




















































































































































































HIRANUMA AND THE NAZI-SOVIET PACT 

Many of the decisive events of this period were closely related 
to the Cabinet changes. Hiranuma, for example, was forced 
out of office by the Soviet-German pact of August 23, 1939. 
During that summer the Hiranuma Cabinet had been dickering 
with Germany over the details of a proposed military pact, 
while the Japanese army had been fighting a minor war with 
the Soviet Union on the Outer Mongolian frontier. So the 
Soviet-German pact came as a stunning blow to Tokyo, and 
for a time feelings against Germany ran high. The army 
extremists, who had strongly advocated an alliance with Ger­
many, were discredited along with Hiranuma. Consequently, 
extremist influence was not so great in the next two Cabinets, 
headed by General Abe and Admiral Y onai. 

ABE AND THE PRICE OF RICE 

The Abe Cabinet was overthrown five months later for reasons 
entirely different, but equally significant. Here the issue turned 
mainly on Japan's growing economic difficulties. During the 
winter of 1939-40 a rice shortage developed, and "bootleg" 
prices soared toward 50 yen per koku (the five bushel unit)­
dangerously close to the level which stimulated the "rice riots" 
of 1918. In September 1938 the Abe Cabinet had fixed ceilings 
on all prices. When the rice shortage developed, it had to back 
down on its own ruling. In November it raised the official 
price from 38 to 43 yen per koku. By this time, however, the 
farmers had already sold their crops, and the gains were reaped 
by the rice dealers. 

Outspoken criticisms were expected in the Diet and, rather 
than meet them, the Abe Cabinet resigned in mid-January. The 
incoming Y onai Cabinet had to face the music. One outspoken 
member of the Minseito party, Takao Saito, challenged not 
only economic conditions, but the war itself. His striking 
speech of February 2, 1940 attacked Wang Ching-wei's pro-
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posed regime (Japan's puppet government) in China as noth­
ing more than a "central government in name." After casting 
doubt on the prospects of achieving the "new order in East 
Asia," he asked what the Japanese people had received in 
return for their great sacrifices in the war. Even more serious, 
in the eyes of Japan's army leaders, was Saito's declaration that, 
in view of China's large territory and army, it "is doubtful 
whether Japan can overthrow" Chiang Kai-shek's regime. A 
critical electric power "famine" which developed at this time, 
and forced many factories to shut down, underlined the truth 
in Saito's remarks. The Japanese people backed Saito so 
strongly that several months passed before the authorities 
dared to expel him from the Diet. 

YONAI TRAILS TOO FAR BEHIND NAZI PUSH 

But Hitler's military victories in the spring of 1940, and espe­
cially the ,defeat of France, swiftly altered Japan's position in 
the Far East. The "moderation" which the Abe and Y onai 
Cabinets had shown in foreign policy suddenly vanished. 
Intense pressure was brought to bear on the French authorities 
in the Far East. In June the French Ambassador at Tokyo 
agreed to stop shipments of goods to China over the Indo­
China Railway. Less than a month later, the British govern­
ment also bowed to the Japanese demand that the Burma Road 
be closed for three months. But these gains were not enough 
for the extremist elements within Japan. They had received 
a fresh impetus from Hitler's successes, and were prepared to 
move far more boldly both on the home and foreign fronts. 
The War Minister, maneuvering for the set-up of an equally 
bold and impetuous Cabinet, suddenly offered his resignation. 
Thus, on July 16, 1940, the Yonai Cabinet crumbled. 



XIII. Shadow Over Asia 

Under the second Konoye Cabinet, formed July 22, 1940, 
the flood that had been sweeping over Japan since 1931 reached 
a new high. Territorial aims were enlarged. Expansion was no 
longer to be confined to China. The goal was now a "Greater 
East Asia," including all the rich colonial territories in southern 
Asiatic waters. At home, also, the pace quic.kened. The army 
leaders moved toward full suppression of the parties, and a 
reduction of the Diet's powers. Obstacles to foreign expansion 
and internal regimentation continued to exist, however, and 
slowed down the fascist advance. 

In foreign policy, the Konoye Cabinet made two far-reach­
ing moves. On September 27, 1940 it concluded a military alli­
ance with Germany and Italy. By this alliance, as we have seen, 
Japan was allotted "Greater East Asia" for her "living space." 
This sphere, however, was not yet under Japanese control. It 
had to be won. So the second move was a step in the direction 
of winning it. It was a move into Indo-China. 

In September 1940, a French-Japanese agreement admitted 
a limited number of Japanese troops to northern districts of the 
French colony of Indo-China. These troops were the entering 
wedge. Then Japan pushed her control southward to Saigon. 
Early in 194 I, Tokyo dictated a settlement of the Thailand­
Indo-China conflict, which she hoped would eventually yield 
her full control of Indo-China, and still greater powers over 
Thailand, where Japanese influence was already strong. And 
Saigon, we should add, is only 650 miles north of Singapore. 

A HARD ROW TO HOE 

In other respects, however, the Konoye Cabinet's expansionist 
program-like that of its predecessors-did not enjoy easy 
going. For the war in China was still not won. In November 
1940 Japan formally recognized Wang Ching-wei's Nanking 
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regime (the puppet government she herself had created). But 
this step merely spotlighted Japan's failure to secure peace in 
China. Tokyo also undertook negotiations with the Soviet 
Union, but with little immediate result. Finally, the British 
and the Dutch strengthened the defenses of both Malaya and 
the Netherlands Indies, and the American fleet at Hawaii served 
as an eloquent warning against any move by Japan on Singa­
pore, strategic key to southeast Asia. 

THE HOME FRONT 

On the home front, the Konoye Cabinet clamped down even 
firmer dictatorial control. All political parties "voluntarily" 
dissolved in the summer of 1940. There was a plan afoot to 
curb the Diet's influence by amending the Election Law to 
give fewer people votes. And the extremists began to organize 
a mass fascist party, with local units throughout the country. 

These efforts achieved some practical results. The outspoken 
criticism marking previous Diet sessions was less apparent in 
1940-41. The "near neighbor" groups, set up by the new fascist 
party, gave the authorities a means of checking up closely on 
popular opinion, and taking measures to suppress opposition as 
soon as it appeared. Economic difficulties were piling up, and 
the need for repression was becoming greater. Rationing of 
sugar, charcoal and matches, begun in 1940, was extended to 
rice early in 1941. 

A HORSE TRADE 

But the political struggle within Japan, even among its ruling 
circles, was not settled by the Konoye government's actions. 
On the contrary, it continued as strong as ever. A characteris­
tic "deal" indicated the lines along which the struggle was 
being fought. The military-fascist groups were unwilling to 
permit a general election, due in 1941, to take place. On the 
other hand, the moderates opposed moves to revise the Election 
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Law and to strengthen state control over industry. In January 
1941, a deal was made in which the extremists agreed to drop 
these moves, while the moderates consented to let the Diet run 
on without an election for one year, and to support the govern­
ment's program in the meantime. 

EXPANSION OR DEFEAT? 

In the early months of 1941, Tokyo increasingly committed 
itself to a policy dictated by the results of a decade of aggres­
sion. Since 1937 Japan had spent nearly 20 billion yen on the 
war in China, or twice the total national debt in 1936. She had 
suffered more than a million casualties, in killed, wounded and 
diseased. In return for these great losses, she expected vast gains. 

Thus "Greater East Asia" became the avowed goal of Japan's 
foreign policy. To Japan's rulers, it represented the full flower­
ing of the "bloc economy" idea. They now considered not 
only Manchuria and China, but the whole of East Asia, neces­
sary for such a bloc. The raw materials of southeast Asia, espe­
cially the oil, tin and rubber of the Indies and Malaya, were 
needed to make up the deficiencies of a "J apan-China-lVlan­
choukuo" bloc. But even with these rich prizes Japan would 
not be entirely self-sufficient economically. She would still lack 
high-grade machinery and certain other products. Nevertheless, 
with the raw materials of East Asia firmly under her control, 
Japan believed she would have sufficient bargaining power to 
secure the foreign currency necessary for buying all she needed 
in the world market. 

Japanese statesmen continually stressed this idea of an East 
Asiatic bloc in their speeches. To make its realization possible, 
they concluded the alliance with Germany. Barring an out­
right German victory in Europe, however, the difficulties 
which confront Tokyo's advance toward mastery of East Asia 
are still formidable. 

For Japan's economic resources are at a low ebb. Industrial 
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production has begun to decline. Foreign trade is falling off, 
and reserves of foreign currency are low. China is uncon­
quered, and relations with the Soviet Union are uncertain. 
The British Empire and the United States, which stand guard 
over southeast Asia, are the mainstays of Japan's foreign trade. 
By moving against them in that region, Japan. might risk every­
thing gained thus far. For the first time, she would be staking 
her future on a war with powers that control the seas and 
access to world markets. She ,,,ould be facing all the dangers 
that she successfully avoided in the World War of 1914-18. 

Japan's geographical location, close to the scene of action in 
the Far East, is still her great strategic advantage. Her economic 
deficiencies have been, and continue to be, her main source 
of w~kness. The ratio between these two controlling factors 
may well determine the immediate future. Is Japan's new 
Empire to reach out over immensely larger areas, or is it to 
suffer its first great defeat? 
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