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This book is dedicated to all those who suffered across the vast expanse of Asia and the Pacific in one of the most brutal wars in history.

The horrors of the Second World War in Europe – especially the monstrous crime of the Holocaust – are rightly regarded as belonging to one of the darkest chapters in recent human history. However, there is no doubt that the events unfolding in Asia at the same time also gave rise to acts of unspeakable barbarity.

Like the conflict in Europe, it is important that the horrors of the Asia-Pacific War are not forgotten. Nor should we hide from future generations what humanity is capable of when we are at our worst.

The stories and first-hand accounts contained in this book challenge us to confront uncomfortable truths, to re-examine what we think we know, and to remember what can happen if we succumb to the maelstroms of hatred that warring nations often create.




Japan will rise and fight for her rights like one man, even if this should reduce the whole country to a heap of smoking ruins.

Count Kōsai Uchida,
Prime Minister of Japan 1921–23

For twenty-six centuries we Japanese had been ruled by an emperor. We worshipped him as a god. We believed he was descended from gods. To us, the Imperial Family was sacred, the heart of the Japanese people.

Hiroko Nakamoto,
a seven-year-old schoolgirl who watched her father go off to fight at the beginning of the Asia-Pacific War
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Author’s Note

I have made three documentaries about Japan. The first, in 2000, was a detailed account of its participation at the Olympic Games, a co-production with Japan’s national broadcaster, NHK. The last, in 2011, for Discovery Asia, was a history of the country from 1904 to the end of the Second World War. Both productions were completed with no issues or problems, but the second documentary, in 2003, proved to be a profoundly insightful experience.

At the turn of this century, thanks to the remarkable talents of the renowned film researcher Adrian Wood, we had some success with what became known as the ‘In-Colour’ genre of document­aries. Adrian had become aware that, thanks to advances made in the 1930s by Agfa Colour in Germany and Kodachrome in the US (both widely embraced by amateur cine enthusiasts), there was far more original colour film in existence and from far earlier than most people realised. This previously unused cache of ‘lost’ film – much of it sitting on the dusty shelves of the world’s archives, or languishing in the attics of homes around the world – provided us with a very fortuitous opportunity to rescue many of the significant moments of the twentieth century from what had previously been perceived as a black and white world.

Adrian’s treasure trove allowed us to make a series of films that recaptured the drama and tragedy of the Second World War, including Britain’s story, Britain at War in Colour, the stories of America and Germany, and also of Australia and New Zealand. However, there remained a gem that both Adrian and I wanted to reveal: Japan’s story. By this time, we had a strong relationship with Japan’s national broadcaster, and we pushed for a co-production with NHK and Channel 4. The film would be edited in Tokyo: most of the colour footage prior to 1945 was found in NHK’s own archive vaults. It was also where the letters and diaries for the Japanese witnesses to the war would be researched. In an exciting development, the excellent Japanese researchers we hired began to discover home movie material from all over the country.

The early days of the co-production proved to be promising. However, language issues, technical conflicts, and significant differences between Western-style documentary making and NHK’s approach, meant there was little contact between the Japanese and British editing teams. Our ambition had been a laudable one, but it became inevitable over the ensuing months that our aspiration of the same film being seen by both Japanese and British audiences was a pipe dream. Eventually, we went our separate ways and two versions of the documentary were made: one for UK distribution and one for Japanese transmission.

During my years as a documentary-maker, I went to Japan many times. From the late eighties until recently, I paid at least thirty visits to the country, spent long periods of time in Tokyo and travelled the length and breadth of the country. I never mastered its language, but I could exchange pleasantries and order food and drink; the food and drink were vital for me, the pleasantries crucial for the Japanese.

In this text, macrons are used for long vowels except for place names well known to the Western reader (for example, Tokyo rather than Tokyō) or words that have passed into common usage in the English language (for example, shogun rather than shōgun).

Japanese names are presented in the Western style: given name first, surname second.

Since the majority of Chinese names in the text refer to the war years, Chinese names and words have been used in the Western style. So, Nanking rather than Nanjing.




Preface
The ‘Enigma’ that is Japan

Much has been said and written about the ‘enigmatic’ nature of the Japanese. Not all of what has been written – and certainly most of what is said about the Japanese – bears much scrutiny. The defining traits of any nation are legion: from physical to behavioural; from cultural to metaphysical; and from the idiosyncratic to the profound. It is tempting to indulge in caricatures and stereotypes when the name of a people is mentioned – automatically painting pictures and using words derived from familiar descriptions of past and present events. Even when a country is hugely diverse and complex, we all too readily ascribe to all of its population characteristics that we suggest they all share. So it is with the Japanese.

Tāro Asō, Japan’s right-wing prime minister from 2008 to 2009, wrote about his people, ‘One nation, one civilisation, one language, one culture, and one race. There is no other nation that has such characteristics.’ His words were regarded as controversial at the time, both at home and abroad. Even a rudimentary knowledge of the nation and its people would suggest that Asō’s view was, at best, a little simplistic.

Although today 98 per cent of Japan’s population identifies as Yamato – an old clan name that has come to identify ‘original’ native Japanese – this is, in fact, misleading. Genetic and other research shows that Yamato people are a mixture of two groups of migratory settlers from mainland Asia: the Kofun and Yayoi. In addition, Japan is home to the Ryukyuan Japanese, whose origins range from the southern island of Kyushu all the way to Taiwan and who share a distinct language and dialects. Moreover, the Ainu people of the northern-most islands of the country, including Hokkaido, also have their own languages.

Distinct vestiges of Japan’s ancient caste system still survive. ‘Burakumin’ is a polite name used to describe people who are descended from an outcaste class, the work of which was regarded as eta, ‘defiled’, like butchering animals, preparing the dead for burial, executing condemned criminals or tanning hides. Their status is remarkably similar to that of the Dalits in the Hindu caste tradition of India. Although official discrimination against the Burakumin no longer exists, there is still a social stigma attached to being a resident of certain areas traditionally associated with the Burakumin, as well as lingering discrimination in marriage and employment. Cases of continuing social discrimination occur mainly in western Japan, particularly where many people, especially the older generation, stereotype Burakumin residents whatever their ancestry, and associate them with impoverishment, unemployment and crime. No official figures exist, but it is thought that there are about 6,000 segregated Burakumin communities, containing between 1 million and 3 million people.

Religious affiliation, too, is a complex picture in Japan. The Japanese concept of religion differs significantly from most other societies. Spiritual beliefs are diverse, and worship is highly varied. Religious rites and ceremonies are more associated with well-being and worldly benefits, while doctrine is less important. Japanese religion is rarely preached, but rather seen as a moral code. Religion is usually a private, family affair with no religious symbols or practices in schools.

Where figures are formally recorded, they suggest that 70 per cent of the respondents follow Shintoism, 67 per cent are Buddhists, 1 per cent are Christian and that 6 per cent follow other religions. As you will readily calculate, the numbers add up to 144 per cent. This is because large numbers of people identify with both Shintoism and Buddhism. And of the majority who follow Shintoism, only 3 per cent will identify as Shinto in formal surveys, because the term suggests membership of organised Shinto sects. The 62 per cent who identify as mushūkyō (‘without religion’) do not necessarily reject faith but would prefer not to be labelled with a particular set of beliefs or practices.

There is a Japanese term, Nihonjinron (‘discussions about the Japanese’), which has produced a significant body of literature that focuses on issues of Japanese national and cultural identity. Nihonjinron became popular after the Second World War, when the perceived behaviour of the Japanese, both in truth and in myth, became the subject of much debate. A vast range of material – some worthy, but some markedly less so – tried to analyse the peculiarities of Japanese culture and mentality, usually by comparison with those of Europe and North America. Given the many strongly held views about the Japanese during the war, this is perhaps not surprising. Even after eighty years, simplistic and usually negative attitudes about Japan are still deeply entrenched, especially in countries that were at war with Japan between 1937 and 1945.

Just after the Second World War, eminent American anthropologist Ruth Benedict made her excellent contribution to Japanese studies with her book The Chrysanthemum and the Sword. Pointedly, on the opening page, she wrote:


When a serious observer is writing about peoples other than the Japanese and says they are unprecedentedly polite, he is not likely to add, ‘but also insolent and overbearing’. When he says people of some nations are incomparably rigid in their behaviour, he does not add, ‘but they also adapt themselves readily to extreme innovations’. When he says a people are submissive he does not explain too that they are not easily amenable to control from above. When he says they are loyal and generous, he does not declare, ‘but also treacherous and spiteful’. When he says they are genuinely brave, he does not expatiate on their timidity. When he says they act out of concern for others’ opinions, he does not then go on to tell that they have a truly terrifying conscience. When he describes robot-like discipline in their army, he does not continue by describing the way the soldiers in that army take the bit in their own teeth even to the point of insubordination. When he describes a people who devote themselves with passion to western learning, he does not also enlarge on their fervid conservatism. When he writes a book on a nation with a popular cult of aestheticism which gives high honour to actors and to artists and lavishes art upon the cultivation of chrysanthemums, that book does not ordinarily have to be supplemented by another which is devoted to the cult of the sword and the top prestige of the warrior.



Not surprisingly, the Japanese are perfectly capable of making succinct observations of those who would comment about Japanese foibles. Yoshisaburō Okakura, a leading teacher of English in Japan, was addressing a Western audience in America in 1913, when he asked:


Did the idea ever occur to you that your own ways might appear to us no less curious and strange than ours do to you? Do you know how amusing it sometimes is to us to see you at your daily performances? Your mode of expressing friendship by a grasp of hands; your manner of imparting affection by an application of lips; your fondness of hopping about on tip-toe in a dancing-hall, with your arm round the waist of a person of different sex; your readiness to wear indoors the same pair of shoes in which you have shuffled about the street – all this and many other oddities cannot fail to attract our attention.



He then added, much more scornfully:


You seem to us strongly convinced of your superiority. You believe in one God, and all are hopeless heathens who do not do the same. You belong to the Caucasian race, and all are hopelessly inferior who do not belong to it, so much so that an American authority on Japan kindly proposed to vindicate in his new book the possibility of our being a great nation by pointing to the probable existence of a drop of your blood in our veins through our early intermarriage with the hairy Ainu, the Caucasian aborigines of our islands!



German-Japanese writer Komakichi Nohara offered another perspective on the Japanese in 1935, just before Japan’s Holy War began in earnest. It doesn’t tell of aggression or conquest, but of character.


The coats of varnish that are laid on the foundation by laborious work throughout the years, the more valuable becomes the lacquer work as a finished product. So it is with people [. . .] It is said of the Russians: ‘Scratch a Russian and you find a Tartar.’ One might say of the Japanese: ‘Scratch a Japanese of the varnish and you find a pirate.’ It should not be forgotten that in Japan varnish is a valuable product [. . .] There is nothing spurious about it; it is not a daub to disguise defects. It is at least as valuable as the substance it adorns.



Put simply, it is Komakichi’s contention that the ‘lacquer’ of painstaking self-restraint is the virtue that helps the nation to control its menacing impulses. It is Japan’s character that says more about the nation than its actions.

This book is committed to hearing Japan’s voice, so let us return to Yoshisaburō Okakura. In his address to Western audiences, Okakura describes the importance and symbolism of ‘sakura’ – the cherry blossoms of spring – for the Japanese.


It is to this day one of our highest ideals to live clean, undefiled lives, which seem to us as serene and beautiful as a cherry-tree in full bloom. The sakura with its gay blossoms, seem to us to set up every spring an exquisite example for us to follow in our worldly existence. To live like the sakura and then die, when die we should, like the sakura, has been ever the ideal of a true son of the Land of Yamato [Japan]. Our love of Nature, and our love of the child, the symbol of undefiled humanity, are these not also expressions of the same mental craving for the pure and the beautiful?



Okakura firmly rejects the prevailing Western view of the Japanese as a bloodthirsty nation that poses a risk to global development and stability. Instead, he points to his nation’s reverence for the beauty and fragility of the cherry blossom.


It is my strong belief that she [Japan] will remain the peaceful and faithful admirer of the sakura ideal, and never be consciously the cause of social disturbance in her intercourse with any of her sister-nations [. . .]



Okakura’s conviction about the true nature of the Japanese people is compelling. However, he ends with a proviso, which, given that it was said just twenty-eight years before Pearl Harbor, is starkly portentous:


[. . .] unless the wantonness or greed of other nations force us in self-defence to an attitude which we should find it very hateful to assume.






Introduction
The Price of War

The statistics are stark.

An estimated total of between 70 and 85 million people perished in the Second World War – about 3 per cent of the people on Earth in 1940. Deaths attributed to the war are estimated at between 50 and 56 million, with an additional 25 million deaths from war-related disease and famine. In addition, it is thought that at least 5 million prisoners of war died in what was often murderous captivity. More than half of the total number of casualties is accounted for by the losses in China and the Soviet Union – at least 15 to 20 million, and 20 to 27 million respectively. The economic and social costs of the conflict are impossible to calculate; it took decades for the world to recover from the full impact of the destruction and chaos caused by the war.

As for Japan, 800,000 Japanese civilians and over 2 million Japanese soldiers died during the war. According to a report com­piled by the Relief Bureau of the Japanese Ministry of Health and Welfare in March 1964, combined Japanese Army and Navy deaths during the war (1937–1945) numbered approximately 2,121,000 men, mostly against American forces (1.1+ million) in places like the Solomons, Japan, Taiwan, the Central Pacific and the Philippines, or against various Chinese factions (500,000+) during the war on the Chinese mainland, Manchuria and the Burma campaign.

The Imperial Japanese Navy lost over 341 warships, including 11 battleships, 25 aircraft carriers, 39 cruisers, 135 destroyers and 131 submarines, almost entirely in action against the United States Navy. The navy and army together lost 45,125 aircraft.

The US Strategic Bombing Survey found that the damage to Japan’s urban centres was enormous. In total, some 40 per cent of the built-up areas of sixty-six Japanese cities was destroyed, and approximately 30 per cent of the entire urban population of Japan lost their homes and most of their possessions. In addition, Hiroshima and Nagasaki suffered the new horror of an atomic detonation and its subsequent radiation.

•

The consensus among historians about Japan’s purpose in attacking Pearl Harbor on the morning of 7 December (8 December Japanese time) 1941, is that it defied logic because it began a war that it was impossible for Japan to win. Given the price of war, that assertion begs several questions, the most telling of which is: What drove Japan’s leaders, and the millions of its people who followed them so devotedly, to embark on a war that led to inevitable defeat, and one with such a catastrophic conclusion?

The simple answer lies in the one-word subtitle to this book, Seisen, which loosely translates into English as ‘crusade’. The Asia-Pacific War was Emperor Hirohito’s Holy War. A more subtle answer lies in a combination of factors that will be addressed in this book – some cultural and emotional, some political and strategic, and some pragmatic and logical.

The sudden shock that was the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 was the culmination of a complex set of circumstances that began with Japan’s expansion on to the Asian mainland almost fifty years earlier. It was also a direct consequence of the enormous watershed that was the Meiji Restoration, a generation before that. Like the history of all nations, Japan’s modern history has been shaped by its past. In order to better understand the dynamics that underpinned Japan’s ambitions, actions and attitudes during its Holy War, I aim to describe its complex history, demographics, resources, culture and traditions in some detail. Many of the factors that determined the path taken by Japan have parallels elsewhere, but some are unique to Japan.

Like all nations tempted by imperial adventures – including the ancient empires of the past and those of modern Europe – many twentieth-century Japanese leaders were motivated by a strong sense of their superiority as a race. The ingrained denial that China – its giant neighbour across the Nihon Kai, the Sea of Japan – was the origin of much of Japan’s culture, language and religion, created a powerful conviction of invincibility within the Japanese mentality. When the Western powers began to circle around Japan for profit and territory, their condescension, at best – and overt racism, at worst – created a powerful backlash among the Japanese, which soon turned into a barely disguised xenophobia. After centuries of stubborn isolation, Japan set itself on a course that would become a holy war.

The purpose of this account is to offer, through a chronological journey, a thoughtful insight into the complexities of Japan’s long history, insofar as it reveals what led Japan into four wars of expansion in less than fifty years. It will then provide a detailed analysis of the four extraordinary years from the presumed success of Pearl Harbor in 1941 to the catastrophic events of 1945. Throughout the story, the events will be described through the voices of the Japanese, whether they were victims, perpetrators or those ordinary people who were caught in the maelstrom of a terrible war. This book contains both stories and first-hand accounts that are sometimes very difficult to read.

Even though there is a significant body of objective evidence in Western histories of the Asia-Pacific War, much of it is disputed in Japan, even eighty years after the events. The areas of divergence are well known: for example, the behaviour of Japan’s occupation troops, the Nanking Massacre, ‘comfort women’, the treatment of POWs and the culpability of Emperor Hirohito. On the other hand, many Japanese believe that the West was the historical ‘oppressor’ in Asia, that Japan’s ‘encirclement’ by the West gave them no choice other than to strike at Pearl Harbor, and that the treatment meted out to Japan by firebombings and atomic weapons was disproportionately cruel.

Thus, there remain strongly held views within Japan about the war, which are at odds with opinions outside Japan. These are differences which, sadly, despite the efforts of many, are largely irre­concilable. Accounts of the Asia-Pacific War require great sensitivity and careful handling.

With one early exception, all the witness material in this book is exclusively Japanese. My task has been to find an objective and balanced collection of accounts: letters, diaries, autobiographies and oral evidence which reflect all shades of opinion from Japanese society at the time. In that context, my hope is that what follows challenges pre-conceived positions and allows the collective voice of the Japanese people, in all its timbres, nuances and complexities, to tell their nation’s story.




1

The Way of the Warrior

It is difficult to know when to begin the story of Japan’s Holy War. Japan has a long and uniform history. It had never been invaded until American forces arrived in 1945, and it has existed in relative isolation for almost all of its history. Britain lies just twenty-one miles from its neighbours on Continental Europe, whereas Japan is 120 miles from its nearest neighbour, Korea, while the sea crossing from Osaka (Japan) to Shanghai (China) is over 850 miles. Not only that, Japan’s western coast – which faces mainland Asia – is rugged and remote, while the vast majority of its population lives on its east coast, looking out on the endless expanse of the Pacific. In fact, about 40 million, a third of all Japanese, live in the mega-city that is the Greater Tokyo Area.

However, in contrast with its isolation, Japan has few natural resources, so that, when it began to modernise, it had to look way beyond its borders and to its Asian neighbours for the materials to develop a modern economy. That blunt fact would prove to be a major catalyst in shaping Japan’s future in the twentieth century.

Although much influenced in its origins by mainland Asia, Japan’s long periods of isolation have led it to develop a unique cultural heritage. It has a complex melange of cultural norms, from its Shinto religion – a belief system without founder or prophets or a major text which outlines its faith – to its rigid social etiquettes of politeness, service and ubiquitous bowing. However, at the beginning of an account of Japan’s Holy War, perhaps the best place to start is with a discussion of the Japanese bushi – ‘warrior’, better known as ‘samurai’ – and of the concept that defined them, bushidō – the ‘way of the warrior’.

The early seventeenth-century historian and philosopher Razan Hayashi defined the philosophy of bushidō as:


Heaven is above and earth is below [. . .] in everything there is an order separating those who are above and those who are below [. . .] [and] we cannot allow disorder in the relations between the ruler and the subject [. . .] The separation into four classes of warrior (samurai), farmers, artisans and merchants [. . .] is part of the principles of heaven and is the Way which was taught by the Sage Confucius. To know the way of heaven is to respect heaven and to secure humble submission from earth [. . .] There is a differentiation between the above and the below. Likewise, among the people, rulers are to be respected and subjects are to submit humbly. Only when this differentiation between those who are above and those who are below is made clear, can there be law and propriety [. . .] The more the rulers are respected, and the more the subjects submit humbly, and the more the differentiation is made clear-cut, the easier it is to govern a country.



Sokō Yamaga, a samurai scholar and contemporary of Hayashi, explained that a samurai, as a ‘superior man’:


[. . .] is one who does not cultivate, does not manufacture, and does not engage in trade, but it cannot be that he has no function at all as a samurai [. . .] The business of the samurai consists in reflecting on his own station in life, in discharging loyal service to his master [. . .] and, with due consideration of his own position, in devoting himself to duty above all [. . .] [He] confines himself to practising this Way [. . .] [and] upholds proper moral principles in the land [by punishing any who transgress against them].



The Samurai Code is captured by the following list of well-known quotations.


I know nothing about surpassing others. I only know how to outdo myself.

Knowledge becomes really such only when it is assimilated in the mind of the learner and shows in his character.

Chivalry is itself the poetry of life.

Dishonour is like a scar on a tree, which time, instead of effacing, only helps to enlarge.

Human life has sorrow, they who meet must part, he that is born must die.



A samurai was essentially a man of action. He carried a distinctive curved sword – the katana – which was a symbol of power, strength and respect. But the code has also been influenced by many thinkers, including leading samurai.


Victory is reserved for those who are willing to pay the price.

Sun Tzu, Chinese general and philosopher

Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.

Sun Tzu

Engage in combat fully determined to die and you will be alive, wish to survive in the battle and you will surely meet death.

Kenshin Uesugi, sixteenth-century Japanese daimyo

Ultimately you must forget about technique. The further you progress, the fewer teachings there are. The Great Path is really no path.

Morihei Ueshiba, nineteenth-century martial artist and founder of aikido

Loyalty and devotion lead to bravery. Bravery leads to the spirit of self-sacrifice. The spirit of self-sacrifice creates trust in the power of love.

Morihei Ueshiba

Study hard and all things can be accomplished. Give up and you will amount to nothing.

Tesshū Yamaoka, a samurai of the final years of the Edo era, who played an important role in the Meiji Restoration

As a samurai I must strengthen my character, as a human being I must perfect my spirit.

Tesshū Yamaoka

Honour may not win power but it wins respect. And respect earns power.

Mitsunari Ishida, a seventeenth-century Japanese samurai and military commander



There is also a remarkable longevity to Japanese history. Its emperor – ‘Tennou’, ‘Heavenly Ruler’ – currently Naruhito, is now the only monarch in the world who holds the title of ‘Emperor’. Naruhito, who presides from his Chrysanthemum Throne, is said to be the 126th emperor in a lineage going back to 660 BCE. However, modern historians believe that there is much mythology about the early emperors and that the true lineage did not begin until Emperor Ōjin in the fourth century CE. Even so, the ancestry of Japan’s emperors predates the surviving monarchies of Europe by several hundred years.

Although Japan’s emperors were powerful in name, that was not always the case in reality. From their traditional seat in Tokyo, successive emperors – some determined, many less so – found it difficult to rein in their many powerful warlords. Called shoguns, officially Sei-i Taishōgun (‘Commander-in-Chief of the Expeditionary Force Against the Barbarians’), they were the military leaders of Japan during most of the period from 1185 to 1868. Although appointed by the emperor, shoguns were the de facto rulers of the country who, with the support of their samurai (warriors) and daimyo (vassal lords), ruled their clans and domains with a ferocity that led the period from 1467 to 1603 to be called the Sengoku Jidai (‘The Warring States Period’). It was a time marked by social unrest, political intrigue and almost endless warfare when successive emperors in Kyoto were all but impotent. However, during this chaotic era, three figures emerged who would change the course of Japanese history: Nobunaga Oda, Hideyoshi Toyotomi, and Ieyasu Tokugawa.

Known as San’nin no idaina tōitsu-sha (‘The Three Great Unifiers’), they managed to forge the fragmented daimyo domains into a unified nation. Their military prowess, political savvy and unrelenting ambition laid the foundations for the Edo Jidai (‘Edo Period’) from 1603 to 1868, which represented over two centuries of peace, high culture and growth, an era that has been called ‘Japan’s Golden Age’.

It was Ieyasu Tokugawa who would become the most powerful man in Japan after Hideyoshi died in 1598. Ieyasu disregarded promises he had made to respect Hideyoshi’s successor, Hideyori. He was determined to become the absolute ruler of Japan. In the Battle of Sekigahara in 1600, Ieyasu defeated the Hideyori loyalists and, in 1603, he was appointed shogun by the emperor and established his government in Edo (Tokyo). What then became known as the ‘Tokugawa Shogunate’ continued to rule Japan for a remarkable 250 years.

It was Tokugawa who formalised the crucial relationships that underpinned the Japanese social structure, relationships that were still central to Japanese life in the twentieth century.


Whether there is order or chaos in the nation depends on the virtues and vices of everyone. First, the emperor, with compassion in his heart for the needs of the people, must not be remiss in the performance of his duties, from the early morning worship of the New Year to the monthly functions of the court. Secondly, the shogun must not forget the possibility of war in peacetime and must maintain his discipline [. . .] the true master of the way of the warrior is one who maintains his martial discipline even in time of peace. Thirdly, the farmer’s toil is proverbial – from the first grain to a hundred acts of labour. He selects the seed from last autumn’s crop and undergoes various hardships and anxieties through the heat of the summer until the seed grows finally to a rice plant. The rice then becomes sustenance for the multitudes [. . .] Fourthly, the artisan’s occupation is to make and prepare wares and utensils for the use of others. Fifthly, the merchant facilitates the exchange of goods so that the people can cover their nakedness and keep their bodies warm.



Even though the Tokugawa Shogunate remained relatively stable over many decades, its power steadily declined. There were several reasons. A weakening of the finances of the government led to higher taxes and subsequent riots among the rural population. Japan experienced frequent natural disasters which, coupled with years of famine, generated more riots and further financial problems for the country. The social hierarchy began to break down as the merchant class grew increasingly powerful and several groups of samurai became financially reliant on them. Subsequently, corruption, incompetence and moral decline within the ruling hierarchy exacerbated the social tensions.

By the end of the eighteenth century, international pressure became a new and ever more serious issue for Japan when Tsarist Russia tried to establish trade, but without success. They were followed by other European nations and the Americans in the nineteenth century. Eventually, in 1853 and again in 1854, under orders from Washington, American naval officer Commodore Perry arrived to persuade the Japanese, using whatever methods necessary, to open up to international trade. Many in Japan realised that, although their country preferred to live in isolation, it was impossible to keep an encroaching world at arm’s length. Powerful nations were greedy for conquests and raw materials and had built steam-powered navies to help them feed their appetites.

Kaishū Katsu, born into a samurai family, was trained as a naval engineer by the Dutch and became a prominent statesman in later life. As a visitor to Europe and America, he warned that Japan had to change: ‘By the end of the Tenpou era [1817–1846, Emperor Ninkou] our country had enjoyed peace and prosperity for more than 240 years. Popular customs were lapsing more and more into luxury, the people became all the more indolent, and there were few who considered the possibility of upheaval during those peaceful times. Still more, people throughout society, the high and the low, paid no attention to things abroad, and were not at all concerned that our country might be thought of contemptuously or encroached upon by the rest of the world.’

Even prominent daimyos like Nariakira Shimazu, lord of Satsuma – a domain deep in the south of the country, on Kyushu, a Japanese island closest to China and Korea – was aware of his country’s need to look westwards. His words, referring to Western dominance in China, were spoken in the late 1850s: ‘We must take the initiative [otherwise] we will be dominated. We must prepare our defences with this thought in mind. Considering the present situation, it behoves us first to raise an army, seize a part of China’s territory, and establish a base on the Asiatic mainland. We must strengthen Japan without delay and display our military power abroad. This would make it impossible for England or France to interfere in our affairs despite their strength.’

Japanese ports did not open immediately, but change was in the air in the country. Anti-government attitudes hardened, demands for the restoration of the emperor’s ancient authority emerged, and many of the new economic elite recognised the benefits of embracing the science and technology of the West through an open-door policy to trade. A vibrant urban culture emerged, especially in Kyoto, Osaka and Edo (Tokyo), enjoyed by merchants growing rich through commerce, reinvigorated samurai, and increasing numbers of townspeople, rather than nobles and daimyos, the traditional patrons. Consequently, in 1867, two dominant anti-Tokugawa clans, the Chōshū and Satsuma, united to overthrow the shogunate and declared an ‘imperial restoration’, the Meiji Restoration, in the name of the fourteen-year-old Prince Mutsuhito who became Emperor Meiji. The word meiji means ‘enlightened rule’ and the ambition was to combine ‘modern advances’ with traditional Eastern values.

The Meiji Constitution of 1889, which would remain the constitution of Japan until 1947, created a Diet (parliament), a lower house elected by the people with a prime minister and cabinet appointed by the emperor. Prince Hirobumi Itō, a Chōshū clan samurai, was Japan’s first prime minister and chaired the committee which wrote the country’s first constitution. Notably, some of its 76 articles, grouped into seven chapters, offer a telling insight into the antiquated attitudes prevalent in Japan at the time and illustrate how ripe the country could be for authoritarian rule in the future.


The Sacred Throne of Japan is inherited from Imperial Ancestors and is to be bequeathed to posterity; in it resides the power to reign over and govern the State [. . .]

ARTICLE I. The Empire of Japan shall be reigned over and governed by a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal.

[. . .]

ARTICLE III. The Emperor is sacred and inviolable.

ARTICLE IV. The Emperor is the head of the Empire, combining in himself the rights of sovereignty, and exercises them, according to the provisions of the present Constitution.

ARTICLE V. The Emperor exercises the legislative power with the consent of the Imperial Diet.

[. . .]

ARTICLE XI. The Emperor has the supreme command of the Army and Navy.

ARTICLE XII. The Emperor determines the organisation and peace standing of the Army and Navy.



Also, significantly for the future, the peace and stability of the Tokugawa Shogunate, and the economic growth it cultivated, was the springboard for the rapid modernisation that took place after the Meiji Restoration. There was fundamental social, political and economic change, including the abolition of the feudal system and a major investment in military hardware and personnel, which would soon place Japan in the spotlight on the world stage.

As Japan modernised, its growing economic strength led newly empowered radical elements in Japan to cast envious eyes westwards. Asia was a vast sphere of opportunity too tempting to resist. During the last decades of the nineteenth century, the modern world was closing in on East Asia. Tsarist Russia was expanding into the vast far east of its empire, and the royal dynasties of Korea and China were attempting reform, but with little success. Both had become power vacuums.

After altercations between Japanese traders and locals in Korea, the Ganghwa Treaty was signed on 26 February 1876, which opened Korea to Japanese trade. It was a coup for those in Japan seeking a foothold on the mainland, and it brought Korea an ally against the growing influence of Russia. In a show of force, a Japanese warship, the Un’yō, was dispatched to the Korean coast. The new Japan was on the move.

Japan’s influence in Korea grew, and by the early 1880s it became associated with reformists within the Korean government, which put it at odds with China, who continued to support the royal family. In 1884, a group of pro-Japanese reformers attempted to overthrow the Korean government, but Chinese troops under General Yuan Shikai rescued King Gojong, killing several Japanese legation guards in the process. Warfare was only avoided between Japan and China by the signing of the Li-Itō Convention, in which both countries agreed to withdraw troops from Korea. Although Japan had to withdraw, the convention put China and Japan on an equal footing in Korea.

Historian Saburō Ienaga summarised the likely progression of events.


When Japan began to modernise, the Western powers had completed the imperialistic division of Asia and Africa. Japanese leaders, looking around for territory to seize, found only Korea. Japan perceived the modern international arena as a dog-eat-dog struggle where the devil and colonialism took the hindmost.



Ten years later, Kim Ok-Kyun, the pro-Japanese Korean leader of the 1884 coup, was assassinated in Shanghai, probably by agents of General Shikai. His body was put on a Chinese warship and sent back to Korea, where it was quartered and displayed as a warning to other rebels. There was outrage in Japan.

Matters worsened a year later when the Donghak Peasant Revolt broke out in Korea. At the behest of the Korean king, the Chinese government sent troops to put down the rebels. Japan regarded the Chinese intrusion as a violation of the Li-Itō Convention and sent 8,000 troops to Korea. When the Chinese tried to reinforce their own forces, the Japanese sank the British steamer Kowshing, which was carrying the reinforcements, which further exacerbated the crisis. War was inevitable.

The first Sino-Japanese War was finally declared on 1 August 1894. Chinese forces outnumbered Japan’s forces, but the Japanese were better equipped and prepared and had overwhelming success on both land and sea. By March 1895, Japan had invaded Shandong province and Manchuria and controlled the sea approaches to Beijing. The Chinese sued for peace.

The resulting Treaty of Shimonoseki in 1895 required China to recognise the independence of Korea, to cede Taiwan, the Pescadores Islands and the Liaodong (the southern Manchurian peninsula) to Japan, to open the ports of Shashi, Chungking, Suzhou and Hangzhou to Japanese trade, and to pay an indemnity of 200,000,000 taels to Japan. A tael was equivalent to 1.3 ounces of silver, so the value of the indemnity in today’s money was $2.6 billion.

The war had cost Japan 1,132 deaths in battle and a further 12,000 fatalities from disease and wounds, but it had significantly increased its territory and sphere of influence. In short, it had become a new imperial power in Asia. Bushidō’s ancient hold on Japan’s psyche was not waning with age and the dramatic changes brought about by modernisation, but on the contrary, it was growing stronger.

The war had hardened Japanese contempt for its neighbours until it became overt racism, as historian Ienaga explained.


The Sino-Japanese War changed the Japanese image of China as a great centre of classical culture, a powerful nation. The writer Naka Kansuke, an elementary school student during the war, recalled the jingoistic mood in his classroom: ‘After the war started my friends would talk of nothing else but the “brave Japanese, the cowardly Chinks”. The teachers urged us on like a pack of puppies whelping after a Chinese bone. We repeated it at every chance, “brave Japanese, cowardly Chinks, brave Japanese, cowardly Chinks”.’



It is difficult to know how and why national pride begets nationalism, or how the flush of victory evolves into naked aggression, but Japan’s military successes favoured the prevailing view of international relations as tests of strength, to be decided by a code of ‘might makes right’. The subsequent humiliation of Tsarist Russia in its war of 1904–1905 would serve to further galvanise the nation.
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A Nation Galvanised

This new war was a strategic inevitability, driven by Russian expansionism eastward, the rapid growth of Japan’s military muscle, and the martial ambitions of its military elite. Significantly, much to the fury of the Japanese, its victory in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895, and the subsequent addition of the Liaotung Peninsula in Manchuria, had led to an alliance of Russia, France and Germany, which put pressure on Japan to give back the peninsula in return for increased reparations.

In 1897, Russia started to build a railway across Chinese territory to open it to commercial and industrial development, much to the chagrin of Tokyo. Tensions increased further when Russia founded the Russo-Korean Bank, a thinly disguised ploy by Russia to grasp economic control of Korea. Russia then moved troops into Manchuria in response to the 1899 Boxer Uprising in Beijing, during which Japan stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the troops of seven other imperial powers – Britain, Russia, France, Germany, Italy and Austria-Hungary – to defeat the rebels.

Despite that brief interlude of cooperation, tension between Japan and Russia soon boiled over into armed conflict. On the night of 8/9 February 1904, Japanese destroyers launched a surprise attack on Russian warships at Port Arthur in Manchuria and Chemulpo (Incheon) in Korea. The next day, immediately after the attacks, Japan declared war.

The war was short-lived and produced a humiliating defeat for the forces of Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II and a glorious victory for Japan’s Imperial Army and Navy. On 13 April 1904, a mine sank the Russian flagship Petropavlovsk, taking its crew of 662 to the bottom of the Yellow Sea. The Russian navy was soon disgraced yet further, on 27 and 28 May 1905, in the final large-scale encounter of the war. The Battle of Tsushima led to the sinking or capture of twenty-six Russian ships, including eleven battleships, and the death or capture of 11,000 Russian sailors.

On land, the Russians fared little better. In February 1904, Japan had advanced into Manchuria, driving back a much larger Russian army. At the end of April, the Battle of the Yalu River took place on the boundary between Korea and Manchuria. It resulted in a Russian retreat, their withdrawal from Korea, and the surrender of part of the Russian army. Only days later, the Japanese Imperial Army landed unopposed north of Port Arthur on the Liaotung Peninsula. At the Battle of Nanshan, the Russians abandoned the port of Dalny and the outer defences of Port Arthur, which the Japanese besieged until it surrendered on 3 January 1905. In February and March 1905, at Mukden, the two armies fought one of the largest land battles of modern history up to that point. The battle was ferocious and cost both sides a third of their forces, before Japanese troops took the town.

In August 1905, peace negotiations began in the United States, and the Treaty of Portsmouth was signed in September 1905. It recognised Japanese rights in Korea and ceded Port Arthur, Dalny and the adjacent territory to Japan, which also gained control of the South Manchurian Railway.

The war came at a great cost in men and materiel on both sides, which led to domestic unrest in both countries. In Japan, which suffered over 80,000 dead, the peace settlement, in which reparations were not granted, was regarded as an insult, which only added to the trauma of the death toll. Riots lasted for days in several Japanese cities. Martial law was declared and over 2,000 people were arrested. Opponents of the war included liberal aristocrats like Prince Hirobumi Itō but also radicals among the emerging socialist parties which, inspired by European ideology, had developed in the 1870s. Shūsui Kōtoku was one of them and established a People’s Weekly (Shūkan Heimin Shimbun) during the Russo-Japanese war to promote his anti-war position.

One of his anti-war articles, ‘Against the War-Time Tax’, was published in March 1904.

The phrase, ‘for the sake of war’, is a powerful narcotic. With this phrase, the sagacious loses his sagacity, the clever loses his clarity, the wise loses his wisdom, and the courageous loses his courage. How much more so will the present political parties be who are not sagacious, clever, wise or courageous! All the political parties in the Diet are drugged by the phrase, ‘for the sake of war’ [. . .] They discard their common sense, abandon their rationality, and forget the spiritual power given them as political parties. They are now reduced to a mere machine. What kind of machine is it? It is a machine to produce more taxes. And the government skilfully manipulates this automatic machine to levy a burdensome tax of sixty million yen on our rice. Our military might may be known all over the world, but the people do not get one extra suit of clothing. Many of our fellow countrymen are exposed to the dangers of the battlefield, and the families they left behind cry because of hunger. As I see our people unable to understand these simple and clear-cut facts and truth, and while repressing tears bear the pain and unhappiness ‘for the sake of war’, more than ever, I am convinced of the important role I must play as a socialist.

Unfortunately for left-wing sentiment in Japan and for the political well-being of the country, the views of radicals like Kōtoku fell on deaf ears. Not only that, increasingly repressive government policies strangled the growth of radical opinion. The Japan Socialist Party, founded in January 1906, was a loose coalition representing a wide range of socialist beliefs but was unstable, and collapsed after only a year. Small, short-lived political parties then appeared, many of which came under police scrutiny and were suppressed under increasingly restrictive laws. Significantly, Shūsui Kōtoku and twelve others were arrested and hanged for ‘high treason’ in 1911 for their alleged involvement in a bomb plot to assassinate the Emperor Meiji. It was a severe blow to the early socialist movement; the following years became known as ‘the winter years’ of socialism in Japan as its political activity all but disappeared, and it played
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