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Japan and World War II: The Story of Their Involvement

In today’s world, a lot is made of the simple fact that Japan is a country known for its pacifism. However, that has not always been the case as can be seen by their participation in World War II.

Japan was a country that became infamous for attacking all of its neighbors, its kamikaze pilots, the attack on Pearl Harbor, and its horrific POW camps. Its involvement has been the subject of countless war movies with their soldiers being portrayed as fearless warriors who would defend Japan and Emperor Hirohito to the end. This particular point is regarded by many as being true, but the entire story of their involvement in WWII is rather more complex.


The Beginning of their Story

To get to the point where Japan entered WWII, we need to first understand a bit more about the country itself, especially when Hirohito came to power in 1926. During this period, Japan was moving more towards a democratic culture, but Hirohito changed that and, over time, militarism managed to raise its head. This change in direction would ultimately have disastrous consequences, resulting in the dropping of the atomic bombs towards the end of the war, which killed tens of thousands of people.

Japan in the 1930's was a different country to how we see it today. Its economy had been on the decline for years, and there was a lot of internal trouble, leading to political leaders being assassinated and the entire country being on the brink of revolt. The country’s problems were further exacerbated when the United States entered the Great Depression as they were a main supplier of a number of goods. This then put more pressure on the Japanese economy, and the country had to begin to look elsewhere for its raw natural products.

As a result, Japan believed that many of its Asian neighbors would be in a position to help, although their way of tackling the problem was not the diplomatic route. This would ultimately lead to what became known as the Second Sino-Japanese War starting in 1937.


War with their Neighbors

The Second Sino-Japanese War came about as a direct result of two things: First, there was evidence that China was working to rebuild itself as a power, and this was something that Japan could not allow while it was struggling. There had long been tension between the two countries with both vying for supremacy in Asia, so tensions heightened as a result.

Second, Japan became afraid that China would try to take over the area of Manchuria, and in particular, the railroad system. Due to this fear, Japan invaded in 1931 and established an improvised state called Manchukuo. This, in turn, led to a number of border clashes with China, culminating in war breaking out in 1937.

This war was bad news for Japan as it pushed their economy to the absolute limit. They were running short on various supplies, such as oil, iron, and rubber, and unfortunately for them, they had no obvious allies to call upon. The situation only continued to turn against Japan when they alienated the U.S. after attacking a U.S. gunboat.

Being in a desperate situation can lead to taking desperate actions, and that was the case with Japan. They knew they had to get their hands on certain resources, and they only had two options: either Siberia or the South Pacific.

First, they attempted to go to Siberia but lost at the Battle of Khalkhin in 1939. This forced their hand into the second option, which was the South Pacific, although what followed was another example of poor military decision making and not thinking through the potential consequences.


Misreading the Situation and WWII

Due to their desire to seek out oil and iron matched with their failure to reach Siberia, Japan realized that they had to turn to the South Pacific to get the resources they required to fight against China. However, they had a problem in that this part of the world had been colonized, so they would be forced to go up against one of the world super powers.

Japan did not think that this would be an issue. They had been on the side of the allies in WWI, and this had put them in a favourable position. They wrongly believed that countries owed them something in return for their earlier support.

However, Japan did also have several issues with both Britain and the United States. Primarily, they were irritated by the actions of the United States in 1939 after they placed restrictions on both oil and metals as a direct result of their war with China. This only further fuelled the fire, and this was matched in 1940 when Britain began to close down certain routes in order to restrict the materials that could reach the Japanese.

The year 1940 is regarded as a turning point in the involvement of Japan in WWII. After the British closed down the Burma Road supply route to China, the U.S. then sought to disrupt what it saw as the Japanese war machine by introducing new laws and restrictions on the export of certain materials just a few days later.

These actions further forced the hand of the Japanese who responded in September 1940 in perhaps the only way that they felt they could respond—by invading French Indochina.


Building Ties with Germany and Italy

After Japan invaded French Indochina on September 22nd, it took just five days for them to reach an agreement with both Germany and Italy via what became known as the Tripartite Act. This agreement saw the three countries come to an understanding that they would work together and that an enemy of one country was then an enemy to all three.

This act suddenly gave Japan some allies in the world whereas before they had felt as if they had no support. What would then follow over the next 12 months was a gradual build-up of tension in the area of the Pacific, which would eventually lead to the breakout of war.


The Attack on Pearl Harbor

When it comes to important moments in WWII, the attack by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor is perhaps one of the more memorable. It is important to note, however, that even though this attack did signal the start of the Pacific War, it was not the sole attack on December 8, 1941.

Throughout the year, since the signing of the Tripartite Act, Japan had been working on a plan to dominate the South Pacific. They were still suffering from a chronic shortage of raw materials, and for them, the only solution was to capture vast swathes of both Southeast Asia as well as the Dutch East Indies.

The Japanese military formulated a plan whereby they would attack the American, British, and Dutch interests simultaneously across a vast area to gain access to those materials. However, they were under the impression that these countries would simply try to negotiate some kind of peace settlement rather than fight. It was their belief that nobody would be interested in fighting a war in this part of the world when they were so preoccupied with fighting in Europe.

Japan completely misread the entire situation.


December 8, 1941 – The Pacific War Begins

The Pacific War began in earnest on the morning of December 8, 1941 when Japan attacked British Malaya and quickly made some progress with pushing inland, despite the British still having some troops stationed in the country. At the same time, the Japanese also attacked various other locations around Southeast Asia in a meticulously planned assault. In addition, they also attacked British interests in Hong Kong and Singapore with Thailand also a target.

However, at this time, the most infamous attack took place on Hawaii—although technically speaking this occurred on December 7th due to the time difference.

The Japanese fleet had left their home port on November 26th en route to Hawaii. By December 6th, it had largely been agreed upon by a number of countries that Japan were going to attack United States’ interest although the money was on it happening in some location in Southeast Asia. President Roosevelt sent a peace appeal directly to Hirohito, although it is noted that he received no reply.

We do know a number of details regarding the attack on Pearl Harbor like that it began at dawn and involved an attack by 90 bombers and 43 fighter planes on the harbor in Oahu, Hawaii. Initially, the first targets were the battleships based in the harbor as well as the airfields used by the U.S. Air Force. This was then followed by an attack by the Imperial Japanese Navy accompanied by over 400 planes. In total, the Japanese attack killed over 2,400 people with over 1,100 injured. Over





