the rape of nanking

the rape of nanking refers to one of the most brutal and tragic episodes in 20th-century history,
occurring during the Second Sino-Japanese War. In late 1937, the Japanese Imperial Army captured
the Chinese city of Nanking (now Nanjing), leading to a six-week period marked by widespread
atrocities including mass murder, rape, and looting. This event is a significant subject of historical
study due to its scale of violence and the impact it had on Sino-Japanese relations. The rape of
nanking is frequently cited as an example of wartime atrocities and has been the focus of numerous
investigations, testimonies, and historical debates. Understanding this event involves exploring the
military context, the nature of the crimes committed, the international reaction, and the lasting
legacy it has left. The following sections will provide a detailed overview, shedding light on the
historical background, the atrocities themselves, and their consequences.
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Historical Background of the Rape of Nanking

The rape of nanking occurred in the context of the Second Sino-Japanese War, which began in 1937
as Japan sought to expand its influence in East Asia. Nanking was the capital of the Republic of China
at the time, making it a significant military and symbolic target. After the Battle of Shanghai, Japanese
forces advanced rapidly towards Nanking, launching an assault that culminated in the city's capture
on December 13, 1937. The Japanese military's entry into Nanking marked the beginning of a six-
week campaign characterized by extreme violence and brutality. The occupation was driven by a
combination of military strategy, racial animosity, and a breakdown of discipline among troops, which
collectively contributed to the scale of the atrocities committed.

Military Context

The Japanese army had faced stiff resistance in Shanghai before turning its focus to Nanking. The fall
of Nanking was intended to demoralize Chinese forces and break their hold on the war effort.
However, the rapid conquest was followed by a collapse of military order, which allowed for
widespread violence against civilians and prisoners of war. The chaotic environment and prevailing
militaristic attitudes played a crucial role in facilitating the events that unfolded.



Political Significance of Nanking

Nanking was not only a strategic location but also the seat of the Chinese Nationalist government. Its
capture represented a symbolic victory for Japan and a devastating blow to Chinese morale. The city's
fall was seen as a critical moment in the broader conflict, influencing both domestic and international
perceptions of the war.

Atrocities Committed During the Occupation

During the six weeks following the capture of Nanking, Japanese troops committed extensive
atrocities against the civilian population and disarmed soldiers. These acts are collectively known as
the rape of nanking and include mass executions, systematic rape, and widespread looting. The scale
and nature of the violence shocked the world and remain a subject of historical analysis and
remembrance.

Mass Executions and Killings

One of the most horrific aspects of the occupation was the mass killing of Chinese civilians and
prisoners of war. Estimates of the death toll vary, but historians agree that tens of thousands, possibly
up to 300,000 people, were killed. Executions were often carried out in public and included shootings,
bayonet practice, and other brutal methods intended to terrorize the population.

Systematic Rape and Sexual Violence

The term "rape" in the event's name highlights the widespread sexual violence committed by
Japanese soldiers. It is estimated that tens of thousands of women, ranging from young girls to elderly
women, were raped during the occupation. These acts were frequently accompanied by murder or
mutilation, exacerbating the trauma experienced by survivors and their communities.

Looting and Destruction

Alongside killings and rapes, Japanese troops engaged in extensive looting, burning, and destruction
of property. Homes, businesses, and cultural sites were pillaged or destroyed, further devastating the
city’s infrastructure and heritage. This contributed to the long-term economic and social disruption
experienced by Nanking and its residents.

e Mass executions of civilians and POWs

e Systematic rape and sexual violence against women



* Widespread looting and destruction of property
e Public displays of brutality to instill fear

» Breakdown of military discipline facilitating atrocities

International Response and Documentation

The atrocities committed during the rape of nanking attracted international attention, leading to
efforts to document and respond to the events. Foreign nationals present in Nanking, including
missionaries and diplomats, played a key role in providing eyewitness accounts and establishing
safety zones to protect civilians. The international media coverage and diplomatic protests
highlighted the severity of the crimes and laid the groundwork for post-war accountability.

Eyewitness Accounts

Several foreign residents in Nanking risked their lives to document the atrocities and protect
vulnerable populations. These eyewitnesses provided detailed reports of the violence, which became
crucial evidence in later war crimes investigations. Their testimonies remain some of the most reliable
sources for understanding the extent of the rape of nanking.

Establishment of the Nanking Safety Zone

In response to the violence, a group of Western expatriates established the Nanking Safety Zone, a
demilitarized area intended to shelter civilians from harm. Although the zone provided refuge to
thousands, it was not always respected by Japanese troops, and atrocities occasionally occurred
within its boundaries. Nevertheless, the safety zone stands as a testament to international
humanitarian efforts during the crisis.

War Crimes Trials and Accountability

Following World War Il, the rape of nanking became a central focus of war crimes trials conducted by
the Allied powers. These tribunals sought to hold Japanese military leaders accountable for the
atrocities committed during the occupation. The trials contributed to the development of international
law regarding war crimes and crimes against humanity.



The International Military Tribunal for the Far East

The Tokyo Trials, officially known as the International Military Tribunal for the Far East, prosecuted
several Japanese leaders for their role in the rape of nanking and other wartime atrocities. Evidence
presented during the trials included eyewitness testimonies, photographs, and documentary records.
Several high-ranking officials were convicted and sentenced for their actions or failure to prevent the
crimes.

Legacy of Accountability

The prosecution of war crimes related to the rape of nanking set important legal precedents. It helped
establish the principle that military commanders could be held responsible for crimes committed by
their subordinates. However, debates over the adequacy of justice and the completeness of
accountability persist among historians and policymakers.

Legacy and Historical Debate

The rape of nanking remains a highly sensitive and contested topic, particularly in the context of Sino-
Japanese relations. The event has been memorialized through museums, literature, and education,
serving as a reminder of the horrors of war and the importance of historical memory. At the same
time, differing interpretations and political tensions continue to influence how the event is discussed
and understood.

Memorialization and Education

In China, the rape of nanking is commemorated as a symbol of national suffering and resilience.
Museums and memorials in Nanjing provide educational resources that document the atrocities and
honor the victims. Internationally, the event is studied as a case of wartime atrocity and human rights
violation.

Controversies and Historical Revisionism

Disputes over the facts and interpretation of the rape of nanking have emerged, particularly
regarding casualty figures and responsibility. Some nationalist groups in Japan have downplayed or
denied aspects of the event, leading to diplomatic tensions. These controversies underscore the
ongoing challenges of reconciling historical narratives and fostering mutual understanding.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Rape of Nanking?

The Rape of Nanking refers to a six-week period starting in December 1937, during which the
Japanese Imperial Army committed widespread atrocities, including mass murder and sexual violence,
against the residents of Nanking (now Nanjing), China, during the Second Sino-Japanese War.

When did the Rape of Nanking occur?
The Rape of Nanking occurred from December 1937 to January 1938.

How many people were estimated to have been killed during
the Rape of Nanking?

It is estimated that between 200,000 and 300,000 people were killed during the Rape of Nanking.

What types of atrocities were committed during the Rape of
Nanking?

Atrocities included mass executions, widespread rape and sexual violence against women and girls,
looting, arson, and other brutal acts against civilians and prisoners of war.

Why is the Rape of Nanking considered a significant historical
event?

The Rape of Nanking is significant because it exemplifies the brutal nature of war crimes committed
during World War Il and remains a pivotal issue in Sino-Japanese relations and discussions of wartime
accountability.

How has the Rape of Nanking been remembered or
commemorated?

The event is commemorated in China through memorials, museums like the Nanjing Massacre
Memorial Hall, and educational efforts to honor the victims and raise awareness about the atrocities.

What controversies surround the historical interpretation of
the Rape of Nanking?

Controversies include disputes over the death toll, the extent of atrocities, and denial or minimization
of the events by some Japanese nationalists, which has affected diplomatic relations between China
and Japan.

Who was in command of the Japanese forces during the Rape



of Nanking?

General lwane Matsui was the commander of the Japanese Central China Area Army during the
Nanking campaign and has been held responsible for the actions of his troops.

Has anyone been held accountable for the crimes committed
during the Rape of Nanking?

Yes, after World War Il, several Japanese military leaders, including General lwane Matsui, were tried
and convicted for war crimes related to the Rape of Nanking at the International Military Tribunal for
the Far East.

Additional Resources

1. The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War Il

This seminal work by Iris Chang brings to light the horrific events during the Japanese invasion of
Nanking in 1937. The book provides detailed eyewitness accounts and historical analysis, exposing
the brutal mass murder and sexual violence inflicted on Chinese civilians. Chang’s narrative is both a
passionate memorial and a call for historical recognition.

2. Forgotten Ally: China's World War Il, 1937-1945

Authored by Rana Mitter, this book explores the broader context of China’s role in World War Il, with a
significant focus on the Nanking Massacre. It provides a balanced perspective on the political and
military struggles faced by China, while highlighting the impact of the atrocities committed in Nanking
on Chinese society and memory.

3. City of Life and Death

Based on eyewitness accounts, this book (and its film adaptation) recounts the harrowing experiences
of survivors during the Nanking Massacre. It offers a poignant, human-centered view of the tragedy,
illustrating the suffering endured by the victims and the complex moral challenges faced by both
perpetrators and rescuers.

4. Documents on the Rape of Nanking

This compilation gathers primary sources including official documents, testimonies, and photographs
related to the Nanking Massacre. It serves as a crucial resource for scholars and readers seeking to
understand the event through original materials and evidence, providing a foundation for historical
research.

5. Rape of Nanking: Anatomy of a Massacre

Written by Hong Zheng, this book delves into the systematic nature of the atrocities committed by the
Japanese army in Nanking. It analyzes the military strategies, orders, and social conditions that
facilitated the massacre, offering a detailed examination of how such large-scale violence was
orchestrated.

6. In the Shadow of Nanking: The Forgotten Stories

This collection focuses on personal stories of survivors, rescuers, and witnesses of the Nanking
Massacre. Through interviews and memoirs, it brings forward lesser-known narratives that add depth
and humanity to the historical events, emphasizing resilience amidst tragedy.



7. The Nanking Massacre: A Japanese Journalist Confronts Japan’s National Shame

Written by Honda Katsuichi, this book provides an important Japanese perspective on the massacre.
Honda’s investigative journalism in the 1970s helped break the silence in Japan about the atrocities,
combining critical analysis with survivor testimonies to challenge denial and historical revisionism.

8. Eyewitness to Massacre: American Missionaries Bear Witness to the Rape of Nanking

This book compiles accounts from American missionaries who were present in Nanking during the
massacre. Their testimonies offer a unique and often harrowing perspective on the events,
highlighting both the horrors witnessed and their efforts to protect civilians amidst chaos.

9. The Battle for Nanking: The Untold Story of the Sino-Japanese War
Author Charles River Editors provides a comprehensive overview of the battle and subsequent
massacre in Nanking. The book situates the massacre within the larger conflict between China and

Japan, detailing military tactics, political implications, and the lasting legacy of the event on
international relations.
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