

[image: ]




[image: ]



Contents

Translator’s Note

Preface to the English Edition

Preface



PART 1 WHY WAS THE WAR NOT PREVENTED?



Chapter 1 Misconceptions about China and Korea

Chapter 2 Thought Control and Indoctrination

Chapter 3 The Military: Authoritarian and Irrational



PART 2 THE CONDUCT OF THE WAR AND THE RESULT



Chapter 4 The Beginning: Aggression in China

Chapter 5 The War in China: A Clash of Political Values

Chapter 6 The War at Home: Democracy Destroyed

Chapter 7 Japan Extends the War to the Pacific

Chapter 8 The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere: Liberation or Exploitation?

Chapter 9 The Horrors of War

Chapter 10 Dissent and Resistance: Change from Within

Chapter 11 Defeat

Conclusion

Note: Changing Japanese Views of the War

Notes


Note

Japan’s surrender to the Allies on August 15, 1945, ended a disastrous fifteen-year military adventure into China, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific Islands. Contemporary Japan offers a “before-after” contrast rare in the annals of imperialist expansion. The nation ruled by myths of imperial divinity and sacred mission and dominated by generals and “thought police” who indoctrinated a supine public into obedience and militarism is a dim memory. In its place a society informed by more rational and thoroughly secular values has developed. The country’s modest military forces are defensive, restricted by legal and fiscal restraints, and threaten no other nation. Japan today has few if any pretensions to Big Power hubris.

Saburō Ienaga’s career spans the periods of Japan on the warpath and Japan on the mend. He has made explicit and activist commitments to building and preserving the postwar society of civil liberties, disarmament, and peace. In the turbulent decade after Japan regained its sovereignty in 1952, the new political order was threatened by conservative and rightist forces determined to turn the clock back. Attempts to revise the 1947 Constitution, increase police powers, and revive “patriotic values” were the hallmarks of authoritarian revanchism. But so far the political forces set free after 1945 —liberal and leftist political parties, unions, far-sighted business leaders and intellectuals—have held the line.

Ienaga’s concern that Japan might again suffer the stifling pall of censorship and indoctrination has guided his scholarly interests and political activities. In the latter realm, his long battle against the Ministry of Education’s authority to certify textbooks is one of the most celebrated legal battles of the postwar era. As much a campaign of public education as a bid to prevent what Ienaga considers an undesirable revival of central authority over education, the case is at present before the Supreme Court.

That Japan should not again be a bad neighbor to Korea, China, and Southeast Asia has been fundamental to Ienaga’s vision of a peaceful international community. Ienaga has dissented, for example, from his government’s policy of a military alliance with the United States and support for American “containment” of China and intervention in Indochina. Many Japanese, Ienaga included, see unhappy similarities between Japan’s expansionism and America’s record in Asia since the late 1940s.

How can a historian help to prevent collective amnesia? As the Pacific War fades into the past, young Japanese know less of its horrors and of the conformist society that spawned aggression. Many of Ienaga’s generation and persuasion fear that ignorance of the 1930s and the war presages militarism and an indifference to civil liberties. The next phase may be to isolate and silence criticism in favor of a neoconservative national consensus, followed by expanded military forces and a slide toward the authoritarian past.

Ienaga wrote The Pacific War to remind a new generation that its peace and prosperity have roots in the fascism and aggression of the 1930s. It was not Ienaga’s purpose to revive war guilt over atrocities or to castigate villains by reciting the record of stupidity in high places. He sought to rekindle idealism and dedication to a free and peaceful society, to keep Japan on an even domestic and international keel. That, in his judgment, could best be done by describing “the horrors of war.” Otherwise, a generation raised on sugar-coated history would be likely to repeat the errors of the past.

The Pacific War blends analysis of institutions—the Meiji Constitution, the educational system, and the military—with a narrative account of the rapid, bizarre escalation of military operations. The author’s methodology is deceptively simple. Ienaga asks, How could the Japanese people have prevented the war? The question directs attention away from conventional diplomatic history—although without prejudice to this approach—toward those political and intellectual fetters on a populace that prevent it from influencing national policy. It presumes that an enlightened public may prevent an irrational war regardless of the economic or strategic pressures impelling the elite toward conflict.

Applied to the U.S. intervention in Indochina, for example, Ienaga’s approach would focus relatively less on the record of senior policymakers as revealed in the Pentagon Papers and more on the American educational system and the media. The crucial question might be, How could the American people have been made to believe that intervention in a nationalist revolution in a corner of Southeast Asia was any of their business, let alone a major strategic interest worthy of the nation’s blood and treasure?

Another aspect of Ienaga’s methodology is the use of accounts by Japanese individuals who saw the face of war and were directly affected by the conflict. The author draws widely upon materials by ordinary soldiers, refugees, housewives, schoolchildren, and even enemy prisoners of war. The use of these sources demystifies war. It is no longer a grand test of national honor, a time of reckless heroism and devotion to duty. War is separation, privation, rape, death—the body of a Chinese woman by a road in northern China or a wounded Japanese soldier abandoned along a jungle road in Burma. The Pacific War described by participants bears little resemblance to the version often presented on Japanese television and in the movies. Ienaga’s sources are an antidote to this entertaining but insidious pap.

While The Pacific War was written for Japanese readers, the book affords an insight into the persistence of pacifism, the antagonism to rearmament, and the reluctance of most Japanese to accept the conventional wisdom that an economic power must inevitably also become a military power. Perhaps that is the cardinal enduring lesson from the war.

Frank Baldwin


Preface to the English Edition

I wrote this book to show the Japanese people the naked realities of the Pacific War. My objective was to stimulate reflection and self-criticism about the war.

With the development of weapons of indiscriminate mass murder and the real possibility of a nuclear holocaust, Japan’s experience of the “horrors of war” may prove a valuable lesson for other countries as well. Our postwar Constitution renounces war and stipulates that war potential is never to be maintained. The Japanese people’s efforts to achieve these goals stem from a fervent hope that our country will never again experience such a tragedy. The ideal of “eternal peace” for all mankind has also shaped our attitudes toward war and armaments.

The publication of The Pacific War in an English edition now makes the book available to a larger audience. To me the appearance of an English edition is both highly significant and extremely gratifying.

May 1977                                                    Saburō Ienaga


Preface

The title of this book, The Pacific War, requires a brief explanation. The term “Pacific War” covers the period from the Manchurian Incident in 1931 to the unconditional surrender in 1945 and encompasses the whole series of Japan’s military clashes with other countries. In my view, these events are inseparable, all part of the same war. Precision might be better served by the term “Fifteen-Year War,” or by a title which referred to that part of World War II in which Japan was involved. However, such terminology raises other problems. Although some writers use the term “Fifteen-Year War” and it has appeared in book titles, its usage has not yet been accepted by the Japanese public. Furthermore, while from the perspective of world history the decade and a half of fighting in Asia was indisputably a phase of the Second World War, I could not use “World War II” in the title because I cover only Japan’s direct involvement in the conflict. Unfortunately, other terminology was even less satisfactory; the term “Greater East Asian War,” the official wartime nomenclature, was utterly unacceptable to me.

A one-volume treatment of the conflict posed special problems. To attempt to describe the course of a war of general mobilization that touched upon every aspect of Japanese life would require a comprehensive review of Japanese history since 1931. Similarly, to fix the conflict’s broader significance as part of World War II would lead to the history of international relations during the period, as shaped by conditions within the Allied and the neutral nations. Only through such exhaustive research could the totality of the Pacific War be grasped. An accurate, scientific history of the Pacific War must be truly comprehensive: multi-disciplinary and multi-archival. A project of such scale is beyond my limited abilities and resources.

Yet for a historian of Japan, particularly for a researcher on modern Japan, not to attempt an interpretation of the Pacific War would also be irresponsible. This is particularly true for a person like me who was an adult at the time. No one could live through those years without being directly involved in the war. Choices had to be made: To cooperate with the authorities? Opportunistically to make the best deal possible for oneself? To feign obedience and comply? To watch the war from the sidelines? To resist? Everyone confronted these choices in their daily thoughts and actions. Unless we look back at the decisions we made and consider whether we acted properly or not, we cannot lead a serious existence in the postwar world. In other words, I agree that the unexamined life is not worth living, and add that a life lived in wartime demands a special re-examination. That obligation has an additional dimension for a historian of Japan because a vigorous re-evaluation of the war is needed. Despite the vastness of the subject and my inability to write a comprehensive scholarly study of the conflict, I was determined for these personal reasons to write a book on the war.

Practical difficulties and restrictions led me to adopt the following methodology. The scope of the book was limited to areas within my abilities and academic disciplines. For example, I decided at the outset not to treat certain problems beyond my competence: the economic causes of the war, the machinations of the ruling elite, diplomatic negotiations, the details of battles and campaigns, and the war policies of other countries. Instead, I brought my special training to bear upon a few basic issues, trusting that if I stressed these major matters, the most important questions about the war would not be slighted. This rather bold focus enabled me to probe the meaning of the war, which for me includes the question how contemporary Japanese can prevent a reoccurrence of this kind of disaster. I wanted to avoid extraneous matters, however important and fascinating, and to reach the core of the war and its lessons for the Japanese people. In this way, I hope that The Pacific War will be unusual, perhaps even unique, in the literature on the war.

This book evolved from four public lectures in May 1965 sponsored by the Shisō no Kagaku Kenkyūkai. The original presentations were amplified in my lectures at Tokyo Kyōiku University from the spring of 1965. Once I had started on the research, it was not long before I realized what an enormous task lay ahead. I felt like a soldier trapped in an endless campaign where victory is unattainable but retreat unthinkable. Readers will have no difficulty in spotting the deficiencies in my strategy.

This work differs from my specialized academic research in another respect. In other scholarly writing my purpose was to present new materials and new facts or to publish an original interpretation. Here my stress is radically different. Aside from the general format of the book, which is original, my treatment of each aspect of the war is overwhelmingly based on generally available historical materials and previously published works. Nonetheless, the accessible documents alone are virtually beyond count, and when one adds in the enormous amount of historical materials in many countries which are not yet available to researchers and the several hundred million participants with something to tell us about the conflict, the attempt to write a scholarly book on the Pacific War after a few years of research seems foolhardy.

Yet with all limitations I had to accept or impose on the project, I was more determined than ever to write my own book on the Pacific War. As a survivor of that outrageous carnage which took the lives of so many of my generation, and as a Japanese citizen who fervently hopes that the “evils of war” will never recur, I had constantly asked myself how I could isolate and analyze the crucial issues of the war. Throughout the research for and the writing of this book I have been relatively unconcerned with the conventional academic approach. For any shortcomings that have resulted from this decision, I assume full responsibility and request the reader’s indulgence.

Saburō Ienaga

July 7, 1967
The Thirtieth Anniversary of the Marco Polo Bridge Incident


PART I

Why Was the War Not Prevented?
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Misconceptions About China and Korea

The Pacific War began with the invasion of China in 1931. Widely condemned by the League of Nations and many other countries as a violation of the Kellogg-Briand Non-Aggression Pact and the Nine Power Treaty on China, the attack made Japan more isolated and desperate and ultimately led to war with America and England. In Japan, the few opponents of an imperialistic war against China never had enough popular support to prevent the conflict and were easily silenced. A domestic political force capable of preventing aggression against China just did not exist. An understanding of the reasons for this abject slide into aggression must start with the Japanese view of China formed in the decades before the 1930s and with Japan’s policies toward China. And since the prototype for China was Korea, it is to Japan’s relations with Korea that we first turn.

Centuries ago, the Japanese imperial court at one period paid tribute to China. Even after the formal tributary relationship ended, China was called the “great country of T’ang,” a term of deference, and regarded as a culturally advanced, powerful nation. The Japanese attitude was generally one of deep respect. Contempt for China, the prevalent stance in the twentieth century, was not part of the traditional outlook. The relationship with Korea, however, was always different. A military foray into the peninsula in the fourth century was part of an attempt to form a unified state in Japan.1 Part of Korea, Mimana, was directly controlled by Japan; the kingdom of Paekche was a tributary. Culturally, Korea was an advanced country, a bridge across which the glories of Chinese civilization—language, art, religion, a system of government, and ethics—flowed into Japan. But politically Korea was a weak dependency of its great neighbor, China. Because of that weakness, Korea and the Koreans were not given the respect afforded China. Over the centuries, the Japanese occasionally meddled in the peninsula. One unsuccessful invasion took place late in the sixteenth century. Another invasion was seriously debated in the early 1870s. In 1876 Japan used military force to compel Korea to sign the Kanghwa Treaty, which ended the Kingdom’s policy of seclusion. The treaty was similar to the unequal treaties imposed by the West on Japan two decades earlier: Korea had to grant Japan extraterritoriality and surrender control over its customs revenue. Japan saw no inconsistency in demanding the abrogation of its own unequal treaties while simultaneously imposing one on its neighbor. The Western Powers had completed the imperialistic division of Asia and Africa when Japan began to modernize. 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. The Powers’ aggressive designs caused apprehension, but few Japanese considered a Pan-Asian response—cooperation with other Asian nations to resist Western encroachment. On the contrary, the decision to align with the West and become part of the imperialist club by seizing Korea was widely approved.

The Meiji Restoration in 1868 was the start of Japan’s modernization, the race to catch up with the West. But there was little change in the rural communities that formed the nation’s backbone. Japanese leaders preserved and nurtured the premodern elements that permeated the social system and popular consciousness; in fact, the premodern base was used to launch modernization. But the strength of these traditional values had a restraining effect on conceptions of international affairs. Japanese inevitably tended to regard international relations as tests of strength decided by superior power; concepts of the equality of nations or of international justice were not thought important (efforts to revise the unequal treaties imposed by the West owed little to such idealistic notions). Japan uncritically followed the prevailing amoral code of “might makes right” among nation-states.

Toward the Western Powers, the Japanese response was either servile accommodation or a spirited antagonism. Toward weak countries, it was an arrogant attempt at domination. The latter response lacked any sense of common humanity; the idea that “all men are brothers” was simply missing. The traditional value system, which conceived of other peoples as enemies or objects of plunder, now governed our relations with other countries.2 For example, early in the nineteenth century, Satō Nobuhiro (1769–1850) asserted an ultranationalism derived from the dictum “Japan is the foundation of the world.” In Kondō hisaku (A Secret Strategy for Expansion), written in 1823, Satō proposed making the whole world “provinces and districts” of Japan. His grand design began with the conquest of China. The first blow should be at Manchuria, “so easy to attack and hold”; then Japanese forces would occupy all of China. Satō laid out the strategy for conquering China in fine detail. The intellectual links, if any, between this ideology of military aggression shaped in a feudal society and concepts of international relations after the Meiji Restoration have not been fully established. However, there is an eerie similarity between the basic ideas of A Secret Strategy for Expansion and the concept of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. The ideology of military conquest was at least latently linked to the advocacy of an attack on Korea and other expansionist ventures in the early 1870s. I suspect it was the wellspring nourishing the aggressive ideologies that flourished in the 1920s.

During the most vigorous phase of the People’s Rights movement in the 1880s, individuals like Ueki Emori (185792) envisioned a world without aggression and war.3 Ueki thought it could be achieved by not following in the steps of the West’s rapacious expansion, by reducing or abolishing armaments, and by establishing a world government. Some advocates of small-power status for Japan (Japan was then in fact a small power) urged that establishing democracy at home was the highest priority; Japan should not aspire to become a great power by overseas expansion, especially not by military expansion.4 They, however, were a minority even within the People’s Rights movement. Government leaders and most of the People’s Rights advocates fervently desired that Japan become a great power by acquiring new territory. They started the quest for glory by fighting China for hegemony in Korea. Domination of Korea became a national goal shared by successive administrations and the public at large. Victories in the Sino-Japanese War (1894–95) and Russo-Japanese War (1904–05) removed Chinese and Russian influence from the peninsula. Japanese ascendancy was complete, despite impressive Korean resistance, with the annexation of Korea in 1910.5

The Sino-Japanese War changed the Japanese image of China as a great center 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.’”6

Popular songs of the time fanned hatred of China. A few selections will convey the ugly tone: “Evil Chinamen drop like flies, swatted by our Murata rifles and stuck by our swords. Our troops advance everywhere. We brush the Chinese army aside and cross the Great Wall.” “The battle for Asan was fierce; we caught the Chinks by surprise, they’re running for Hwangju now, pigtails between their legs.” “The Chinese are scared. They run away saying, ‘We can’t beat the Japanese Imperial Army,’ pigtails swinging in the breeze.” “As always our troops are victorious, victorious. Chinks lose because they’re afraid.” “Cowardly Chinese, Chinese. Frightened of our imperial forces, frightened away.” “Our troops move ahead, our troops fight away. Chinese soldiers massacred everywhere. What a sight!”7 These songs not only whipped up hostility to China; the repeated use of the term “Chink” showed a racist contempt.

Formosa (Taiwan) and the Pescadores Islands were ceded to Japan as part of the peace settlement. The Russo-Japanese War brought control over the Kwantung concession and the South Manchurian Railway zone. Ruling over the Chinese in these areas fostered a greater sense of superiority; the seized Russian rights in Manchuria inspired still more ambitious plans; and Western preoccupation during World War I provided the opportunity. The famous Twenty-one Demands forced China to concede Japan special rights in Manchuria and Eastern Mongolia.

The wars for control of Korea exceeded their objective and escalated into a general advance into China. Policies toward Taiwan and Korea became more ruthless as pressure increased on China; resistance to annexation in both areas was mercilessly crushed. I discovered a vivid example of that cruelty among the papers of a military man assigned to Taiwan immediately after the island was ceded to Japan. It was a photograph of Japanese troops beheading two pig-tailed Taiwanese rebels who apparently had been captured in a skirmish. The horrible scene foreshadowed the atrocities committed in every area touched by Japanese forces during the Pacific War.

Koreans and Taiwanese were not represented in the Japanese Diet,8 their personal rights were severely circumscribed,9 and they were treated as second-class citizens in their own countries. Economic domination was equally comprehensive; both economies were controlled by Japanese monopoly capital. The contrast between the privileged position of the ruling Japanese and the wretched plight of the indigenous populations was sharp. An enormous amount of Korean land, the titles to which were vague by modern ownership criteria, was confiscated during the land survey from 1910 to 1918 and ended up in Japanese hands. Landless Koreans became laborers, went to Japan, and accepted meager wages in the hope of eking out a living.10 The Odyssey only brought them face to face with racial discrimination and abuse. Chang T’u-sik was a typical victim of anti-Korean discrimination. Born in South Kyongsang province in 1916, Chang was brought to Tokyo six years later. The taunts of Japanese children rang in his ears: “Ugh, a Korean! A Korean!” When Chang opened his lunch in school Japanese students shouted, “Oh, it stinks!” and “Garlic, garlic.” After that humiliating experience he never took a lunch to school again. The racist taunting continued into adulthood with remarks like “You Koreans, don’t forget what you are.”11

Resentment at Japanese seizure of land exploded in 1919 as the March First Movement for Korean independence ripped across the peninsula. Japan suppressed the demonstrations with troops; thousands of Koreans were killed and wounded.12 Koreans were the victims of another outrage after the 1923 Kantō earthquake in Japan. The authorities encouraged false rumors of Korean looting in order to forestall antigovernment violence. Thousands of innocent Koreans were murdered by local “police” squads and vigilante groups in and around Tokyo.13 Troops were also used to suppress a protest against harsh labor duty by Taiwanese aborigines in Wu-she in 1930. Many of the natives were killed and wounded.14 The authorities tended to use troops and firearms on Taiwanese and Koreans; similar protests or confrontations were controlled with less force and loss of life when only Japanese were involved.

Ozaki Hidetarō, a reporter for the Taiwan Nichinichi Shim-bun, was a moderate and cultured person. Yet even such liberal Japanese behaved differently in the colonies. His son Hotsumi recalled his father returning home by jinricksha one day. When the Taiwanese coolie quibbled about the fare, Ozaki beat him with his walking stick.15 That was standard treatment of Chinese in the Kwantung concession and other places ruled by Japan. Hirano Reiji, a reporter for the Osaka Mainichi, was sent to Dairen about the time of the Tsinan Incident. The chief correspondent in the Dairen office met him, and they went to the office in a carriage driven by a Chinese. At their destination, Hirano’s superior argued with the driver over the fare, insisting that it was too high. The correspondent finally ended the argument by shouting, “You stupid bastard!” and chasing the Chinese driver down the street.16

Manchuria was nominally Chinese territory, but it was rapidly becoming a Japanese colony. The South Manchurian Railway, a pillar of imperialist control in the region, made enormous profits from cheap Chinese labor. For example, in 1926 the average monthly salary for Japanese regular and temporary employees was 7.6 and 4.2 times, respectively, the wages of Chinese temporary employees. Grim statistics show the difference in working conditions and safety by nationality: In the coal mines operated by the railroad, in the period from 1909 to 1930, 3,806 Japanese were killed or injured compared to 114,029 Chinese. Perhaps 40 to 50 million tons of coal were extracted from the Fushun and Yent’ai mines by about 1930, but more than 100,000 Chinese workers died or were injured in the mines.17

Japan fought two wars in a decade and expended lives and treasure to get bits of Chinese territory to exploit as colonies or semi-colonies. Those military successes and sacrifices, most Japanese thought, gave Tokyo the right to control and exploit Chinese territory. Their attitude was identical with the European and American conviction that control of colonies in Asia, the Pacific, and Africa was “manifest destiny.”18

A national consensus approved of an imperialist policy toward China, but there were sharp disagreements and differing emphases over implementation. At one end of the spectrum were the moderates who favored enlarging Japanese interests by peaceful means: investment, opening new markets for Japanese goods, and cooperation with England and America. At the other end were the expansionists and militarists, who were prepared to go to war if necessary to suppress Chinese nationalism and resistance and drive England and America off the Asian continent. A variety of views and strategies lay between these two poles. Japan’s policy toward China was not always asserted with military power. The decade from the early 1920s was one of “normal parliamentary politics” after the long rule of the Meiji oligarchs. Shidehara Kijūrō was foreign minister in the cabinets formed by the Kenseikai party and its successor, the Minseitō. His espousal of international cooperation and armament reduction was called Shidehara diplomacy. Yet even Shidehara was explicitly expansionist. In a 1931 meeting with the Chinese diplomat Ch’en Yu-jen only a month before the Manchurian Incident, Shidehara justified Japanese control of the region:


Chinese seem to think Manchuria is part of China but it used to be Russian. There is no doubt that if the situation had been left alone, Manchuria would soon have ceased to be under Ch’ing authority. The only reason the Manchu regime was able to hold this vast fertile region was a Japanese military presence. Since the Russo-Japanese War, Manchuria has enjoyed peace and prosperity unparalleled in any other Chinese area. Japanese are convinced that the development of the northeast region is at least partly due to our businesses and investment there.



Shidehara’s antipathy to Chinese aspirations was also apparent in a speech at Keio University three years earlier, in 1928. Noting the antiforeign movement in China (a boycott of foreign goods) to raise national consciousness and end the unequal treaties, he remarked that Japan had abolished its unequal treaties not by illegal action but by strengthening itself. China should follow the Japanese example. Shidehara called on the Chinese people to show “restraint.”19 Methods and style aside, the essence of Shidehara diplomacy was the pursuit of special political and economic concessions in China.

If the leading proponent of a peaceful China policy was at heart an expansionist, one can imagine the mentality of the committed jingoists. Ikezaki Tadakata, a writer on military affairs, wrote in 1929: “It is well known that Japan’s overpopulation grows more serious every year. Where should we find an outlet for these millions?” The Western Powers had divided up the world: “the only remaining area is the Asian mainland. Moreover, Japan’s claim to the region is written in the blood and treasure of two wars.” Even if the United States opposed Japan’s legitimate expansion in China, “we should resolutely pursue our interests.” If the U.S. persisted in blocking Tokyo’s plans, Japan should go to war.20 Ikezaki’s views were a sophisticated version of the public attitude toward China.

The expansionist ideology of civilian writers like Ikezaki was not sufficient to propel Japan into war. But when military leaders adopted these views, the impetus toward hostilities gained a fatal momentum. In the same year that Ikezaki’s book was published, Lt. Colonel Ishiwara Kanji drafted “A Plan for the Solution of the Manchurian and Mongolian Problems as a Basic Policy to Change Our Country’s Destiny.” Ishiwara insisted that “Japan’s survival depends upon a favorable resolution of the problem of Manchuria and Mongolia”; “Japan must expand overseas to achieve political stability at home”; “The future of Manchuria and Mongolia will only be satisfactorily decided when Japan obtains those areas”; and “Japan must be willing to fight America to achieve our national objectives.”21 Ishiwara’s proposal was a remarkable scenario for the Pacific War! He was far more explicit than Ikezaki about “obtaining” Manchuria and Mongolia, although both were agreed that war with the United States might be necessary to accomplish Japan’s goals.

Popular contempt for the Chinese supported the advance onto the continent. Shidehara placed the blame for China’s ills on the Chinese people: “Unequal treaties are a result of domestic political shortcomings, not their cause. Unless a problem is attacked at its roots, the undesirable consequences will persist.”22 He ignored the debilitating effect of the alliance between the imperialist countries, including Japan, and comprador businessmen on China’s sovereignty and efforts at reform. He tried to hold the Chinese people responsible for the imperialism that had made China a semi-colony. Ikezaki contemptuously derided China’s ability to withstand Japan: “China may squirm and struggle but it will not slow down the Japanese army. Three or four divisions and a few river gunboats will be quite enough to handle the Chinese bandits.”23 Ishiwara wrote in 1930: “China is not a unified nation. It is Japan’s divine mission to assist the Chinese people.” He added, “The four races of Japan, China, Korea and Manchuria will share a common prosperity through a division of responsibilities: Japanese, political leadership and large industry; Chinese, labor and small industry; Koreans, rice; and Manchus, animal husbandry.”24 Ishiwara’s design was a bold elucidation of the ideal of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. It assumed the innate superiority of Japanese over Chinese and made imperialist Japan the sovereign leader of Northeast Asia.

Ishiwara was one of the plotters of the Manchurian invasion and a central figure in the events leading to the Pacific War. But his aggressive views were no personal idiosyncrasy. He represents the systematic formulation of an irrational Japanese contempt for their Asian neighbors fostered over several decades and the imperialist policies sanctioned by that attitude. As long as that mentality and policy were dominant, a military confrontation was unavoidable with a China which sought a new national identity and had begun to resist imperialist domination. Why were the Japanese people intolerant of Chinese and Koreans? Why did they lack the capacity for critical analysis of imperialist policies and the wars they bred? I think the answer lies in the state’s manipulation of information and values to produce mass conformity and unquestioning obedience.
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Thought Control and Indoctrination

Internal Security Laws against Intellectual Freedom

In 1868, the new Meiji government moved immediately to control newspapers and publications in order to suppress support for the former regime. A series of internal security laws, starting with the publishing regulations (1869) and the newspaper law (1873), restricted freedom of speech. These laws carried sweeping provisions such as “To publish indiscriminate criticism of laws or to slander individuals is prohibited” or “To add indiscriminately critical comments when describing government actions and laws is forbidden.” Officialdom sought immunity from criticism by these regulations.1 The 1875 libel law and newspaper regulations were extremely severe; there was for a time a reign of terror against journalists.2

A vigorous nationwide challenge to the new government, the People’s Rights movement, occurred in the 1870s and 1880s. To divide and weaken the movement, authorities dangled the carrot of financial rewards before some of the opposition. Others were harassed, locked up, and silenced. Strict enforcement of ever-tougher internal security laws proved to be the most effective weapon against dissent: regulations on assembly (1880), revision and amendment of the same law in 1882, revision of the newspaper regulation (1883), and a law prohibiting the disclosure of petitions to the throne and the government (1884). Freedom of assembly and association were also severely restricted. The People’s Rights movement was destroyed, and political activity of any kind became extremely difficult.3

But the People’s Rights activists did achieve their immediate objective: the establishment of an elected parliament. The government announced in late 1881 that a constitution providing for an elected assembly would be drafted by 1890. The dissidents had demanded that the new constitution include guaranteed political rights. Draft constitutions prepared by the left wing of the Jiyütō (Liberal party) contained absolute guarantees of intellectual freedom, academic and educational, and of speech.4 The People’s Rights movement was a bid for a national assembly, a sharing of governmental power, and simultaneously a struggle to establish freedom of expression and basic human rights. Its failure aborted the drive for freedom of speech. After crushing the movement, the government secretly and arbitrarily drafted the constitution and promulgated it on February 11, 1889. There was no popular participation in the process; the emperor presented it to the people as an “imperial gift.”

The Meiji Constitution did not guarantee basic human rights. Freedom of expression was recognized only “within the limits of the law.” The liberties granted in the constitution could be virtually abolished by subsequent laws. Restrictions soon tumbled from the government’s authoritarian cornucopia. Freedom of publication was affected by the Publication Law (1893) and the Newspaper Law (1909); freedom of assembly and association by the Assembly and Political Organization Law (1890) and its successor, the Public Order Police Law of 1900; and intellectual freedom by the lèse majesté provision of the criminal code and by the Peace Preservation Law (1925). Movies and theatrical performances were strictly controlled by administrative rulings rather than by laws passed by the Diet. Thought and expression were so circumscribed that only a small sphere of freedom remained.

The internal security laws were primarily intended to prevent discussion or factual reporting about three areas the authorities deemed sensitive: the monarchical system and public order, the dignity of the imperial family, and public morals. An additional objective was control of information about military and diplomatic affairs. The Peace Preservation Law was enacted to suppress socialist ideas and the socialist movement. Later it was used against other ideas that displeased those who ran the state.

The Meiji political system gagged and blindfolded the populace. Denied the basic facts and a free exchange of opinion on the major issues of state and society, the public could hardly participate in charting Japan’s future. The sensitive areas noted above were stated in the law as vague categories; they could be interpreted broadly and stretched to trap the dissident. Any major contemporary issue might fall under one of the dangerous categories. There was always the fear that newspapers, other publications, and public speeches would be prohibited by an arbitrary police ruling. No appeal was possible against police harassment. Scripts of movies and plays were subject to prior censorship and controlled in the same way as publications and public speeches. Furthermore, these internal security laws carried criminal penalties. Under the lèse majesté provision and the Peace Preservation Law, individuals with beliefs repugnant to the government, even if those beliefs were not expressed overtly, could end up in prison.5

Of course, not every idea that incurred official wrath was a valuable contribution to Japanese political life. But a healthy political and social consciousness cannot develop in a society where the exchange of vital facts and ideas is fettered. Leaving other deleterious effects aside for the moment, the impossibility of reporting information essential for informed, independent judgments about war and national security left an intellectual vacuum. It was filled by official militarism, and the public, unaware of the truth or of alternatives, automatically came to support the government position.

In 1901, for example, the chief of the Kagurazaka police station in Tokyo discovered that a declaration by the Shakai Minshutō (Social Democratic party) drafted by Abe Isoo advocated abolition of the House of Peers, adoption of popular suffrage, and the reduction and abolition of armaments. The police official demanded removal of the House of Peers item. When Abe refused, the party was banned. Rōdō sekai (Labor World) and other publications that printed the declaration were confiscated. Rather severe repression for a political party that consisted of six intellectuals! But the authorities did for a while at least stamp out three dangerous ideas.6

There were a few hesitant beginnings of antiwar sentiment in Japan. One strain was represented by the Christian pacifism of Uchimura Kanzō and his followers during the Russo-Japanese War. Another was a humanistic aversion to war, as expressed in Yosano Akiko’s poem “Kimishini tamau koto nakare” (My Brother, Don’t Waste Your Life in the War). But these currents never coalesced into an organized movement. It was the Socialists who raised the antiwar issue in a systematic way.7 The inclusion of disarmament ideas in the Shakai Minshutō program was a seminal act in the development of antiwar ideas in Japan. At the time, the government regarded socialism as a hodgepodge of impractical ideas with no effective political following. The authorities were more concerned about radical democratic ideas, such as abolition of the House of Peers and popular suffrage, than about the economic provisions in the party platform. That changed about the time of the Russo-Japanese War, when Kōtoku Shūsui, Kinoshita Naoe, Sakai Toshihiko, and other Socialists published the Heimin Shimbun (Commoners Newspaper) and began a full-fledged socialist movement.

Alarmed authorities cracked down hard and continuously harassed the activists. The denouement came when Kōtoku Shüsui, by then an anarchist, and twenty-three others were sentenced to death in the Daigyaku Jiken (conspiracy to assassinate the emperor) in 1910. Twelve were executed, including Kōtoku, who was falsely implicated; twelve sentences were reduced by imperial pardon. The government used the conspiracy trial as a pretext to prohibit all publications about socialism. Antiwar books like Kōtoku’s Nijū seiki no kaibutsu, teikokushugi (Imperialism, the Monster of the Twentieth Century, 1901), Yamaguchi Kōken’s Hateikokushugi (Anti-imperialism, 1904), and Kinoshita Naoe’s Hi no hashira (The Pillar of Fire, 1904) were all banned (Hi no hashira was reprinted in the late 1920s but with numerous deletions by the censors).

Antimilitarism gradually gained support during and after World War I. There was also open opposition to Japan’s Siberian expedition to intervene in the Russian Revolution. That opposition, however, was due to a sharp cleavage among Japan’s leaders about the wisdom of meddling in the confused Russian picture. It was a policy split within the ruling elite; the public at large played no role. Control of information and restrictions on criticism of the Siberian intervention, the military, or Japan’s colonial policy continued. Ikeda Kyokugai’s Ku? Raku? Shinpei no seikatsu (A Recruit’s Life: Agony or Pleasure? 1915), a semi-documentary story of barracks life with no ideological overtones, was banned because of its grim depiction of military life. More politically conscious writing met a predictable fate. As the proletarian literature movement spread in the 1920s, works with an explicit class perspective presented antiwar ideas and unflattering descriptions of the military. For example, Kobayashi Takiji’s Kani kosen (Cannery Boat, 1929) described troops crushing a strike. Novels like Kuroshima Denji’s Busō seru shigai (City under Arms) revealed the hardships and suffering of soldiers in the Siberian expedition. Both were proscribed.

Printed materials were controlled by a reporting system under which official action nominally took place after publication; in practice, however, material was submitted before distribution. Officials reviewed the publications and ruled arbitrarily. Motion pictures were subject to prior censorship under Ministry of Home Affairs regulations issued in 1925. The ministry screened films before public release and often banned them altogether or ordered extensive cuts. Foreign films got the same unfriendly welcome. The American film All Quiet on the Western Front was shown in Japan in 1930. Although it was about the German army in World War I and had nothing to do with Japan, the antiwar theme was anathema to the government. The most powerful scenes were censored: the beating of the noncommissioned officer who had mistreated the student volunteer soldiers; war-weary troops in the trenches suffering from battle fatigue; the battlefield carnage; soldiers on a rest break bitterly complaining about the war; German soldiers spending a night in a shell crater with French corpses; and a veteran making an antiwar speech to schoolchildren. Not much remained of the classic antiwar message when the censors sheathed their scissors and released it to the theaters.8

In the early 1930s, the Communists, with their slogan of Opposition to Imperialistic War, were almost the only group with an analytical position against war. The government cracked down by outlawing the party and imprisoning its leaders. The Communist movement went underground. Antiwar criticism disappeared from the public dialogue; there was no way for critical ideas or opinions to reach the public. Restrictions on intellectual freedom and expression aimed at the Communists went beyond abridging their rights of speech, assembly, and association. Police and prosecutors used their summary powers under police regulations and the Administrative Performance Law to arrest and detain illegally political activists and persons with antigovernment views. Victims were physically abused and held in pretrial detention for long periods. Law enforcement officials broke the law constantly by abusing their legal authority,9 violating citizens’ rights, and frightening the public into silence. The government crushed freedom of expression, pacifism, and antimilitarism by vigorous use and abuse of the internal security laws, the state’s first line of defense against overt dissent. The authorities also appreciated that the best defense is a good offense. They therefore created a powerful weapon with which to indoctrinate ideas and values conducive to spontaneous mass support of militarism: the public education system.

Education for National Conformity

The new Meiji government’s zealous imposition of controls on freedom of expression was partly an extension of the feudal practice of keeping the people ignorant. The Meiji leaders inherited the Tokugawa government’s controls on publication, political activity, and Catholicism. That the government should control education and thereby indoctrinate the population had not yet occurred to the authorities; the notion was conceived only later as an absolutist emperor-centered state was established.

In the beginning, the Meiji government recognized the need to build a modern school system. For many years afterward, during the “enlightenment period” when Japan was absorbing so much from the West, the government wanted the people to have a sense of intellectual openness and inquisitiveness about Western technology and culture. Far from rigidly restricting educational content, government policy allowed the schools to use as textbooks publications full of the political and legal doctrines that underlie Western social concepts, Christian ethics, and modern democracy. Books issued by commercial publishers could be used in the schools without government approval.

But when the People’s Rights movement reached a high point in the late 1870s, the policy changed. In 1880 the government compiled a list of books favorable to democracy, including Fukuzawa Yukichi’s writings, and prohibited their use as textbooks. It was the first move toward official intervention in the content of education. The government abandoned the policy of encouraging intellectual curiosity and cultural enlightenment, began a revival of Confucian feudal virtues, and started to compile textbooks to inculcate these values.

The government moved step by step—but at a quick pace, one might add—to rein in the educational dragon before it got out of hand. At first a reporting system was set up for textbooks. The schools selected the books and notified the authorities of what texts they were using. Then the government required the schools to obtain approval before adopting books. In 1886 a certification system was implemented. Books could not be adopted as texts unless they were certified by the Ministry of Education. The state had acquired the power to control textbooks, a power that increased steadily.10

After 1904, elementary-school texts were compiled by the national government; all Japanese children were taught from books produced by the Ministry of Education. In a premodern society, regardless of how powerful the rulers are and how weak vis à vis authority the people may be, it is virtually impossible for the ruling class to indoctrinate the entire populace. The requisite means of communication do not exist. A ruling elite needs a modern school system to get its message across. Modern Japan accomplished a vast quantitative increase in the citizenry’s intellectual level by rapidly establishing compulsory education, increasing the compulsory period from three to six years, and attaining an enrollment rate of more than 90 percent by shortly after 1900. Nearly every child received a basic education. However, the standardized educational content stamped a uniform outlook on most Japanese minds. The diversity of ignorance was replaced by the conformity of state-approved knowledge. An impressionistic young child often retains his early education through adulthood despite later experiences. And in prewar Japan, for most people formal education ended with elementary school.

The middle schools were allowed to use certified textbooks until 1943, permitting a modicum of variety. Given the very detailed Ministry of Education curriculum, however, the use of commercially published books made little difference. Furthermore, not many students went on to middle school; the national conformity created by the state textbooks in the early grades was not alleviated at this level. Government control of educational content was notably weak (but not nonexistent) at the higher school (kōtō gakkō), technical college (senmon gakkō), and university levels. Still fewer students went on to this advanced training, however. Those who did formed a special stratum of intelligentsia. The gap between the intellectuals and the popular consciousness was itself a barrier to ameliorating mass conformity.

What were all Japanese being taught to believe and honor? The policy of standardizing education was a response to the People’s Rights movement and naturally accelerated the propagation of antidemocratic, statist values. Instead of the democratic political system and a constitution with guaranteed human rights demanded by the People’s Rights movement, an emperor-centered absolutist constitution was imposed from above. No mere head of state, the emperor became a monarch with sacred authority based on the myths of the Kojiki and the Nihon shoki, an object of worship. In 1890, the year after the constitution was announced, the Imperial Rescript on Education was issued in a bid to inculcate total submissiveness to the political authority presided over by the emperor. The practice of emperor-centered patriotic ceremonies on the opening day of school each year began about the same time. Children were required to venerate the imperial photograph, and there was a solemn ceremonial reading of the education rescript. These rituals were used to instill an awed obedience to the emperor and the state.

The Imperial Rescript on Education’s most direct function was as a sacred object in these ritual observances. It also had a noteworthy practical role as the ultimate normative statement on public education until 1945. The contents of ethics textbooks, for example, were based on the values and injunctions of the rescript. The document is a complex ideological blend that reflects the objectives of the men who worked on it.11 Motoda Nagazane, the Confucian teacher of the Meiji Emperor, wanted to impose Confucianism on the people as a state religion. Itō Hirobumi, one of the leaders of the Restoration and of the new government, and Inoue Kowashi, his intellectual advisor, wanted a political system which, although allowing a degree of constitutionalism, was state-oriented. The sovereign’s authority should be paramount. Yamagata Aritomo, another Restoration leader and one of the founders of the modern Japanese military, was a forceful advocate of the rescript. Seven months before it was issued, Yamagata wrote in a “Memorandum on Military Armaments” that “Korea is the vital point within Japan’s sphere of national interests” and “the indispensable elements of a foreign policy to protect those interests are first, troops and armaments and second, education. Education should foster and preserve patriotism.”12 The militaristic command in the rescript shows Yamagata’s influence: “Should emergency arise, guard and maintain the prosperity of our Imperial throne.” There is also the phrase “always respect the Constitution and observe the laws.” While nominally acknowledging the constitution as the basis for parliamentary politics, the rescript subverted the basic purpose of modern constitutions: to limit state authority and guarantee human rights. The rescript mentions the constitution only in the context of the people’s obligation to obey the law; there is no reference to limits on state power. A spirit of respect for human rights was totally lacking.13 Naturally enough, and again quite contrary to modern constitutional thought, the public education based on the rescript was slanted toward unconditional obedience to state authority.

Passive acquiescence to the state was not enough. The Meiji authorities wanted education to turn out citizens who spontaneously and enthusiastically supported national policies. A willingness to die for the country in time of war was stressed as “loyalty to the emperor and love of country” (chūkun aikoku). The inculcation of feelings of contempt toward China in the elementary schools during the Sino-Japanese War in the example given earlier seems to have occurred across the country. The same phenomenon was reported from an elementary school in Takamatsu, Kagawa Prefecture. During the ethics class the teacher “showed pictures and described in exciting detail how our loyal and brave officers and soldiers drive the pig-tailed Chinks to Pyongyang, keep hammering away at them and finally capture the vile enemy’s positions.” Most of the students “sat with one arm folded over the other on the desk, bend forward, heads thrust out, eyes glued on the teacher and hanging on his every word, totally oblivious to anything but the war story.” A “war report” prepared by teachers was displayed on the school bulletin board: “September 22, 1894. Battle report. Japanese troops defeat Chinese at P’yongyang and win a great victory. Chinese corpses were piled up as high as a mountain. Oh, what a grand triumph. Chinka, Chinka, Chinka, Chinka, so stupid and they stinka.”

Militarism was systematically inculcated during the Russo-Japanese War. For example, all elementary school principals in Saitama Prefecture were assembled and informed of the “topics that should be taught during the present emergency.” The war and patriotism were to be stressed in every subject. In ethics the teachers were to discuss “the meaning of the imperial edict declaring war, the imperial edict on the course of the war, the exploits of valiant Japan and our valiant military men, the special behavior expected of children during the war, and the duty of military service.” Japanese language classes were to study “the imperial edicts related to the war, articles about the war situation, letters to and from soldiers at the front.” Teachers were to use war-related pictures provided by the government to spark discussion. Arithmetic classes were to do “calculations about military matters.” The topics for science were “general information about searchlights, wireless communication, land mines and torpedoes, submarines, military dirigibles, Shimose explosives, military carrier pigeons, heavy cannon, mortars, machine guns, the Arisaka cannon, and military sanitation.” Physical education would include “character training and war games.” Music classes were to reverberate with war songs. The objective was to militarize the entire curriculum. The impact on the children was soon apparent. Consider a third-grade student’s composition: “I will become a soldier and kill Russians and take them prisoner. I will kill more Russians, cut off their heads and bring them back to the Emperor. I will charge into battle again, cut off more Russian heads, kill them all. I will be a great man.”14

This might be discounted as a transient wartime excess except that there was a war every ten years and the curriculum was called to the colors each time. The national consciousness was markedly affected by these jingoistic booster shots every decade. Furthermore, they left a permanent militaristic tint to the standard curriculum taught during the interwar years. A glance through the pages of the government textbooks brings back the martial ghosts of the past.15 The elementary-school ethics book for second-grade students published in 1903 contained the following lessons:


Lesson 23. The Emperor attends the annual maneuvers of the army and navy and watches the soldiers and sailors perform their duties. We must appreciate the emperor’s royal benevolence.

Lesson 24. Kiguchi Kohei was not the least bit afraid before the enemy. He bravely sounded the call to advance on his bugle three times. Inspired by his brave example, our troops attacked and defeated the enemy, but Kiguchi was hit by a bullet and fell to the ground mortally wounded. Later they found his body with the bugle still at his lips.

Lesson 25. Our torpedo boat sped through the dark night, attacked the enemy fleet and sank four ships.



These three lessons with illustrations appear in one sequence. In Elementary School Reader No. 8 published the following year, Lesson 7 is entitled “Takeo Joins the Service.” Takeo and his father have this exchange:


Takeo: Father, the idea of “joining the service of my country” makes me so proud and happy. I’ll be trained and when war comes, I will not be afraid to die. I’ll give everything I have to show what a good Japanese fighting man is made of.

Father: That’s the spirit! You must be that determined. Don’t be afraid to die. Don’t worry about us here. And you must always be faithful to the Imperial Precepts to Soldiers and Sailors.



I was fortunate in attending elementary school from before World War I to the mid-1920s, the most liberal educational period until after 1945. The third-edition textbooks then in use had the most material on international cooperation, for example, of the five prewar textbook editions. Nevertheless, we got a strong dose of militarism. The books were only a shade different from those of the earlier period. Our ethics text also had the story about Kiguchi the bugler. The book we used in second grade had an inspiring lesson on loyalty.


Commander Hirose Takeo set out on a dark night to block the harbor entrance at Port Arthur with a steamship. Braving enemy fire, he completed his preparations and was about to leave the ship. But Chief Warrant Officer Sugino was missing. The commander searched all over the boat three times. Finally, as Commander Hirose left the larger ship and boarded a small boat, he was hit by enemy fire and died a glorious hero’s death.



In our Japanese reader there was a story called “A Sailor’s Mother”:


A sailor receives a letter from his mother: “You wrote that you did not participate in the battle of Toshima Island. You were in the August 10 attack on Weihaiwei but you didn’t distinguish yourself with an individual exploit. To me this is deplorable. Why have you gone to war? Your life is to be offered up to requit your obligations to our benevolent Emperor.” An officer, seeing him reading the letter and crying, comforted the sailor: “Son, there’ll surely be another glorious war before long. Let’s accomplish great feats of bravery then and bring honor to our ship Takachiho. Explain that to your mother and put her mind at ease.”



The modern and contemporary history sections of our Elementary School Japanese History consisted of two parts: “Emperor Meiji” and “The Reigning Emperor” (the Taishō emperor). The discussion of domestic politics in the first part ended with a section on “The Promulgation of the Constitution.” The rest of it was filled with material about the imperial family, wars, or Japan’s increasing international prestige: “The Sino-Japanese War,” “Treaty Revision,” “The Russo-Japanese War,” “Annexation of Korea,” and “Death of the Emperor Meiji.” The Taishō section also had nothing but events like the coronation of the emperor, Japan’s role in World War I, and participation in the Paris Peace Conference and the Washington Conference. There was not one word about domestic social or political developments.

The song textbook had the story of Commander Hirose set to music:


The cannons roar, the shells scream
Standing on the deck awash with waves
The commander’s call pierces the darkness
Sugino, where are you? Are you there?
He searches every corner of the boat three times
He calls but gets no answer, looks but finds no trace
The boat gradually sinks beneath the waves
Enemy shells fly thick and fast
The commander moves to the small boat
A flying shell, he is dead.
How tragic his death outside Port Arthur
Heroic Hirose’s fame lives on



The military never missed a chance to get their message across. Even ordinary songs like “We’re Children of the Sea” (Ware wa umi no ko) had an extra passage added:


Let’s go! Aboard the ships and away. We’ll gather the treasure of the sea.

Let’s go! Aboard the battleship. We’ll defend this nation of the sea.



Whether I was taught them in school or just picked them up on my own is not clear, but the songs for which I know both the melody and the words are usually military songs. I still know “Lt. Colonel Tachibana,” with the line “Night wears on at the Liaoyang Fort.” And I can still sing the navy battleship march that goes “Defending or attacking, like a floating fortress of steel … so dependable.”

The ethics, language, and history textbooks, with their written and visual messages, had a significant jingoistic influence. Yet the military songs with their “brave and gallant” melodies hit a deeper emotional level. No amount of rational reexamination of the past and appreciation of postwar democracy can erase those stirring tunes of glory from the memories of the prewar generation.16

Military training was brought directly into the schools. Perhaps the army thought that even the khaki-colored curriculum might not produce a sufficiently aggressive mentality. In 1917 the Ad hoc Commission on Education passed this resolution: “Appropriate measures should be quickly implemented … to encourage military training in the schools.” The reasons included: “To create a strong and healthy people by improving physiques through physical training and to develop knowledge and skills in military matters and thereby cultivate loyalty by moral discipline (national spirit equals martial spirit), and to lay the foundation for future military training is an essential element of education in Japan today that cannot be slighted.” Objections such as the following were raised in committee meetings. One critic said, “A defect of our present educational system has been the poor development of children’s intellect. They have been forced to think in a certain way. They have no ideas of their own. The students are crammed full of information but never encouraged to think. It is a pedagogy that ignores free will, independent thinking. Will not military training have the baneful effects of making the children still more docile, less able to think for themselves?” Another said, “The fundamental spirit of the military is absolute obedience to authority. However, general education is based on freedom of the mind. I fear there will be a clash of antagonistic priorities. This must be avoided.” The criticism was unavailing; the resolution was adopted unanimously.17

Starting in 1925, active duty military officers were assigned to every school from the middle school level up (except girls’ schools), and military training became part of the regular curriculum. The next year youth training centers were established in every city, town, and village as part of a four-year program of four hundred hours of military instruction for males whose formal education ended at elementary school. The military threw its training net wide to catch everyone: the sons of the middle and upper classes who continued on to higher education and the boys from proletarian families who went out to work after finishing elementary school.

The state had arrayed powerful weapons against the individual. A militaristic education implanted jingoistic ideas in the populace and overwhelmed a critical consciousness toward war. All education was standardized under the centralized control of the Ministry of Education. Neither teacher nor parent could make any educational choices for the children. Academic freedom for teachers in the classroom was not recognized. From nursery school through high school, students were told what they would learn and what they would think.18 Under these conditions it was all but impossible to train students to think rationally about society, especially to have a critical attitude toward authority.

The whole educational process deserves careful study and analysis for its socializing role, but I must confine my remarks to those parts of the system that overtly and directly implanted militarism in the minds of Japanese schoolchildren. We saw one result of that education in the elementary school child’s composition about the time of the Russo-Japanese War. Let’s look at the process as reflected in a roundtable discussion sponsored by the Asahi Gurafu in 1932, not long after the Manchurian Incident. The participants were fifth-and sixth-grade boys and girls from the Taimei Elementary School in Tokyo.


Interviewer: What is the Manchurian Incident all about?

Katō: The Chinese insulted us and our soldiers are fighting them in Manchuria to avenge it.

Interviewer: The League of Nations has been making quite a fuss recently. What do you think of the League?

Katō: It’s a place where the cowards of the world get together to talk.

Interviewer: If you were Foreign Minister, what would you do?

Nakajima: The League of Nations is biased, so I wouldn’t have anything to do with it.

Hotta: If I became Foreign Minister, anybody that kept repeating that kind of nonsense would get a real punch in the nose, (laughter)

Interviewer: Do you think there will be a war between Japan and America?

Fukuzawa: Yes, I think so. Americans are so arrogant. I’d like to show them a thing or two.

Katō: They act so big all the time, they need a good beating. I’d annihilate them.

Fukutomi: Oh, I’d like to try that too.

Interviewer: If Japan becomes more and more isolated, what would you do?

Several students: We’ll keep trying, we’ll keep going, we’ll stick at it till we die. (A forceful chorus of voices)

Fukutomi: The end is when you’re dead, isn’t it? (She meant “I’ll keep on to the end,” and said it in a steady voice.)

Interviewer: What’s most annoying these days?

Fukuzawa: Shidehara’s weak-kneed foreign policy.

Fukunaga: The cowardice of the cabinet.

Interviewer: How about the opposite? What has been most delightful?

Nakajima: Our great victory at Machansan.

Katō: It’s great to see Japan winning one battle after another.

Fukunaga: I really liked it when Ambassador Yoshizawa told Chairman Briand that the League was stupid and that it should do just what Japan wants.19



Of course, young people were not in school twenty-four hours a day. Their minds and values were also shaped by their family life and the reading material they saw outside the classroom (I remember that the youth magazines we read carried jingoistic articles like “The Future War Between Japan and America”).20 While not the only formative influence, public education undoubtedly had a great impact. Kikuchi Kunisaku studied discipline problems in the army for the period from 1915 to 1937. His data were from the statistics on draft dodgers and insubordination, disorderly conduct, suicide, etc., in the Army Annual Report (Rikugun nenpō). Kikuchi found that the problem soldiers labeled by the army as “unpatriotic persons” came largely from two strata of the population. They tended to be either intellectuals from imperial universities and other prestigious elite schools or to be men with little or no formal education.21 The mass of the population in between had been conditioned by public education to accept military discipline. Any doubts about militarism had been killed by the chilling frost of state indoctrination.

The state could not keep young people in the protective womb of the lower schools forever. Overdosed with submis siveness to authority and glorification of war though they were, some middle-school graduates went on to higher school and the universities, where government control was relatively weak. Or they went to work and discovered the real world of labor-management relations and exploitation. By further intellectual growth and from personal experience, there should have been opportunities to escape from the orthodox ideological spell of the elementary and middle schools. In fact, some people became quite radical or independent minded as a result of exposure to new views and ideas. Yet it was not so easy. Information and political ideas were circumscribed by the internal security laws. The average public-school graduate was so full of approved “facts,” myths, and patriotism as to be immune to fresh or radical ideas. Those who had their eyes opened by higher education or later experience still had to contend with the sobering reality that, because of state repression, there was no way for their dissident views to have an effect on society.

I speak from personal experience. I was in elementary school during the most liberal years of the prewar period. Yet through middle school I soaked up jingoistic ideas and never questioned them. When the Manchurian Incident occurred shortly after I entered higher school, I was incapable of understanding its real nature. I was shocked to discover classmates who rejected the orthodox values and ideology I had accepted as gospel truth. They had different views and they acted upon them. The latter part of 1932 was the turning point in my own intellectual and spiritual growth. To escape the snares of my “education,” I rejected most of what I had been taught in the public schools. It still took another twenty years to overcome the handicap of that early indoctrination and be able to grapple with fundamental questions.

The prewar state kept the populace in a powerful vise: on one side were the internal security laws with their restrictions on freedom of speech and thought; on the other side was the conformist education that blocked the growth of a free consciousness and purposive activity for political ends. The vise was tightened whenever any individual or popular resistance challenged reckless military action. These laws and public education, used as instruments of coercion and manipulation, were the decisive factors that made it impossible for the Japanese people to stop their country from launching the Pacific War.
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