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Introduction: the matter of Japan


There was a time in the 1980s when, if the media were to be believed, the Japanese were set to become the masters of the world, and owners of all our companies and intellectual properties. The country’s subsequent slump is less noticeable abroad, when so many Japanese brands continue to dominate visible sectors. Japanese soft power, its games and toys, remained one of the only elements that continued to flourish during its long recession. The power of the yen and Japanese corporations has been masked by events of the early twenty-first century, but Japan remains a powerful economy, a large market and a global leader.


Today Japan’s rapid ascendancy in the later twentieth century now seems dwarfed by the meteoric rise of its neighbour, China, which has exerted significantly greater influence on undergraduate career choices and postgraduate research funding – Japan just doesn’t seem to get talked about as much as it once did, in either academia or the news. Meanwhile, some of the lesser ‘Asian dragons’ have emulated a Japanese model to great success – South Korea’s Samsung, for example, which once made the chips for Toshiba laptops and the screens for Sony televisions, now sells its own versions of both. However, the smart money might suggest that since much of these nations’ development aped a Japanese model, Japan’s present might offer omens of China’s or South Korea’s future. The country was barely clambering out of a long recession in 2011 when it was hit by the triple whammy of the Tōhoku earthquake, tsunami and subsequent nuclear disaster. Today it faces the ongoing austerity of a constricted economy, held off by the ‘Abenomics’ stimulus package and the prospects presented by the 2020 Tokyo Olympics.


Modern Japan, for the purposes of this book, spans the events of a single human lifetime, from the end of the Second World War until the present day. This differs from most college courses on the subject, which usually begin in the 1850s with the opening up of the country from its centuries of isolation, and tend to fizzle out in 1945. All too often, in my experience, the post-war period is either written off as the ‘boring’ bit, made up of nothing but economic policies and statistics; or the ‘familiar’ bit that everyone is expected to know by virtue of living through it; or, worst of all, the bit everybody was planning to cover, but which gets drastically truncated during the end-of-term rush of parties, catch-ups and absences.


Often, it might seem as though this book is fixated on a constant stream of disasters and scandals, favouring negative elements of the Japanese experience over the last 70 years. While I do point to positive achievements and milestones in Japanese society, it is usually the disruptions to the prevailing equilibrium that drive history on and cause societies to change. In a concise book devoted to ‘all that matters’, the problems faced by the Japanese, and their means of coping with them, often matter more in aiding our understanding than those things that go right. My love of Japan is of the heart, burned deeply into my life choices and career moves; I am one of many foreign visitors who can never quite leave, even when they are thousands of miles away. If I seem to dwell on what goes wrong in modern Japan, it is only because it has some educational function.


Although the post-war history of Japan has some fascinating events and implications, it is substantially harder to break down than, say, the equivalent period in China. A nation whose politicians often seem to pride themselves on their anonymity, Japan lacks broadly identifiable personalities putting their stamp on an era. There are, however, distinct economic periods, identifiable by immense setbacks, recoveries or high-level national milestones, and it is into these periods that I have arranged this book.


Chapter 1 describes a major turning point in Japanese history – the country’s surrender and occupation by the Allies. The Fifteen Years War, of which the Second World War was merely the closing act, remains a crucial issue, looming large in modern Japanese culture. This part of the past is denied and whitewashed by the older generation and rejected and spurned by their children, many of whom felt, and still feel, unfairly blamed for crimes committed before they were even born. In today’s Japan, it continues to colour any discussion of twentieth-century history, and makes waves in Japan’s foreign diplomacy and educational policy. Similarly, the war’s controversial and game-changing end, the bright pikadon flash of the first atomic weapons, ended one war and began another, and has cast a long shadow over nuclear issues in modern Japan ever since.


Chapter 2 deals with Japan’s struggle to escape from the Occupation years, the economic boom brought about by a low yen, and the revitalization of Japanese industry. It notes the pervasive role of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) and the heavily integrated keiretsu conglomerates that exerted such a powerful influence on Japanese consumption habits and politics. It is framed by the triumphant staging of the 1964 Olympics, a national project with wide-ranging impact, both in the creation of new infrastructure and in the repositioning of Japan within the global community.


Chapter 3 charts the dark days of the 1970s, as resource-poor Japan suffered, along with the Western world, from sudden price rises in oil. It notes the flipside of heady industrial growth in the form of scandals mired in pollution and corruption. It also points to several issues in austerity or miniaturization, at the time regarded as minor or inconsequential, but now seen in hindsight as defining elements of modern Japanese life and style.


Chapter 4 examines more recent times, with the booming ‘Bubble’ economy of the 1980s and – what might seem baffling to many modern readers – the then-popular image of Japanese companies seemingly taking over the world, with the attendant paranoia, triumphalism and investment opportunities.


Chapter 5 deals with the murky, contradictory events of the 1990s, as the old order passed with the Shōwa Emperor, and his son’s Heisei era found Japan struggling under the after-effects of loans secured on overinflated Tokyo land prices. It also deals with the remarkable rise of Japanese ‘soft power’; even as Japan itself foundered, its popular culture and foreign business subsidiaries continued to earn foreign currency.


Chapter 6 deals with Japan as a harbinger of many issues that are sure to face other countries, including the spectre of nuclear power and the double demographic time bomb of a large population of pensioners and a shrinking birth rate.


Although ‘Cool Japan’, soft power and cultural capital became official issues of Japanese government policy only in the early twenty-first century, I also devote part of each chapter to Japanese media, in order to demonstrate the intricate industrial networks that would ultimately lead to cultural exports like Nintendo’s Pokémon and the Power Rangers franchise, and transformative inventions like the video cassette recorder and the personal stereo.
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Although it is trendy today to quibble with notions of Sakoku – Japan’s historical period as a ‘closed country’ – and to point out that practically every year saw foreign ships testing the borders and traders bringing news of the outside world, Japan was still effectively shut off from the rest of the world until the 1850s. Subjects of the Emperor were forbidden on pain of death from leaving the country, and foreign influences, particularly the shunned, allegiance-challenging religion of Christianity, were kept sternly at arm’s length.


For centuries, Japan’s de facto ruler had been the Shōgun, a ‘barbarian-suppressing generalissimo’ supposedly appointed by the distant, courtly Emperor to deal with the unpleasant issues of real life. In fact, the Japanese emperors had not enjoyed real power for centuries, and the Shōgunate itself had become hereditary, occupied by the Tokugawa family since the early 1600s. Japan remained frozen in time, its situation little developed from the sixteenth century, when the Tokugawa faction had trounced rival families for control of the Emperor.


Society stagnated. A top-heavy warrior elite with nobody left to fight, the samurai were unable to thin their numbers and augment their wealth by murdering one another as they had in the past. Instead, they shifted and jostled over the rights to administer carefully matched government-sponsored domains, while the reviled merchant class thrived and prospered.


Everything changed on 8 July 1853, when the US commodore Matthew Perry arrived with a small squadron of four ships – two of them terrifyingly high-tech, coal-powered steamers. Perry was by no means the first American in Japan, nor was his even the first sabre-rattling visit from the American navy, but he had arrived armed with orders not to take no for an answer. While the Japanese tried their usual response of threats and obfuscations, and exhortations to head south to the mandated trading area of Nagasaki, Perry repeated his demands for Japan to open itself to American trading vessels.


He got what he wanted when he returned the following year, unaware that his dealings had not been with the Emperor’s agents but with those of the Shōgun. Perry’s visit, and the subsequent sight of foreign traders in Japan, ignited long-simmering Japanese tensions, splitting the country between factions for and against modernization. Japan was plunged into a new civil war, as the Emperor’s self-proclaimed supporters accused the Shōgun of failing in his barbarian-suppressing duty, while the Shōgun protested that the times had truly changed.
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The upheaval that stretched from 1867 to 1869 was a revolution and a civil war, but is usually known as the Meiji Restoration. The teenage Meiji Emperor (reigned 1867–1912) ascended to the throne of his late father, only to become the prize in a multi-factional dispute over how best to serve him. Amid the many sides, nobody claimed not to support the Emperor – the fight was over whose beliefs best supported his commands, or what it was imagined his commands might be, if he had all the facts to hand. Was the Emperor best served by retaining the old system? Should the Shōgun resign? If so, should he be replaced by another Shōgun from a different clan or was the whole system destined for the scrapheap? Should Japan modernize or trust in its divine protection?


The Japanese went to war over the question, in a conflict which ended with the Emperor’s authority nominally restored, and the samurai realizing, perhaps a little belatedly, that they had just voted themselves as surplus to the requirements of a modern nation. The Meiji Emperor was now a constitutional monarch, graciously decreeing that the winning faction of modernizers should form a new government and sweep away the old order. Perhaps the most influential document of the many Meiji-era reforms would prove to be its opening preamble, the Five Charter Oath of 1868, not for its immediate effect but for the uses to which it would be put later.


	Five Charter Oath




1  Deliberative assemblies shall be widely established and all matters decided by open discussion.


2  All classes, high and low, shall be united in vigorously carrying out the administration of affairs of state.


3  The common people, no less than the civil and military officials, shall all be allowed to pursue their own calling so that there may be no discontent.


4  Evil customs of the past shall be broken off and everything based upon the just laws of Nature.


5  Knowledge shall be sought throughout the world so as to strengthen the foundation of imperial rule.
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Seven decades later, in 1946, it was this Five Charter Oath that would be cited by Meiji’s grandson, the Shōwa Emperor, as the basis for a new Japan, making it possible for the Establishment to suggest that Japan’s defeat, surrender and occupation were all part of an ongoing process to break off ‘evil customs of the past’.
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The enthusiasm with which the Japanese embraced modernity took many by surprise. An aggressive policy of overseas expansion, spearheaded by a navy swelled with former samurai, led some to dub them the ‘British of Asia’, particularly after the resounding defeats delivered to the Chinese in 1895 (which gained Japan the island of Taiwan) and to Russia in 1905 (which led to the official annexing of Korea as a Japanese colony in 1910). British newspapers breathlessly enthused about the daring of Japan’s Admiral Tōgō, who had shown the Russians who was boss by attacking before war was even declared, and sank the ill-fated Baltic Fleet with a mixture of firm discipline and applied technology – particularly new-fangled telegraphs and range-finders. Tōgō had formerly studied in Britain, leading many to equate his success with that of an honorary Englishman.


In the First World War, Japan fought on the Allied side, mainly to its own advantage, seizing German colonies in the Pacific and on the Chinese coast, and landing tens of thousands of troops in Siberia in an attempt to shore up the last of the White Russians in the face of the Russian Revolution. But the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 gave the Japanese a taste of where they really stood. Bluster and threats secured them control of former German possessions in the Pacific, but their attempts to counter anti-immigration policies by smuggling in an ‘anti-racism’ clause to the new League of Nations charter met with failure – the Australians and the North Americans, in particular, were keen to hold off a tidal wave of Japanese immigration.


In the wake of Japan’s humiliation at the Paris Peace Conference, from which delegates returned feeling fobbed off with mere scraps and distinctly unwelcome at the victors’ table, Japan’s own rhetoric of expansion changed in tone. Japan no longer aspired to be an honorary white nation. Instead, it attempted to situate itself as the engine of Pan-Asian modernization, offering other ‘yellow’ races the prospect of an ‘East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere’, in which Japanese hegemony united the peoples of Asia in an independent, modernized future, free of the predations of Western imperialists.


Japan continued to expand its empire, most notoriously with the establishment of the puppet state of Manchukuo (a more successful rerun of the Siberian expedition), a colony in all but name, occupying much of north-east China and ruled by the deposed ‘Last Emperor’, Puyi. When the League of Nations upbraided the Japanese for their intrigues, the Japanese walked out. By the 1930s, Japan’s only real friend was Nazi Germany.


All of this is often described in terms of a genie let out of a bottle, as the gunboat diplomacy of Commodore Perry unleashed 250 years of pent-up samurai aggression on neighbouring countries. But while this is certainly a fair summary, it ignores another element: as was even pointed out at the time, the Japanese had embraced the same methods of expansion and capitalism as the European powers. In the setting-up of puppet states and colonies, in the pursuit of new markets and new dominions, they were behaving just like the whites. Japanese reportage of the time, full of earnest, hand-wringing analyses of the ‘problem of China,’ sounds suspiciously like the rhetoric used by, say, the British in India and Africa, pursuing a ‘doctrine of lapse’ that sought to impose foreign rule on supposedly incompetent natives.


In 1940 the Japanese Empire officially celebrated its 2,600th anniversary. The preposterously far-fetched tally offers some clue as to the degree of religious fanaticism that had entered the national psyche. Myths and legends of gods and monsters, including the descent of the Japanese Emperor from the Sun Goddess herself, were incorporated into the Japanese idea of nationhood (and statements of ‘fact’ in its history books). All over the Emperor’s overseas domains, his subjects stood to attention at predetermined times for ritual moments of silence as the Emperor visited key monuments, or to hear radio broadcasts of martial music and state religious propaganda. When the Manchukuo ruler visited the Japanese Emperor in Tokyo, subjects in Manchuria all faced Tokyo at an agreed time, and bowed in reverence to their living god.
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This was not how things felt to the inhabitants of a Shanghai seized by Japanese soldiers, or to Korean subjects whose queen had been murdered and burned by Japanese agents. Nor was it a worldview embraced by the people of Hawaii, who had their first taste of Japanese martial strategy on 7 December 1941, when a squadron of planes reran Admiral Tōgō’s famous attack, again without warning. When applied in 1904 against the Tsar’s men in a port so remote that its Russian name literally meant ‘Faraway’, it had been praised as an act of devilish cunning. When the same tactic was turned on unsuspecting American sailors in 1941, it became, in President Roosevelt’s words, ‘a date which will live in infamy’.


Japan’s assault on Hawaii, itself part of an intricate plan to keep the United States out of the western Pacific until Japan had secured vital resources in South-east Asia, was an act of foolhardy brinkmanship. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, architect of the Pearl Harbor attack, had warned his superiors that an assault on the United States would work to Japan’s advantage only for the first year, and that subsequently Japan would be overwhelmed by the forces of American industry, transformed on to a war footing. He predicted a dismal reversal by 1943, although the Japanese military carefully redacted this from public discussions of his advice. Instead, the Japanese war machine, already so successful in East Asia, embarked upon war with the United States and her allies, in the mistaken belief that Hitler would keep everyone busy in Europe and that Stalin would keep his promise not to break another treaty.


The beginning of the end was heralded at Tinian, a small island that was not even garrisoned by the Imperial Japanese Army until late in the war, when generals suddenly realized its strategic importance. Then, almost 8,500 soldiers were swiftly dug in. The Americans came ashore in late July 1944, initiating a week-long battle. Japanese shore batteries pounded American ships. American planes dropped napalm on the jungles in attempts to flush out the soldiers before their night-time assaults. On 31 July, with hundreds of civilians dead in the crossfire or executed by the army, the last surviving Japanese soldiers led a suicide charge out of the forests. Only 313 were captured alive.


The newly captured island was swiftly repurposed for its new mission. In a massive operation, US engineers extended and improved the airport facilities, turning much of the north part of the island into a giant airport with four 8,000-metre runways. Tinian became home to 265 B29 Superfortress bombers, bringing mainland Japan within range of an unceasing barrage of bombing runs. The first began on 24 November 1944, aimed at an aircraft factory near Tokyo. It met with limited success, leading Curtis LeMay, recently arrived from Europe, to rethink the precision bombing tactics formerly used in Germany. Instead, LeMay authorized indiscriminate incendiary attacks flung almost randomly at the cloud-obscured ground below – thermite, white phosphorus and napalm – dropped on the cottage industries that supplied the factories. Inevitably, this amounted to dropping bombs on residential areas.
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