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At first glance of Aaron William Moore's Writ‐
ing  War:  Soldiers  Record  the  Japanese  Empire,
one might expect to hear the voices of Japanese
soldiers and their experiences during World War
II.  While  there  are  hints  of  those  voices,  along
with  the  voices  of  some  Chinese  and  American
soldiers, this book is not a "straight-forward mili‐
tary history," or even a compilation of war experi‐
ences (p. 7). Writing War is an attempt by Moore
to "reconcile, through the medium of language, of‐
ten  silent  individual  desires  with  the  articulate
demands of society, media and the state" (p. 2). By
reviewing  the  diaries,  letters,  postcards,  and
memoirs  written  by  soldiers  during  the  war,
Moore assesses the state's role in the creation of
the soldier’s sense of self during the conflict. 

In six chapters, Moore delves into the history
of military diary writing in these three cultures.
In writing in their diaries, soldiers were commit‐
ting  to  the  war  through  discipline,  something
Moore  calls  "self-mobilization."  As  the  war  pro‐
gressed and atrocities were witnessed and com‐
mitted,  these  diaries  helped  soldiers  redefine

their sense of self in an attempt to understand the
"chaos  of  the  battlefield"  (p.  115).  He  ends  the
book  by  describing  postwar  historical  memory
and the use of  veterans'  narratives as a type of
"self-censorship" to fit into a state postwar narra‐
tive (p. 243). Soldiers reworked their diaries after
the war to fit what they felt was the official narra‐
tive or to make themselves seem braver or more
heroic than they really were at the time. 

While Moore's work offers a new and inter‐
esting perspective on soldiers' experiences during
the war and the state's role in shaping how those
events were recorded,  both consciously and un‐
consciously,  there  are  some  weaknesses  in  this
work. Millions of people served in the Pacific the‐
ater during World War II as both civilians and ser‐
vicemen. His sweeping generalizations of all sol‐
diers or all Americans or Japanese or Chinese are
far too broad. Moore does not specify individual
soldiers’  roles.  Their specific roles had a signifi‐
cant impact on their experiences during the con‐
flict.  Also,  how does  the work of  Japanese revi‐
sionists who claim that many of these atrocities,



such as the Nanjing Massacre, either did not hap‐
pen or were exaggerated by the Chinese, fit into
Moore's study? Finally, the final chapter on histor‐
ical memory is too superficial. Myth and memory
are powerful when it comes to military accounts.
It  is  often  hard  to  separate  the  two in  postwar
writing, especially the further you get from the ac‐
tual event. Was the "veterans' stubborn adherence
to the 'truth' that they discovered during the war"
actually a "direct result of their self-discipline" or
the result of reading too many other accounts and
attending too many reunions (p. 286)? 

Even with these shortcomings, the work is a
valuable addition to the history of World War II in
the Pacific theater. In the West, Chinese and Japa‐
nese  voices  are  typically  absent  or  discounted
quickly. Writing War opens a window into an oth‐
erwise too often neglected area. 
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