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Abstract 

The use of official apologies has arisen to prominence in the field of international 

relations and diplomacy. Nowadays, countries are expected to issue apologies for their 

wrongdoings, even in the case of war. This research attempt to answer the question: why do 

countries apologize for wartime atrocities? Using a theory-testing, case study method, this study 

analyzed several motivating variables of apology for four case countries: Germany, France, 

Japan, and the United States. The cases were analyzed through four general competing 

motivating theories for apology: post-war victory status, regional integration, international 

pressure, and domestic political and societal atmosphere. The study showed that while all 

theories had merit and often intersected or worked in conjunction to influence apologies, whether 

or not a country apologizes is rooted fundamentally in the domestic political and social 

considerations. International factors can matter, but the consistently compelling factor for each of 

the states was the level of civil society remembrance and guilt for the atrocities committed and 

acceptance of historical truths. Countries that engage in historical revisionism and suppress 

accurate remembrances of war crimes are unlikely to issue apologies, whereas countries that 

embrace historical accuracy and ingrain responsibility and guilt into their collective memory are 

far more likely to issue apologies.  
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I. 

Introduction 

On September 21, 1951, West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer delivered a stirring 

speech before the German parliament. Addressing German actions during the Holocaust, 

Adenauer was the first German politician to openly and actively express regret for the Holocaust. 

“Unspeakable crimes were committed in the name of the German nation and they render moral 

and material reparations obligatory, both as far as the individual damage suffered by the Jews is 

concerned, and as regards Jewish property for which individual claimants may no longer be 

alive,” Adenauer said. Adenauer proceeded to commit the German nation to paying reparations 

to the Israeli government.  

On December 7, 1970 West German chancellor Willy Brandt fell to his knees before a 

memorial to Jewish uprising in the Warsaw ghetto during the Holocaust and held a lengthy 

moment of silence. This moment sparked a shift in German attitude towards the Holocaust, 

ushering in a period of unprecedented contrition and memorialization of German actions and 

Jewish suffering during WWII.  

In a speech before the Israeli Knesset in 2000, German president Johannes Rau expressed 

intense and heartfelt remorse for the actions of his nation. "I am asking for forgiveness for what 

Germans have done, for myself and my generation, for the sake of our children and 

grandchildren, whose future I would like to see alongside the children of Israel," said Rau in his 

warmly received speech. This was the first time that an apology was expressed in Israel and 

pleas of forgiveness were made directly to the Jewish state.  
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Germany’s consistency in releasing over time apologies is unique and unprecedented. 

The timeline of apology from Germany leaders developed with an increase in the number and 

fervor of apologies for the Holocaust and atrocities during WWII. As the model for contrition. In 

showcasing the effectiveness of international apology, Germany remains the ideal example. 

There are potentially many factors that could have motivated Germany to develop such 

fervent national apologies, such as: potential alliances, domestic activism, international pressure, 

etc. These factors that may have led Germany to apologize so fervently may also apply to other 

countries who have wrestled with formal apologies. In an attempt to analyze these trends, I ask 

the questions: Why do countries apologize? What factors motivate countries to issue apologies to 

other states they have wronged, and what is to be gained from doing so?   

Literature Review 

Many contemporary political and social scientists have dubbed the past two decades the 

“age of apology,” referring to an “avalanche” of apologies issued formally by states in recent 

years and the pressure nations face to apologize for wartime aggressions. Countries such as the 

US, Egypt, Israel, and Canada have issued some sort of formal apology for past international and 

domestic actions that have substantially influenced human history (Marrus, 2007).  In analyzing 

apology, repentance and historical memory, scholars have developed several theories and studies 

about the reasons countries apologize.  

In this literature review, I lay the groundwork of the existing theories behind the 

motivations for apology and the role of apology in international relations. Firstly, I will outline 

the meaning of apology in general, what apologies entail and how they are utilized in the sphere 

of international relations. I will then examine what existing scholarship has said about apology or 
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lack thereof in a few specific cases and what makes apologies effective. To conclude, I will 

propose how this existing literature will contribute to the analyses and conclusions that I will 

make throughout the rest of this paper.  

The nature of the political apology 

 “An apology, no matter how sincere or effective, does not and cannot undo what has been 

done. And yet, in a mysterious way, and according to its logic, this is precisely what it manages 

to do,” writes Tavuchis (2002). At first glance, apology, as a moral act of remorse that is usually 

conducted between individuals in an attempt to redress past wrongdoings, would not seem an 

applicable tool in diplomacy and international relations. 

Some scholars struggle to find the place of politics in the moral and traditional viewpoint 

of apology. Amstutz (2005) outlines apology as a result of traditional religious beliefs and 

explains to role of apology and forgiveness as it arose in Judaism and was transformed by 

Christianity. Feelings of guilt, moral unrest, and need for reconciliation do not seem to have a 

place in the rational and agenda-driven world of politics; and yet, apology has arisen as a 

significant tool of international relations. Andrieu (2009) mentions, “From a strictly political 

point of view, one could say that the problem with apologies is that they are intrinsically moral 

and appeal to feelings and love more than law. As such, they do not belong to the public realm 

(p.7).” 

 There are also number paradoxes surrounding the nature of apology in the political 

sphere that should make them unviable, yet somehow make them all the more effective. Coiucad 

(2009) discusses these paradoxes behind political apologies, including time. Most apologies that 

we have seen in the past two decades have been for actions taken far in the past; this temporal 
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break should theoretically weaken the need for an apology. Barkan (2000) also highlights the 

issue of the temporal and generational gap between apology and the crime committed; critics of 

apology and restitution on the perpetrator side argue the guilt is not inherited and future 

generations should not have to apologize for crimes of the past. Nonetheless, history continues to 

define modern identity, creating an ambivalent relationship between time, responsibility, and 

guilt. Coiucad (2009) agrees: values such as human rights and justice are a-temporal and thus, 

violations of them in the past persist throughout and shape the present. As a result, apologies 

remain relevant and necessary despite the passage of time.  

Despite these substantial paradoxes that make apology challenging, apology remains an 

effective political tool. In international relations, the state apology plays an important role in 

developing trust and respect among nations after wars. Marrus (2007) lists the requirements for a 

“complete” apology: 1) acknowledgement of a wrong committed, 2) an acceptance of 

responsibility for having committed the wrong, 3) an expression of regret or remorse for both the 

harm and for having committed the wrong, and 4) a commitment to reparation or non-repetition 

of the wrong. Effective apologies will include most if not all of those four requisites. Marrus also 

defines the historical wrongs that countries usually apologize for: 1) grave human rights 

violations that live within the consciousness of victim groups or countries, and 2) wrongs which 

have been committed long enough ago so that legal action cannot be brought against 

perpetrators. These definitions help to contextualize political apologies and determine their 

general effectiveness across a variety of states.  

 Apologists, Weyeneth (2001) offers, “are motivated by a hope that their acts of contrition 

will foster a process of historical reconciliation” (p.25). Ultimately, the primary goal of apology 

is reconciliation between parties, both the individual level and on the level of nations. Amstutz 
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(2005) defines political reconciliation as “the building or rebuilding of trust;” reconciliation can 

vary in breadth and in scope. Amstutz writes on apology and reconciliation as a part of the 

healing of a nation. For apology to be most effective, Amstutz argues that it must be motivated 

by: 1) a desire for truth and 2) desire for justice. 

Attempts at reconciliation can take many forms, as explained by Barkan (2000). Aside 

from apologies, countries can also issue restitutions, in which they return property or money 

taken from victims during war, or reparation, in which they pay money directly to their victims. 

In many cases the lone act of apology is not enough to appease countries, and groups will only 

accept reconciliatory attempts when apology is coupled with either restitution or reparation. 

Weyeneth (2001) introduces reasons apologies may be issued, maintaining that apologies 

can come in a variety of forms, each serving a different utility given the giver and the recipient. 

Weyeneth (2001) synthesizes the reasons that countries may apologize as a motive to reconcile 

the past and the present. He proposes several reasons for the apology of countries, such as: to 

allow people to ask forgiveness from those they believe they have harmed; to diffuse a volatile 

situation; to establish accountability and encourage a future relationship. Weyeneth also 

introduces criticisms of international apology: that it is lip service by international actors; people 

now are not responsible for actions of the past; war is war. These are touted primarily by 

conservative critics who are critical of the threat international apology has to national pride and 

identity.  

 Another paradox that Coiucad highlights is the relationship between law and apology.  

Coiucad (2009) mentions the nature of apology as outside of the legal realm, yet as having what 

appear to be legal ramifications. Bilder (2006) highlights the role apology plays smoothing 

international diplomatic ties. Under international law, apology is seen as a formal method of 



6 
 

remedy of bad blood between states, but is auxiliary or subordinate to the more concrete and 

accepted method of offering restitutions or reparations. Referencing many smaller-scale 

instances of international apologies, Bilder builds the argument that apologies can serve as 

official acts of law that have legal consequences; or, if not official, they at least provide some 

normative effect on shaping state behavior. 

 These perspectives provide general theories of reasons countries do or do not apologize, 

and many of the reasons provided cannot be applied to each individual country that engages in 

international apology. Apology is a highly studied psychological and sociological concept, but 

the precise reasoning behind its emergence as a political tool has remained elusive. The sheer 

number of reasons that are offered are characteristic of the ambiguous and general nature of 

studies on political apology.  

Remembrance and Collective Memory: Creating an Apologetic State 

 The act of remembrance and the creation of a national collective memory are vital 

narrative elements that lead to an eventual apology. The politics of memory, especially with 

memories of war, play especially strong roles in countries that have undergone significant 

wartime difficulties. Remembrance leads to acknowledgement of wrongdoing, which is the first 

step towards and effective apology. Collective memory (also referred to as historical memory), 

as coined by Maurice Halbwachs (1950), refers to shared memories in a group or society that are 

created through a shared history or a particularly salient historical narrative. Collective memory 

can apply to small social groups, entire nations, or even greater geographical regions. Collective 

memory as a sociological, psychological and political construct contributes greatly to the 

apologetic nature of some countries.  
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In his discussion of historical memory and remembrance, Berger (2012) proposes three 

major approaches to explaining the determinants of official historical narratives. The first is 

historical determinism, which argues that history creates memory; the experiences of events is 

the basis for collective memory and the collective memory of a society is relatively unmalleable. 

The second in instrumentalism, which proposes that politics creates memory; political agendas of 

the state or elite groups determine the official memories of society and that collective memory is 

easily changes. Lastly, the cultural approach argues that cultural context and discourse creates 

memory and that culture is an autonomous sphere that conditions experience and interest.  

Lind, in her book Sorry States: Apologies in International Politics (2009), discusses 

remembrance and apology in international politics. Both she and Berger provide a similar 

framework for identifying and analyzing remembrance. According to Lind, there are two major 

kinds of remembrance: “official remembrance”, which includes leaders’ statements, legal trials, 

commemoration, and education; and “wider society remembrance”, which include individual 

perceptions of memory. Some remembrances are apologetic vs. some not; unapologetic 

memories are usually subjects of revision or amnesia.  

Both “official remembrance” and “wider society remembrance” are necessary in 

formulating adequate state apologies. As Berger (2012) explains, “we cannot assume the a priori 

dominance of one over the other (12);” both are fundamentally a part of the larger collective 

memory of a state. Societal pressure as well as official strategic desire play significant roles in 

motivating apologies. While formal apologies issues by states may seem to be the result of 

official remembrance, wider society remembrance often has as much an influence on the actions 

of a state. Societal actors can put pressure on states to create official remembrances, and the 
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proliferation of widespread similar remembrances can influence the views of government official 

and their political interests.  

In line with Berger’s instrumentalist approach to collective memory, many countries have 

created their own form of remembrance by constructing historical narratives that fit with their 

own political agendas. The United States, for example, was able to emerge form WWII as the 

major player in international politics and exercised a hegemonic influence over the world. This 

importance gave the United States the opportunity to engage in historical revisionism for many 

years with little backlash (Hein and Selden, 2000). France, as both a victim and victor, largely 

avoided any responsibility or reparations for its actions during WWII or in the Algerian War, 

despite being engaged in controversial issues with both (Fette, 2006). Germany and Japan, both 

the major losers of WWII, have had very different outlooks on the role of apology and the 

construction of historical memory.  

As mentioned earlier, the domestic forces of wider society remembrance strongly 

influence whether countries issue apologies for war crimes. Domestic education, bureaucratic 

institutions and the structure of government all contribute to the formation of a national 

collective memory that either rejects or embraces national apology. Primary education material 

were points of strong contention in the postwar era. Hein and Selden (2000) discuss the 

censoring of educational materials in Japan, Germany and the US in Censoring History. Each of 

these countries has a different view on how textbooks and other educational materials should 

teach the history of war in the country. Controversy around this issue stems from whether or not 

postwar generations should foster a sense of responsibility towards the actions of the past. Part of 

the textbook controversy in Japan, for example, stemmed from the view that “schools are meant 

to develop and socialize Japanese citizens and, as such, are not places to impart knowledge that 
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may make children question or feel ashamed of their Japanese heritage.”(p.84) In an attempt to 

establish a national consciousness that emphasized pride in being Japanese, Japanese texts and 

educational materials avoided recounting details of Japanese crimes during their imperialist and 

WWII periods.    

 Such remembrances lead to the next steps of an effective apology, including contrition 

(remorse) and a request for forgiveness. Contrition is the binding step between remembering a 

crime and actually apologizing for it. Lind (2008) writes: “Contrition acknowledges the suffering 

and the humanity of victims…apologies, reparations, and so on are signs of respect: they reflect 

a belief that a country is too important to be treated poorly” (13). 

 Remembrance and collective memory play vital roles in encouraging state apology. 

Countries devoted to truthful remembrance and self-reflection are more likely have a contrite 

collective memory. Countries that are devoted to apologetic remembrance have a greater 

predisposition to issuing apologies for their wrongdoings.  

Significance and Reception of Apologies: When they Work, and When They Don’t 

So how much does apology matter? Weyeneth (2001) argues that apologies are 

significant in that they serve multiple purposes and are effective ways to save face on the 

international arena. However, the symbolic nature of apologies often means that they are seen as 

the weakest attempt of reconciliation and remembrance. Apology is made with the intention of 

reconciliation; the reception of an apology is contingent on forgiveness. Unless the receiving 

party of the apology ultimately forgives the perpetrating party, the apology has no service.  

Coiucad (2009) interestingly points out the relationship between apologies and crimes 

that are deemed “unforgivable,” such as mass genocide. Apologies assume by nature that there is 
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a victim who is capable of forgiveness; however, in the case of crimes against humanity or 

genocide, there are often no victims able to forgive. This is because victims are either dead, or 

the nature of the crime, “by annihilating the human capacity of those who survived to feel 

empathy for the perpetrator, puts forgiveness beyond human reach (102).” Nonetheless, it is 

precisely for crimes that appear unforgivable that apology has been most overtly used and 

generally accepted. The warm reception to German apologies for the Holocaust is an obvious 

example of this. The Holocaust is viewed as the greatest human atrocity of history, and yet 

Germany has managed to rise above it through its utilization of apology.  

The effectiveness of political apology for unforgivable acts also lies in the symbolism 

and norm-setting power of apology. According to Weyeneth (2001), “An apology is ultimately a 

symbolic act, and symbolism can be significant” (p.32).  Apology can bring psychological relief 

to the victim even after the most heinous crimes by providing reassurance to the victim that the 

act will not be repeated. In its role as a symbolic gesture, apology provides security and rule-

making after a terrible atrocity. Andrieu (2009) argues that apologies establish norms that 

solidify prospects of future policies that would prevent the atrocity from occurring again; they 

acknowledge that past crimes committed were wrong. She continues to say that political apology 

exists in a world of post-traditional morality, where socialization and deliberation, rather than 

religious principles, guide apologies and reconciliation.  

This implies that sole apologies can lack weight, since they are not always backed by 

policies or financial reparations. Just the apology alone is not necessarily always enough to 

appease countries. Apologies alone are meaningless if they do not satisfy the needs or wants of 

the recipients (Weyeneth, 2001). This is especially true when apology is a result of a request by 

victims, not an unsolicited offering by a perpetrator. According to Blatz et al (2009), whether or 
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not an apology alone is accepted relies on the extent of apology requested by the victimized 

group. Groups that only request expressions of remorse will likely be appeased by an apology on 

its own; groups that request both reparations and expression of remorse are less likely to be 

appeased by just an apology. This is evidenced by the relationship between Japan and its Asian 

neighbors and former victims. Bilder (2006) brings up the subordination of apology to financial 

reparations, referencing the appeasement of Japanese Americans in their criticism of the US 

government once they received financial reparations. Apologies on their own, while effective, 

are not nearly as effective as tangible compensation could be in mending international  

In some cases, direct perpetrator-victim apology may not even be necessary in achieving 

reconciliation. Lind (2008) discusses how French victimization by Germany during the war plays 

a hand in the blossoming of a strong French-German relationship. While Germany never 

apologized to the French outright for the Vichy-era occupation, the French sought German 

remembrance of crimes of war in an effort to “to eradicate German hypernationalism” (p.120). 

France did not necessarily have to be the direct recipient of an apology to rebuild ties with 

Germany; rather, it just needed assurance that Germany would no longer fall prey to nationalism. 

Lind argues that the French were complacent with the strength of German democracy and the 

promise of a strong ally that would help France lead the rebuilding of Europe. These 

international promises of alliance were enough ease France without the need of a formal 

apology.  

Apologies are most effective when they are sincere, complete, and fulfill the 

requirements or desires of the victimized nation. Effective apologies must also demonstrate a 

moral basis; a purely strategic apology will lack the sincerity and truthfulness that victims often 

seek. When weak, apologies can be inconsequential and viewed only as lip-service. However, in 
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their greatest capacity, apologies can have the incredible ability to nearly erase past crimes, 

regardless of their severity. We can refer back to the quote from Tavuchis (2002): “An apology, 

no matter how sincere or effective, does not and cannot undo what has been done. And yet, in a 

mysterious way, and according to its logic, this is precisely what it manages to do.” This reason 

alone makes apology a useful tool and a necessary facet of international relations to understand.  

Looking Forward 

 Apology serves many functions in the international sphere, and whether or not countries 

are willing to use them or not can be as a result of a number of factors. Every country seems to 

have its own motivation for issuing apologies. Apologies are not perfect diplomatic tools, and 

they can often fall short of establishing reconciliation between countries. Regardless, their 

importance and usefulness in the international arena has been demonstrated in numerous 

occasions.   

Looking forward, the concepts laid out in the literature review will be used to frame the 

variables explored in the body of this study. The literature review demonstrated how general 

theories of political apology lay the foundations for the role of apology in international relations 

and introduced some general reasons as to why countries might apologize. The introduction to 

collective memory and remembrance solidifies these concepts as important backdrops to apology 

that create the historical narrative and frameworks that contribute to the apology of countries. 

Finally, introducing ideas on the effectiveness of apology will be important in understanding 

why apology is useful in the first place.   

With the context and background laid out in this literature review, I will explore the some 

factors that motivate some countries to apologize and test their effects on individual countries.. 
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With the potential motivators and theories introduced in the literature review, I apply these 

theories to case studies to test each motivating variable.   

Methodology 

Through my review of literature, several potentially motivating variables that could 

encourage official state apologies can be identified. I have narrowed them down to four key 

variables that I have identified as the most potentially compelling motivators for apology:  

1) post-war victory status  

2) Prospective regional alliance 

3) International pressure 

4) Domestic political atmosphere and civil society 

 

The domestic variable can be effectively split into two subsections: 

a) Domestic political regime, and 

b) Education and public discourse. 

Similarly, the variable of international pressure also effectively includes two subdivisions: 

a) Pressure from victims of atrocities, and 

b) Pressure from international institutions 

 

The variables can be loosely divided into international variables and domestic variables, or 

external and internal motivators. The international variables, which are post-war statues, regional 

alliance, and international institutional pressure, are external motivators that can affect a country’s 

behavior. Post-war victory status refers simply to whether a country won or lost the war in which 

it committed the atrocities. Prospective international alliance refers to official political, economic, 

or security apparatuses that countries form or are likely to form within their immediate geo-

political regions. The international pressure variable is straightforward, but includes two major 

facets that can work separately or in conjunction: pressure exerted by victims of wartime atrocities, 
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and pressure exerted by global international institutions (the United Nations, for example) on a 

country to apologize.  

The domestic variable, as mentioned earlier, includes two facets:  domestic political regime 

and wider society commitment to education and public discussion. Both are internal factors that 

often work in synchronization to produce apologetic states. The domestic political regime 

incorporates the ideological leaning of an administration as well as its nationalistic tendencies, 

quality of its leaders, and interactions between politics and civil society. Based on the literature, I 

do not expect ideology itself to be a main factor, but rather the overall nationalistic tendencies of 

a country which could to an extent be influenced by political ideology. The second aspect of the 

domestic variable includes a civil society commitment to remembrance and education in 

conjunction with institutionalized efforts towards memorialization and truthfulness.  

In a perfect world, and assuming that the variables exist independently of each other, some 

initial assumptions on the effects of these variables can be made from the already existing literature. 

First, losers will face pressure to apologize; winners will not. After wars, countries who losers 

cannot avoid apologizing if it is expected of them by the victors. Second, strategic motivations in 

regards to regional integration will encourage apology. Thirdly, countries that are receiving 

pressure from their victims or from other international bodies are more likely to issue apologies 

than countries that do not receive such pressures. Lastly, nation which embraces truth about its 

problematic past and constructs a contrite historical memory will have a greater propensity to 

apologize than countries who engage in revisionism and nationalism.  

This study is a qualitative, theory-testing study that attempts to determine the factors that 

motivate countries to apologize for past wartime wrongs against other countries, Given the nature 

of social science and the qualitative nature of this study, the variables that I identify are by no 
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means easily identified or operationalized, and can manifest in different ways for different cases. 

These variables overlap, intersect with each other, and influence each other in ways that are often 

incapable of being distinguished or accounted for. The inability to collect quantitative data on a 

topic such as apology exemplifies the inherent murkiness of a study of this nature.  

For the purpose of this study, I have chosen to examine four case studies. Apology is 

operationalized as an official statement, whether it be verbal, written, or visual, by a head of state 

or high-ranking official of a country. I do not include reparations or restitutions on their own, but 

rather consider them when they are ancillary/auxiliary to an apology. For the sake of limiting the 

number of apologies that I examine, I choose to look at apologies that have been issued for 

atrocities or crimes committed during war. By studying just four cases, I am able to delve deeply 

into the history and politics of each country.  

  The countries I will examine are the United States, France, Germany, and Japan. These 

countries vary in the rate and degree to which they have issued apologies for their past crimes. 

They each have dealt with controversies regarding their handling of reconciliations and apology. 

These countries were all also major players in the largest and deadliest war in human history – 

their actions since have been shaped by their significant roles in WWII. While not all apologies 

that I will address have been issued in response to actions committed during WWII, the global 

order established by the war and the position of each countries created by the war make these four 

countries interesting subjects for comparison.  

Japan and Germany are two dichotomous examples of the two extreme ways in which 

countries can handle apology and historical reconciliation. They are each on the extreme opposite 

spectrum of apology. Germany has been the most openly apologetic of the four countries and is 

considered a hallmark example of the way countries should apologize for past behaviors. Japan, 
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on the other hand, has been criticized frequently for their historical amnesia and weak apologies 

for past crimes. Germany’s propensity towards apology and Japan’s lack thereof have make them 

obvious subject for comparison: despite the similarity of their post-war status, what factors were 

present that led Germany to embrace apology, but did not affect Japan?  

The US and France, on the other hand, have faced less pressure to apologize and have both 

either utilized or rejected the apology both on the giving and receiving end. The United States, in 

its role as a post-WWII global hegemon, has a complicated relationship with apology and has been 

less frequently studied. Motivations for the US to apologize are less obvious, as its past war time 

behavior have not been subject to the same level of controversy or questioning as Japan or 

Germany. As a global superpower, the US in the post-war and Cold War era managed to evade 

much responsibility for crimes committed against other countries and benefitted from the political, 

cultural, and economic influence it exerted over the rest of the world. France has an ambiguous 

relationship with apology and occupies a more central position on the apology spectrum.  By 

including the US and France as comparative case studies, I will be able to study narratives different 

to those of the extremes in apology shown by Germany and Japan.  

The four countries I will study have emerged as powerful economic and political actors in 

the post-war era. I choose these cases over other countries that have also issued apologies or dealt 

with controversy around them, such as Argentina and South Africa, because these four nations 

have been some of the most globally influential countries in the post-war era. These countries also 

have significant apologies in the international arena, whereas countries such as Argentina and 

South Africa have dealt with apologies more so in their domestic spheres. Apologies issued by 

these nations have large global ramifications and are therefore subject to more complicated internal 

and external influences.  
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To summarize, I present a comparative matrix (Table 1) to summarize some of the major 

comparisons between each case study. While this matrix does not account for all the variables I 

intend to compare, it provides a visualization of how the US, Germany, France and Japan relate to 

each other in some of the fundamental aspects relevant to this study. The table also highlights how 

some comparisons are drawn between certain countries. For example, Germany and France are 

compared against Japan and the US for the regional alliance variable, whereas France and the US 

are compared against Germany and Japan for the post-war victory status variable.  

 

The main goal of this study is to determine which of these variables is most empirically 

compelling in motivating apology across the four case studies that I will examine. Chapter 2 will 

examine Germany and France. These countries are paired together because of their similarities as 

Western European countries as well as their greater propensity towards apology. Chapter 3 will 

examine Japan and the US, which both have greater difficulties with apology. The final chapter 

Case Studies: Comparisons 

 Conflicts  Post-WWI 

victory status 

Regional 

alliances  

Issued 

apology(s) for 

WWII 

actions? 

Issued other 

intl. 

apology(s)? 

Germany   WWII, 

Holocaust 

loser ECSC, EEC, 

EU 

yes no 

France WWII, 

Holocaust,  

Algerian War 

winner ECSC, EEC, 

EU 

 

yes no 

Japan  WWII, Chinese 

& Korean 

occupation 

loser none no yes 

United 

States 

WWII, Vietnam 

War, Korean 

War 

winner none no yes 

Table 1 
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will summarize my key finding and conclusions and will propose further avenues for consideration 

in future studies of apology.  
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II. 

This chapter will explore the motivations, explanations, and contexts of apologies issued 

by Germany and France. In the post-WWII era, the European continent was left absolutely 

devastated by the conflict, with millions dead and displaced and entire cities destroyed. WWII, 

as the deadliest war in history, shaped the future of global cooperation and international 

relations. This is most true in Europe, where former enemies chose to form economic and 

political alliances that would deeply integrate the continent and never allow such a war to happen 

again. Germany and France, as the geopolitical center of Europe, benefitted most of all from this 

agreement.  

These two European nations have emerged as the most powerful forces in Europe; 

currently, they are the two countries most committed to keeping an uncertain European Union 

together. The development of the continent as well as that of their individual countries has been 

influenced greatly by their relationship to each other. Germany and France are similar in many 

ways and have one of the closest state-to-state relationships in the world; this makes comparing 

the important ways in which they differ all the more compelling. This includes the different 

relationships they have to state apology and historical memory.  

 Both are two countries with deeply entwined and similar histories. Yet, despite their 

similarities, the two nations have different relationships with contrition, remembrance, and 

apology. Germany sets the standard for the model penitent nation – a country which has 

contrition deeply ingrained into its collective consciousness. France, in comparison, has a more 

complex relationship to apology. It has reckoned with and apologized for some of its wartime 
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atrocities, but not for others. This chapter aims to demonstrate how both countries’ similarities 

and differences contribute to their relationship with and motivations to apologize.   

Germany 

When discussing state apology, perhaps no country symbolizes the “ideal apologizer” 

more than Germany (and before unification, West Germany). Since the immediate post-war era, 

Germany has embraced apology as a means of reconciling with its neighbors and introducing a 

new, trustworthy Germany to the world.  

For a diplomatic move without much precedent, apology worked incredibly well for West 

Germany. While East Germany’s apologies were limited at best, West Germany took full 

advantage of its appearance as the contrite nation. Willy Brandt’s powerful visual statement of 

him on his knees in front of the Holocaust memorial in Warsaw ignited substantial praise from 

nations around the world, and for good reason - it exuded moral sincerity. Germany solidified its 

legacy as the first country to utilize apology effectively and sincerely – not just financial 

reparation, but symbolic, intangible apology.  

For decades, Germany remained one of the very few countries to apologize for any 

crimes committed during war; it still remains one of the few countries for which apology has 

benefitted it so dramatically. By being the first, Germany was a focal point for praise and 

international attention. Only in the past two decades have countries realized the German 

technique of blatant contrition can be a powerful tool of reconciliation and healing. Germany 

realized quickly that while reparations were highly important, they are more effective when 

backed by a sincere apology. Modern nations are only just coming to that same realization. 
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Germany played the politics of memory to an extraordinary degree; by politicizing morality and 

guilt to unprecedented achievement.  

Germany’s apologies began modestly, with little mention of Jews or other victimized 

populations. In the first two decades after war, they developed to include Jews, Roma peoples, 

French and British peoples, and many more (Langenbacher, 2003). This first apology was only 

strengthened by its willingness to pay reparations to Israel. The evolution of apology contributes 

to Germany’s unique relationship with apology. For most sovereign nation, a single apology is 

expected and usually suffices; however, Germany continued to issue apologies throughout the 

20th century and into the 21st century. These apologies were equally genuine and profound; many 

of these apologies were even more fervent than Adenauer’s first apology.  

When Germany was officially split into two sovereign nations, West Germany introduced 

a model of penitence that, while effective, was far from thorough or perfect. The dramatic 

evolution of Germany’s apologies from the 1950s to the 1970s showed Germany growing from a 

largely self-pitying nation to one that was incredibly willing to impart national guilt and shame 

on its collective memory. When the German nation was unified at the fall of the Soviet Union, 

this commitment to guilt and memory withstood that fundamental change (Lind, 2008). Germany 

stands out from its fellow nations not just for its willingness to issue and the effectiveness of its 

apologies but also for their evolution in fervor and specificity over time.  

Several factors serve to make Germany’s situation and relationship to apology and 

collective guilt unique. Through Germany, we can establish how multiple variables work 

together to produce an apologetic state. The German case can be used as a framework for which 

all future subsequent cases can be analyzed in contrast two. Germany has positive association 

with all five variables that I introduce in Chapter 1. Firstly, it is a losing nation of a monumental 
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war. Secondly, it enters into a regional alliance that develops into one of the most integrated 

political unions in the world. Thirdly, it receives strong international pressure from nations and 

groups around the world.  Fourthly, its domestic political regime prioritized apology and 

commemoration. Finally, it has a strong civil and institutional commitment to truth, education, 

and public discourse about its past atrocities. In comparison to the other countries that will be 

explored, some variables that affect the German case may not affect other countries in a similar 

way or at all. This section will assess and explain how each variable affects Germany and its 

disposition towards apology.  

Loss in WWII: The German Experience 

In the first chapter, I established that, in a perfect world, losing nations would receive 

pressure apologize and would be far more likely to issue apologies than winning nations. If this 

holds true in a practical sense, losing a war is an obvious prerequisite for apology as losing 

nations face the expectations of their victors to apologize. Germany, of course, is one such case. 

Germany, as the losing nation, had no real choice in whether or not it issued an apology.  

As the leader of the losing side on WWII, Germany’s fate lay in its treatment by its 

victors. With the Cold War brewing, Western countries realized the benefits of having Germany 

in their camp. The world could not afford to let Germany regress to the conditions it had endured 

after WWI that contributed to Hitler’s rise to power. The global nature of WWII allowed the 

Allies to exert their influence over the rest of the world. The UN, spearheaded by the US and 

other powerful nations, created a global governing body that conducts itself with the values and 

ideals of the Western world. Financial agreements and institutions created by the meetings in 

Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, firmly placed the United States and its allies at the forefront of 

a new post-war economic and political era.  
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The Nuremburg Trials organized by the Allied powers attempted to assign collective guilt 

to the nation of Germany and publicize and criminalize Germany’s wartime atrocities. These 

trials, along with the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal in Japan, sparked controversy over the notion 

of “victor’s justice.” While Germany (and Japan) was made to answer for its war crimes, no such 

pressure was placed on Allied powers despite their many dubiously atrocious actions during the 

war (Berger, 2012). The Nuremberg Trials, which consisted of a dais of four judges from the 

four great Ally powers – the US, France, the UK, and the USSR – lasted for 18 months and were 

a thorough and emotionally taut affair that tried 22 potential Nazi war criminals. Although only 

Nazi officials were official tried and found guilty, the Trials vilified the German nation as a 

whole: all of Germany was complicit, and therefore guilty. The trials did not only create a legal 

precedent for trying countries on war crimes; they also established the notion that victor 

countries in a war have the right to “impartially” try the losing countries (Taylor, 1955).  

The extent of German crimes did not help the German case in the post-war era. 

Unquestionably, the crimes of Nazi Germany against its European neighbors and the genocide it 

committed are unmatched in history. The sheer severity of Nazi crimes and the institutionalized 

brutality of the Holocaust made Germany’s positions as a loser more vulnerable. Western powers 

felt that they had not only the right but the moral obligation to hold Germany accountable for its 

actions. The Nuremburg Trials and the post-war global power structure enabled the Western 

powers to cement a clear dichotomy - right vs. wrong, aggressor vs. victim – between the Axis 

and Allied powers. Germany’s postwar position operated in lieu with traditional thinking on the 

dynamic between winners, losers, and apologies, but was also worsened by the unspeakable 

nature of the crimes it committed during the war.  
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Germany certainly felt the pressure of penance as a loser and a perpetrator and made no 

attempt to resist. But while this may explain Adenauer’s first speech of apology and commitment 

to reparations, it does not lend itself well to explaining Germany’s future apologies for the 

Holocaust and WWII. The government in place at the end of occupation, led by Konrad 

Adenauer, had the daunting task of rebuilding a war-torn nation. Although Adenauer’s 

commitment to apology was present, his regime quickly set about focusing on Germany’s future; 

after his 1952 speech, all focus was placed on Germany’s economic and political development.  

Germany Apology and European Integration 

Aside from the pressure exerted on Germany as a result of having lost WWII, Germany 

also recognized apology as a strategically salient diplomatic move in the context of cooperation 

with Europe and Germany’s own economic prospects. Regional economic and political alliance 

can undoubtedly be identified as one of Germany’s motivations for issuing apology. Germany 

stood to gain much from presenting an apologetic face to the world: peace, economic prosperity, 

and international prominence.  

The idea of European integration became realizable with Konrad Adenauer’s apology 

speech in September 1951. The ECSC was officially formed in 1952 – a year after Adenauer 

issued his seminal apology. Germany’s contrition and sincerely apologetic for its Nazi past. It 

also showed that Germany was malleable in the aftermath of WWII and that nationalistic 

interests were no longer Germany’s priority. Germany’s apology and tangible commitments to 

the apology – through reparations, political partnerships, and sincere domestic contrition – 

appeased the international community and its European neighbors, especially France. Germany 

so effectively altered its image that its European neighbors – once its sworn enemies – 

completely accepted Germany as a totally benign nation only a decade after the war’s end.  
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With its economic and political position in a precarious position, Germany realized the 

importance of building strong ties with its closes neighbor, France. Western European countries 

took the lead in revitalizing the European economy through integration of the European 

continent (Daase, 2016). National identities gradually took a backseat to a larger-scale European 

identity; European states merged their economic, social and political spheres cooperatively and 

peacefully to a degree not yet seen in history. Without this integration, it is unlikely that 

Germany would have been able recover as swiftly as it had after the war.  

The Marshall Plan served as both a financial and culturally imposing force on West 

Germany. The US instituted a hands-off approach to the funds given by the Marshall Plan, 

forcing European nations to cooperate in their allocation. West Germany was absorbed into the 

US and Western Europe’s hegemonic sphere. Fear of Communism and the fall of the Iron 

Curtain along with economic support easily enabled West Germany to ally itself with a powerful 

Western Europe and United States. As the Marshall Plan obligated affected European countries 

to decide among themselves the allocation of funds, cooperation among nations was necessary.  

The first steps towards European economic integration after the implementation of the 

Marshall Plan was the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1946, of which 

West Germany was a founding member. Reconciliation between Germany and France was a vital 

step towards creating a stable Europe. France, which had been thoroughly victimized by Nazi 

Germany saw Germany as its greatest enemy throughout WWII and in the first decade after the 

war. Because of this harbored resentment, negotiations for the formation of the Community was 

difficult (Kulhnhardt, 2010).  

As trust in Germany grew in France, the six members of the ECSC convened in Rome in 

1956 to draft and sign the Treaty of Rome, which formally created the European Economic 
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Commission. Unlike the ECSC, which as the name suggests only concerned itself with coal and 

steel, the EEC involved the thorough economic integration of the six nations involved. The EEC 

created a common market among the member nations and integrated their atomic energy 

programs. This union was an unprecedented multilateral economic partnership that could only be 

achieved with high levels of trust among the respective parties (Kulhnhardt, 2010).  

By virtue of Germany’s explicit contrition and commitment to democratization and 

liberalism, France’s perception of Germany evolved to that of its closest European friend by 

1960 (Lind, 2009). For a long time France did not receive a direct apology from Germany for its 

wartime aggressions; but it was enough for France to see that Germany was willing to adopt 

democratic values and showed no signs of returning to its pre-war conditions. In the eyes of 

France and the other member nations, Germany had, through its fairness in ECSC proceedings 

and its evident remorse, managed to earn that trust.  

This regional alliance is arguably a major inspiration for German contrition. However it 

does not fully explain why Germany’s apologies intensified over time. Germany is the model 

penitent not only because it was the first to apologize but also because of how fully it came to be 

identified as a nation of apology. With European integration chugging ahead from the 1960s 

onward, what did Germany stand to gain from doubling down on its apologies throughout the 

next two decades?  

International Pressure: Israel, America, and Eastern Europe 

 Aside from the being a loser in the war, Germany faced pressure from groups it had 

victimized as well as sovereign nations for its acts of wartime aggression. Pressure primarily 

came from Germany’s victims in Eastern Europe, such as Poland and the Czech Republic, as 
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well as Israel and Jews around the world. The Nuremberg Trials, introduced in a previous 

sections, were a way that the Allied powers, especially the US, exerted pressure on Germany to 

apologize as a cohesive block. Since reconciliation was a primary objective of Germany’s 

foreign policy, it conceded to these pressures.  

Germany’s unique relationship with Israel and world Jewry affected its relationship with 

its own memories and historical consciousness. The presence of a sovereign nation built entirely 

by ethnic and religious people directly victimized by German crimes certainly contributed to the 

pressure Germany faced to apologize. While the Israeli-German relationship has never been 

harmonious or particularly strong, it goes without saying that the identities of the two countries 

in the post-war era was shaped greatly by the actions of the other (Feldman, 1999).  

 Pressure from international Jewry as well as Israel contributed largely to Germany’s 

shifting apologetic stance. Adenauer viewed apology and reconciliation as fundamental to his 

foreign policy agenda, and this notion persisted throughout the rest of the 20th century. Remorse 

and reconciliation remained both political and moral priorities in the late 1980s and 90s, as the 

Soviet Union began to crumble and opportunities for reconciliation with Eastern bloc became 

attainable (Feldman, 1999).  

 Fears that German contrition and remembrance of the Holocaust and WWII would be 

forgotten prospered during the reunification of Germany after the fall of the Soviet Union. 

Germany’s European neighbors (mostly France) worried that remembrance and contrition 

towards the Holocaust would be replaced with the similar feelings towards East German 

oppression (Lind, 2009). These fears, however, proved to be unfounded; Germany’s commitment 

to apologetic remembrance of the Holocaust and WWII persisted strongly after the reunification, 
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with most German youth maintaining the guilt of Germany during that period remains vital to the 

country’s identity (Lind, 2009). .  

 Reconciliation with Israel and Jews around the world was initially a balancing act of 

moral obligation and monetary reparation. German reparations to Israel were not without 

controversy; Jewish and Israeli leaders lambasted the notion of German “blood money.” 

Monetary reparations, they criticized, could not relieve Germany of its moral burden or abate the 

suffering of millions of Jews at German hands (Barkan, 2000). It was thus necessary for 

Germany’s normalization to recognize and express, in moral and ethical terms, its contrition. 

This speaks to the unique nature of apology in politics; it attempts to marry a moral and ethical 

concept with the pragmatic, quid pro quo nature of politics.  

 While Israel and Jews around the world obviously consider the nature of Nazi Germany’s 

crimes to be “unforgivable,” normal relations between Israel and Germany now exist. The same 

can be said of Germany’s relationships with eastern European nations. Germany received 

pressure countries like Poland and Czechoslovakia to apologize for the displacement, genocide, 

and occupation their countries experienced during WWII. In 1989, German President Herzog 

apologized to Poland, accepted full responsibility, and asked for forgiveness. The German-Polish 

relationship has thus managed to have a gradual and successful repair process (Feldman, 1999). 

And as for the rest of the world, Germany’s crimes quickly rose to forgivable status through 

Germany’s strategic foreign policy and use of moral politics. While it may not be possible to 

forgive the unforgivable, Germany has come quite close to achieving most of the world’s 

forgiveness.  

 In a realist sense, Germany’s contrite position gave it a greater standing on the 

international arena. However, morality and international realism are two concepts typically at 
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odds. As demonstrated with the Israel case, monetary reparations and apology as national 

strategy could not have, on their own, led to the level of repentance and the collective 

consciousness of guilt that ultimately grew to uniquely identify the German nation. Both the 

German-Israeli relationship and the German-Polish relationship was augmented by a moral 

imperative for apology and reconciliation as well as a pragmatic one (Feldman, 1999).  

Amstutz (2005) and Nadler and Saguy (2004) suggest that Germany has managed to do 

this by maintain a dedication to moral ideals of “truth” and “justice.” In apologizing to Jews, 

Germany took the right approach of highlighting its moral deficit during the Holocaust and its 

moral desire to make things right. Taking a road of remembrance, a willingness to gift money, 

and a commitment to justice and truth, Germany was able to issue effective apologies despite 

unforgivable nature of its actions.  

The New German Identity: Political and Societal Shifts 

 The extent to which Germans grew to identify with guilt, responsibility, and repentance 

for the actions of Nazi Germans are a result of effective domestic policies brought about by a 

newly democratic and transparent government. Most interesting is the complete reprogramming 

of German national consciousness achieved by leaders and educators in Germany. The domestic 

policies that contributed to apology and a guilty collective memory in West Germany can be 

most generally summarized by two key pillars: 1) a strong coalition between government and 

institutions that created a domestic political atmosphere committed to truth and memorialization, 

and 2) a strong societal emphasis on education and refusal of censorship and white-washing of 

Germany’s Nazi past in schools and educational institutions.  
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Konrad Adenauer, who issued Germany’s first landmark apology in 1952, led a 

conservative regime intent on economic growth. In his first years as German Chancellor, he 

developed a cornerstone of West Germany’s immediate post-war foreign policy was born: say 

sorry, and pay up. The government in place at the end of occupation had the daunting task of 

rebuilding a war-torn nation. Adenauer’s commitment to apology was present had mostly 

strategic implications; he recognized that changing Germany’s image would encourage its 

political redevelopment and economic growth. The 1952 apology and reparations commitment 

was the only such event in Germany for the remainder of that decade, as contrition, having 

achieved its preliminary goals, receded as a priority of the Adenauer government.  

Adenauer led Germany until 1960, and his administration was responsible for much of 

the healing that took place within German society as well as between Germany and its European 

neighbors. His regime was socially conservative, but there was an acceptance across the entire 

political spectrum in Germany that issuing an apology for the Holocaust was absolutely 

necessary. In West Germany in particular, conservative resentment towards contrition was 

withheld for the first decade of open apology, as West Germany’s main strategic interests – 

reunification and integration with the West – were far too important to jeopardize (Lind, 2009).   

It is the case the German apologies increased in fervor with more liberal and centrist 

government. In 1960, a change in the ruling party of West Germany marked the shift toward a 

greater level of contrition and remorse in Germany. Centrist and leftist governments throughout 

the rest of the 20th century placed high importance on the acts of apology and memorialization. 

The centrist Christian Democrats founded a new age of apologetic fervor and memorialization 

that created Germany as the model apologizer it is viewed as today.  The Christian Democratic 
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Union (CDU) worked closely with the left-wing Social Democratic party to make Holocaust 

repentance a political priority (Langenbacher, 2003). 

Despite this, political ideology may not be the vital reason for the gradual increase in 

intensity of German apology. These centrist and liberal governments did not face much 

conservative opposition that would have inhibited their apologetic streak. In the 80s, 

Conservative politicians began to urge Germany to become a “normal nation” and stop repenting 

for the past. However, the voices were marginal in comparison to those that insisted on 

continuing with apology and memorialization. Most conservatives realized the strategic salience 

of maintain the overly contrite appearance in the international arena. Conservative opposition 

mostly stemmed from the far right, which until very recently was a fringe party in Germany’s 

political arena.  

It is more likely the case that for politicians throughout the 60s and 70s, apology took a 

moral undertone that surpassed pure strategic motivations. New generations of politicians, 

profoundly affected by the revelations of the Nazi regime and Germany’s recovery, contributed 

to campaigns of apology and remembrance that would linger on Germany’s collective memory.  

Domestic Remembrance in Germany: The Legacy of the Holocaust 

During the occupation period, a wide majority of ordinary Germans did not feel guilt for 

the actions of the Nazi regime. Everyday German citizens could plead ignorance to the greater 

atrocities of the Nazi regimes and the genocide being conducted under their noses (Berger, 

2012). Nazi propaganda very effectively painted benign pictures of concentration camps and 

Nazi soldiers. Additionally, most Germans felt as though they had no control or influence over 

the actions of the Nazi regime. The work of the Allied powers immediately post-war was to 
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impress a sensation of collective guilt on the wider German consciousness, a task they undertook 

with fervor. The Nuremburg Trials began such a process, but in the end the success of this task 

came down to truthful education, public discourse, and memorialization.  

Germany’s focus on education on the Holocaust and other Nazi atrocities beginning from 

a young age normalize historical consciousness and collective guilt for German youth, helping to 

create a national identity of guilt and repentance that has served Germany so well (Langbacher, 

2003). Germany made no effort to cover up its past wrongs; rather, its textbooks, education 

materials and memorials are fully transparent in showing the crimes committed by Nazi 

Germany. German youth grow up instilled with a strong historical memory of guilt and shame 

for the Holocaust and WWII (Hein and Selden, 2005). Contentions within German politics over 

the legacy of Nazi Germany and the culpability of future generations throughout the 1970s and 

80s did not affect the universal consensus of condemnation for the Nazi past found in textbooks 

and school curricula (Hein and Selden, 2011). German textbooks, even in more conservative 

states like Bavaria, are nothing if not explicit in their detailing of Nazi war crimes and Holocaust 

atrocities. 

The lack of resistance towards such transparent and explicit textbooks can be attributed to 

control over their writing being held by an independent board of educators and historians that 

operated with government oversight. Germany had no public debate about the content of 

textbooks like Japan; the creation of textbooks there was taken out of the hands of the state and 

given instead to committees of teachers and historians, who saw nothing to gain from concealing 

the truth from young Germans. Germany also benefitted from EU standards of textbooks which 

made it difficult for nationalistic politics to make its way into the sphere of education. As such, 
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their textbooks as such demonstrate far more regard for ethnic and religious minorities than a 

distinct nationalist culture (Hein and Selden, 2000).  

Education in Germany is not affected by partisan or ideological issues; it is kept largely 

separate from politics (Hein and Selden, Buruma 1994). German educators are trained in 

establishing curricula that fairly express Nazi war crimes for students of all age. This has allowed 

post-war generations of Germans to grow up with a strong, clear knowledge of Nazi atrocities as 

well as a stark commitment to liberal democratic values, equality and respect of minorities, and 

rejection of nationalist pride. Internalization of guilt on a national scale must come from a 

commitment from German leadership and German citizens on moral grounds; strategy alone 

could not create such strong collective memory. 

Memorials serve as physical reminders of the past; their proliferation makes avoiding 

difficult histories much harder. Outside of school, memories of the Nazi regime are solidified 

through monuments and memorials that are present in major German cities. The Monument for 

the Murdered Jews of Europe, erected in 1989 in Berlin, marked a seminal attempt at 

memorialization of the Holocaust. Although the development of the monument was at times 

controversial, the monument was eventually erected with a nation-wide consensus on its 

importance (Carrier, 2013). German media, including films, plays, and books, embraced and 

wrestled with the guilt of the Holocaust and encouraged German identification with both the 

Third Reich and the pain of its victims. These narratives were both prevalent and popular in 

German pop culture and helped to define the ways in which Germans envisioned the Holocaust. 

Rather than romanticizing the Third Reich, most works of art and film that involved WWII or the 

Holocaust painted Germany in a blatantly negative light. These works openly endorsed contrition 

and contributed to its national acceptance.  
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Conclusions 

In the context of this study, German is the unique case in which every variable explored 

has some level of merit. Germany lost WWII and was thus expected to apologize, which it did. 

The inviting prospects of reconciliation with France and further European integration solidified 

apology as a salient strategy. Pressure from Israel, world Jewry, and other European nations 

further encouraged Germany to remain contrite and held it accountable for its actions and 

relationship with memory and contrition. Finally, Germany’s domestic spheres, both political 

and civil society, worked in harmony to integrate remorse, guilt, and Holocaust identification 

into the German collective memory. Combinations of education, media and artistic exposure, and 

memorialization worked in unison to craft a contrite German identity.  

France 

 Unlike Germany, France never apologized for any of its war time atrocities until long 

after the fast. French president Jacques Chirac issued the first international French apology the 

world saw was in 1995. In this watershed apology, Chirac claimed French responsibility for the 

deportation of French Jews to concentration camps around Europe during the Vichy regime in 

France during WWII. In 1996, a memorial to the Vélodrome d'Hiver roundup in Paris was 

erected, the first of its kind in France. This marked a fundamental shift in the France’s 

relationship to Vichy, its past, and apology.   

Up until the 1990s France enjoyed the position of being associated with the Allied 

powers and being a victim of Nazi aggression, despite being associated and complicit with the 

actions of the Nazi regime for much of WWII. After the fall of Paris to Germany, France was 

able to denounce culpability for its inhuman actions as it was under the control of a Nazi-
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sympathizing (to an extent, Nazi-controlled) regime. France could seamlessly integrate with the 

West and take its seat at the table of new global hegemonic powers. For this reason, only in the 

past two decades have nations such as France and the US faced any pressure to apologize for 

their past actions. In a more level playing field, in which developing states and non-state actors 

exert unprecedented levels of influence, these nations have experienced pressure to 

acknowledge, let alone apologize, for their egregious wartime actions during WWII and other 

conflicts. 

With Germany taking full responsibility for the horrors of the Nazi regime, France, along 

with other complicit countries in Europe, could languidly sit in silence without pressure of 

admitting any sort of accountability (Chirot, 2014). Until the pressure it received from Jewish 

citizens and Israel to own up to the Vichy deportation of Jews, France was able to slide under the 

radar in terms of its own wartime atrocities. Similar calls for apology and reparations came from 

Algerian and Algerian-French citizens.  

France has used apology with great discretion. In regards to its role in the Holocaust, 

France has, since Chirac’s apology, not shied from greater discourse of the French role in the 

Holocaust and crimes against humanity during WWII. However, the former colonies of France 

have yet to receive such an apology. As recently as 2017, France continues to face pressure to 

apologize to its former colonies, most notably Algeria. French president Emmanuel Macron 

historically called French colonization a “crime against humanity” on his first visit to Algeria as 

president. Nonetheless, admitting wrongs is just the first phase of the apology and reconciliation 

process. While the president of Algeria hailed Macron’s words as “courageous,” the Algeria 

people and government still criticize France’s lack of actual apology (Laurence, 2012). Macron 

has received significant domestic backlash from conservative politicians and citizens alike, 
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making it unlikely that Macron or other French leaders will rush to issue an actual apology in the 

future.  

 France’s track record of apology is mixed; the nation’s selective choices about for what 

cases to apologize speak volumes to its foreign and domestic policy priorities as well as its pride. 

France historically has had issues with saying sorry; while France apologized for the deportation 

of French Jewry during the Holocaust, it simultaneously claimed it had nothing to be sorry for in 

“spreading French culture” around Africa (Laurence, 2012). Chirac’s apology was unique in its 

specificity; he mentioned, in emotive language, that his republic “delivered her children to their 

executioners.” He did not shy away from expressing explicit French culpability in the death of 

thousands of French Jews. Some criticized these words as too little, too late; others lambasted the 

lack of commitment to reparations or return of stolen possessions to the families of the victims. 

But for the most part, these admissions and apologies sparked a healing process for French Jews 

and respect and gratitude forwards France from Jews around the world.  

 Nevertheless, it took France 50 years to issue its first apology for the Holocaust. Why, 

after all those years, did France finally decide that the time had come to issue an apology? What 

changed to make France decide it needed to do so? And why hasn’t whatever logic compelled 

France to apologize then encouraged it to apologize for similarly terrible crimes in its former 

colonies?  

Victory in WWII, Loss in Algeria: The French Experience  

 France enjoyed a strategically beneficial position at the end of WWII. It had been 

significantly victimized by Nazi Germany and was also allied with the West. This allowed it to 
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walk a fine line between both victor and victim. This position along with the promise of 

European cooperation helped France distance itself from wartime aggressions and WWII actions.  

 The French view of the Vichy regime helped prolong the victim narrative. For decades, 

Vichy was seen as a pause in French history; the Republic had been temporarily ended by the 

Nazi-sympathizing Vichy and restarted at the end of WWII. For this reason, French people saw 

no reason for France to apologize as it did not claim responsibility for this time period (Lind, 

2008). This view distorts history in a very convenient way, but with domestic education very 

pointedly pushing this point of view and littler international pressure urging France to consider 

otherwise, this narrative persisted for decades.  

 It would seem obvious that a loser in a conflict would be the one urged to issue apologies 

and reparations to the winner. The same goes in a victim/perpetrator scenario; the victim would 

expect to receive reparations or apology from the perpetrator after a war crime. However, one of 

the main predictors for the applicability of this variable is the amount of time elapsed between 

the act and the apology. In most cases discussed here, with the exception of Germany, the first 

apology is issued decades after the fact. 

 France’s apology is an example of this phenomenon. France was a technically a 

“winner” of WWII, because of its claim of non-association with Vichy, and was a “loser” of the 

Algerian War. The pressure (or lack thereof) to apologize for significant crimes committed 

during both these wars can be prescribed to time. After WWII, France was able to use a victim 

and a winner narrative to avoid pressures or expectation to apologize, as stated earlier. However, 

with the changes in France’s domestic civil society and political atmosphere, as well as the 

dramatic change in global order in the early 1990s with the fall of the Soviet Union, political and 

societal focus shifted from the Cold War to mentality to a new point of objectivity. This dramatic 
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point in world history enabled a retrospection on the postwar period away from the lens of the 

Western neoliberal vs. communist divide. 

French Apology and European Integration 

 The warm relationship that developed between West Germany and France in the decade 

after the end of WWII is one of the most extraordinary evolutions in an international relationship 

in modern history. France and Germany evolved from the most bitter of enemies to the closest of 

allies, to the point where their relationship would become the embodiment of the tight integration 

and cooperation symbolic of the European Union. West Germany’s quick acceptance by the 

world was aided in swiftness by France’s rapid forgiveness and acceptance of the “new” 

Germany (Lind, 2008). France and Germany’s shared border and presence on continental Europe 

aided them in becoming the core of the European integration. 

 This quick forgiveness and relationship-building with West Germany speaks to France’s 

political positions and foreign policy priorities in the aftermath of WWII. It also speaks to 

France’s neglect of apology in the aftermath of WWII for any crimes committed as both an Ally 

and under the Vichy regime.  

 Undoubtedly, France benefitted enormously from West Germany’s taking full 

responsibility for the Holocaust and war crimes committed during WWII. With all attention on 

Germany, France had no need apologize for any crimes it committed during the war. France 

benefitted not only from Germany’s apology but from its quick forgiveness.  France’s gracious 

treatment of West Germany further cemented its position as a leader in the rebuilding of Europe; 

a country willing to put behind it the horrors of the past and focus on creating an economically 

and politically strong Europe.  
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 French perceptions of German contrition were very important for the normalization of 

relations between the two countries (Cohen, 2000). French focus was not on scrutinizing their 

own wartime actions but rather was on carefully monitoring German expressions of remorse 

throughout the 20th century. Germany continuously passed France’s intense scrutiny, even under 

regime changes and during reunification.  

 The promise of integration certainly inhibited France from apologizing for WWII to a 

degree. Germany’s foreign policy strategy depended on a full apology and receiving the 

forgiveness of the world; France’s strategy depended on playing the forgiving victim card for as 

long as possible and strengthening its role as a world power in the new post-war global order. 

French society was content to blaming Vichy actions on the Nazi regime and maintaining that all 

anti-Semitic and criminal actions were imposed on them by Nazi Germany (Fette, 2006). This 

ill-put blame placated French citizenry and leaders as well as the rest of the world. In the first 

two decades after the war, France could work, uninhibited by calls for apology, towards building 

the European Union. 

 With the European Union officially established in the early 1990s and European 

economic integration and political cooperation at its height, France suddenly founds itself 

scrutinized for past actions that it had managed to suppress for 50 years. What brought this on? 

Namely, the politics of memory in France saw a dramatic change in the late 1970s and onward. 

The internal pressure built from France’s process in coming to terms with its unpleasant past 

culminated in the 1990s becoming a decade of unprecedented apology for the French state. From 

then on, France has faced political pressure to apologize that the country had never before 

experienced. This change in France’s domestic political memory is discussed in the next section.  
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Uneven Pressure: WWII and Algeria  

 France, interestingly enough, faced minimal pressure from other countries to apologize. 

Its landmark 1995 apology was not motivated by any state pressure. Like in Germany, pressure 

from the international Jewish community was relentless and was undoubtedly a motivating 

factor; but no nations were pressed to hear an apology from France for the Holocaust and for 

Vichy. French and European Jews had been those most vocal about the French state’s 

inadequacy in atoning for its Vichy wrongs. Chirac’s 1995 apology effectively appeased French 

Jews and began a process of healing for them. Rather than a blanket apology, the speech was 

highly specific; it called attention specifically to the Vel’ d’Hiv roundup and referred to French 

Jews as “children” of the Republic. The specificity of the apology made it all the more effective. 

A year after the apology, France created a fund to repay French Jews the value of the valuable 

items that had been lost or confiscated during raids of their homes: reparations, not restitutions. 

While not exactly the reconciliation they had asked for, French Jews had at least some physical 

and monetary token of France’s remorse, which, after decades of radio silence, was accepted 

with much warmth (Carrier, 2006).  

 Algeria is a different case. Algeria has been vocal in its expectation of French apology, 

especially in the context of Vichy. Algerian officials have called for “acknowledgement, 

apology, and reparations;” so far, the most they have received is acknowledgment. In light of the 

Vichy apology, Algerian officials have become more aggressive in their requests for apology 

from a hesistant France. Frictions over a war that ended several decades ago arose once again. 

France found itself in a tricky position; it had no desire to apologize for the Algerian War, but its 

ties to Algeria – with hundreds of thousands of people with Algerian heritage living in France – 

made simply ignoring Algeria’s calls for apologies a risky option.  
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 While nothing resembling an “apology” has been made, Francois Hollande took the first 

step towards such a prospect on his first official visit to Algeria in 2012. Hollande did not 

apologize, but he did fully acknowledge the immorality of colonialism in Algeria and the 

wrongdoings of the French army during the Algerian war – which is the first step. Domestic 

resistance to such an apology, however, is likely to deter the current or future French 

administrations from issuing an official apology to Algeria (Pecaisting, 2013). In 2017, 

Emmanuel Macron received significant domestic backlash after he called France’s colonialism a 

“crime against humanity;” on a subsequent visit to Algeria, Macron spoke of focusing on 

building a strong future partnership without mentioning colonialism, the Algerian War, or 

coming anywhere near an apology.   

French Civil Society: A Turning Point 

  Domestic forces that changed the collective memory of France contributed largely to 

France’s apologies of the 1990s. For the first two decades after WWII, France functioned largely 

under the pretense that Vichy actions were the responsibility of Nazi regime and that the French 

nation was absolved of guilt. National pride and Gaullist theory engendered general pride 

towards France as a nation of patriots and resistors; exceptionalism allowed French society to 

view the Vichy regime as an anomaly of an otherwise dignified French history. This view lent 

itself not only to France’s perceived lack of culpability for the Holocaust but also to its refusal to 

apologize for its colonial past.  

 Specifically in regards to the Holocaust, a severe reckoning with the past was necessary 

for a country content with ignorance (and in many cases, outright denial) of its inhumane actions 

during WWII. For this reckoning to occur, some temporal distance was necessary. For France, 

the immediate aftermath of WWII was reserved for rebuilding both its war-ravaged 
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infrastructure, society, and economy as well as its relationships with its European neighbors. 

Once France had been mostly salvaged and its seat the table of world powers reserved could 

domestic voices calling for reconciliation with the past be heard (Veraart, 2016). The 1970s saw 

a marked increase in the number of scholars, advocates, and politicians calling for a revolution of 

French historical memory and national identity (Fette, 2006).  

 These voices arose gradually throughout the 1970s and 80s. Civil groups around France 

were the first to publicly condemn French actions during WWII. Historians and victims had been 

pressuring France to express contrition and accountability for WWII and the Holocaust since the 

end of the war; for a long while however France was able to ignore or suppress them, citing other 

priorities (Carrier, 2006). The historical memory in France truly arose with the initiative of 

French civil society in issuing apologies. This inspired an official state “recognition” of past 

French crimes of war. 

French apology for WWII happened in stages, beginning first with the French Catholic 

Church, followed by the French Police, then doctors and medical practitioners. It was the 

apology of French police that fully brought about a change of the national perception of WWII 

(Fette, 2006). The French police issued an official statement of apology that apologized for the 

rounding up of 17,000 Jews in Paris and assisting Vichy officials with their deportation to 

concentration camps around Europe. The French police admitting culpability for an action that 

the French public had blamed on the Vichy regime and Nazi Germany served as a wake-up call 

for French society.  These events sparked a public discourse around apology which has seen 

substantial partisan divides. Nationalist parties in France (most specifically, the National Front) 

and conservative politicians were quick to denounce and such movement towards apology for the 
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past. This internal struggle lasted for decades until its breaking point in 1995s with Chirac’s 

monumental apology (Pecaisting, 2013). 

French Remembrance: Vichy vs. Algeria 

This newfound culpability for Vichy actions created a sort of identity crisis for the French 

state. Thus state motivation for apology in France in the 1990s had one identifiable motive: to 

finally be able to forget the past. Apology stemmed in large part from the desire to “cleanse” the 

French psyche of the actions of the Vichy regime and claims of anti-Semitism (Fette, 2006).  

A similar reckoning was necessary for French acknowledgment of crimes against 

humanity in Algeria during the Algerian War. The Algerian War began in 1952 with a rebel 

uprising and ended in 1962 with the French decolonization of Algeria. Fought by Algerian rebel 

groups as a war of independence against French imperialism, the war was a particularly brutal 

event. Allegations of torture, guerilla warfare, and genocide arose on both sides of the conflict; 

however, the French side in particular was accused of using overtly aggressive tactics and the 

torture of innocents and combatants alike in order to suppress the uprising.  

 Although some acknowledgement has occurred, France has yet to issue any apologies for 

the atrocities committed in Algeria. As with the Vichy regime, French institutions engaged in an 

unabashed whitewashing of the events of the Algerian War. Unlike with the events of the 

Holocaust, however, the French could not blame a separate regime (Vichy vs. the French 

Republic) as the perpetrator. Instead France implemented a tactic of repression and forgetting. In 

the wake of the war, the French government quietly provided amnesty for all French soldiers and 

officials who were responsible for or oversaw the torture of members of the Algerian resistance. 

Publicity and education of the war led to general public indifference towards both the imperial 
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occupation and the war that ended it. French leaders and educational materials were careful to 

frame the Algerian War as a “police action” rather than a full-out military conflict (Cohen, 

2000). By not treating the war as an actual war, French institutions were able to gloss over its 

gory details while justifying France’s actions as policing of its own territory.  

Public support for the Algerian occupation and the war was not high, and throughout the 

conflict a majority of the French public supported measures to negotiate with the resistance and 

assist in Algerian liberation. However, the general indifference of French citizens as well as the 

romanticized and prideful narrative proposed by French media contributed a lack of 

acknowledgement of the war in the public eye for decades after the fact (Cohen, 2000). While 

the French government made a particular effort to avoid discussion of the conflict, the French 

media (including television, films, and popular culture) pushed a romanticized view of the 

conflict. In the vein of the orientalist movement that arose during the colonization of Africa 

French media portrayed Algerian soldiers as barbaric while French soldiers were portrayed as 

heroes (Laurence, 2010).   

The French government intentionally limited the number of monuments erected in honor 

of the conflict; veterans of the conflict were not even given veteran status until two decades after 

the end of the war. The shift that occurred in the 1970s with French civil society that led to 

apology for Vichy did not occur with Algeria until the late 1990s and 2000s; even then, the 

domestic pressure has been limited. The carefully controlled narrative of Algeria remains largely 

in place. Although public disapproval exists on the use of torture during the war, still the French 

citizenry does not care much enough about Algeria to place pressure on the French government 

to apologize (Cohen, 2000).  
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This variable highlights a strange break in the French collective memory. While the 

Vichy past was reckoned with significantly, French colonialism and the Algerian War did not 

receive the same levels of retrospective scrutiny. This is likely the result of the acknowledgement 

of civil society actors – the Catholic Church, scholars, and policemen – who contributed to the 

actions of the Vichy regime and their subsequent repression in the French consciousness. Civil 

society actors have not yet come out to encourage a similar acknowledgment of the atrocities 

committed by the French during the Algerian War and throughout its colonial history. 

Additionally, the French public was not pushed to forget the Vichy regime, but rather to blame it 

on an external actor. It was, however, encouraged to forget or trivialize the Algerian War.  

Conclusion 

 As explored in this section, French apology is a complicated phenomenon that exists with 

many contradictions. It is sparse, having occurred only once. While its one apology was a 

landmark case and was highly accepted and praised, it has not attempted to issue any apologies 

for any of its other actions since. The international motivators play out far differently in the 

French case than in the German case. As a winner of WWII, France did not face immediate 

pressure to apologize for WWII actions; however, it still did so, fifty years after the fact. It also 

received little pressure for apology from Europe or its Jewish victims to apologize for the Vichy 

regime, yet has received significant pressure from Algeria to apologize for its actions during the 

Algerian War. Yet, it has only issued an apology for Vichy.  

 Domestically, French society has managed to both engage in historical self-reflection and 

resist it at the same time. In the case of Vichy and WWII, it underwent a radical transformation 

in the view of the Vichy regime and its collective memory in regards to the Holocaust. This is 
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not the case in regard to the Algerian War. French society has consciously chosen to suppress 

some historical truths while upholding others, creating an unevenly apologetic state. 
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III. 

 In the last chapter, we explored the motivations for state apology in Germany and France. 

This chapter will focus on two countries that have had significant difficulty with apologizing: 

Japan and the United States. These two countries were the main combatants in the Pacific sphere 

of WWII, leaving them with a charged and complex shared wartime history. Their bilateral 

relationship is unique and the strongest in the Asia-Pacific. Like in the case of the Germany and 

France relationship, reconciliation in the post-war era was essential for both countries’ interests. 

However, the benefits and the dynamic of their relationship was uneven. The US exerted strong 

influence as the victor and occupier of Japan. It benefitted from having Japan as a strong buffer 

zone and security partner in Asia. Japan in turn gained access to American markets and 

American investments; however, it was forced to adopt American styles of government and 

endure a 7 year occupation period that instituted a political system that remained in place until 

the 1990s.  

The motivating variables that encouraged thorough German apology and some French 

apologies manifested in different ways in Japan and the US or were not present at all. The US 

emerged from WWII as the most powerful nation in the world; Japan ended the war with its 

sovereignty stripped from it, as it dealt with dramatic physical and psychological destruction.  

Japan has received relentless pressure from its regional neighbors to apologize for its war crimes, 

yet has shown an almost equally persistent reluctance to do so. The United States, on the other 

hand, faces little pressure from the international community to apologize for its fair share of 

wartime atrocities. Neither country had, in the post-war era, any potential regional alliances to 

speak of. Both countries have been reticent to acknowledge, let alone apologize for the atrocities 
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they committed during times of war. Their outlooks on the past encourage whitewashing and 

revisionism; patriotism and national pride are justifications for objectively atrocious actions.  

These two poor apologizers can be analyzed to demonstrate how the presence, or lack 

thereof, of motivating variables introduced in earlier chapters can create resistance towards state 

apology.  

Japan 

 A general consensus about Japan has arisen among scholars who have studied 

international apology and historical memory: Japan is terrible at apologizing. Japan, on 

numerous occasions, has shown blatant revisionism and disregard for reconciliation and truth-

telling. 

 This attitude has persisted in Japan since the end of WWII. The occupation period was 

pivotal for the development of Japan and the shaping of its domestic and foreign policy 

priorities. The US occupation, headed by Gen. Douglas MacArthur, had two general phases. The 

first phase was that of building Japanese democracy and the commitment to freedom. This 

involved revoking the divinity of the emperor of Japan and encouraging freedom of speech, 

though and religion. After the outbreak of the Cold War, the US changed course in order to make 

an effective ally of Japan. Economic development and a political and security alliance with the 

US was prioritized. The “reverse course” mentality of economic-development-above-all paved 

the way for the main conservative party of Japan, the LDP, to lead the country and retain control 

for almost 60 years after the occupation.  

The influence of the US and prioritization of economic development left Japan’s 

diplomatic abilities somewhat stunted, especially with its neighbors. The atrocities that Japan 
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hadcommitted against its neighbors in Asia – namely Korea and China – left a deep scar on these 

countries’ collective memories. Part of the Korean and Chinese identity became their 

colonization and destruction by Japan and the collective pain they felt after the war. While 

Japan’s main desire was to move on and develop after the war, Korea and China could not – and 

would not – move on without reparation; or, at the very least, apology.  

 And yet, despite the relentless pressure placed by Chinese and Korean officials, Japan has 

been able to avoid apology to a great extent. The existence of the Yasukuni Shrine – a shrine 

with honors many of Japan’s wartime dead, including convicted war criminals of WWII – serves 

as a painful reminder to Korea and China that Japan does not care to repent (Chirot, 2014). 

Most interesting is the fact that Japan has issued apologies for its wartime behavior in the 

past; nevertheless, its status as a poor apologizer remains. It is important to note on the outset 

that one influential factor in the notion of Japan as a “poor apologizer” stems from the 

dissonance in what Japan and its victims consider to be apologies. The problem Japan faces is 

the perceived superficiality of its apologies. These cases demonstrate that not all apologies are 

effective or accepted. In the Japanese case, what Japan and its victims consider to be apologies 

are radically different. While Japan throughout the latter half of the 20th century issued 

statements of “responsibility,” “regret,” or “remorse,” their Asian recipients did not accept these 

words as apologies. The word “apology” did not appear in official Japanese statements of regret 

for WWII until that of Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama in 1995 on the 50th anniversary of 

Japanese surrender for WWII (Togo, 2013). Prime Minister Koizumi Junichiro issued a similarly 

“heartfelt apology” in 2005, on the 60th anniversary. However, the next year, Koizumi visited the 

Yasukuni Shrine on the same anniversary date. These words were not enough to appease Korea 
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and China. Their more specific requests for apologies and reparations in regards to the Korean 

and Chinese comfort women have yet to be acknowledged. 

Loss in WWII: the Japanese Experience 

  Japan’s status as a losing nation, like Germany, could have been a reason for Japan’s 

issuing of apology. Occupied by the US, stripped of its autonomy, and suffering from incredible 

losses from the war, Japan could have experienced a period of introspection and remorse like 

Germany. But Japan’s postwar status differed in many important ways from that of Germany. 

Germany was forced, through the Marshall Plan, to rely on cooperation with its neighbors. 

Recovering from its wartime losses rendered reconciliation with its neighbors absolutely 

necessary. This was not the case for Japan. Japan’s sense of responsibility for its wartime actions 

was skewed by its bilateral relationship with the US.  

 The conduction and results of the respective war crime tribunals exercised by the Allied 

powers in Nuremburg and in Tokyo also differed in important ways. Both trials were plagued 

with controversy, but one was substantially more successful than the other. The Nuremburg 

Trials provided deep, emotional closure for those victimized by the Nazi regime; European 

nations felt that justice had been adequately brought against the remnants of Nazi Germany. 

While the minorities who felt German aggression most strongly, like Jews and Roma people, felt 

their wounds as remaining wide open, the trials began a process of closure (Buruma, 1994). 

 The Tokyo War Crime Tribunal, while having similar goals to the Nuremburg Trials, 

failed to achieve similar closure and healing. The notion of “victor’s justice” hung over the court 

proceedings, as judges and Japanese people alike grew frustrated with the righteous position of 

the Allies. Notably, no representatives from countries directly victimized by the Japanese, ie 
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Korea and China, were present on the panel of judges for the tribunal. The tribunal was hailed as 

a farcical, legally unsound show of victory by the Allied powers that had no intention of actually 

bringing justice or closure to the nations or people most directly affected by Japanese aggression. 

At the Tokyo Tribunal, nine leaders of the Japanese Imperial Army were tried and executed; this 

result caused little reaction by the Japanese people, the Allies or other Asian countries. Emperor 

Hirohito, who oversaw all of Imperial Japan’s actions, was spared by SCAP, who saw his 

powerful position as a strategic asset (Dower, 2000).  

 Japan, under the umbrella of the US, was discouraged from apologizing to its neighbors, 

its people, and even the US and other Allies. Rather, the US pushed for Japan to focus entirely 

on economic development and, to an extent, “forget” its militaristic past. The US implicitly 

forgave Japan without need for outright apology and shepherded it to prominence and acceptance 

on the international stage. Through this, the country that Japan would have most benefitted from 

apologizing to had already ushered Japan into its camp without need for apology. The righteous 

position of the Japan as the greatest ally of the US in Asia made its position as loser fruitful.  

Japanese Apology and Regional Integration 

 The strong unilateral relationship established between Japan and the US during the 

occupation was both a blessing and a curse for Japan. With the economic and political support of 

the US, Japan saw no need to develop strong political and economic relationships with its 

neighbors. And indeed, Japan developed extraordinarily well throughout the second of half of the 

20th century through its export-oriented industrialization and the aid of the US.  

 Unlike in Europe, where the prospects of successful economic and political integration 

drove European countries to make amends and work together, Japan had no such prospects with 
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its neighbors (Chirot, 2014). The US maintained a hegemonic clout over Asia, creating unilateral 

ties and alliances with numerous nations. Japan was so thoroughly hated by Korea and China that 

the idea of normalized relationships after the war seemed highly unlikely in the postwar era. And 

with both Korea and China embroiled in civil wars that would fundamentally change their 

nations, they were not the prospective successful economies that Japan would want to create 

close ties with.  

 China’s fall to communism in the 1950s certainly did not help Japan’s prospects in 

normalizing relationships with China. Under the sphere of influence of the US, Japan’s outright 

rejection of communism and China only stoked tensions between the countries. Communist 

China built a strongly authoritarian regime and focused on building alliances with other 

communist regimes – namely, the Soviet Union. Hatred of Japan – and to an extent, the US – 

became an aspect of the national psyche.  

 The struggles of the Korean peninsula and the devastating split of the peninsula into two 

countries left a dark mark on the collective memory of both sides of the peninsula. While the 

North became a totalitarian, isolated nation that established diplomatic relations only with China 

and the Soviet Union, the South developed an incredibly strong export-driven economy and a 

democracy in the 1980s. The South’s independent development and national pride resulted in a 

widespread hatred for Japan. Although the two counties normalized relations in the 1965, these 

relations remain fraught with tension as Japan refused to apologize for its wartime atrocities 

(Togo, 2013).  

 What, precisely, did South Korea and China want Japan to apologize for? South Korea, 

namely, wanted Japanese apology for its colonization, brutality during WWII, and the 

exploitation of Korean comfort women. China similarly wanted apology for atrocities such as the 
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Nanking Massacre and the occupation of the mainland. Both countries blamed Japan 

significantly for the subsequent struggles they endured in the 20th century, even after the end of 

Japanese occupation and WWII.  

 South Korean perceptions of Japan have barely changed since 1952, when the occupation 

of Japan ended. South Koreans have in the past reacted well to Japanese expressions of remorse; 

however, they feel dismayed when those words are later contradicted by the actions of Japanese 

leaders (Koizumi’s apology and subsequent visit to Yasukuni Shrine, for example). The sparing 

use of the world “apology” in Japanese expressions also have been received with exasperation. 

Hope of a newly repentant Japan after the Diet resolution in 1995 was shattered in the wake of 

the reelection of the LDP government in the beginning of the 21st century (Lind, 2008).  

 Could the relationship between Japan and its regional neighbors have been healed if 

Japan had just apologized for its wartime actions? The Murayama statement could have been a 

turning point for Japan. But its effectiveness was undermined by subsequent backtracking.  

According to Bilder (2006), “As is common experience with respect to interpersonal apologies, 

an insincere, incomplete, or highly conditional apology or "quasi-apology" may not only be 

ineffective but may sometimes make matters worse (p.470).” Japan’s difficult relationship with 

apology has hung over the heads of both nations and is a main factor in their remaining tensions. 

Japan has yet to shed its position as the colonizer in the views of Korea and China. Nowadays, 

their relationships remain anything but calm. Japan’s territorial disputes over several islands in 

the South China Sea with both Korea and China fuel the colonizer narrative that Korea and 

China attach to Japan (Lind, 2008).  

 The absence of regional alliance variable is contingent on the previously established 

notion that Japan has no particular impetus to form regional alliances with its neighbors. 
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However, while there were few beneficial prospects for a political or economic alliance with 

Japan’s regional neighbors in the first few decades after WWII, that status certainly changed as 

with the development of the 20th century. South Korea, especially, executed a model of economic 

development quite similar to Japan’s, and with enormous success; by the late 1970s, South Korea 

was a developed nation. After experiences a democratic transition in the mid-1980s, South Korea 

became an enticing strategic partner for Japan. China similarly experienced dramatic economic 

growth in the 1990s and into the 2000s, making it too a beneficial ally. And after tensions in the 

80s and the fall of the Soviet Union, American influence on Japan was lessened significantly. 

Given these circumstances, Japan should find it prudent to seek some sort of reconciliation and 

future regional alliances with its East Asian neighbors. Yet, it continues to refuses to engage in 

apology and reconciliation in Asia.  

Uneven Pressure: International Powers vs. Victimized Nations 

 Japan notably lacked greater international pressure to apologize outside of its regional 

neighbors. A combination of US support and staggering economic development helped Japan 

transition smoothly into a prominent role on the international arena. The stability of its domestic 

politics for the latter half of the 20th century allowed Japan to focus on nurturing strong 

relationships with the Western world. Other Western nations did not harbor the fear and hatred 

for Japan that they did with Germany; the US faced most of Japan’s brutality on the Asian front. 

Japan was a founding member of the United Nations and took a seat at the G7 as a leading world 

economy in 1973.  

 Japan’s ease of acceptance on the world stage was partly due to Article IX of its 

constitution. Article IX revokes the right of Japan to engage in war and to hold a standing army 

for aggressive purposes. With the possibility of war taken away, other nations did not have to 
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worry about Japan regressing to its militaristic state. Apology and remorse were not necessary 

for countries outside the Asia-Pacific region because Japan no longer posed a security threat. 

Japan contributed troops to UN peacekeeping operations and created the Self-Defense Forces to 

protect its own borders. 

 Whatever pressure Japan lacked from international institutions it received tenfold from its 

victimized countries in Asia. As mentioned in the previous section, Japan has received incessant 

requests from South Korea and China to apologize and commit to reparations for victims, 

especially the comfort women. Given Japan’s history of insincere apologies, neither South Korea 

nor China can expect a morally motivated apology from Japan; instead, their focus has shifted to 

demands for reparations to add accountability and tangible commitment to Japan’s apologies. 

However, Japan has resisted this pressure for decades, and is unlikely to succumb any time soon. 

The Japanese Regime: Nationalism, Conservatism, and Revisionism   

 Japan’s domestic policies have created a society and political arena that is resistant to 

apology.  Conservative and nationalist ideology, revisionism, and cultural pride have worked in 

unison establish a domestic narrative that rejects Japanese responsibility to apologize or reflect 

on the past. 

 Since 1955, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has enjoyed largely unchallenged 

control over the country. The LDP, as a conservative party, has rejected most requests for 

apology. While the LDP is not an ideological party, preferring to focus pragmatic issues, its 

conservative, Japan-centric leanings have prevented real discussion over and acknowledgement 

of Japan’s wartime atrocities and have suppressed attempts from liberal activists to encourage 

Japanese apology.  
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 Under LDP rule, Japanese institutions and schools promoted a revised version of Japan’s 

history. In the immediate post-war period, Japanese education focused on removing and 

redacting any militaristic content in their textbooks. Post-war Japan was scarred by the 

militarism of the 1920s and 30s and the brutality of WWII; ultra-nationalist, militarist, and 

Shinto propaganda texts were all banned from school curricula and textbooks. Textbooks were 

state-authored to make sure that they followed state-implemented guidelines; the rule of SCAP 

prevented the textbooks from glorifying any of the actions of Meiji Japan (Hein and Selden, 

2015).  

 In the 1950s, these standards changed. Peace education curricula was lambasted by 

conservative leadership, which viewed these texts as promoting feelings of inferiority and 

national shame. Textbooks were no longer written by the state; however, the conservative 

government screened every textbooks under strict guidelines. Regulations put in place by the 

LDP prevented textbooks from containing materials that “negatively described Japanese wartime 

conduct (Hein and Selden, 2015).” Patriotic curricula was instead stressed; textbooks that were 

considered “biased” (i.e., with a liberal agenda) were not approved for publishing.   

 These domestic attempts at censorship enraged Japan’s regional neighbors. A request to 

replace the word “aggression” with “advancement” in educational materials by the Ministry of 

Education faced official protest by the government of South Korea and the People’s Republic of 

China. Japanese textbook screening only worsened the perceptions of Japan as it also faced 

pressure to apologize thoroughly for its wartime actions. In Germany, textbooks were compiled 

through a democratic process, in which a panel of historians, teachers, and leaders came together 

to accurately portray history (Hein and Selden, 2015). In Japan, textbook writing was restricted 
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to an approved (conservative leaning) panel that proactively attempted to portray a revised and 

censored history.  

Liberal-leaning authors of Japanese textbooks continuously fought against censorship 

throughout the 20th century. This fight came to a head in 1982, when the LDP government finally 

conceded to textbook revisions that painted Japan in a less favorable light. This victory was 

brought about by the third lawsuit of Ienaga Saburo, a Japanese historian and author of numerous 

textbooks that had been rejected by the Japanese government for being too critical of Japan 

(Buruma, 1994). This “textbook crisis,” as it was called by conservatives, led to even greater 

revisionism in textbooks authored by conservatives (Lind, 2008).  

The interference of the state in Japanese textbooks paints and even starker image in when 

comparing it to Germany’s treatment of textbooks. Buruma (1994) highlights the difference 

between Japanese and German treatment of textbooks. The textbooks of Ienaga were regarded by 

the national government as being “too negative about the Japanese war in Asia” (189). As 

highlighted in the section on Germany, no such struggles existed for historians and school 

teachers; in German textbooks, “Nazi documents are quoted in detail” (182).   

 This censoring of Japanese history in education created generations of Japanese youth 

who accurately knew very little of Japan’s problematic history and grew up with unremorseful 

Japanese pride. This has led to popular denial of the necessity of apologizing; why should a 

youthful Japan, removed from the war and with little connection to it, have to apologize for the 

actions of a generation before them?  

 Conservative resistance to apology has been especially strong in reaction to contrition. 

Any progress made towards expressing contrition during LDP rule was faced with significant 
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backlash that created a vicious cycle for Japan and only worsened its perceptions abroad. Korea 

and China expect apologies and are outraged when they do not receive them or Japan acts in 

ways contradictory to their apologetic statements. However, as Lind (2008) argues, expressions 

of regret have been what have caused the contradictory behavior as conservative backlash causes 

Japan to renege on its statements or engage in bad behavior. The conservative backlash during 

the textbook crisis of 1982 is one such example.  

Unsurprisingly, it took a shift in the ruling party of Japan for a more proper apology to be 

issued. Prime Minister Murayama was the first PM from the Japanese Socialist Party, a left 

leaning party. For the first time, the LDP was not in power, allowing for a party that had long 

pushed for Japanese remembrance and introspection to finally have the Japanese government 

come through with a legitimate apology. The JSP’s influence gave hope to Japan’s neighbors and 

marked a serious shift away from the politics of the LDP (Pempel, 1997). However, the effect of 

the JSP were limited due to the persistent presence of the LDP. The LDP was still an enormously 

powerful party, forcing the JSP to cater to much of the LDP’s demands.  

 This shift did not last long, as the LDP regained power in 2001. Prime Minister Koizumi 

Junichiro, a reformer of his party, attempted for a time to keep the trend of apology alive, and 

issued some version of an apology nearly every year he was in office. However, conservative 

backlash to Murayama’s apology and even LDP Prime Minister Koizumi’s apologies led to a 

revival of Japanese nationalism that stunned some of Japan’s neighbors (Dudden, 2012). There 

was a bright moment of hope for future Japanese apology in 2010, when Prime Minister Naoto 

Kan from the Democratic Party of Japan issued a “heartfelt apology” for Korean colonization 

and the suffering of the Korean people. However, Kan, like his immediate predecessor, resigned 

after a little more than a year in office. Prime Minister Abe Shinzo, in power since 2012, has 
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rejected the necessity of Japan to issue any more apologies or issue reparations (AP, 2015). 

Abe’s calls for a more aggressive role of Japan on the international stage and promotions for 

collective self-defense have distanced Japan even more its precious apologetic stances.   

Japanese Remembrance and Expectations to Forget 

While ignorance (and outright denial) of wartime atrocities pervaded, a narrative of a 

victimized Japan at the hands of the West was pushed with fervor in some political circles. 

Despite attempts by the US to discourage Japanese self-victimization and encourage the 

forgetting of Hiroshima, Japanese institutions quickly focused on Japan’s victimization at the 

hands of the US. Hiroshima and Nagasaki became symbols of Japanese suffering during the war; 

this, combined with Japan’s resulting loss in WWII, fueled the Japanese victim narrative. 

Hiroshima was called “the greatest crime of the 20th century” by Japanese scholars; the pain 

faced by Japan at Hiroshima remains tangible through monuments erected in Peace Park in 

Hiroshima (Buruma, 1994).  

 In comparison to Germany, Japan also did not experience the full societal and cultural 

shift that Germany experienced. The transition of Japanese civil society and governmental 

institutions after WWII was to an extent shallow. The majority of bureaucrats and civil servants 

that were in place during the war remained in their same positions after, depriving Japan of the 

clean shift to a new government (Ogawa, 2006). Bureaucratic power was immense in Japan, 

especially after WWI and during its period of rapid economic growth.  

 Japanese erasure of the Rape of Nanking is another example of its engagement with 

revisionism and historical amnesia. Nanking – and other instances of pillaging, murder, and rape 

carried out by Japanese soldiers in their quest to conquer China – was celebrated as a 
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monumental victory during the war. After the war’s end, perceptions of the Nanking Massacre 

remained relatively benign in Japan. The vast majority of soldiers stood by a recognizable 

narrative: that they were “just following orders.” Emperor worship, deference to authority, and 

the sheer lack of any domestic body to tell them that their actions were wrong resulted in 

relatively little guilt felt by Japanese soldiers (Buruma, 1994).  

 Nanking is not talked about in Japanese educational texts, nor is it memorialized in any 

matter. Throughout the rest of the 20th century, open discussion about the events were suppressed 

by the government; veterans of the war were discouraged from talking about their experiences. 

Although more veterans and officials of the war have become open to sharing their experiences 

during the war, their narratives have gained little traction (Buruma, 1994). Decades of 

institutionalized defense of the actions of the Japanese during WWII would not be undone easily. 

Whitewashing of Chinese colonization efforts and the Rape of Nanking further cement Japan’s 

resistance to truthful remembrance when it is at the expense of national pride.  

The deferent nature of Japanese culture also affects Japan’s reticence towards apology. 

While the role of culture should not be overstated, Japanese society has been morphed by 

Confucian ideologies that involved deep respect for ancestors, deference to authority, and strong 

collective consciousness. As the victim narrative was pushed, Japanese people could easily 

identify with the narrative as a collectivity (Ogawa, 2006).  

 Japan has consistently put an emphasis on forgetting its colonial and militaristic past 

while memorializing its victimization. Its collective memory is defined by its selective amnesia. 

Its conservative politicians and power structures have discouraged differing opinions from 

gaining domestic traction. With the current trajectory of Japanese politics, a true, heartfelt 

apology does not seem to be on the horizon for Japan. 
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Conclusion 

 As established in this section, apology has not come easy to Japan. Its attempts at 

“remorse” and “regrets” have not appeased its regional neighbors and former victims; 

domestically, there is no support for or sense of collective responsibility or guilt that could 

encourage apology in the future. Prospective regional integration, international pressure from 

victims, and its status as a loser were not enough to convince Japan of the need to apologize.  

A lack of understanding of the needs of its victims and righteous self-justification had 

contributed to an atmosphere of nationalism in Japan that hinders possible apology. 

Fundamentally, Japan has not issued many effective or full apologies for its wartime behavior 

because its domestic civil society and political leaders to not feel an obligation to do so. The 

apologies that have been issued have lacked sincerity and follow-through by Japanese leaders or 

have not been considered full apologies by its recipients.  

The Unites States of America 

 After WWII, the United States undoubtedly emerged as the most powerful and influential 

nation in the world. The US exerted is hegemonic influence over the Western hemisphere and its 

allies around the world for the greater half of the 20th century and into the 21st century. With the 

onset of the Cold War, the United States raced the USSR to cement its position as the greatest 

global superpower.  

 While other nations that participated in WWI were left destroyed, the US suffered in no 

such ways. Physically removed from the war, it suffered no damage to its infrastructure on 

domestic soil (with the exception of Pearl Harbor). The US emerged from the war more 

economically powerful than it had been when it had entered, fueled by the war machine. With 
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nothing to rebuild at home, the US took its place as the rebuilder of Europe and Asia. The US 

spearheaded the formation of the UN and took charge of the Nuremberg and Tokyo War 

tribunals. These circumstances, augmented by a newly interconnected world, placed the US in an 

unprecedented position. 

 For the other countries studied in this project, their war crimes can easily be brought to 

mind. Their crimes have been brought to light on the world stage and have been lambasted 

publicly, with America as the lead critic. American war crimes, on the other hand, have been 

obscured by the American government as well as international institutions. These include actions 

such as the Tokyo fire bombings and the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, brutality 

and aggressive warfare during the Korean War, and torture, massacre, and – in the words of the 

harshest critics – genocide during the Vietnam War.  

Countries and groups that have been affected by American aggression have not had the 

political power or strategically salient motivations to hold the US accountable. American values 

– freedom, democracy, liberalism – became the default international framework for proper 

behavior in the post-war era. The means taken to achieve these goals are unimportant as long as 

they are achieved. Proponents of American foreign policy and values have argued that there is 

nothing that American needs to apologize for (Weyeneth, 2001).   

 

US Victory and Dominance in the Post-WWII Era  

 The US’ postwar status as victor of the war put it in a prime position to avoid 

accountability for its wartime behavior. The US won not only the war but its position as the great 

global hegemon. As the only country involved in WWII that suffered hardly any domestic 
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destruction, it had no need to engage in any rebuilding (aside from Pearl Harbor). The US 

economy, newly revitalized by the war machine, thrived as other war torn nations struggled. 

Bilder (2006), p. 469: “A government may refuse to apologize, even if it believes it has acted 

wrongfully, simply because it sees no political need to do so and no disadvantage from not doing 

so. Thus, a powerful state may see no reason to apologize to a much weaker state, a state which 

is in no position to effectively retaliate, or a state with which it has no desire to maintain good 

relations.” 

 The United States’ covering up of medical atrocities in Japan, for example, shows the 

extent to which to US has abused its role as global policeman. After the end of WWII, the US 

granted immunity to Japanese officials who conducted human medical experiments throughout 

Asia, including the infamous Unit 731. In exchange for immunity for the perpetrators of the 

experiments, the US received the data that the officials had collected (Nie, 2012). No justice was 

received by the victims of these experiments or their families. While this revelation has sparked 

outcry internationally, especially in China and Korea, these facts are hardly known by most 

Americans at home.  While other generals were tried and hung during the Tokyo War Crimes 

Tribunals, the facilitators of these experimentation camps faced no such punishment. In 

Germany, evidence of Nazi medical experiments was largely destroyed. During the Nuremburg 

Trials, the Allied powers that comprised the jury made a commitment to a neutral and fair trial 

that was not politically motivated; the same cannot be said of the Tokyo Tribunal.  

 Both the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal and the Nuremberg Trials solidified the place of 

the US as a global enforcer of human rights and international law. They also gave the US and 

Western nations the practical power of creating these rights and exerting them upon the rest the 

world. 
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The US and Regional Integration 

 Unlike Europe, regional integration and cooperation was not necessary for the survival of 

the US or its neighbors. Getting along with its neighbors has not been a big issue for the US, 

even before WWII. The closest the US has come to regional integration with the other North 

American nations has been NAFTA, ratified in 1995 by the US, Canada and Mexico. The US has 

never been at war with Canada, and the brief Mexican-American war in the mid-1800s occurred 

with little outcry over war crimes perpetrated by other side. Apology has not been necessary for 

America to have ties with its neighbors, nor has the US seen any particular impetus or desire to 

engage in more than a free trade agreement with either party.  

 Canada and Mexico, and most countries in the greater Americas, had marginal or no roles 

in WWII. Mexico along with South and Central American countries were shepherded in to the 

new world order, willingly or otherwise, by their powerful hegemonic neighbor to the north. 

Their lack of participation in WWII and comparatively slow development left them at the mercy 

of the actions of the US. Many South American governments were undergoing destabilizing 

regime transitions during the outbreak of WWII and the period after, leaving them easily 

susceptible to the influence of the US. Canada, as a developed (read: white) Western nation, 

seamlessly joined the US on the world stage, settling into a position as a peace-promoting middle 

power while letting the US take on a more direct and aggressive global role.  

The US, in the name of security, intervened in the governments and wars of countries 

around the globe. Although the US had few explicit modern conflicts with its regional neighbors, 

its covert attempts at influencing South American politics were widespread throughout the 20th 

century. The CIA interfered with elections and backed coups against elected communist 

governments in favor of militaristic regimes throughout South America, notably in Chile and 
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Argentina. While these actions may not constitute war crimes or crimes against humanity, the 

militaristic and authoritarian regimes that the US backed, armed, and financed were responsible 

for the deaths and imprisonment of thousands of civilians. 

International Pressure and US Hegemony 

 

 There have been few instances in which the US’ commitment to resisting apology has 

been broken; most of those instances have been either under cases of extreme international 

pressure or as attempts to save face for embarrassing incidents. For example, for decades the US 

resisted pressure from South Korea to apologize for the No Gun Ri incident – in which American 

troops destroyed the South Korean village of No Gun Ri in July 1950 - and other aggressions 

from the Korean War and continued US military presence on the peninsula. The US had issued 

expressions of “remorse” and “regret,” but never what South Koreans considered to be an 

official apology. President Bill Clinton stated his “deepest regret” for the No Gun Ri, which did 

not appease South Koreans who demanded apology (Dudden, 2012). Apology for them must 

entail some responsibility on behalf of the perpetrator; the US, in contrast, appeared to have no 

intention of placing blame on its military. Instead, their actions were justified as a response to 

legitimate fear of the enemy (Dudden, 2012). 

 In response to South Korean demands, The US and South Korea conducted a joint 

investigation into the events of No Gun Ri and issued a statement of mutual understanding on the 

incident. However, the blatant efforts of American officials to delegitimize the testimonies of 

Korean survivors and reinforce those of US soldiers was met with alarm and indignation and was 

denounced by the Korean public. In a damage control effort, Clinton finally (officially) 

apologized for the events and attempted to defend the statement (Dudden, 2012).   
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 The No Gun Ri apology is an exception to the rule of US apology. The US has not been 

pressured by the Japanese governments to apologize for Hiroshima, nor does it have any 

intention to. International critics, on the other hand, have pointed out American hypocrisy in 

their acceptance of apology from Japan for Pearl Harbor but its unwillingness to apologize for 

Hiroshima. In regards to Hiroshima, the US goes a step beyond simply not apologizing; it has 

stated openly and unapologetically stated that no apology is necessary. The US continues to 

insist that the bomb was necessary to “save the lives of thousands to Americans” and to “end the 

war” (Weyeneth, 2001).   

The US apologizes only when it is needed to save face. It is a strategy that the US would 

rather avoid at all costs, despite the international pressure it may receive. The US has and is often 

willing to apologize for accidents or poor behavior of military personnel during times of peace 

(for example, Reagan’s apology to Iran over the unintentional attack on a commercial plane that 

killed 290 passengers). However, in regards to apology over crimes and atrocities committed 

during war, the US highly unlikely to issue any sort of apology. It will almost always defend 

itself in crimes committed during war. Evidently, the United States views the collateral damage 

inflicted on citizens during war to be an inevitable part of war and thus not warranting apology.  

 

Civil Society, Political Influence, and American Apology 

 Abroad, the US focused on creating buffer zones against the onset of communism and 

building a strong network of liberal allies. This mentality bled into the domestic policy of the 

US, as being anti-communist became a part of the national identity of many Americans. Until 

counter-culture movements, this general unity of (white) American identity helped the US 
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government establish a key narrative for its actions abroad: promoting the liberal values that 

defined America (Gerstbauer, 2017).  

The United States is not subject to ideological influences on the need for apology. 

Apology has never been a priority of American foreign policy for both Democrat and Republican 

regimes. Decades of both Democrat and Republican regimes engaged openly in revisionism and 

denial in responsibility of war crimes for decades after WWII. Ronald Reagan, the hallmark 

Republican president, was the first president to issue a truly substantial apology: a domestic one, 

condemning the internment of Japanese-Americans during WWII. Domestic apologies appear to 

come easier to the United States than international apologies. Across the political spectrum, 

maintain the US image as a global power and the enforcer of the new world order was prioritized 

by various administrations throughout the latter half of the 20th century.  

The maintenance of this narrative required significant revisionism on the part of the US 

government. This is particularly notable in its edited portrayal of the Vietnam War in textbooks 

and schools. In real time, the Vietnam War was highly unpopular with the public and with many 

politicians. The loss of the United States in the war was blamed both on the forces of public 

opinion and the unwillingness of Congress to sufficiently support the war effort by members of 

the Nixon and Ford administrations (Friedman and Kennedy, 2005). Counterculture movements 

and peace protests against the war were prominent in the culture at the time; disapproval for the 

war was unconcealed. With subsequent revelations about the bad behavior of American troops in 

Vietnam and their allegations of torture, massacre, and genocide, Americans who experienced 

Vietnam and its fallout were rightly jaded with American military power and foreign policy.  

Given these highly influential civil society movements that were highly critical of US 

actions, why did these movements not encourage US apology? For one, the United States 
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government became embroiled in significant domestic scandals in the immediate post-war years 

that deflected attention from the Vietnam War. This provided a perfect opportunity for a 

reconstruction of the Vietnam narrative and a down playing of the counterculture movement.  

Revisionism and Education in the US 

Protests against Vietnam and counterculture, anti-war movements have been, in many 

cases, not reflected accurately in official and educational representations of the Vietnam War 

(Gerstbauer, 2017). For years after the war and continuing to this day, American presidents, 

ambassadors, and officials have maintained that the moral reasoning behind Vietnam War were 

sound, and that the escalation of the conflict and heightened American military intervention in 

the conflict was necessary to promote “peace and democracy.” Conservative politicians 

especially used this rhetoric to paint the Vietnam War in a positive light. Backlash to the 

counterculture movement resulted in a nationwide desire to reinstate national pride. Ronald 

Reagan insisted of the US’ moral integrity in the Vietnam War to public adoration (Hagopian, 

2005). Official rhetoric has rarely strayed from this idea, when it is addressed at all.  

Education about the Vietnam War reinforced the words of state officials to an 

impressionable generation.  In the face of controversy and loss, textbooks refused to 

acknowledge the moral ambiguity (or immorality) of American actions. Postwar revisionism was 

launched in an atmosphere of “alarm and indignation at the suffering of the Vietnamese”; 

textbooks glossed over topics such as the My Lai massacre and whitewashed reasons for US 

intervention in the war in the first place (Hein and Selden, 2000, p.176).  The morality of 

whether or not the US should have intervened in Vietnam is not raised, though it was a major 

subject of debate at the time.  
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 The United States has engaged in revisionism with its WWII actions as well. This is 

exemplified by the Enola Gay controversy surrounding the depiction of US actions in the Pacific 

region during WWII in an exhibit by the Smithsonian museum. The original exhibit, curated and 

put together by historian and museum officials, initially depicted the US bombing of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki in accurate detail, painting the US in a historically accurate, and thus negative, 

light. The exhibit was met with outrage from US groups, especially the National Airforce 

Association. After years of negotiation and consultation, the Smithsonian pulled the exhibit and 

replaced it with a much less controversial, whitewashed explanation of the events (Thelen, 

1995).  

 The US carefully crafted its Hiroshima narrative. In essence, post-war education and 

government efforts to justify the events attempted to portray the atomic bombing as absolutely 

necessary to end to war and prevent more bloodshed. Precise details of the bombings were 

omitted or brushed over. Throughout the 20th century and to this day, American presidents have 

repeatedly refused to apologize for the atomic, maintaining that it was necessary to end the war. 

Never mind that the targets were civilians; portraying the event as fundamental to saving more 

American lives was effective enough in justifying the act to the American public. The US 

government gave dual encouragement to the American people: 1) forget that the bombing 

happened in the first place, and 2) maintain a narrative of necessity in regards to the bomb, if it is 

brought up. Under no circumstance could the US afford to be questioned on the only ever use of 

atomic bombs in history.  

Conclusion 

 Similar to Japan, apology does not come easily to the United States. The US, however, 

has even worse track record than Japan. Given its lack of prospective regional alliances, 
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international pressure from both victims and institutions, and its status as a post-war victor 

combined with the unprecedented hegemonic influence it exerted, the US lacked any convincing 

external motivators to apologize for its wartime behavior. Exceptions to this have been in intense 

cases of a need to save face, which is rare for the United States.  

 The domestic political atmosphere and civil society of the United States have rejected the 

very notion of US misdemeanor during war. Throughout the 20th century, the US government 

and educational institutions effectively created a narrative of justification of US actions. Wartime 

atrocities have been considered as unavoidable externalities of war. These justifications have 

created an American collective memory that is significantly removed from the truth of US 

actions. They have also as a result produced a thoroughly unapologetic state. 
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IV. 

 

Summary 

 

 In the previous two chapters we explored the potential motivating variables for state 

apology in four countries: Germany, France, Japan, and the US and the consequences that 

apology (or lack thereof) brought about for each one of them. In chapter 2, Germany and France 

were compared as two European neighbors with different views on apology. Both countries are 

on the apologetic end of the apology spectrum; Germany on the extremely apologetic end, 

France less so. Chapter 3 focused on Japan on US, both of which inhabit a largely unapologetic 

space. Each case was analyzed through the lens of five key variables, three international and two 

domestic: post war victory status, regional alliances, international pressure from victims and 

institutions, domestic political regime, and commitment to memorialization and education.   

Chapter 2 introduced Germany as the model apologizer; its strong relationship with 

apology and the resulting effectiveness of its apologies allowed Germany to achieve significant 

forgiveness from and reconciliation with its European neighbors and its Jewish victims. In 

comparison, France similarly apologized for its participation in the Holocaust, several decades 

after the fact, and also manage to achieve some reconciliation with its domestic and the 

international Jewish population. However, France has refused to apologize for the atrocities it 

committed during a different conflict, the Algerian War. 

 Chapter 3 showed that Japan, for the most part, has either refused outright to apologize 

for its occupation of China and Korea during WWII. Despite consistent solicitations from each 

nation, Japan has yet to fully satisfy their requests, and as a result their tensions and view of each 

other have remained fraught decades after the end of the war. The US, as the final and least 
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apologetic case, has demonstrated its extreme reticence to use apology internationally for 

wartime atrocities and its overall lack of desire to engage in the processes of historical 

reconciliation in general.   

Findings 

As mentioned previously, the motivating variables used to frame this study can be distinguished 

as international vs. domestic variables. Given the unique nature of each country’s post-war 

position and government, economy, and culture, motivating factors for political state apologies 

are difficult to generalize. Nonetheless, throughout the analysis of each country, some variables 

appeared as more fundamental to producing apologetic states than others.   

i. International (external) motivators 

Whether or not a country has won or lost the conflict of interest has an effect on whether 

a country issues an apology or not immediately after the conflict has ended. A country that is 

expected to apologize for its actions after it has lost a war will have no choice but to do so, as 

exemplified by Germany’s first apology. This variable, however, loses influence as time passes.  

However, a country that has won a war may be expected to apologize several decades after the 

fact, as new perspectives or revelations come forward, as is the case with France and the United 

States. 

Most apologies that have been issued by states have occurred a substantial amount of 

time after the apology has been issued. In the literature review, I introduce the idea that the 

relevance of some wrongs stood immune to the passage of time because of their level of severity. 

This reasoning is demonstrated well in the cases of Japan and Germany. The governments of 

Korea and China as well as its people still feel strongly about their suffering at the hands of the 
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Japanese over 60 years ago, especially in regard to the comfort women. Germans still places 

emphasis on remembering the Holocaust and the atrocities Germany committed, even as 

Germany is no longer viewed negatively on the international arena. Although time passes, the 

severity of such wrongdoings keep them from fading from the national consciousness, and thus 

maintaining expectations of contrition and apology relevant.  

I would also argue that, beyond certain atrocities being a-temporal in nature, the passage 

of time also allows for the development of historical objectivity and self-reflection. Time allows 

for shifts in government, revelations of secrets, and a more distantly associated civil society that 

can motivate a country to apologize, whether or not it lost the conflict for which it is apologizing. 

France experienced a change in its historical outlook and its civil society that developed into an 

official apology, even though it was technically a victor in WWII. Even in the case of Germany, 

which issued an apology quickly after the end of WWII for Nazi atrocities that was universally 

appreciated, found that with time the fervor and sincerity of its apologies only increased. Thus 

the victory statues of a country serves a more indirect role in encouraging apology. It can be a 

direct factor, but only if apology is issued relatively soon after the atrocities occurred or the war 

ended.  

The influence of regional alliance and international pressures from institutions or 

victimized groups on apology are similar. Regional alliance proved to only be a motivating 

factor for Germany, which strategically realized the importance of fostering strong ties with its 

neighbors. The foundations for European integration were established by the Marshall Plan in the 

immediate aftermath of WWII; Germany along with other Western European nations understood 

that a strong political and economic cooperation would be beneficial for all parties and prevent a 

conflict like WWII from happening again. France, which like Germany stood to benefit from 
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regional alliance, did not need to apologize for that integration to happen because it was not held 

accountable for the Vichy regime. While the prospects of international alliance existed, it did not 

motivate French apology. Japan was similarly not motivated by a regional alliance or integration. 

In the first few decades after the work, most of Japan’s East Asian neighbors struggled 

economically and politically, preventing any beneficial alliances from forming. However, in the 

late 20th and early 21st century, Japan had much to gain strategically from a regional alliance with 

its neighbors, which had transformed into economic superpowers. Nonetheless, for the most part 

Japan remained rigidly unwilling to issue an apology that would satisfy them. Lastly, the US has 

no desire or motivations to form a formal regional alliance with its North American neighbors 

aside from NAFTA, which only deals with economic issues; therefore that cannot possibly be a 

motivator for US apology.  

Pressure to apologize from victims of war crimes or international institutions also applies 

better to some cases than to others. Japan, Germany, and the US have all received requests from 

their victimized groups or nations to apologize. Germany succumbed quickly, taking into 

account both its position after the war, strategic interest, and foreign policy priorities. Japan has 

received requests for apology from Korea and China, but has not followed through effectively. 

While Japan has issued numerous statements of regret and some legitimate apologies, its 

subsequent actions and the inadequacy of those statement have kept these nations unappeased. 

The US received pressure from Korea to apologize for No Gun Ri; it succumbed only after it 

experienced extreme embarrassment from criticisms of its portrayal of the events during the joint 

Korea-US investigation of massacre. 
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ii. Domestic (internal) variables 

This brings us to our final and most compelling motivators: the domestic variables. 

Conclusively, international apology appears to be rooted in domestic considerations. As far as 

the domestic regime type, whether or not a country has significant nationalistic tendencies or not 

matters more than political ideology. . The country that best fits the ideology theory is Japan, in 

which the short-lived rule of a liberal regime brought about apology from the country that broke 

from 40 years of conservative silence. Apology can, as in the case of Japan, fall along liberal vs. 

conservative lines. Conservative backlash that follow apologies can cause countries to renege on 

their apologies or commitment to reparations. It is also often the case that conservative domestic 

regimes are more nationalistic in nature; however, nationalistic tendencies do not always fall 

along ideological lines. Nonetheless, the influence of domestic politics extends past a 

straightforward dichotomy of liberal vs. conservative agendas.  In the German case in particular, 

German conservatives have been generally quite reticent in voicing their issues with Germany’s 

continuously apologetic status. Although opposition has emerged, most German conservatives 

understand the strategic necessity of maintaining that image. It is also notable in the German case 

that the first ever apology was issued by a conservative government.  

The United States similarly struggles to fit an ideological distinction. Both conservative 

and liberal regimes throughout the 20th and early 21st centuries in the US have been resistant to 

issuing international apologies. Ronald Reagan, a conservative president, issued one of the US’ 

grandest apologies, albeit a domestic one: the apology for Japanese internment. Overall the US is 

very unwilling to issues apologies for any war atrocities they commit, either citing them as 

collateral damage or defending them as necessary tactics to end the war or achieve victory  
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Given the previous conclusions, I would argue that the most decisive motivator for 

apology largely seems to be the domestic commitment to education, public discourse, and 

remembrance brought about by political institutions, leadership, and civil society work. Beyond 

strategy or foreign policy, the most effective cases of apology have been a result of a moral 

imperative felt by a nation’s leaders and its people. Reconciliation with truth along with creation 

of a historical memory embracing collective guilt (or at the very least, responsibility) towards 

past wartime atrocities foster a domestic morally motivated desire to apologize. Harkening back 

to the literature review in the first chapter, scholars have pointed out that the moral nature of 

apology makes it an unusual diplomatic tool given the rational nature of international politics. 

Yet, the moral need to apologize felt by nation domestically translates largely into the 

international apology.  

The effects of education, revisionism, and scholarly independence cannot be understated 

in establishing this moral consideration. The involvement of government in these areas and their 

control over the content and quality of education and memorialization directly affects the level of 

remorse a country feels the need to express. In the cases of Japan and the United States, the 

righteous and nationalistic position taken by memorials, politicians, and textbooks has 

contributed to the reticence of these countries to apologize. These countries contain few 

memorials that are meant to highlight their wrongdoings; rather, they only commemorate their 

own victimization. In Germany, where guilt is imprinted onto the collective memory of citizens 

at a young age and is reinforced through German institutions throughout their entire lives, people 

of all ages are inclined to feel guilty and apologize for the Nazi regime. Memorials to the 

Holocaust are present in major cities and small towns alike, making the Holocaust and its 

memory impossible to avoid. The interest of French scholars and civil society in French actions 
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during WWII that arose during the 1970s built a mounting pressure for government apology that 

culminated in 1995 with Chirac’s apology. France’s Vichy apology can be confidently 

contributed to the newfound guilt and perspective on Vichy that French society experienced. 

Concluding Remarks 

The nature of this study does not allow for clear-cut conclusions to be made. However, 

the study general demonstrates that domestic considerations are foundational in motivating a 

country to apologize, whereas international variables, while important, work in addendum to 

them. A civil society commitment to truth and remembrance is a key element in producing an 

apologetic state. As demonstrated in the literature and through my own analysis, domestic factors 

have been shown to significantly shape apologetic nature of each case explored.  

The study of apology and its motivations is not simple or limited to the theories I study 

here. There are potentially many other variables that could have a significant effect on 

international apology. Future studies could assess other cases or study apologies issued for 

actions outside of war.  

 Previous studies of apology have mostly focused on the international motivators. Ideally, 

this research highlights the importance of domestic civil society, remembrance, and collective 

memory in motivating diplomatic tools such as apology and international relations as a whole. 

While foreign policy and strategic considerations are important, this research also brings to light 

the effectiveness of incorporating moral considerations into the international sphere. Apology is a 

unique political phenomenon that warrants further study and scholarly consideration as its use 

proliferates now and into the future.  
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