbooks.  

 In this section, I will first discuss the social studies curriculum, specifically the 

hours allocated to the subject of the Fifteen Years’ War and the timing of teaching them, in 
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order to grasp the limitations and autonomy teachers have when teaching the war. 

Secondly, I will explore how the Japanese textbook system (both the textbook screening 

and adoption processes) might pose problems for social studies teachers, and how teachers 

might have to deal with the issues.  Japanese history textbooks have been a point of 

controversy for many years, which made topics such as the Fifteen Years’ War sensitive 

and politicised, and so how teachers use textbooks when teaching the war is a key element 

in determining a teacher’s position within the “action space landscape”. 

4.1. Timing and the Number of Hours Allocated for Teaching the Fifteen 

Years’ War 

For Japanese students in compulsory education, there are two primary opportunities to 

learn about the Fifteen Years’ War in school: one during the 6 years of elementary 

education between the ages of 6 and 12, and the other during the 3 years of junior high 

school education between the ages of 12 and 15. At both levels, history is a fundamental 

topic which runs alongside geography and civics to form the subject social studies.27  

According to the current national curriculum fully implemented in 2012, pupils study 

history in their last year of elementary school (at the age of 12) and then across their 3 

years at junior high school; there is some flexibility as to how teachers arrange the hours 

dedicated to the subject. Whereas history classes in elementary school are focused on 

prominent people and events in history, history education at junior high school level 

involves more consideration of the reasons behind and causal connections between events, 

and presents history as a continuum, a single stream running from ancient history into the 

modern era. 

 
27 Social Studies starts from the 3rd grade at the age of 9.  
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Article 73 of the School Education Law Enforcement Regulations (2016) (Gakkō 

Kyōiku Hō Shikō Kisoku) which enforces the current curriculum, states that 105 hours 

should be allocated for social studies in the first and second year of junior high school, 

increasing to 140 hours in the third year, for a total 350 hours over the full 3 years. The 

curriculum also states that geography and history must in principle be taught in parallel to 

one another during the first and second years; in the third year geography is dropped in 

favour of civics, while history continues to be taught before starting civics classes 

(Monbukagakushō, 2008a: 151-152). The division of the 350 hours between the three 

social studies subjects of geography, history, and civics are 120 hours, 130 hours and 100 

hours respectively. The Fifteen Years’ War is generally covered at the beginning of the 

third year, between April to early July. Civics classes are taught last in the third year of the 

social studies structure, because the knowledge and skills gained from geography and 

history are necessary for civics (Monbukagakushō, 2008a: 151); for instance, the 

consequences of the Fifteen Years’ War greatly influenced the shaping of modern Japan as 

a state (including the introduction of the Japanese Constitution), and therefore it is 

important for students to learn the historical background of how the current constitution 

was brought into existence. During my fieldwork I found that some schools followed the 

general principle described in the curriculum, i.e. teaching history in parallel with 

geography in the first two years, whereas some other schools adopted different 

arrangements, such as dedicating the first term of each year (and in some instances, some 

of the second term) to geography and the remaining time to history, or else dedicating the 

entire first year, second year and third year to geography, history and civics respectively.  

The hours to be spent on the classes for each topic are not specified in either the 

curriculum, the curriculum commentary (kaisetsu), or the School Education Law 

Enforcement Regulations. The curriculum commentary (2008a: 152) only instructs 
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teachers to conceive lesson plans that take into account the above key principles. This 

means that the detailed schedule as to how many hours are spent on what topics is 

entrusted to teachers, although the convention in Japan is that teachers are expected to 

allocate at least one lesson to each 2 pages of the textbook, a convention that is also 

followed in the lesson planning guidance in the teacher’s manuals produced by textbook 

publishers. History textbooks generally devote 16 to 20 pages to the period between the 

Great Depression and the end of World War Two, meaning that teachers are expected to 

dedicate at least 8 to 10 hours to teaching about this period. In fact, I found in my study 

that it was not unusual for teachers to allocate more time than 8 to10 hours for this period, 

especially if they believed it necessary to dedicate more time in order to meet the criteria 

instructed by the curriculum, though they had to be able to justify this use of time and 

show that the progress of all students in the same grade will more or less match.28  Overall 

this indicates that social studies teachers have some, limited, autonomy over the hours 

allocated for topics relevant to the war and the timing of those lessons, which is an 

important aspect of their “action space landscape”. 

4.2. The Textbook System and Its Impact on Teachers 

In Japanese schools, textbooks are a key aspect of teachers’ “action space landscape”, as 

teachers are obliged to use them by the School Education Law (Gakkō Kyōiku Hō). Before 

being used in schools, textbooks in Japan undergo two major processes: the textbook 

screening system, which is defined as a procedure whereby the Minister of Education 

approves the textbooks compiled by commercial publishers after examining their adequacy 

as textbooks to be used in schools (Monbukagakushō, no date), and the adoption process, 

 
28 Since the size of junior high schools is not uniform, there are schools with more than one social studies 
teacher in charge of students in the same grade; and in such a situation, the social studies teachers have to 
coordinate the progress of their lessons in order to reach the same point in the curriculum before the exam. 
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whereby local boards of education are entrusted with adopting one of the approved 

textbooks for schools in their jurisdiction. Both processes have been points of controversy 

in history education in Japan, as they have been accused of strengthening governmental 

control over school education.  

The textbook screening system was introduced in 1948 in the context of re-

designing school textbooks in Japan under the supervision of the Supreme Commander for 

the Allied Powers (SCAP, the occupation authorities led by General Douglas McArthur) 

which occupied Japan from 1945 until 1952. The Japanese government then tightened 

control over textbooks (Nozaki, 2002: 604) by consolidating the textbook screening system 

from the 1950s (Mitani, 2007: 172), leading to argument and conflict over the following 

decades, up to the present. For example, Nozaki (2002: 604) argued that “the Ministry of 

Education tightened its control over school textbooks and used its textbook screening 

system … to tone down or exorcise accounts of Japan’s history of colonialism and military 

aggression”, and that many of the history textbooks approved in 2001 dropped mentions of 

comfort women due to the self-censorship of the publishers caused by governmental 

pressure (Nozaki, 2005: 295). On the other hand, Mitani Hiroshi (2011: 195-197), a 

historian and textbook author, argued that recent screening regulations are not as strict as 

those from the 1960s, and do not regulate textbook authors’ historical narratives or impose 

historical interpretations which are drastically different to those established by academic 

research.  

 The textbook adoption process takes place in the year following the textbook 

screening process. In the past, local boards of education commonly made decisions based 

on opinions from teaching professionals working in schools, but after a historical 

revisionist textbook was approved in 2000, the revisionists campaigned against the 

influence of teaching professionals, often with success (Ishiyama, 2008: 25-26). Cave 
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(2013) has argued that the diminished influence of teaching professionals in the adoption 

process caused some leading publishers to be more cautious about including controversial 

content, especially regarding the Fifteen Years’ War. Regardless of the shift of discretion 

in textbook adoption, adopting one textbook out of many means that not all teachers can 

use their preferred textbook (Ishiyama, 2008). 

What is particularly salient for this study is that each textbook tends to reflect 

certain historical interpretations of the war and put emphasis on certain events. Therefore, 

teachers may have to teach about the war using textbooks whose accounts of the war they 

consider inadequate, or with whose interpretations they disagree. I found that the impact of 

such a scenario was particularly severe when teachers worked in a school where the 

textbook published by Ikuhōsha was adopted. This textbook is the most controversial in 

Japan because it reflects historical revisionist interpretations of the war, and a few teacher 

participants in this study expressed conflicted feelings about having to use it, as they did 

not agree with its content. In such a situation, teachers have to make careful decisions as to 

how and how much of the contents of the textbook they use in their lessons, while also 

taking into account the stances toward war issues of other actors in the ‘action space 

landscape’, such as local educational administrations, school managements, parents, or 

local politicians, because how teachers treat textbooks might reveal their political positions 

towards the war, which in turn could garner them criticism.  

5. Teachers’ Political Neutrality and its Impact on Social Studies Classes 

5.1. Teachers’ Legal Obligation to Political Neutrality and its Relation to 

Sensitive Topics 

The Local Civil Servant Law (Chihō Kōmuin Hō) (2014) stipulates the fundamental 

standards for local civil servants, including state school teachers. Section 2 of article 36 
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states that civil servants must not engage in any political activities such as supporting or 

opposing any specific political party, other political organisations, cabinets or policy-

implementation authorities, nor must they support or oppose specific candidates at public 

elections or polls. The limits this puts on teachers’ involvement in politics has had a 

significant impact on modern history and civics teaching. Japanese political parties have 

different beliefs about controversial matters of state such as article 9 of the Japanese 

constitution, and they also take a position on interpretations of Japanese involvement in the 

Fifteen Years’ War, and so because of this some Japanese people believe that dealing with 

sensitive/controversial topics in lessons is inappropriate due to their politically charged 

nature. For example, classes focusing on the Nanjing Incident, comfort women and other 

atrocities were reported as being inappropriate by the Sankei Shinbun (2014), and in 1998 

a local parents’ organisation in the Hiroshima area requested a summer holiday booklet be 

altered as it contained information on forced labour in Asia, which the parents believed 

violated the political neutrality of state school education (Sankei Shinbun, 1998). 

According to interviewees such as teachers SA and G, the stance of the ruling party affects 

the boundaries of what teachers feel safe to teach about sensitive topics. For example, the 

ruling Liberal Democratic Party (Jiyū Minshu Tō, hereafter LDP) led by the then Prime 

Minister Abe Shinzō was well known to hold conservative views about the war. Prime 

Minister Abe supported the organisation Kyōkasho Kaizen no Kai which, as noted in 

chapter one, compiles the nationalistic history textbook published by Ikuhōsha (Kyōkasho 

Kaizen no Kai, 2011). Such a circumstance makes it more difficult for teachers to teach 

liberal views regarding the war, as if they do, some people may see this as teachers 

challenging the views of the ruling party and thus not retaining a politically neutral stance.  
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According to at least eight of the teachers interviewed, the origins of criticism are 

mainly students’ parents, conservative local politicians, and local people; however, some 

teachers indicated that criticism can even come from the principals of their own school.   

5.2. How Sensitive are the Topics of the Fifteen Years’ War for Teachers and 

Schools? 

Being asked to reveal their thoughts on teaching sensitive topics (including Japan’s 

misconduct in the war) puts considerable pressure on teachers because of the risks of 

censure to them and the school’s management. Over half of the teachers I interviewed 

explicitly indicated that they recognise the sensitivity of topics involving Japan’s wartime 

misconduct, have concerns about teaching them, pay extra attention to how they phrase 

explanations of certain events, and/or tend to avoid expressing their opinions about the war 

in school in order to avoid any criticism. Quite a few teachers interviewed also described 

their efforts to remain politically neutral as a teacher. 

Principals have a great impact on discipline, atmosphere, and values within their 

schools, and they can also be a person to consult with when teachers have concerns about 

their work. At the same time, principals are liable for teaching and behaviour at their 

school, so they must be conscious of any potential damage to them, such as criticism from 

parties including students’ parents, their local Board of Education, or politicians. During 

my fieldwork, I experienced high levels of surveillance by principals, as well as indirect 

interference from outside of the school regarding my investigation in three schools. I 

gained prior approval to conduct my fieldwork in the school teacher SA works in with help 

from Ministry of Education personnel. Despite this, I had to sit with the principal of the 

school and teacher SA in a meeting room for 90 minutes and was interrogated about what I 

aimed to achieve in their school. The principal was very guarded, and did not like a 
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sentence in the information sheet about my research with which I provided him, which 

contained the word “unbalanced”, as the word is often used critically in Japan when related 

to ideology. I offered my apologies and promised to correct the information sheet but was 

unable to satisfy him. I believe that to him my research posed a threat to himself and his 

school, and the principal was deeply conscious of protecting one of his teachers and 

himself from any criticism, as their city had received a great deal of attention over the 

adoption of the nationalistic Ikuhōsha textbook. 

I also observed indirect interference from outside of one of the schools I conducted 

field work at, where an unknown party put pressure on the principal to interrupt my 

research on teacher IK’s teaching practices about the war. When I first met the principal of 

the school where teacher IK works to explain about the research, he was initially 

welcoming of me, but the atmosphere changed halfway through the fieldwork, and I was 

almost unable to continue my research in his school. Teacher IK told me to let him handle 

the issue, but he never answered my question as to what was happening apart from an 

implication that someone had made a complaint to the principal about letting me 

investigate lessons about sensitive topics at his school. The principal invited me to his 

office to talk a few times before the suspected threat to his school appeared, but once it did, 

he kept some distance from me until the end of my fieldwork. 

5.3. Consequences of Receiving Criticism over Teaching Controversial Topics  

There are repercussions to being the subject of criticism, for instance teacher IK explained 

about a teacher who works in a different city where the majority of people are not keen on 

the provision of peace education: 

There is a young teacher who was keen to teach peace education in the city next to 

mine, but when I went to a local meeting with other teachers, I heard that she was 
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off sick for a while. I asked why and was informed that she was suffering from 

depression. I understand what happened to her. She stood out from the crowd of 

other teachers who are not enthusiastic about peace education. It makes a big 

difference whether you have other colleagues to pursue sensitive themes with 

together. 

According to teacher IK, there are primarily two groups of teachers in Ōsaka: those who 

are affirmative about human rights education, and those who are less so. People who are 

keen to teach human rights education are also keen to perform peace education classes, and 

they will encounter less criticism if other people also share their enthusiasm for human 

rights education, but if a teacher performs such classes without the support of other 

colleagues, there are likely to be some consequences. 

Teacher IK also described his experiences with regard to focusing on sensitive 

topics in social studies classes, and the consequences he suffered as a result. In an 

interview he explained, 

I wanted very much to teach about the war for a long time, but I have been unable 

to do it for the last eight years. That is rather long, isn’t it? In the last year I taught 

in my previous school, the third year students and I created a group to perform a 

musical about Okinawa based on what they had learned, and it became very 

popular…I came to my current school and was allocated to teach third year 

students, but was told to only teach civics, as history was somehow finished…from 

the following year, I taught first, second, and third year students each year, and I 

thought I would finally be able to teach about the war; however, I was told that 

somebody else would come and teach history and that I should teach only civics 

again. After that I was allocated first year students a few times, and finally for the 
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first time in the last nine years I have been able to teach about the war. I do not 

know why such a thing happened, but it could have potentially been because 

somebody put pressure on the school…that musical about Okinawa became so 

famous, and some people must have wanted to know who initially organised it. As 

far as I am concerned, the musical did not touch on a sensitive matter about 

Okinawa…what happened to me might be just a coincidence, but somebody might 

have interfered with me teaching about the war.  

Unless teachers are hired on a temporary basis, they belong to a specific cohort of students 

and move up from the first year to the second and then to the third year with those 

students, and it is common for teachers who belong to a specific cohort to teach their 

subject to those students. Teacher IK was close to his retirement but did not have any 

intention of retiring before the age of sixty; however, he told me that the principal of his 

school is recommending him to retire sooner, or teach students with special needs instead 

of social studies. Teacher IK works in a conservative area where teaching about sensitive 

topics is not considered favourably.  

5.4. Teachers’ Tactics to Circumvent Criticism 

Because there are risks to being the subject of criticism through teaching controversial 

topics at junior high school, teachers employ various tactics to avoid criticism or have 

ways to measure the boundary of what is safe to teach, and I identified some practices 

teachers adopted before performing their lessons to obliviate chance of criticism. (Please 

refer to chapter seven regarding the details of teachers’ tactics for circumventing criticism.) 

Many teachers look out for newspaper articles regarding other teachers who have 

been targeted for criticism, as they can provide them with some rough ideas as to what may 
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lead to criticism and where to draw the line of propriety for their work. Teacher BH 

commented that:  

A few months ago, I read a newspaper article reporting that a high school teacher 

was accused of conducting a debate over whether or not students support revising the 

Japan-US security treaty. I do not see any problem with doing that, but I think his 

teaching practice was labelled as inappropriate, as his local board of education 

immediately apologised for his teaching. 

A few teachers also expressed in their interviews that the boundaries of what they 

can teach about the war shifts depending on the ruling government’s interpretation of the 

war and attitude towards sensitive issues, so they adjust their lessons according to societal 

attitudes influenced by the politics. Teacher BH said in their interview that: 

I believe that the constitution is supposed to limit the authority of the government, 

but the Sankei newspaper has reported that teachers must not emphasise this in 

class, and I found it difficult to perform my class regarding the constitution when 

society fosters an atmosphere to allow such a statement. Since the government led 

by Abe Shinzō has been in power, it has been difficult to teach about certain topics 

such as Japan’s Constitution, the Japan-US Security Treaty, and also the Second 

World War. 

5.5. Teachers’ Surroundings and their Impact on Teaching Controversial 

Topics 

Teaching about the Fifteen Years’ War and other controversial topics can be challenging 

for teachers because of the risk of violating their political neutrality as a local civil servant 

and the potential criticisms they might receive from various people. Although the 

curriculum may not limit the details of lessons and teaching methods when teaching about 
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the war, teachers’ interviews indicated that there are environmental factors that surround 

them which do affect their teaching, such as having colleagues who have the same vision 

and motivation for teaching certain topics (as mentioned earlier), or the relationships 

between teachers and their principal and/or board of education. 

 Having support from the Board of Education and/or principals can provide teachers 

with a safer environment to teach sensitive topics which have the potential to have a 

significant impact on their lessons. For example, teacher IK is keen to teach about sensitive 

topics including the Fifteen Years’ War and human rights, and he used to work in an area 

where such sensitive topics have been actively taught by many teachers. The previous 

principal of the school where he currently works sought to encourage teachers in his city to 

teach those sensitive topics, and so teacher IK was headhunted and brought to the current 

school. Teacher IK described his initial experience of there being no problems with him 

teaching about human rights under the previous principal (and with his support), but went 

on to explain how the situation changed after the principal retired and left the school. He 

started to become isolated in the area and found it difficult to perform the same lessons.  

6. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I explored four major circumstantial elements: teacher training and the 

employment system, teachers’ roles and their work environment, the curriculum and 

textbooks, and the legal requirement of political neutrality. I established how they might 

affect teachers’ position in the “action space landscape”. The extent of the influence of 

these elements depends on how teachers deal with them, and has a corresponding impact 

on the contents and the quality of lessons about the war. Looking at teacher training for 

social studies teachers, it is likely that there is a wide range of subject expertise amongst 

teachers, developed as part of their various undergraduate courses, so some teachers may 
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have studied less history during the teacher training, or teachers who specialised in history 

at university may have focussed on historical periods other than modern Japanese history.  

Teaching qualifications focus on knowledge more than practical teaching 

experience, which indicates that newer teachers are more likely to learn the practice of 

teaching on the job. This in turn indicates that developing a teaching style and improving 

lessons while on the job are common tasks undertaken by teachers in a long list of duties 

besides simply teaching classes, but the challenging working conditions that many teachers 

in Japan face can hinder their efforts to enhance the quality of lesson contents about the 

war, especially for teachers who have less interest in history. Limited teacher training in 

actual classrooms also indicates that opportunities for teachers to develop their teaching 

practices once they are qualified (in such groups as study associations for social studies 

teachers, discussed in the next chapter) become particularly important for good quality 

teaching. 

 The curriculum, textbook system, and political neutrality of teachers influence the 

contents and pedagogy of lessons about the war. The curriculum offers instructions to 

teachers about the timing of and the amount of time to allocate to units dealing with the 

war, but ultimately the final decisions are entrusted to the teacher. The legal obligation for 

teachers to use the textbooks makes the historical contents listed therein- as well as the 

suggested time to spend on teaching the war- influential upon lesson planning, and teachers 

are not in a position to influence the contents of the textbooks or even the textbook 

adoption process. Above all of these factors however, the most delicate and influential 

matter in relation to the teaching practices about the war is the political neutrality teachers 

are required to maintain. Because of the legal requirement of political neutrality, certain 

contents of lessons and the ways teachers deliver their lessons have been criticised by 

people who are associated with certain political interests and ideologies. The fact that the 
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war related topics are highly politicised suggests that teaching the war is challenging for 

many teachers. Even how teachers treat their textbooks can disclose teachers’ political 

inclinations or their stance towards sensitive issues (including the Fifteen Years’ War) and 

make teachers a target of criticism. Such criticisms were often not only considered to be 

teachers’ problems but also the problem of school management, and the consequences of 

receiving such criticism or performing prominent lessons related to the war can be severe 

for a teacher’s career. Teaching practices about the war are reflections of teachers’ 

eventual positions within the action space landscape, taking into account teachers’ 

capability to teach the war (e.g. area of speciality, time and workload), the support they 

receive (e.g. support from their colleagues and/or their principal), the environment they 

work in (e.g. potential opposition in the area), the curriculum, and the usage and contents 

of the textbooks adopted in the area they teach in. 
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Chapter 5. Developing as a Teacher: Study Associations  

1. Introduction 

A social studies teacher who starts their career immediately after graduating university and 

continues until retirement will teach for around 40 years. After their initial professional 

training, teachers will deepen their understanding of their subject and establish their 

teaching style by exploring pedagogical methods. Throughout a teaching career, the 

curriculum provides teachers with the standard orientation for the contents of their lessons, 

but as explained in Chapter One, the way the curriculum is written allows teachers to 

interpret it and act as a mediator between it and students. As a number of different studies 

have suggested (Thornton, 1991, 2004; Wilson, 2001; vom Hau, 2009), teachers do not 

simply transmit the state’s ideas and interests, rather they are considered to be intellectuals 

who translate and embody the curriculum content with a certain degree of autonomy and 

exercise their own initiative to determine students’ history learning. Moreover, although 

teacher training is administrated by the state, it is not the only effective institution that 

cultivates teachers, with various experiences through other institutions impacting on 

teachers’ ability to negotiate their mediating roles between state and society (Wilson, 2001: 

318-319). Sato (1997) shows that Japanese teachers learn from colleagues in schools and 

study associations, and Himeno and Masuko (2015) suggest that teachers also get involved 

with other educational institutions such as universities to develop their teaching. The 

importance of study associations was demonstrated in the interviews for this research, 

where several teachers talked about how such study groups often provided opportunities 

and inspiration that helped them to develop their teaching skills and practices.  

Study associations are also important in shaping teachers’ action space landscape 

when teaching the Fifteen Years’ War in Japan. Each of the study associations social 

studies teachers attend has its own aims, character, and sometimes ties with certain people 
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and ideologies, all of which can influence how teachers address sensitive and controversial 

issues related to the war, as well as the choice of pedagogy and strategy to handle those 

issues in lessons. Moreover, teachers who are keen to participate in study associations tend 

to aspire to more than just the transmission of knowledge in their lessons (which is, as 

noted in Chapter One, a major contributor to the formation of collective memory) and 

expand the scope of teaching to involve disciplinary and moral stances. As outlined by 

Seixas (2000: 20, 24), in the disciplinary approach students learn how to validate and 

assess historical accounts and compare competing historical narratives, whereas the moral 

response stance as discussed by Barton and Levstik (2009: 91ff) sees students learn moral 

lessons from history- which often involves an emotional response. This chapter will 

explore the types of social studies study groups and associations that teachers belong to, 

and how such groups and associations influence the development of teaching practices and 

approaches to history teaching, as well as examining how they impact on their teaching 

practices about the war.  

 A total of 21 teachers participated in this study: 9 from the capital area, 5 from the 

Osaka area, and 7 from the Hiroshima area. Out of those 21 teachers, 10 had over 30 years 

of teaching experience at the time of the research, 4 had 20 to 30 years’ experience, 4 had 

10 to 20 years’ experience, and 3 had less than 10 years of experience as a teacher. 16 out 

of 21 teachers were male and 5 were female. All of the teachers were working in state 

schools apart from 2 (one worked in a private school and the other in a national school). 

Out of the 21 teachers interviewed, only one said that he does not belong to any teachers’ 

groups or attend any study meetings. However, it is necessary to note that the majority of 

teacher participants were selected because they were keen to develop their teaching 

practices and so are more likely to attend such groups than the average teacher. Table 2 

below summarises the main study group(s) that each teacher in this research belonged to.   
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Table.2 Teacher participants (BoE = Local Board of Education related study group, 

Manabi =  Manabi no Kyōdōtai) 
Teacher’s 
name/ 
pseudonym 

Gender Area Age 
group 

Year of 
experience 

Type of 
school Main study group 

SW F Capital Over 50 Over 30 State  BoE 

BH M Capital Over 50 Over 30 State  BoE 

WF F Capital Over 50 Over 30 State  Rekkyōkyō, Manabi 

N M Capital Over 50 Over 30 State  None 
Teacher 
Hirai F Osaka Over 50 Over 30 State  Rekkyōkyō 

Teacher 
Kawahara M Osaka Over 50 Over 30 State  Netaken 

IK M Osaka Over 50 Over 30 State  Netaken 

G M Hiroshima Over 50 Over 30 State  Rekkyōkyō 

CF M Hiroshima Over 50 Over 30 State  Rekkyōkyō 

YH F Hiroshima Over 50 Over 30 State  Rekkyōkyō 

SA F Capital 40-50 20-30 State  BoE 
Teacher 
Kamiyama M Capital 40-50 20-30 Private Rekkyōkyō 

MY M Hiroshima 40-50 20-30 State* University 

HA M Hiroshima 40-50 20-30 National** BoE, University 

MR M Capital 30-40 10-20 State  BoE 

DX M Capital 30-40 10-20 State  BoE 

TT M Osaka 30-40 10-20 State*** TOSS 

EMY M Hiroshima 40-50 10-20 State**** BoE, University 

BIW M Capital 40-50 Less than 10  State  BoE 

OH M Osaka 20-30 Less than 10  State  Netaken, University 

LC M Hiroshima 20-30 Less than 10  State  BoE, Manabi 

* Teacher MY worked mainly in high schools for over 10 years before working in junior 

high schools. 

** Teacher HA has worked at a national junior high school for 6 years.  

*** Teacher TT worked in private junior and high schools for 7 years before working in 

state schools. 

**** Teacher EMY worked as an English teacher for 6 years. 
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2. Social Studies Study Associations and Groups 

Much of the information about social studies study associations and groups discussed in 

this chapter was gathered from three different sources: publicly available sources such as 

organisations’ websites, my own participation in study meetings (engaged in as part of this 

research), and interviews with teacher participants who belong to those study associations. 

The amount of information available on study association websites varies depending on the 

organisation, but generally I found that these websites were not useful sources of 

information on regular study meetings or how such organisations and study meetings might 

contribute to the quality of teaching in general or how they might influence lessons about 

the war. According to the teacher participants in this research, information about study 

groups and conferences is often delivered to schools by post in the form of advertisements 

in periodical booklets or journals related to social studies, or are sent by fax or mail merge 

to teachers if they register with certain organisations. Teachers may also obtain 

information directly from other teachers, their principal, or their vice-principal. However, 

because I was not in a position to obtain information about regular study meetings as 

teachers are, when information on periodic study meetings was publicly unavailable I 

either contacted the organisations directly and asked when meetings were held, or gained 

this information from teacher participants. During the fieldwork, I attended a total of four 

conferences and study meetings organised by Zenchūsha and BoE affiliates, a total of four 

seminar and study meetings by Rekkyōkyō, a total of two seminar and study meetings by 

Netaken, and two study meetings by TOSS members.  

Study groups for social studies where teachers can develop their teaching practices 

can be divided into three main categories: groups involving local boards of education 

(BoEs), university related groups, and independently run organisations. Outside of these 

categories, there are also other groups which have influence on teachers and their 
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activities, but which do not specialise in social studies (rather, being open to teachers from 

any subject area).  

Figure 1. Study groups and teachers’ activities which impact on their teaching practices 

     Independent                     University                    Board of Education 
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open research lessons taught by a teacher to his or her regular class of children. This is less 

common at the conferences of independent organisations, where teachers instead tend to 

report how their classes went, or hold mock classes outside of school premises where the 

audience often act as students.   
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local boards of education.29 Amongst teachers in this study, two teachers engaged in 

further study at university. One completed a thesis focusing on the pedagogy of using 

regional materials to nurture students’ abilities to think, judge, and express themselves, and 

the other created and performed new teaching practices under the supervision of specialists 

in social studies, after which he contributed a chapter regarding his teaching for a book his 

supervisor compiled. This chapter however will not go into detail on these training 

programmes in universities, since teachers in the study did not use them to improve their 

teaching practices about the Fifteen Years’ War. 

Many social studies-focused study associations offer frequent fieldwork trips for 

members and students. These are opportunities for teachers to learn and gain inspiration for 

their teaching. 

2.1. Local Board of Education-Authorized Social Studies Groups: Zenkoku 

Chūgakkō Shakaika Kyōiku Kenkyū Kai (Zenchūsha) and its Affiliated 

Organisations 

Amongst social studies organisations and study groups for junior high school teachers, the 

biggest is the National Junior High School Social Studies Education Study Organisation 

(Zenkoku Chūgakkō Shakaika Kyōiku Kenkyū Kai, hereafter Zenchūsha) which was 

established in 1968 and aims to promote the enrichment and development of social studies 

content for junior high schools nationwide, as well as to deepen the interaction between 

member teachers (Zenkoku Chūgakkō Shakaika Kyōiku Kenkyū Kai, n.d.). There are 

currently 48 regionally affiliated organisations registered with Zenchūsha, and although 

 
29 The National Institute for School Teachers and Staff Development (Dokuritsu Gyōseihōjin Kyōikuin Shien 
Kikō, n.d.) has been encouraging universities to develop new teacher training programmes as well as to work 
with local boards of education. A two-year postgraduate degree programme for teaching (kyōshoku 
daigakuin) was created in 2008, and by 2016 the number of universities offering this programme had more 
than doubled, with the number of teachers intending to go back to university to study expected to continue to 
rise. 
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Zenchūsha allows individuals to become a member on payment of an annual fee, groups 

that wish to become members must be organisations at the prefectural or municipal level; 

therefore, branch member organisations are usually ones accredited by a local board of 

education (Zenkoku Chūgakkō Shakaika Kyōiku Kenkyū Kai Kaisoku Dai 2 Shō - 1). 

Zenchūsha do not hold frequent study meetings for teachers; instead they convene an 

annual conference where members gather from all over Japan,30 and they host seminars, 

usually twice a year, where they invite lecturers who are either advisors for social studies 

(shigakukan) from the Ministry of Education and Science31 or professionals who have 

extensive knowledge or experience of certain fields to inspire social studies teachers. The 

conference is quite formal and held in the chosen prefecture in autumn over two days, with 

two open classes for each subject area being conducted32 by teacher representatives from 

the host prefecture. At the conference held in Gifu prefecture in 2015, which I attended, the 

open classes were all held at the conference venue, where real classrooms were replicated, 

i.e. students attended these classes with their own desks sent from their schools. 

Zenchūsha’s main affiliated organisation in Tokyo (Tōkyō-to Chūgakkō Shakaika Kyōiku 

Kenkyūkai, hereafter Tochūsha33) plays an important leading role in the organisation, as its 

members work closely with shigakukan due to the geographical proximity of their office. 

Thus, the Tokyo organisation has the privilege of receiving presentation slots to report 

 
30 Minegishi (2016) estimates that there were approximately 600 to 1000 attendees for the conference in 
2015. 
31 Shigakukan are educational specialists in the Ministry of Education and Science who provide technical and 
professional instruction and advice to teachers. Shigakukan often have teaching experience earlier in their 
career. There are 3 shigakukan for social studies, one each specialising in geography, history, and civics. 
They are all invited to the annual conference of Zenchūsha to evaluate the research lessons presented at the 
conference, and they are often asked to give a speech too.  
32 As the open classes for geography, history, and civics are held simultaneously, attendees can only observe 
classes for one subject area. 
33 Tochūsha was established in 1947, much earlier than Zenchūsha. 
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their research for either geography, history or civics every year,34 and gets to hold an 

annual conference in Tokyo every 10 years.  

 Local affiliates of Zenchūsha periodically hold their own study meetings, where 

teachers discuss teaching practices presented by their members. The structure of the local 

organisations varies, but usually principals who previously taught social studies take a 

leading role in the organisation, and sometimes even gather teachers for the study group.35 

Teachers who are keen to attend study meetings and conferences meet each other multiple 

times at such events over several years and so get to know each other within prefectures 

and cities. In the case of Tochūsha, the social studies organisation consists of 3 different 

sections: geography, history, and civics,36 and they have periodic meetings separately, 

commonly held once a month, to discuss their themes set for the academic year, after 

which they then hold a joint conference towards the end of the academic year, where each 

section reports on their progress and findings. One of the shigakukan from the Ministry is 

always invited to their joint conference to deliver a presentation and give comments on the 

presentations of members. Tochūsha members I interviewed highly valued the curriculum, 

and described their activities as interpreting the curriculum, setting aims, crystallising the 

curriculum in the form of actual teaching practices, and identifying challenges in them. 

Tochūsha and other Zenchūsha affiliates also hold conferences at the regional level, which 

follow a similar structure to the national conference.  

Although Zenchūsha and its affiliates do not provide clear support to any particular 

interpretations of the Fifteen Years’ War, it would be expected that members do not hold 

 
34 The other two subjects are presented by teacher representatives from the host prefectures for the following 
two years. 
35 According to the information gathered from various teachers interviewed. 
36 According to the head of the Tokyo branch at the time, technically every social studies teacher in Tokyo is 
a member of the organisation, as they are automatically registered once they are hired by the prefecture, but 
only active teachers are placed into one of the departments based on the teachers’ interests. 
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particularly strong objections to the contents and tones of lessons suggested in the 

curriculum, considering that members put a strong focus on the curriculum and that boards 

of education have direct ties to the Ministry of Education. 

2.2. Local Board of Education-Authorized Social Studies Groups: School as a 

Learning Community (Manabi no Kyōdōtai) 

A few teachers interviewed were working for schools which have adopted the educational 

theory called “School as a Learning Community” (Manabi no Kyōdōtai). The Manabi no 

Kyōdōtai theory is advocated by Professor Satō Manabu and is supported by the Ministry 

of Education and Science as a means to achieve the aims of compulsory education 

(Monbukagakushō, 2004). One core element of Manabi no Kyōdōtai theory for reforming 

schools is the re-conceptualisation of schools as places for not only students but also 

teachers, parents, and local residents to learn and nurture one another (Manabi no Kyōdōtai 

Kenkyūkai, n.d.). Another core element is activity-based education, where students learn 

by interacting with other students (kyōdōteki manabi), listening to and teaching one 

another. Currently local boards of education assign Manabi no Kyōdōtai approaches to 

certain schools according to the circumstances in the school and their local areas, and 

establish a School Operation Council37 (Gakkō Un’ei Kyōgikai) where parents and local 

residents can be involved in school education (Monbukagakushō, 2016). The research 

association of Manabi no Kyōdōtai- including its primary advocate, Satō Manabu- holds 

frequent study sessions and conferences, and teachers in schools that have adopted this 

method are encouraged to attend such meetings. Manabi no Kyōdōtai values a democratic 

 
37 Article 47-5 in the Law for Structure and Operation of Local Educational Government (Chihō Kyōiku 
Gyōsei no Soshiki oyobi Un’ei ni Kansuru Hōritsu) (Monbukagakushō. 2015b) stipulates the establishment 
of Gakkō Un’ei Kyōgikai. 
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society where anyone can participate in learning, and as it is a pedagogical theory, there is 

no particular ideology regarding the interpretation of the war attached to it.  

2.3. Independent Social Studies Organisations: Rekishi Kyōikusha Kyōgikai 

(Rekkyōkyō) 

Founded in 1949, Rekishi Kyōikusha Kyōgikai (History Educationalist Conference of 

Japan [sic], hereafter Rekkyōkyō) was one of the major teaching organisations which 

aimed to develop history education in Japan after the Fifteen Years’ War. According to the 

organisation’s own official history, its aim was to contribute to the construction of history 

education based strictly on academic historiography and educational theory, derived from 

critiques and introspection on pre-war education (Rekishi Kyōikusha Kyōgikai, 1997: 46). 

The founders were mostly historians, some of whom were involved in establishing theories 

and educational materials for social studies after the war, and they focused their efforts on 

organising seminar series on history for teachers, developing a new history curriculum, and 

recruiting affiliates to establish local branches of the organisation. According to its website 

(n.d.), Rekkyōkyō has a membership of 1600 people, and 2000 people subscribe to their 

monthly journal. There are many regional branches whose members hold study meetings 

once a month, in addition to the annual summer conference. According to one teacher 

interviewed who has been an inactive member of Rekkyōkyō for many years, the regional 

branches are not always in agreement on their teaching practices, and some regional groups 

such as the Chiba branch and the Osaka branch have conflicting viewpoints regarding their 

priorities in teaching.38 

Rekkyōkyō’s monthly journal, Rekishi Chiri Kyōiku (History & Geography Education), 

began publication in August 1954 and is still in publication to this day, with the number of 

 
38 According to my interviewee, the Chiba branch tends to develop teaching practices from students’ 
viewpoints whereas the Osaka branch puts more focus on the content they teach. 
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issues published numbering 920 as of February 2021. The journals contain material such as 

teachers’ reports on their lessons, current debates on education-related topics by academics 

and teachers, and proceedings of annual conferences. Their interpretation of the Asia-

Pacific War is considered to be progressive; it is in line with that supported by the Japan 

Teachers Union, and in head-on conflict with the views of nationalist organisations such as 

the Atarashii Kyōkasho o Tsukuru Kai (Japan Society for History Textbook Reform). 

Many of the teaching practices shared by Rekkyōkyō members deal with controversial 

matters regarding the war.  

2.4. Independent Social Studies Organisations: Teachers’ Organisation of Skill 

Sharing (TOSS) 

The Teachers’ Organisation of Skill Sharing (hereafter TOSS) is a large nationwide 

organisation for teachers who teach any subject at any level. Its predecessor (the Kyōiku 

gijutsu no hōsokuka undō [Manualised pedagogical technique movement]) was founded in 

1983 by Mukōyama Yōichi, a teacher at a primary school in Tokyo, and it has grown to 

become one of the biggest teacher research organisations in Japan, with more than 10,000 

members to date (TOSS, n.d.). Mukōyama Yōichi retired as a teacher in 2000, but remains 

in the organisation as a delegate. There are multiple representative teachers within the 

organisation who hold open classes and publish books, but Mr Mukōyama’s ideas and 

influence remain strong. TOSS’s activities include study sessions at both local and national 

levels, developing teaching materials (some of which become products for sale), testing 

and certifying teachers’ skills based on criteria set by the organisation, publishing journals, 

and extra-curricular activities such as poetry competitions for parents and children. As 

indicated by its name, TOSS’s fundamental principle is to develop pedagogical techniques 

and approaches that can be shared amongst teachers, though there are critics who state that 

their activities focus on teaching techniques at the expense of the aims or contents of 
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classes (Suzuki, 1992: 876). Another important characteristic of TOSS is that they take a 

clear political stance: they have conservative views on Japanese modern history and adhere 

to values they consider traditional and patriotic. They are closely aligned with the 

incumbent government, so much so that not only LDP cabinet members but also the Prime 

Minister from 2012 to 2020, Abe Shinzō, have appeared on their advertising posters 

endorsing their events and activities (TOSSrando, 2016), and in 2012 Abe even attended 

their poetry competition for parents and children.39 Mr. Mukōyama states that Japanese 

politicians’ official visits to Yasukuni shrine are legitimate (Mukōyama, 2014). However, 

because the number of TOSS members is large, and because the primary focus of the 

organisation is the enhancement of pedagogical skills, it should not be assumed that all 

TOSS members necessarily agree with the organisation’s political stance or its 

conservative interpretation of the war.  

2.5. Independent Social Studies Organisations: Jugyō no Neta Kenkyūkai 

(Netaken) 

Netaken was formed around 2000 by Mr. Kawahara Kazuyuki, who worked as a social 

studies teacher in Higashi Ōsaka city for 37 years and was an interviewee in this study. Its 

members number about 70, including both teachers working in junior high and primary 

schools, and as he told me in interview, Mr. Kawahara wants to keep the organisation 

relatively small so that members can interact easily. Mr. Kawahara is a charismatic and 

influential teacher who has published many books about ideas and techniques for social 

studies classes and is frequently invited to give talks nationwide. Netaken generally holds a 

small study session (Mini Netaken) once a month and bigger gatherings about three times a 

 
39 This competition is called Oyamoriuta zenkoku taikai. The children construct Japanese poems consisting of 
5 words, 7 words, and 5 words, and then the parents reply to it with two lines of 7 words. Mukōyama states 
that this is intended as a means to bring back the traditional Japanese education ex-Prime Minister Abe 
believes in, which he states was lost during the US occupation. 
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year. In the small meetings, there are generally 2-3 people who present their teaching 

practices, and there is an open discussion after their presentations. In the bigger conference 

more presentations are held, as well as talks given by academic researchers. 

One of its members described Netaken thus: 

Netaken does not have a representative style of teaching or contents of classes. We 

are open to working with people from other social studies organisations. We share 

teaching practices, hear how classes turned out or how students reacted, and explore 

teaching practices with other members. We have one hypothesis which is perhaps 

unique to Netaken, which is that learning things is related to curiosity and surprise, 

and that there is a connection between emotion and knowledge. Because of that, we 

think “Isn’t it difficult to learn something without such emotions?” We want to 

create teaching practices which arouse students’ emotions like “Why?” “It can’t be 

that!” or “Aha!” 

Mr. Kawahara described a recent experience he had at the study conference for the 

organisation: 

There are several textbook publishers who come to my study conferences trying to 

recruit teachers who could possibly help their publications. Ikuhōsha was one of 

them, and two people from Tokyo came to join us… I do not mind them coming but 

there are some members who do not appreciate the presence of Ikuhōsha, so 

eventually I had to ask Ikuhōsha people not to come to our meetings any more.  

Although Netaken is meant to remain neutral in its ideological stance, there are some 

members who have more liberal views and do not welcome those with nationalistic views.  
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3. The Impact of Study Groups on Teaching 

Teachers who are keen to improve their teaching tend to get involved with a study group of 

their choice. Membership of a Zenchūsha affiliate is easy for all social studies teachers, or 

even automatic, as seen in Tochūsha, but whether a teacher becomes actively involved 

with Zenchūsha is down to the individual. Opportunities in independent study 

organisations are also open to all teachers, but those wishing to join their activities need to 

be more proactive.  

Although individual teachers’ experiences vary, interviewees’ accounts provided 

insight into the ways in which study groups may have influenced their teaching practices. 

The accounts below are organised by the type of study associations teachers belong to. 

3.1. Developing Teaching Quality Through Regional Affiliates of Zenchūsha 

Regional affiliates of Zenchūsha hold at least two types of meetings. At one, the themes for 

the meeting are presented by the participants; a speaker with a particular subject speciality 

may also come and talk, followed by a discussion. At the other type, teachers work 

together to create the teaching practices they plan to present at the conferences. In one 

instance of the former type of meeting held by Tochūsha, which I attended, one teacher 

presented his past teaching practice, which participants discussed, looking at issues such as 

how they might utilise a discussion in class. One teacher interviewed shared his experience 

of the latter type of meeting, as follows.  

When the teacher started his career, he happened to work in a school where the 

regional social studies conference was to be held. He was chosen to conduct an open class, 

and was trained by some senior teachers for two years until the conference. He submitted 

many teaching plans for the monthly organisation meetings, which other teachers 

examined and advised him on, and senior teachers also shared with him their experiences 
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of and thoughts on the course unit. Several months before the regional conference, the 

young teacher held a practice open class in which he taught about the Fifteen Years’ War, 

after which his teaching plan and performance were discussed with teachers who came to 

see the lesson. This helped him develop his lesson plan further. He presented his class in 

the regional annual conference as planned, and through the entire experience was able to 

deepen his understanding of the topic, as well as how to plan a series of classes to achieve 

educational aims. Although the research lessons presented in such conferences are often 

the work of multiple teachers or the product of multiple discussions amongst teachers, 

ultimately in the conference only one teacher actually delivers the class.  

The topics for teaching at the conferences are not fixed, yet teachers are not entirely 

free to choose anything they wish if a research lesson/open class is involved. The 

conferences are generally held in autumn, so using an actual classroom for presentations 

means that topics taught around this time are more likely to be chosen. For instance, 

themes dealing with the war are unlikely to be chosen, as they are supposed to be taught to 

third year students by the summer so that students can then move on to learning civics. In 

order to present classes about the war, teachers would need to start teaching civics without 

finishing history, and then later come back to history to finish it off. 

Some of the interviewees from one of the regional affiliates of Zenchūsha described 

the useful features of the meetings as being discussing annual plans and themes, which 

helps to enhance overall teaching quality, deepening their interpretations of the curriculum, 

discussing student assessment and teaching techniques (e.g., the use of teaching materials 

and discussions), and learning ways to build good relationships with students. 

Regional affiliates of Zenchūsha work closely with their local board of education 

(and Monbukagakushō), which I found from teachers’ interviews can be not only a benefit 

but sometimes a drawback of the organisation. For example, teacher SA described an 
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experience where she tried to organise a meeting involving a teacher who works for 

Zainichi Koreans’ rights in Japan, but ultimately had to give up doing so, as the topic 

became very sensitive due to nationalists in the local area criticising the contents of an 

educational booklet containing information about Zainichi Koreans.   

3.2. Developing Teaching Quality Through Independent Social Studies 

Organisations 

Based on my fieldwork and interviews, Rekkyōkyō’s and Netaken’s study meetings 

followed a similar format, which was that some teachers gave presentations about their 

teaching practices and other participants discussed them. Many of the Rekkyōkyō teachers 

interviewed said that they were able to develop as a teacher thanks to senior Rekkyōkyō 

teachers who attend meetings and conferences. TOSS meetings, on the other hand, were 

conducted very differently: participant teachers from various subject areas took turns 

holding short mock classes (with the rest of the participants acting as students) in order to 

try out techniques. The questions the teachers asked the “students”, the timings of the 

questions, and also other small techniques were all discussed after the mock classes, 

whereas in the meetings I attended, the subject content of the classes was not discussed.  

TOSS activities were also described as very helpful by teacher TT:  

I was made mentally ill by the bad behaviour of students soon after I started 

working in a state junior high school. When I took time off from school for 6 

months, I read a lot of books published by TOSS members. I also joined many of 

their study meetings, probably 3 a week at the most, and kept performing mock 

classes in TOSS meetings to improve my teaching skills by receiving advice from 

other teacher colleagues. I recorded my classes and reviewed them to see what 

could have been better, although it was quite embarrassing doing it by myself. I 
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replicated any good teaching practices published by other teachers, and after all of 

this I gained confidence as a teacher again. 

4. Study Associations’ Impact on Teaching Practices about the Fifteen Years’ War  

Analysis of teachers’ planning and teaching about the war revealed certain tendencies in 

teaching tied to the study groups teachers belonged to. It was in the treatment of 

controversial topics such as the Nanjing Incident and the Battle of Okinawa that such 

differences emerged most strongly.  

The majority of teachers, regardless of study group affiliation, considered that 

teaching the Nanjing Incident was important, yet difficult because of uncertainties (even 

among scholars) about matters such as the number of deaths in the event. However, 

teachers associated with BoE-affiliated study groups also tended to stress the difficulties 

arising from the politically and ideologically controversial nature of the topic. Although 

many of these teachers remarked that teaching students the moral lessons of the Nanjing 

Incident was important, they often did not explicitly reflect such beliefs in their teaching 

practices, perhaps due to anxiety about receiving criticism, and instead took a more 

conservative approach to the subject such as using non-emotive or descriptive delivery 

methods. Teachers often described this method as “teaching the fact objectively (jijitsu o 

kyakkanteki ni oshieru)”. Through this method, teachers tended to achieve some elements 

of the identification and analytic stances proposed by Barton and Levstik (2009) in that 

students could learn to critically identify Japan’s wrongdoings as the history of their own 

country and become aware of the existing controversies affecting current Japanese politics 

and society. In contrast, teachers associated with independent study groups (especially 

Rekkyōkyō) tended to teach the Nanjing Incident (and other aspects of Japan’s 

wrongdoings in war) in detail and with two elements of the moral response stance 
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(remembrance and condemnation), as described by Barton and Levstik (2009). A few 

Rekkyōkyō teachers also attempted to achieve an analytic stance through encouraging 

students to understand the causes of Japan’s perpetrator acts or analyse Japan’s decisions 

in Nanjing.  

As to the treatment of the battle of Okinawa, the majority of teachers focused on 

teaching the suffering of local people in Okinawa. However, teachers associated with BoE-

affiliated study groups tended to avoid drawing attention to the politically and 

ideologically sensitive aspects of the event, about which a few expressed concerns in the 

interviews. Such aspects included the perception that the Japanese government sacrificed 

people in Okinawa to buy time in preparation for combat on mainland Japan, and the 

dispute over US military bases in Okinawa, which was an after-effect of the battle of 

Okinawa. As a result, teachers associated with BoE-affiliated study groups often treated 

the suffering of Okinawans as a result of the Battle of Okinawa using generalities (e.g. 

“people were sacrificed” - hitobito ga gisei ni natta) without identifying where any more 

specific responsibility for that suffering might lie. On the other hand, many Rekkyōkyō 

teachers made it clear that such suffering was often caused by the Japanese government 

and military. 

In addition, there were a few teachers who expressed ambivalent feelings towards 

teaching the culpability of Japan and its people during the war and sometimes instead 

highlighted positive aspects of Japanese conduct or the bravery of Japanese military 

personnel. Such teachers were not affiliated to any specific type of study organisation but 

rather were found in all study groups apart from Rekkyōkyō. 

Due to the small sample of teachers studied in this research, the aforementioned 

findings are tentative in nature. Moreover, affiliation with one type of study association did 
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not necessarily determine how a teacher taught the war. For example, teacher G 

(Rekkyōkyō) did not teach the Nanjing Incident in detail, instead choosing to teach the 

Pingdingshan40 massacre due to its less political nature, while teacher BH (BoE) chose to 

describe the Nanjing Incident in detail, though the way he taught it was quite descriptive. 

Such examples indicate that the relationship between teaching practices about the war and 

study associations is more complex than it might seem. Such complexity is inevitable as 

some teachers choose to get involved with multiple study associations and their activities 

in the pursuit of improving teaching (e.g. teacher SA belonged to a BoE study group but 

had also joined an event organised by a teachers’ union, and was also influenced by teacher 

Kawahara’s teaching ideas through his publications). That being said, BoE-associated 

teachers consistently took a more cautious approach towards controversial topics and 

refrained from making any value judgements about events due to their concerns over 

receiving criticism, whereas Rekkyōkyō teachers tended to teach more details about such 

topics and employed a moral response approach.  

As to the choice of pedagogical approaches, the BoE-associated and university-

linked teachers in this research mainly used a lecturing style of teaching to teach the 

Fifteen Years’ War, through which many of them attempted to encourage their students to 

identify problematic aspects of Japan's past as well as guiding them to analyse the impact 

of past events on the present. Although the lecturing style of pedagogy was also adopted by 

teachers in other study associations, Netaken and Rekkyōkyō teachers tended to use more 

discussions, to encourage students to think about certain aspects of the war (analytic 

stance) and/or sometimes employed a moral response approach to let students imagine the 

 
40 The Pingdingshan massacre was perpetrated by the Imperial Japanese Army in 1932 in Liaoning Province, 
China. A large number of local residents in Pingdingshan village were murdered after being labelled 
supporters of Chinese guerrilla warfare. 
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feelings of people at that time and Japanese perpetrator acts (moral stance) which linked to 

understanding current historical controversies in East Asia. 

4.1. Fieldwork Trips and Their Impact on Teachers’ Practices 

Many of the social studies organisations also conduct fieldwork trips, which can inspire 

teachers to develop their teaching and have a great impact on their lessons about the war.41 

When teachers have hands-on experiences of visiting historical sites, it is more likely that 

they will give students explanations about the related event that go beyond the contents of 

the textbook. For example, teacher BH in the capital area joined a fieldwork trip to 

Okinawa organised by Rekkyōkyō some decades ago, an experience that he still shares 

with his classes. He provided a great deal of detailed description about the living 

conditions of people in Okinawa, and recounted a story about teenage female students 

caring for injured soldiers without proper medical supplies during the battle of Okinawa. 

According to teacher BH, he tends to tell his students about his experience, as the students 

then listen to him more carefully.  

Teacher WF in the capital area also visited Okinawa with other teachers, one of 

whom had a relative in Okinawa whose baby brother was killed by their mother during the 

battle. She heard the story of how the mother eventually lost her mind from guilt. Learning 

about such cruel events made teacher WF feel strongly that she must tell students about 

what happened in Okinawa.  

Teacher BIW in the capital area visited the Matsushiro Underground Imperial 

Headquarters42 in Nagano prefecture and felt the urge to tell students about his experience 

 
41 Rekkyōkyō holds their annual conference in August every year, and it often includes a fieldwork trip 
involving the Fifteen Years’ War.  
42 The Matsushiro Underground Imperial Headquarters is an underground bunker where it was planned to 
move the Japanese government and the emperor before warfare on mainland Japan broke out. The topic 
touches on the controversial topic of forced labourers- mainly from Korea- who were used for the 
construction of the bunker. 
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there and about other historic sites, even though there was no mention of them in the 

textbook.  

 Teacher SA in the capital area joined a special fieldwork trip to Korea which was 

organised by a teachers’ union as a part of the 60th anniversary of the organisation. She 

happened to share a room with a teacher who had been organising an event to benefit 

children of Korean permanent residents in the city where she works. This eventually led 

her to read the children’s diaries describing the massacre of Korean residents after the 

Great Kantō Earthquake, about which she later made a series of lesson plans to help 

students understand Japanese imperialism, as well as the relationship between Japan and 

Korea at that time. 

Apart from teacher WF (who is a Rekkyōkyō member), the aforementioned teachers 

are all active members of BoE affiliated study groups. Although there is a tendency for 

teachers involved in BoE affiliated study groups to be very cautious about teaching 

sensitive topics, as shown above, not all such teachers avoid providing details about 

controversial topics, especially when they have a passion for telling students about their 

experiences and stories. 

5. Other Teachers’ Activities – Compiling History 

Several teachers were actively involved in compiling the history of their local area, or 

other areas they were interested in. Teacher Kamiyama studied pre-modern Japanese 

history at university, and since then has been working to collect information regarding 

local governments in the capital area. He reads historical materials and also collects oral 

histories in order to understand and interpret those materials accurately, and the knowledge 

and skills he gains from this activity are applied as he has students engage in interview 
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learning activity regarding the Fifteen Years’ War. He instructs his students to follow oral 

history methodology so that the information can have proper value as historical records. 

Teacher G participated in the collection of information regarding the thousands of 

upper elementary school (kōtō shōgakkō43) students and girls’ high school (kōtō jogakkō44) 

students who were forced to work in Hiroshima and died from the atomic bomb dropped 

there. In the process, he learned that there was one school where the principal prevented 

the students from working and made them stay in school, a criminal act at the time in 

contravention of the Japanese military’s order, but one that saved all his students’ lives. 

After the compilation, NHK made a documentary programme based on these pieces of 

history, which Teacher G later used in his class. 

Teacher Hirai Mitsuko, one of my interviewees, is a teacher and historian who has 

investigated wartime matters such as “comfort women”, the battle of Okinawa, and 

orphans in Hiroshima, and has published various books regarding her findings. Her 

research is reflected in her classes, although she said that she avoids giving overly detailed 

descriptions of the brutality of some events. 

6. Transitions in Teachers’ Careers and the Benefit of Study Associations for 

Teaching 

Some experienced teachers talked about how their teaching practices gradually developed 

over many years. Mr. Kawahara Kazuyuki, who has nearly 40 years’ teaching experience, 

believes that for the first 10 years of their career, teachers only have enough time and 

energy to manage their everyday work, and some teachers interviewed see that period as a 

time to build the foundation of their teaching practices, with new developments happening 

 
43 A type of school before 1947 whose students were between the ages of 12 and 14. 
44 A type of school before 1947 whose students were between the ages of 12 and 17. 
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after 10 years or more. For example, teacher SW, who has over 30 years of experience, 

explained that: 

The foundation of my teaching was gradually built in those first 10 years, in which I 

learned teaching techniques which could be applied to other subjects, and also 

developed an understanding of adolescent students. Between the first 10 and 20 

years my teaching style was gradually established, after which I was able to absorb 

more knowledge from academic researchers and shigakukan and apply that 

knowledge and advice to my teaching.  

Teacher Hirai Mitsuko, who also has more than 30 years of experience, recollected 

her experience of growing as a teacher: 

When I was in my 20’s, my classes were superficial, as I did not set any desired 

outcomes for students, such as their having a certain depth of understanding about 

something, and instead I was working hard on students’ club activities,…it was only 

when I was in my 30’s I started to think that I should look more deeply at topics I 

found interesting, let students conduct investigations rooted in the area they live in 

and so on…It was around 12 years after I became a teacher that I started teaching 

about “comfort women”.  

Relating a similar experience, teacher BH stated that: 

I think it took about 20 years until my teaching style was established. For the first 

10 years, I was searching for information and learning about the subject by myself 

as I did not know anything, so I was giving lectures to my students about my 

findings that I found interesting. But lecturing the same things got less interesting 

after 10 years, so I started thinking about things like how I could make students 

think and actively learn by themselves, and I started feeling the need to introduce 
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discussions in class, to let students search for information themselves, things like 

that.  

When teacher BH began his teaching career he joined Rekkyōkyō and a small local group 

who worked on civics.45 He recollected that the pedagogical methods he learnt from the 

civics study group helped him develop his history teaching, especially with introducing 

discussions and student investigations on a given topic.  

Teacher BH also described how his teaching developed after 20 years: 

Social studies is a subject about pursuing the reasons why certain events happened 

in history or even in geography, and exploring what made things the way they are. I 

think the main difference between my teaching in my first 20 years and afterwards 

is that I started letting students pursue the reasons behind events in my classes.  

Analysing teacher BH’s account of his path as a teacher, it can be said that in the first 10 

years of his teaching career the contents of his lessons tended to promote outcomes 

achieving an identification stance among students, but after this he started to move towards 

encouraging an analytic stance by employing discussions in class. The shift in his interest 

towards promoting the analytic stance coincided with his becoming more involved with 

Tochūsha. He was an active Rekkyōkyō member before becoming actively involved with 

Tochūsha but left after 10 years as Rekkyōkyō did not meet his expectation as to what the 

study association should provide to teachers, nor did other Rekkyōkyō members’ interests 

match up with his. Teacher BH was more interested in improving teaching practices that 

reflected the curriculum, so he may have found Tochūsha more beneficial as it focusses on 

putting the curriculum into practice (which includes the development of analytical skills as 

 
45 He left Rekkyōkyō after 10 years, but he still continues to participate in the small local civics group to this 
day. 



136 
 

one of the aims of history teaching). He performs lessons about the war by providing 

detailed information about controversial topics such as the Nanjing Incident and post-war 

compensation for Korean people (characteristic of Rekkyōkyō’s approach), but also 

employs a non-emotive method of delivery (characteristic of a BoE-linked study group 

approach), all of which may indicate influence by multiple study organisations. 

In the case of teacher Kamiyama Tomonori, he started an interview learning activity 

regarding the Fifteen Years’ War (sensō no kikitori gakushū) in 2001, and has been 

developing a series of classes about the war built around this learning activity with help 

from senior Rekkyōkyō members. He described the first several years of his experience as 

a teacher as: 

In the beginning, teaching was so hectic that I did not have time to sleep, as I was 

making teaching materials all night and printing the materials just before the 

classes…it was around 7 years later when I had taught two rounds of 3 years in high 

school, I started thinking that my classes only covered the contents of the textbook 

and were boring…Is there anything more interesting and more meaningful for 

students? After that I came up with the idea of hearing the experiences of war from 

family members. 

In this teaching practice, his students are set the task of asking their family members about 

their experiences of war and writing about it, but for many years there were no particular 

outcomes he aimed for out of this practice other than enhancing students’ interests in 

history. An opportunity arose however when he happened to consult Rekkyōkyō members 

about whether he might end it due to lack of funding. In the last 5 years, he received a lot 

of advice and critiques of this practice from Rekkyōkyō members who emphasised how 

this practice contributed to students’ history learning, and as a result he developed it into a 
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part of a series of classes on modern history. He made listening to wartime experiences of 

family members the first step in studying the war, and followed it by letting students 

present and share the outcomes of that step, after which students further investigated about 

the war by writing an assignment, having students learn the chronological history of the 

war in history classes, and finally concluding with a discussion. Commenting on the role of 

Rekkyōkyō, Teacher Kamiyama said that: 

Rekkyōkyō members are my mentors and advisors for my teaching…I consulted 

them as to how best I can lead students’ discussions…their ideas are interesting, 

especially because they are able to get children to learn the process of studying 

from their own perspective. 

Teacher Kamiyama continued to explain what Rekkyōkyō means to him:  

They advise me when I am stuck for ideas and have lost direction. I read books 

which list teaching practices and such, but reading books does not make me 

motivated enough to do anything, and they cannot tell me everything about the 

teaching practices, such as timings, or make me succeed at what is described in the 

book. Understanding the timings of actions in the class can be only achieved by 

talking to people face to face, and details can be discussed if we are all at the 

meeting, which is a real strength when it comes to trying new teaching practices. It 

is also much quicker to get all the information if you meet people in person, as it 

takes time for books to be published. 

As seen in their interviews, teachers commonly spend the first several years of their career 

laying the foundations of teaching their subject before exploring more innovative 

approaches. After that, teachers tend to think that they want to deepen their knowledge of 

history or perform lessons to get students to investigate and/or analyse historical events, 
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and study associations often offer help to teachers to pursue such desires. In the cases of 

teacher BH and Kamiyama, their teaching practices evolved from students gaining 

knowledge- an emphasis on the identification stance- into ones that involve the analytic 

stance to a greater extent.  

7. Conclusion 

Social studies study associations play an important role in providing teachers with 

inspiration for lesson planning, developing teaching practices and pedagogical skills. Each 

study association has its own aims and foci, and such a diversity of organisations provides 

teachers with a range of options to suit their particular interests. Although not all of these 

organisations take particular stances towards the Fifteen Years’ War, some alignments 

could be observed between study associations and tendencies as to how teachers performed 

their classes about the war.  

If teachers want to pursue politically and ideologically sensitive topics in 

developing their teaching practice, doing so within Zenchūsha affiliates may be 

challenging, due to factors such as the timing of lessons on those subjects, or the close ties 

a Zenchūsha affiliate may have with the local board of education and the Ministry. 

Consequently, teachers who are less inclined to teach about controversial topics may be 

drawn to Zenchūsha affiliates rather than Rekkyōkyō. Members of BoE-linked study 

groups in this research indicated that they were generally not keen to teach about 

controversial topics in depth, and especially avoided emotive and moral response 

approaches, presumably due to anxiety about criticism. This fear might have led teachers 

to adopt a lecturing style of teaching, as doing so gives teachers more control over the 

lesson content. 
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Independent study organisations sometimes have ideological stances or themes they 

want to focus on, resulting in the diffusion of those stances. In this research, Rekkyōkyō 

and Netaken teachers tended to invest more time and effort into teaching the war. Some of 

the Rekkyōkyō teachers taught controversial topics in particular depth and did so 

employing a moral response approach. Teachers from these study associations also adopted 

more diverse pedagogical methods including discussions in the series of lessons about the 

war, which indicated that they were more comfortable to let students pursue and analyse 

sensitive topics.  

Whichever study associations teachers belong to, participation in study associations 

contributes to the development of teachers’ teaching practices and skills. Joining fieldwork 

trips gives teachers more motivation to teach certain topics in detail. Furthermore, one of 

the crucial benefits teachers gain from study associations is that they can expand the scope 

of their teaching further (for instance by moving from an identification stance style of 

teaching towards something more diverse which also achieves an analytic and moral 

stance).  

Although some trends were observed as to how study associations might impact on 

teaching practices about the war, conclusions about them here are tentative because this 

study is not designed to quantify such trends. Moreover, it is mistaken to think that 

particular study associations correspond to particular approaches or beliefs about lessons 

about the war straightforwardly, principally because it is not unusual for keen teachers to 

be influenced by multiple study associations or teaching practitioners, making the impact 

of any particular study associations on their lessons harder to distinguish. It is also true that 

the cases presented in this section are mostly an examination of highly enthusiastic 

teachers who are dedicated to the continuous improvement of their teaching performance, 

and so it cannot be said that they are necessarily representative of all social studies teachers 
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in Japan. Having said that, these keen teachers tend to have a wider influence on their 

colleagues teaching the same subject, resulting in some diffusion of their ideas and 

practices. For instance, several teachers in this study had published various papers 

including their teaching practices, and approximately half of the teachers indicated that 

they performed open research lessons or had audiences for their lessons. Mentor teachers 

(shidō kyōyu) such as teacher BH take a leading role in advising other teachers on how to 

improve the quality of education, and more than a hundred teachers came to observe 

teacher BH’s research lesson which was held in 2015, which suggests that his experiences 

and ideas have a certain impact on teachers around him.  

Study associations influence teachers’ action space landscape in the way that they 

empower teachers to exercise their autonomy in history teaching. Socialising experiences 

through such associations influence teachers’ ability to interpret and translate the 

curriculum, allowing them to embody their ideas in their lessons and sometimes helping 

them to develop their thinking on sensitive topics. Although the state aims to achieve its 

goals by reflecting its interests in the curriculum, teachers have the power to negotiate 

what and how they teach the topic, and study associations help them to perform their 

mediating role on the topic of the Fifteen Years’ War between state and society.  
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Chapter 6: Teaching Practices About the Fifteen Years’ War (1931-1945) 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter I will firstly lay out the aims the curriculum provides for history education 

in junior high school and the period of the Fifteen Years’ War, after which I will present 

the overall aims and individual aims for four topics within teachers’ lessons about the war. 

The teachers’ overall aims will be examined in relation to the aims in the curriculum, and 

individual aims will be analysed using the theoretical frameworks proposed by Seixas 

(2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009). 

Secondly, I will analyse teaching practices for the following themes: the 

Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese military in policy making, the 

Second Sino-Japanese War, the Asia Pacific War, and the atomic bombs. These themes 

have been chosen because they are major themes in the period of the Fifteen Years’ War, 

and teaching practices handling these four themes included important yet challenging 

contents which require students to understand complex political and social contexts, all of 

which helped to reveal what teachers tried to achieve by teaching the war and how 

Japanese history education about the war is portrayed in Japanese classrooms. In order to 

investigate approaches to history education about the war in Japan and what is promoted to 

students as part of it I introduced the theoretical frameworks of history education 

developed by Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009) in Chapter One. I identified 

that Seixas’ (2000) concepts of “enhancing collective memory” and “disciplinary” history, 

and Barton and Levstik’s (2009) theories of history education “identification stance”, 

“analytic stance” and “moral response stance” are particularly useful for analysis in this 

research. The “Enhancing collective memory” approach is largely related to teaching the 

“right” version of historical narratives which strengthen national unity, whereas the 
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“disciplinary” history approach involves teaching students disciplinary criteria of validated 

history or ways to assess or compare historical accounts. History learning that conforms to 

the “identification stance” has similarities with “enhancing collective memory” in that it 

fundamentally helps students identify themselves with the past and recognise themselves 

as belonging to certain groups. The “analytic stance” has some overlap with “disciplinary” 

history, as aside from learning how validated historical accounts are produced, students are 

expected to utilise analysis of the past to understand the present better, learn lessons, or 

make generalisations. The “moral response stance” in history learning commonly occurs 

when learning history triggers strong emotions in students (when learning about tragedies 

in the past for instance). Barton and Levstik (2009) focus on three types of emotional 

responses: 1) remembrance, where students feel it right to hold memories of events, 2) 

condemnation, which can emerge in response to injustice or unfairness, and 3) admiration, 

which can emerge in response to heroic actions in the past which may motivate students to 

imitate those actions.  

The standard amount of history that junior high school teachers in Japan are 

expected to teach in one lesson period of 50 minutes equates to two pages from the 

textbook, yet a great deal of content is packed in these two pages. There are indications 

that the actual teaching in classrooms may go beyond the contents of the textbooks and be 

more complex than examinations of textbooks alone might suggest (Cave 2003, Fukuoka 

2011). The application of the theoretical frameworks I outlined earlier enabled me to 

clarify what teachers’ aims were directed towards and elucidate what teachers teach about 

the war, which then facilitates a clearer understanding of what school education promotes 

to students about this crucial period of history of Japan.  
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2. Aims and Goals for Teaching the Fifteen Years’ War (1931-1945) 

2.1. Aims in the Curriculum 

2.1.1. The Purposes of Social Studies and Learning About the War: The 

Curriculum 

The Japanese curriculum (Chūgakkō Gakushū Shidō Yōryō) is revised every 10 years. The 

curriculum at the time of the fieldwork (Monbukagakushō, 2008b: 22) states that the 

purpose of learning history in junior high school is (translations are mine): 

1. To have students think about the key figures of their own country’s traditions and 

culture from a wider viewpoint, and to enhance their love of their country and 

nurture an awareness of their position as a Japanese citizen through enhancing their 

curiosity about historical events- as well as having students understand the 

continuity of history in light of the distinctions of each era against the background 

of the wider world history. 

2. To have students understand the cultural heritage that has been passed down for 

generations, and to nurture an attitude of respect towards historically prominent 

people who were dedicated to the development of the state, society, culture, and the 

improvement of people’s standards of living, in relation to their historical period 

and the region. 

3. To have students consider the close relationship between Japanese history and 

culture and the history and culture of foreign countries by gaining a general 

understanding of international relations and cultural interchange throughout history, 

as well as to nurture an ethos of international cooperation by enhancing students’ 

interest in the lives and cultures of different nations. 
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4. To enhance students’ interest and arouse students’ curiosity towards history in 

general by studying the history and notable events of their local community, to 

nurture an ability to examine and assess historical events justly from multifaceted 

and diversified views using various historical materials, and also to nurture the 

ability to express their findings appropriately. 

As can be seen from the above, the purpose of teaching history in schools is quite broad 

and so can be open to different interpretations. The Fifteen Years War is a part of the 

chapter on modern history, which covers the period from the late 19th century to the end of 

World War Two. The particular aim of teaching this period is described in the curriculum 

(Monbukagakushō: 2008b: 24) as being:  

To have students understand the chain of events from the rise of the military’s 

dominance over Japanese politics that led towards war and the tremendous 

suffering caused by the war to all of humanity. This is to be achieved by teaching 

students about the upheavals that occurred in the worldwide economy and the 

emergence of societal issues, Japan’s political and diplomatic developments from 

the early Showa era to the end of World War Two, the relationship between Japan 

and other East and South East Asian countries such as China, the political and 

diplomatic strategies of European countries and the United States during this time, 

and also to look at the lives of ordinary citizens during the war.  

Teachers are instructed to deal with the above contents as follows (Monbukagakushō: 

2008b: 24): 

It is required to teach this topic with attention being paid to the relationship 

between the political, diplomatic, and martial developments of Japan and those of 
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foreign countries, and to have students be aware of the importance of striving to 

achieve international cooperation and peace. 

The curriculum commentary (Chūgakkō Gakushū Shidō Yōryō Kaisetsu Shakaika Hen) 

(Monbukagakushō. 2008a: 103), which is separate to the curriculum, expounds additional 

instructions on what contents should be covered and what to pay attention to when 

teaching this period. It states that: 

The aim in this section is to have students understand the process of the rise of 

Japanese military power which led to the war and the catastrophic impact the war 

had on all of humanity by learning about the instructions in the following list. 

In the list (Monbukagakushō. 2008a: 103-104), the following instructions are noted: 

• With regard to “the upheavals that occurred in the worldwide economy and 

emergence of societal issues”, it is required to teach the economic strategies each 

country chose in response to the Great Depression which deepened the serious 

confrontations between countries, as well as to teach the upheavals in the economy 

of Japan and the widespread anxiety in society. 

• For the parts “Japan’s political and diplomatic developments from the early Showa 

era to the end of World War Two”, “the relationship between Japan and other East 

and South East Asian countries”, and “the political and diplomatic strategies in 

European countries and the United States”, it is required to address the point that as 

Japanese party politics hit an impasse, the power of the military rose and expanded 

their influence into the Asian continent, while at the same time the war against 

China was prolonged and Japan withdrew from the League of Nations, and soon 

afterwards Japan signed a tripartite alliance with Germany and Italy which 
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eventually led to war against the allied forces including the United States, Great 

Britain, and later the Soviet Union. 

• Regarding “the lives of ordinary citizens during the war”, teachers are advised to 

use examples that exist in the students’ local community and have students be 

aware how the living conditions of ordinary citizens changed under the wartime 

structure, and also have them be aware of the importance of building peaceful lives. 

• It is required to address the relationship between the political, diplomatic, and 

martial developments of Japan and those of foreign countries, and to have students 

be aware of the catastrophic impact that the war had on all of humanity by learning 

about the considerable damage inflicted on people of many different countries by 

Japan- especially people throughout Asia- as well as the suffering that ordinary 

Japanese people experienced from such events as air bombings, the Battle of 

Okinawa, and the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

What the curriculum states as an overall aim for teaching this period of history is to have 

students understand, 1) the chain of events from the rise of the military’s dominance over 

Japanese politics that led towards war, and 2) the tremendous suffering caused by the war 

to all of humanity, both of which involve understanding historical facts. Having said that, 

with regards to the first point the curriculum commentary explains a number of events 

teachers are expected to teach, such as the economic disturbance and prevalent social 

anxiety caused by the Great Depression, Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nation 

and the signing of the Tripartite Pact, and the prolongment of the war in China, all of 

which point towards the reasons that Japan instigated the Second Sino-Japanese War and 

the Asia Pacific War, and so although the curriculum does not explicitly encourage the 

analysis of the various historical developments in this period of history, teaching the 

suggested key points could lead to the analytic stance of learning to some extent. 
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Therefore, what learning practices teachers expect students to perform is entrusted to 

teachers’ decisions on their lessons.  

Looking towards the second point now, we see that this aims for students to 

understand the suffering caused by the war to all of humanity, which in turn is aimed 

mostly at the moral response stance of learning, with the curriculum commentary 

instructing teachers that this aim should be achieved by students learning about the 

tremendous harm Japan inflicted on people throughout Asia, as well as the suffering that 

ordinary Japanese people experienced. Long-standing controversies over the descriptions 

in history textbooks, as well as historical revisionists’ campaigns, may give the impression 

that teaching Japan’s wartime wrongdoings is suppressed. In fact, the curriculum does not 

restrict their teaching; rather, it encourages teachers to have their students understand the 

harm caused to Asian victims. It is however important to note that what students learn 

about the topic of Japanese wrongdoings is contingent largely on teachers’ decisions. 

Teachers can steer their classes towards an analytic stance of learning by teaching the topic 

in the context of analysing the development of the country to help students better 

understand the present, or towards the moral response stance of learning by focusing on 

students’ moral responses to the topic, with a view to learning to avoid the same mistakes 

in the future.  

As discussed in Chapter One, teachers have some degree of freedom and capacity 

to interpret the curriculum (Wilson, 2001: 314) and in some sense embody the character of 

the curriculum (Thornton, 1991, 2004). Grant’s (2003) study showed that teachers can 

employ very different approaches to teaching the same topic (for example a knowledge-

giving approach versus a knowledge-facilitating approach). The Japanese history 

curriculum sets the basic intended learning outcomes of teaching the Fifteen Years’ War, 

with the curriculum commentary providing more detailed key points about the content to 
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be taught, but neither provide extensive instructions as to how lessons about the war should 

be performed. It is entirely possible that the purpose of teaching the war set out by the 

curriculum can be achieved through many different approaches, including the use of 

various teaching materials, over which teachers have a great degree of freedom and choice.  

2.2. Teachers’ Own Teaching Aims 

2.2.1. Overall Aims for Teaching About the War 

Nearly half of the teachers interviewed said that they have particular aims for each lesson. 

Although there are suggested aims listed in the textbook or textbook manual, the number 

of teachers who indicated that they use these aims was limited. 

More than half of the teachers interviewed indicated that students’ learning basic 

facts is one of the most important aims in their classes. Such facts include events that 

happened during the 1931-1945 period and the political and economic context in Japan at 

the time. This focus on basic facts is presumably because without a fundamental historical 

knowledge of the period it is extremely difficult for students to engage with the subject 

more deeply. However, the aims of classes for these teachers were not limited to just 

teaching basic facts. Most teachers also set further goals they hoped to achieve, with the 

three most frequently mentioned aims being, 1) to have students think about or analyse 

causes of the war based on their understanding of the political and economic background, 

2) to have students think about what kind of society they want to live in in the future and 

how they will contribute to achieving their ideal society as a Japanese citizen, and 3) to 

have students be aware of the pricelessness of peace and think about what they can do to 

create a society without war, using the knowledge gained from learning about the mistakes 

Japan made.  
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Interviews and lesson observations revealed that teachers who set the first aim often 

pursued questions such as, “Why couldn’t Japan stop the war?”, “When could Japan have 

stopped the war?” or, “Didn’t Japan have another path other than war?”, with the intention 

of having their students be aware of the ways society can prevent the same mistakes in the 

future. With this aim, students could achieve the first purpose of the analytic stance 

proposed by Barton and Levstik (2009) by utilising primary sources to analyse and validate 

history. This aim may also contribute to the third purpose of the analytic stance where 

students are expected to identify the patterns in history and learn lessons from them, as 

well as possibly the moral response stance if teachers aim to have students understand the 

importance of preventing the same mistakes for moral purposes.  

The second aim (i.e. having students think about an ideal society to live in and the 

ways to contribute to it) and the third aim (i.e. having students understand the value of 

peace and think about creating society without war) are both directed at achieving a better 

future. According to interviews and lesson observations, the second aim leads into civics 

education such as the sovereignty of the people, suffrage, etc., and treated learning about 

the war as one of the motivations to involve oneself in civil society, which satisfies Barton 

and Levstik’s (2009) analytic and moral response stances because students are required to 

reflect on the suffering of the people or condemn how things were dealt with in the past, 

utilising analysis of the war in order to contribute to their future society. The third aim 

draws more on the reflection on the misery and horror of the war as a rationale for creating 

a world without wars, 46  which relates to “remembrance” and “condemnation” in the moral 

response stance as proposed by Barton and Levstik (2009).  

 
46 Nishio (2011) classifies this aim as sensibility recognition, where teachers inform students of the 
impersonality and brutality of the war and hatred and anger towards war, and have students understand the 
pricelessness of peace and the dignity of life.  
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I found many teachers who combined together two or more aims out of all of these 

popular aims. For example, teacher Kawahara put a strong focus on analysing the reasons 

why Japan could not stop the war in order to help students become citizens who can 

accomplish their vision of society: 

I have my students consider why Japan went to war and why Japan could not have 

turned around, as it helps students to make a value judgement on how they want to 

live their lives, in a society where the government may be gradually leading the 

country to participate in war again. There were intense struggles in each agency 

(the emperor, army generals, the government) about whether to go to war against 

the US, and without sharing why the war broke out or why it could not be stopped, 

as well as the struggles Japan faced, students will not be able to understand that this 

history relates to them (jibun no koto toshite). 

Nearly half of teachers interviewed stated that their lesson aims included teaching 

the wrongdoings perpetrated by the Japanese army, mainly in other Asian countries. A 

frequently expressed reason for this was so that students could understand why Chinese 

and Koreans, amongst others, still have very bitter feelings towards Japan that are reported 

in the Japanese news quite frequently. Some teachers expressed concern about these 

reports, which they think lead students to disliking China and Korea,47 so by educating 

their students in this way teachers hoped to prevent the development of anti-Chinese and 

anti-Korean sentiments. Several teachers who stated this aim also brought up the 

importance of seeing history from a different perspective, for example, seeing Japan’s 

invasion of China from the Chinese people’s perspective. Learning about Japan’s 

 
47 According to the Genron NPO (2017), in 2017 nearly 90 percent of Japanese survey respondents had a bad 
impression of Chinese people, the second highest reason for this in the survey being “Chinese people criticise 
Japanese over history issues” with nearly 50% of those with negative impressions of Chinese people 
answering thus. 
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wrongdoings in Asia contributes to the analytic and moral response stances because it is an 

opportunity for students to understand the historical context of the issues Japan has been 

facing with its neighbouring countries, which in turn helps students understand the present 

better. The horrific nature of the atrocities may also elicit strong emotions from students 

which can make them aware of the importance of peace or preventing such events in the 

future.   

Understanding the misery of the war as well as the suffering of Japanese people 

was chosen as an overall aim by only a few teachers. This aim is likely to contribute to a 

moral response stance or identification stance, depending on how the content is taught. 

Teachers generally did not treat Japanese suffering on its own as an aim for the entire set 

of classes about the war; rather, they aimed to teach about Japan’s political decisions and 

strategies, along with Japanese people’s suffering as a consequence of those decisions. 

Teachers often tried to link wartime suffering in Japan to local history, mainly because 

they believed that students ought to know their local history; doing so is also in line with 

the curriculum commentary (Monbukagakushō 2008a), which states that it is ideal to teach 

how the lives of Japanese people changed in students’ local areas due to the effects of total 

war. Teacher G shared his view that looking at the suffering in the war is necessary, as 

otherwise there would be no clear reason why wars must be avoided in the future. This 

idea is not universal, however; teachers G, Kawahara, and IK said that the emotional side 

of the war is often covered in other classes such as Integrated Studies (sōgōtekina gakushū 

no jikan), and that these classes are a place for students to develop sensitivity to the 

experienced reality of the war, whereas history classes are for nurturing social 

epistemological knowledge.  
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2.2.2. Aims for Individual Topics 

In relation to the Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese military in policy 

making, teachers’ most frequent aim was to teach about the shift of power in Japanese 

politics from parties and politicians to the Japanese military, as one of the primary reasons 

why Japan eventually entered the Fifteen Years’ War. Through the analysis of the 

situation, they expected students to learn that one should avoid the same mistake in the 

future. Several teachers also set an aim of having students understand why the Manchurian 

Incident occurred and why Japan established Manchukuo, because doing so allowed 

teachers to focus on achieving analytic stance learning by having students analyse the 

causes of these events, or alternatively allowed them to focus on having students learn 

lessons from the past or understand the present better through their analysis of the past. 

There were a few teachers who aimed to have students understand that Japanese citizens 

were accomplices of the Japanese military’s conduct during the Japanese invasion of 

Manchuria, which mainly contributes to the collective memory and history learning of 

identification stance, as well as analytic stance if students are encouraged to learn a lesson 

from the history. That being said, in comparison with the identification stance proposed by 

Barton and Levstik (2009) where students identify themselves with positive aspects of 

national history, students are expected to identify with negative actions taken by Japanese 

citizens in the past in order to appreciate the danger of repeating their actions. This 

approach does not correspond perfectly to the identification or analytic stances proposed 

by Barton and Levstik (2009), but rather incorporates some elements from both stances.  

Teachers had a wide variety of aims for teaching the Second Sino-Japanese War, with 

the most popular aim being to have students understand why the Second Sino-Japanese 

War broke out, was prolonged, and expanded. This aim mostly contributes to analytic 

stance history learning because students are required to analyse/understand the reasons 
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why the war developed. In addition, a few teachers set aims to have students understand 

the suffering inflicted on China by the Japanese army, or the policies the Japanese 

government implemented and their impact on the lives of ordinary Japanese people. The 

former aims can be associated with a moral response stance to history learning, while the 

latter could involve students in an identification stance, as well as contributing to the 

analytic stance if teachers teach them with the intention of having students analyse the 

policies and learn a lesson from this process. 

Over seventy percent of teachers answered that the main aim of their lessons about the 

Asia-Pacific War was to have students understand why Japan initiated a war against the US 

and Britain and expanded the war into Southeast Asia. Teachers aim to have students 

analyse/understand the causes of the Asia Pacific War and Japan’s advancement into 

Southeast Asia, both of which mostly involve analytic stance learning. Teachers might use 

primary sources to encourage students to examine the causes, or they might focus on 

having students learn lessons from the past based on their comprehension of the triggers of 

the war. The second most mentioned aim was to have students understand the effect of and 

the misery caused by the Asia-Pacific War, which sometimes extended to having students 

understand that humanity must not engage in war. This mostly involved moral response 

stance learning.  

 Many teachers did not explicitly indicate that they set aims for the lessons dealing 

with the atomic bombs, but amongst those who did, the most popular aim for this topic was 

to have students understand why the atomic bombs were dropped on Japan. Students are 

mostly expected to achieve analytic stance regarding history learning in relation to this 

aim, but if students do not examine primary sources, they may only be able to achieve a 

limited form of analytic stance learning. 
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2.3. Analysis of Aims for the Lessons about the Fifteen Years’ War (1931-1945) 

The data from teacher interviews demonstrates that the breadth of the curricular aims 

allows teachers a certain amount of freedom to set goals for their classes based on their 

interpretations of the curriculum. However, the variety of aims described by teacher 

participants do not necessarily exceed the range set by the curriculum. There was a 

tendency for teachers’ aims to be weighted more towards analytic and moral response 

stances of history learning. Although the curriculum does not explicitly instruct teachers to 

have students analyse the history of the 1931-1945 period, the list of events and key points 

stated in the curriculum are crucial ones for a historical inquiry of this period, which 

suggest that the curriculum encourages an analytic stance regarding learning to some 

extent. Lesson aims that lead into civics, such as thinking about an ideal society and the 

way students can contribute towards this, are again not directly mentioned in the history 

curriculum. However, the curriculum does encourage the application of knowledge about 

history and geography to civics, and it instructs teachers to have students understand the 

importance of achieving both domestic and international peace and harmony. All of this 

indicates that teachers’ aims were broadly in line with the overall curricular aims for the 

war.  

 The analysis of aims for individual topics, such as the Asia-Pacific War, shows that 

teachers’ goals are spread more evenly between the identification stance, moral response 

stance, and analytic stance (though the goals by themselves do not always definitively 

indicate what type of learning teachers might hope to achieve). As noted above, analysis of 

the historical development of the war is not mandatory in the curriculum; nonetheless, 

many teachers recognise that having students understand the causes and triggers of events 

is important, and thus aims contributing towards an analytic stance regarding history 

learning are generally the most prioritised in the teaching of all themes. Achieving a moral 
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response stance is aimed at in the lessons involving events during the Second Sino-

Japanese War or the Asia-Pacific War that may elicit strong emotions in students are 

taught; however, these aims are ranked lower than the aims that achieve an analytic stance. 

The curriculum encourages teachers to teach the suffering of people both in Japan and in 

Asia to help students be aware of the importance of international harmony and peace, but 

in practice teachers rarely chose teaching about the suffering of Japanese people as an aim 

for their lessons, with some teachers instead valuing having students understand the 

Japanese people’s complicity with the war.     

 Japanese history education about the war has often been thought to be focused on 

teaching the facts objectively because Japan’s national history is presented “as a series of 

chronologically organised events” (Dierkes, 2005: 271) in the textbooks. Although such 

fact-focused teaching was evident to some extent in the aims teachers mentioned, it was 

also clear that teachers aimed to have students understand the facts, and considered this to 

be a foundation for other tasks, such as conceptualising an ideal society by looking at the 

lessons learnt from history, understanding the past in order to understand the present better, 

and pursuing historical inquiry, all of which go beyond simply teaching the past 

objectively or rote memorisation of historical facts.  

3. Examinations of Teaching Practices about the Fifteen Years’ War (1931-1945) 

In this section, I will analyse the teaching practices used when dealing with the following 

themes: the Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese military in policy 

making, the Second Sino-Japanese War and Japanese government policy, the Asia-Pacific 

War, and the atomic bombs. These themes were chosen because the preliminary analysis of 

teaching practices for these four themes using the theoretical framework proposed by 

Barton and Levstik (2009) particularly helped me to clarify what types of learning students 
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achieved through the lessons about the war. Topics which will be discussed in Chapter 

Seven such as Japan’s wrongdoings will not be included in this section to avoid 

duplication.  

Section 3 will be divided into four parts. In the first part I will articulate what the four 

themes involve and outline the textbook content for them. The second, third, and fourth 

parts involve analysis of the teaching practices, which will be organised based on the 

pedagogical methods teachers adopted, namely 1) lecture-style teaching, 2) discussions, 

and 3) investigation-based lessons. I will utilise Barton and Levstik’s (2009) theoretical 

framework introduced in Chapter One to illuminate what teachers aimed to achieve 

through the lessons about these four themes.  

3.1.  The Content of Four Themes: the Manchurian Incident and the 

Emergence of the Japanese Military in Policy Making, the Second Sino-

Japanese War and Japanese Government Policy, the Asia Pacific War and 

the Atomic Bombs 

3.1.1. The Manchurian Incident and the Emergence of the Japanese Military 

in Policy Making 

The Manchurian Incident 48 occurred in 1931. The Japanese Kwantung army blew up a 

section of the railway managed by the South Manchuria Railway company but reported it 

as an attack by the Chinese military; this was then used as a pretext for the invasion of the 

surrounding area, which was later established as the state named Manchukuo in 1932. This 

theme covers the Manchurian Incident in 1931, the establishment of Manchukuo and the 

 
48 The Manchurian Incident is expected to be taught at primary school, so the students have some 
understanding of the event. 
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May 15th incident49 in 1932, Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nations in 1933, the 

February 26th incident50 in 1936, and Japan’s economic recovery after the Great 

Depression.  

Textbooks generally cover the entirety of the above in two pages, which is the 

standard amount to cover in one lesson, but the teachers interviewed explained that in 

reality they normally use one to three lessons to teach these events. The aims teachers set 

were generally very similar, and the three most popular aims were to have students 

understand: 1) how the Japanese political parties lost their power and how the Japanese 

military took control of policy making, 2) why the Manchurian Incident occurred/why the 

Japanese military invaded Manchuria, and 3) how ordinary Japanese people were 

accomplices of the Japanese military’s conduct during the Japanese invasion of Manchuria.   

3.1.2. The Second Sino-Japanese War and Japanese Government Policy 

This textbook section occupies about two pages, and mainly covers the Second Sino-

Japanese War, starting from 1937 and ending with the Japanese governmental policies 

which were brought about by the prolongment of the war. The major narrative of this 

period as laid out in the textbooks is as follows: The Second Sino-Japanese War was 

triggered by a battle between the Japanese and Chinese armies around the Marco Polo 

Bridge in 1937, which eventually expanded across China, all without a formal declaration 

of war. The Kuomintang, led by Chiang Kai-shek, and the Communist Party of China led 

by Mao Zedong formed the First United Front to resist Japan, but the Japanese army took 

over Shanghai and soon afterwards the capital city of Nanjing in December 1937. After the 

 
49 The May 15th Incident was an attempted coup d'état provoked by a band of young officers from the 
Imperial Japanese Navy, army cadets, and right-wing civilians on the 15th of May 1932. In this incident the 
Prime Minister, Inukai Tsuyoshi, who disapproved of the establishment of Manchukuo, was assassinated.  
50 The February 26th Incident is another attempted coup d'état launched by groups of officers in the Imperial 
Japanese Army who led an insurrection of approx. 1500 non-commissioned officer on the 26th of February in 
1936 and seized the prime minister’s office, murdering several government ministers in the process. 
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fall of Nanjing, the National Government of the Republic of China moved its capital city to 

Chongqing rather than allowing Japan to control the capital, which unexpectedly prolonged 

the war for Japan. As the war in China continued, it started to affect the lives of ordinary 

Japanese people, as the demands of war led to a state of total war in Japan. During this 

period, Japan committed one of the most notorious war crimes of its imperial period, the 

Nanjing Incident (Massacre) in 1937; this topic is omitted from this section, as it will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

 The commonest aim stated by teachers in relation to the Second Sino-Japanese War 

was to have students understand why the war was prolonged and expanded. The next most 

commonly mentioned aims were to have students understand the suffering inflicted on 

China by the Japanese army, and to have them understand the policies the Japanese 

government implemented and their impact on the lives of ordinary Japanese people. In the 

following section, I will look into how teachers performed their lessons in order to achieve 

these aims.  

3.1.3. The Asia-Pacific War 

After the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out in 1937, the Second World War was 

initiated by the German invasion of Poland in 1939, after which the Asia-Pacific War 

began with Japan’s amphibious landing in Malaysia and the attack on Pearl Harbour in 

Hawaii in 1941. The textbooks follow the Second World War and the Asia-Pacific War in 

chronological order, but there are differences in how the events during these wars are 

grouped and arranged, and how much text is devoted to these wars. This section will 

follow the layout of the Tokyo Shoseki textbook, and I will be focussing on the Asia-

Pacific War, specifically from the prolongation of the Second Sino-Japanese War until the 

battle of Midway in 1942, after which Japan was put on the defensive. This is because 



159 
 

many events after the battle of Midway relate to the suffering of the Japanese population, 

so it is more appropriate to discuss this in the next chapter, which deals with teaching 

about Japanese people as victims and Japan as a perpetrator.  

Tokyo Shoseki textbook shares two pages for this topic, and the major narrative of 

this period as laid out in the textbooks is as follows: as Japan continued to fight with China 

for much longer than expected, the Japanese military started to advance towards South East 

Asia in order to cut off the supply route from the allied powers into China, as well to seize 

natural resources such as oil and rubber supplies. The Tripartite Pact was agreed by Japan, 

Germany, and Italy in 1940, and Japan signed a pact with the Soviet Union in 1940 to 

guarantee the safety of the northern territories of Japan. Japan insisted that its aggressive 

invasion of South East Asia was a means to building the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 

Sphere where all Asian countries could become prosperous together, but for the Japan-US 

relationship it only served to worsen things. Negotiations to avoid war between the two 

nations began in earnest, but Japan’s continued invasion of South East Asia brought about 

a US export ban of oil to Japan, along with economic sanctions from other allied countries. 

Japan was unable to accept the demands from the US, and so decided to go to war with the 

US and Britain. In December 1941, the Japanese military landed on the Malay peninsula 

and later ambushed Pearl Harbour, while Germany and Italy declared war against the US, 

leading to war on a global scale.  

3.1.4. The Atomic Bombs 

The suffering caused by the atomic bombs forms one of the core elements of Japan’s 

victimhood, due to Japan’s being the only country to have suffered from the weapons. The 

atomic bombs are mentioned in the curriculum along with the air-raid bombings and the 

battle of Okinawa as part of the suffering Japanese people experienced during the war, and 
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in the textbooks there are generally descriptions about when and where the bombs were 

dropped, their death toll, etc. along with other descriptions about Japan’s surrender. The 

number of pages dedicated to the atomic bombs varies depending on the textbook (as some 

textbooks have an additional column for further reading) but the core information provided 

about the bombs generally occupies up to half a page. Nearly all teachers provided 

information about their lessons and/or their views regarding the atomic bombs in 

interview, which showed strong interest in the topic and belief in its importance.  

The most popular aim was to have students think about and comprehend why the 

bombs were dropped, and the teacher participants often adopted a lecturing style of 

pedagogy to explain the reasons behind the atomic bombs in their lessons. Although it was 

not mentioned in the teachers’ aims, many teachers introduced survivors’ stories and 

experiences in Hiroshima and Nagasaki; this could involve one or more of very brief 

mentions of survivors’ experiences, detailed descriptions given by teachers, and/or videos 

which depicted the suffering caused by the bombs.  

3.2. Teachers’ Use of Lecturing 

The majority of teachers claimed that they employed exposition-based teaching, with 

questions being asked to students every so often to make students think about the historical 

situations or check their comprehension. However, the analysis of teachers’ interviews and 

lesson observations revealed that a number of teachers who claimed to use lecture-style 

teaching did so in combination with other pedagogical techniques such as discussions, 

videos (there were a few instances where teachers in fact used videos in lieu of lectures),51 

 
51 For the Asia Pacific War, two teachers used a large portion of the “NHK Special, a Century on Film: 
Episode Five, The World Witnessed Hell (NHK Supesharu Eizō no Seiki; Daigoshū, Sekai wa Jigoku o 
Mita)” video series. The video is over sixty minutes long and contains a collection of various historical visual 
sources with Japanese narration, including the Holocaust and Japanese wrongdoings in Asia such as the 
Bataan Death March. “NHK Special, a Century on Film” was a popular video often used to teach the Second 
World War in Europe as well, but it included some graphic images (for example bodies of soldiers or Jewish 
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reflective writing tasks on chosen themes, and examinations of historical sources. As seen 

in the table below, employing purely lecture-style teaching was not necessarily 

predominant for lessons about the war. 

Table.3 Breakdown of how teachers used lecture-style teaching 

 

3.2.1. Analytic Stance  

3.2.1.1. Analysing the Development of the National Past 

Many teachers adopted lecture-style teaching to explain the causations between crucial 

events in the course of the Fifteen Years’ War. As seen in their aims, teachers often 

prioritised pursuing particular foci within this topic, those being the shift of power within 

Japanese politics from parties and politicians to the Japanese military in the 1930s, how the 

Second Sino-Japanese War developed and became prolonged- as well as how this 

eventually led Japan to starting a war against the US and Britain (the Asia Pacific War), 

and lastly why the atomic bombs were dropped on Japan. Although exposition limits the 

use of primary sources by students, teachers made use of such sources- such as newspaper 

articles- when lecturing, to support their explanations.  A heavy focus was put on basic 

 
people being murdered) so teachers often warned students in advance and allowed them not to watch if they 
did not want to. In most cases, only parts of the video were shown, mainly due to time restrictions. 

Topic 

Teachers 

who only 

used 

 lecture-

style 

teaching 

Teachers who 

used lecture-

style teaching  

and other 

pedagogies 

Teachers 

who did not 

use  

lecture-style 

teaching 

Teaching 

style 

 unknown 

Total 

 number (%) number (%) number (%) number (%) number (%) 

Manchurian Incident 12 (57%) 7 (33%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 21 (100%) 

Second Sino-Japanese War 8 (38%) 10 (48%) 0 (0%) 3 (14%) 21 (100%) 

Asia-Pacific War 7 (33%) 12 (57%) 2 (10%) 0 (0%) 21 (100%) 

Atomic Bombs 8 (38%) 11 (52%) 0 (0%) 2 (10%) 21 (100%) 
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chronological facts (jijitsu no raretsu) at times, and this did allow teachers to explain the 

causal relationships between events more easily. 

For instance, teachers’ explanations contained analytic viewpoints to answer the 

question of why the Japanese political parties or politicians were unable to resist the 

military, including the point that the Japanese military’s overwhelming power allowed 

them to act independently of the government, and mention of particular incidents that 

contributed to diminishing politicians’ influence on the country’s politics.. To begin with, 

teachers highlighted that the power of the military overwhelmed the Japanese government, 

by explaining that the Manchurian Incident was unilaterally undertaken by the Kwantung 

army, which also established Manchukuo without the prior agreement or approval of the 

government. The lesson was often conducted with a map of Manchuria, to show how the 

Japanese military expanded through the area. Teachers then explained that the Japanese 

government initially maintained a non-expansionist policy and that the Prime Minister, 

Inukai Tsuyoshi, disapproved of the establishment of Manchukuo, which eventually 

resulted in his assassination by naval officers in the May 15th incident,1932. Teachers 

pointed out that opposing the military’s decisions became very challenging for the 

government and politicians, who gradually lost influence in Japanese politics, leading 

Japan to withdraw from the League of Nations and isolate itself from the international 

community. The teachers continued by explaining that the military gained further control 

over politics after the February 26th incident in 1936, where groups of army officers seized 

the prime minister’s office and murdered several government ministers. Many teachers 

utilised newspaper articles such as one which reported Japan’s withdrawal from the League 

of Nations with an accompanying picture of Matsuoka Yōsuke (a commissioner of the 

Japanese delegation). Some teachers chose to use a picture of the assassins from the 

February 26th incident to support their descriptions and/or showed students a cartoon in 
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which a military boot was trying to step on the Japanese parliament building (implying that 

the power of the military was much greater than that of the government).  

Most teachers believed it important to teach the reasons behind the prolongation of 

the Second Sino-Japanese War in order to contextualise the start of the Asia-Pacific War, 

and the most frequently used teaching material to aid this was a map illustrating how the 

war proceeded. Teachers then went on to explain that when the Second Sino-Japanese War 

started the Japanese army’s attack was overwhelming, and it did not take long for the 

conflict to reach the capital city of Nanjing, where the Japanese army indiscriminately 

murdered many ordinary Chinese people, including women and children (i.e. the Nanjing 

Incident). A photograph showing Japanese people celebrating the fall of Nanjing was 

frequently used to demonstrate Japanese citizens’ reaction to the event, as well as the fact 

that these were not informed of the mass murder that took place in Nanjing. They also 

emphasised that the Japanese army hoped for a short war and for Chinese defeat after the 

fall of Nanjing, but the reality was that China did not surrender and the war continued for 

much longer. Teacher CF asked his students: 

Did China surrender to Japan after Nanjing was occupied by Japan? China did not, 

instead they made the city called Chongqing their new capital city. Chongqing is 

located in inland China and the Japanese army could not go there. So, what do you 

think they did? …Japan did not know where the military buildings were so air-

bombed the entire city many times… 

Teachers usually explained the reasons for the prolongation of the war as, 1) China’s 

formation of the Second United Front where the Kuomintang and the Communist party 

joined for the purpose of resisting the Japanese invasion, and 2) support for the Chinese 
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military from countries such as the United States and Britain, in the form of supplies of 

goods and weapons.  

In order to have students understand why the prolongation of war in China caused 

conflict between Japan and the Western powers, teachers explained about the Japanese 

military’s incursion into Southeast Asia. Teachers asked students what they thought was 

necessary to continue the war and explained that Japan does not produce oil, iron, or 

rubber, on which it was running low. A few teachers further explained that Japan could not 

fight an all-out war for long because of this lack of self-sufficiency in natural resources and 

Japan’s limited land and population. Seventy percent of teachers added that advances into 

Southeast Asia was also conducted in order to cut off the supply chains to China (the 

Chiang Kai-shek Aid Routes (EnShō Rūto)), the majority of which ran through the 

Southeast Asian region (such as through French Indochina). The majority of countries in 

Southeast Asia were colonies of the Great Powers, so advancing towards such areas 

inevitably led to conflict between Japan and these colonial powers. After signing the 

Soviet–Japanese Neutrality Pact, Japan invaded Southern French Indochina, which brought 

about a US export ban on oil to Japan; Britain and the Netherlands also imposed economic 

embargoes on Japan, which made the situation even worse. Teachers continued to explain 

that the Japan-US negotiations did not reach an agreement and Japan decided to go to war 

with the US. Teacher BH explained in his class: 

Japan is one of the countries that cannot carry out all-out war. Do you know why? 

It is because Japan cannot supply its own natural resources such as oil and iron 

necessary for war. Germany is the same as Japan…Southeast Asia produced the 

natural resources Japan wanted so the Japanese army started making inroads into 

Indochina, now Vietnam, and also because Japan plotted to cut off the supply route 

between China and the US and Britain. However, the Japanese invasion of 
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Indochina antagonised the US which resulted in heavy economic sanctions for 

Japan...In order to win the first war against China, Japan had to start another war. 

The use of nuclear weapons in densely populated cities brought about unimaginable 

anguish and sorrow for their victims, contributing to a sense of victimhood in Japan. 

However, many teachers sought to develop students understanding of the context and 

reasons behind the dropping of the bombs in order to provide them with a broader 

perspective on their use. Teachers most frequently provided one or more of the following 

reasons as to why the atomic bombs were used: 

1. The US needed to defeat Japan when they were in a favourable position, or in other 

words with the least involvement of the Soviet Union, in order to guarantee the 

greatest US influence in the region after the war. 

2. The US wanted to avoid incurring any more losses of US soldiers. 

3. The US experimented with the newly invented nuclear bombs to measure their 

impact. 

4. Hiroshima was an important base for the Japanese army, and Nagasaki had some 

important munitions factories. 

The topic of the atomic bombs has many facets that can easily stir students’ emotions and 

contribute to the Japanese victimhood narrative of the war, but the information teachers 

conveyed to students allowed them to enquire more deeply and rationally into the subject 

and engage in analytic stance learning.  

This series of lessons outlined why and how Japan went down the road of global 

scale war. The Japanese military’s takeover of the country was an important turning point 

in the pre-war period and one that propelled Japan to war, so teachers made sure to teach 

students how this situation came to be. The lessons about the Second Sino-Japanese War 
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emphasised Japan’s aggression in China and the reasons why Japan’s plans collapsed, as 

well as how Japan’s subsequent actions led to conflict between Japan and the Great 

Powers. Even the topic of the atomic bombs (which greatly contributes to the Japanese 

victim mentality) was taught in the context of analysing the reasons behind the lead up to 

the Asia Pacific War which may help students move beyond the victim mentality. As 

previous studies indicate, these lessons have a strong focus on historical facts, but teachers’ 

exposition provided students with the reasons as to why/how those historical events came 

about and filled the gap between the various facts teachers dealt with. With teachers’ 

guidance, students could trace back all the developments that led to crucial turning points 

in Japanese history and understand how their society and nation came to be the way it is 

now. 

3.2.1.2. Learning Lessons from History 

There were some distinctive teaching practices where teachers dealt with the negative 

aspects of the nation to prompt students to learn to avoid the mistakes of the past. In these 

lessons, students were encouraged to identify negative actions in the national past through 

the analysis of history, or identify with Japanese citizens to better understand why they 

supported the war (which differs to what is achieved in identification stance learning as 

proposed by Barton and Levstik (2009)). Many teachers recognised that Japanese citizens 

in the 1930s supported the military rather than their government, and explained this point 

and its importance in class. Rather than portraying Japanese citizens as victims of the 

military and their government, a few teachers provided the alternative viewpoint that 

Japanese citizens were accomplices of the military. Teachers’ explanations often allowed 

students to consider the past using historical perspectives to enhance historical 

contextualisation (a part of historical empathy), which helped analytic stance learning. 
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When teachers taught the Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese 

military in policy making, they often told students about the context surrounding these 

events, such as the severe privation ordinary Japanese people experienced because of the 

impact of the Great Depression, introducing some examples such as farmers having to sell 

their young daughters in order for their family to survive. Teachers then talked about how 

the corruption of politicians was frequently reported by the media and how the Japanese 

government was unable to come up with any real measures to tackle the economic crisis, 

which led people to develop a strong distrust of politicians. The teachers also pointed out 

that the Japanese military had been propagating the idea that ruling Manchuria would be 

crucial for the survival of Japan, and that Japanese citizens living in poverty would be 

saved, as Manchuria would provide more land for producing food, as well as natural 

resources to develop Japan’s industries. Teacher BH explained the indoctrination of 

Japanese citizens in his class: 

Japanese citizens supported the Japanese military because they believed the 

military’s propaganda, as well as media disinformation such as reports of Chinese 

military attacks on the South Manchuria railway. 

Teachers also mentioned (in some cases with the use of primary sources such as 

newspaper articles) that a lot of Japanese citizens became sympathetic to the officers who 

killed high-profile personnel in the government, and such feelings were evidenced when 

civilians collected signatures in order to appeal for mercy to the courts for those criminals. 

For example, teacher Hirai asked her students:  

If you were one of those ordinary people and were struggling just to survive day 

to day, would you support the government who could not provide what you 

needed, or support the military who had clear ideas about what to do and took 
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actual action to assist Japanese people? Remember, the military had been 

exposing people to their propaganda that Manchuria was Japan’s lifeline, and 

people bought into it. Can you really criticise those Japanese people at that time? 

The failure of the subsequent negotiations led Japan to withdraw from the League of 

Nations, and teachers used this as another example of Japanese citizens’ support of the 

military. Many teachers mentioned Matsuoka Yōsuke who was chosen to attend the 

League of Nations congress as the Japanese representative, who notably rejected the 

conclusions of the congress and walked out. On his return journey to Japan he believed that 

he would be assassinated for his actions, but instead he was greeted as a hero. As I argued 

in Chapter Two, the idea that ordinary Japanese people were victims of its government and 

military in the war was promoted by the US Occupation authorities, and Japanese people’s 

victim consciousness has been prevalent ever since. However, focus on Japanese citizens’ 

support of Japan’s withdrawal from the League of Nations shows that they were not 

altogether victims of their government or military, in contrast to their common portrayal. 

Not all teachers explicitly mentioned Japanese citizens’ responsibility for moving Japan 

closer to war, but they did emphasise the constant endorsement citizens gave to the 

military and indicated the mistakes Japanese citizens made along the road to war. 

A few teachers such as teachers SA and G provided analytic viewpoints which 

more explicitly expressed the mistakes Japanese citizens made in the past so that students 

could learn lessons from those. Teacher SA, who has been influenced by teacher 

Kawahara’s teaching practices, introduced how ordinary Japanese people perceived the 

war by using an article written by a military critic in 1937 which predicted what Japanese 

people would face in the case of all-out war in Japan. She emphasised in her class that 

Japanese citizens had the opportunity to consider and realise what a global scale war would 

mean for them. She explained about her teaching practice:   
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A newspaper article which warned about the probable effects that might occur if 

the Second Sino-Japanese War developed into a global scale conflict was circulated 

to over fifty thousand people. Yet Japanese people who were made aware of such 

possibilities did not take any action in response. What we can learn from this is to 

pay attention to a variety of viewpoints and information, and that it is important to 

know that Japanese citizens at that time were not necessarily ignorant. 

The notion of the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (Daitōa Kyōeiken)” was 

originally conceived as a reason the Japanese Imperial army used to justify their advance 

into Southeast Asia. It was put forward as a way to free Southeast Asian countries from 

their Western colonial masters and achieve a prosperous future together as a group of 

Asian nations led by Japan. For the lessons about this period, teacher G sought to teach that 

Japanese citizens were unable to look past the military’s distorted justification of the Asia 

Pacific War and see its true intentions. He provided a supplementary hand-out containing 

an excerpt of the emperor’s war declaration rescript. The script explains Japan’s reasons 

for fighting against Britain and the US, as follows: 

The Government of the Republic of China does not understand the true intent of 

Imperial Japan and has brought disputes without any good reason, which is 

disturbing peace in Asia…The Chinese government requested British and 

American aid, and their help has contributed to expanding the war further…both 

countries- while hiding behind the name of peace- expose their nefarious ambitions 

to conquer Asia…The US and Britain are jeopardising the survival of Japan 

fundamentally by economic sanctions such as banning the export of oil …If this 

situation continues, all the effort Imperial Japan has been making to stabilise East 

Asia will be entirely spoilt and the continuation of our country will be in danger. 
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Hence, for our self-defence there is no alternative but to stand up with momentous 

determination and shatter all the hindrances which come in the way of our country. 

Teacher G asked a couple of questions for his students to answer: 

Was the cause of the war really because China was disturbing peace? Was it 

because Britain and the US were dominating Asia? Was the war really for the 

survival and self-defence of Japan? 

He continued by saying that Japan had been fighting against China deep within the 

continent for a few years at that point, but that no countries had threatened Japan with 

invasion. He added a comment on contemporary events by saying that in recent times the 

revision of the Japan-US security treaty in Japan had been attracting attention both 

domestically and globally, and the government has been repeating the words of peace and 

security in relation to this revision. He concluded that students must carefully examine the 

government’s use of words, considering whether their words may be obscuring the truth or 

their true agenda, all of which directed his students to learn lessons from the past and 

become competent democratic citizens.  

3.2.2. Moral Response Stance 

3.2.2.1. Remembrance of the War at Home  

Up to ten teachers explained the experiences of atomic bomb survivors or used videos, 

including some animations, to introduce what happened to people when the bombs were 

dropped. However, only a few teachers described stories that were particularly haunting, 

and the majority of the teaching materials used did not include graphic images. 

A few teachers such as BH and Hirai explained the consequences of the bombs- 

much of which was quite disturbing- and although teacher BH’s delivery of his 
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explanations was very plain and his students appeared indifferent, it is likely that some 

emotional response to the event was caused. Teacher BH said in class: 

Have you ever read “Barefoot Gen”52 (hadashi no gen)? The cartoon is based on 

the author’s experience, and in his manga he depicted people whose skin had 

melted and was hanging from their noses. The skin did not peel, rather it melted 

and hung down. Around their hips their skin hung down as if they were wearing 

towels. Those people were walking while holding their arms out in front of them, 

and from their fingers their skin was also hanging.  

He also read testimonies of survivors, which were included in the supplementary readers: 

We held each other after we found out that we all survived from the bombing, but 

our happiness did not last. Every week, one of my father, my mother, my brother 

and my sister died. My sister called out for our mother, she was unable to eat 

anything for days, her nose bled all day long, and she vomited blood, yet she could 

not die and the longer she lived the longer her suffering lasted. I scooped a piece of 

satsuma to her mouth and she cried as it stung her throat. She died just over one 

month after the bombing. 

Teacher Kamiyama used an NHK video called “Diaries of the girls (shōjotachi no 

nikkichō)” in which the daily lives of girls’ high school (kōtō jogakkō) students were 

depicted as a drama. The audiences come to understand that the story is set during the war, 

as events specific to the war such as the lack of food and daily necessities, and air-raids, 

appear in the background of their lives, but the focus is more on their simple school lives, 

their friends and families. Teacher Kamiyama commented that students pay little attention 

 
52 Hadashi no gen is a Japanese manga series based on the author’s (Nakazawa Keiji) life in Hiroshima and 
his experience of the atomic bombs in 1945.  
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to videos in which pitiful experiences are described by aged survivors, as they do not relate 

the speaker’s experiences to themselves. That is why a drama in which the main characters 

are about the same age as the students is more appealing to them, he said, as the students 

can better relate to such characters and understand the story much more straightforwardly, 

as well as what the atomic bombs meant in those students’ lives. The video did not contain 

any graphic images, but students may well have had strong emotional responses when they 

saw the lives of those students suddenly extinguished by the bombs. 

3.2.2.2. Condemnation of Past Actions 

Barton and Levstik (2009) argue that learning about tragedies and the misery they caused 

often results in the denunciation of the circumstances which caused such anguish, which 

allows for the possibility of not repeating the same mistakes again. Teachers Hirai and WF 

taught about Asian people’s suffering by criticising the actions of Japanese citizens or the 

military that caused that suffering, to have students achieve moral response learning. 

Immigration of Japanese people to Manchuria increased after Manchukuo was 

established, and some teachers drew on this to emphasise that ordinary Japanese people 

became perpetrators alongside the military. For example, teacher Hirai focused on the 

Japanese people who moved to Manchuria, and the local people in Manchuria, by 

introducing a comment by a Japanese immigrant who said that they were told that they 

could move to Manchuria straightaway, as the farms and houses had been bought from 

local people. The reality was that the Japanese government only paid a small amount of 

money to the local people as compensation for taking their land and homes. Teacher Hirai 

asked her students: 

Were Japanese people given land which did not belong to them? If not, don’t you 

think those Japanese people also became perpetrators who took things away from 
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other people? I want you to think about the feeling of the local people who were 

pushed out of their homes. 

Teacher WF’s lesson contributed to moral response stance learning, but it was also 

an example of teachers having to teach lessons where the views expressed in their assigned 

textbook differ from their own. The “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” is listed in 

all textbooks teachers used, but only the Ikuhōsha textbook provides a substantial account 

of this topic and presents Japan’s actions therein in a positive light. Among the nine 

teachers who stated that their classes contained this topic, none supported the way the 

Ikuhōsha textbook depicted the issue,53 and all agreed that Japan’s true intention in 

invading Southeast Asia was mainly to secure natural resources. Teacher WF taught this 

topic by describing the Japanese military’s actions as an attempt to rule the people of Asia, 

denying Japan’s justifications for building the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere and 

also the positive evaluations of it contained in the Ikuhōsha textbook. 

Many teachers in this research stated that they considered textbooks to be just one 

resource among the teaching materials that contain historical sources, so if the sources 

teachers hoped to use were not in their assigned textbook, they provided their chosen 

materials as separate handouts. Teacher WF’s school was assigned the Ikuhōsha textbook 

but it did not feature a particular picture she wanted to show her students, and this, plus her 

belief that the descriptions of the topic in the Ikuhōsha textbook were not ideal for her 

teaching, led her to provide students with a two-page photocopy of Teikoku Shoin’s 

textbook. Teacher WF thus demonstrated the significant autonomy she could exercise in 

her choice of teaching materials. Having said that, her decision to make use of a different 

textbook was also influenced by the fact that she was a re-hired teacher after her 

 
53 A few teachers, such as EMY, noted that there were some compassionate Japanese rulers in the invaded 
areas in the Pacific region, and that in such areas the local people were -and still are- positive towards Japan. 
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retirement, and thus was not required to remain at the same school after a year of teaching, 

which may have reduced the pressure of any criticism she might have received.   

For the Asia-Pacific War, the Ikuhōsha textbook allocates one page for the 

beginning of the war. It twice uses the nationalistic term, “the Great East Asian War 

(Daitōa Sensō)” with the currently common term “the Asia-Pacific War (Ajia Taiheiyō 

Sensō)” in parentheses beneath, and the main text states in bold that Japan declared war so 

as to “maintain sovereignty and self-defence (jison jiei)” and named it the Great East Asian 

War. The Ikuhōsha textbook also allocates one page to the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 

Sphere.54 This page consists of two sections: “Hope for the independence of Asian 

countries” and “Hosting the Greater East Asia conference”, in both of which the Asia 

Pacific War is depicted as an act of liberating Asia from Western colonialism (Kominami, 

2017). Teacher WF instructed her students not to read certain parts of the Ikuhōsha 

textbook and instructed them to paste a photocopy of the Teikoku Shoin textbook into their 

notebooks. Teacher WF said in the class: 

How did the Japanese government explain to its citizens its decision to go to war 

with the US? Please spot the lies. The government said that the war was for 

building the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which meant that people in 

Asia would flourish together. That was a lie. Japan also said that the war was for 

Japan’s self-defence and sovereignty. Was it true? That was also a lie. Japan’s real 

aim was to get natural resources from Southeast Asia. On top of that, Japanese 

soldiers also followed the, “principle of procuring necessities (genchi chōtatsu 

shugi)”. How would you phrase it in your own words? It is “stealing”. Japan 

 
54 Page 216 and 217 of the textbook were grouped under the title of Japanese military advancement and 
Asian countries, and page 216 focuses on the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. 
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rephrased, “stealing” to, “procuring necessities”. Please don’t be deceived, you are 

too clever to trust such things.  

Everyone, in this Ikuhōsha textbook there are some parts you do not have to 

read as well as the parts which cause misunderstanding, so please put what I 

indicate in parenthesis. I am doing this so that you do not have to worry about what 

you have to study for the exam. “The Great East Asian War (Daitōa Sensō)” in 

bold font, such a term is not used in other textbooks, so please understand this war 

as the Asia-Pacific War…Basically you do not need to read all the extra text boxes 

(koramu) as they are misleading. The subtitle saying, “Hope for the independence 

of Asian countries” is problematic (okashii), such a title is not in any other 

textbooks…put the parentheses around the first line until the tenth line…“The 

Greater East Asia conference” is only listed in this textbook, the picture of the 

conference should be cut, and put parentheses around the eleventh line until the end 

of the sixteenth line. They are not going to be asked in the school exam or high 

school entrance exam either…I cut a lot so you must be wondering what is left 

now? Don’t worry, as I am going to give you this photocopy from which you will 

be asked questions in the exams.  

What she excluded were portions of text that described Japan’s invasion positively, as well 

extra text boxes, one of which was written by a British historian, Arnold Toynbee (1889-

1975), who applauded Japan’s achievement in defeating Western countries as well as 

breaking the belief that Western imperialists were invincible, believing that Japan’s painful 

experience of defeat would help Japan to play an important role in the new world order. 

What teacher WF then provided was a copy of a page from the Teikoku Shoin textbook, 

which contains descriptions of the effects of the Japanese occupation and resistance against 

Japan, including policies to educate local non-Japanese people to assimilate with Japanese 
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people and pledge allegiance to the emperor. Teacher WF explained in the interviews that 

she chose to instruct her students as to what they should and should not read from the 

textbook because she feared the possibility that students would assimilate information from 

the Ikuhōsha textbook without questioning whether the content is true or not, and in class 

she justified the use of a different textbook by explaining that it was advantageous for the 

exams. Teacher WF repeatedly criticised or dismissed the positive interpretations of 

Japan’s invasion in the Ikuhōsha textbook, and instead encouraged students to understand 

the hardships the Japanese military imposed on people in Asia, which was likely to touch 

students’ sense of morality and elicit feelings of condemnation of Japan’s actions. 

3.2.2.3. Admiration 

The period of the Fifteen Years’ War is full of complex political and economic 

developments students must learn, and because of the defeat Japan experienced in this war 

the shortcomings of Japan’s decisions and/or the figures who made those decision tend to 

be presented in a negative light. A few teachers such as G and TT highlighted particular 

people who performed heroic acts during the war to encourage their students’ moral 

response learning.  

Teacher G showed students a shortened version of a NHK documentary about 

Hiroshima which followed the stories of thousands of secondary school students who were 

in the city centre of Hiroshima clearing wreckage, as ordered by the military, when the 

atomic bomb was dropped. Over five thousand students were killed by the bomb, but there 

was one school in which the principal resisted the order by the military and kept his 

students at school, as he had a bad feeling that an air raid bombing might happen on that 

day. Teacher G explained that he chose this video to let his students know that not 

everybody was unquestioningly following the military’s orders. His teaching practice 
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reflects his hope that the inspiration he gave to his students will help them to take the right 

actions in the future. 

Teacher TT employed a lecturing style of teaching with many PowerPoint slides, 

and his teaching often focused on historical figures because he found it easier to convey 

the messages he wanted to deliver to his students through their perspectives. To teach the 

Asia Pacific War he chose Tatsumi Eiichi, the military attaché to Britain, and introduced 

him as a person who worked hard to implement an evacuation system for children in Japan 

so that their lives could be saved during the most severe period of the war for those on the 

Japanese mainland. His narrative included Tatsumi’s resistance towards Japanese 

politicians and military personnel who sought to convince Japan to join forces with 

Germany after seeing its success in the war in Europe, as his experience of residing in 

Britain led him to the belief that Britain would not be defeated by Germany. He introduced 

another case of resistance by Tatsumi who argued that Japan must prioritise completing the 

war in China and must not get involved in the war in Europe, but his efforts here were also 

ignored. After returning to Japan and in spite of governmental disapproval, Tatsumi 

attempted to introduce an evacuation system for children in cities to more rural areas, and 

his persistence and powers of persuasion within the government and military eventually led 

to the successful implementation of the system which saved the lives of many Japanese 

children. Teacher TT’s teaching practices gave his students the message that there were 

Japanese people who tried to do the right thing in that very trying time and resist the 

Japanese military and government, and this message encouraged students to see Tatsumi as 

a role model for how people should be. 
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3.2.3. Historical Empathy 

Academic research has discussed historical empathy and its contribution to history 

education. Historical empathy enables students to make sense of past actions through the 

application of other people’s perspectives to history, such as their values and cultural 

beliefs (Barton and Levstik: 2009, 207). Barton and Levstik (2009: 207) argue that the 

concept of empathy is separate to that of sympathy, being an affective act (i.e. imagining 

others’ experiences as if they were your own), but they argue that broadening the scope of 

empathy to involve both cognitive and affective engagements contributes more to 

democratic deliberation. They further develop the concepts of empathy proposed by Joan 

Skolnick, Nancy Dulberg, and Thea Maestra into two groups, one being historical empathy 

as perspective recognition and the other being empathy as caring. Historical empathy as 

perspective recognition consists of five elements- sense of “otherness”, shared normalcy, 

historical contextualisation, differentiation of perspectives, and the contextualisation of the 

present- with the sense of “otherness” and historical contextualisation being particularly 

relevant to this study. According to Barton and Levstik (2009: 210-211), sense of 

“otherness” is a foundation of empathy where students can recognise other people who 

hold different viewpoints to themselves such as values, attitudes, and goals, and this 

recognition facilitates mutual understanding and communication. When learning history, 

people’s behaviour in the past may make little sense if contemporary perspectives are 

applied to them. Historical contextualisation is a practice whereby students explain past 

actions and past events in the context of people’s perspectives in the past (Barton and 

Levstik, 2009: 213-215). Several teachers in this research attempted to enhance historical 

contextualisation in order for their students to understand crucial past events more 

accurately and learn lessons from the past for their future.  

3.2.3.1. Historical Contextualisation 
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Nine teachers used the primary source of the Outline of Proposed Basis for Agreement 

Between the United States and Japan (the Hull Note) to look in more depth at the Japan-US 

negotiations that began in July 1941, in order to explore Japan’s later decision to go to war. 

Teachers generally presented this source and explained up to four of the demands made by 

the US, namely: 1) Japan must immediately withdraw its military from China and French 

Indochina, 2) Japan must abandon all its entitlements or concessions in mainland China, 3) 

Japan must withdraw from the Tripartite Pact, and finally 4) Japan must acknowledge that 

the Republic of China (supported by the US) is the only official government in China. 

Teachers SA and OH found the Hull Note useful for enhancing historical contextualisation 

for the purpose of having students more accurately understand things such as why it was 

difficult for Japan to decide whether or not to accept the Hull Note or why Japan ultimately 

chose to reject it and start the war. Teacher SA explained why he focused on the Hull Note: 

When students are asked what Japan could have done to avoid the war, they say 

that Japan and the US should have discussed and negotiated. I think it is important 

for them to know that they did try to resolve things through negotiation, but it 

resulted in war regardless of the efforts made. I want my students to think further 

about why the negotiations fell apart, why they could not solve the situation 

without the war.  

Teacher OH commented that many students did not understand the difficult decision Japan 

had to make, so it was important for them to try to contextualise the situation. Teacher OH 

described how he taught his students: 55 

Japan desperately wanted natural resources, so could not avoid the invasion of 

Southeast Asia…the US was actually more concerned about Japan’s invasion of 

 
55 Teacher OH confirmed that this part of his teaching practice is based on a teaching plan published by 
teacher Kawahara. 



180 
 

French Indochina but not so alarmed about Japan’s conduct in China…the first 

demand included China because Chiang Kai-shek urged the US to do so. But what 

do you think it meant to Japan? Accepting that demand meant giving up everything 

Japan had worked for since the Meiji Restoration. Could you really accept the 

demands from the US? 

He continued that the US was obviously much stronger than Japan, so the students would 

simply think that the Japanese were stupid to decide to go to war against the US unless 

such a compelling situation was explained in the class.  

 Most of the teachers who taught about the Hull Note avoided any value judgements 

as to whether the demands from the US were reasonable or not, but teacher HA’s 

description of his teaching implied that Japan was left with no choice but to go to war. He 

said: 

Regarding the Asia Pacific War, I teach about why Japan was dragged into (hikizuri 

komareru) the war… Why Japan fought or had no choice but to fight (sensō o 

sezaru o enakatta) a war they knew they would lose…If Japan accepted the US’s 

demands, everything built by Japan on the sacrifices of Japanese people would 

have been taken away (Nihonjin ga chi o nagashite etekita mono ga ubawareru). 

But remember what happened to the politicians who opposed the war (the May 15th 

Incident as well as the February 26th Incident): what would you feel if you 

indicated that you would not support the war at that time?   

According to teacher HA, the opinions of the students fell into two main groups: those who 

still wanted to avoid the war by accepting the loss of China, and those who decided that 

they would have fought as they could not let go of everything that Japan had invested so 

much in. I believe this is an indication that the students made use of historical 



181 
 

contextualisation to rationalise Japan’s dilemma in the negotiations with the U.S as well as 

the eventual decision to go to war. Similarly, teachers OH and HA emphasised the 

challenging situation Japan faced at that time, and encouraged students to think about and 

analyse the negotiations from the perspective of Japan at that time, which would help 

students understand more accurately why Japan did not accept the US demands.  

3.2.3.2. Sense of Otherness 

Approximately half of the teachers also noted that they introduce the views of Americans 

regarding the atomic bombs, explaining that they believe their use was justifiable, since the 

bombs ended the war and saved many American lives. A few interviewees, such as 

teachers Kawahara, IK, and SA, used a picture/replica of a postage stamp commemorating 

the atomic bombs, the sale of which was cancelled by the US Post Office in 1996, as the 

Japanese government made an official complaint. The stamp has a picture of the large 

iconic mushroom cloud generated by the bomb, and there is a sentence saying that the 

atomic bombs hastened the end of the war. Although the official stamp has never been 

sold, teacher Kawahara introduced a replica of the stamp, of which about three hundred 

thousand were sold not only in the US, but also in Britain, China, Taiwan, and South 

Korea. In an interview, teacher Kawahara explained that in Japan the atomic bombs are an 

unquestionable categorical evil, but that this is not a universal view across the world, and 

he wants to shake his students’ beliefs by showing them this different viewpoint. 

Teacher HA who works in a school in Hiroshima used a description about the 

bombs from an American textbook in order to enhance a sense of otherness and historical 

contextualisation in students. He provided his students with an excerpt from the textbook, 

and had them translate it and examine its contents. Teacher HA explained his thoughts on 

this as follows: 
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In social studies classes, I want to have my students think about what the people on 

the other side (the US) think/thought about the decision to use the atomic bombs. 

My students have really learned a lot about the consequences, the misery and 

outrageousness of the bombs since they themselves grew up in Hiroshima, but they 

lack an understanding of the good aspects of military force such as the deterrence 

theory. I believe that they did not have opportunities to think about why the bomb 

was dropped on Hiroshima… I hope that learning the reasons will give students an 

opportunity to think about what led Japan to become a target of such a bomb, was 

there any means to avoid it, and so on. 

Though the comprehension of the US textbook description, his students came to recognise 

that there are people who are taught very different perspectives of the atomic bombs, and 

that their belief of the bombs being indisputably wrong is not necessarily universal. 

Teacher HA further attempted to enhance historical empathy by using the American 

perspectives to encourage his students to understand how such views affected the US 

decision to use the bombs. 

3.3. Teachers’ Use of Discussion 

Only five out of the twenty-one teacher participants performed lessons using discussions in 

the series of lessons dealing with the war, and as seen in the table below, the use of 

discussion was overall less frequent than lecture-style pedagogy regardless of the topic. 

Even the majority of teachers who utilised discussions included a certain amount of 

exposition before discussions to ensure students could obtain a sufficient amount of 

knowledge about the topic and could build opinions to express in the discussion. The 

length of the discussions varied depending on the teaching practices performed; for 

example, teacher WF used about 10 minutes for their discussions, whereas teacher 
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Kamiyama organised a 50-minute lesson at the end of the series of lessons about the war, 

within which students built their opinions on the subject and used them in a discussion. 

The majority of the teachers who utilised discussions were veteran teachers with over 30 

years of experience, which suggests that discussion-facilitated lessons require a certain 

degree of skill and experience. Additionally, three of these five teachers are Rekkyōkyō 

members (teachers G, WF, and Kamiyama), with the other two being Netaken members 

(teachers Kawahara and IK), and as discussed in Chapter Five, the tendency within these 

study associations for teachers to encourage students to engage in analysis through 

discussions is reflected in the data. Furthermore, although teachers Kawahara and IK are 

not active Rekkyōkyō members, they still may have been influenced by Rekkyōkyō 

teaching practices as they studied various practices that were developed by famous 

education practitioners, including prominent Rekkyōkyō teachers who have published 

materials related to social studies lessons.  

The schools where teachers WF and IK worked both put special effort into 

encouraging students to engage in discussions. In the case of teacher WF’s school, 

pedagogical methods developed using the School as a Learning Community theory were 

partially implemented,56 and at teacher IK’s school their aim was to nurture students who 

could proactively engage in discussions and express their opinions, so his students rarely 

hesitated when they were instructed to discuss topics as a group and present their opinions 

and conclusions.  

 

 

 
56 Teachers at the school could choose whether they wanted to employ pedagogies advocated by School as 
Learning Community. 
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Table.4 Teachers who combined discussions with lecturing 

 

3.3.1. Analytic Stance 

3.3.1.1. Analysing the Development of the National Past 

Teacher IK employed a discussion-based approach for exploring the reasons why the 

Second Sino-Japanese War was prolonged, which is important in understanding why this 

war reached the scale of a global conflict, and how Japan’s eventual defeat had a major 

impact on the formation of present-day Japan. He often used the first five minutes of class 

to introduce physical items or hold quizzes to grab students’ interest or to help them 

imagine what they would be learning in class, after which he would have students discuss 

the questions either he or they chose, and have them move their desks to face one another 

to facilitate discussion.  

Prior to the discussion about the Second Sino-Japanese War, teacher IK introduced 

the fact that neither Japan nor China declared war in 1937, and when the students showed 

strong interest in this, he had them discuss whether Japan should have declared war or not. 

He introduced two opinions: one from the military fighting in China, who urged the 

government for a declaration of war because anything less would be cowardly (and also 

because otherwise, they would not be able to demand reparations), and the other from the 

government and the army ministry, who stated that declaring war would be a breach of the 

Kellogg–Briand Pact and the Neutrality Act, which would stop the import of necessary 

Topic 

Teachers who combined discussions 

with lecturing 
 

number (%) Teachers 

Manchurian Incident 3 (14%) WF, IK, Kawahara 

Second Sino-Japanese War 3 (14%) G, IK, WF 

Asia-Pacific War 4 (19%) IK, Kawahara, Kamiyama, WF 

Atomic Bombs 2 (10%) Kawahara, IK 



185 
 

resources and funding from the US to Japan. Students were divided into groups of four, 

discussing and then presenting their opinions and their reasoning about the declaration. 

After the discussion, the teacher set up another discussion for students regarding the 

reasons for the prolongation of the war. Although students’ opinions were divided on 

whether Japan should have declared war or not, they did come to some similar conclusions 

as to why the war lasted so long, such as: 

The lack of an official declaration contributed to the prolongation of the war 

because both countries kept receiving resources required to continue the war...the 

united force of the Kuomintang and the Communist Party as well as the foreign aid 

to China contributed to the prolongation…such strong resistance was unexpected 

from Japan’s perspective…the Japanese people may not have known Japan was at 

war as there was no declaration and soldiers did not quite know the cause of the 

war …by the time Japanese people experienced the impact of the war on their daily 

lives, it was too late to withdraw. 

Teacher IK introduced the opposing opinions regarding the declaration of the Second Sino-

Japanese War which existed in Japan at that time and thus had students consider how one 

of the major developments in Japanese history came to happen. Discussions were useful to 

deepen students’ analysis of the circumstances surrounding Japan and China and made 

them think about why the prolongment of the war happened, which led them arrive at their 

own conclusions by the end of the class. All of this is important for analysing the past to 

develop a better understanding of the present (a key element of analytic stances of history 

learning).   

3.3.1.2. Learning Lessons from the Past 
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Some keen Rekkyōkyō teachers took the approach of presenting the opposing views of the 

journalist (and post-war Prime Minister) Ishibashi Tanzan, and a general in the Kwantung 

Army, Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara wrote that Japan must conquer Manchuria in order to 

protect Japan’s interests and profits there, while Ishibashi argued in 1931 for the 

abandonment of Manchuria. This lesson plan was first created and published in 1998 by a 

well-respected Rekkyōkyō member, Yasui Toshio, who was a junior high school teacher 

and is currently a scholar specialising in social studies education. Teacher WF presented 

both viewpoints on the blackboard and had students discuss in small groups as to which 

viewpoint they would support and why, after which the students were asked to present 

their opinions. Unlike other teachers who sought to enhance historical empathy, teacher 

WF did not provide much explanation regarding the common perception of Japanese 

people towards China at that time or Japanese people’s struggles against poverty, and so 

when observing the lesson, it was clear that students were examining the two views based 

on their current values and so as a result did not seem to understand why people at the time 

supported Ishiwara. 

Teacher WF also organised a discussion on whether students would accept the 

terms of the Hull Note- meaning that Japan would have to withdraw from China and 

French Indochina- or whether they would decide to go to war with the US. Teacher WF 

verbally presented two of the conditions laid down in the Hull Note (the requirement of 

Japan to abandon all of its entitlements or concessions in mainland China, and its 

withdrawal from the Tripartite Pact) and showed a diagram on the blackboard that 

contained data indicating that Japan’s military strength was less than half that of the US. 

Teacher WF asked her students whether they would decide to declare war on the US or 

withdraw from China, and after having students write down their thoughts, teacher WF had 

them discuss about their decisions and the reasoning behind them. As teacher WF did not 
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point out how difficult the decision to relinquish all concessions in China might have been, 

only one student out of four classes supported the decision to fight, an opinion that was 

criticised by the student’s fellow classmates. 

Through these teaching practices teacher WF sought to have her students learn 

lessons by recognising the mistakes Japan made, but as there were no real opportunities for 

students to contextualise these pieces of history and develop their historical empathy, the 

possibility for students learn lessons from the past was surely limited. However, in both 

teaching practices teacher WF combined this discussion with a writing task, both of which 

gave the students the opportunity to analyse the history and form their own opinions about 

it, which as teacher WF noted in the lessons is an important ability to have, especially for 

participating in democratic society. 

Teacher G held a group discussion for students to think about Japan’s decision after 

the fall of Nanjing. Through the discussion teacher G had students examine Japan’s 

decision of not withdrawing from China after the Chinese government moved their capital 

city from Nanjing to Chongqing, which he did in the hopes that students would understand 

how reckless Japan’s decision was and would be motivated to understand foreign policy 

decisions in the future. He explained briefly about the massacre in Nanjing and how the 

atrocities of the Japanese military have been criticised in international society. He then 

gave students a worksheet where they were tasked with choosing one of three different 

options regarding what Japan could have done after the fall of Nanjing, and justifying their 

choice. Students were then told to divide into small groups, discuss their choices and come 

to a single group conclusion, with each group then presenting their choice and justification. 

The choices were as follows: 1) Return Manchukuo to China, 2) Negotiate a peace 

treaty with China using the occupation of their capital city as leverage, 3) Continue to fight 
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until China was completely defeated. Four out of the seven groups in the class chose the 

second option, while the remaining groups chose the first. Those who chose option two 

justified this by the argument that the number of deaths might be smaller than if they chose 

option three, whereas the other groups chose the first option in the hope that no one would 

be killed and that the war would come to an end. When interviewed about this activity, 

teacher G explained that:  

It is important that students can see the choices in the government strategies, as 

they would not have known that there were other choices available. When the 

students made their choices in the activity, they would have known how foolish the 

choice the Japanese government made was. Students learnt a lot about the tragic 

eventualities of war during peace education, but it is difficult to take the next step 

from there. Presenting the students with three choices meant that they could go 

through the thought process of making a political decision (‘well, giving up 

Manchuria at this stage? I cannot take that option as Japan devoted so much to 

taking that land…’, ‘But continuing the war until China is defeated? Hmm, that 

doesn’t look a reasonable choice considering the potential casualties, etc.’). 

According to teacher G, the reason why students were instructed to think by themselves, 

write their opinions down and discuss their thoughts in a group was that: 

The first objective in that activity was for the students to come to know other 

people’s opinions, and I think that by doing that students can be assertive in 

learning history. Students would have found it difficult to say their opinions 

without thinking and writing them down first; they were making their own choices 

by writing in that sense. 
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Teacher G did not use any primary sources in his class and instead had his students 

examine and discuss the potential political choices Japan could have made, through which 

students were encouraged to learn from Japan’s decision to continue the war. Teacher G’s 

approach matches the analytic stance of history learning but contributes particularly 

towards the purpose where students learn lessons from history as they are expected to 

utilise their learning experience to enhance their motivation and ability to participate in 

democratic society in the future. 

3.3.2. Historical Empathy 

3.3.2.1. Historical Contextualisation with Elements of Analytic Stance  

Teacher IK held two discussions (along with a writing task) for the period covering the 

Manchurian Incident, and also employed another smaller-scale discussion to facilitate 

students’ understanding about Manchukuo. Similarly, teacher Kawahara used multiple 

discussions and took some preliminary steps for bigger discussions in order for his students 

to engage in more in-depth analysis of why the Asia Pacific War could not be avoided. 

Some teaching practices (e.g. teacher IK’s lesson about the Manchurian Incident and 

teacher Kawahara’s lesson about the Asia Pacific War) included elements designed to 

enhance historical contextualisation, but they also involved analysing the causations 

between events, which help students understand the development of Japan as a nation.  

Teacher IK claimed that he spent about 2-3 lessons teaching the period covering the 

Manchurian Incident, introducing extra historical resources as supplementary handouts. He 

showed a video (released by Yamakawa publishing) about the Manchurian Incident, held a 

small discussion about how Japanese people perceived Matsuoka Yōsuke’s remark that 

recognised Manchuria as being Japan’s lifeline, gathered students’ questions and answered 

them, and finally held a large discussion over the theme whether Japan should have 
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returned Manchuria to China as the League of Nations required. Questions asked by 

students prior to the final discussion included: Were Japanese people in support of the 

Manchurian Incident? Why did Japanese people cling onto control of Manchuria? And 

why did Japan reject the recommendations of the Lytton Commission? In order to facilitate 

students’ understanding of the perspectives of Japanese people in the past, teacher IK 

supplemented the textbook with a primary source, a questionnaire about whether the 

Japanese military’s actions were justifiable or not, which was distributed a few months 

before the Manchurian Incident and answered by approximately 850 Tokyo University 

students. Nearly 90 percent of the university students who answered believed that the use 

of military action in Manchuria was justifiable. In order to help students understand the 

common views of Japanese people at that time, teacher IK explained to his class the 

prevalent idea amongst people in Japan at the time that Chinese people should be punished 

as they supposedly defied the 1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki57 by doing things such as 

building railway lines alongside the South Manchurian rail lines. Teacher IK introduced 

further historical sources that demonstrated Japanese people’s excitement over the 

military’s actions in China and how the Japanese media encouraged the drive for war, and 

he noted that although the Lytton Commission report did not approve of Manchukuo as a 

state, it acknowledged Japan’s economic concession in Manchuria. Students wrote their 

individual conclusions ahead of the discussion of whether they supported the view that 

Japan should return Manchuria to China as per the requirement of the League of Nations, 

or were in favour of Japan rejecting the League’s advisory and continuing the Japanese 

rule of Manchukuo, with the result of the discussion being a stalemate. Teacher IK left the 

conclusion unresolved and picked up several conclusions written by students from his 

 
57 According to Katō Yōko (2011), the Lytton report stated that there was no official treaty article which 
prohibited the construction of a railway parallel to the one owned by the South Manchuria Railway 
Company. 
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various classes for a “Social Studies bulletin (Shakaika Tsūshin)” handout that he 

distributed in later classes. To end the class, teacher IK gave students another writing task 

to answer why Japan’s decision to maintain Manchukuo was not criticised within Japan. 

Prior to the final discussion, there were several preliminary steps taken where students 

were encouraged to enhance their historical contextualisation. For instance, teacher IK 

guided his students to have a rational understanding of why Japanese citizens were in 

support of the Manchurian Incident and also the rejection of the recommendations made by 

the Lytton Commission. This required them to be able to see the events from the 

perspectives of the time. In the final discussion, students were required to fully utilise an 

enhanced historical contextualisation in order to analyse Japan’s decisions over 

Manchukuo and form their own opinions.  

All the textbooks described the establishment of Manchukuo, but only a few made 

any mention of the lives of the local and Japanese people there. Only three teachers (all in 

Osaka) took the notable approach of dealing with the effect of the establishment of 

Manchukuo within their lessons. For example, the area where teacher IK works adopted 

Teikoku Shoin’s textbook, which contains descriptions, pictures, and a map of Manchuria. 

IK also provided his students with supplementary material, including propaganda posters 

that advertised the principle of Manchukuo as a place where five different ethnic groups 

lived together in harmony with each other. The teacher used a short recent animation video 

regarding the Manchurian Development Youth Pioneers (Manmō Kaitaku Seishōnen 

Giyūdan, which consisted of Japanese young men) and local people, and had students 

understand that although the land belonged to the local people, Japanese people deprived 

them of it. Japanese people who lived in poverty because of economic depression were 

persuaded to move to Manchuria by influential people such as their village mayor, because 

if they moved the government would invest money in their village, which would help 
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everyone living there. Students discussed whether if they were a village mayor in those 

villages, would they try to persuade families and young men to move to Manchuria to save 

the village? This teaching practice allowed students to contextualise the circumstances of 

the local people in Manchukuo, the Japanese people who knew very little about the effect 

of their emigration on the natives of Manchukuo, and also those Japanese people who were 

pressured to move to Manchukuo, and come to comprehend the past from those people and 

their circumstances. Through this lesson, students also had opportunities to enhance their 

sense of otherness from both teacher IK’s exposition and the video, both of which 

encouraged them to look at the event from the perspective of local Manchurian people. 

Students were thus able to comprehend the perspectives of the different parties while 

discussing the difficulties Japanese people faced at that time. 

According to teacher Kawahara’s publication (2012), he sought to have students 

consider why Japan chose to go to war against the US through a series of teaching 

practices about the Asia Pacific War.58 A section of his teaching practice deals with the 

Hull Note and invites his students to view the historical event using the perspectives of the 

past. Teacher Kawahara often prepares questions which he considers easy for students to 

work on yet insightful, and in order to have his students understand how Japan felt about 

the US demands, he instructed them to discuss what suggestions they would make as US 

ambassador to Japan in order to avoid war. His students presented potential solutions such 

as withdrawing from Southeast Asia as well as China, reducing the size of the Japanese 

military, or withdrawing from the Tripartite Pact, and their further discussion let them 

 
58 Please refer to appendix two for a full description of teacher Kawahara’s teaching practices. He drew 
attention to the efforts in Japan to avoid the war by introducing the difference of national power between 
Japan and the US, Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku who opposed the war against the US, and by having students 
examine the Hull Note. Moreover, he had his students read an article written by a military critic in 1937 
which raised the question of whether Japanese people knew what a war at a global scale might do to Japan, 
and he pointed out that ordinary Japanese people were not necessarily ignorant about the war. Finally, he 
instructed students to discuss the reasons why Japan was unable to avoid the war with the US. 
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conclude that the US would not demand that Japan withdraw from China because China 

was not a colony of the US. When teacher Kawahara followed this with the introduction of 

the Hull Note, the resulting discussion highlighted that the demand for Japan’s withdrawal 

from China was unreasonable from Japan’s perspective, which caused Japan a huge 

dilemma during the negotiation with the US.  

Teacher Kawahara expressed the importance of having students share the dilemma 

people experienced in the past when learning about the war, and pointed out that without 

sharing such experiences students are unable to truly understand history or learn lessons 

from the past. Teacher Kawahara explained his opinion about introducing various 

perspectives in this way:  

The different parties, namely the emperor, the media, the military, the government, 

and ordinary citizens were tormented over the decision of whether to give up China 

or to go to war with the US, and it is important for students to share this dilemma, 

as it is not correct to interpret this part of history in a way that suggests that Japan 

went straight into a war which they knew they would lose. …this is an important 

point for students to understand, to be able to sympathise with people in the past, 

otherwise they will believe that people during the war were stupid and went straight 

into a war they could not win, whereas modern society is not like that [the 

implication being that we would not make a mistake like that now]. This belief is 

not correct. Japanese people now are saying that they will never go to war, but I 

think they would not oppose war if there was an atmosphere where people could 

not say no. 
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Teacher Kawahara employed a teaching method called Shijō tōron 紙上討論 

(discussion on paper)59 to have students think about Japan’s withdrawal from the League 

of Nations. I heard this approach described in interviews with teachers influenced by 

Rekkyōkyō. According to interviews with teacher Kawahara as well as his publication 

(2012), prior to the discussions he had his students examine whether Manchukuo was an 

independent state or a puppet of Japan, providing students with some further context to do 

so, such as the fact that the Kwantung army was stationed there to protect the local 

Japanese population. Then he introduced three elements in the Lytton Commission report: 

firstly, that Japanese military operations in Manchuria were not for self-defence, secondly 

that the establishment of Manchukuo was not led by the spontaneous will of the local 

people, and thirdly that Japan’s vested interests (ken’eki) in Manchuria should be 

respected. He continued to explain that the failure of subsequent negotiations led Japan to 

withdraw from the League of Nations, and Matsuoka Yōsuke who was chosen to attend the 

congress of the League as the Japanese representative walked out of the congress to 

indicate that Japan did not accept the League’s resolution over Manchukuo. He set up a 

hypothetical situation where students would act as messenger from the future to advise 

Matsuoka and instructed them to write what they would say to Matsuoka as he was leaving 

the congress. According to Kawahara, the reason for using this technique rather than a 

standard discussion among students is that Japanese students are not used to expressing 

their opinions in front of other people, so a standard discussion often ends up failing. 

Kawahara believes that the question “What would you say to Matsuoka” is easy for 

students to handle, yet makes students think and try to come up with answers to the 

 
59 This is a pedagogical method where teachers have students write their opinions about the chosen theme. 
The teacher then collects the students’ writings, organises them, and returns them to students. Students then 
revisit their opinions based on the organised information, and sometimes express those opinions at the end of 
the class. 



195 
 

complex issues concerning Manchukuo, namely what Manchukuo really was for Japan, 

why Manchuria was invaded, and why Japanese people were unable to stop the war. 

According to teacher Kawahara’s publication (2012: 122-123), over 50% of students wrote 

that they hoped to stop Matsuoka leaving, and over 30 % of students expressed something 

along the lines that Matsuoka leaving could not be avoided, and about 15% of students 

agreed with Japan’s withdrawal from the League; these results suggest that students 

identified the dilemma Japan faced over the withdrawal from the League. After examining 

students’ thoughts published in teacher Kawahara’s book (2012: 122-123) it became clear 

that several students were able to understand what Manchuria meant for the Japanese 

people at that time (such as the hope that a takeover of Manchuria could solve Japan’s 

domestic issues such as poverty) by exercising historical contextualisation. 

3.4. Teachers’ Use of Investigation 

As shown in the table below, teachers rarely used investigations as a method of teaching 

the Fifteen Years’ War in social studies classes. This may be because there is a lack of time 

to let students investigate about the war or possibly because those teachers had a limited 

pedagogical repertoire. Outside of social studies classes, a few teachers had their students 

investigate about themes related to the Fifteen Years’ War, but such investigations will not 

be discussed in this section.60 

 

 
60 Teacher YH engaged students in activities such as “senseki meguri” (visiting local war trails), and teacher 
IK employed the same investigation employed by teacher Kawahara. Teacher YH did not explain whether 
social studies classes were used to do this activity or the classes of a different subject. Teacher IK’s activity 
was performed as a part of peace education. Teacher Kamiyama conducted “sensō no kikitori gakushū” (as 
introduced in Chapter Five), but as the focus of this chapter is on the suffering of Japanese civilians, his 
teaching practices have not been discussed here. Teacher Kamiyama also carried out student investigations 
on a theme of their choice, but it is not included in this chapter as it was unclear whether the teaching hours 
for social studies were used for this activity. Moreover, analysing students’ reports, the majority of themes 
chosen by students were not relevant to the themes discussed in this chapter (e.g. the lives of Japanese 
civilians during the war), so again his students’ investigations have not been discussed in this chapter. 
Teacher MY also claimed that he conducted “sensō no kikitori gakushū” outside of social studies lessons. 
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Table.5 Teachers who utilised investigations in their lessons 

Topic 
Teachers who had students investigate history 

 
number (%) Teachers 

Manchurian Incident 2 (10%) SA, LC 

Second Sino-Japanese War 1 (5%) LC 

Asia-Pacific War 1 (5%) Kawahara 

Atomic Bombs 0 (0%) n/a 

 

3.4.1. Analytic Stance 

3.4.1.1. Analysing the Development of the National Past  

Teacher SA took the approach of having students investigate history using graphs and 

primary historical sources from the supplementary reader. She used a few different graphs, 

which showed the decline and recovery of the Japanese economy before and after the Great 

Depression, the rapid growth of Japanese heavy industry in the 1930s, and the rapid 

increase in military expenditure from the 1930s. Other historical sources included 

newspaper articles, reporting the May 15th incident in 1932, Japan’s withdrawal from the 

League of Nations in 1933, and the February 26th Incident in 1936, but teacher SA 

instructed her students to utilise any sources listed in the supplementary reader to help their 

historical explorations. Teacher SA had students examine the relationships between the 

reporting of events such as the May 15th incident in newspapers and notable changes on the 

graphs, and had them analyse why the military gained power in the 1930s in Japan. The 

majority of students concluded that politicians who opposed the military’s decisions were 

assassinated, which increased military intervention into politics, and such a shift of power 

in politics led to the growth of heavy industry and a surge in military expenditure, all of 

which propelled Japan towards war. Students’ explorations of history using graphs and 
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historical sources helped them achieve analytic stance learning by comprehending the 

major historical developments that occurred in Japan in the 1930s. 

 As introduced in Chapter Four, teacher LC worked at a school where the Manabi 

no kyōdōtai (learning community) style of pedagogy was adopted. One of the important 

elements for Manabi no kyōdōtai is that teachers are strongly encouraged to perform 

activity-based lessons where students can interact with one another in order to enhance 

their learning, so teacher LC often used the first five to ten minutes to cover the basics with 

the textbook and allocated the remaining class time to student investigations on a pre-

prepared question. I did not have the opportunity to observe these lessons, but according to 

the interview with teacher LC (and examining his supplementary hand-outs) he had his 

students investigate why the Japanese military gained political power and why the Second 

Sino-Japanese War was prolonged, with those investigations being conducted in the lesson 

dealing with the Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese military in policy 

making, and the lesson covering the Second Sino-Japanese War. This focus on the 

causations of these historical events is likely to have contributed to analytic stance learning 

in students. During the lessons, his students were given access to several supplementary 

readers, other learning materials such as books containing primary sources, as well as the 

teacher’s tablet to pursue investigation of the questions freely. Teacher LC explained to me 

that after completing their individual investigations, students were instructed to summarise 

their answers as a group through an exchange of their individual findings and then present 

their group findings on the whiteboard, after which teacher LC ended the lesson by 

providing comments on their summaries.   

3.4.2. Moral Response Stance 

3.4.2.1. Remembrance of the War and Condemnation of Past Actions 
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According to teacher Kawahara in his interview, he had students visit local graveyards to 

investigate about the Japanese conscripts who died during the war. He instructed his 

students to collect three pieces of information about the soldiers interred there from their 

gravestones (i.e. their age, place and year of death) and later put a small red sticker on a 

map to mark the area they died in. He instructed his students to make a note anything of 

interest they noticed or ask him any questions that arose from their investigation; some 

students questioned why many of the soldiers who fought against the US died in Southeast 

Asia, and others noticed that many of the dead were between the ages of 20 to 24. The 

students’ investigations ultimately revealed that a large number of soldiers died young in 

either Southeast Asia or on the Pacific islands, and these deaths occurred during the last 

two years of the war. Finally after the investigations, teacher Kawahara followed up these 

observations by explaining how the war progressed in the South Pacific and why the 

Pacific islands were important for Japan and the US.  

Teacher Kawahara believes that such investigations highlight to students that a 

significant number of the soldiers from their local area lost their lives in tragic battles, from 

which he hopes students can learn the cruelty and horror of the war, and at the same time 

bring them an awareness of Japan as a perpetrator in Southeast Asia, sending young 

conscripts to the region to seize natural resources for Japan. I believe this teaching practice 

is designed to evoke strong emotions in students such as sadness over the Japanese dead, 

and indignation towards the causes of the tragedies of the Asia-Pacific War and the 

injustices Japan imposed on the people of Asia.  

4. Analysis and Conclusion 

The broad framework set by the curriculum allowed teachers to handle a wide variety of 

topics and foci. The majority of teachers believed in the importance of having students 



199 
 

acquire knowledge of basic historical facts, but they also set further aims for classes to 

build upon that knowledge, and the popular foci of the lessons were often on the causalities 

of events, which contributes to analytic stance learning. Teachers also aimed at developing 

students’ ability to analyse historical events, as they believed being able to do so would 

help students achieve a better society in the future. Aims that achieve moral response 

stance learning were also considered important by many teachers, in particular the aim of 

understanding the suffering of people in Asia to promote mutual understanding in the 

region, which is in line with the content of the curriculum.  

As seen in the aims, the analysis of teaching practices highlighted that there was a 

certain amount of emphasis on teaching the historical facts in lessons, which was also 

pointed out in previous studies such as Cave’s (2005). However, applying the theoretical 

frameworks for the history teaching and learning proposed by Barton and Levstik (2009) 

and Seixas (2000) to my data of teaching practices about the war enabled me to elucidate 

what teachers truly sought to achieve through their lessons. The lecturing-style of 

pedagogy was most the commonly used teaching method throughout the series of lessons 

about the war, but teachers often aimed to achieve analytic stance and moral response 

stance learning, albeit usually by presenting analysis of the causalities of events using 

primary sources rather than by having students perform the analysis themselves. For 

example, one of the foci for most teachers in the lessons about the Second Sino Japanese 

War was to have students understand the facts such as how the war proceeded and the 

causalities between events, in order to understand the unexpected prolongation of the war. 

The way teachers let their students understand the causalities of events was often based on 

teachers’ exposition and dialogues involving short questions and answer sessions between 

teachers and students rather than students’ own investigations and argument formation 

using historical sources, but teachers did still (at least to a limited extent) show their 
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students how such historical analysis should be done and explained how the narratives in 

the lessons were validated. Through the analysis of crucial events in history, students were 

encouraged to have a better understanding of the development of their nation and better 

comprehend present-day Japanese society. 

 Teachers used the analysis of the past to encourage students to learn lessons. The 

period around the Manchurian Incident was an important turning point for Japan which 

pushed it closer to war, and because of this, teachers provided a greater breadth and depth 

of information or social context to the topics they taught (such as how many Japanese 

citizens did not sympathise with politicians because of the extreme poverty they lived in, 

or how Japanese people perceived the invasion and exploitation of Manchuria). Students 

were encouraged to identify with Japanese citizens at that time to better understand why 

they took the negative action of supporting the war with the hope that they may avoid 

similar mistakes in the future. 

Teachers aimed to achieve moral response stance learning only through lecture-

style pedagogy. Teaching survivors’ experiences is likely to contribute to “remembrance” 

and/or “condemnation” within the moral response stance of history learning, as harrowing 

experiences can elicit strong emotions from students, but teachers were often careful about 

doing this when teaching about the atomic bombs. Teacher BH’s descriptive pedagogical 

method made disturbing contents less emotional, and teacher G’s approach aimed at the 

moral response stance (admiration) by focusing on resistance against authority during the 

war rather than the misery of the bombs.  

Teacher WF’s approach to the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere showed an 

innovative way of handling lessons with a nationalistic textbook. If teacher WF had had 

students compare the descriptions in the two different textbooks, the lesson would have 
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promoted the analytic stance of learning, but instead teacher WF merely replaced the 

nationalists’ narratives with more progressive-leaning ones and pointed out how immoral 

Japan’s actions were, which mostly achieved the moral response stance of history learning. 

Another significant focus I identified in teaching practices about the war which 

separates Japanese history education from mere memorisation (Fukuoka, 2011) was that 

development of historical empathy was considered important by teachers. According to 

Barton and Levstik (2009), historical empathy brings self-awareness, and students can 

make use of this awareness later on in their lives to become responsible democratic 

citizens. Several teachers sought to develop a sense of otherness in students to enable them 

to see and understand various different viewpoints. Moreover, teachers believed that it was 

important for students to be able to understand circumstances from the perspective of 

people in the past for a better comprehension of the history, which shows that teachers try 

to go beyond simply transmitting knowledge to their students, even when using lecture-

style teaching in their classes.  

A smaller number of teachers employed discussions for their lessons about the war, 

and I identified that these lessons also aimed to achieve analytic stance learning as well as 

enhancing students’ historical contextualisation. I found that lessons that included 

discussions seemed better for pursuing analytic stance learning than lecturing-style lessons 

as the students often had opportunities to examine primary sources by themselves. Teacher 

IK’s lessons (which involved more primary sources) were directed more towards letting 

students examine the causal links between historical developments, whereas teacher G’s 

approach contributed more towards helping students learn lessons from history in order to 

make a better future for themselves. Discussions were utilised to allow students to 

exchange their ideas with other classmates, deepen their understanding of history, and 

review their ideas, which were all effective for developing historical contextualisation.  
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Although tentative, I was able to identify some influence of study associations on 

teachers’ teaching aims and practices. The analysis of the aims highlighted that BoE-linked 

teachers consider having their students understand/analyse the causes of historical events 

and their political and economic backgrounds as particularly important, and this is 

reflected in their teaching practices, as many of them offered analytic viewpoints in their 

lessons using lecture-style teaching. There is also a trend for BoE-linked teachers to see the 

importance of having students understand the pricelessness of peace and learn lessons from 

the mistakes Japan made. Rekkyōkyō members on the other hand believed that all of the 

major aims- including the aim of having students understand Japan’s perpetrator acts- were 

equally important to achieve.  

For the teaching practices, all teachers regardless of their study association 

affiliation generally sought to deliver the analysis of the national developments that 

occurred in the pre-war period by focusing on the causal links between events, and by 

having students learn lessons from history. I did observe more distinctive tendencies 

related to particular study associations which may have led to teachers’ teaching practices 

achieving moral response stance learning and enhancing historical empathy. Moral 

response learning was often pursued by Rekkyōkyō teachers (which indicates that 

Rekkyōkyō teachers tended to believe that students’ emotional responses are a useful tool 

for history learning). Netaken teachers often tended to enhance historical empathy in order 

to have their students to understand history better. However, as discussed in Chapter Five, 

this study was not designed to quantify the trends in teaching aims and practices, and 

moreover the teacher participants in this study are keen teachers who are more likely to be 

influenced by multiple study associations or teaching practitioners, so any analysis of the 

impact of study associations in this thesis must be tentative in nature.  
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Overall, this study has provided a more complex portrayal of modern Japanese 

history education about the war than has been seen in other studies of the same subject, 

demonstrating the strong focus teachers put on the analytic stance of history learning such 

as teaching the causalities of historical events and having students understand or analyse 

history as a means to learn lessons and/or understand the present state of the nation better. 

Teachers also focused on achieving moral response stance of learning in students and 

encouraging them to develop historical empathy, both of which go beyond the simple 

transmission of the knowledge written in textbooks. Although history textbooks are a 

respected teaching and learning material in school, the strong research focus on textbooks 

in other studies has obscured actual teaching practices occurring in Japanese classrooms, 

but as this study has found, teachers exercise their autonomy to interpret the curriculum, 

set their aims and teach this very important part of Japanese history in a way that they 

believe is the most conducive to the future in which their students will live.  
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Chapter 7: Working within the Action Space Landscape: Teachers’ Strategies 

1. Introduction 

According to Kello and Wagner (2017: 203), teachers act as a mediator between the 

curriculum and students, and when teachers’ interest in controversial topics are reflected in 

their lessons diverse ways of presenting those topics tend to emerge. In Japan, various 

topics relating to the Fifteen Years’ War are controversial, so teachers’ role as a mediator 

is more pronounced when they teach these topics. As explained in Chapter One, Kello and 

Wagner (2017: 203) also suggest that how teachers present and teach the subject is a 

reflection of their positioning within the action space landscape, and they proposed five 

major factors within the action space landscape which determine teachers’ positions: 

education structures, past-related scholarship, social and political contexts, students, and 

teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions (these factors influence each other without 

there being a hierarchy amongst them). Using Kello and Wagner’s framework to examine 

teachers’ positions when they teach the war helps to illuminate the reasons behind the 

teachers’ pedagogical choices.  

For the analysis of teachers’ positions within the action space landscape I selected 

the following themes: Japan as a perpetrator, the battle of Okinawa, and the lives of 

Japanese civilians during the war. This is because the analysis of fieldwork data showed 

that these themes were particularly illuminating of how teachers’ decisions were affected 

by their action space landscape. My interviews with teachers- as well as class observations- 

highlighted various incentives and circumstantial reasons that impacted their positions 

within the action space landscape when they taught these three themes. In this chapter, I 

examine these factors in relation to examples provided by the teacher participants, with the 
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second half of the chapter focussing on how teachers handled the controversial topics and 

what the influential factors in their decisions were. 

According to Fukuoka (2011), Japan’s wrongdoings are very superficially treated 

in the textbooks; moreover, some of his university student informants explained that 

teachers barely taught about them. He also pointed out the possibility that the ideological 

controversies over Japan’s misconduct contribute to teachers’ avoiding teaching about 

Japan’s aggressions during the war. Similarly, Cave (2005) introduced four quotations 

from university students interviewed in his study, two of whom stated that they did not 

learn about Japan’s wrongdoings in junior high school. Both studies indicate some students 

received very limited information about controversial topics in history lessons, but they do 

not provide information from the teachers’ perspective, such as how teachers approached 

the controversial topics, how they decided on their pedagogical choices and what affected 

their decisions.  

During my fieldwork, I found that teachers adopted various approaches when 

teaching controversial topics. Through analysis of the data, I grouped their choice of 

pedagogies into five different categories and analysed what factors within the action space 

landscape led the teachers to choose those pedagogies. The five categories are: enhancing 

historical empathy, dealing with historical topics in the context of present issues, teaching 

about atrocities in Europe, using authoritative teaching materials, and omissions and 

avoidance.  

The examination of factors within the teachers’ action space landscape will 

elucidate what teachers might have to take into consideration when teaching the war, and 

the analysis of teachers’ pedagogical choices and the influential factors behind them 
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highlight teachers’ responses to various circumstances, both of which can facilitate an 

understanding of how and why lessons on controversial topics are developed as they are.   

2. Outline and Context of the Teaching of Three Themes: Japan as a Perpetrator, 

the Battle of Okinawa, and Lives of Japanese Civilians during the War 

2.1. Japan as a Perpetrator 

Japan committed acts of varying degrees of severity against people in its empire and areas 

it invaded, as well as against its allied opponents. Many of these acts are the subject of 

historical controversy and are targets of criticism by victims and their families across the 

world.  

 Although the textbooks do not cover every case of suffering inflicted by the 

Japanese army during the war, the Nanjing Incident is mentioned in all textbooks. 

Textbooks generally explain that the Japanese military killed many Chinese civilians as 

well as soldiers, with some mentioning that historical research has not confirmed the 

number of casualties, and/or that the Japanese people were only informed about the event 

at the International Military Tribunal for the Far East (Tokyo War Crimes Trials). Apart 

from the Nanjing Incident, textbooks generally contain limited description of forced 

labour, forced conscription, looting of food, and/or the enforcement of assimilation policies 

(kōminka seisaku).  

None of the teachers studied denied Japan’s aggression during the war. However, 

although the majority of the teachers stated that they teach Japan’s wrongdoings, none said 

that they teach about them in full. The number of acts of misconduct taught variedr, but the 

average amongst the teachers interviewed was five. The most popular such topic was the 

Nanjing Incident, which nearly all teacher participants indicated that they teach about. 

Other frequently taught topics were forced labour and forced conscription, the enforcement 
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of assimilation policy, and the exploitation of food, land and natural resources for the 

establishment of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, each of which approximately 

50% to 60% of teachers said they taught.61 The comfort women are not mentioned in 

textbooks, but over 30% of teachers said that they mention the issue in their classes. On 

average teachers spent at most one class on the topic covering Japan’s wartime 

wrongdoings, though not many actually devoted one entire lesson to it, combining the 

topic instead with other related topics and/or teaching it in the context of major narratives 

about the war, such as Japan’s advance towards Southeast Asia. 

2.2. The Battle of Okinawa 

The battle of Okinawa62 took place from March until June 1945, and was the only battle of 

the Asia Pacific War fought on Japanese soil. During the battle, one fourth of the 

population of Okinawa died. The coverage of the battle in the textbooks varies (some 

textbooks describe the event alongside damage caused by air-raid bombings in Japan, 

while other textbooks provide a dedicated section explaining details such as the suffering 

of people in Okinawa) but on average textbooks dedicate half a page to this event. 

Among the seventeen teachers who described what they teach about the battle of 

Okinawa in interview or whose classes on this topic I observed, fifteen indicated that they 

dedicate significant time to the topic. However, only five teachers explicitly mentioned that 

they teach about why a large number of civilians suffered and died during the battle. This 

may be because (as several teachers noted) covering the battle of Okinawa in class is a 

delicate matter because of the political controversy over the US bases there, and so talking 

about the issue might be seen as compromising a teacher’s political neutrality. The battle 

 
61 The percentage of teachers who taught the enforcement of the assimilation policy might be higher, as there 
is a possibility that teachers did not mention it as part of Japan’s aggression given that it can be treated as an 
aspect of mobilisation for the war.  
62 Okinawa Prefecture is located in the southernmost part of Japan and consists of hundreds of islands. 
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of Okinawa is one of the main reasons why the majority of US military bases are located in 

Okinawa, and discussions over the relocation of these US bases are politically divisive.63 

When I interviewed Teacher DX, he avoided mentioning his own explanations, instead 

describing the content of the video he showed, and sometimes his voice rose to a high 

pitch, apparently because of his nervousness: 

Interviewer (YD): “You said earlier that it is important to teach about the causes of 

the events, so how did you explain why one in four people in Okinawa died?”  

Teacher DX: “Well, in the video it showed and described the US attacking using 

flamethrowers and naval support and that the battle was fierce, and the video 

emphasised that civilians were caught up in the war…the video talked about how 

students sort of joined the military like the Himeyuri Student Troop, so my students 

might have had some idea of how civilians including students died…I feel like the 

video might have contained strong messages about delicate issues.” 

In history classes, pursuing why the battle of Okinawa occurred would lead 

teachers to focus on the aim of the battle (to buy time for the Japanese government to 

 
63 After surrendering in 1945, Japan regained its sovereignty over the majority of the country in 1952, but 
Okinawa Prefecture continued to be administered by the US until 1972, and because of this unique history, 
approximately seventy percent of US military bases in Japan remain in Okinawa to this day. As a 
consequence, people in Okinawa continue to carry burdens such as constant noise from military aircraft and 
crimes committed by US soldiers, and their appeals to the Japanese government to ease these burdens has 
been an on-going issue within Japan. Okinawan anger finally burst out in 1995 when a 12-year-old girl was 
raped by three American soldiers. Protests against the US bases in Okinawa brought about “The Special 
Action Committee on Okinawa (SACO)” agreed by the Japanese and the US governments to reduce 
Okinawa’s burden, one point of which was to relocate the Futenma Air Station with the condition of 
constructing a replacement base elsewhere within Okinawa Prefecture. The location for this base was 
determined as the Henoko area in Nago City. Initially the mayor of the city agreed to the plan and the 
Japanese government- led by the LDP- went ahead with building the facilities. The local population 
disagreed with such a plan however, and fierce protests in the Henoko area stopped the construction. Prime 
Minister Abe Shinzō was elected in 2012 and gained approval for the reclamation project for the relocation 
from the mayor of Nago City, but the plan faced strong protests from citizens in the prefecture once again. 
While such protests continued, a new Nago City mayor who was opposed to the relocation plan was elected 
in 2014, and subsequently Onaga Takeshi (who opposed the relocation plan) became prefectural governor 
and invalidated prefectural approval for the relocation project. The Japanese government began lawsuits over 
the reclamation for the base relocation, and this confrontation created a political divide: the government, led 
by the LDP, who want to proceed with the relocation, versus Okinawa Prefecture, supported by opposition 
political parties, who are against the relocation.   
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relocate outside Tokyo) and students might feel sympathetic to the Okinawan people when 

they discover the Japanese government’s aims, especially if they learn how the local 

people died, including by mass suicide. Yet the suffering of Okinawan people continued 

even after the war, from hosting US bases built for the security of Japan under the US-

Japan security umbrella, and if the lessons influence students’ thoughts on Okinawa in 

such a way that they think the burden on Okinawa needs to be reduced (including by 

relocation of the Futenma air base), teachers might be accused of influencing students 

against the current government’s strategic direction by conservative LDP supporters. 

Teacher MR explained the difficulty of teaching about Okinawa: 

The most difficult thing about teaching the battle of Okinawa is that it directly 

relates to the Okinawa US base issues, and I worry about forcing my views on 

students. After all, Okinawa was discarded in the battle of Okinawa and continued 

to be occupied after mainland Japan regained its sovereignty. The US bases are 

concentrated in Okinawa today…I think that people in Okinawa have been abused 

by the rest of Japan, but I am concerned about being taken as politically and 

ideologically biased. I find it very difficult to teach about Okinawa without its 

reflecting my thoughts. 

2.3. Lives of Japanese civilians during the War 

The main aspects of Japanese people’s suffering during the war that are dealt with in the 

textbooks are air-raid bombings, rationing and poverty (such as a lack of food and daily 

necessities), child labour, children’s evacuation to the countryside, the mobilisation of 

students as soldiers (including Special Attack Units (Tokubetsu Kōgekitai)), attacks on 

Japanese people in Manchuria before and after the Japanese surrender, the battle of 
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Okinawa, and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.64 The majority of 

textbooks allocate roughly up to two and a half pages in total for these events.65  

Nearly all of the teachers indicated that they taught about rationing of food and 

daily necessities, children’s evacuation from cities to the countryside (gakudō sokai), 

conscription of higher education students (gakuto shutsujin), mobilisation of school pupils 

for war work (gakuto kinrō dōin), and air-raids on cities. About half of the teachers 

indicated that they relate the lives of Japanese civilians during the war to local history, 

such as air-raids in the local area, the donation of iron bells from temples to produce 

weapons, military training held in local schools, and so on, partly because the curriculum 

suggests that teachers do so. At least eight teachers described the wartime lives of students 

around the same age as the students in class to help them see the past in a way they could 

relate to.  

Teaching about the lives of Japanese civilians and their suffering during the war is 

generally not treated as a sensitive theme, and based on classroom observations and teacher 

interviews I concluded these lessons were less important for fulfilling teachers’ aims for 

history classes about the war than other foci such as looking at the causes of war, which 

involve students thinking about how they as citizens can avoid such possibilities in the 

future. 

3. Factors Influencing Teachers’ Positioning in the Action Space Landscape 

As introduced in Chapter One, teachers are required to interpret the curriculum and make 

decisions on the details of their lessons because the curriculum only states the general 

 
64 The Tokyo Shoseki textbook includes other suffering of Japanese people after the war such as Japanese 
orphans in China who were left by their families, or Japanese prisoners of war in the Soviet Union. 
65 This does not include descriptions of war-time systems such as the introduction of the National 
Mobilization Law, inclusion of which would bring the total page length up to approximately three pages. 
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orientation of subjects and their themes (Kello and Wagner, 2017: 203). Kello and Wagner 

(2017: 203) suggested that teachers’ positioning within the action space landscape relates 

to their representation of the subject, and they pointed to multiple factors and limitations 

that influence teachers’ positions. Analysing my data using this theoretical framework, I 

identified five major components which make up teachers’ action space landscapes when 

they teach the aforementioned three themes: 1) educational structures, 2) past-related 

scholarship, 3) social and political contexts, 4) students, and 5) teachers’ individual 

attributes and perceptions.  

3.1. Educational Structures  

This section explores factors relating to educational structures (e.g. the curriculum) that 

teachers take into consideration when performing lessons about the above three topics. As 

stated above, teachers planned and performed their lessons using their own interpretation 

of the curriculum.  

There were 140 hours for third year social studies in total, and teachers had some 

autonomy to decide how many hours to use for each topic in the curriculum. However, 

placing more focus on certain topics may lead to other topics receiving less focus due to 

lack of time. Teacher BH and his colleagues66 explained that they normally allocate more 

hours to the specific topics they want to focus on, and run through other topics quickly to 

make up time. Other teachers also used this approach; for instance, teachers SA and IK 

placed the climax of the series of classes regarding the war on the atomic bombs, as their 

students were due to go to Nagasaki for a school trip. Consequently, they spent little time 

on the battle of Okinawa. This did not necessarily mean that they considered Okinawa less 

important for students to learn about; in the past, both teachers placed the climax of the 

 
66 I asked teacher BH and other social studies teachers from different schools about this in a monthly study 
meeting in 2016. 
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series of classes on the battle of Okinawa when their students were due to go to Okinawa 

for their school trip, so the decision is affected by circumstances.  

Topics in modern and contemporary history can appear in civics as well, because 

contents such as Japan’s constitution relate to the Fifteen Years’ War, so some teachers 

decide to teach such topics in civics instead of history. For example, teacher G taught the 

atomic bombs in more depth in civics, in relation to the Cold War, rather than in the 

context of the Fifteen Years’ War. Similarly, Okinawa can be taught in civics in relation to 

Japan’s national security and/or the Japanese constitution, and so some teachers chose to 

cover the battle of Okinawa only briefly in history classes. Furthermore, some teachers 

who did not teach about comfort women in history claimed to teach the topic in relation to 

human rights in civics. Outside of social studies, classes for peace education and/or 

Integrated Studies (sōgōteki na gakushū no jikan) could be used to teach students about the 

war, especially content concerning the wartime lives of Japanese civilians. On this point, 

teacher Kawahara commented that social studies classes are a place to learn the reasons for 

and logical explanations of events, and students can learn about people’s wartime lives in 

other classes. 

Whether or not teachers teach Japan’s wrongdoing is a part of the controversy 

regarding Japanese history education about the war. The curriculum does not instruct 

teachers to teach all of Japan’s misconduct, nor do textbooks include all possible topics, so 

teachers are not motivated to teach all of them. What the curriculum states with regards to 

Japan’s wrongdoing is that teachers must have students understand that Japan caused great 

suffering to people- especially those in Asian countries- a statement which teachers can 

interpret in various ways. Some teachers might feel that they should teach more than one 

act of misconduct, but some might feel one is enough, and yet both ways of teaching can 

still be in line with the curriculum. 
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3.2. Past-related Scholarship 

There are some instances where historical facts have not been fully established, and this 

can have a significant impact on how teachers perform their lessons. The majority of 

teachers believed that it was important to teach Japan’s perpetrator acts in their lessons and 

thus taught the Nanjing Incident. However, their explanations about the Nanjing Incident 

rarely went beyond the descriptions in the textbooks. One of the major reasons for this 

which was identified through interviews was the difficulty of dealing with the Nanjing 

Incident given that the facts of the event are still debated (e.g. numbers of casualties). All 

teachers who gave this reason tended to stick with those objective facts for which there is a 

high degree of scholarly consensus (e.g. it is highly likely that mass murder of civilians 

occurred, but the number of deaths has not been concluded and the Japanese government 

disagrees with the number claimed by the Chinese government).  

3.3. Social and Political Context 

Social and political contexts have a considerable influence on teachers because certain 

topics related to the war are highly controversial and there is a significant risk of teachers 

receiving criticism if their teaching of these topics is perceived as inappropriate. Amongst 

the twenty-one teacher participants, nearly 60% explicitly indicated that they recognise the 

sensitivity of topics involving Japan’s wartime misconduct and the Battle of Okinawa, 

have concerns about teaching them, and/or pay extra attention to what they do in class in 

order to avoid criticism. Because of the risk of receiving criticism, even revealing their 

thoughts on their lessons about the war in my interviews was of serious concern to some 

teachers. If criticisms were made of their teaching, not only might the social studies teacher 

responsible be punished, but the principal and vice-principal of the school might also face 

censure and punishment. Several teachers such as SA, CF, and OH were reluctant to reveal 
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their own experiences and thoughts on this issue, which I believe was because of their fear 

of their names and thoughts somehow becoming known. Teacher OH said in interview 

that: 

There are various interpretations about the war and the historical consciousness of 

the teacher is a sensitive matter...It would be very difficult to perform an open class 

dealing with this topic, as it will be criticised…especially because I feel the local 

government is becoming more conservative in my area…I feel I would have to end 

my career as a teacher if my interviews and my teaching practices were somehow 

found out. 

The sensitive nature of the topics about the war even made some principals nervous 

when I visited their schools. Although I gained approval to conduct my fieldwork in the 

school where teacher DX works, with help from Ministry of Education personnel, I was 

not granted permission to talk to either teacher DX or his students without the supervision 

of the principal of the school, due to the sensitivity of the topic. On the second day of the 

interview, I overheard the principal telling teacher DX that he must not answer questions 

about delicate matters, and there was also an incident67 which made me surmise that the 

principal had instructed the vice-principal to prevent teacher DX answering my questions 

when the principal was unable to supervise us.  

According to at least eight of the teachers interviewed, the origins of criticism 

towards lessons are mainly students’ parents, conservative local politicians, and local 

residents, but some teachers indicated that criticism can even come from the principals of 

 
67 Teacher DX and I talked in the principal’s office with the door to the next room left open (the vice-
principal’s desk was close to the door). Towards the end of the interview, I asked teacher DX about Japan’s 
misconduct; as soon as I brought up the Nanjing Incident, the vice-principal suddenly came into the room 
from next door. I surmised that the principal had told the vice-principal to listen in on my interview, and 
hence he came in when he overheard something controversial. Teacher DX seemed already aware of this, and 
told the vice-principal calmly “We are okay”, to assuage his fears. 
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their own school.68 Such criticisms are not rare, as several teachers mentioned colleagues 

they knew who had received criticism, or newspaper articles they read that reported similar 

events. Teacher CF shared some incidents he was aware of: 

I do not remember whether it was my experience or my colleague’s, but the school 

received a letter from a nationalistic group, and either the local Board of Education 

or the Ministry of Education asked about the references of the teaching materials 

about Okinawa…there were protest letters from students’ parents as well. There are 

criticisms from varying levels. I received advice from teachers at the management 

level that I have to be careful about such criticisms. 

A teacher receiving criticism is not only the concern of that teacher and their 

principal but is also a concern for teachers in the same area and can have wider influence 

on other teachers’ positions within the action space landscape. Teacher WF expressed her 

concern thus: 

I am not worried about being criticised about my classes, but what I am concerned 

the most about is that the criticisms of me would set a precedent as to what can be 

taught and what cannot. Young teachers will see my situation and indulge in self-

censorship, and important topics about the war will not be taught to students. Being 

criticised is not just my problem.   

Similarly, political and ideological controversies over sensitive topics in the area 

teachers work in or news reports about controversies tend to intensify teachers’ fear of 

receiving criticism and can impact on how they deal with sensitive topics. For example, 

when teacher SA was about to start classes about Japanese imperialism using children’s 

 
68 Not all of the eight teachers indicated all these as agents who criticise teachers, although all of them 
mentioned the parents of students. 
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essays which depicted the murder of Korean people after the Great Kantō Earthquake by 

Japanese people, a local conservative politician provoked a controversy related to those 

atrocities.69 The controversy made Japan’s colonial and wartime wrongdoings even more 

sensitive, so teacher SA refrained from performing the planned lessons after consultation 

with the principal.  

As teachers’ interviews demonstrated, fear of receiving criticism has great potential 

to impact on teachers’ positionings within the action space landscape and how they teach 

sensitive topics, as will be discussed further later.  

 There are factors in teachers’ working environments which can help to ease their 

concerns about teaching controversial topics, such as colleagues who share the same 

values, support from the Board of Education, and support from principals who provide 

teachers with a safer environment to teach sensitive topics. For example, teacher IK 

explained that people who are keen to teach human rights education or peace education 

will encounter less criticism if other teachers share their enthusiasm for human rights 

education, but if a teacher performs such classes in isolation, some consequences might 

follow (please refer to section 5.3 in Chapter Four for details). 

Teacher Hirai worked in a school where the principal was determined to protect 

state school education from any external pressure including political influence. This was 

because the local Board of Education once failed to deal with such pressure from the 

Association of Citizens against the Special Privileges of Zainichi Koreans in Japan 

(Zainichi Tokken o Yurusanai Shimin no Kai, hereafter Zaitokukai) when the Board was 

criticised regarding teaching materials for sex education, so since that incident the Board 

 
69 In the city where teacher SA works, a supplementary booklet dealing with the Great Kantō Earthquake had 
been compiled by the local Board of Education, but after a conservative politician made a complaint about 
descriptions indicating involvement of the Japanese military in the atrocities, the Board of Education 
collected all copies handed to students across the city and removed the controversial expressions. 
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maintained a policy of resisting external political pressure upon education. When she was 

fiercely criticised by Zaitokukai regarding her teaching practices about comfort women, 

the principal dealt with the situation with a firm attitude to protect teacher Hirai.70 Such 

support and protection from the principal and the local board of education influenced 

teacher Hirai’s position within the action space landscape to the extent that she could 

comfortably teach the Pingdingshan massacre, which is not in the textbook. When she 

received criticism from a local conservative politician, she was able to justify herself by 

saying that teachers can teach about events which are not listed in the textbook, especially 

events which were historically established.  

3.4. Students 

Students are among the most important actors affecting lessons in schools. Teachers 

deliver lessons with particular learning objectives in mind, and so naturally consider 

students’ capabilities when making decisions about lessons, including teaching materials 

and practices.  

The impact of students on teachers’ lesson planning was clear in relation to the 

topics of civilians’ wartime lives and Japan as a perpetrator. Although a few teachers went 

into great detail about the lives of Japanese civilians during the war, my observations and 

interviews showed that teachers generally treated this topic as less important than other 

themes such as the Second Sino-Japanese War. Seven teachers engaged students in group 

activities; some provided students with fun learning experiences such as deciding what 

they would buy with ration points.71 These activities are easier for students than learning 

 
70 According to teacher Hirai, members of Zaitokukai came to her school, accused her of teaching about 
prostitutes, which would influence students inappropriately, insisted that she stop, and requested to meet her 
in person. 
71 Two teachers had students understand rationing by providing them with a list of daily necessities such as 
clothes, socks, and blankets, and the points required to purchase them, and asking the students how they 
would spend fifty points on these items over a year. 
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the causes of the Second Sino-Japanese War or the Asia Pacific War, which involves 

examining the economic and political context of the period. Teacher IK noted that he 

considered this topic as a chance for students to get some rest, as there are many more 

important yet challenging themes in the same textbook chapter, which require a lot of 

effort and concentration from them.72  

As noted earlier, although the majority of teachers said they teach Japan’s 

wrongdoings, none taught all or even most of them. One reason given by several of the 

teachers interviewed was that teaching all of Japan’s misconduct is ineffective or even 

counterproductive, as it only puts students off learning about the war. Students are likely to 

stop listening after hearing about such wrongdoings repeatedly. Teacher Kawahara, who 

currently teaches in universities, explained that in his experience there are many university 

students who hated lessons about the war in junior high school, as their teacher focused 

heavily on Japan’s conduct during the war. Teacher BIW expressed his feeling that it is 

mentally hard for him to teach about the war, both because of Japan’s terrible conduct and 

because of its eventual defeat, although he does not think of himself as particularly 

patriotic. He went on to say that it is also hard for students to learn about this too.  

Moreover, in the interviews at least four teachers stated that many of their students 

have negative feelings towards China and Korea, mainly due to the negative images of 

those countries in the Japanese media, and because of this, teachers fear that emphasising 

Japan’s wrongdoing too strongly will only strengthen such negative feelings towards those 

countries.  

 
72 Teacher IK conducted some quizzes in class using war-time slogans which some people during the war 
made fun of using word-play, such as “zeitaku wa teki da (luxury is an enemy)” becoming “zeitaku wa suteki 
da (luxury is wonderful)”. 
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Some teachers choose not to teach the details of Japan’s wrongdoings because they 

think students from invaded countries might feel uncomfortable. This reason was mainly 

brought up by teachers in the capital area or in Osaka, as classes there are more ethnically 

diverse. Teacher SW described an experience where some ethnic minority students in her 

class expressed their appreciation to her, as they felt that she had spared their feelings 

when teaching about sensitive topics. Teacher SW told students a minimal amount of 

information about Japan’s atrocities in Asia, and instead focused more on what happened 

to Jewish people in the concentration camps in Europe. 

Teachers often aimed to convey the reality of war to students, and gave much 

consideration to the use of graphic images. They often considered it necessary to show 

students pictures of the Japanese military’s wrongdoings, in order to deepen students’ 

understanding, but generally avoided using too many images. A few teachers chose to 

show pictures of murdered Chinese people, but all of them were in black and white and 

were rather low-quality. Some teachers explained that coloured pictures can be too 

grotesque and not suitable for use in class, as teachers are not aiming to terrify students 

with the pictures, but rather to achieve the lesson aims. Teachers tended to choose pictures 

and illustrations which they believed would attract students’ attention but were still 

suitable for their stage of development, and many teachers tended to change their choice of 

pictures according to the students in their classes in a particular year.  

Teachers also consider whether the topics or events they deal with in their lessons 

are suitable for their students or not. In interviews, I found that some of them considered 

topics such as comfort women unsuitable for young teenagers, including a few male 

teachers who commented that they would feel very awkward about mentioning sexual 

abuse to teenage female students. Teacher Kawahara commented that he taught the facts 
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regarding comfort women without going into too much detail, and he suggested that his 

students come back to the topic later when they are more mature.  

3.5. Teachers’ Individual Attributes and Perceptions 

As well as external factors, teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions also affect their 

teaching practices. These attributes and perceptions include matters such as lack of 

knowledge, skill, or time, or teachers’ holding particular opinions about events. As 

discussed in Chapter Three, some social studies teachers might not have studied modern 

Japanese history during teacher training because it was not their primary subject speciality, 

and in these instances it could be very challenging for them to gain enough knowledge to 

teach controversial topics such as Japan’s wrongdoings. Japan’s misconduct during the war 

is one of the most controversial historical topics nationally, so teachers do not take the 

decision to teach this subject lightly or without having a great deal of both determination 

and knowledge to defend themselves in case of criticism. Additionally, the absence of 

historical sources for specific topics in the textbook or in supplementary readers means 

extra work to teach such topics, which may act as a disincentive. As stated in an earlier 

chapter, Japanese teachers average more than ten working hours a day, with many teachers 

also working during weekends, so it is challenging for them to find time for lesson 

preparation. 

Teachers’ own views may lead them to minimise explanation of events or, 

conversely, allocate more time to teach them. The former case is exemplified by teachers 

TT and DX; teacher TT was reluctant to teach certain controversial events because of his 

historical interpretations, and teacher DX minimised the information he taught about the 

battle of Okinawa because he had not come to terms with its history. Teacher TT explained 

his belief that Japan’s wrongdoings such as comfort women, the Bataan Death March, and 
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Sook Ching73 were not crimes organised by the Japanese government and therefore not 

issues which should be dealt with in social studies classes.74 Moreover, he thought that in 

circumstances where even Japanese soldiers had little to eat or drink, POWs’ having to 

march for days along with Japanese soldiers was not something to be called abusive 

treatment. Teacher TT also represented the battle of Okinawa as one in which the Japanese 

military and ordinary people bravely fought together, and he did not mention what 

happened to Japanese civilians, the Himeyuri Student Troop, or mass suicides.  

Teacher DX found the ideological issues of Okinawa particularly difficult, as the 

acts of the Japanese military discomforted him. He expressed in interview that:  

The historical consciousness about the battle of Okinawa is very delicate…I worry 

so much about what I say…it is easy to say that our predecessors who had control 

of the country were bad and it is not wrong to feel what they did was wrong from 

our sense of values…but I want to think those people did not mean to make Japan a 

bad country…though it is necessary to see the war in a self-reflective way. 

Teacher DX used video to teach the battle of Okinawa in order to avoid describing the 

event in his own words.  

In contrast to teachers TT and DX, there were cases where teachers’ personal 

experiences motivated them to teach certain topics in depth. Four teachers explained in 

their interviews that they were willing to teach about Okinawa more thoroughly in class 

because they had visited places relevant to the battle and/or learnt about the battle directly 

from Okinawan people. Teacher BH went on a trip to visit places related to the battle of 

 
73 Sook Ching is known as one of the atrocities the Japanese military committed in Singapore in 1942 during 
the Japanese occupation, where many residents of Chinese descent in Singapore were purged.  
74 Teacher TT commented that it can be meaningful to deal with topics about Japan’s wrongdoings outside of 
social studies classes. 
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Okinawa organised by Rekkyōkyō more than twenty years ago, an experience that still 

gives him strong feelings about wanting to inform students about what he saw and felt. 

Teacher WF visited Okinawa with family members of survivors of the battle, and teacher 

MR also visited Okinawa with a university friend from Okinawa. Both visits left these 

teachers with strong impressions about the history and reality of Okinawa and motivated 

them to teach more about it. Teacher BIW went to the Matsushiro Underground Imperial 

Headquarters75 (Matsushiro daihonei ato) in Nagano Prefecture, a visit which inspired him 

to teach more about the battle of Okinawa. These teachers’ perceptions towards certain 

topics might be entirely personal, or can be affected by the involvement of study 

associations, as explained in the previous chapter. Teacher BH was influenced by the 

strong interest Rekkyōkyō has in the battle of Okinawa, and teacher SA’s interest (as 

mentioned in Chapter Five) was influenced by a member of the teachers’ union whom she 

met on a fieldwork trip organised by the union. Teacher TT is a member of TOSS whose 

founder holds nationalistic views about the war, and so this might have been connected to 

his perceptions about the war.  

Lastly, I found that teachers’ working arrangements- in this case whether teachers 

work at a state or private school- impacts on teachers’ position within the action space 

landscape, as teachers’ ideological stances are less likely to become a problem in private 

schools. Teacher Kamiyama, who works in a private school, indicated in interview that he 

is not particularly worried about his ideological stance, as he believes that students’ parents 

must have known there was such a teacher in the school, yet they still chose to send their 

children there. As mentioned earlier, teacher TT who holds conservative views did not 

appear to have any concerns about his teaching practices or expressing his thoughts over 

 
75 The Japanese aim during the battle of Okinawa was to prevent the US military from landing on mainland 
Japan until after the Japanese government could relocate to the Matsushiro Underground Imperial 
Headquarters. 
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controversial topics. The likely reason is that teacher TT had worked in private schools for 

much longer than in state schools, which made him more relaxed as to the content of his 

classes.  

4. How Teachers Handled Sensitive Topics 

Teaching about sensitive issues such as Japan’s misconduct during the war and the battle 

of Okinawa is challenging for the majority of teachers. Nonetheless, to have students 

understand or be aware of Japan’s wrongdoings during the war was one of the aims most 

frequently mentioned by teachers, as explained in Chapter Six. Many teachers indicated 

that they saw social studies classes as an opportunity to provide students with a more 

balanced understanding about Japan’s war experience, beyond the narrative of national 

victimhood that is prevalent in society. Similarly, teachers’ motivation to teach about the 

battle of Okinawa was high; over seventy percent of teachers said that they spent 

significant time on it. Nearly half implied that they tried to have students understand what 

happened to ordinary people, including some cruel incidents such as mass suicide, whereas 

none set an aim mainly requiring analytical skills, such as pursuing the causes of the event.  

 The natures of the controversies over Japan’s wrongdoings and the battle of 

Okinawa are different, but teachers must contrive ways to achieve what they aim for 

without receiving damaging criticisms, even if this means that their lessons fall short of 

their ideals. In the following section, I will look into how teachers handled the lessons 

dealing with these controversial topics. 

4.1. Enhancing Historical Empathy  

Barton and Levstik (2009: 209-210) argue that historical empathy promoted through 

history education contributes to developing students’ ability to take part in democratic 

society in the future. They (2009: 207-208) referred to the concepts of empathy proposed 



224 
 

by Joan Skolnick, Nancy Dulberg, and Thea Maestra, whereby empathy involves both 

affective and cognitive actions, which can be classified as two distinct cultural tools: one, 

empathy to emotionally care about people in the past, and the other, ability to recognise the 

perspectives of others. Barton and Levstik (2009: 208-210) defined the latter as “historical 

empathy as perspective recognition” which enables students to understand and explain the 

actions of people in the past using historical perspectives (e.g. values, cultural assumptions, 

etc.), and they suggest that historical empathy consists of at least five elements which 

teachers can promote through history learning: a sense of “otherness”, shared normalcy, 

historical contextualisation, differentiation of perspectives, and the contextualisation of the 

present. Amongst teacher participants in my research, teachers IK and BH attempted to 

develop a sense of “otherness” in students, and teachers Hirai, WF, and IK prompted 

historical contextualisation when teaching sensitive topics.  

According to Barton and Levstik (2009: 210), a sense of “otherness” involves 

students’ recognising that there are other people who might share different values, 

attitudes, beliefs and intentions, which is a fundamental element for empathetic 

understanding and contributes to mutual understanding between oneself and others. 

Teacher BH raised the issue of compensation for forced conscription, using his grandfather 

as an example in his explanation and encouraging his students to see it from the 

perspective of victims who faced injustice. Teacher BH did not push his students to 

sympathise with the feelings of the victims, but instead supported his students in gaining a 

rational understanding of the victims’ perspectives in order to make sense of their actions. 

Teacher BH pointed out that the topic is part of history but is also a current issue. He said: 

My grandfather received a military pension which was passed onto my 

grandmother after his death. A military pension is only given to Japanese nationals, 

so although people in Korea used to hold Japanese nationality, they lost it after 
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Japan disclaimed its colonies in 1945. Those Korean people who were forcibly 

conscripted by Japan during the war became ineligible for a military pension for the 

reason that they were no longer Japanese. There are many lawsuits over this as this 

situation is unreasonable, but Japanese law stipulates that military pensions are for 

Japanese nationals only, so Japanese courts cannot accept appeals because they are 

only following the law…It is up to us whether we want to change the law or 

not…Think about what those ex-Japanese soldiers from Korea and China might be 

feeling?...Unpaid salaries and military pensions are again current issues we must 

deal with. 

Teacher IK focused on developing students’ awareness of different perspectives over 

Japan’s invasions in Asia. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, he tried to have students 

understand the perspective of people in Manchuria when Japanese farmers moved onto 

their land and took their houses and farms. Teacher IK also tried to have students 

understand Indonesians’ views on Japan’s invasion through an examination of a recent 

Indonesian textbook. The textbook description stated that Japan called itself a brother to 

the Indonesian people, and people in Indonesia expected Japan to release them from Dutch 

rule, but Japan’s true intention was to secure natural resources and manpower to support 

itself in the war. Teacher IK asked his students to think about how the local people in 

Indonesia saw Japan’s actions at that time. At the end of the lesson about the war, teacher 

IK had students write about the perspectives of four different sets of people separately (the 

Manchurian people, people in Southeast Asia, Korean people, and Taiwanese people), 

having them consider what those people might have thought about the Japanese 

occupation.   

Historical contextualisation is another element of historical empathy that was 

promoted by a few teachers when teaching controversial topics. According to Barton and 
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Levstik (2009: 213-215), the development of historical contextualisation allows students to 

make sense of the past using the idea that past actions (which make little sense from 

present perspectives) depended on the values, attitudes and beliefs at that time. For 

example, teacher WF introduced an article from the Asahi newspaper, which contained the 

experiences of two former Japanese soldiers in China, showing that they were both 

perpetrators and victims of the war. The article said that a cowardly conscripted farmer 

gradually turned into a demon who was able to kill people indiscriminately after receiving 

training, but later tormented himself over his actions for the rest of his life. The other 

soldier refused to kill POWs as part of the training and as a result was repeatedly badly 

beaten by his fellow Japanese soldiers. The teacher pointed out that training to kill POWs 

and non-combatants was prevalent in the army and changed a normal person into a 

murderer. She explained the cruel reality that Japanese soldiers faced at that time, as 

rejecting the training brought them tremendous suffering as well.  

Teacher Hirai also taught Japan’s misconduct in depth together with Japanese 

soldiers’ circumstances and values to explain why they were able to commit atrocities. She 

said in her lesson: 

The important point of the Nanjing Incident is not about the number of victims, but 

rather it is to understand why it was caused… Japanese soldiers had to follow the 

“Instructions for the Battlefield” (senjinkun) and “the Principle of Procuring 

Necessities (genchi chōtatsu shugi)”, and they were taught that they must choose to 

die rather than becoming a POW, as the act of being caught by the enemy was a 

deeply shameful act, and so they also had orders to kill POWs. This way of 

thinking did not allow Japanese soldiers to acknowledge POWs, and lead Japanese 

soldiers to death for honour (gyokusai). 
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Teacher Hirai further explained about her teaching: 

I often explain the difference between American soldiers and Japanese soldiers at 

that time. Japanese soldiers did not know when they might be able to go back to 

Japan, whereas American soldiers were on rotation, so they knew they would go 

home once they had served a certain period in the field. Japanese soldiers had no 

supplies from Japan, they did not know how long they would have to fight for, and 

they were both mentally and physically exhausted. This also shows how lightly the 

lives of Japanese soldiers were treated. What happened in China was not about 

Japanese soldiers being like demons (oni), they were cornered to the point that they 

committed such crimes in China. 

Consideration of the experiences of Japanese soldiers was seen by such teachers not as 

justifications of Japan’s actions towards Chinese people, but as an opportunity to have 

students think about human nature and capabilities, which teachers believed enabled 

students to make sense of the past and help them to think about creating a peaceful society 

in the future. The approaches of teachers Hirai and WF can been seen as an attempt to 

develop a more sophisticated historical consciousness in students, that goes beyond 

moralism to a deeper historical understanding of the forces that drive human action.  

 Both a sense of otherness and historical contextualisation contribute to the 

development of democratic participation, and given that students learn civics after history 

within the social studies curriculum, teachers might have been attempting to introduce an 

important element in civics using history. Developing a sense of otherness especially 

contributes to a better understanding of the pain experienced by the victims of Japan’s 

misconduct, and this is in line with the curriculum, which stresses the importance of 

understanding the suffering of Asian victims. Therefore, these teachers’ decisions to 
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enhance historical empathy could have been influenced by the curriculum. Other than the 

influence of the curriculum, it is likely that teachers' strong motivations towards certain 

topics impacted on their decisions. In the case of teacher IK, his position within the action 

space landscape was impacted by his strong desire that his students recognise Japan as a 

perpetrator before thinking of it as a victim of the war. Similarly, teachers Hirai’s and 

WF’s decisions in their lessons were influenced by their strong motivation that their 

students should have a comprehensive understanding of Japan’s wrongdoing in order to 

make better sense of the past.  

Barton and Levstik (2009) did not discuss how enhancing historical empathy links 

to the stances they identify as expected of students in history classes, but historical 

empathy can be related to what they call the moral response stance and identification 

stance in history learning to some extent. Both a sense of “otherness” and historical 

contextualisation can arouse strong emotions in students when they reflect on people’s 

suffering and/or condemn injustice in the past, both of which Barton and Levstik (2009: 

91-102) include within the moral response stance. Moreover, not only did teachers in this 

study try to get students become empathetic in the process of developing a sense of 

“otherness”, they also encouraged students partially to identify themselves with people 

from other nations (e.g. Asian victims) which can be classed as a form of identification 

stance, though identification stance involves identifying not with one’s own group (e.g. 

nation) but with those outside of it. Although the limitations of the sample in this research 

doesn’t allow quantifying of the trend, these pedagogical methods to enhance historical 

empathy were mostly chosen by Netaken and Rekkyōkyō teachers, which suggests that 

teachers’ study association affiliation may impact their choice of pedagogy. The fact that 

fewer BoE-linked teachers adopted these methods might mean that their interpretation of 
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the curriculum did not lead them to do so, but it is also possible that they were prevented 

by their fear of criticisms. 

4.2. Dealing with Historical Topics in the Context of Present Issues 

A few teachers chose to focus on current issues that stem from Japan’s misconduct in the 

war. When teachers explain Japan’s misconduct in the context of current issues- especially 

if they refer to developments from past issues that involve authoritative institutions, or 

international agreements which are not disputed- they can be perceived as being more 

ideologically neutral, and this method could thus be used to avoid criticism. For example, 

teacher BH explained in class that the conscription of Japanese men resulted in a labour 

shortage in Japan, and in response, people from invaded areas were brought to Japan to 

work in places such as munitions factories. He raised a current dispute that stems from the 

past and emphasised how such past events might potentially impact on the current and 

future relationships with neighbouring countries: 

Those people forcibly made to work were returned to their countries after Japan’s 

defeat without getting their money back as Japanese people were struggling to 

survive in poverty…Some of these people recently sued Japanese companies for 

their unpaid salaries and this was in the newspaper. For these people, can you really 

say the war is over?... It has been over for 70 years, but this unpaid salary is a 

current issue and we are the ones to decide how these issues are dealt with in a 

country with the principle of popular sovereignty. If there are a lot of people who 

support the idea that it is necessary to pay them, politicians will take action to make 

it happen, but if it is not supported, they will not take any action. People in Korea 

and China will be watching our decisions and we should be aware of how Japan is 

seen by neighbouring counties as Japanese nationals.  
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His explanation above suggests that he has a strong awareness of the “Neighbouring 

Countries Clause” (kinrin shokoku jōkō) from August 1982, which requires Japanese 

history textbook accounts to take into consideration the sentiments of neighbouring 

countries for the purposes of international relations and friendship. Having students 

understand the suffering and pain caused by the Japanese military in Asia is also 

encouraged in the curriculum, which also supports teacher BH’s approach towards this 

controversial topic. 

Teacher Kamiyama put more emphasis on the Nanjing Incident in the context of 

current political issues involving UNESCO. After explaining the Nanjing Incident, he 

provided his students with three additional newspaper articles related to the registration of 

the Nanjing Incident as a UNESCO Memory of the World. As his lesson focused on 

articles which reported the recent actions of the Chinese and Japanese governments over 

the registration of the Nanjing Incident, his lesson mitigated the impression that he stressed 

the controversial parts of history in his lessons (e.g. the cruel acts of Japanese soldiers). 

This is likely because his reference to UNESCO diminished the controversial nature of the 

event, and the Nanjing Incident as a UNESCO Memory of the World is far less 

controversial in comparison to the Nanjing Incident itself. As explained earlier, students 

are scheduled to learn civics after history, which might have motivated teachers BH and 

Kamiyama to link history and current issues together. Additionally, they both referred to 

the importance of teaching controversial events by contextualising them with their present 

impact, which suggests that their motivations affected their choice of pedagogy. 

Although teacher Hirai taught comfort women with a focus on the current political 

efforts to resolve issues relating to them, unlike teachers BH and Kamiyama her classes 

appeared less ideologically neutral as she repeatedly emphasised the suffering of victims, 

and one of the political developments she referred to is also contentious. She introduced 
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the Kōno Statement made in 199376 and the Japan-South Korea comfort women deal 

agreed in 2015 while focusing on the enduring suffering that comfort women have 

experienced to date. The Japan-South Korea comfort women agreement in 2015 was itself 

controversial and was shelved in Korea by the Moon Jae-in administration which came 

into power in 2017. Teacher Hirai’s position within the action space landscape for this 

topic is driven by her strong interest in former comfort women, which she also pursues 

historical research on and also is influenced by the fact (see section 3.3) that her autonomy 

to make decisions for her lessons is protected by her principal and local board of education.  

4.3. Teaching about Atrocities in Europe 

One of the tactics teachers employed when they wanted to teach about Japan’s misconduct 

was to teach more details about the war in Europe, through which they have students 

imagine what damage and suffering the war might have brought in Asia. This pedagogical 

choice was taken by some teachers who feared criticism for teaching certain views on 

controversial topics. Teacher SW’s class was more ethnically mixed than those of the other 

teachers involved in this research. She found it difficult to teach about Japan’s 

wrongdoings in Asia partly because they are sensitive topics for these students, and partly 

because conflicting historical viewpoints exist over events such as the Nanjing Incident. 

Instead she taught in detail about the genocide of Jewish people under the Nazis and what 

kind of suffering the war in Europe caused. Although she did not tell students about 

Japan’s wrongdoings in Asia explicitly, she implied that similar suffering was caused by 

the Japanese military in Asia. As mentioned earlier, this method also helped ethnic 

minority students feel more comfortable in class. Teacher SW commented that, 

 
76 Chief Cabinet Secretary Kōno Yōhei admitted the involvement of the Japanese government in the 
construction of comfort stations. 
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Teaching about the Japanese military’s conduct was very challenging because there 

are some Chinese and Korean students in class and the historical interpretations of 

those events varies depending on their country, but events in Europe are so far from 

us and can be treated like a case study. Obviously there are some parents who are 

from Japan’s neighbouring countries, so if I look into some controversial events 

and provide students with certain views, those parents will contact me to complain, 

so the Holocaust is in that sense easier to deal with in class…I want students to 

understand that ordinary people turn abnormal under abnormal circumstances, such 

as the people who conducted atrocities were possibly regular fathers with children, 

but they became capable of committing atrocities in the battlefield, or German 

soldiers killing Jewish people is one example…Students can understand the various 

terrible things that happened between Germany and the Jews during the war, and 

then apply the knowledge to Japan and other countries. 

Similarly, in the case of teacher CF, he was wary of using graphic pictures or videos about 

Japan’s misconduct due to the possibility of receiving criticism, but he still wanted 

students to see the reality of battlefields and so utilised the Normandy landing scene from 

the film Saving Private Ryan. He commented that he hoped that students could imagine 

how Japan invaded countries in Asia and how chaotic battlefields become.  

4.4. Using Authoritative Independent Materials 

The use of authoritative independent materials such as videos is common in social studies 

lessons to facilitate students’ understanding of the topics. In the case of lessons dealing 

with sensitive topics, using videos and testimonies from trusted sources not only helped 

students’ learning but also helped teachers convey important points to students in class 

while avoiding criticism from local politicians or students’ families. Some teachers such as 
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teachers SW, SA, and DX used this tactic to avoid explaining controversial events in class, 

as they are afraid of unconsciously expressing their value judgements of events in class, 

since these have become as much political as historical matters. All three were members of 

BOE-affiliated study groups, suggesting that BoE linked teachers are perhaps more likely 

to use this approach than teachers who are members of progressive study groups such as 

Rekkyōkyō. Teacher SA was the only teacher who did not mention the Nanjing Incident in 

class, instead using an NHK video which looked at the air-bombing in Chongqing to avoid 

describing Japan’s wrongdoings in her own words. She explained this in her interview: 

It is important to show Japan’s wrongdoings in class, as there are more 

opportunities for students to see the suffering of the Japanese people, but things get 

problematic if I convey this to students inappropriately (hen ni tsutaeru to okashiku 

naru). People talking too much about Japanese wrongdoings get condemned as 

masochistic (jigyakushikan), don’t they? I want to maintain a stance of 

communicating the facts, so showing a video is better and more neutral than my re-

telling the events with my words… through the video, students can understand that 

Japan was not just a victim, but also a perpetrator. 

Similarly, rather than presenting the battle of Okinawa in his own words, teacher DX let 

the video do the describing of the battle on his behalf, and in his interview, he focused on 

talking about the video as a means of avoiding expressing his own thoughts or opinions on 

the subject.  

Rekkyōkyō members were keen to teach the details of atrocities/abuses committed 

by the Japanese military, and they tended to teach the topic in a way that elicits emotion 

from students. They used testimonies most frequently among the teachers interviewed, 

suggesting that their pedagogical choices as well as their position within the action space 
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landscape were influenced by their affiliation to a study association. However, their fear of 

receiving criticism often motivated them to avoid leaving any trace of using testimonies. 

Teacher CF described his experience: 

I used to make a supplementary hand-out of pictures and testimonies regarding 

Japan’s atrocities in Asia, but some parents with nationalistic views about the war 

saw my hand-out and made complaints to my school… but I want to emphasise 

what Japan did in China so I verbally provide students with the testimonies in class 

I heard from former Japanese soldiers and so on…I feel like I have to take 

nationalistic politicians and students’ parents into consideration when teaching 

Japan’s conduct in Asia. 

The majority of the teachers who used videos or testimonies in their class chose to 

use materials produced by NHK, but some teachers used materials produced by major 

Japanese television companies and publishers such as Tokyo Broadcasting System and 

Tokyo Broadcasting System Television (associated with progressive ideologies) or the 

publisher Yamakawa.77 Teachers such as MR, SA, LC, SW, and DX, who have closer 

associations with their local Boards of Education, used NHK or Yamakawa materials, 

whereas many Rekkyōkyō teachers preferred to use not only NHK materials but also those 

made by private television companies with progressive ideologies. Teachers chose to use 

widely trusted historical sources so as to be able to defend themselves in case of 

confrontation. The popularity of the NHK materials suggests that they are highly credible 

(at least to those who might criticise teachers), which makes teachers feel more 

 
77 Yamakawa Shuppan publishes the most popular World History B textbook for high schools. The video is 
comprised of two DVDs, containing 60 episodes in all, and each episode was less than five minutes long. 
Two teachers used a section depicting Pearl Harbour. 
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comfortable to use them for lessons dealing with controversial topics. Teacher Hirai 

explained,  

I use video testimonies of former Japanese soldiers preserved in the NHK archives. 

Testimonies in NHK programmes are accredited as official historical records, so 

they are not like records I have personally collected… I value the testimonies and 

use them often because their words carry a lot of weight compared to my re-

phrasing the events…NHK stores a lot of archives of testimonies from during the 

war, and NHK archives are widely trusted. 

4.5. Strategic Manoeuvring 

There are several teachers who taught controversial topics while adopting their own 

strategies to avoid criticism, including both Rekkyōkyō and BoE associated teachers. One 

strategy, mentioned in the previous section, was to avoid the possibility of parents’ seeing 

teaching materials containing controversial matters, either by collecting them from 

students at the end of class, or by limiting themselves to oral transmission. As mentioned 

above, teacher CF read the former soldiers’ testimonies in class, and another Rekkyōkyō 

teacher, teacher WF, used a hand-out featuring an Asahi newspaper article which reported 

the testimony of a Malaysian man who witnessed Japanese soldiers killing his family. The 

newspaper had an illustration of Japanese soldiers stabbing his baby brother with bayonets. 

Teacher WF gave the hand-out to students, read the article with them, and then at the end 

of the class collected the hand-outs back in, explaining as she did so that she had to re-use 

the hand-out in different classes, though no other hand-outs were ever collected in during 

lessons I observed. 

Teacher BH is a BoE-linked teacher, and although he did not use any further 

teaching materials, he did teach the details of controversial events using his own oral 
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description. His explanations did not involve much emotion, and his descriptive teaching 

approach gave the overall impression of ideological neutrality. Teacher BH explained the 

Nanjing Incident to his students thus: 

When the Japanese army arrived at Nanjing, the Chinese army was not there 

anymore, and the Japanese went on to cause the Nanjing Massacre. The Japanese 

army made accusations towards any suspicious people on the charge of spying and 

interrogated them. How do you know whether these people were spies or not? They 

did not know, so the army tortured them without proper lawful procedures. The 

Japanese army also seized food from the local Chinese population and killed 

anyone who resisted them and burned their villages to the ground in order to erase 

the evidence.  

Although teacher BH did not mention that he adopts any special pedagogical methods for 

lessons dealing with controversial topics, adopting a dispassionate tone for his narratives 

was possibly an effort to remain ideologically neutral to avoid possible criticism.  

Teacher SA is also a BoE-linked teacher, and her pedagogical decisions for the 

lessons about sensitive topics was influenced by the potential criticism she might receive. 

She explained that teachers have a better chance to teach sensitive issues without being a 

target of criticism if they choose the right time to teach them. For example, she once 

planned a series of classes using children’s essays that depicted atrocities committed in the 

1920s against Korean people living in Japan, but gave up on those classes when an 

educational booklet containing an account of the same atrocities became a target of 

criticism. However, as the incident occurred a few years before I interviewed her, teacher 

SA planned once again to conduct those classes as she believed the attention towards the 

event had faded and so she could escape criticism. 
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The strategies teachers adopted for teaching controversial topics detailed in this 

section suggest at least two influential factors on their lessons, one being the social and 

political context around them, and the other being teachers’ individual attributes and 

perceptions (study associations). Both Rekkyōkyō and BoE-linked teachers sought to deal 

with sensitive topics while adopting strategies to avoid potential criticism which indicates 

the strong influence that the social and political context surrounding teachers has on them 

and on how they conduct their classes. The tactic of collecting materials at the end of a 

lesson is most likely to be used by Rekkyōkyō teachers, which suggests the influence of 

study associations.   

4.6. Omission and Avoidance 

I found that many teachers occasionally avoided explaining controversial topics to varying 

degrees. In most cases, rather than hiding a controversial event completely, teachers often 

avoided mentioning certain elements of the event or avoided describing the event in their 

own words. For example, teacher EMY taught the battle of Okinawa but avoided 

mentioning mass suicides because he was aware of a then ongoing lawsuit in which 

survivors of the battle and bereaved family members accused the state of responsibility for 

the orders of mass suicide and were claiming damages from the state.78 

In the case of the Nanjing Incident, 12 out of the 21 teachers interviewed limited 

their explanation of the event to the textbook descriptions or only chose to teach the basic 

facts, which could be classed as partial avoidance of the topic in class. Most of those 12 

teachers are members of BoE-affiliated study associations, and they generally mentioned 

one or two of the following reasons for their avoidance of the topic: firstly, the truth of the 

event is still being debated (for instance the number of casualties), and secondly teachers 

 
78 The group of survivors and bereaved family members launched legal action against the Japanese 
government in 2012. 
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are afraid of unconsciously expressing their value judgements about the event in class 

because of fear of receiving criticism. A few Netaken and Rekkyōkyō teachers minimised 

the explanations of the Nanjing Incident but generally gave different reasons for their 

decisions, such as the topic being unsuitable for young teenage students (Rekkyōkyō 

teachers are mostly keen to teach the Nanjing Incident). This suggests that the study 

associations are likely to impact on teachers’ decisions about teaching controversial topics. 

BoE-linked teachers are perhaps most likely to be influenced by the social and political 

context in comparison with teachers who belong to other groups. Additionally, in the case 

of the Nanjing Incident, although most teachers taught about the international controversy 

over the death toll of the Nanjing Incident (i.e. that the Japanese and Chinese governments 

endorse different numbers), they generally (apart from some with conservative views such 

as teacher HA) refrained from supporting or encouraging students to believe particular 

views, preferring instead to avoid conclusions. 

  When teachers felt the need to minimise their explanations of events due to 

potential criticism, they sometimes adopted some compensatory strategies convey similar 

points to students without risking criticism. As mentioned in earlier sections, these 

strategies include providing more detailed explanations about the war in Europe or utilising 

authoritative independent materials.   

Although over 60 percent of the teachers said that they spent significant time on the 

battle of Okinawa, many of them focused on the misery of the battle rather than pursuing 

the reasons why the battle occurred, which was the opposite approach taken for many other 

topics they taught. This choice appeared to allow them to escape going into detail about 

controversial content. Focusing on understanding the Okinawan people’s suffering does 

not require analytical perspectives which seek causations or responsibilities behind the 

battle, so teachers are unlikely to violate their political neutrality as a teacher. Based on 
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how teachers avoid certain aspects of sensitive topics, it is clear that the fear of criticism 

impacts on teachers’ positioning within the action space landscape, which in turn impacts 

on how teachers handle these topics.   

Moving on from the fear of criticism, I found that when teachers had strong doubts 

about certain aspects of events, they tended to avoid teaching them in depth, or avoided 

certain narratives and focussed instead on narratives they felt more comfortable with. For 

example, teacher HA believed that the information about the Nanjing Incident disclosed by 

the Chinese government was highly suspicious, and so he was reluctant to teach about the 

international dispute over the scale of the damage caused by the Japanese army. He 

asserted that he could not believe that a few hundred thousand people were killed, because 

in the following year the population in Nanjing exceeded the number of inhabitants living 

there at the time of the incident, and he also wondered where the remains of all those killed 

went. He continued by saying that he sometimes expresses such views in his lessons. 

Teacher TT also held conservative views about the war, and he avoided teaching aspects of 

the battle of Okinawa associated with progressive ideologies such as the Himeyuri Student 

Troop, or mass suicides. He represented the battle of Okinawa as one in which the 

Japanese military and ordinary people bravely fought together. With regard to Okinawa’s 

being sacrificed in anticipation of a larger battle on mainland Japan, he described his 

thoughts in relation to how he dealt with it in his class: 

The Imperial Japanese Army General Staff Office (sanbōhonbu) considered the 

battle in Okinawa a means to earn time for the battle on mainland Japan, so there is 

at least an aspect of Okinawa’s being sacrificed, but I did not mention about it in 

my class, as such a subtopic does not lead smoothly to the next subtopics of the 

atomic bombs and the end of war, and also I did not have time to cover all of 

them…if my class were about investigating the history of Okinawa it would be 
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meaningful to pursue the sacrifice of local people there, but in relation to the end of 

the Asia Pacific War, I thought it was not important to teach it. 

Lastly, teachers indicated that the decision to avoid sensitive topics is also 

influenced by students as well. As mentioned in an earlier section, all teachers disclaimed 

teaching all of Japan’s wrongdoings and some claimed that they avoid teaching details 

about certain topics, in both cases with a view to achieving the best learning outcomes for 

students. For example, some teachers such as Kawahara kept their explanation of the topic 

of comfort women to a minimum because they felt that the strong emotional responses the 

topic would arouse from students could become overwhelming and hinder their learning. 

For those teachers, history lessons should be more to do with learning about the causality 

between events, rather than being influenced by the emotional impact of those events, and 

they did not find any pedagogy to handle or utilise such emotions adequately. Teacher 

Kawahara stated that he was not opposed to the idea of students learning about Japan’s 

misconduct, but he believes that it is better for students to think about such controversial 

events later in their lives when they are more mature. He said: 

The topic of comfort women involves sexual issues, and as a male teacher it makes 

me feel very awkward to talk about it to teenage female students…the details of the 

events would elicit strong emotion from students and I cannot find any good 

pedagogical method to deepen their learning while managing/utilising such 

emotions…I do teach Japan’s wrongdoings but regarding comfort women I 

normally provide students with the basic information in class and encourage them 

to give the topic deeper thought when they are more mature.  

Teacher Kawahara’s decision was motivated by consideration towards his students as well 

as limitations in pedagogical approaches which is linked to his capability to teach the topic.  
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4.7. Summary and Analysis 

Everything presented in this chapter shows that teachers’ decisions about the ways they 

handle controversial topics are strongly influenced by two factors in their action space 

landscape: one is social and political contexts (a fear of receiving criticism because of the 

controversial nature of the topics), and the other is teachers’ individual attributes and 

perceptions, such as teachers’ ideologies affecting the way they perform their lessons or 

teachers having a strong motivation to teach certain topics or achieve certain outcomes in 

their lessons. Teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions not only impacted on how 

teachers performed their lessons but also the narratives of the events they adopt and the 

core contents of their lessons (e.g. aiming to enhance historical empathy in students). 

Criticism from local politicians or students’ parents influences teachers’ positions in that 

they feel the need to cut down on explanations about sensitive topics, but the determination 

of some to teach controversial events while avoiding criticism was also shown by the 

diverse pedagogical methods they adopted to achieve this. Although social and political 

contexts and teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions are the most influential factors, 

they are often accompanied by other factors such as students, past-related scholarship 

and/or educational structures, and these also contribute to determining teachers’ eventual 

position within the action space landscape. For example, teachers’ decisions to avoid 

teaching certain controversial events might be linked to a fear of criticism, but it can also 

be a result of care for students or the desire to enhance students’ learning experiences. For 

example, teacher SA chose to utilise an NHK video to teach about Japanese perpetrator 

acts, a decision determined by various factors such as the likelihood of criticism for her 

lessons on controversial topics because she works in an area where a nationalistic textbook 

was adopted, but also by her view that although she is motivated to teach Japan’s 

misconduct she did not see the benefit of teaching it extensively as it would be 
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counterproductive for her students. Consequently, she utilised a section of a highly credible 

video to achieve her aim. 

The curriculum provides broad learning objectives that teachers are expected to 

achieve and teachers tend to teach the war within the range of the curriculum instructions, 

but the curriculum has a weaker influence upon teachers’ position within the action space 

landscape compared to other factors when dealing with controversial topics, and this is in 

line with the analysis from Chapter Six that the curriculum does not strictly dictate how 

teachers teach about the war in Japan. Teachers act as a mediator between the curriculum 

and students, and the lack of detail in the curriculum requires teachers to translate it in 

order to embody the concept of the curriculum in their lessons. It is likely that teachers’ 

individual attributes and perceptions (such as teachers’ motivations to teach certain topics) 

affected this process of interpretation of the curriculum. For example, the contents 

covering Japan’s wrongdoings that teachers taught and the foci they chose varied because 

they each interpreted differently the curricular expectation to have their students 

understand the suffering of people in Asia during the war. 

Kello (2016: 43-44) introduced two cases where teachers dealt with lessons about 

controversial topics in a perfunctory way. Some teachers taught “officially correct” 

versions of history to fulfil their duty as a “state servant”, and some other teachers merely 

taught textbook-centred contents because that was what they believed they were paid to do. 

However, although teachers associated with BoE-linked study groups had an especially 

strong focus on teaching the curricular content, teacher participants in my research tended 

to commit themselves to teaching the history supported by academic historiography. I did 

not find examples of teachers believing themselves to be intermediaries who simply deliver 

“officially correct” versions of history as “state servants” to students. However, the 

majority of teachers in this research are particularly keen teachers who work to achieve 
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innovative teaching, so it is possible that there are teachers who might teach controversial 

topics in line with what they believe is expected of them as a teacher without going beyond 

this. 

Lastly, although the limited sample of teachers does not provide conclusive 

evidence as to how study associations impact the ways teachers handle sensitive topics, 

some broad trends were identified. Teachers who are associated with BoE linked 

organisations tended to be conscious about positioning themselves as ideologically neutral, 

and thus are the most affected by the social and political context, especially potential 

criticisms they might receive. When BoE-linked teachers fear criticism, they tend to adopt 

subtle methods to try to deliver their points while circumventing criticism, such as letting 

videos from credible sources explain events rather than providing their own verbal 

descriptions. Although Rekkyōkyō teachers are also worried about receiving criticism, they 

are perhaps more open to adopting bolder strategies such as collecting teaching materials 

containing controversial topics from students at the end of class, and they tend to use 

teaching materials, including testimonies, from a broader range of organisations which 

present both neutral and progressive views. More Rekkyōkyō and Netaken teachers aimed 

to enhance historical empathy when teaching controversial topics, perhaps because BoE-

linked teachers tend to avoid too much detail about controversial topics due to their fear of 

criticism, or possibly because their interpretation of the curriculum does not align with 

developing historical empathy. Teachers holding conservative views in this research are 

limited, but such teachers perhaps feared criticism towards their lessons less. This might be 

linked to the fact that the LDP government supports more conservative views of the war, 

which might have affected the way teachers felt about maintaining political neutrality.  
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5. Conclusion 

In analysing how teachers taught the topics of Japan as a perpetrator, the battle of Okinawa 

and the lives of Japanese civilians during the war, I was able to identify reasons for 

teachers’ decisions and thought processes around their teaching practices. The application 

of the theoretical framework of teachers’ action space landscape proposed by Kello and 

Wagner (2017) to my findings enabled me to classify a variety of elements such as 

interpretations of the curriculum, students’ circumstances, and teachers’ motivations into 

five factorial groups, as well as allowing me to highlight that combinations of such 

elements in various groups can determine teachers’ eventual positions and impact on their 

choice of pedagogies. The elements examined in this chapter might be common amongst 

teachers outside of the sample in this research when teaching the same topics, but some of 

them may be exclusively applicable to these teachers (or even individuals amongst them). 

Having said that, it became clearer that when topics involve controversy, more elements 

within the action space landscape tend to affect teachers’ positions, which is an indication 

that teachers are required to think more carefully about their approaches towards such 

lessons.  

The pedagogical methods teachers adopted when dealing with controversial topics 

were diverse, and influences of study associations on their choice of pedagogy were also 

tentatively identified. Teachers’ circumstances are all different and their positions in the 

action space landscape are unique to them, but social and political contexts (especially 

potential criticism towards their lessons) are one of the most influential factors towards 

their positioning/performance when teaching controversial topics. Therefore, many of the 

teaching approaches I found were ways that helped teachers minimise the risk of receiving 

criticism or managing their fears thereof. This social and political context notably impacted 
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on teachers who are members of BoE affiliated groups, which suggests that these teachers 

are most sensitive to criticism.  

Teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions are also another influential factor 

impacting on teachers’ decisions about their lessons, leading some teachers to focus on 

enhancing historical empathy in students through lessons about Japan’s wrongdoings, 

and/or focussing on the controversial topics in the context of present issues. 

Contextualising historical issues in the present context frames these issues in a way that 

helps students to understand their enduring significance and also possibly helps teachers 

teach controversial events without being a target of criticism. The development of 

historical empathy is particularly significant because teachers not only taught students 

about Japan’s misconduct (which is challenging content for them) but also attempted to 

nurture abilities valuable for students to participate in democratic society in the future, 

points not discussed in previous studies on this subject.  

As a few existing studies pointed out, there is a perception that Japan’s colonial and 

wartime wrongdoings are not taught much in Japanese schools, and the reasons for this 

have tended to be sought solely in the social and political context. However as my analysis 

pointed out, while the social and political context is very important, the impact of other 

factors (i.e. educational structures, past-related scholarships, teachers’ individual attributes 

and perceptions, and students) on teachers’ positions within the action space landscape was 

not insignificant when examining teaching practices of controversial topics in Japan and 

why Japanese teachers teach them in the way they do. 

Overall, this chapter was able to provide a more comprehensive view of what 

shapes teachers’ action space landscape for lessons about controversial topics related to the 
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war, and how teachers work within it in order to choose the best possible pedagogical 

approaches to achieve the purposes they set for the lessons.  
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Conclusion 

Japanese history education about the Fifteen Years’ War has always been politically and 

ideologically controversial, due to divided interpretations of the war in Japan and abroad. 

To date, research on history education about the war in Japan has had a strong focus on 

textbooks and the curriculum. This is understandable, given that narratives in history 

textbooks are often perceived as the official historical interpretation of a nation (Cave, 

2013), and the adoption of a textbook screening system by the Ministry of Education from 

1948 onward reinforced this notion. Textbooks do hold an important position in Japan. 

However, lessons contain influential elements other than textbooks, such as teachers’ own 

explanations, or extra teaching materials. This study was mainly motivated by this gap in 

previous research on history education in Japan, and in this conclusion, I will discuss the 

findings of this study and what can be learned from them. 

 The findings of this study are organised into three sections. Firstly, I will discuss 

how the narratives in teaching practices about the war relate to the narratives of the Fifteen 

Years’ War that have emerged in Japanese society since 1945 (which were discussed in 

Chapter Three). The narrative of Japanese victimhood has been considered dominant in 

society, and there has been a presupposition that the contents and narratives in social 

studies classes align with the dominant narratives in society, but from my lesson 

observations and interviews with social studies teachers I found that they adopted more 

complex narratives of the war in the classroom.  

Secondly, this study analysed teaching practices of the war using the theoretical 

frameworks provided by Barton and Levstik (2009) and Seixas (2000). I will discuss my 

findings about teachers’ aims and the methods they used to achieve their aims, and present 
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how these findings portray Japanese history education about the war differently to previous 

research. 

Lastly, in Chapter One I discussed the role of teachers as mediators between the state 

and society and also how the representation of history in lessons is affected by teachers’ 

positions in the action space landscape. In this conclusion I will highlight the contributions 

of this study in relation to these subjects. I will discuss how social studies teachers in Japan 

fulfilled their mediating role, including how they interpreted the curriculum and translated 

it into their lessons, and also how their positions in the action space landscape influenced 

their lessons about sensitive topics.  

1. Japanese History Teaching and Narratives of the War 

In the decades since 1945, international media has often focused on views that are critical 

of Japanese memories and attitudes to the war, arguing that these memories and attitudes 

show inadequate acceptance of Japan’s responsibility for the Asia Pacific War and 

inadequate acknowledgement of Japanese atrocities (Seaton, 2007). Seaton also points out 

that Japanese victimhood is the most visible war narrative in Japanese society. Similarly, 

Orr (2001) argued that the narrative of the suffering and victimhood of Japanese people has 

been most dominant in society, and the unique experience of atomic bomb victimhood has 

been adopted as part of Japanese national identity. Consequently, it is widely believed that 

what Japanese children learn in school has a strong focus on the suffering of Japanese 

people during the war. This is reinforced by studies which have found that the descriptions 

of Japan’s wrongdoings during the war in textbooks are limited; Saaler (2006) therefore 

argued that Japanese education has failed to pass on an important part of the national 

history. The first narrative about the war that emerged in Japanese society centred on war 

memories with a strong focus on Japanese victimhood, and this was initially promoted by 
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SCAP, as discussed in Chapter Three. In this study of history education, however, I found 

that the situation was more nuanced. My analysis of teachers’ aims for lessons about the 

war indicated that teachers rarely chose the suffering of Japanese civilians as a main aim 

for a series of lessons, and the aspects of Japanese victimisation actually covered in their 

lessons were generally limited because they were deemed by teachers to be less important 

in social studies lessons. This finding contradicts the perception that school education has a 

strong focus on the suffering of Japanese people. Having said that, the elements of 

Japanese victimisation that arise from the topics of the atomic bombs and the battle of 

Okinawa were considered to be important by many teachers because of their present-day 

relevance to current issues (i.e. Japan’s core national strategy of the Three Non-Nuclear 

Principles and the current issue of US bases in Okinawa). However, quite a few teachers 

focused on having students understand the causes behind the atomic bombs rather than the 

suffering they caused (so lessons that focused on this element were relatively rare) which 

may give students a better chance at overcoming the victim mentality about the bombs 

prevalent in society. In contrast to the subject of the atomic bombs, teachers did not 

generally pursue the causes behind the battle of Okinawa and instead focused on the 

misery of the battle, but as I discussed previously, this was mostly due to the impact of 

social and political contexts (such as a fear of violating the requirement of political 

neutrality). There is a possibility that social studies classes might have less focus on 

Japanese victimhood partially because it can potentially be a focus in other classes such as 

Integrated Studies. As introduced in Chapter Six, some teachers noted that students are 

expected to develop social epistemological knowledge in social studies classes. 

In contrast to the Japanese victimisation narrative, teachers thought it important to 

teach about Japan’s wrongdoings. Nearly half of the participant teachers aimed to have 

students understand Japan’s misconduct in Asia, and all teachers did establish to a certain 
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degree the narrative of Japan as a perpetrator in their lessons. This trend is in line with the 

curriculum, which encourages teachers to provide students with opportunities to 

understand the suffering of Asian people inflicted by the Japanese military, and is also a 

reflection of the fact that the narratives of Japan as a perpetrator have taken root in 

Japanese people’s historical consciousness from the 1970s onwards. However, the majority 

of the participant teachers taught a limited amount about Japan’s wrongdoing, and some 

teachers even chose alternative pedagogical methods to deliver the lessons due to the 

influence of social and political contexts (such as potential criticism) and/or educational 

consideration for students. Interestingly, a few teachers indicated that students had already 

arrived in lessons with negative opinions towards countries such as China and Korea due to 

their continuing criticisms of Japan’s past behaviour, so these teachers tended to dedicate 

time in social studies classes to addressing such beliefs by teaching Japan’s misconduct. 

My analysis reinforces the findings of existing research that students learn a limited 

amount about Japanese misconduct in school, but it also elucidates the fact that the 

majority of teachers interpreted the curriculum in such a way as to view the teaching of 

Japan’s wrongdoings as important and performed their lessons accordingly. 

Furthermore, many social studies teachers did not overlook Japanese citizens’ share 

in responsibility for the war. For instance, when teachers taught the shift of power from 

Japanese politicians to the military in the 1930s, they also explained that it was ultimately 

citizens’ support that made it possible (which relates to Katō Yōko’s study as discussed in 

Chapter Three). A few teachers such as teachers SA, OH and Kawahara pointed out that 

Japanese citizens were not necessarily ignorant of what an all-out war would mean for their 

daily lives, yet they did not take any actions to stop the military. Moreover, teachers IK 

and Hirai also stressed to students that to those people native to Manchuria, the Japanese 

emigrants were perpetrators. These narratives are particularly salient because they indicate 
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that teachers not only established the Japanese military as perpetrators but also laid that 

charge on Japanese citizens as well.   

Additionally, teachers often focused on teaching how the Second Sino-Japanese 

War progressed and eventually triggered the Asia Pacific War, allowing them to reinforce 

the fact that Japan decided to start another war while also waging war in China. A few 

teachers such as teacher BH and G noted that students tend to assume that the war Japan 

fought was against the US and overlook the Second Sino-Japanese War (a perceived notion 

that was also seen in the NHK survey in 2000), 79 so those teachers took social studies 

classes as an opportunity to rectify this view. As discussed in Chapter Three, the loss of the 

memory of the Second Sino-Japanese War and the increased focus on the memory of the 

Asia Pacific War have contributed to greater historical consciousness of Japanese 

victimhood; social studies teachers’ approach is also an attempt to counteract the 

inclination towards victimhood and instead lead students to consider Japan’s responsibility 

for the war. 

I identified a few teachers (such as teachers TT and HA) in this research who held 

conservative views about the war. Although none of the teacher participants clearly 

expressed revisionists’ views about the Asia Pacific War (such as that Japan fought the war 

in Asia for the purpose of liberating other Asian countries from their colonial masters), I 

identified some teaching practices containing revisionist-influenced ideas which criticise 

the Western colonial powers. Teacher HA taught the start of the Asia Pacific War by 

explaining that Japan was dragged into the war and had no choice but to fight against the 

US, which implies that the US was culpable for Japan’s decision to start the war. Similarly, 

views of the Asia Pacific War that hold both Japan and the US as being responsible for the 

 
79 Please refer to Chapter Three. 
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war might have been commonly reflected in the lessons regarding Pearl Harbour. 

Regardless of the fact that a large number of American soldiers died in the event, the 

majority of teachers did not teach the events from a moralistic standpoint. As Yoshida 

(2005) pointed out (as described in Chapter Three), there is a prevalent view in Japanese 

society that Japan and the US are both responsible for the Asia Pacific War (which relates 

to the revisionist idea that the Western powers also committed comparable acts during the 

war), and so it is likely that the sense of responsibility or atonement towards the US was 

not reflected in the lessons. 

The overall evidence gained from interviews and classroom observations showed that a 

variety of interpretations of the war were represented in the lessons, but the majority of 

narratives adopted by teachers and foci in their teaching practices did not align with having 

a strong focus on the perceived dominant narrative of Japanese victimhood. It is still true 

that teachers deal with Japanese atrocities only to a limited degree, but their approach is 

nonetheless likely to encourage students to accept rather than overlook Japan as a 

perpetrator. This is in line with the development of historical consciousness containing a 

sense of Japan’s role as a perpetrator that began in the 1970s. The wide consumption of 

Katō Yōko’s study in Japanese society may have contributed to teachers’ stressing the 

narratives of Japanese citizens being an accomplice to the military rather than powerless 

victims.  

2. Aims and Methods of History Teaching 

Much research about Japanese modern history education about the war has provided a 

somewhat simplistic portrayal of Japanese history education, according to which the 

contents of textbooks are transmitted exactly through exposition from teachers and a strong 

emphasis is placed on the acquisition of historical knowledge, this representing the entirety 
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of students’ learning (Seaton, 2007). Cave’s (2002, 2005) and Fukuoka’s (2011) research 

has suggested that teaching that goes beyond textbook descriptions exists, but teachers’ 

perspectives on teaching practices have only been investigated to a limited degree. The 

strong research focus on textbooks and their screening system has led to a situation in 

academic research where what is actually taught in classrooms and the pedagogical choices 

for such classes are largely unknown. The current study has filled this gap by focusing in 

depth both on teachers’ aims and decision making in their teaching and also on the 

contents of their actual lessons, and by doing so has provided new insights into Japanese 

modern history education about the war and how teachers perform a mediating role 

between the state and society in Japan.  

For the analysis of teaching practices about the war, I introduced two sets of 

theoretical frameworks developed by Seixas (2000) and Barton and Levstik (2009) in 

Chapter One. Seixas (2000) argues that the approach of “enhancing collective memory” is 

about teaching the story of the nation which best helps to develop national unity, while the 

approach of “disciplinary” history involves exposing students to conflicting interpretations 

of history and having them perform historical inquiry (for instance learning how to validate 

historical accounts). Barton and Levstik (2009) proposed four forms of history learning in 

which students may be expected to engage in class, of which I applied three to my study: 

“identification stance”, “analytic stance” and “moral response stance”. The main activity of 

the identification stance is to have students identify themselves with their national history 

and nurture a sense of group identity (which develops into national cohesion); this concept 

resembles Seixas’s (2000) “enhancing collective memory”. The analytic stance toward 

history learning has three purposes. The first purpose would seem to resemble Seixas’s 

(2000) “disciplinary” approach, as students are expected to learn disciplinary criteria of 

history such as the process of validating historical accounts and justifying history using 
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primary sources. The second purpose of analytic learning involves students 

analysing/understanding the key historical developments of the nation in order to 

understand the present better, and the third purpose is to encourage students to learn 

lessons from history, because doing so is likely to help them act as responsible citizens in 

the future; both of these purposes thus develop useful skills for participatory democracy. 

Finally, what Barton and Levstik call moral response stance learning utilises emotional 

responses that arise from the comprehension of historical events and can be elicited from 

three main types of activity: remembrance has students comprehend the suffering and 

hardships wrought by tragic events; condemnation aims to stir feelings of denunciation in 

students from injustice or unfairness through which they can learn lessons from the past; 

and admiration involves students learning about heroic stories of individuals who can 

become models for students to emulate.  

The most common pedagogical method adopted in classes I identified as being 

exposition; this is in line with the findings of previous studies (Cave 2002, Fukuoka 2011). 

However, the application of these theoretical frameworks enabled me to find that in their 

lessons about the Fifteen Years’ War, the history teachers studied did not take the approach 

of “enhancing collective memory” (Seixas, 2000) or “identification stance” (Barton and 

Levstik, 2009) as much as might have been hypothesized.  An identification stance might 

be expected to be associated with the idea of teaching Japanese victimhood, but achieving 

such a stance in history learning was rarely mentioned by teachers; instead, in many 

instances teachers made a greater effort to achieve analytic and moral response stances in 

their lessons.  

Analysis of teachers’ overall aims for lessons about the Fifteen Years’ War showed 

that they generally found it important to have students understand the historical facts as a 

foundation for further learning. However, for many teachers, acquisition of knowledge was 
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not their only goal for students. Two of the most popular overall aims involved students’ 

analysis of topics such as the causes of the war based on their understanding of the political 

and economic background, so that students could learn lessons from the past and act as a 

responsible democratic citizen later in their life. Most of the overall aims involved 

achieving a moral response stance, because morality can serve as a motivation to 

contribute to a better society without war in the future. Half of the teacher participants 

aimed to have students understand Japan’s wrongdoings in Asia through taking moral 

response and analytic stances. 

Teachers’ tendency to focus strongly on the analytic stance and/or moral response 

stance toward learning was also seen throughout their aims for particular individual topics 

(the Manchurian Incident and the emergence of the Japanese military in policy making, the 

Second Sino-Japanese War, the Asia Pacific War, and the atomic bombs). Teachers 

especially tried to achieve the analytic stance when helping students make sense of the 

crucial historical developments that took Japan down the path of war, by setting goals such 

as to have students understand the causes of the Second Sino-Japanese War and the Asia 

Pacific War. Even for the topic of the atomic bombs, which Orr (2001) argued is an 

important part of Japanese national identity, teachers prioritised achieving an analytic 

stance (e.g. teaching why the bombs were dropped) over teaching the suffering caused by 

those bombs, which would instead involve the moral response stance and identification 

stance. 

Turning to teaching practices, the lecturing style of pedagogy was chosen by many 

teachers, who often sought to include analytical elements into their explanations of the 

historical developments of the war while occasionally utilising primary sources to support 

their point of view. For instance, in order to teach the causes of the Asia Pacific War, many 

teachers explained that Japan’s lack of natural resources, caused by the prolongation of the 
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Second Sino-Japanese War, led to Japan’s advance into Southeast Asia. Teachers further 

explained about the conflicts between Japan and the colonial powers in Southeast Asia and 

sought to have students understand why the Japan-US negotiations were unsuccessful by 

using the Hull note to support their analytical viewpoints. This method of teaching (i.e. 

exposition to help students achieve an analytic stance) was also observed when teachers 

taught the rise of the military’s dominance over Japanese politics, the Second Sino-

Japanese War, and the atomic bombs. While exposition may not be the best way of 

achieving Barton and Levstik’s analytic stance because it does not involve students 

developing historical skills as much as other teaching methods, these lessons still had the 

potential to build students’ understanding of how valid analysis of historical causations are 

achieved. 

Teachers also utilised exposition-based lessons accompanied by authoritative 

independent materials to help students achieve the moral response stance to history 

learning. In particular, some teachers chose to provide detailed information about the 

suffering of people in Asia (such as that caused by the Nanjing Incident) and Japan (e.g. 

the atomic bombs) through which students could learn moral lessons. It became clear that 

teachers considered teaching Japan’s perpetrator acts in social studies to be crucial for 

learning lessons from the past as well as for contributing to international peace and 

harmony, even though what most taught was limited in extent. This being said, some 

teachers adopted alternative pedagogical methods (such as using only authoritative 

materials instead of delivering verbal explanations of Japan’s wrongdoings) in order to 

manage their social and political context; this may have somewhat diminished the quality 

of students’ learning of the topic.  

I found some distinctive forms of teaching where students were expected to achieve 

analytic stance learning (e.g. analysing how the mistakes of the past could be avoided) by 
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identifying with Japanese in the past to understand why they chose negative actions. 

Although Barton and Levstik (2009) associate identification stance with the learning of 

positive stories of the past such as historic achievements of the nation which can give 

students a sense of pride, in this instance students were expected to understand Japan’s 

shortcomings through identification. For example, several teachers encouraged students to 

identify with Japanese citizens at the time to understand why they became accomplices to 

the government and military and learn lessons from their past behaviour in order to avoid 

similar mistakes in the future, which to some extent achieves the analytic stance of 

learning. Similar learning occurred in the facilitated discussion classes. For instance, 

teacher G had students analyse the Japanese military’s decision to continue the war after 

the fall of Nanjing and discuss the alternative options available to Japan at the time, 

through which he hoped students would see the shortcomings of Japan’s decision and 

would make use of this learning experience to be better citizens who can contribute to their 

ideal society.  

Although not all teachers frequently utilised this method, teachers sought to 

develop students’ historical empathy (sense of otherness and historical contextualisation) 

which enhanced students’ analytic and moral response learning about the war. For 

example, teacher Kawahara contextualised the dilemma Japan faced in the decision of 

starting the Asia Pacific War, and this was done to help students analyse whether Japan 

could have avoided the war. Teacher Hirai taught about the devastating realities Japanese 

soldiers faced in the war, which led them to commit war crimes, as a means to enhancing 

students’ moral response learning. Such approaches to enhancing historical empathy were 

intended to facilitate students becoming responsible democratic citizens and so was utilised 

to help students identify critical parts of Japanese history in this period, but generally not 

for encouraging students to identify with Japanese victimhood. 
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Overall, this study brought new insights into the portrayal of Japanese history 

education about the war in Japanese classrooms. I found that a strong focus was put on 

analytic and moral response stances, which took precedence over teaching the war memory 

of Japan as a victim, and teachers clearly sought to use the lessons of the war to help 

students be better prepared for participatory democracy. There are still challenges teachers 

face in order to successfully achieve their aims, such as choosing the most effective 

pedagogical methods for achieving analytic stance learning or managing pressure from 

their social and political context. However, this study has presented the diversity of ways 

teachers translate the curriculum into practice and the methods of embodying their 

interpretations they used in their classes, all of which has contributed to a new portrayal of 

Japanese history education about the war beyond the contents of history textbooks. 

3. Teachers’ Role as Mediators  

In section 5 of Chapter One, I discussed theoretical understandings of teachers’ mediating 

role between the curriculum and textbooks which are often (to at least some degree) under 

state control, and students in the classroom. Research suggests that in some instances 

teachers act as state servants, but in other cases, they have significant autonomy when 

interpreting the curriculum and translating their interpretation into actual lessons. The 

analysis of my data on the teaching practices about the war demonstrated that social studies 

teachers in Japan were not simply state agents whose role involves transmitting the state’s 

agendas undiluted so as to nurture citizens who conform to the political interests of the 

government. Rather they showed considerable autonomy and ability to translate the 

curriculum as they saw fit (even for sensitive topics), creatively and intelligently 

composing their lessons to reflect their ideas and interpretation of the curriculum.  



259 
 

In his study about the limitations of textbooks in influencing the content of lessons, 

Vom Hau (2009) stressed that the teacher’s role as a mediator has significantly more 

potential than textbooks to influence the contents of lessons, and my lesson observations 

and interviews with teachers support this argument. I have found that although textbooks 

are important teaching materials in social studies classes in Japan (partially because 

teachers are obliged to use them by law), the majority of teachers saw textbooks as but one 

of the materials which contain historical sources for use in lessons. In this sense, the 

importance of the textbooks is no different to other materials such as supplementary 

readers and educational videos. This view was reflected in teachers’ lessons. Of all 

teachers interviewed for this study, only one clearly indicated that he reads all descriptions 

in the textbooks in his lessons. Overall, this study suggest that textbooks are not as 

influential as previously thought and that teachers can exercise significant autonomy as to 

how they want to use textbooks in lessons.  

Teachers presented a great variety of overall and individual aims for their lessons 

covering the war, which was an indication of how freely they could interpret the 

curriculum. For example, although the curriculum stressed the importance of having 

students understand historical facts and had no explicit aim of achieving an analytic stance 

of learning regarding the topic of the war, many teachers often aimed to convey analyses in 

their lessons so that students might understand the causations among events and learn 

lessons from history (part of Barton and Levstik’s analytic stance).  

My analysis of teaching practices showed the variety of narratives, teaching 

materials, and pedagogical choices teachers adopted. To explain Japan’s wrongdoings, 

teacher BH focused on the suffering of Chinese victims, whereas teacher Kamiyama taught 

about the Nanjing Incident in relation to its registration as a UNESCO Memory of the 

World. Teacher TT, who holds conservative views of the war, taught the battle of Okinawa 
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as an event demonstrating the Japanese people’s united effort and bravery, but many 

teachers said that they used Okinawa to teach about Japanese citizens’ suffering, such as 

mass suicide. The majority of teachers used a variety of authoritative independent 

materials to support students’ learning, such as NHK produced videos, excerpts from 

newspapers, and testimonies. This evidence indicates that social studies teachers have a 

significant amount of autonomy to explore topics, contextualise their lessons, and perform 

them.  

 If teachers are not just transmitters of content decided by the state but partially 

autonomous mediators, what are the important factors that influence their teaching 

practices? Kello and Wagner’s concept of the action space landscape is a useful theoretical 

tool to examine this question. As Kello and Wagner (2017: 203) proposed, the contents and 

delivery of lessons are a reflection of the teachers’ positions within the action space 

landscape. To explore this I performed two sets of analysis on the elements affecting those 

positions as well as their teaching practices about the war; the results of this analysis are 

detailed in Chapters Four and Seven. The analysis from both chapters highlighted that 

there are complex circumstances that influence teachers’ landscape positions and various 

factors which affect both the content and quality of lessons about the war, with social and 

political context and teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions standing out as 

particularly influential on teachers and their lessons dealing with controversial topics..   

Teachers’ individual attributes and perceptions relate to a wide range of elements 

such as teachers’ capability to teach the subject, their working environment, their 

motivations, and/or their ideology or beliefs. Wilson (2001: 318-319) argued that teacher 

training does not solely depend on the training administered by the state but is also gained 

from other institutions which expose teachers to various ideas and experiences that can 

improve their ability to perform their mediating role between the state and society, and I 
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found that study associations to which teachers belong fulfil this function. Teachers in 

these associations have periodic meetings where they discuss members’ teaching practices 

to enhance their quality, senior/fellow teachers give advice to younger teachers about how 

to perform their lessons successfully, and teachers produce research lessons together for 

the purpose of open classes, all of which empowers teachers to translate the curriculum and 

incorporate their ideas into their lessons. Study associations provide teachers with 

opportunities to meet other teachers, so they have the potential to empower teachers when 

they feel their autonomy is threatened (for instance when teaching sensitive topics) because 

meeting fellow teachers who share the same ideas or being able to discuss their concerns at 

study meetings can ease concerns about their social and political context and also enable 

the exchange of strategies for dealing with difficult contexts.   

As Cave (2005) and Fukuoka (2011) indicated, the controversies surrounding the 

subject of the war may be influencing the way Japanese teachers teach the topic in school. 

My study also identified social and political contexts as a very significant factor impacting 

teachers’ positions within the action space landscape and challenging teachers’ autonomy 

to fulfil their mediating role, especially when teaching controversial topics. Kello (2016: 

49) points to evidence that the adoption of alternative teaching approaches is one way to 

manage complex situations incurred from having divided ideologies in society. My 

analysis of how teachers handled teaching sensitive topics demonstrated how the adoption 

of various approaches helped teachers convey the points of their lessons, even when the 

complex demands on them limited their autonomy. However, their choice of methods was 

not only a consequence of their social and political context, but was also often the outcome 

of a combination of other factors such as their individual attributes and perceptions, and 

students. Teachers are generally reluctant to do anything detrimental to students’ learning 

outcomes. The outcome of teachers’ exercise of their limited autonomy is therefore the 
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sum of their circumstances and decisions regarding the above factors within the action 

space landscape. By adopting alternative teaching methods teachers may not have 

performed their ideal lessons, but they still found ways to try to enhance students’ learning 

while having to cope with the myriad issues surrounding sensitive topics about the war in 

Japan.   

4. Future Research 

Future research would do well to examine how the lessons are received by students. This 

was a topic this study was unable to tackle due to the need to focus on teachers’ practices, 

as well as the limited time available to engage in analysis of students’ perceptions of those 

practices. What do students understand about the war from the lessons they receive? Does 

their historical consciousness of the war change at any point after these lessons? If so, what 

exactly provokes changes? In order to deepen the understanding of the role school 

education plays in the formation of historical consciousness about this controversial part of 

history, answers to these questions would help to facilitate understanding of Japanese 

national identity, as well as contribute to the reconciliation regarding the war in East Asia. 
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Appendix One 

1. List of Sample Questions Asked in Interviews 

The questions asked in the interviews were generally open ones designed to contribute 

towards answering this study’s research questions, and they fell mainly into two 

categories: one related to the teaching practices including what teachers teach and how 

they teach them, and the other related to teachers themselves such as the extent of their 

experience and the study organisation they belong to. After I asked the first question, I 

often asked further questions based on teachers’ answers to encourage them to elaborate on 

them.   

1.1. Sample Questions about Teaching Practices  

- Aims of the lessons (aims for the individual topics and overall aims) 

- What teachers focused on when teaching certain historical themes and the reasons 

for this 

(For example, the historical events and themes available are the Manchurian 

Incident, the Second Sino-Japanese War, the Asia Pacific War, the end of the war, 

the atomic bombs, Japanese civilians’ suffering, Japan as perpetrator.) 

- How many lessons teachers allocated for a series of lessons about the war 

- Questions teachers asked students in lessons to aid lecture-style teaching 

- How teachers explained various historical events or historical developments 

- What teaching materials teachers used and why 

- Whether teachers provide students with supplementary handouts  

- How teachers use textbooks 

- The pedagogical methods teachers employed 

- What teachers want their students to learn from the lessons about the war 
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- How teachers first created their teaching practices about the war 

- How teachers develop their teaching practices about the war 

- Books which influenced teachers’ teaching practices about the war  

- When teachers believe that they established their teaching practices (in general) 

- How their students reacted towards particular themes (e.g. the Nanjing Incident) 

- Whether teachers teach various acts of wrongdoing by Japan 

- How teachers understand the level of students’ comprehension 

- Teachers’ comprehension of history (e.g. Why Japan did not surrender?) 

1.2. Sample Questions about Teachers’ Attributes 

- The study associations teachers belong to 

- Why teachers joined those study associations 

- The frequency of their attendance at study meetings and what they do in the 

meetings 

- What study associations or study meetings mean for teachers 

- Why teachers became social studies teachers 

- Length of teachers’ career 

- Where teachers grew up 

- The major subject areas they studied at university 

- Their strongest subject in their subject area (e.g. history, civics, geography) 
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Appendix Two 

1. A Full Description of Teacher Kawahara’s Teaching Practices About the Asia 

Pacific War 

Teacher Kawahara aimed to have students examine questions such as possibilities of 

avoiding the war, and the responsibility for the war from multiple perspectives, and aimed 

to have students form their own opinions through engaging with other classmates’ opinions 

in discussion. There are seven stages in teacher Kawahara’s teaching practice for the Asia 

Pacific War (the number of lessons is not specified):  

1) Introduction of an article written by a military critic in 1937, which raised the 

question of whether Japanese people knew what a war at a global scale might 

bring to Japan,  

2) A comparison of the national power between Japan and the US to examine 

whether military personnel questioned the power difference of the two 

countries,  

3) Lecture about the causes of the confrontation between Japan and the US,  

4) A discussion on the US demands for avoiding a war, based on information 

provided in part 3,  

5) An examination of the US demands and the Chinese efforts in the Japan-US 

negotiations,  

6) A discussion of the reasons why the war was unavoidable,  

7) A discussion about who was responsible for the Asia Pacific War.  

Stage 1) Introduction of an Article Written by a Military Critic 
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After some quizzes to warm up the students, teacher Kawahara introduced an article 

written by a military critic in 1937, and had students work to understand what the critic 

was trying to communicate. The article says: 

The war between Japan and China is in the phase where the war will continue on as 

far as possible unless there is an unforeseen change. If any country with a close 

relationship with China such as the Soviet Union, the US or Britain joins the war, it 

will lead to war on a global scale. Once war begins on such a scale, what kind of 

new situation will occur within Japan? There will be chaos not seen since the Great 

Kantō Earthquake. Additionally, nickel, silver coins, iron from parks and bridges 

will disappear. Then iron, bronze, zinc, and tin used in streets will be mobilised to 

the battlefield, more so than people. One koku of rice (approx..180ml) will be 

allocated per person, and martial law will be in force throughout the nation. 

Moreover, anti-aircraft defence will rest on ordinary women’s shoulders, meaning 

they will no longer be able to live their everyday lives for fear of a rain of 

incendiary bombs, toxic gas, and biological weapons.  

Stage 2) A Comparison of the National Power between Japan and the US, and 3) Lecture 

about the Cause of the Confrontation between Japan and the US 

In stages 2 and 3, teacher Kawahara taught the historical context, and posed the question 

whether all military officers agreed with war against the US, to challenge the impression 

that they did so. teacher Kawahara presented a table which compared the national power of 

Japan and the US, and introduced Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku who commanded the attack 

on Pearl Harbour but was nonetheless opposed to the idea of going to war with the US, due 

to his personal knowledge of the national power of the US.  

Stage 4) Discussion on the US Demands for Avoiding a War 
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The teaching practices of this were discussed in Chapter Six. 

Stage 5) An Examination of the US Demands and the Chinese Efforts in the Japan-US 

Negotiations 

Teacher Kawahara next introduced the four conditions listed in the Hull Note: 1) Japan’s 

immediate withdrawal of its military from China and French Indochina, 2) Japan’s 

abandoning all of its entitlements or concessions in mainland China, 3) Japan’s withdrawal 

from the Tripartite Pact, and 4) Japan’s acknowledgement that the Republic of China 

(supported by the US) was the only recognised government of China. Students were 

instructed to decide whether they would accept such demands and why. Some students 

thought that it was worth accepting the demands to avoid war with the US, or because 

Japan would not be able to continue the war in China, or because Japan would not have to 

relinquish Taiwan or Korea. Other students refused the demands because the war Japan 

fought with China would have been in vain, or because Manchukuo would also be lost.  

Teacher Kawahara further explained that the proposal was altered four days before 

it was presented to Japan, and introduced the original proposal, which said that the US 

would relax economic sanctions on Japan and would not interfere in the war between Japan 

and China, provided that Japan not encroach any further into South East Asia. He provided 

his students with a fill-in the gap worksheet he made, which included quotes from both 

Chiang Kai-shek and a Chinese ambassador’s (Hu Shih) attempts to persuade the US and 

Britain to strengthen the contents of the Hull Note. One of the quotes from Chiang Kai-

shek stated that a single drop of petrol sold to Japan meant one gallon of Chinese blood 

would be shed. Teacher Kawahara commented that the reason for the activity was to have 

students understand the feelings of China at that time. 

Stage 6) A Discussion of The Reasons Why the War Was Unavoidable 



268 
 

Teacher Kawahara next went back to the article written by the military critic, asked the 

students how many people they thought read it, and revealed that the answer was fifty 

thousand; yet nonetheless, these people were unable to stop Japan going to war. Finally, 

Teacher Kawahara organised a discussion about why the war with the US could not be 

avoided. After the discussion, students presented their opinions, such as: 

- Japan was optimistic about their chances of winning the war. 

- Japanese people held an ingrained hatred of the US. 

- Japanese people would have been arrested if they had opposed the war. 

- Japan would have lost everything if they had accepted the demands of the US. 

- Japan was defeated by the cunning of the Chinese, or the way China handled the 

matter. 

- The Japanese military was too dangerous to challenge. 

7) A Discussion About Who was Responsible for the Asia Pacific War 

The final part of teacher Kawahara’s teaching practice for this topic is to have students 

discuss where responsibility for the war with the US lies. He provided information related 

to various actors- the emperor, the military, the government, and Japanese citizens- and 

instructed students to score each of them on a scale of zero to ten (ten being highest), to 

indicate how much responsibility they believe those actors had for the war. The 

information teacher Kawahara provided was as follows: 

Japan invaded the southern part of French Indochina which led to the US order to freeze 

Japanese assets, which was followed by Dutch and US trade embargoes of oil to Japan.  

1) The conversation which took place on the 25th of July 1941 between the 

emperor and Nagano Osami who was an executive general of the Imperial 

Japanese Navy command division. Nagano said, “At this stage, we should go to 
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war with the US! If this situation continues, our oil supplies will only last for 

the next one and a half years. As we approach the situation where we cannot 

reach an agreement in the negotiations, the longer we delay a declaration of 

war, the fewer natural resources we will have.” The emperor replied, “That is a 

war of desperation (sutebachi no sensō) and very risky.”  

When the emperor was not present, Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro stated, 

“We are considering withdrawing the entire military from China. Even if the 

military goes against this decision, I will ask for approval from the emperor 

directly and sign an agreement with China immediately.” 

2) The conversation that took place at a private residence on the 12th of October 

1941. Toyoda Teijirō who was a foreign minister at the time, said, “If Japan 

concedes the issue of stationing Japanese troops in China, there is a chance for 

Japan and the US to come to a compromise in the negotiations.” Tōjō Hideki, 

who became prime minister later, responded, “The Japanese troops stationed in 

China are a life line for the army, so I cannot possibly compromise. Japan has 

already lost a few hundred thousand soldiers during the war with China, 

produced even more bereaved families, and moreover several million yen of the 

national budget was spent on the war in China…If we allow ourselves to be 

pushed around by the inordinate demands of the US and retreat from China, we 

will also let go of Manchukuo and jeopardise our administration of Korea…and 

Japan will return to being a weak nation as it was during the Meiji era.” Konoe 

Kimimaro responded, “Honestly speaking, I do not have confidence in our 

ability to win the war. If you are so keen to go to war, why don’t you just do 

it?” Tōjō replied, “I have absolutely no tolerance for bringing back Japan to its 
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former state by breaking this new order in East Asia which was built on a great 

amount of Japanese blood and lives.” 

3) Imperial Japan Conference (gozen kaigi) on December the 1st, 1941. 

Ultimately, the emperor went back on his previous stance and decided to go to 

war with the US. 

Kido Kōichi in the government said, “If the emperor had not decided to go to 

war, a civil war would have occurred. Probably there would have been a group 

of people who selected the emperor’s brother Chichibunomiya to take the 

throne, and the imperial family would have faced their biggest crisis.” The 

emperor said, “Say I opposed the decision of the declaration of war. A civil war 

would have definitely broken out, the people I trust and rely on would have 

been killed, and my life would have not been guaranteed. Aside from those 

possibilities, there would have been a demonic war in which things several 

times more disastrous than this coming war would have occurred… I believe 

that Japan would have perished.” Tōjō said, “Not only the military but also the 

Japanese people would not approve any further concessions. We are in the 

situation where we cannot compromise.” 

4) Letters to Tōjō Hideki from Japanese citizens. 

Thoroughly defeat the US and Britain (bei ei gekisai), defeat the brute beasts 

American and the British (kichiku bei ei o taose). What are you dillydallying 

about? (nani o guzuguzushiteiru). Coward Tōjō! (yowamushi Tōjō!). Stop being 

cowardly (ikujinashi wa yamero). 

According to Mr Kawahara, most students gave all actors scores between seven and ten. 

Some students gave lower scores to ordinary Japanese people and the government, on the 



271 
 

grounds that they might have had little choice because opposing the military’s decision 

might have meant death for them.  
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