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   President Xi Jinping visited Germany on his return 
trip from the Nuclear Security Summit late March, 
2014. In the summit meeting, while both countries 
agreed to the enhancement of economic cooperation 
such as an investment agreement by Daimler and 
Chinese automobile maker, “Beijing Automobile 
Works”, in a contract worth approximately one 
billion euros, they were far apart on the issues of 
human rights and freedom of speech, which 
Chancellor Angela Merkel and President Joachim 
Gauck both made reference to. In recent years the 
German government’s China policy had been 
criticized for putting too much emphasis on 
economics and shelving the issue of human rights, 
but it was pointed out that this policy had been 
revised.   Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, a 
high-quality paper in Germany, evaluated this 
Germany-China relationship as “a strategic partner, 
not a collaborative and friendly relationship”. 

 

 
 

Discord between Germany and China also occurred 
over the handling of “history (the past)”. Reportedly, 
China sounded out Germany about a visit to the 
Holocaust monument in Berlin, but Germany rejected it. 
“Germany is not happy. Germany (which places 
importance on its relationship with Japan) did not want 
to get dragged into  the dispute between China  and 
Japan, and dislikes China constantly bringing up 
Germany’s painful past”, according to Reuters news and 

others.   
After that, instead of the Holocaust monument, 

consideration was given to, but finally abandoned for 
“Neue Wache” (a central memorial facility for the 
Federal Republic of Germany’s war dead), where at 
about the same time South Korean President Park 
Geun Hye had laid a wreath. “Neue Wache” , which 
was established in November, 1993 as the first public 
central memorial facility in Germany since WWII, was 
“a place to remember and mourn the victims of war 
and tyranny” and is intended for the men and women 
persecuted and killed for resistance to “totalitarian 
rule” after 1945 as well as the war dead and Jews. 
The Chinese Foreign Ministry denied part of the 

report regarding this series of events and stated that, 
“China does not target third countries when developing 
bilateral relations with another country”. On the other 
hand, Mr. Michael Claus, the German ambassador to 
China, stated in an article based on the interview 
conducted by   South China Morning Post (March 28, 
2014), an English paper in Hong Kong, that “We 
welcome the Chinese interest in the way we  have 
dealt with our history. However, we do not want to see 
our approach to history exploited in order to stir up 
tensions between Tokyo and Beijing. That is a different 
matter.”  

In this connection, Mr. Richard von Weizsäcker, 

former German President, who was famous for a 

speech, “Anyone who closes his eyes to the past 

is blind to the present.” once stated “it is 

unfavorable for a demand which forces the admission of 
past war crimes to be used as a means of political 
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extortion. I understand how the Chinese suffered under 
the Japanese. Nevertheless China should not exploit 
past issues for political purposes.” (Nishi Nihon 

Shimbun, March 1, 2000).   
Furthermore, Ambassador Claus pointed out the 

necessity of both sides’ efforts towards reconciliation, 
stating “Germany had to come to terms with its wartime 
history, and at the same time, it was essential that other 
European nations took steps towards reconciliation and 
accepted Germany’s sincere apologies”. And one article 
noted, “This comment seemed to suggest that China 
should do more to accept the numerous apologies Japan 
has offered the region in general, and China in 
particular, about its past war crimes.” １ 
 

 

 

Though President Xi, out of consideration for 
Germany’s wishes, did not mention Japan in the summit 
meeting and subsequent press conference, he referred to 
Japan’s past for the first time in his lecture hosted by 
the Körber-Stiftung Foundation held in Berlin after the 
meeting. ２  About 200 major politicians and 
businesspeople including former German President 
Weizsäcker and former Chancellor Helmut Schmidt 
attended the lecture, which took about one hour 
including questions and answers. 

Although the lecture’s theme was “China’s Role in a 
Globalized World”, President Xi touched upon the 
invasion of China by Western powers after the Opium 
War stating “The war of aggression against China 
committed by Japanese militarism alone inflicted over 
35 million Chinese military and civilian casualties. 
These atrocities are still fresh in our memory.” 
Moreover, he described the Nanjing incident as “a 
heinous crime by killing  more than 300 thousand 
Chinese soldiers and civilisns”  

China had often quoted the lesson of “history” in 
generalities such as former prime minister Wen Jiabao, 
who stated “…only by remembering history can we 
build a better future” when he visited the Auschwitz 

Concentration Camp in April, 2012, However it was 
unprecedented that a Chinese leader criticize Japan in 
this way in a public place in a third country.  
Japanese Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga 
accordingly criticized such remarks as “unproductive 
and a matter of sincere regret” and the Ministry of 
Foreign affairs also called the representative of the 
Chinese embassy in Tokyo and made a protest. “The 
Japanese government does not deny bloodshed and 
looting by the former Imperial Army in Nanjing, but 
opinions on the number of casualties vary. In this 
connection, the Japanese part of the report of the 
Japan-China Joint History Research, in which I 
participated, notes that “Research by the Japanese side, 
by contrast, has come up with a variety of estimates, 
such as 40,000 and 20,000, with 200,000 as the 
highest estimate.” On the other hand, the Chinese side 
reported that the “Nanjing Defense Ministry Military 
Court acknowledged the fact that the number of people 
collectively slaughtered in the Nanjing massacre was 
up to 190 thousand, and in other cases, the number of 
people individually killed was up to 150 thousands, so 
that total casualties were over 300 thousands.” 
“Japan-China Joint History Research” was a project 
established in December, 2006 for the purpose of 
“deepening objective perception toward history 
through     this     research    and    promoting    mutual 
understanding” as a result of the agreement of the 
Japan-China Summit which was held when Prime 
Minister Abe visited China. 
On the other hand, the Chinese foreign ministry 

expressed “a strong protest against the injustice” of Mr. 
Suga’s remark and rebutted stating “President Xi cited a 
historical fact”.   

By the way, Mr. Xi referred to the Nanjing incident 
in the context of introducing John Rabe as a person who 
symbolizes friendly Sino-German relation. Rabe 
reportedly made an effort to establish a safe area as the 
chair of the Nanjing International Safety District 
Committee at the time of the Sino-Japanese War and 
protected many Chinese refugees. Though President Xi 
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praised him saying “we recall a German widely 
respected and loved in China”, Rabe was a difficult 
person for the German people to evaluate because he 
was a Nazi and was called “the Savior with a 
Hakenkreuz (swastika)” (Der Spiegel).  

In addition, President Xi pointed out that “his dailies, 
which has become an important evidence for study on 
this historical incident” and actually many atrocities 
committed by Japanese troops were recorded in the 
diaries.  At the same time, however, he also noted the 
irresponsibility of the Nationalist Government and 
military leaders who did not concern themselves with 
the lives of the Chinese people, and the Chinese 
army’s deeds, noting, “I fear that General 
Tang(Sheng-chih), who is defending the city, will 
ruthlessly sacrifice both his soldiers and the civilian 
population.” (John Rabe, Good Man of Nanking). The 
report of the “Japan-China Joint History Research” 
published by the Japanese side also analyzed, as 
reasons causing the incident, “Secondary factors that 
expanded the scale of the tragedy included mistakes in 
the tactics of the Chinese defense of Nanjing and the 
concomitant collapse of Chinese military command 
and control, along with the lack of measures by the 
Chinese themselves to protect civilians ” as well as 
factors caused by Japanese troops such as the lack of 
guidelines regarding treatment of POWs and the lack 
of military discipline.             
Furthermore, Rabe stated in his written report 

submitted to Hitler after returning to Germany that 
“According to Chinese statements, 100 thousands 
civilians were killed. The number of casualties, 
however, might be too much. We, foreigners, 
estimated about 50 to 60 thousand.” (The same source 
as above)  
In addition, when Rabe’s diary was published in 

Japan, Germany and China, etc. simultaneously in 1997, 
“Der Spiegel” (October 27, 1997), a weekly magazine 
in Germany, wrote, “For the Tokyo government, which 
has been hesitant about admitting past crimes, the diary 
will be a provocation. If orders for the massacre came 

from above, Japan will have to now admit to genocide”. 
On the other hand, the magazine also pointed out that 
the diary was evidence to be welcomed by China, which 
regarded the diary as “an ethical weapon”, and 
continued, “However, Nanjing was not Auschwitz. The 
massacre by the Japanese has been aggressively 
displayed by China for the purpose of concealing the 
mass killing of its own people by the Maoists in the 
Great Cultural Revolution.”      

 

 
 

President Xi concluded his address emphasizing not 

to forget history, quoting former Chancellor Willy 

Brandt’s words, “He who forgets the past, will get sick 

in his soul” as well as mentioning a Chinese proverb, 

which was found here and there in Nanjing and other 

places in China, “History if not forgotten can serve as a 

guide for the future”.   

 With regard to “history” (the past), there are a variety 

of situations in a long history and every country has a 

proud “positive heritage” and also a shameful “negative 

heritage”. However it is difficult for humans to face up 

to the latter. In the case of Japan and Germany, both 

countries, as defeated nations, confronted their 

“negative heritage” after the war and have experienced 

emotional turmoil. The issue in many countries, 

however, remains unresolved.  

When anti-Japanese demonstrations intensified in 

2005, German media indicated that a root cause lied in 

Japan’s unwillingness to deal with the past as a 

perpetrator. In the meantime, at a lecture at the Party 

School of the Central Committee of the C.P.C, 

Wolfgang Thierse, chairman of the German Bundestag, 

who paid a state visit to China in April, the same year, 

did not agree with the Chinese opinion that Japan did 

not regret its past compared to Germany and 

accordingly the country was not qualified to be a 

permanent member of the Security Council. He 

Conclusion ：Facing History and 

Reconciliation
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responded stating that rather China should seriously 

confront its own “past” first, because “the past” was not 

brought about only by other counties, but existed 

internally in each country also.３ 

Though the “Japan-China Joint History Research”, 

saw no agreement on the number of casualties or causes 

of the Nanjing Incident, the relevant part of the report 

was made public. However Part 3 of the report, which 

handled the post war history, and for which I was one of 

persons in charge, remained undisclosed.  

A Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung correspondent in 

Tokyo, who covered the research, pointed out that in 

great contrast to its efforts to maintain the memory of 

war with Japan, “The Chinese communists have kept 

silent on the many other inconvenient historical issues 

for the communist Government such as the Great 

Cultural Revolution and the Great Leap Forward 

Policy”, and “they are attempting to exploit history 

tailoring their needs.”４ 

Germany, especially its media, from a standpoint of 

having unflinchingly dealt with its own past, has taken a 

severe look at Japan and while finding it lacking, has 

from beginning to end, carefully addressed China with 

the same consistency also.    

 Germany’s posture might suggest the necessity of 

making an effort toward reconciliation while humbly 

facing each other’s own “history”.   

(Completed on May 7, 2014)  
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