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death toll of the massacre exceeded 300,000 people—probably
340,000 people, of which 190,000 were killed collectively and
150,000 individually.

The authors James Yin and Shi Young obtained a number
on the same scale—approximately 355,000—after conducting
their own investigation. Although their figure already repre-
sents the high end of the spectrum of death toll estimates, Yin
and Young believe that the actual number of people killed in
Nanking far exceeds the number they have been able to un-
earth from the records. They dismiss arguments from other ex-
perts who believe that considerable overlap may exist between
death statistics and who suggest, for instance, that many of the
bodies the Japanese dumped in the river were washed onshore,
reburied, and tallied twice in the body count. Any corpse that
washed up on land, they contend, would have been buried
next to the river rather than in some remote location far from
the river, but according to their research, most of the burial
grounds were miles away from the banks of the Yangtze. It de-
fies common sense, they argue, that the corpses, in advanced
stages of decay from exposure, would be transported up hills
or mountains or across fields for burial. Moreover, Yin and
Young discovered through interviews with survivors that family
members of rape-and-murder victims usually buried their dead
immediately and neglected to report the burials to the authori-
ties. Since their study tabulates numbers only from the reports
of mass killings—rather than individual, random murders—
Yin and Young believe that the total number of deaths from
the Nanking massacre lies well in the 400,000 range.

There is even compelling evidence that the Japanese them-
selves believed at the time of the massacre that the death toll at
Nanking may have been as high as 300,000. The evidence is sig-
nificant because not only was it generated by the Japanese them-
selves but it was done so during the first month of the massacre,
when the killing was far from over. On January 17, 1938, Foreign
Minister Hirota Koki in Tokyo relayed the following message to
his contacts in Washington, D.C., a message that American intel-
ligence intercepted, deciphered, and later translated into English
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on February 1, 1938 (parentheses in the original):

Since return (to) Shanghai a few days ago I investigated re-
ported atrocities committed by Japanese army in Nanking and
elsewhere. Verbal accounts (of) reliable eye-witnesses and let-
ters from individuals whose credibility (is) beyond question
afford convincing proof (that) Japanese Army behaved and (is)
continuing (to) behave in (a) fashion reminiscent (of) Attila
(and) his Huns. (Not) less than three hundred thousand Chi-
nese civilians slaughtered, many cases (in) cold blood.

It is tempting to suggest that if Chiang Kai-shek had pulled out
his armies during the mass government evacuation from
Nanking in November and left behind a defenseless city, per-
haps wholesale massacre could have been averted. But a
minute’s thought shows the weakness in that argument. The
Japanese, after all, had spent the preceding few months system-
atically destroying entire villages and cities on their warpath to
Nanking and committing similar atrocities elsewhere. Clearly
they needed no provocation from the Chinese for their actions.
All we can say for certain is that a city devoid of Chinese sol-
diers would have—at the very least—taken away the Japanese
excuse that serial executions were necessary to eliminate the
soldiers hiding among the civilian population. But there is no
evidence to suggest that it would have changed their actions.

It is also tempting to suggest that if Chiang had refrained
from ordering a senseless last-minute withdrawal from Nanking
and had instead fought to the last man to save the city, the city’s
fate would have been different. But here again we must be care-
ful. Head-to-head combat would certainly not have worked. The
Japanese were much better armed and trained and would surely
have overcome the Chinese forces sooner or later. But a lengthy,
drawn-out struggle using guerrilla-style tactics might have de-
moralized the Japanese and elevated the Chinese. If nothing
else, many more Japanese soldiers would have died fighting the
Chinese and their arrogance toward the Chinese soldier would
have been muted by a fierce resistance.





