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Japan's Unit 731: Medical Research Gone Wrong


Originally named the Epidemic Prevention and Water Purification Department, Unit 731 went on to become Japan's most notoriously evil biological warfare program. Prior to World War II, medical research Unit 731 opened in Pingfan, China with the intent to develop vaccines for various diseases. In 1936, contrary to its originally designated purpose, the Unit began to mass-produce diseases such as plague, cholera, and anthrax. Unit 731 was composed of four sections: research, experiments, anti-epidemic, and water purification and productions – each section a cover-up of the horrors it actually contained. From live, human vivisection to removing body organs and limbs without the use of anesthetics, Unit 731 surreptitiously housed multitudes of unethical medical research means in the name of illegal biological warfare (Tanaka). 


Towards the end of the war in 1945, Japanese troops blew up the headquarters of 731 and killed the remaining test subjects in order to cover up the experimentation. More than 70 years and 20,000 deaths later, China is asking questions that Japan is unwilling to answer. Still to this day, the Japanese government has never formally apologized, and they did not admit its existence until 1998. Chinese victims' families have filed lawsuits demanding compensation which the Japanese government has subsequently denied. In 2011, Japanese authorities begun excavation on a site believed to have been in conjunction with the infamous Unit 731. Whereas this excavation may yield some helpful information to the families of Chinese victims, it may also prove to be unsettling evidence for Japanese authorities and citizens (McCurry, 2011).


Sometimes described as the “Asian Auschwitz”, Unit 731 was itself a multi-faceted torture chamber to a vast majority of Chinese civilians and military personnel, as well as Korean nationals, South East Asians, Pacific Islanders and Allied POWs. Plague-infected fleas were airdropped over Chinese cities, causing epidemics. Cholera and typhoid cultures were poured into wells. Prisoners were subjected to pressure changes that made their bodies literally explode. There were also plans, which were never carried out, to send germs via balloons into the Western United States (New York Times Article, 1995). 


It's easy to understand why China would want reparations for these heinous war crimes. At the very least, the Chinese victims and their families deserve recognition and respect, both of which the Japanese government is not willing to grant. Excavation of sites related to Unit 731 might help provide some very necessary closure for a group that has so long been denied it.


As for Japan, they're in quite the predicament. To date, World War II is an event that paints Japanese civilians and military personnel as the victims in the horrendous atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Not many people are familiar with the sadistic murderers the Japanese were when they conducted the experiments of Unit 731. Excavation of related 731 sites presents them with the pressure to discuss details they'd rather keep hidden in the past (Ryall, 2010). 


They would ultimately be faced with admitting to wartime medical crime, not to mention outing the United States' involvement in not only granting immunity to wartime criminals but adding them to their payroll in exchange for their biological warfare research findings (New York Times Article, 1995). Many of the scientists involved went on to occupy prestigious positions in pharmaceutical industry, health ministry, and academia. Revealing Japanese involvement in Unit 731 would put their careers and families at risk.


While unearthing details of the past could prove helpful for some, it could also be hurtful for others. Providing reparations and subsequent closure for many Chinese citizens could also result in a world full of hurt for others, namely Japanese and American citizens unaware and thus unaffected. Personally, I think the Chinese deserve reparations from Japan and the United States. It is beyond disrespectful that the deaths of their family members go unrecognized and that the crimes themselves go unpunished. It is disgusting that some of the scientists that participated now hold prestigious positions in their fields. It definitely provides some insight into how we as a species value life, or rather how expendable it is.
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