
  

Saburo Ienaga
One man's campaign against Japanese censorship

Jonathan Watts
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For more than three decades, the frail, bald and bespectacled figure of the Japanese
historian Saburo Ienaga was a familiar sight, leaning on his walking stick outside a Tokyo
courthouse. Ienaga, who has died of heart failure at the age of 89, led a 10-trial battle
against his government's censorship of school textbooks, a crusade motivated by his need
to erase a sense of wartime guilt at indoctrinating students to fight for a god-emperor, but
also to expose and understand wartime atrocities.
His stubborn campaign for free speech, even while suffering from Parkinson's disease, won
him international admirers. In 1999, he was nominated for the Nobel peace prize by the
European Union, domestic political parties and scholars, such as Noam Chomsky.

Ienaga was born in Aichi prefecture, in central Japan. At school, he was taught that the
Japanese race was descended from the sun goddess Amaterasu, and that the emperor was a
living divinity. Later, he would use primary school textbooks from the 1920s and 30s to
demonstrate the dangers of government control over education. But, after graduating in
literature from Tokyo Imperial University in 1937, he became part of the system.

At the time of Pearl Harbor in 1941, Ienaga was a high school teacher in Niigata, north
eastern Japan, spreading what he later described as war propaganda and imperial divinity
myths to students who would soon be sent to the front. Although opposed to the war, he
was intimidated from speaking out by the government clampdown on dissenters. Instead,
he escaped into the past by researching the safe topics of Buddhist culture and 10th-century
art.

Only after the war did Ienaga feel able to assuage his sense of powerlessness and remorse by
writing a textbook exploring the darker side of modern Japanese history.

The US forces that occupied Japan in 1945 imposed a very different kind of censorship on
nationalist publications, while enshrining the principle of free speech in a new constitution.
In this more liberal climate, Ienaga began writing a history that detailed such atrocities as
the 1937 Nanjing massacre, in which imperial army troops slaughtered 200,000 to 300,000
Chinese civilians; the inhuman experiments carried out by Unit 731, the army's germ
warfare unit, on Chinese prisoners; and the suicides forced on many Okinawans by the
military.

But by the time the book was ready for use in Japanese schools, the education ministry had
introduced strict criteria for the textbook screening system they had inherited in 1952 from
the departing US administration. Ienaga was told to make 200 revisions to his text. All
references to Unit 731 were to be cut because, the education ministry said, there was
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insufficient research to confirm its existence and activities - although other scholars had
already exposed the biological weapons programme.

Ienaga refused to back down. In 1964, he launched the first of three lawsuits, demanding
damages for a screening policy that he condemned as obscure, biased and a violation of the
constitution. "As one of the Japanese people who experienced the misery of war, I cannot
stand silently by and ignore the screening process, which is an attempt to pluck the spirit of
pacificism and democracy from people's consciousness," he said in court.

In the event, Ienaga won few of the trials and appeals that he launched over the following
32 years, though he always said he wanted a moral, rather than a legal, victory. And the
strategy had some success. Although he could not get his books adopted by schools for
several decades, he was able to draw attention to their contents, and 25,000 people signed
up to support him. In the early 1980s, he also won the backing of China and South Korea,
forcing a Japanese government apology over euphemisms for the country's aggression.

In 1990, pressure on the education ministry prompted a reform of the screening process,
which is now more transparent, though no less controversial. Many textbooks now include
passages about the Nanjing massacre and the enforced conscription of Chinese, South
Korean and other women from Asia to work in army brothels as sex slaves, euphemistically
known as "comfort women".

The most high-profile breakthrough came in 1997, when the Tokyo supreme court
acknowledged that Ienaga had been right about Unit 731, and ordered the government to
pay 300,000 yen (£1,200) in damages. The judgment quoted the novelist Rutaro Shiba: "A
country whose textbooks lie will inevitably collapse."

But on the bigger issue of whether the screening policy was constitutional, the court ruled
in favour of the government. In the years since, the education pendulum has also swung
away from Ienaga as nationalist academics have organised a campaign against "a masochist
view of history". However, there is now an outcry if books fail to mention the Nanjing
massacre, Unit 731, or the comfort women.

· Saburo Ienaga, historian and campaigner, born September 3 1913; died December 1 2002
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