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This book is for Arleigh Burke, who is famous in postwar Japan as the father of the Self-Defense Forces. As a professional naval officer, Admiral Burke fought the Japanese all during the Pacific War as bravely and hard as he could, and then, once victory was in hand, exhibited that compassion for which Americans are justly known and turned about to become one of the best and most effective friends in the world of the New Japan.


Preface to the Cooper Square Press Edition

Much has occurred in the world since the first publication of Japan’s War, and since we have entered the twenty-first century, but Japan is a nation that seems to be mired in the past. The political hacks who have governed the country since Prime Minister Tanaka have offered no leadership, but neither has the opposition. The result is a political quagmire, marked by corruption and confusion, in which the Japanese people, wanting change, have rejected the half-measures of the opposition and retained the ineffectual coalition that has been in power in recent years.

A bright light seemed to appear on the horizon when Morihiro Hosokawa of the famous Konoye family became prime minister. But he proved to be a comet flitting across the landscape and has since retired to political obscurity. His great accomplishment was to initiate the debate about Japan’s responsibility for the Pacific War. Japan has never properly come to grips with its grisly past, and what is certain is that until this failure is addressed it will continue to hinder Japan’s international progress.

The ultra-nationalist mindset still exists in Japan, as exemplified by the Prime Minister and the governor of Tokyo. The Prime Minister, Yoshiro Mori, has made so many gaffes as to become a national laughingstock. He has declared Japan to be a special example of a holy state, and, although the Shinto religion was divorced from Japan by the 1947 Constitution, the Prime Minister has invoked its shadow again. Members of his own party began to call for his resignation.

By early November 2000 the Mori cabinet’s approval rate had fallen under fifteen percent, the lowest in post WWII history.

The governor of Tokyo, Shintaro Ishihara, has insisted on making and carrying out his own China policy, to the embarrassment of the Foreign Ministry.

Internationally, Japan is still dependent on its alliance with the United States, yet hampered by the Constitution that General Douglas MacArthur thrust upon the nation in the first months after the defeat in World War II. Economically, the surge of prosperity labeled as the “economic miracle” vanished in the bursting bubble of speculation and gave way to a serious and lingering recession that is just now beginning to diminish. The Japanese banking system, which once led the world, has collapsed. Japan was famous for its industrial allegiances: workers entered the work force and almost always stayed with the same company until retirement. This is no longer true. The “lifetime employment” dream turned out to be just another myth, and in 2000 the unemployment figures surpassed those of the past. Young people coming out of high school and college found it hard to get jobs. Many had to settle for arubaito—part-time work.

Additionally, other problems have begun to appear. Random criminality, once virtually unknown in Japan, has increased alarmingly, particularly violent crimes committed by the young. Women’s place in the work force grows stronger, but they do not seem to be very happy. Ofisuredii—office ladies—often opt against marriage, preferring their independence.

All this makes for a bewildered and bewildering Japan whose future—which once appeared so bright—seems threatened. One thing is certain: at the dawn of the 21st century, Japan is waiting for a leader. The direction in which this unknown, potential leader will take the country remains to be seen.
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Preface: “He who is born must die”


Meditation on inevitable death should be performed daily. Every day when one’s body and mind are at peace, one should meditate upon being ripped apart by arrows, rifles, spears, and swords, being carried away by surging waves, being thrown into the midst of a great fire, being struck by lightning, being shaken to death by a great earthquake, falling from a thousand foot cliff, dying of disease, or committing seppuku at the death of one’s master. And every day without fail one should consider himself as dead.

Hagakure
(The Book of the Samurai), Chapter 11, Tsunetomo
Yamamoto,
Eighteenth century1



A Japanese newspaperman in 1975 said it one way. One night, when he and an American confrere had put away most of a bottle of Scotch whisky and were arguing amiably over world affairs, he looked at his American friend appraisingly.

“You’ll never understand,” he said. “The trouble with you is that white skin of yours.”2

Yasuhiro Nakasone, prime minister of Japan, said it another way in the winter of 1984, as he probed the road that Japan was to follow in her future relations with Asia and the world. Japan, he said, represented the leadership of Asian culture, which was moving with America, the heir to European culture, to bring together two great cultures that would thereafter dominate the world.3

Note that no mention was made of the Soviet Union. Despite the USSR’s position as one of two major powers in the 1980s, the Japanese prime minister treated that power almost as if it were a transitory phenomenon, not to be considered in the great scheme of world affairs. And the Japanese, in the century and a quarter since Commodore Perry opened the Pandora’s box in Tokyo Bay and forced the Japanese to deal with the outside world on the West’s terms, have never lost sight of the fundamental aim of dominating their environment.

Japan in the 1980s is following a destiny laid down long ago by the leaders of the kingdom, a destiny that demands for the Japanese the leadership of Asia and perhaps the world. Inherently the Japanese believe in this destiny just as they believe in the superiority of their civilization over all others, including the Chinese, from whom they borrowed literature, art, and a written language, and Western society, particularly American, from whom they borrowed technology.

The kingdom of Japan is the oldest self-perpetuating government. Since the beginning of the Christian Era by which we Westerners measure time, the kingdom of Yamato has been independent, and, until 1945, for nearly two thousand years had not once been defeated in battle, nor had any foreign boot ever trod the land since the Yamato race came down from Korea to conquer the scattered clans in those islands and establish the line of authority that has basically endured ever since the second century A.D.4

It was to follow that destiny that in 1931 the ill-fated and ill-advised leaders of Japan plunged the nation into a struggle to dominate China and then, in desperation, extended that effort to all of East Asia and the Pacific basin. The result, as the world knows, was the war Westerners call the Pacific War, but which Japanese have always referrred to as Dai-Toa Senso, the Great East Asia War. It began in China, and until the very end the leaders of Japan believed that if they could solve “the China question” it would not be difficult to disengage from the West and achieve a modus vivendi, one which would maintain a satisfactory Japanese empire. That belief was held down to that furious fortnight in August 1945, when the atomic bombs were dropped and the Soviets began their march into Manchuria.

This book is the story of that Japanese pursuit of destiny, from the opening of Japan by the West until the two great antagonists, the United States and Japan, made their peace in 1951, and forty-seven other nations signed the treaty. In fact, the struggle did not actually end, but in 1952 entered a new phase which brought Japan to a power she had never before enjoyed, and which, in the 1980s, raised many questions about the future. This book is concerned with the events of 1853 to 1952 and the lessons that may be learned from them.
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Once when a group of half a dozen young samurai were traveling to Edo in the same boat it happened that their boat struck a ship in the night. Half a dozen seamen from the ship leaped aboard the boat and demanded retribution, which in this case meant taking the boat’s anchor. One of the young samurai came running up, shouting.

“Do you think that we samurai are going to let you take equipment from a boat carrying warriors? We will cut you down and throw you into the sea.”

On hearing that, the seamen turned and fled back to their ship.

Hagakure, Chapter 25
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1. “All eight corners of the world under one roof”

The two tales from the Hagakure are offered here to prepare Western readers of this book to understand a philosophical approach to life so much different from our own that some Westerners are inclined to believe the concept invalid or pertaining only to a small class of Japanese. The willingness to accept death without a whimper and to commit suicide with the thought that by so doing one is advancing a lofty cause are not Western concepts. Most of us in the West do not live every day prepared to die. And neither do most Japanese. But deep in the Japanese consciousness is acceptance of this philosophy of life, and in times of trial it emerges and can dominate the thinking of the entire nation. As for the tale of the young samurai facing down the rough sailors, it tells of another aspect of Japanese philosophy. The samurai is with Japan yet, beneath the black suit and white shirt of the sarariman who goes about his business daily so much in the manner of his Western counterpart. Let events tear away the Western clothes and from beneath will emerge the warrior of old, no matter how long he has been submerged. Doubters may examine the development of the “Imperial Way” in the 1920s and 1930s when a shrewd group of army leaders instituted a system of bushido, which had lain dormant since the Meiji Restitution, and an “Emperor Worship” that had never existed to the extent to which it was brought in the 1930s.

From the beginning the Japanese considered themselves to be the natural rulers of their world. The Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of Japan) say that in 660 A.D. the Emperor Jimmu (who could have been no more than a tribal chief) decreed laws to govern his people. He ordered the building of a palace. He promised to “extend the line of the Imperial descendants and foster rightmindedness.”

“Thereafter, the Capital may be extended so as to embrace all of the six cardinal points [of the compass] and the eight cords may be covered so as to form a roof.”

This was the policy of hakko ichiu, which meant all eight corners of the world under one imperial roof, or rule of the world that Jimmu knew.1

This was the first declaration of polity, a term the Japanese borrowed from the British and came to revere. It meant a form of government and a social organization all in one—a way of life.

Jimmu’s ambition was the result of the movement of Chinese civilization into Japan. Travelers returned from the continent bringing a religion (Buddhism) and a language (Chinese). The religion joined the Japanese Shinto nature worship and the two existed side by side. The written language was converted to Japanese purposes, using the Chinese ideographs to make Japanese words. For example, the Japanese adopted the ideograph for kuo, which in Chinese means country. But the Japanese word for the ideograph is koku.

Neither Jimmu nor his immediate successors achieved their goal. They did gain control of more and more territory and grew arrogant, until Prince Shotoku wrote a letter to the emperor of China, whom he addressed as Emperor of the Setting Sun and signed himself Emperor of the Rising Sun.

The Japanese tribal chiefs were extremely independent and quarrelsome.2 In Japan the soldier was always superior to the scholar although, when Kyoto was made the capital and peace reigned in the land for a time, the emperors turned to scholarship. But in so doing they lost power, and in 1192 the warrior Yoritomo Minamoto captured the emperor and forced from him the military command of Japan. The title was shogun, and his command was called the bakufu (military camp). To get away from the softness of court life Yoritomo Minamoto moved the bakufu to the little town of Edo, and this place became the functioning capital of Japan. The shogun declared the emperor to be so holy that it would be insulting to ask him to stoop to govern. Thus Kyoto and the emperor were left to live in a fairyland, while the shogun ruled. This is the very practical origin of the “Emperor Worship” of the 1930s.

The shogun’s rule was maintained by force. He gathered around him thousands of warriors. These were the samurai, and they were held together by the code of bushido, which was a more stringent version of the Western chivalry. All this was ingrained in Japan by the thirteenth century and would persist as the Japanese way for five centuries more.

Japan was finally united and the warlords all subdued by Ieyasu Tokugawa in the sixteenth century. He moved the capital of Japan from Kyoto to Edo, which later was called Tokyo. He gathered around him 250 barons, who held their offices by his command. One requirement of each baron was that he maintain a large force of samurai at the disposal of the shogun, and thus the warrior class controlled Japan. The samurai had two occupations, war and scholarship. They were forbidden to engage in trade or professions. They spent their days writing poetry and practicing calligraphy. The most belligerent swaggered about the countryside terrorizing the farmers and artisans; the rule was to bow down when a samurai or a noble’s procession passed. Anyone who did not bow down was likely to have his head cut off summarily, as a traveler might step on a bug.

In the Tokugawa days the laws were strict and the death penalty was often invoked. Usually it meant cutting off the head with a long samurai sword, and sometimes pages, samurai in training, were assigned these executions for practice. It was not unusual for a young samurai to cut off ten heads, one after the other. The idea of execution by head-cutting, seemingly so barbarous for those of us who forget sixteenth century English practices in the Tower of London, was constantly reinforced in Japanese society. Torture, which was also practiced by Westerners as late as the eighteenth century (and still is, in the “intelligence community” and the East-West struggle, if we are to believe the stories), was an acceptable means of extracting information and a successful deterrent to crime.

A man was caught robbing the Edo warehouse of the Baron Nabeshima, and because the crime of robbing a lord of the realm was so grave he was sentenced to death by torture. All the hairs of his body were burned off, and his fingernails and toenails were pulled out. His tendons were cut, and he was bored with drills and sliced, stretched, and squeezed. In the end, his back was split in two, and he was boiled to death in soy sauce.3

The laws were enforced and order maintained by an intricate system of secret police and spies, who moved around constantly looking for wrongdoing.

By the seventeenth century the European navigators had discovered Japan. Portuguese, Spanish, and Dutch adventurers came bringing the cross and the sword. The sword availed them nothing against the fierce Japanese samurai. The cross did begin to make an impression and Ieyasu tolerated the Christians. Ieyasu saw that the foreigners’ firearms could be useful to the warriors. So Nagasaki was declared to be “the foreigners’ port,” and an island in the harbor was set aside for trade. The foreigners were not allowed off the island without special permission.

After Shogun Ieyasu’s death in 1616 his successor, Hidetada, was heavily influenced by the Buddhist priests. Buddhism had been brought into Japan from China to compete with the native Shinto nature religion. The priests of these two oriental religions could agree on one policy: the Western religion must be driven out. Hidetada reversed the policy of toleration, and the Christian priests were exiled from Japan. Then began a period of persecution that ended in the deaths of some 280,000 Japanese Christians, hunted down like animals. Every Japanese had to take a loyalty oath to Buddhism. To prove that they were not Christians, they had to trample on an image of Christ and on one of the Virgin Mary.

The persecution reached its zenith in Shimabara, where an enemy of the Tokugawas, Masuka Tokisada, gathered 33,000 people in the fortress of Amakusa and prepared to resist a siege. A third of those inside were women and children. The Tokugawa forces could not dislodge the Christians, so they called on the Dutch whose ships came up and bombarded the fortress until the walls were breached, and the inhabitants were then massacred by the Tokugawa men.4

But instead of furthering the Dutch cause, this and similar actions made the Japanese contemptuous of these weak Europeans who had turned against their own kind. That lesson ought to have been learned just then; to the Japanese all white-skinned foreigners were alike. It was a concept that would endure.

Through the years, the Tokugawas continued to hold power and the kingdom remained peaceful, all the dissenters kept in check by the shogun’s armies of samurai. The eighth Tokugawa gave way to the ninth, then the tenth. The eleventh shogun was Ienari, whose health indicated what was happening to the line: he was an epileptic. The twelfth shogun was his son Ieyoshi who was so weak that his ministers actually ruled.

One of the most important of these ministers was Masahiro Abe, entrusted by Ieyoshi with the defense of the coast, and thus with the dealings with foreigners who approached that coast. The policy was uchi harai—shell and repel, drive the foreign ships away. Abe, realizing that Japanese coastal defenses were not adequate to withstand Western naval attack, temporized with the French and gave them trading concessions in the Ryukyus, which, after all, were not really Japan proper.5

The Americans arrived in Japanese waters in the 1820s, when some American vessels en route to China were cast up on Kyushu’s shore, and so were some whaling vessels out of New England, wrecked while scouring the seas for sperm whales. Uchi harai was very much in force. These seamen were treated roughly; they had broken Japanese law by being washed ashore. Some were killed for that reason. Some were killed for no reason that the Americans could understand; they could not conceive of the samurai code, which let a warrior cut down any ordinary person who annoyed him, any more than an American flier in World War II could understand why he was being executed by the sword. It would be in the twentieth century, as in the seventeenth, a part of the samurai mystique. The Japanese understood this; in the seventeenth century the samurai swaggered through the streets. In the revived bushido of the twentieth century, the policeman as well as the soldier would become the symbol of authority, and he would swagger through the streets.

In the nineteenth century these were concepts the Westerners did not understand. American shipowners began protesting to the government in Washington, and in 1846 Commodore James Biddle anchored two American warships in Tokyo Bay. But when the Japanese sent a boat, and Commodore Biddle got down into it, he was pushed and insulted by a Japanese sailor. If Biddle had then cut the man down with his sword, or ordered a subordinate to shoot him, he would have won Japanese respect. Instead, Biddle practiced Christian forbearance, he smiled and ignored the incident. The word immediately reached the capital: these Americans were weaklings of no account and need not be taken seriously. So Abe refused to deal with Commodore Biddle and the American mission failed. The worst part of it was that the Americans did not even know why it failed.

A new problem arose in 1848. The Japanese were holding as prisoners a number of shipwrecked Americans. Captain James Glynn in the warship Preble was dispatched to Nagasaki to get those seamen, and he was not willing to take no for an answer. When he appeared and stated his demand, the Japanese sent dozens of junks into the harbor, loaded with armed samurai. Captain Glynn let it be known that he was prepared to back up his demands with the force of his guns. This was the sort of talk the Japanese could understand. They delivered the prisoners, and Captain Glynn sailed away. Here was an object lesson, in the fashion of Stephen Decatur’s bombardments of Tripoli, that could even have implication for the 1980s and the vexing matter of aircraft hijacking. This confrontation by a determined American captain did something to correct the bad image of Americans left by Commodore Biddle.

Among the other humiliations visited on the Dutch, who would do anything to maintain their trade concession at Nagasaki, was the submission of an annual report to the shogun about events abroad that concerned Japan. In 1852 the Dutch chief Donkier Curtius reported to Edo that the Americans were sending an expedition and that it would be powerful enough to land troops on the Japanese shore. The Japanese now made every attempt to build up their defenses. But by the spring of 1853 they had not managed to create any adequate defense of Edo, the capital, which could be reached by steaming up Tokyo Bay. They had learned enough about foreign munitions and ordnance to begin building foundries and making bullets and cannonballs, but they were still unable to cast a gun large enough to fire successfully on a big ship. Therefore, if they were to have guns, they would have to get them from some European power.6

For this second American mission to Japan, quite by accident, the Americans chose just the right man, Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry, brother of Oliver Hazard Perry, the hero of Lake Erie. Matthew Perry had made his name in the Mexican War, and his success there had convinced him that he was another Nelson. He was overbearing, brusque, and opinionated. When he was assigned this mission of opening Japan to trade, at first he believed it was beneath his dignity. When otherwise apprised by the navy department he undertook the task reluctantly, but thoroughly. As he prepared he gathered botanists, naturalists, and artists, to study the land to which he was going, and as large a fleet as he could manage, including two of the new steam frigates.7

In July 1853 these black ships arrived off the coast of Japan and began moving toward Tokyo Bay, belching smoke from the engines that turned the paddle wheels.

From the Dutch, from Hongkong contacts, and from his chief interpreter, a missionary, Commodore Perry had a clear picture of the attitude of the Japanese. He decided to meet it with an unmatched arrogance of his own. He stopped off at Naha, Okinawa, the capital of the Ryukyus, which Abe had opened for trade, and tried out the procedure, knowing that word of what he did there would swiftly reach the Japanese capital. He insisted on being entertained officially at the palace by the governing regent. He insisted on having a house for his seamen on the shore. He staged landing maneuvers with plenty of sight of cannon and rifles to give the Japanese an idea of what they could expect if they gave him any trouble.

And as he expected, news of all this activity did get back to Edo before Perry left in June 1853 for Tokyo Bay. He steamed to Uraga, the port at the entrance to Tokyo Bay. As the black ships came fuming up, Japanese guard boats headed out from shore to warn them off, but the Americans blithely ignored the guard boats and steamed right by, dropping anchor outside Uraga. Commodore Perry then let it be known that he had a letter from the President of the United States, which he would give only in person to the shogun, as the first minister of the emperor of Japan.

This demand caused consternation in the shogun’s palace in Edo. A council of the barons was called and Perry was informed that it would take time to assemble the advisors from across the land. Perry gave them three days. He also sent boats out to look for another anchorage closer to Edo. This move caused consternation.

The shogun knew his defense guns had only ten rounds of ammunition each, and that the guns themselves were too small to harm the big ships. Perry landed on the beach with a full armed guard and delivered his letter. The Japanese said it was time for the Americans to leave; Perry saw that to leave would be to accept a rebuff, so he went back to his ship, and the squadron steamed up to within sight of Edo’s suburbs and anchored again. The Japanese were thoroughly frightened; they sent emissaries and presents were exchanged. Satisfied that he had made his impression, Perry announced that he was leaving and would return in one year for an answer to the letter. Then he sailed away.8

Eight days after Commodore Perry left Japan, Shogun Ieyoshi died. The gossips said he had been struck down by the gods for yielding to the foreigners’ demands. Iesada succeeded, but the real power now lay in the hands of Councillor Abe and the barons. Abe circulated the letter from American President James Fillmore and asked for advice. Fifty-nine barons were consulted, and nineteen said to reject the demands.

They knew what had happened to China, forced to open her ports to foreign trade, then humiliated in the Opium War of 1840, and forced to make more concessions to the hated foreigners.

But forty of the barons said either to trade with the foreigners as they demanded, or to stall and pretend to open trade until the Japanese defenses could be perfected and the foreigners driven out. They advocated a crash program of rearmament along European lines. The debate raged, and beneath it was another question: the recognition by many of the barons that the Tokugawas had lost their drive, and a growing movement among them to restore the power of the emperor.9

As the year came to an end, Perry learned that the Russians were preparing to move to open Japan; in fact, the Russian naval expedition commander, Admiral Putiatin, called on Perry to join forces with him. Putiatin had gone to Nagasaki and from there requested a trade treaty between Japan and Russia. The Japanese had refused, but the pressure was on them.

As promised, Commodore Perry returned in 1854, but not in the summer. Afraid that the Russians would get there first, he came in March. This time he had ten ships, not four, and he let it be known that he had fifty ships nearby and fifty more ships in California. If the Japanese did not get down to negotiating, he was going to act.

Perry was bluffing. He had with him about a fourth of the total U.S. naval strength of the day. He could have bombarded the Japanese harbor, but had his 1600 men landed they would have been overwhelmed by the Japanese warriors. It never came to this because the Japanese were truly awed by Perry’s recalcitrance and the power he indicated. The Japanese agreed to allow American ships to call at Nagasaki, to aid American seaman and treat them properly, but stopped short of a trade treaty. American vessels could also come to Shimoda, on Honshu, and Hakodate, on Hokkaido. Perry did hold out for appointment of an American consul who would come to Shimoda to negotiate a trade treaty. The Japanese agreed, but there was a definite misunderstanding: the American version of the clause read that consuls should be appointed to reside at Shimoda at any time that either of the two governments found it necessary. The Japanese version said only if “conditions make it necessary,” and their interpretation was that nothing had been given away, that the whole matter of consuls would have to be the subject of more negotiation and more delay. This agreement, which was really not an agreement, was signed and sealed at Kanagawa on March 31, 1854. Some of the Japanese were much impressed by the American presents: a small railroad train circling at twenty miles per hour on its tracks; telegraph sets, which sent messages through wires; pistols and muskets of the newest design. The Japanese already knew about weapons; here were other fruits of the foreign culture. Perhaps, said some, there was something to be gained. But the council of elders was not ready to admit that Japan’s whole existence was now to be changed and let it be known that no concessions had been made to the foreigners. The truth would have to out later.10

The American success was followed by frantic European action. The British sent Sir James Sterling to secure a treaty, and he did. The Russians sent Admiral Putiatin back to Japan, and he got a treaty in 1855. Then came the Netherlands, and then came France, all jumping on the bandwagon. The result was a powerful reaction among the barons to throw all the rascally foreigners back out, and thus began a new struggle for power in Japan, with the foreigners at the center of it, and the barons lining up either with the Tokugawa shogunate or the Imperial Restoration party.

In 1856 American consul Townsend Harris arrived at Shimoda. The Japanese ignored him on the pretext that his coming was outside the agreement because they had not felt any need for him. For a while he was under house arrest. For a while he was spied upon and guarded constantly to see that he did not move about. But by showing a determination to remain and create trade, Harris impressed the Japanese, who realized he did have the power of the black ships behind him. And after almost a year he began to make progress toward trade. A big sticker was extraterritoriality, which, in effect, put the Americans above Japanese law, which the Americans demanded (in the European colonial pattern), and the Japanese refused for months. Finally, however, Harris got his treaty and the extraterritoriality, and in the end Japan was astounded to learn that he would be received in the palace behind the moat at Edo (now the Imperial Palace). He was accorded the treatment given princes, brought in a sedan chair in a procession, the roads cleared before him, the people prostrating themselves alongside the road as the procession passed, and every night the train stopping at the best of Japan’s inns for the best of Japan’s entertainment. On December 7, 1857, Townsend Harris walked into the audience room at Edo palace, presented to the shogun in person his credentials from the President of the United States, and spoke of his hopes for the future of Japanese-American relations.11

Shogun Iesada then did the unthinkable: he addressed the barbarian. The shogun was pleased, he said, to have the letter sent with the ambassador from a far distant country and was pleased with the discourse. Intercourse would be continuous from that point on forever.

For better or for worse, the change had been made. Japan had become a part of a world the Japanese knew virtually nothing about. Now they would have to learn and learn very quickly if they were not to suffer the fate of China, India, Indochina, the East Indies, the Malay Peninsula, and the Philippines. The foreigners had their feet inside the door. But what the foreigners, Americans and others, did not understand was the degree of Japanese arrogance.

One of the Japanese officials most responsible for the treaty was the shogun’s chief councillor, Masayoshi Hatta, who spent four years on the problem of foreign affairs, which meant dealing with the Westerners. In 1858 he went from Edo to Kyoto to try to enlist the support of the emperor. He submitted a memorial stating his arguments for the treaty:


In establishing relations with foreign countries, the object should always be kept in view of laying the foundation for securing hegemony over all nations. The national resources should be developed in military preparations vigorously carried out. When our power and national standing have come to be recognized we should take the lead . . . declare our protection over harmless but powerful nations. . . . Our national prestige and position thus ensured, the nations of the world will come to look up to our Emperor as the Great Ruler of all the nations, and they will come to follow our policy and submit to our judgment. . . .12



The emperor had rejected the memorial and refused to approve the treaty, but the shogun signed it anyhow. Japan’s foreign policy was set. Her method would be to bide her time until she could rule her world.


[image: images]

2. “The willow branch but bends beneath the snow” OLD JAPANESE SAYING

Like the willow branch, the leaders of this new Japan were willing to bend beneath the weight of foreign influence—for a while. Who were these people, and how did they go about changing an Oriental nation with a thousand-year-old tradition of feudalism into a modern industrial state?

The signing of treaties between the shogun and the foreigners was one thing, but securing the approval of the royal court at Kyoto and the nobles who backed the emperor was another matter. The foreign treaties became an issue and also they made an issue between the Japanese factions. Those nobles who had been outside the shogun’s circle now began to move toward the party of Imperial Restoration, and it was not long before Japan was rocked by something very close to civil war; clans lined up either for or against the shogunate. The real issue was modernism.1

The shogun government recognized the need of Japan to turn to Western technology if she was to avoid the fate of China. The Dutch sold a warship to Japan, which was christened the Kanko Maru, and Dutch engineers and seamen taught a chosen group of samurai how to run the ship. Thus in 1855 was born the Imperial Japanese Navy. Soon schools were opened in Edo, where young Japanese warriors began to study foreign languages, and then to attend lectures given by foreigners in engineering, physics, chemistry, and other technologies and sciences. In 1860 an official Japanese mission left for the United States to celebrate the ratification of the trade treaty. They were accompanied by the Kanko Maru, now manned by a Japanese crew. These were men of the new Japanese navy, samurai converted to the sea.2

The Japanese visitors to America were astounded by Western cultural practices such as ballroom dancing, and public mingling of “nice” women with men. But when they came home, this part of the trip was relegated to social gossip, for what they really had to say was that they had seen railroads connecting thousands of miles of territory, steamships by the score, tall buildings made of iron and stone, public water and sewer systems, shoe factories, cotton mills, iron and steel foundries, modern newspapers turned out by huge presses, street railroads, and hundreds of other manifestations of a complex mechanical society that was completely strange to them. This, they told the shogun, was the challenge that must be met.

There were men among the samurai who accepted the need to learn from the West, but did not accept anything else Western. Sanai Hashimoto was one such. He came from a family of physicians, and his youth was spent in the Confucian education that was typical of the upper-class Japanese. He learned medicine and took over his father’s practice when he was twenty years old. He went on to study and then become an instructor in the new school of Sugita Seikei at Edo, where the Western subjects were being taught: physics, chemistry, mathematics, military science. In 1855 he achieved full samurai status, honored by the shogun.

But like many of the upper class Sanai was not content to accept any Western claims of superiority.

“If we continue to proclaim our own way of benevolence and righteousness and our own doctrine of loyalty and filial piety, and if we begin to take the skills of machinery and techniques from them, it will come to the point when they must be very careful of us,” he said. What he meant was: learn from the West, then challenge the West.

How modern! Yet, soon Sanai found himself on the side of the Imperial Restoration group, whose motto was: Revere the Emperor and Repel the Barbarian. Deeply involved in the struggle for succession to the shogunate, Sanai was arrested back in Edo by the shogun’s men and executed by the sword. The problem was that the issues of traffic with foreigners and the succession became inextricably bound together. By 1863 the Imperial Court at Kyoto had enough power to force the shogun to accept as advisors the feudal barons of the Satsuma and Tosa clans, who were adherents to the emperor. In 1865 the Choshu clan rebelled against the Tokugawas. Their Choshu army was the first of the new forces, trained in Western ways and equipped with Western weapons. When the shogun sent an army of the old-style samurai against them, the Choshu slaughtered them.3

In 1862 the emperor was powerful enough to order the shogun to expel the foreigners by the summer of the next year.

When the shogun returned to Edo to post the Imperial Decree the European and American government representatives were prepared for a showdown because attacks on Europeans had caused a number of deaths, with the most publicity given that of an Englishman. C. L. Richardson was riding along on horseback near Yokohama with two friends when they encountered a party of samurai from Satsuma, returning from Edo, having delivered to the shogun the imperial order to expel the foreigners. The British, feeling secure in their extraterritoriality, and as arrogant as the British could be in a colonial environment, refused to give way to the Japanese party and kept the road, where, by Japanese custom, the foreigners should have dismounted and bowed to the samurai. So the samurai attacked and cut off Richardson’s head. The British demanded indemnity and the Japanese refused. The British then brought in a naval expedition and bombarded Kagoshima, the Satsuma capital. They destroyed the shore guns, the local arsenal, and all the brand-new Japanese steamers in the harbor. The Japanese were mightily impressed and paid the indemnity. Then, in one of those apparent turnabouts that they did so well, the Japanese asked the British to help them build such warships and teach them to operate them.4

Next came an incident involving the Satsuma’s enemies in the barony of Choshu in the northwest, who adhered to the imperial point of view against the foreigners. Choshu controlled the Shimonoseki Straits, and when an American ship, the Pembroke, tried to go through the straits in June 1863, it was fired on and driven off by the shore batteries. Dutch and French ships received the same treatment. Warships were sent from these countries, and they silenced the shore batteries. The same happened again. Finally a combined fleet attacked, landed and destroyed the batteries, then demanded that the straits be kept open.

At Kyoto the emperor began to listen to advisors who had traveled in Europe and America and warned that Japan did not have the resources to conduct military operations against the Westerners. Force would not work, until Japan had entered the industrial revolution and had become as modern as these foreign states.

Conditions began to favor an imperial restoration. The Tokugawas, with no strong man emergent, continued to lose prestige and the support of the barons. Little by little the Imperial Court regained the powers it had granted the shoguns six hundred years earlier: the right to allocate territory in particular.

The shogun turned to France, Britain’s natural enemy in Europe, and the competition was on. But the shogunate was rent with internal strife, the country was suffering from inflation and from an exchange rate accepted by the shogun, which allowed a foreigner to bring silver in from China, and make a 50 percent profit by simply changing money back and forth.

The samurai, long idled from war, had been increasingly drawn into court life, and their expenses far outweighed their pay, so they went into debt. Some became merchants. The old social structure tottered. By 1866 the shogunate was in deep trouble, bankrupt financially and morally, and the military efforts to suppress the rebel clans were failing. On February 3, 1867, Emperor Komei died and was succeeded by his fifteen-year-old son, Meiji. The leaders of the Satsuma and Choshu clans moved into Kyoto. The clans presented a united front, in behalf of the new emperor against the shogunate, and on January 3, 1868, the Imperial Palace announced that all power was restored to the throne. Takamori Saigo, the leader of the Satsuma army, secured the surrender of the shogun.

So, power had been restored to the throne. Now what?

At first all went well. For five years the new emperor learned about his country and its problems and learned modern European ways under foreign teachers. The main point, to become outwardly like the Westerners, was not lost. Meiji addressed himself to the building of lighthouses, port facilities, and industries so that Japan would not have to import her capital goods. Railroads began to move across the countryside. Spinning mills were built and foundries and shipyards. Foreigners were brought in to supervise these plants, and the Japanese understudied them and learned. A naval shipyard was built by the French at Yokosuka. Government technical schools sprang up. The best students were sent abroad to learn the foreign ways first hand. The government put up huge sums for construction and then sold the industries off. The real secret was that the industries were sold only to Japanese; unlike China, no concessions were given to the foreigners, so control of things Japanese was vested in Japanese hands. A number of rich trading families began to acquire enormous power through industrialization: the Mitsuis, Mitsubishis, Sumotomos, and Yasudas, the Kawasakis and Tanakas and Asanos. These names would continue to be prominent in Japan from that time on until today.5

The samurai found it hard to abandon the old ways, and some held out for the stipends their class had received for hundreds of years. The peasants suffered from hardship and food shortages in the inflations, and rice riots were not uncommon in these formative years.

But the imperial government persisted on its course: industrialization, modernization, and education, all aimed at catching Japan up to the Westerners. Japan was the only nation in Asia so determined, and by being determined managed to escape the fate of China and the other countries: political and economic colonization.

The foreigners came and taught and managed, but as the Japanese learned, they eased the foreigners out. Subtly they resisted all foreign encroachment.

The emperor moved to Edo, whose name was changed to Tokyo. In the summer of 1871 the old clan boundaries were wiped out by Imperial Decree, and the clan holdings became prefectures within the empire, under direct imperial rule. Feudalism was nearly dead. Previously the samurai had been enjoined by decree to wear their swords at all times. Now it became optional. People could travel for the first time from one end of Japan to the other without seeking permission from a dozen governments. The old social classes of daimyo, samurai, farmer, artisan, and the hated merchants were abolished. The new kingdom consisted of a nobility, who were the old barons and courtiers, the warriors, who became the gentry, and commoners, without distinction.

The samurai lost their identity. They were not included in the new military forces, there was no place for knights in armor in a modern army. If they wanted to survive, they had to conform. One of their leaders, Aritomo Yamagata, went to France and Germany to learn Western military ways and came back to Japan to be second vice minister of war. The minister was an imperial prince and there was no first vice minister, so, in effect, Yamagata ran the army. In 1870 he secured the first conscription law, which made every Japanese subject to military service, three years active duty and two years in the reserve. Soon 10,000 men were being called annually and trained in the new military ways.6

Farmers began to buy their land with clear title. The entire tax system was changed. To eliminate the samurai their old rice allotments were converted to their value in government bonds, and all the feudal payments were commuted. The railroads up and down the country were completed, and telegraph lines ran alongside them. Interisland shipping by steamship made up the rest of a modern communications system. Spinning and weaving mills had established a major textile industry. Japan was building her own ships, her own guns, her own munitions. She was approaching self-sufficiency in manufacturing.

A new dispute now settled over Japan, between those who wanted to consolidate and build up the country’s resources and those who wanted to move out immediately in a program to acquire colonies in Asia as they saw the European powers doing. The Japanese eye was on Korea, which Yamato had dominated in the early centuries of the Christian Era.

One leader of the expansionist group was Takamori Saigo, who had done so much to return the Imperial party to power. He was very unhappy about the degradation of the samurai class and the establishment in power of men he regarded as bureaucrats. The issue came to a head in October 1873, when the young emperor (obviously instructed by his “bureaucratic” advisors) ordered Saigo and the others to stop agitating for movement into Korea and to concentrate on internal improvements. To divert attention from Korea, the emperor authorized a “punitive” expedition against China’s offshore island of Formosa, where a number of Ryukyuan islanders had been mistreated by the Formosans. The expedition consisted of thirteen ships with 3600 soldiers. They went to Formosa, they conquered, and they came home. The Japanese ambassador at Peking protested loudly, and the Japanese set in motion wheels that would lead to the annexation of the Ryukyus in a few years and the seizure of Formosa in a few more. But Saigo and his friends were not appeased by this adventure. They wanted Korea and employment for the samurai. When they did not get it, Saigo was furious. He resigned from the government and went home to Satsuma. Thus, by the default of some of the nobles was established the oligarchy that would run Japan until the army took over in the 1930s. The reader will see these names time and again: Hirobumi Ito, Tomomi Iwakura, Koin Kido, Toshimo Okubo, Shigenoba Okuma, and Aritomo Yamagata. The oligarchy by clever maneuvering kept its control against pressure for representative government of the sort Japanese travelers had seen in England, France, Holland, and America.

Out in the provinces, the dissident young samurai, no longer so very young, soon gave up wasting their time complaining about the government in Tokyo and set about plotting to overthrow the oligarchy.

They were ignored, but they were not silenced.

An attempt was made to silence them in 1875 with the enactment of severe press and publication laws that forbade criticism of the government’s policies. All this was done by the oligarchy in the name of the emperor and the people.

Takamori Saigo had more or less washed his hands of active politics and had established a school in the Satsuma capital of Kagoshima. He was training young men for government service. But the young men were samurai; it was his intent to preserve the samurai and the samurai traditions, while changing their function. The final disestablishment of the samurai class in 1876 was almost enough to sever Saigo’s remaining loyalties to the system he had helped establish. The relationship between Satsuma Prefecture and Tokyo became extremely strained, and finally in 1877 the oligarchy ordered the military authorities in Satsuma to transfer guns and ammunition to a safer district, lest the Satsumans rebel and overthrow the government.

Saigo regarded this move as the final insult, and he ordered the seizure of the supplies, then led a force of 15,000 men north. He was in open rebellion against the Tokyo government.

The rebellion lasted nine months and forced the government to commit its entire army of 32,000 men, plus 10,000 reserves. In the end, Saigo was trapped in his fort near Kagoshima, and he and his men died there. Thus finally ended the old samurai tradition and the last opposition to the modernization of Japan.7

But no sooner had this relict been disposed of, than a new challenge faced the oligarchy. More and more Japanese were learning the way of the West, and their exposure to the political institutions of the Western democracies brought agitation for a liberalized Japan. The Japanese best-seller of 1869 was a book called Seiyo Jijo (Conditions in the Western World), which described daily life in Britain and America and came out flatly in favor of a parliamentary democracy of the British sort for Japan. Radicals were translating Rousseau and Montesquieu and talking about “people’s rights.” Everywhere the Japanese, even the farmers, were becoming politically conscious, and this put new pressure on the oligarchy for reforms. Memorials, riots, speeches, books, all advocated liberalization of the government. There was nothing to match the Satsuma rebellion, but there need not be. The oligarchy was worried about the future, and when a friend of Saigo’s assassinated Prime Minister Toshimishi Okubo in revenge, the oligarchy nearly panicked. It so happened that in this hour of crisis retired United States President Ulysses S. Grant was in Tokyo, and the councillors called on him to ask his advice: how much freedom should the people have?

President Grant was not a great democrat. In a meeting with Emperor Meiji he advised great caution in the granting of popular democracy, for, as he warned, once given, the institutions would be hard to take away. What about an elected legislature with full power? Very dangerous, said U. S. Grant. The emperor and his councillors were greatly impressed by this advice about the potential threat of too much freedom. So, an American politician on a world tour had a great deal to do with the sort of government that came out of the Meiji restoration.8

From 1881 until 1889 the oligarchs quarreled among themselves, jockeying for personal position and maneuvering to achieve their political and moral goals. At the same time various popular movements sprang up, died, consolidated and split. The Liberal and Progressive parties emerged from this amoeba atmosphere. The Liberals wanted popular democracy, the Progressives also wanted democracy, but to a lesser degree. The oligarchs, however, held on and these parties disappeared. Their major gift to Japan was the discovery by the Mitsui and Mitsubishi families that they could make good use of political movements. These families, first rice merchants, then bankers, and now industrialists, had become the two most important economic entities in Japan. One might liken them to huge corporations, although that was not their form. Mitsui took over the Liberals, and Mitsubishi supported the Progressives. And thus was born the zaibatsu, the political-economic cartel that was to play so large a part in the future of Japan.

In the middle of the 1880s partisan politics took an ugly turn, resulting in riots and tax revolts, and even plans for assassination of high government officials. The government then enacted serious restrictive laws, and the Mitsui and Mitsubishi families backed away from the dangerous radicalism that had developed, for it threatened their relationship with the government. So in a few months, deprived of their financial backing, the Liberal and Progressive parties disappeared completely.9

Emperor Meiji was determined to give Japan a modern government, and in 1882 he had sent commissioners abroad to study the various forms of European and American governments. The result of these studies was the establishment of a two-tier system of government. On February 11, 1889, at the Imperial Palace behind its moat in Tokyo, Emperor Meiji proclaimed the new constitution from his throne. This document was to control the history of Japan until 1945, and, through the unique pressures that could be exerted by the emperor’s advisors, to enable a powerful group of men to subvert the strength of the emperor and seize power for themselves in his name.

The Meiji Constitution was designed to preserve the absolute power of the monarch, yet to give a degree of power to the people. The underlying motive was to allow the people play as long as all went all right, but to preserve the imperial rule at all costs. The emperor was “sacred and inviolable.” He must be revered, his actions must not be the subject of debate, nor would any derogatory comment about the imperial family be tolerated. The emperor had supreme command of the army and the navy. He could make war and peace and conclude treaties of alliance. He initiated any amendments that would be made to his constitution. So there was no way to limit the power of the emperor under the constitution his advisors had devised.

The most important lawmaker in the government was the emperor. The most important body was the Privy Council, which advised him. Separate was the Imperial Household, which involved other councillors and the emperor could play one group against the other. His ministers counseled with the emperor, and every Imperial Rescript (law) had to have the signature of a minister of state on it. But were a minister to make so bold as to refuse to sign an edict, then the emperor would simply have him removed and appoint a new minister.

Outside the constitution was the Genro, an unofficial senate of elder statesmen, whose function was to advise the emperor; the purpose was to preserve a balance against the ministers who were expected to be political, while the Genro were old servitors: generals, admirals, diplomats, who had become “statesmen.”

A legislature was created called the Imperial Diet. It consisted of a House of Peers (Lords) and a House of Representatives. The peers were hereditary or appointed by the throne. The House of Representatives was elected. Theoretically all money bills had to originate in the lower house, but even that power was in effect denied the house because of a provision that if the budget was not enacted then the previous year’s budget was simply repeated. Thus the House had no control over the prime minister.10

As it turned out the most important provision of the constitution was the paragraph which made the emperor chief of the civil government on one hand and commander in chief of the military on the other. The military was separate from the civil government, and the chiefs of staff had direct access to the emperor. The provision that the emperor could make law by edict controlled everything. Later one such edict announced that the army and navy ministers had to be active duty officers of the army and navy, and they, too, had direct access to the throne.

The Meiji Constitution was called “democratic,” but in fact it retained absolute power in the hands—or, to put it more succinctly—in the name of the emperor. The right to vote was limited to property owners, which meant 1.25 percent of the population of Japan, or about 500,000 men. Freedom was limited by edict and laws passed by the legislature. The judicial system considered a man guilty if arrested, unless he could prove his innocence.11

Japan had always been a military society. The Emperor Meiji and the men around him really did hope to give more power to the people, but the emperor reserved for himself the right to stop immediately any swings in the political pendulum. With the addition of the Ryukyus Japan became an empire, and Emperor Meiji would make sure it stayed that way, with imperial power paramount. His constitution, proclaimed in 1889, would remain unchanged until 1946, and the underlying principle uttered by Lord Hatta in 1858 remained as well. Japan was acquiring the machinery for world conquest.
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3. “He who would get ahead must brave the current” JAPANESE PROVERB

If Takemori Saigo had been more patient, perhaps his hopes would have been fulfilled, for Emperor Meiji had never abandoned the dream of empire, he had only taken the counsel to delay until Japan was ready.

In 1882 Japan had three shipyards, fifty-one merchant ships, five arsenals, fifty-two factories, ten mines, seventy-five miles of railroad, and one telegraph system. By 1890 all these assets had increased manyfold; the army had increased to 73,000, with a reserve that would bring it to 274,000 men in time of war. The navy was building twenty-three ships. Army and navy together accounted for a third of the Japanese government budget. No one was threatening Japan, so the enormous defense expenditures could be justified only because Japan wanted to come to parity with the European nations that had established colonies all around her. Emperor Meiji knew that only by assuming the character of a porcupine could Japan stave off the voracious colonists. But that was not the only reason. The Europeans looked upon colonialism as a natural development of the industrial revolution and excused it as necessary to bring the benighted Oriental and African peoples of the world to enlightenment. The Japanese, by leaping into the industrial revolution so furiously, not only forestalled the Europeans but adopted their view of the need for colonialism; Japan must gain colonies of her own.

The argument of need had an apparent validity: virtually every hectare of arable land in Japan was in cultivation, and by 1890 when the land yielded 183 million bushels of rice and other grains, it had just about reached its limits. The modernization of Japan, improvement of public health and sanitation, was bringing a rise in population, which meant that Japan would have to produce enough manufactured goods to trade for foodstuffs. She would need markets. Japan learned fast; she had soon adopted all the European arguments favoring colonial adventure. Monkey see, monkey do! An examination of Japan’s attitudes in these formative years gives a mirror view of the excesses of the Europeans and Americans abroad that should give the reader a sense of cultural shame. Whatever excuses were necessary to justify colonial adventures were there to be made. In Japan’s case the whole adventure was supported by the ancient concept of hakko ichiu, the determination of Japan to be first among nations.

In 1890 Japan’s empire consisted of the home islands, the Ryukyus, which they had occupied after a long haggling with China that came to nothing, and the Kurile Islands north of Hokkaido, which they had acquired in a compromise with Russia by giving up claim to the southern half of Sakhalin Island.

These territorial changes had left scars: the Chinese still laid claim to the Ryukyus, and some Japanese still thought they ought to have Sakhalin Island. But these questions were as nothing compared to the depth of feeling in China and Japan over Korea. At one time or another Korea had been a vassal of Japan and of China. Her history as a Chinese appendage was much longer, and in 1890 the Chinese claimed that the king of Korea was a minister of the emperor of China, and so told the Japanese. The Koreans tried to play both sides by paying tribute to Tokyo and to Peking, but all this did was reinforce the claims of both sides.

What happened in the next quarter century was a prelude to all that has happened in this corner of the world since 1945:

In 1876, Japan copied Commodore Perry’s technique and sent a naval survey squadron along the Korean coast, with a warning that the next force would be a fleet of warships and that the way to prevent trouble was to open Korea to trade with Japan. This foray resulted in the Treaty of Kanghwa in 1876, which opened two ports to Japanese shipping. From that point on China and Japan struggled for control of Korea. Up above, watching and waiting, were the Russians. Their interest in Korea was to get a warm water port. The one they chose was Wonsan, which they called Port Lazaroff. In the 1880s when Korea sought to modernize its army the Russians offered to send officers to train the Koreans, in exchange for use of this port. China and Japan leaped in to prevent that agreement, and together they succeeded. They did not, however, wipe out Russia’s interest in the area, which has continued ever since.1

By 1890, Japan had advanced so far in its industrialization and modernization that the government and
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“[Hoyt] takes no sides but always keeps his eye on the Japanese
viewpoint. This is refreshing stuff.”
—New York Times Book Review
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