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Chronology 

1931-32 Japan establishes puppet state of Manchuria 

1933 March 25 Japan leaves League of Nations 

1936 November 25 Japan signs Anti-Comintern Pact with Germany 

1937 July 7 Beginning of general attack by Japanese forces on China (China 
Incident) 

1939 July 2 Japanese forces in Manchuria cross into Outer Mongolia 
(Nomonhan Incident) 

September 16 Ceasefire with Soviet forces in Manchuria 

1940 September 22 Japan granted bases in Indo-China 

September 27 Tripartite Pact between Germany, Italy, and Japan 

1941 July 26 American government freezes Japanese assets in the USA; General 
MacArthur appointed to command US Army in Far East 

October 17 General Tojo becomes Prime Minister of Japan 

December 7-8 Japanese attack Malaya, Pearl Harbor, and the Philippines 

December 10 Prince of Wales and Repulse sunk; main Japanese landing 
in the Philippines 

December 14 Japanese start invasion of Burma 

December 24 Wake Island captured by Japanese 

December 26 Surrender of Hong Kong 

1942 January 23 Japanese forces attack Rabaul 

January 30 Japanese forces attack Ambon 

February 15 Singapore Island surrenders 

February 19 Japanese bomb Darwin 

February 19-20 Japanese forces land on Timor 

February 27 Naval battle of Java Sea 

February 28 Japanese forces land in Java 
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March 8 Japanese troops enter Rangoon; Japanese land in New Guinea 

March 17 MacArthur appointed to command Southwest Pacific Area 

April 9 American forces on Bataan surrender 

April 18 Doolittle raid on Tokyo 

May 5-8 Battle of the Coral Sea 

May 6 American forces on Corregidor surrender 

May 20 Allied forces withdraw from Burma 

May 31 Attack on Sydney Harbour 

June 4-6 Battle of Midway Island 

June 7 Japanese land in Aleutian Islands 

July 21 Japanese land at Gona area, Papua 

August 7 Americans land in Solomons 

August 8-9 Naval battle of Savo Island 

August 25-26 Japanese land at Milne Bay 

Late September Japanese drive over Owen Stanley Range halted 

November 12-15 Naval battle of Guadalcanal 

December First Arakan offensive begins 

1943 January 23 Organized Japanese resistance in Papua ends 

February 7 Last Japanese withdraw from Guadalcanal 

February 13 First Chindit operation into Burma 

March 2-4 Battle of the Bismarck Sea 

April 18 Death of Admiral Yamamoto 

May End of the First Arakan offensive 

May 11 American forces land on Attu in Aleutian Islands 

June 30 Americans land on New Georgia 

September 4 Australians land near Lae, New Guinea 

November Second Arakan offensive begins 

November 1 American troops land on Bougainville, northern Solomons 

November 15 Mountbatten takes command of South-East Asia 
Command 

November 20 American forces invade Makin and Tarawa in Gilberts 

December 15 Americans land on New Britain 

1944 January 31 Americans invade Marshall Islands 

February 4 Japanese Arakan offensive, Ha-Go, begins 

February 15 New Zealand forces invade Green Island 
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February 29 Americans invade Admiralty Islands 

March 2 Second Chindit operation launched into Burma 

March 15 Japanese Imphal offensive, U-Go, begins 

April 22 Americans land at Hollandia and Aitape 

May 27 Americans land on Biak Island 

June 15 Americans invade Saipan in the Marianas; American strategic air 
offensive against Japan begins from China 

June 19-20 Battle of the Philippine Sea 

June 22 Siege of Imphal is broken 

July 2 Americans land on Noemfoor 

July 18 General Tojo falls from power as Japanese Prime Minister 

July 21 Americans invade Guam 

September 15 Americans land in Palau Islands (Peleliu) and on Morotai 
in the Halmaheras 

October 10 US Third Fleet attacks Okinawa 

October 20 Americans land on Leyte 

October 23-26 Naval battle of Leyte Gulf 

November 24 Superfortresses attack Japan from bases in the Marianas 

December Final Arakan offensive begins 

December Operation Extended Capital begins in Burma 

1945 January 9 American forces land on Luzon 

February 19 American forces land on Iwo Jima 

March 9-10 First fire-bomb attack on Tokyo 

March 10 American forces land on Mindanao 

March 20 British capture Mandalay 

April 1 American forces land on Okinawa 

May 1 Australians invade Tarakan 

May 3 British troops capture Rangoon 

August 6 Atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima 

August 9 Atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki; Soviet troops invade 
Manchuria 

August 14 Emperor Hirohito announces Japanese forces' unconditional 
surrender 

August 15 VJ-Day; all offensive action against Japan comes to an end 

August 17 Sukarno announces Indonesia independent 

September 2 Japanese sign instrument of surrender in Tokyo Bay 
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Chapter 1 

Storm over the Pacific 

Professor Dennis Showalter 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
The long-term catalyst for the outbreak of the Pacific War of 1941-45 was the penetration of 

the Far East in the nineteenth century bv an alien culture exponentially superior in military 

and technological contexts. The Russians, Americans, French, Dutch, and British confronted 

social and political systems incapable of offering effective, long-term, direct resistance to their 

power. At the same time, the Western intruders, in venturing into the region, were at the outer 

limits of their own respective capacities. Russia, even after beginning construction of the 

Trans-Siberian Railway in 1891, was able to do no more than extend its fingertips into 

Manchuria and China proper. The European maritime powers possessed neither the regional 

naval base facilities nor the disposable land power to plant more than outposts in peripheral 

areas like Indo-China and Indonesia. In the aftermath of the Civil War, the Reunited States 

concentrated on consolidating its own trans-Mississippi territories. 

The result was an attenuated imperialism that depended on pressure and cooption 

rather than force, and was most successful when the Westerners acted in something 

approaching concert, as opposed to the confrontational patterns manifested in Africa 

and Latin America. Local systems had corresponding opportunities for proactive 

response. In the Philippines, Indo-China, and Indonesia, these responses amounted to 

cutting deals with newcomers that were in positions to provide significant benefits to 

mediators at the expense of intransigents. In China, an eroding Imperial political order 

and a moribund Confucian social ethic made farcical the ongoing effort to ignore the 

underlying realities of western power while seeking episodically to adopt such of its 

particular features as a modern navy. 

JAPANESE EXCEPTIONALISM 
Japan was another story. Its systematic involvement with the West had begun early in 

the sixteenth century, and ended in 1598 as Western missionaries and Western 

firearms threatened permanent entropy to a Japan already destabilized by 150 years of 

civi l war among equally balanced feudal lords. Japan's isolation had never been 

absolute; the Dutch trading center at Nagasaki served as a conduit for scientific 

knowledge and political intelligence. By the 1840s, the example of China suggested 

that Japan would be well advised to begin negotiating with the West while it could 

still partially control the terms. The US naval mission of 1852 has been widely credited 

with forcing Japan to open its doors. In fact, the "Black Ships" of Commodore 

Matthew Perry were as much an excuse as a compulsion to recognize the inevitable. 

OPPOSITE Somewhere in China 
a Japanese unit cheers a victory 
with the shout of "Tenno Haika 
banzai": "May the Emperor live ten 
thousand years!" (Imperial War 
Museum; HU 55367) 
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The next quarter-century was an era of comprehensive change. It was a time in 

which a samurai might carry the traditional two swords and supplement them with a 

pair of six-shooters. Adopting Western methods, particularly in military and naval 

spheres, was seen as the way to escape Western domination. At the same time, an 

emerging generation of diplomats and theorists argued that to survive in its new 

environment Japan must develop its own imperium. An island state poor in raw 

materials needed secure sources of the imports on which its industrialization and 

prosperity depended. Commerce and colonization, underwritten by armed force, were 

the prerequisites of national identity and national greatness. A restored imperial 

government initiall y sought control of Taiwan, which lay across the southern sea route 

to Japan, and a sphere of influence in Korea, the strategic bridge to an Asian mainland 

that seemed wide open to Japanese influence. 

More was involved here than simply copying Western examples. The control of 

Korea, in particular, had been the first stage of de facto shogun Toyotomi Hideyoshi's 

grandiose plan for the conquest of all China in the late sixteenth century. Thousands 

of Japanese had fallen before the peninsula was evacuated and Korea absorbed as a 

vassal state of the Manchu Empire. That status still obtained in 1894. By then, Japan 

possessed a national conscript army organized and trained on German lines. The Navy, 

originally linked closely to Britain and still prone to place orders in British shipyards, 

had increasingly developed its own approaches to doctrine and training, regarding 

British approaches as too haphazard. Seeking both the specific advantage of control 

over Korea and the general status of Asia's leading power, Japan forced a quarrel with 

China and won a quick, comprehensive victory. 

The Treaty of Shimonoseki, signed in April 1895, conceded Korea's independence-

an obvious preliminary to a Japanese takeover. It also gave Japan Taiwan and the 

nearby Pescadores, and, as a strategic bonus, the Liaotung Peninsula and the fortress 

of Port Arthur on the Manchurian mainland. For the Western powers it was too much, 

too soon. France, Russia, and Germany combined to encourage Japan to reconsider its 

terms for the sake of regional peace. Under the gun, Japan turned over its Manchurian 

acquisitions to Russia, while the other European powers - Britain included -

established lesser footholds along the north China coast, a region Japan increasingly 

considered in its sphere of vital interest. 

Beginning in the 1870s, nationalist poets and writers developed Hideyoshi's vision 

of a Japanese Asian empire in the context of an updated version of a cult of the 

Emperor that proclaimed him a direct descendant of the sun goddess Amaterasu, 

founder of the dynasty. In its original form, this had the virtue of removing the 

Emperor from such mundane realities as governance, leaving power in the hands of 

the samurai warlords. The new version left effective power in the hands of a 

military/economic oligarchy, but made the Emperor the focal point of an ethos of 

service and sacrifice that, instead of being applicable only to a limited warrior class, 

extended to every Japanese, however humble his place in society. 

This populist bushido (warrior's path) differed essentially from the chauvinistic, 

militaristic nationalism that developed simultaneously in contemporary Europe. A 

French or German mother whose son was found unfit for military service might 

entertain private feelings of relief. Her Japanese counterpart might kil l herself from 

shame. A general, forbidden by the Emperor to atone by suicide for the high 

casualties his men suffered, took his lif e as soon as his lord's ended. His wife joined 
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IJN Mikasa, British-built flagship of 
the Japanese Imperial Navy during 
the Russo-Japanese War. Sunk at 
anchor in September 1905 by an 
internal explosion, it was repaired 
and eventually preserved as a 
national monument similar to 
HMS Victory and USS Constitution. 
(University of Glasgow Photo 
Archives) 

him in ritual death. It was a mentality that increasingly fostered a uniquely belligerent 

national spirit. 

The principal focus of this belligerence was Russia, the only state with the strength 

and location not only to challenge Japan's developing expansionist aspirations, but also 

to threaten Japan itself. Mutual suspicion of Russian intentions led to the 

Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902, which confirmed Japan's self-image as a dominant 

regional power and encouraged standing firm against Russian pressure in Manchuria 

and Korea. The outbreak of war in 1904 came as no surprise to the world's diplomats, 

generals, and admirals. The surprise came when Japan defeated, on both land and sea, 

a Western power arrogantly confident in its superiority over the "littl e yellow 

monkeys" - at the immediate cost of exhausting its manpower, economic, and 

industrial resources. By mid-1905, the island empire's need for peace was so desperate 

that it approached the United States as a mediator. The moderate terms of the resulting 

Treaty of Portsmouth conceded to Japan a sphere of influence in Manchuria. They 

nevertheless outraged a Japanese public opinion unaware of the country's inability to 

continue the war against a Russia only beginning to deploy its immense military 

strength in the Far East. 

FRUSTRATED ASPIRATIONS 
The Russo-Japanese War established Japan as a major power, but its gains proved 

marginal compared to the requirements for sustaining Japanese greatness. An 

economy strained to the limi t was further burdened by large foreign loans. The ships 

that won Tsushima had been largely constructed in foreign yards. Ten years later, 

Japan was constructing its own dreadnoughts, but the kind of navy required to 

maintain great-power status in the Pacific did not come cheaply. Taxes became 

increasingly oppressive on a still largely agricultural population. An expanding army 

found its new units committed to expensive overseas garrison duty. The Western 
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powers continued to compete financially in Manchuria. China remained nearly 

immune to Japanese economic penetration. 

In both China and Russia, Japan had confronted adversaries willin g to negotiate 

settlements rather than fight to a finish against a determined adversary that had seized 

its main objectives in the war's early stages. That pattern of limitation persisted when, 

in 1914, Japan entered the Great War on the Allied side. Its government resisted 

pressure to send troops to the Western Front and make its new battle cruisers available 

to the Royal Navy; Japan's only direct contribution to the war in Europe was a few 

small destroyers sent to the Mediterranean. But Japan's warships patrolled Pacific 

trade routes and occupied German island possessions. Its soldiers overran the German 

sphere of influence on the Chinese mainland. Its diplomats put increasing pressure on 

a Chinese government that was the unstable creation of recent revolution. In 1918, 

Japan sent troops into Siberia as part of the anti-Bolshevik initiative undertaken by 

the Western powers. By the time the peace conference assembled at Versailles, Japan 

was recognized as a major player in the Asian power game. Whether the Empire could 

sustain its gains, and what domestic and international prices must be paid for them, 

were other stories. 

The war had strengthened in Japan a concept of Asian regionalism. Far from 

diminishing in the twentieth century, differences in ethnic and cultural patterns 

between Japan and the West had been revitalized by American and Australian hostility 

to Japanese immigration. Increasing numbers of Japan's political leaders across the 

ideological spectrum saw 1914-18 as merely the first stage of a long-term, 

ethnically-based Darwinian struggle, with the winners eventually turning on the 

peoples of Asia. Woodrow Wilson's issuing of the Fourteen Points was widely 

interpreted in Japanese decision-making circles as rhetorical camouflage for an 

American-led Western conspiracy against the only non-Caucasian world power. 

Against the background of this apocalyptic vision developed the concept of what 

was often called an "Asian Monroe Doctrine," based on "coexistence and 

co-prosperity," with Japan playing the role that the US assumed in the Western 

hemisphere. Culturally based prewar concepts of a pan-Asian order based on a 

common Sinic heritage began sharing space with concrete, pragmatic visions of 

regionalism that assigned to China the role of providing raw materials and labor, to 

Manchuria the mission of furnishing living space to an overcrowded Japan, and to 

Japan itself the provision of leadership and protection. 

In the aftermath of the Great War, proponents of moderation gained enough 

influence in Japan's parliament and administration to secure withdrawal of troops 

from Siberia, and from the old German concessions on the Shandong Peninsula. The 

Army was reduced by four divisions, and the Navy scaled back, in accordance with 

the Washington Treaty of 1922. Successive party-based cabinets pursued cooperative 

diplomacy with the Western powers in China. This challenge to the link between 

expansionism and national identity continued, however, to confront two other prewar 

mentalities significantly weakened in the West by the events of 1914-18, but still vital 

in Japan. One was the continued acceptance of war as a normal continuation of state 

policy. The other was a definition of war as an affirmative experience. 

Japan began its modern existence by modeling itself on Great Britain: an island 

empire that used a judicious blend of manufacture, commerce, and violence to achieve 

power beyond what its own resources could support. The national challenge became 

OPPOSITE Japanese field artillery 
in firing position during the Russo-
Japanese War. The sketch highlights 
the state-of-the art character of 
Japan's army at the turn of the 
century. (Courtesy of the 
Illustrated London News Picture 
Library) 
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creating an industrial apparatus that would enable Japan to function as an 

independent actor. The government's response was "circumstantial adaptability": 

making the best possible use of an economy still based heavily on subsistence peasant 

farming to develop crucial industrial sectors. 

This policy was successful enough by the 1920s to make Japan a major exporter to 

Asian markets. It also generated significant imbalances, with the armaments industry 

at a state-of-the-art level while other sectors of manufacturing lagged behind. And it 

rendered Japan heavily - indeed almost totally - dependent on imported raw 

materials. During the Great War, though some areas profited in the short term by 

fillin g Allied orders for munitions, the economy as a whole missed the synergies of 

stimuli that had transformed the Western states into advanced industrial powers. 

During the 1920s it became clear that Japan's industrialization, rapid and 

comprehensive though it was, could not secure a firm footing in a tightening global 

market. Heavy industry remained domestically focused, in particular on meeting the 

demands of the Navy. The export products that defined the Japanese economy were 

significantly vulnerable to external shocks and disturbances. Increasing numbers of 

economists argued that, if Japan were to advance to the next stage of growth, a 

broad-based structure of high-quality production combined with cutting-edge 

innovation, the country must be in a position to control raw materials and influence 

markets directly. 

That line of argument resonated with conservatives increasingly convinced that 

Japan needed space for its surplus agrarian population and opportunities for its 

growing supply of managers and engineers. After World War I, France and Britain, the 

major Asian colonial powers, were concentrating on domestic recovery. Soviet Russia 

was even more preoccupied with its own affairs. The United States was far away, and 

historically more interested in trade than in governance. The way seemed open for 

Japan to develop an imperium in a region offering both markets and resources: China. 

GREATER EAST ASIA 
Initially , there were elements of altruism in Japan's policies. Japan owed its written 

language and much of its culture to its larger neighbor. With China apparently 

dissolving into chaos as warlord armies vied for control, the time seemed right for 

Japan to assume the "yellow man's burden": the younger brother coming to the elder 

brother's aid for their mutual benefit. A burgeoning Chinese nationalism, however, 

wanted nothing to do with the concept. At the same time, it proved increasingly 

difficul t for Japanese commercial interests to establish functioning connections in a 

China where private economy was as fragmented as it was underdeveloped, and 

whose central government, when finally established, exercised at best tenuous control 

and tended to seek legitimacy by Japan-bashing. The result, in the 1930s, was an 

increasing congruence of attitudes in Japan between advocates of economic expansion 

and the growing body of officials and army officers who had talked one another into 

believing that Japan had its own Asian version of a "civilizin g mission." 

Rhetoric shifted into action as a consequence of Chinese behavior. Since the 

Russo-Japanese War, the nominally Chinese province of Manchuria had been a 

Japanese sphere of influence. It was a low-rent sphere - some financial investment, a 

monopoly of railway transportation, a few thousand guard and security troops 
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grandiloquently christened the Kwantung Army. However when China's Kuomintang 
government began directly challenging Japan's position, in an effort to reassert 
long-lapsed sovereignty, army officers on the spot defied orders to proceed with 
caution and patience. Instead they responded by armed action in the Mukden 
Incident of September 18, 1931, overrunning the province and confronting the 
Japanese government with a fait accompli. 

A long-standing Japanese tradition was gekokujo: the open, ceremonial challenge 
of superiors by juniors for reasons of principle. It was kept alive in the Imperial 
Japanese Army as a manifestation of that fighting spirit considered necessary for 
victory - and frequently because the senior officers agreed with their subordinates. 
In September 1932, the Army established a puppet state in Manchuria. In May 1933, 
a reinforced Kwantung Army invaded north China, forcing economic and 
administrative concessions from a nationalist government more concerned with 
destroying its Communist rival. When China called on the League of Nations for help, 
that body took the matter under consideration. When the League finally got around 
to censuring Japan, Japan withdrew - accompanied by the applause of Asian 
nationalists like Indonesia's Mohammed Hatta, who denounced the League as a front 
for Western imperialism. 

The domestic popularity of this initiative was facilitated significantly by a Great 
Depression that hit hard at exports concentrated at the extremes of Japan's economic 
spectrum. Luxury goods on one hand, cut-price textiles on the other, lost customers 

Japanese draftees standing in front 
of their barracks before the issuing 
of their uniforms. Japanese training 
was strict and demanding and 
characterized by high levels of 
physical brutality. (Imperial War 
Museum: HU55367) 
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more rapidly than mid-market items. The Western powers cut off trade with their Asian 

possessions. Japan's initial response was to make such drastic cuts in its domestic 

economy that total collapse seemed the next probable stage. More and more Japanese, 

from high officials to ordinary citizens, listened when the imperialists argued that Japan 

had only one choice: between being hammer or anvil, windshield or bug. 

Japan had always taken seriously the military challenge presumably posed to Asia 

by the West. The Navy's basic plan for war against the United States dated back to 1907. 

During the Great War, it began a naval construction program designed to provide, by 

1927, a fleet of 16 capital ships, with cruisers and destroyers in proportion - a fleet not 

only strong enough to guarantee Japan's regional position, but if necessary to challenge 

for mastery of the Pacific an America increasingly critical of Japanese policies and 

behaviors in China. The admirals were correspondingly bitter as the Washington Treaty 

and later disarmament agreements left the fleet in a position of permanent inferiority to 

those of the US and Britain. It made no difference that the agreed-upon force ratios 

guaranteed Japan virtual hegemony in the northwest Pacific quadrant. What the Navy 

sought was a power-projection capacity. To that end, it concentrated on building 

warships individually larger and better armed than their western counterparts. To that 

end as well, the Navy paid attention to air power, both land-based and in the developing 

seagoing version of the aircraft carrier. And finally, the planners counted on the physical 

and moral toughness, the fighting spirit, of their men. 

Japan's army fell increasingly behind the technological curve established on the 

Western Front, remaining a horse-powered, infantry-based force in an era of 

industrialized war. That fact led, in turn, to a decision that Japan must emphasize 

moral elements. The experience of World War I, as processed in the Japanese Imperial 

Army, was that hardness was a prerequisite for survival and success in modern 

high-tech combat. Discipline, already harsh by Western standards, was tightened to 

the limi t of everyday endurance. The random physical brutality so often noted by 

interwar Western observers was considered as prefiguring the even greater and more 

random brutality of the battlefield. 

Surrender had not been considered as inherently shameful in Japan's previous 

wars, nor in the civil wars that had shaped the Empire's earlier history. After the Great 

War, it was presented as an unthinkable social and military disgrace, permanently 

dishonoring the captive and his family. Cold steel was emphasized to the point that 

light machine guns were given bayonet attachments. Soldiers were not actually 

expected to use bulky automatic weapons weighing almost thirty pounds in hand-to-

hand combat: the design symbolized the Army's priorities. 

Bushido, an aristocratic warrior creed with its roots in Japan's middle ages, originally 

prescribed correct and honorable behavior towards enemies as a manifestation of one's 

own honor. Increasingly it became a synonym for a way of war rather than a way of life. 

The soldiers and sailors of Japan were expected to show concern for nothing but their 

duty and their mission. This ethos can be a recipe for trouble away from the front lines 

in any army. Its effect was exacerbated, as Japan's military involvement in China 

increased, by a sense of being hopelessly outnumbered in a sea of hostile and inscrutable 

aliens. The infamous Nanjing Massacre was, in good part, sparked by Japanese fear of 

"plainclothesmen": Chinese soldiers who shed their uniforms to act as snipers and 

saboteurs. The only time that Chinese could be trusted was at bayonet point, and in the 

end "stone dead had no fellow." 
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The armed forces' institutionalization of hardness had other negative manifestations 

as well. Logistics were a secondary concern for a fleet and an army obsessed with 

maximizing combat power. Troops were expected to supplement their rations by 

requisition and foraging. From the plains of China to the jungles of the South Pacific, 

that became an entering wedge for brutality in subsistence economies. From using a 

rifl e butt on a recalcitrant peasant, it was a short step to teaching the women who their 

new masters were, and to destroying what could not be carried away. 

It was not an environment encouraging altruism or moderation. In July 1937, a 

skirmish outside Beijing provided an excuse for resuming hostilities with China. 

The finished article, ready for field 
service.The bayonet was always 
carried fixed on operations, and 
its use was constantly emphasized 
in doctrine and training. (Imperial 
War Museum; HU72213) 
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Soldiers in Manchuria playing 
baseball. Introduced into Japan 
during the 1870s, the sport 
became increasingly popular 
and remained so during the war. 
(Imperial War Museum: 
HU722155) 

Though the Japanese government did not want a full-scale conflict, the renewed 

Sino-Japanese War was, from its first days, a total war in terms of its conduct. Japanese 

behavior at all levels was that of conquerors. Businessmen treated the Chinese with 

the kind of ruthlessness that discouraged even instrumental cooperation. Exploitation 

increasingly took second place to destruction. Nevertheless, with a solipsism that can 

only be described as breathtaking, Japan began making plans for a new Asian order. 

The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, as initiall y described, was based on a 

concept of economic self-sufficiency among Japan, China, and what would become 

the former Dutch, British, and French colonial possessions. Never precisely defined, 

the concept of the Co-Prosperity Sphere was intended as much for domestic as 

external consumption. It provided a set of aims for what was increasingly becoming a 

"forever war" against China. It appealed to a xenophobia significantly exacerbated 

both by what seemed the sanctimony of Western attitudes towards Japan's policies, 

and by the growing economic pressure the US and Britain were turning against Japan. 

In an Asian context, the Co-Prosperity Sphere's appeal was essentially political, 

inviting nationalist movements and Chinese progressives disgusted with the existing 

gridlock of Communists and Kuomintang to consider the alternative of mutual 

cooperation. Accompanying it were promises of political independence and economic 

development - both under Japanese auspices, to be sure, but both also preferable to 

existing circumstances. 
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Unfortunately for Japan's purposes, China proved both refractory and retrograde. 

Within eighteen months of the first efforts at "coordination," it was clear that far from 

finding China a springboard to modernization, the Army was de-modernizing to meet 

the demands of even minimal control of the parts of China it occupied. Any doubts on 

that score were eliminated during a series of border clashes with the USSR in 1939, in 

which bayonets proved no match for medium tanks. The Navy's new construction 

programs, including the Yamato class battleships, the most powerful of their kind ever 

built, made increasing demands on scant reserves of fuel. 

For all the traditional hostility that existed between the Army and the Navy, the 

two services increasingly agreed in principle that Japan still confronted a bleak choice 

between further enhancing the resources under its control, and resigning itself to 

second-rank status. The Navy favored a southern initiative against the Dutch and 

French colonial holdings. The Army, despite its rough treatment at Soviet hands, 

retained its continental ambitions. The government compromised by supporting both. 

Emperor Hirohito, despite his personal preference for cooperation rather than 

confrontation with the US and Britain, refused to interfere - neither deities nor 

constitutional monarchs comment on details of policy and strategy. 

PATHS TO WAR 
The image of a Japan backed into a corner by American boycotts and sanctions during 

the 1930s, finally lashing out in desperation to begin a war with few chances of 

winning it, was a staple of anti-Roosevelt politics and revisionist historiography for a 

quarter-century after 1945. In recent years a more sophisticated understanding of 

Japan's internal dynamics has diminished the intellectual appeal of what is at bottom 

a fairly crude economic-determinist interpretation of the island empire's behavior in 

the decade preceding Pearl Harbor. America's use of its economic strength to create 

diplomatic leverage may not by itself have impelled Japan to war. It added, however, 

to the negative synergy that was transforming an ambitious, authoritarian, imperialist 

power into an ideologically-centered would-be Pacific hegemony. 

A generalized public sympathy for China in no way carried over into willingness 

to risk war. Nevertheless, the increasingly internationally-minded administration of 

Franklin Roosevelt had no intention of seeing Asia slide into chaos as a consequence 

of Japan's imperial ambitions combined with an imperial overstretch that rendered 

Britain less and less capable of influencing Asian affairs decisively. And as the US took 

a hand, by Japanese standards it took sides as well. Its criticism of Japanese initiatives, 

whether publicly or through diplomatic channels, rekindled a hostility dating to the 

turn of the century, when American policy had been widely perceived as committed 

to frustrating Japan's ambitions - not from its own greed, which would be 

understandable, but from a sense of moral and racial superiority. 

In practical terms at least, the antagonism was one-sided. American public 

opinion, racist though it might have been, considered the Japanese more a joke than 

a foe. The two navies had long been each other's principal adversaries in terms of 

planning and construction, but American senior officers drank no toasts to an 

inevitable confrontation. There was still room for accommodation when war broke out 

in Europe in 1939. Nor did Japan take immediate direct advantage of the discomfiture 

of its European rivals eight months later. Instead it used the new situation to increase 
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