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his is a set of essays on the history of how the United 

States and Japan came into conflict in 1941 that 

appeared originally as appendices to William D. O'Neil, 

Undefending Pearl Harbor: How America's Strongest Bastion 

Became Its Most Weakly Defended, 2nd edition (Fairfax VA: 

Peter Press Publishers, 2016) ISBN 978-1946080004. 

A great deal has been published on this subject and 

almost all of the entries in the bibliography are to secondary 

works. What motivated these essays is that the existing 

work is almost entirely cast from a Japanese or American 

point of view, or from a narrowly bilateral one, but such 

frameworks cannot help but severely distort the actual story 

and lead to incorrect conclusions. Here I examine 

established factual information in a multilateral analytical 

framework and come to conclusions that are somewhat 

distinctive.  

I do not identify “the guilty men.” In a full-length 

treatment using a similar analytical approach there would 

appear  a few men whose lapses of performance of duty or 

judgement had particularly unfortunate consequences, but 

the story of the origins of the Pacific War is almost entirely 

one of institutions rather than individuals. Circumstance 

and institutional imperative very largely dictated the course 

and virtually everyone involved played his institutionally 

assigned role at least adequately. This is not to say that 

there were no major lapses, but they were in the nature of 

T 



traps that could have been avoided only by Delphic 

foresight and Herculean effort. Time permitting, perhaps I 

will at length elaborate on these themes.  

These essays are extracted directly from the book and I 

have preserved the original pagination so that if it is 

necessary to cite from them this may be done with reference 

to their original publication. More has been published since 

2016 and if I were to revise these essays thoroughly today I 

would add some more citations and change some points of 

wording. I am satisfied, however, that nothing that has 

appeared would cause me to alter any of my major 

conclusions.  

Comments, questions, or requests for permissions are 

welcomed and may be directed to me. 



 

 

 

Appendix A: 
Background to War 

hy and how did Japan and the United States come to fight? 
It was easily foreseeable that such a conflict would be im-

mensely costly for both sides, after all. To most people it does seem 
obvious that compromise with Hitler was unthinkable, but neither 
Japan nor the United States was ruled by psychopathic monsters, 
superheated wartime rhetoric not to the contrary. What objectives 
could have been so supremely important that a war was better than 
any possible compromise? 

Today, the two nations are closely allied and large majorities in 
each view the other with trust and respect.1 But 75 years ago, opin-
ions could scarcely have been more different. Key leaders on both 
sides saw in one another a threat not simply to their own nation’s 
interests but its continued existence. This appendix will very briefly 
review the background to this extraordinary and deadly confronta-
tion. It will focus more on Japan not only because she is less known 
to English-speaking audiences but because it was the Japaanese who 
took action.  

W
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Although Japan’s origin myth would have the history of the nation 
and its imperial house stretching back more than 2600 years, in fact 
it was roughly 1500 years ago that the Japanese emerged from the 
Neolithic past, adopting and adapting a great deal from the much 
older Chinese civilization.2 But just as the evolution of Europe’s po-
litical institutions owed at least as much to its tribal barbarian roots 
as to its heritage from Rome, so Japan’s political development di-
verged strongly from China’s. 

For the past thousand years and more the emperor has very rarely 
held substantial power, although he might sometimes exercise con-
siderable indirect influence. Rather than an absolute ruler as in Chi-
na, he has been identified with the soul and essence of Japan, 
whether as a symbol or, to many, a quasi-divine embodiment. Those 
who did hold real power often felt the need of imperial sanction for 
its exercise.  

Until 1865, real power almost always was in the hands of military 
overlords. Often, one supreme overlord, known as a shogūn, was 
strong enough to keep the lesser lords in line, thus maintaining rela-
tive peace. But shoguns faced many obstacles, not least the great 
difficulty of long-distance communications and movement across 
Japan’s rugged landscape.3  

Following an extended interval of internal war, Japan was finally 
reunited under Ieyasu Tokugawa in 1600.4 He established a shogunal 
dynasty that lasted until the 1860s, consistently maintaining peace 
after the conflicts involved in initial consolidation.5 

The challenges of the Tokugawa shogūns  

Like earlier shogūns the Tokugawas swore their allegiance to the 
emperor and claimed authority in his name. But they maintained 
their military government, the shogunate or bakufu, in Edo (later to 
become Tokyo), a journey of several days to the east of the emperor’s 
court in Kyoto and thus safely removed from imperial interference. 
(A high shogunate official remained in Kyoto to keep close watch on 
court doings, but court officials were unwelcome in Edo.)6 

While internal opposition had been thoroughly subdued by 1630, 
the Tokugawa shogunate continued to face a variety of challenges. 
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Below the southwestern horizon, five to ten days’ sail, loomed Chi-
na, in all her glory and potential menace. In the 1600s China went 
through a very turbulent period as the long-established Ming Dyn-
asty decayed, fractured, and was conquered and supplanted by the 
quasi-Chinese Manchus. They eventually established themselves as 
the Qing Dynasty, which outlasted the Tokugawa shogunate and di-
rected its expansionism toward China’s landward frontiers, paying 
little attention to Japan.7 But Japan’s relations with China had histor-
ically been turbulent and there was reason for caution on both 
sides.8 

Of greater concern, in some ways, were the Europeans. The Portu-
guese, who had spearheaded European seaborne penetration into 
Asian waters since 1498, reached a then-disunited Japan in the 1540s, 
bringing guns, clocks, and Jesuits. All three were embraced by at 
least some of the warring feudal lords, and the Portuguese estab-
lished themselves as middlemen in a vigorous Sino-Japanese trade, 
much to their profit. Later, however, Spanish Franciscans arrived 
from the Philippines, clashing with the rival Jesuits.9 

Once they had triumphed and set about getting the country firmly 
under their control, Ieyasu Tokugawa and his immediate successors 
concluded that guns and clocks were worth keeping but that the 
priests and their Portuguese sponsors were a potentially unsettling 
influence, and quickly banned both. The Dutch, who had been 
fighting a worldwide war with the Portuguese for control of rich co-
lonial possessions and trade rights, were invited to take over such 
trade with the outside world as the shogunate desired, but only un-
der the strictest control and with no contact with non-official Japa-
nese. Aside from licensed trade with the Chinese and Dutch, Japa-
nese were strictly forbidden any contact with foreigners or foreign 
ideas, on pain of death, and prohibited from leaving the country. 

The Tokugawa system for ruling Japan was a little reminiscent of 
Feudal Europe. There were about 250 “domains” or han, varying 
widely in size and population, each ruled by a lord, called a daimyō, 
closely subject to the shogūn. The domains remitted no taxes to Edo, 
but were responsible for managing their own affairs in accordance 
with the shogūn’s direction and answering any calls for military ser-
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vice or special assistance. The shogūn was the nation’s greatest land-
lord and relied on revenues from his own lands together with some 
excises to fund the shogunate.  

During the period of civil war prior to the Tokugawa victory all the 
daimyō had built up substantial fighting forces. These too were feu-
dal in a broad sense, hereditary personal retainers of the daimyō 
classed as samurai, or more or less equivalently as bushi. After the 
consolidation of the Tokugawa state the samurai class is thought to 
have made up roughly five percent of the population, although ra-
ther unevenly distributed. Each samurai family received a stipend of 
rice whose size varied widely depending on rank and was responsible 
for providing one or more fully trained and equipped warriors at the 
daimyō’s call—perhaps many warriors as well as horses in the case of 
higher-ranking samurai.10 

Routine guard duty and occasional responses to public disorder 
aside, there was little need for military service in Tokugawa Japan. In 
the more immediate term samurai were called upon to serve as ad-
ministrators, bureaucrats, clerks, or servants, depending on station. 
But they went about armed, each with two swords, exercised at ar-
chery and swordsmanship, and remained self-consciously military. 
Whatever his station, unflinching courage, upright honor, undying 
loyalty and stoic self-denial were the samurai’s cardinal virtues, at 
least in principle, even if their degree of realization varied a good 
deal, particularly for those living amidst the fleshpots of Edo.11 

The Tokugawa shogūns did not pursue policies particularly well 
calculated to promote the economy, but Pax Tokugawa was good for 
prosperity in a broad sense. If peasants benefitted not much, cities 
thrived as never before and supported a substantial well-to-do mid-
dle class. The shogūn, daimyō, and especially the samurai gained 
very little however.  

The greatest gains were in Edo, the capital city, which grew from a 
rural hamlet to one of the largest cities in the world. To further 
strengthen their control, the Tokugawa rulers required daimyō to 
keep their families in Edo and to spend half the year there them-
selves. The result was a major economic squeeze on the shogūn, his 
daimyōs, and the samurai who accompanied them. This was one rea-
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son underlying a progressive cracking of shogunal control over the 
course of Tokugawa history. 

Revolt, “Restoration,” and revolution 

Tokugawa Ieyasu established his dominance by winning a great bat-
tle near Sekigahara in Central Japan in October 1600, leading a coali-
tion of daimyō mostly from the northeast against a nearly-equal 
southwestern coalition. His victory was not so complete that he 
could crush the losers; they were made to suffer for their sins, but 
few were actually dispossessed. Their descendants bore various 
marks of shogunal displeasure at their ancestral perfidy and nur-
tured resentments for more than two and a half centuries. 

Aside from mounting economic and social irritants, and aware-
ness of bakufu weakness, another destabilizing factor was increasing 
western presence in the region. 

Many European countries long believed that promotion of trade 
was one of the chief responsibilities of the state, by force if neces-
sary. (Through the 1700s, finding trade opportunities was always one 
of the major motivations for voyages of exploration, along with 
Christian proselytization for some.)  

The Chinese empire had a long tradition of severely restricting 
foreign traders and this led to a series of ugly conflicts starting with 
the Opium War of 1839-42. In earlier times the Chinese had proven 
able to control the seafarers from the West, but by the 1830s the dis-
parities in wealth and technology had grown beyond China’s power 
to cope, for all her size.12 It all looked rather disquieting viewed from 
across the East China Sea. 

It was a very long voyage from Europe and the Europeans did not 
see especially enticing trade prospects in Japan, keeping her fairly 
safe for a while. But by the 1850s the Americans were growing dis-
tressed at Japanese treatment of whaleships in need of water, provi-
sions, or storm repairs in the Western Pacific. A squadron of steam-
and-sail warships was dispatched to impress the Japanese with the 
importance of hospitality. The shogunate, profiting from the Chi-
nese example, decided not to embark on a war it was bound to lose 
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and after protracted resistance reluctantly agreed to “open” the 
country through a treaty of “amity and commerce” signed in 1858.  

In the eyes of many this was a craven and outrageous yielding to 
the “long-nosed barbarians,” a disgraceful betrayal of the shogūn’s 
sacred responsibilities to the emperor. They had no constructive al-
ternative: the shogūn should just say no and take whatever steps 
might be necessary to repel the intruders. Thus the shogunate had 
its choice: face up to internal enemies it might seem reasonably able 
to defeat or to external foes it very likely could not. The choice that 
was made was logical enough under the circumstances, but ulti-
mately it proved fatal.  

It was not the descendants of the daimyō defeated at Sekigahara 
who raised the banners of revolt, but those of their samurai. And not 
their highest-ranking samurai, although the usual description of 
them as low-ranking is a bit of an exaggeration. (They were ordinary 
men at arms, not at leadership levels, but for the most part not at the 
lowest rungs.)13 Now, however, they took the lead in a sporadic series 
of moves and counter-moves through the late 1850s and 1860s that 
culminated in a successful war of revolution in 1868-69.14  

As civil wars then went it was not very bloody; the United States 
then had a population little more than two-thirds of Japan’s but the 
American Civil War cost about 20 times as many dead. In part the 
revolutionaries had benefitted from mortality. Until early 1867 the 
throne was held by Emperor Kōmei, a young and vigorous man who 
was quite opposed to changing things very much. He succumbed to 
a major worldwide pandemic of smallpox, however, and was suc-
ceeded by his 14-year-old son who is known as the Meiji Emperor.  

(The naming of Japan’s emperors involves complications I won’t go 
into, generally using just the name by which they seem most widely 
known. “Meiji” was the name given the era in which he reigned, 
meaning “enlightened rule.”) 

The new boy emperor had no political views of his own and cour-
tiers sympathetic to the revolutionaries were able to manipulate him 
and get the stamp of imperial approval on the policies they favored. 
Thus the revolutionaries could march under the imperial banner, a 
major advantage. 



 Appendix A: Background to War 101 

 

It’s one thing to overthrow a regime, quite another to make a bet-
ter one in its place. The revolutionaries started by calling their revolt 
the “Meiji Restoration,” meaning that they were simply restoring 
imperial power to its rightful place. This was complete nonsense in 
historical terms, but wrapping themselves in the imperial mantle 
made excellent public relations. A core group who continued to take 
an active role in government constituted an informal “Meiji oligar-
chy.” By the time the last of the Meiji oligarchs left the scene, about 
55 years later, Japan had vaulted forward by about four or five centu-
ries in terms of closest European equivalents. It was a tremendously 
impressive accomplishment but it inevitably left a great many loose 
ends and unresolved tensions, and these would be major factors in 
impelling Japan to the cataclysm of the Pacific War.15 

Everything needed to be done, and there were few blueprints to 
follow. The oligarchs had been raised as provincial soldiers in a very 
isolated land, but they were intelligent and extremely determined to 
learn what they needed to in order to enable Japan to make her way 
in a world dominated by the Europeans. And true to their samurai 
upbringing they were utterly fearless. 

Building a new Japan 

A core problem was that Japan in 1870, although not truly “feudal,” 
was very far from a modern unitary and integrated nation. The long-
standing division into domains or han had fostered a local particu-
larism at the expense of national unity or even consciousness. The 
imperial throne was one of the very few universally recognized and 
accepted unifying institutions. The ruling oligarchs used the emper-
or’s authority to breathe life into a variety of other national institu-
tions and establish programs of intense nationalistic indoctrination 
in the schools.  

At the same time they were themselves the products of the old di-
visions, sons of the southwestern domains that had been on the los-
ing side three centuries earlier, harboring hostility and suspicion 
toward northeasterners. It was more closely akin to the feelings of 
the French for the Germans than American Southerners for New 
Englanders. In the new army in particular it was much better for 
your career to be from one of the “right” domains. The internal fac-
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tionalism of the army (and to a lesser extent of the navy) was to have 
baleful effects.16  

Another core problem was that the world of the late 1800s and ear-
ly 1900s was dominated by the European powers (with the United 
States looming increasingly large in the background) and to them 
the Japan of the 1870s and 1880s was a toy nation, a realm whose 
quaint absurdity was marked by Gilbert and Sullivan’s hit comic 
opera, The Mikado (1885). To gain wealth and power Japan needed to 
convince the Europeans that she was a real, European-style state. 

So the oligarchs studied the Europeans and Americans, and pro-
vided their nation with a constitution, a parliament, a justice system, 
and a full array of western institutions and practices, including 
strong military forces. Most important of all, perhaps, they fought 
and won two major, high-stakes wars. First came a war with China in 
1894-95 over who was to dominate Korea. China too had been mak-
ing efforts toward modernization and because she was so much big-
ger it was widely thought that she held the advantage. In fact the 
Japanese made short work of the Chinese forces. 

Next came the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05. Not only was Im-
perial Russia also much bigger but she was a European power with a 
reasonably modern army. The recently opened Trans-Siberian Rail-
way allowed the Russian Army to mass forces in the east and it was 
widely supposed that they would prove far too tough for the Japa-
nese. Ultimately though, after a desperate struggle, the Japanese de-
stroyed most of Russia’s fleet and inflicted serious defeats on the 
Russian ground forces. By mid-1905 the Japanese had nearly ex-
hausted their last resources, but defeats in the east had seriously 
undermined the Russian monarchy and led to a highly dangerous 
revolt, prompting both sides to settle for a compromise that largely 
favored Japan, although it left many Japanese dissatisfied.17 

By the time the fact of Japan’s victory had settled in she had come 
to be accepted as a “real” country, the dominant power in East Asia 
and fully on a par with at least the lesser European powers. There 
was a lot less condescension toward Japan, and it was recognized 
that she could not be pushed around or ignored. It was what the 
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Meiji oligarchs had set out to achieve, a feat worthy of admiration 
and respect. 

But the price had not been cheap. The war had very nearly bank-
rupted Japan’s government, which got through only by borrowing 
heavily on New York’s markets, thanks in no small measure to the 
support of prominent Jewish bankers hostile toward the Czar and 
his vicious pogroms.18 Nearly 50,000 Japanese had been killed, with 
many others left crippled, and the damage to the economy had been 
substantial. The overseas debts would weigh on budgets for many 
years to come.  

 The last decades of the 1800s and first of the 1900s were the cul-
mination of European overseas empire-building, and her wars had 
allowed Japan to claim an empire of her own. The Chinese had been 
forced to give up Taiwan (then a deeply impoverished and neglected 
outpost) and the victories in the two wars had opened the way for 
Japan to annex the weak and backward kingdom of Korea as a colony 
too. (Europeans thought the Koreans unfit to govern their own land 
and saw too little value in the peninsula to want it for themselves.) 
Finally, the spoils of the victory over Russia had included the territo-
rial and economic “concessions” that Moscow had earlier extracted 
in Manchuria from the tottering Chinese Empire. 

America’s empire, and an end of empire in China 

It was during this period too that the United States gained a Pacific 
empire. Victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898 had brought 
with it cession Spain’s rights (such as they were) to the colony of The 
Philippines as well as the island of Guam. (Somehow or another the 
Filipinos got the idea that they had a right govern their own affairs; it 
took a number of years of war and tens of thousands of deaths to 
disabuse them.)19  

In addition, it was in this period that Americans with private in-
terests in Hawaiʻi stirred up unrest and rebellion against the native 
government, finally culminating in U.S. annexation. This brought 
the first confrontation between the United States and Japan, which 
sent a warship in an effort to assert a Japanese interest in the islands, 
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with a large population of Japanese who had been brought in to 
work on plantations.20 

The justification advanced for colonialism by its supporters leaned 
a good deal on its supposedly great economic benefits. The business-
oriented Americans characteristically were among the first to recog-
nize that this was largely bogus. While individual businessmen and 
landowners might profit, the nation as a whole would gain little 
from the acquisition of impoverished lands beyond the seas, and pay 
much for their protection. 

(The economics of European overseas empires have been debated 
hotly for generations. The consensus has largely been that in purely 
economic terms the costs of defense outweighed the other returns, 
at least after the 1700s, if not before—but there are many who would 
not agree, including most Marxist and Marx-influenced econo-
mists.21 Moreover, the defense costs have generally been borne large-
ly by the home-country public while the returns flowed largely to 
individuals or economic groups. That makes imperialism essentially 
an indirect mechanism for transferring public resources into par-
ticular private hands—the definition of governmental corruption, 
and deeply antithetical to the American sense of what is fair.) 

There were also trade issues. A colony was a protected market. But 
Americans felt little need of protected markets and rightly saw little 
profit in them. It was argued too that possession of Manila somehow 
would facilitate trade with China. That had been true enough in the 
1500s when the Spanish had first established themselves there, but 
not much by the end of the 1800s. 

Strategic interests were another question, but they could cut both 
ways. Hawaiʻi in unfriendly hands could be pretty uncomfortable, as 
hostile naval forces based there could interdict transpacific trade 
and threaten the West Coast; control of the islands provided cheap 
defense insurance. 

For Guam and the Philippines the case was quite different. They 
provided no help in defending the United States per se, but offered 
potential bases from which U.S. naval (and later air) forces could 
exert power in the Central and Western Pacific. Whatever the value 
of this to the United States (which depended on American strategic 
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objectives as well as other elements of it strategic posture at the 
time) it had the potential to complicate relations with Japan. 

The implication was that the value of these bases could extend no 
farther than American ability to defend them. The advance of mili-
tary technology together with Japanese force buildups steadily in-
creased the price of defense.  

The United States was very ambivalent about economic imperial-
ism for itself or anyone else. While Americans sought gains from 
U.S. colonialism in Hawaiʻi and the Philippines, the official U.S. pol-
icy was the “open door,” adopted with British support at the end of 
the 1800s. Its principle was that in benighted countries unable to 
defend their own interests (especially China, where foreign interven-
tion had already combined with internal forces to push the Manchu 
Qing Dynasty to the wall) all the advanced nations should have 
equal access for trade. If not, the implied threat was that you could 
expect trouble from Uncle Sam.22 

In 1911 modernizing Chinese revolutionaries toppled the Qing 
Dynasty, bringing a close to 2,232 years of imperial rule. (In practice, 
however, there were a number of intervals during which there was 
no effective imperial rule.) They proclaimed a republic, to be ruled 
on modern, enlightened lines. It was a promise that was always go-
ing to be difficult to keep in a deeply impoverished and fragmented 
land with no tradition of popular rule, and neither the Japanese nor 
the other foreigners with interests in the region did much to make it 
any easier. 

Aspiring to a Japanese empire23  

Japan’s remarkable success in state-building at home left many with 
a sense of momentum and even euphoria. In this way the Japanese 
and Americans were counterparts, and rather different in their out-
look from Europeans. Many Japanese sought to carry on and in-
crease Japan’s role in the world.24 

Frequently their conception was quite benign: Japanese using the 
lessons of their own transformation to aid other Asians to find their 
way to prosperity and modernity. Some saw this in wholly altruistic 
terms while others expected to turn a profit on it. 
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For some the vision of profit on the mainland joined one of power. 
It was the heyday of so-called “social Darwinism,” the notion that it 
was the strong who were “fittest” and thus rightly destined to prevail 
while the weak went to the wall.25 Dominate or be dominated. (Note 
that Darwin was not the author of “social Darwinism,” and that it 
does not follow from his evolutionary theory.26) It was a time when 
Cecil Rhodes could proclaim, openly and confidently, “I contend 
that we [English] are the first race in the world, and that the more of 
the world we inhabit the better it is for the human race”27; many Jap-
anese could echo the sentiment for their own “race.” 

Three major possible routes to the dominance decreed for Japan 
by heaven commanded broad support. The first was to focus all en-
ergy on economic growth; play the “open door” game with the Unit-
ed States and Britain but rely on the industry, frugality, and inven-
tiveness of Japanese to gain the export advantage, particularly in 
nearby Asian markets. The second route, the so-called “southern 
option,” was to follow what was seen as the British route to empire by 
building up the fleet and gaining more colonies and concessions in 
the southern regions, including South China and Southeast Asia. 
Finally, the third possibility, the “northern option,” would involve 
forcible domination of Manchuria followed by expansion into Mon-
golia, North China, and perhaps far beyond, to gain not only territo-
ry but the raw materials Japan lacked.28 This was the vision that at-
tracted widest support among army officers, expansion-minded ci-
vilians, and politicians; deeply passionate support in many cases. 

A number of years, however, were required to work out the course 
that Japan would actually follow. Inevitably it was far from a matter 
of straightforward calculation, for the in deciding the Japanese had 
to work through their deeply conflicted views about the West and 
Japan’s relationship with it. Were the westerners to be admired and 
imitated or scorned and rejected? How and in what measure?29 
These questions were deeply intertwined in decision-making about 
Japan’s course. It was those who scorned and rejected the West who 
were to exercise the strongest influence.  
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Racism and policy 

It is necessary to briefly examine the social forces usually lumped 
under the label of “racism,” and recognize their impact on events.  

In our modern world racism is a strongly loaded concept, usually 
avoided by most people except for those who wish to use it as an ac-
cusation to hurl against enemies. Frequently racism is the elephant 
in the corner, or perhaps the venomous snake, that everyone knows 
is there but prefers to stay away from and ignore. The trouble is that 
it is difficult to understand some things clearly without looking it in 
the eye.30  

Racism is a very complex, multifaceted phenomenon with many 
shifting manifestations. Most have ultimate psychological roots in 
the evolutionary history of our species. For most of the four to six 
million years over which humans evolved they gathered in commu-
nities of no more than a few hundred individuals, living in relative 
isolation because they lacked the technology and economic organi-
zation to produce adequate food for many people in a compact area. 
They faced many dangers and an individual had little chance to sur-
vive long without the mutual support of the community. People with 
the aptitudes for forming and integrating themselves into a strong 
and cohesive community had a survival advantage and such traits 
thus appear to have become part of our underlying genetic heritage.31 

Depending on the balance of his or her individual psychological 
makeup as well as the specific circumstances, a person may be more 
or less ready to respond to “outsiders” as threats to the vital commu-
nity. Such tendencies may be made more potent and automatic 
when the outsiders are obviously different in some external charac-
teristics, such as skin color, facial features, or speech pattern, alt-
hough even without such clues we are strongly primed to draw a 
sharp distinction between members of the community and “others.”  

But how we respond to our perceptions of “outsideness” is affected 
a great deal by social factors. Only within living memory it has be-
come socially unacceptable in most circles in the United States to 
display overt antisemitism or denigrate African-Americans or homo-
sexuals based on group identity.  
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It was also within living memory that the era of strong, overt anti-
Japanese hostility and discrimination closed in America, particularly 
on the West Coast and in Hawaii. Most people today are less sharply 
aware of the problem of anti-Japanese racism than of those of anti-
Semitic or anti-black racism, but in its day racial hostility to the Jap-
anese in America played a significant and very negative role in rela-
tions with Japan, for the Japanese very naturally responded to hostil-
ity with outrage and hostility of their own. 

For the Japanese, emigration seemed a major issue. Peasant farm-
ers still made up a major portion of the population—in 1930 about 
half of Japan’s 65 million people farmed the land. Family farms aver-
aged 2.4 acres and in a good year there was just enough to feed the 
family and pay the landlord; a bad year brought severe hardship and 
a string of bad years, ruin and famine. Improved agricultural prac-
tices had raised yields greatly over the preceding half century, but 
had been enough only to keep up with population growth. And Ja-
pan regularly had to import much of her food.32 Today most of the 
population works in manufacturing or services, but that lay unimag-
inably far in the future; in the period before World War II it seemed 
obvious to Japanese that their nation must export her surplus sons 
and daughters. 

To Japanese as to most others, the United States had long stood 
near the very top of the list of desirable destinations for emigration. 
American entrepreneurs looking for labor for plantations in Hawaii 
or agriculture and forestry on the West Coast had little difficulty in 
finding hardy, tough Japanese peasants willing to work hard for low 
wages. It was the influx of these very foreign-seeming men and 
women, competing with American and European-immigrant labor, 
that activated virulent anti-Japanese racism.  

Immigration to America from China had begun earlier and 
reached a larger scale; similar anti-Chinese racism had culminated 
in passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882.33 The Chinese were 
deeply offended but since the crumbling imperial government was 
powerless the United States could afford to ignore its protests. Japan 
was another matter and both Tokyo and Washington sought to re-



 Appendix A: Background to War 109 

 

duce tensions without formal action, reducing Japanese immigra-
tion to a trickle.  

By the 1920s, however, racist and nativist sentiment in the United 
States had swelled to a fevered peak. The moribund Ku Klux Klan 
was revived in 1915, more on a platform of nativism than anti-black 
action; by 1924 it had more than a million members and was playing 
a very active role in politics.34 

In this atmosphere it is scarcely surprising that the Reed-Johnson 
Immigration Act of 1924 was highly restrictive.35 It included provi-
sions which had the effect of barring any immigration whatever from 
Japan. The Coolidge Administration, wary of the impact on relations 
with Japan, remonstrated with Congress, but to little effect.36 

In Japan the act was seen as evidence of American perfidy and hy-
pocrisy as well as racism, and served to severely undercut those who 
had sought to make productive relations with America and the West 
a foundation of Japanese policy. Thereafter the hostility and unrelia-
bility of the United States would be taken as a given in Japan. This 
was a principal argument of the far right in Japan and played a sub-
stantial role in stimulating its growing strength.37 Thus for the Unit-
ed States Japanese exclusion was a major strategic self-inflicted 
wound. It’s a classic example of why national leaders even in quite 
democratic countries sometimes feel called upon to thwart the pop-
ular will, for it is hard to argue that heeding it in this case brought 
any benefit even remotely commensurate with its strategic cost.  

(Some counter hotly that the Japanese exhibited marked racism 
and nativism of their own. But while there is some truth in this the 
question of moral balance has nothing to do with the political 
effects, where Americans paid a very real price for no gain.) 

Japanese democracy flowers and withers 

The men who had made the Meiji state had been samurai building 
both civil and military institutions, which they expected to work to-
gether in the interests of Japan. But as the founders died off the navy 
and the army developed their own individual cultures and views of 
the nation’s future. Neither felt it at all necessary to bow to civilian 
authority; in fact many army leaders in particular saw their service as 
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the most authentic and essential expression of the nation. The em-
peror, who before the revolution had been a purely pacific, sacerdo-
tal figure, now usually appeared in public in military uniform, and 
leading members of the imperial family served as high-ranking 
officers. 

But the institutions of modern statehood that the Meiji oligarchs 
had established asserted themselves in ways that their inventors had 
not favored or foreseen. A parliament (called by an old German 
term, a Diet) had been given limited control over the budget. It 
wasn’t very much, but it was enough to encourage some civilians 
who had their own visions for their nation. Parties developed and it 
became difficult for a cabinet to operate with opposition from the 
majority in the lower house of the Diet. (There was also a House of 
Peers with the power to obstruct.)  

Shortly before the war with Russia, Japan had made an imperial 
alliance with Britain in which each promised to respect the other’s 
imperial interests and to provide support to the other (extent un-
specified) if its interests were attacked. It was fundamentally di-
rected against Russia, which was menacing both Japanese and Brit-
ish interests in Asia and it served to isolate Russia from French help 
in the Russo-Japanese War.  

Technically the alliance did not demand that Japan support Brit-
ain in the circumstances of World War I, but a pro-British civilian 
government pushed through a declaration of war against Germany 
before the Japanese Army and its supporters—who were strongly 
pro-German—could muster effective opposition. Japan shed scarcely 
any of the war’s blood and reaped a very worthwhile measure of its 
political and economic benefits, ending with a substantially 
strengthened position. One result was to enhance the prestige of 
civilian government.38 

The victory of the more-or-less democratic Britain, France, and 
United States, together with the defeat and destruction of the auto-
cratic Germany, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, and Russian empires 
raised the prestige of democracy a great deal. It was seen as the 
“modern,” “advanced,” “successful” form of government. For the 
most part, the 1920s were much like the 1990s, an era of prosperity, 
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peace, and democratic optimism. Even though it had been isolated 
and “secluded” in living memory, Japan had grown cosmopolitan 
and open to the currents of world opinion. Democracy flourished, 
policies of economic expansion were pursued, and the influence of 
the armed services on national policy remained limited.39  

In 1924 a coalition of the major parties led by Takaaki Kato (1860-
1926) swept the elections. The emperor had the responsibility for 
picking the prime minister (subject to his ability to form an effective 
government) and advisors who acted in his name picked Kato, the 
first time that a leader was selected based directly on election re-
sults. Making good on an electoral promise the Kato government 
greatly broadened the franchise, giving the vote to all self-
supporting males 25 or older, comprising about one fifth of the 
whole population.40 

But democracy is a delicate flowering, easily crushed by politicians 
who pursue power too heedlessly and with too little constraint. Ja-
pan largely lacked institutions that could support and buffer it. The 
powerful army and navy had a great deal of independence under the 
country’s constitution, and many of their officers remained hostile 
to the principles of democracy and civilian rule. Thoughtless politi-
cians appealed to the military for support against their political op-
ponents, with predictably disruptive results. Some senior retired 
military officers involved themselves directly in politics.41 

And then came the Great Depression. As a distinguished econom-
ic historian memorably put it 

The Great Depression was to Japan like a severe winter to a very sick 
man. It hastened the death of democracy and the rise of militarism which 
soon manifested itself in the ignoble invasion of Manchuria.42 

There were many countries where democracy suffered acute 
pneumonia in the 1930s, and Japan was one of several where it suc-
cumbed. (Germany was the other very notable and consequential 
example.) As is usually true with pneumonia, death came to those 
already weakened by preexisting conditions. (Ronald Inglehart and 
Christian Welzel have clarified the reasons for the weakening of de-
mocracy. Briefly, the human social values that support democracy 
only flourish when the people in general feel a sense of personal se-
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curity. Serious attacks on their economic security undermine their 
sense that democracy subserves their values.43)  

(The United States was Japan’s principal foreign trade partner in 
the 1930s by a wide margin44 and did its bit toward impoverishing 
her and pushing her into the arms of the militarists by building tariff 
barriers against Japan particularly high—higher than against others. 
The motive seems to have been pure prejudice, since there was sure-
ly no economic benefit to Americans as whole from discriminating 
lopsidedly against Japanese trade.45) 

In countries such as the United States, Britain, and France, where 
it was quite firmly rooted and disputes were only about who should 
hold high office, democracy survived, weakened perhaps but not 
gravely undermined. But in Japan (as in Germany and various other 
states) powerful forces opposed the very principle of democracy and 
strove to bring it down. In the Japanese case these forces were first of 
all the armed services, the army and the navy.46  

Not that Japan was some “banana republic” in which the military 
could justify a naked coup d’état simply on the basis of wanting 
power for itself. The army and navy owed allegiance to the emperor 
and their officers generally took this quite seriously. Not the emperor 
as an autonomous individual so much as the emperor as the sym-
bol/embodiment of the nation and state. Defiance of the emperor 
would deny them legitimacy; it might perhaps raise mass popular 
resistance, and would certainly demoralize the services internally.47 

The revolutionary founders of the Meiji state had made a constitu-
tion for it in the best current European fashion and had promulgat-
ed it in the emperor’s name in 1890. The original Meiji oligarchs had 
mostly been raised as soldiers and served in the war to overthrow the 
shogunate. They were very aware of the importance of war in the 
modern Western-dominated world, and they took care to ensure 
that the armed services would not be neglected. While they were 
subject to the decisions of the cabinet which governed in the emper-
or’s name, they each separately had an independent place in the cab-
inet, not subject to the prime minister, and as the constitution was 
interpreted they eventually gained effective power to veto Cabinet 
decisions uncongenial to them.48  
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All that was necessary for the military to take control was to kick 
civilian government to the curb. The political parties were first un-
dermined by playing one against the other and showing that the 
armed forces could and would defy orders from elected politicians. 
The advisors who guided the emperor and spoke in his name then 
turned to non-political “elder statesmen” and purely appointive cab-
inets. Those who were not amenable to the military’s views were 
warned off, and assassinated if need be—or just because it felt good.  

It was not necessary for anyone in a high place to actually issue an 
assassination order, for there were many men who were quite ready 
to respond violently to seemingly subtle hints, more subtle even 
than Henry II’s regarding Archbishop Thomas Becket. No one in 
high places even had so much as to say, “Will no one rid us of this 
troublesome politician!” Between 1931 and 1936 two out of three fi-
nance ministers were slaughtered and three out of five prime minis-
ters—a fourth survived only by chance.49 Japanese politicians were 
stalwart but courage has its limits. By 1936 any disagreements were 
over means and timing rather than ends. 

An army with an empire 

In 1931 Japan’s army, quite on its own (but with at least the tacit ap-
proval of some politicians), launched an invasion of Manchuria. 
(Manchuria was part of China, but effectively ruled by a semi-
autonomous warlord.) The calculation was that Manchuria would 
provide the natural resources for Japanese industry, thus permitting 
the nation to build the capability to wage modern “total war,” as well 
as opening an outlet for emigration.50  

Conquest could be quick but economic development such as the 
Japanese envisioned for Manchuria was inevitably slow, all the more 
so due to the limited resources the country was able to apply to the 
task. At best, years of intensive investment lay between the conquest 
and any major material return; Japan never reached that point, and 
certainly never came close to achieving the economic self-sufficiency 
that had been the army’s goal.51 (An economic analysis of Japanese 
colonialism in Korea over a longer term shows that it never produced 
any significant overall net benefit but did transfer wealth to some 
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specific individuals and economic groups, suggesting that Manchu-
kuo was likely to produce similar results in the long run, had there 
been one.52) In the meantime, a number of Japanese officers in the 
region sought more immediate gratifications through further acqui-
sitions of territory, more or less on their own. Inevitably, these were 
at the expense of China.  

China was ruled by the Nationalist Party led by Chiang Kai-shek 
(1887-1975). (Chiang was his surname, Kai-shek his given name.) He 
had once studied in Moscow and the Nationalists had joined with 
the Chinese Communists until Chiang had purged them in a bloody 
coup in April 1927, thus managing to betray the communists before 
they betrayed him. For much of the decade thereafter he waged spo-
radic campaigns to suppress the remnants of the communists, while 
at the same time seeking to bring China’s warlords to heel. 53  

The base of the Nationalist government lay largely in the south of 
China and its rule was weakest in the north, where the Japanese were 
encroaching. But even at very best, the Chinese forces were much 
weaker than Japan’s. While China had more than 7½ times as many 
people, Japan’s GDP per person was more than three times China’s. 
Worse, China had very little industry and scarcely any capacity to 
manufacture any but the most basic armaments, while Japan could 
equip her forces with a full range of modern weapons. Finally, Chi-
na’s political fragmentation inhibited the central government from 
effectively mobilizing even the nation’s slender economic resources. 

Believing that military resistance would be costly but futile, the 
Chinese leaders chose to depend on rescue by the League of Nations, 
the United States and Britain, and/or the Soviet Union. The League 
did send an august investigating commission which issued a report 
that split the difference but was critical of Japan. The Japanese 
walked out of the League in a huff but need scarcely have bothered, 
for no further action was ever taken.54 

That left the Americans and British, or Stalin (1878-1953), the So-
viet dictator. It was not that the Chinese thought of any of them as 
good-hearted friends; they were selfish imperialists, one and all, in 
Chinese eyes. But surely, Chiang and his colleagues reasoned, they 
had motivations to help China in their own interests.  
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It was scarcely a secret that many Japanese envisioned expansion 
into Soviet territory in the Far East. Acquisition of a strong base in 
Manchuria and North China would intensify the threat and the Chi-
nese leadership expected Stalin would want to join them in oppos-
ing it.  

Britain and the United States both had extensive commercial and 
trade interests in China and founded their policy on the “open door” 
for everyone in the country; Japanese efforts to corner all the eco-
nomic advantages in China had to be a very serious matter for them, 
the Chinese leadership imagined. 

Stalin did strengthen his Siberian military garrisons and the Brit-
ish and Americans did remonstrate with Japan, but that was as far as 
it went. All three were distressed and somewhat alarmed by the Jap-
anese moves but not prepared to take Japan on given their relatively 
limited interests. 

Recognizing that help was not forthcoming Chiang and his lieu-
tenants attempted to buy time for getting China’s house in order by 
yielding slowly to Japanese demands while focusing their energies on 
suppressing the divisive and weakening forces of warlordism and 
communism. But within China nationalism was gathering force and 
nationalists did not understand why the government did not devote 
its forces to expelling the Japanese invaders rather than fighting in-
ternal rebellion. Increasingly, popular pressures narrowed Chiang’s 
room for maneuver. 

Japan’s China morass 

In the meantime, at the western end of the Eurasian Continent, Hit-
ler assumed power in Germany in 1933 and over the next few years 
began to expand the nation’s strength and territory. With a virulent-
ly hostile Germany to his west and an equally rapacious Japan to the 
east, and a keen awareness of Russia’s economic and military limita-
tions, Stalin began to feel nervous. Part of his response was to try to 
enmesh the Japanese in China too deeply to permit them to move 
against Russia. Let the two Asian nations bleed each other while the 
Soviets stayed out.55 

With popular nationalism pushing and the prospect of Soviet help 
pulling, in July 1937 Chiang decided to make a stand over what was 
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objectively simply one more in a long chain of Japanese nibbles, 
what was to become known as the Marco Polo Bridge Incident (or 
Lugouqiao Incident). The Nationalist forces had been strengthened 
by aid not only from the Soviets but even more from Germany. They 
put up a good fight—but not good enough to turn back the Japanese 
army.  

Paying little attention to reservations from many politicians or 
even from some of its own senior officers the Japanese army poured 
reinforcements into China. With the Chinese continuing to resist, 
the army pressed further and further into China’s vast territory. 
Surely, the Japanese told themselves, if they pressed one step further, 
Chiang will come to his senses and give in, as he had many times 
before 1937. What they never seemed able to comprehend was that 
the situation had changed, that even if Chiang had wanted to com-
promise he knew that the forces of nationalism had mounted to a 
level sufficient to depose him if he yielded to the hated invaders. 
There was no going back.56 

Chiang’s calculation was that if China could resist for four or five 
years it would help to catalyze a conflict between Japan and the So-
viets and/or the United States with Britain which would permit Chi-
na ultimately to emerge on the winning side. It was a gigantic gam-
ble, but arguably the best option he had. The Japanese, who had 
many other options, took the other half of the bet, which was just as 
big a gamble. 

It was all a classic of military miscalculation. Both sides entered 
with a mixture of expectation and anxiety, weighted toward the op-
timistic side. Both fell far short. The Chinese had improved their 
capabilities in many ways and they did inflict some painful local re-
verses, but never could hold back the Japanese for long. With his 
forces in tatters, Chiang turned to a Fabian strategy, drawing the 
Japanese into the vast Chinese hinterland.57 

The Japanese army had dug a deep hole and leaped in. They 
couldn’t simply call on their countrymen to give them a hand out, 
because if they admitted that their China gamble had been miscal-
culated they would lose political power and no longer be able to dic-



 Appendix A: Background to War 117 

 

tate the nation’s policy. And the grave of every soldier killed in China 
simply deepened the hole. 

It couldn’t possibly be their fault; that was unthinkable, or at least 
not admittible. It was the wicked foreign powers who were egging 
Chiang on and propping him up with arms, supplies and technical 
advisors. Cut them off and it would all blow over. So the army set out 
to seal off the border with Russia and, with the navy’s aid, conquer 
the coast in order to close the ports.  

This did weaken the Nationalist forces, but not Chinese resolve. 
For all their immense, unspeakable suffering the mass of the Chi-
nese people continued to support resistance against the increasingly 
hated invaders. 

America views the world 

The 1930s were a period of extreme stress for Americans, caught up 
in the worst economic depression of the country’s history. It had de-
veloped across the administration of President Herbert Hoover 
(1929-1933—not that Hoover bore much responsibility for it, of 
course), which struggled with little success to stop the crash as it 
happened. His successor, Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) took office at 
the absolute nadir of the Depression; he attempted (with mixed suc-
cess) to stimulate recovery while ameliorating distress. Only with 
rearmament in 1940-41 were the last of the Depression’s wounds 
closed. Naturally, the attention of Americans and the Roosevelt Ad-
ministration were riveted on the economic drama before all else; for-
eign relations were relegated to the status of “noises off.”58 

One of the innovations of the 1930s was public opinion polling. 
The early polls suffered from lack of statistical sophistication as well 
as meager resources, but with a certain amount of care can reveal a 
great deal about the views of the public.59 The vast majority of 1930s 
polling was conducted in the United States, with small amounts in 
Britain, France, and a few other countries. 

Opinion researchers began asking about the Sino-Japanese con-
flict soon after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident and continued at in-
tervals up to Pearl Harbor. For many Americans it was initially of 
strong interest, but it fell fairly quickly far down their list of issues of 
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concern, well behind prominent domestic and European events.60 
Generally the public was very wary of anything that might draw the 
country into the conflict,61 but increasingly sympathized with the 
Chinese.62 Most opposed selling arms and war matériel to Japan63 
while there was a trend toward greater willingness to take risks in 
order to prevent Japan from controlling China.64 Popular support for 
a boycott of Japanese goods was strong, although there were no ma-
jor boycott campaigns.65  

There never was anything close to a national consensus that the 
country should go to war with Japan over China. Whatever Chiang 
and his lieutenants may have supposed, China simply didn’t seem 
that important to Americans. 

Those who held economic power in the United States were even 
less inclined to confront Japan, very much in contradiction of Chi-
nese assumptions.66 Outside of Britain, Japan was the nation’s larg-
est overseas trading partner; business had much to lose in a conflict 
with her. The China trade was considerably smaller.67 

From 1931 onward many had urged trade sanctions against Japan, 
and in particular a cutoff of oil. Since U.S. and British firms pro-
duced or controlled the great majority of the world’s oil supplies, 
while Japan had virtually no oil of her own, this would have been a 
severe blow. So severe, in fact, that neither the Hoover nor Roosevelt 
Administrations had dared take such a step for fear of a desperate 
and destructive Japanese response.68 Hoover, indeed, publically re-
pudiated the idea, thus assuring the Japanese that there would be no 
American opposition of any substance.69  

The irony in this is that in the early-to-mid 1930s, before Japan 
had built her stockpiles of oil and other strategic materials a com-
prehensive embargo would have much too serious to be borne more 
than very briefly. It would have very seriously damaged Japan’s econ-
omy and compelled a drastic weakening in the campaign against 
China. While it would of course have been at some cost to the Unit-
ed States, the costs would have been very asymmetric. And however 
furious the Japanese might have been they simply lacked the mili-
tary or economic capacity to mount any serious attack on the United 
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States or its vital interests. By 1941, when an embargo was at last im-
posed, matters had changed greatly to American disadvantage.70  

At the other end of Eurasia 

If to most Americans the imperial Japanese were degraded ver-
min, the Nazi Germans were dangerous, ravening beasts. (Citing 
specific poll references is otiose; polls asked questions about the 
threat repeatedly after 1938 and the answers were highly consistent. 
When Hitler finished devouring Europe, most thought, America 
would be his next course. At the same time, there was great and 
widespread confidence in the country’s ability to defend herself.) 
The Japanese thought to play on the West’s obsession with Hitler to 
further their ends in Asia, but in doing so blackened themselves fur-
ther in American eyes. 

All through 1938 and 1939 Germany was on the march, occupying 
first Austria, then part of Czechoslovakia, and finally the rest of 
Czechoslovakia. Each move was accompanied by a European politi-
cal crisis. Hitler would calm matters by declaring that this move 
marked the limits of his territorial ambitions. And then a few 
months later would come another. All the European nations made 
frantic efforts to rearm; war came to seem inevitable, and not far off. 

Surely, little attention could be spared for matters in the Far East, 
and less power; now was the time to improve Japan’s position, many 
in the Japanese army and government supposed.  

In the north the semi-independent Japanese army in Manchuria 
(the Kwantung Army) took it upon itself to probe the frontiers with 
the Soviet Union and its satellite, Mongolia, leading to a series of 
border incidents, culminating in a substantial clash in 1938 and an 
all-out border war in 1939.71 The result was a very serious drubbing at 
the hands of Soviet forces whose superiorities in armor, artillery, 
mobility, tactics, and logistics could not be made up by the very in-
tense nationalistic martial spirit that the Japanese army inculcated 
and placed primary reliance on.72  

Although the Japanese initially attacked in both cases it is likely 
that the Soviets deliberately lured them to do so, for Stalin was more 
concerned than ever to ensure that the Japanese army remain irre-
trievably mired in China. He further sought to ensure this by en-
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couraging Chiang Kai-shek and helping to arm and supply Chinese 
ground and air forces. 

While parts of the Japanese army were butting heads with the So-
viets in the north, major attention was turning to the south. South-
east Asia offered prospects of good supplies of the raw materials Ja-
pan needed to make modern war. Moreover, the few remaining 
routes by which Western supplies could reach China lay through 
Southeast Asian countries. All the countries of the region other than 
Thailand were European colonies (except for the American colony of 
the Philippines) and with European attention and military resources 
focused in Europe it seemed opportune to expand in that direction. 

Like Stalin, President Franklin Roosevelt felt the need to keep 
watch in both directions, east and west, to guard American security. 
Prior to his election in 1932 his experience in Washington had been 
as Assistant Secretary of the Navy in the Wilson Administration, 
during the era of the First World War. (The Navy Department had 
only one assistant secretary then and it reported directly to the pres-
ident, with no defense department intervening.) Wilson had begun 
the war counseling his countrymen firmly to remain “neutral in 
thought as well as deed,” but had wound up feeling compelled to 
fight on the side of the Western Allies. That experience left FDR with 
a strong impression of the importance to America of European 
events and of how easily the United States might find itself forced to 
choose sides in a European conflict.  

At the same time he shared the concern of the navy with the Pa-
cific. He had even been moved to publish an article examining the 
prospects of conflict with Japan, concluding that with good will and 
moderation both sides could prosper in harmony.73 The article was 
written in late 1922 or early 1923, when he was struggling to recover 
from polio and not very active in politics. As there is no obvious 
benefit to him in it we may take it as an expression of sincere per-
sonal interest and concern.  

It seems clear that he expected that the United States could also 
become entangled in conflicts in East Asia, if perhaps not so readily 
as in Western Europe. Where many Americans saw the oceans as 
great barriers isolating the United States from dangers, east and 
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west, to Roosevelt they were great highways linking East Asia, Amer-
ica, and Western Europe. Commerce could pass easily over those 
highways, but so could war. 

While some Midwestern Republicans could and did say that they 
would sooner see Hitler triumph in Europe than for America to go to 
war to stop him, Roosevelt seems quite early to have concluded that 
this was a false dichotomy, that there could be no possibility of 
peaceful coexistence with a Nazi-dominated Europe. He strove to 
stay out of direct conflict, but hoped that with American assistance 
and support the anti-fascist powers in Europe could do the job. But 
to accomplish what Roosevelt wanted of them the Europeans ap-
peared to need access to the resources of their Southeast and South 
Asian colonies. 

So from this perspective, any Japanese drive to the south was a 
threat to America’s interest in a strong European bulwark against 
Hitler. In addition, of course, acquisition of Southeast Asia’s re-
sources would permit Japan to greatly strengthen her threat in the 
Pacific. Thus early in 1938, when Japan showed clear signs of starting 
to turn south, she increased that stakes considerably as FDR saw it.  

How large and dangerously could Japan roll the snowball? What 
could America do to stop it without a war which no one wanted? 
And stay within the bounds of public and Congressional support 
while doing it? 

After several months of internal debate the answer came down to 
starting to apply trade sanctions while at the same time extending 
small loans to Chiang to buy U.S. arms and war matériel. These were 
steps that had been debated off and on for the preceding seven years 
but always rejected due to risk. Now the risks seemed fairly small 
relative to the risks of inaction and there was public and Congres-
sional support. Indeed, some on Capitol Hill had threatened legisla-
tive action on sanctions.  

Japanese leaders greeted the sanctions in particular with shock 
and dismay, but showed no signs of being deterred as Washington 
had hoped.  
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Naval armaments between the two world wars 

The United States had been rearming since 1938, but quite tenta-
tively, with Congress remaining very reluctant to approve funding 
and the Roosevelt Administration not much more eager to request 
it. The shock of the fall of France stirred greater action; the State na-
tional guards were called to federal service along with the reserves, 
the first peacetime draft in American history was approved, and or-
ders were placed for hundreds of new warships and a hundred times 
as many new warplanes.  

But there was a great deal of ground to be made up. 
In 1921 Japan had signed the Five Power Treaty (Washington Naval 

Treaty) by which the number and size of battleships in her fleet was 
limited, along with those of the U.S., British, French, and Italian 
fleets. Taken together with the accompanying agreement not to 
build fortified bases in the Pacific and an extension to cruisers in 
1930 the effect was to ensure that Japan and her possessions in the 
Western Pacific could be quite secure against attack, while also al-
lowing equal security to the United States in the Eastern Pacific and 
Britain in the Indian Ocean, at a price that Japan could afford. It was 
a great bargain for the Japanese, as it saved them from the possibility 
of an unwinnable naval arms race with the United States, which had 
many times Japan’s wealth and industrial strength. Many of Japan’s 
leaders understood this very clearly and were relieved that the 
Americans and British were thus willing to let them off the hook. 

The Japanese built up to the limits allowed by the treaties, and in-
deed cheated on the size limits by as much as 30 percent, thus giving 
themselves a margin for significantly greater combat power.74 But 
not only did the United States not press the treaty limits but the 
three Republican presidents and the Republican-dominated Con-
gresses of the 1920s—with the cooperation of most Congressional 
Democrats—vied with one another to see which could do the most 
to ensure that U.S. naval strength lagged well behind them.75 In 1922 
the U.S. Navy had the world’s newest fleet and second largest (just a 
little smaller than Britain’s generally older and war-weary fleet). But 
over the next decade it built less than a quarter as many ships (total-
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ing less than half the tonnage) as Japan, and less even than France or 
Italy.76 

By 1932 there was a very immediate prospect that the United 
States would lose its industrial capacity to build major warships al-
together. The Hoover Administration, with support from most of 
Congress, was committed to the conventional conservative remedy 
for severe economic anemia: budget bloodletting. If there was not 
enough private spending to keep the economy from shrinking (and 
thus cutting tax revenues) then it was incumbent on government to 
slash its expenditures, thus further depressing spending. Such poli-
cies aim to keep budgets in balance, or at least avoid excessive im-
balance, but in practice almost always depress the economy so much 
that deficits actually worsen due to falling revenues.  

Dimly sensing a little of the contradiction embodied in this policy, 
Hoover attempted to increase public works while continuing to re-
duce overall spending, in the name of relieving distress among 
workers while spreading “confidence” (in which he put much store). 
After much pleading the navy convinced him to spend a small frac-
tion of the public works money on three small ships.77  

FDR took office in March 1933 having crushed Hoover in the 1932 
election. His economic ideas were not all that different from Hoo-
ver’s, but the Depression had made the luckless and charisma-
challenged Hoover the most unpopular president in modern histo-
ry.78 Roosevelt had run on a basis of being virtually everything Hoo-
ver was not, and being sharply aware that the people expected strong 
action he was much readier to consider departures from orthodoxy. 
Moreover, unlike Hoover, who believed that America had little need 
of a blue-water navy at all, Roosevelt was very committed to the navy 
as a key instrument of policy—and had something of a personal love 
affair with the sea service. With the support of the president and 
some key Congressmen the navy was able to get enough funding for 
shipbuilding to prevent it from slipping into serious obsolescence, 
while maintaining a core of capacity to build warships.  

Good a deal as the naval treaties had been for their country, to 
some of the Japanese navy’s more ardent spirits, determined to pur-
sue forceful expansion come what may, the treaty limits were a dis-
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grace and affront. They expressed violent outrage that Japan was al-
lowed fewer battleships and cruisers than the United States or Unit-
ed Kingdom. The rationale was that the Americans and British each 
had to divide their fleets to cover two or more widely separated thea-
ters, while Japan had but one. No matter the reason, it was intolera-
ble to them; they defeated those who recognized the value of the 
treaties and secured Japanese denunciation of the treaties effective 
1936.79  

The logical U.S. and British response might have been to agree to 
levels that Japan could not possibly afford to build to without wreck-
ing her economy, and then build up their own forces to meet them. 
By the mid-1930s the need to rearm against the German threat was 
quite clear and both nations had the economic and industrial capac-
ity to far outbuild Japan. But both still suffered from profound con-
fusion about what constituted responsible government spending in a 
deep depression, and thus were willing to run grave military risks 
rather than borrow to build up as they should have, an effort that 
would likely have brought payoffs just in purely economic terms to 
have more than repaid its costs, given the very low cost of borrowing 
in that era. 

The Americans and British spent more than a year trying to coax 
and wheedle the Japanese into some sort of compromise but were 
simply put off. Finally, the outbreak of open war in China in July 1937 
seemed to make the need for increased military strength manifest. 
In his 1936 re-election campaign, however, Roosevelt had responded 
to Republican taunts about excessive spending—and to his own sin-
cere beliefs about government finances—with a pledge to balance 
the budget in the next year or two. The budget for Fiscal Year 1937, 
starting in July 1936, was already largely fixed but that for FY 1938 
was planned to be brought into balance through some increases in 
taxes and major cuts in spending.  

It was not a well-conceived plan in any respect. While unemploy-
ment had declined from its peak of nearly a third of the private non-
farm workforce it was still above 13 percent. Slashing government 
outlays, in combination with very ill-conceived monetary policies, 
promptly drove it back up over 18 percent.80 And the resulting slow-
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ing of economic activity cut tax revenues so much that the budget 
did not balance after all. It was entirely predictable—and predicted 
by the economists who paid closest attention—but the urge to treat 
anemia with bloodletting was very powerful, as always.81 

One result was a sharp reduction in warship construction. This 
was doubly costly because the disruption in shipyard work that it 
entailed cut shipbuilding efficiency and increased the costs per ship 
built.82  

In the meantime Japanese naval construction continued as fast as 
it possibly could.83 With the opening of war on a large scale in China 
both the army and navy operating expenditures shot up, and the ar-
my continued its own expansion and modernization programs. It 
was really more demand than Japan’s quite limited economy, less 
than 15 percent as large as America’s, could meet—all the more so as 
the services refused to coordinate and consolidate their acquisition 
programs. The result was inflation. The highly effective finance min-
ister, who had largely saved the country from the worldwide Great 
Depression, tried to protest and was brutally assassinated by way of 
thanks for his services.84 

With the situation in Europe looking darker, as well as that in East 
Asia, both the United States and Britain moved to strengthen their 
fleets in 1938, so that Japan could no longer build faster, or even 
quite keep up.85 By extensively rebuilding their older battleships the 
Japanese had gained an edge in overall modernity of its battle force, 
but that was on the verge of eroding as the Americans and British 
were again building new ships. The Japanese, however, had a secret 
weapon in which they placed much stock: the super-battleships of 
the Yamato class, the largest ever built. When these ships were com-
pleted in 1942 their 18.1 inch guns would throw projectiles that were 
20 percent to 45 percent heavier than those of the 16 inch American 
guns to ranges 5 to 6½ nautical miles greater.86 This, the Japanese 
strategists believed, would ensure the defeat of the Americans in the 
climactic mid-Pacific fleet duel they felt sure would decide the naval 
war at a single stroke.87  
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Appendix B:  
Poland to Pearl Harbor 

ugust of 1939 brought bewildering political shifts in Europe, 
culminating in war early in September. Stalin had hoped for an 

anti-Hitler alliance with Britain and France, but Britain’s prime min-
ister, Neville Chamberlain (1869-1940), saw the Communists as a 
greater threat than the Nazis and moved very cautiously. In August, 
with Poland obviously Hitler’s next target, Stalin abruptly changed 
face, negotiating the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact with Hitler under 
which they would divide Poland and Stalin would have a free hand 
in the east. Then Hitler struck, and Britain and France reluctantly 
and fearfully declared war.1 

It was just 25 years since the start of the First World War and many 
Americans shuddered with the recollection of how the country had 
been drawn into what they had come to see as a thoroughly unneces-
sary and futile conflict. Most thought that American involvement in 
World War I had been a mistake, one they were determined not to 
repeat. This time America had very restrictive neutrality laws that 
barred exports of war materials of any kind to fighting powers, and 
few could conceive how Hitler, vicious as he was, could vault the 
wide expanse of the Atlantic. 

A 
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The Poles resisted the Nazi invasion fiercely but were very quickly 
overwhelmed and after that a few months of relatively light action 
followed until spring, 1940. But by mid-June the German armies had 
defeated France and the forces Britain had sent to reinforce her, and 
overrun virtually all of Northwestern Europe. Britain was now nearly 
alone, and Hitler threatened to invade her as soon as his air forces 
gained adequate control of the air over the English Channel and 
Southern England.  

The fall of Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and 
France, all within a few weeks, electrified the world. Suddenly the 
German armed forces seemed preternaturally strong, capable of al-
most any feat. The Nazis had a deep visceral understanding of 
Thomas Hobbes’ principle that “reputation of power is power,” and 
did everything possible to hype Germany’s reputation of power. 
America didn’t seem nearly as safe as she had a few months before. 

While the U.S. Congress had been reluctant to support naval ex-
pansion there had long been a faction within Congress, led by Rep. 
Carl Vinson (Dem., Ga.), agitating for a strengthened navy. Vinson 
had attracted increasing support across the 1930s and now his hour 
had struck, for with the fall of France to Hitler’s armies Congress was 
at last prepared to vote for a major fleet increase. The resulting Two-
Ocean Navy Act would expand naval strength by 70 percent, with 
most of the new ships reaching the fleet by 1944.2  

It came as a tocsin of doom to Japanese naval expansionists. The 
Japanese navy had been developing more and more ambitious ship-
building plans to try to keep up with U.S. naval expansion programs. 
The shipyards were building to their utmost capacity and Japan 
lacked the land or resources to expand them, leaving no possibility 
of significant further expansion. A very large portion of Japanese 
steel production went into shipbuilding, and there were many con-
straints preventing steelmaking expansion. By 1944 the Japanese 
would be completely overmatched at sea, with no hope of prevailing 
in a conflict with the United Sates.3 

This would have been a good time for Japan’s leaders to remember 
what their predecessors had done 26 years earlier, when World War I 
had first broken out. Although in many ways they had been more in 
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sympathy with Germany and Austria-Hungary they correctly calcu-
lated that the odds lay on the side of the Allies and that by throwing 
in with them Japan could reap benefits from the war with minimal 
risk. 

The situation in 1940 was more complex but had important paral-
lels. Even after the fall of France the odds still favored Britain and 
the United States due to their much greater economic potential. And 
the risks for Japan were very asymmetric; if she supported the Allies 
and the Axis won, there was relatively little that the land powers of 
Germany and Italy could do to injure her in Asia, while if she aligned 
with the Axis and they lost the great maritime power of the Allies 
could do Japan tremendous damage—as in the event it did. Given 
the anxieties felt in London and Washington in the autumn of 1940 
it seems likely that Japan could have won very valuable concessions 
in return for her support, while she could earn great economic re-
turns and strengthen her industry and markets by building ships 
and goods for the embattled Western nations. 

Naturally it is possible that in the end it might have proven impos-
sible to work out a satisfactory agreement with the Allies. But not to 
have tried, or even to have seriously analyzed the possibilities, repre-
sented grave neglect of the nation’s interests.  

One major obstacle that proponents of Allied alignment faced was 
that any proposals along these lines always met with angry refer-
ences to the treatment Japan had received after World War I when 
she had, it was claimed, been denied the rightful fruits of her partic-
ipation in the war and subjected to humiliating discriminatory 
treatment. 

In the end, Japanese support for an agreement with the Allies had 
been among the casualties of the fall of France. The August 1939 
agreement between Stalin and Hitler had dismayed and dispirited 
the supporters of the Axis in Japan and allowed those who favored 
the Allies to gain political momentum. This faltered when the Amer-
icans declined to respond to Japanese overtures and the Nazi suc-
cesses in 1940 abruptly reversed it entirely, and brought calls to jump 
on the German bandwagon.4 
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One of the things that the Nazi regime did really well was propa-
ganda. From Tokyo, it seemed as if Hitler was destined to triumph 
throughout Europe, and soon. Nazi boasts about conquering Britain 
were taken at face value just when the real prospects for a successful 
invasion were rapidly fading. The lessons of Britain’s devastating 
economic blockade of the Central Powers in World War I were ig-
nored, while it was taken for granted that Britain’s army could never 
be a match for Germany’s, and that Germany’s strength in the air 
was overwhelming. Even as the United States was announcing orders 
for production of weapons on a scale never before even contemplat-
ed anywhere else, American strength and resolve were widely dis-
missed. Surely, many Japanese leaders told themselves, with Germa-
ny on her side Japan could have no difficulty in facing down the soft, 
weak-willed Americans. So at the end of September, 1940, Japan 
joined Germany and Fascist Italy in the Tripartite Pact, which 
pledged its members to support one another against outside attack. 

From nuisance to threat: The Tripartite Pact5 

Just as the U.S. leaders had misjudged the deterrent effect of their 
earlier economic sanctions so did the Japanese misjudge American 
reluctance to confront the threat of Germany, even Germany com-
bined with Japan. The practical effect of the Tripartite Pact was just 
the opposite of what had been imagined. 

So long as the Japanese confined their depredations to Asia they 
remained at worst a nuisance in American eyes, an especially des-
pised species of vermin. Asia was simply not a major area of Ameri-
can concern. After all, Japan was herself by far the largest U.S. trad-
ing partner in the region. Asia was a great deal less critical than Eu-
rope, as Americans and their leaders saw things. It was all but incon-
ceivable that the United States would ever go to war over China.  

But Nazi Germany was seen as a mortal threat, and by allying with 
Hitler Japan promoted herself from nuisance to very real threat. Far 
sterner measures now seemed called for.  

With the signing of the Tripartite Pact Japan’s leaders had set the 
nation on a road that could only lead to war with the United States. 
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It was not yet impossible to take a detour, but the broad clear main 
route seemed much more inviting than a tortuous side path. 

As is most frequently true in such situations neither side actually 
wanted war, but both were very reluctant to compromise what they 
saw as vital objectives for the sake of peace. And neither understood 
clearly how hard it would be to avoid war. After all, surely the other 
side would soon come to its senses and see the justice in one’s posi-
tion. This gives a certain appearance of symmetry which has led 
some authors to fault the Roosevelt Administration for insisting on 
Japanese concessions without being willing to make more of its own. 
But this neglects are very profound element of asymmetry, for while 
no conceivable loss in a war with Japan could threaten the existence 
of the American state, in Tokyo it was already clear that the Japanese 
Empire might truly suffer destruction at American hands. This 
might reasonably have counseled caution for the Japanese. 

Another aspect that has clouded the vision of some authors is 
failure to see the U.S.-Japan conflict in its full global context. Ger-
many under Hitler was regarded as a grave potential threat to the 
very existence of the United States and Americans certainly would 
yield on nothing that could undermine their position against Hitler. 
Throughout 1940 and 1941 they largely continued to hope that they 
could defeat Hitler with American weapons in the hands of others 
without having to fight him themselves, and above all this meant 
maintaining close relations with de facto allies. Britain was first 
among these but China, with her vast manpower, was thought to be 
potentially powerful if the conflict did grow to include Japan.  

It may seem that Britain versus Germany was too uneven a match 
to be taken seriously, since at that point Germans outnumbered 
Britons by about 3:2. In 1940, however, it was very widely supposed 
that air power would be decisive, and it was not yet well appreciated 
that in the conditions of that day air power too was quite manpower-
intensive and that its real effectiveness was much more limited than 
was widely imagined.6 Thus many entertained a vision of a greatly 
strengthened Royal Air Force that could crush the Nazi tarantula 
without meeting it on the ground.7 
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The list of major allies was rounded out by Australia, Canada, and 
New Zealand. All were British “dominions” already contributing 
forces to the fight against Germany but they pursued more or less 
independent policies and could play important roles in the Pacific. 
(In fact, Australia was a crucial Pacific ally, especially so in the first 
two years of war.)  

Then on June 22, 1941, Hitler added Stalin to the list of potential 
allies against him by invading the Soviet Union. Many people ever 
since have expressed disapproval of any alliance with Stalin even 
against Hitler, but as the staunchly anticommunist Winston 
Churchill privately remarked at the time, “If Hitler invaded Hell, I 
would make at least a favorable reference to the devil in the House of 
Commons.” The times simply seemed too desperate for political 
scruples. The Soviets occupied a favorable geostrategic position and 
disposed of manpower second only to China’s. America soon began 
shipping arms and essential supplies to Russia. 

Finally, China herself was seen as a potentially valuable ally, owing 
to her strategic position and large population. Moreover, beyond 
their actual strategic value as allies the Chinese and the others had a 
moral claim to fair treatment and consideration of their interests. 
Morality, after all, was a crucial point of distinction between the Al-
lies and the Axis, and a basis of appeal to allies and supporters. 

It was essential for Roosevelt to take the interests of all of these al-
lies into account in whatever he did. Mollifying Japan at the cost of 
alienating allies could not be sensible, given American strategy. 

It is true that many in Japan thought that the empire itself was 
under threat if it couldn’t break out of the supposed “encirclement” 
by the Western powers. We may dismiss these concerns as unrealis-
tic, but there is little reason to doubt that they were sincerely held. 
In this sense again there was seeming symmetry with the concerns 
of the Americans regarding Nazi Germany. 

(In mid-1941, as we shall see, the Japanese by their actions trans-
formed their long-standing fantasy of encirclement into reality.8) 

But once again the U.S. leaders realistically assessed their nation 
as having the economic and military potential to resist the German 
threat effectively. As we shall see, the Japanese leaders received 
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warnings that their nation had poor chances in a war with the West; 
they had no real plan beyond fighting hard and hoping for the best. 

American policy constraints, real and imagined 

A very important element that influenced American policy was 
the lessons believed to have been learned from recent history, and 
particularly the history of resistance against Hitler, or lack of it. The 
first of these was, “No more ‘Munichs’!” In September 1938, after Hit-
ler had invaded the Rhineland and Austria on thin excuse and in 
violation of treaty commitments, he claimed Germany’s right to take 
over the border provinces of Czechoslovakia that were inhabited by 
German-speakers, the Sudetenland. Britain and France had com-
mitments to aid Czechoslovakia but were desperate to avoid war. So 
their leaders flew to Munich, Germany, met with Hitler, and agreed 
(with no input from the Czech leaders) to allow Hitler to occupy the 
Sudetenland in return for his solemn promise to go no further. The 
British leader, Neville Chamberlain, flew back to England proclaim-
ing that the agreement meant, “Peace in our time,” but within a few 
months Hitler concocted an excuse to conquer the rest of Czecho-
slovakia, and in less than a year he went on to invade Poland, start-
ing the European part of World War II. “Munich” thus became a 
synonym for craven betrayal, and a charge to hurl at political foes. 

Similarly with “appeasement,” which had always meant simply 
avoiding conflict by reasonable compromise. But Mussolini and es-
pecially Hitler were not at all prepared to be reasonable, nor to com-
promise, thus leading to the discrediting of “appeasers.” 

The events of the late 1930s had also done something to deprecate 
rigid anticommunism and enhance the image of the Soviets. To most 
Europeans (and Americans) between the world wars communism 
seemed a good deal worse than fascism. The fascists, for all their re-
pellant aspects, did not propose to overthrow the entire structure of 
social relations and property entitlements (at least not openly), 
whereas the communists did, loudly and threatenly. So when Stalin, 
the Soviet dictator, called for leftists and moderates everywhere to 
join with communists in a “popular front” against fascism, he made 
little headway in most places.  
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This was especially so in Britain, where Prime Minister Chamber-
lain, while distressed by Hitler’s crudity, thought that he was not 
such a bad fellow at heart, whereas Stalin was demon straight from 
the Pit. In the wake of Hitler’s conquest of Czechoslovakia, when it 
was clear that Poland would be next, Stalin reached out to propose 
making common cause with Britain and France to block further Nazi 
aggression. But Chamberlain displayed no enthusiasm whatever and 
Stalin decided he had better cut a deal with Hitler—the notorious 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact—thus sealing the fate of Poland and Eu-
rope. So when Hitler betrayed Stalin and invaded Russia, Britain and 
the United States were prepared to accept Stalin as an ally, even if 
with a certain amount of caution.  

Finally, the leaders of Imperial Japan had come to be seen as fas-
cists, in the same company with Mussolini and Hitler. This was not 
an entirely unnatural idea and even now many historians, particular-
ly those influenced by the ideas of Karl Marx and his followers, often 
call the regime fascist, but in practice the ideology of Japan’s leaders 
diverged a great deal from that of the European fascists. In fact the 
alliance with Hitler and Mussolini was far more a union of oppor-
tunism than of shared passion, but this was not apparent to many 
western statesmen, and it sometimes led them to overestimate the 
influence Hitler exerted in Tokyo. 

All these ideas—abhorrence of “Munich” agreements in which real 
concessions were exchanged for promises of good behavior from 
those believed to have demonstrated their lack of good faith, avoid-
ance of appeasement with those deemed unappeasable, acceptance 
of the value of alliance with Stalin, and overestimation of the depth 
of the links between Hitler and Japan—played very major roles in 
the thinking of U.S. leaders in the months they spent trying to avert 
a conflict. 

An expansionist cabinet; Konoe & Matsuoka 

Their brutal experiences of the 1938-39 border wars with the Sovi-
ets had sapped Japanese Army General Staff enthusiasm for attack-
ing in the north. Instead many of its members turned their vision to 
the south. The south promised access to supplies that were critical to 
Japan’s military strength, particularly petroleum. It also would pro-
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vide an opportunity to seal off the last routes by which China might 
import war matériel, which many in the army thought would cause 
the final collapse of Chiang Kai-Shek’s resistance. As a bonus, it 
would cut Britain and the United States off from important sources 
of war materials, and thus support Japan’s German and Italian allies.  

Beyond all of these concrete advantages, to increasing numbers of 
officers it formed a step toward realizing a vision of a greater empire 
encompassing all of the eastern parts of Asia as well as the islands to 
the south; what soon came to be known as the Greater East-Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere. (In Japanese the title was a much catchier phrase, 
Daitōa Kyōeiken.) This they saw as Japan’s “manifest destiny,” its task 
appointed by heaven. It was a protean mission that tended to arouse 
a good deal more passion than any of the more immediate and 
pragmatic objectives. In the summer of 1940 expansion into South-
east Asia came to take high precedence in the General Staff’s view, 
perhaps even over finishing off the war with China.9 

The Japanese Navy General Staff had long urged southern expan-
sion, but on the whole remained cautious about direct confrontation 
with the West.  

Even before the fall of France in June 1940, the Japanese had been 
putting pressure on the French colony of Indochina to cut off transit 
of matériel to China. After June interest shifted to occupying the 
northern half of the colony.10 Before the end of July the army had 
pushed out the “weak” Cabinet and its successor, headed by Prince 
Fumimaro Konoe (1891-1945), had agreed to pursue a policy that in-
cluded making an alliance with Hitler and Mussolini, avoidance of 
conflict with the Soviets, seizure of the European colonies in Asia, 
and willingness to risk war with the United States if truly essential to 
achieve Japan’s aims—in short, very much the policy that Japan ac-
tually pursued, leading her to Pearl Harbor.11 

The foreign minister in Konoe’s cabinet was Yōsuke Matsuoka 
(1880-1946). He had journeyed to America at age 13 to seek his for-
tune, learned English, and earned a law degree from the University 
of Oregon before returning to Japan in 1902, at age 22, to pursue an 
erratically brilliant career in diplomacy, business and politics.12  
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Matsuoka had early committed to nationalistic expansion at any 
price, and his acceptability to the army and other expansionists had 
been one of his chief recommendations for the job. He was extraor-
dinarily loquacious, whether in Japanese or English, and projected 
an air of brash self-confidence. Supposed expertise in dealing with 
the United States was one of Matsuoka’s principal claims to the job, 
but top-level Americans from Roosevelt on down loathed and mis-
trusted him. Everyone acknowledged his brilliance but there was no 
one it seemed, East or West, who trusted or truly liked him. If the 
object was to improve relations with the United States then Mat-
suoka was about as unsuitable a choice as could have been made. 

The man who chose him, Konoe, headed the most aristocratic 
family in Japan, closely related to the imperial line and only a single 
step below it in rank and prestige. He had all the polish and aura of 
the grand aristocrat, but he had been orphaned at birth and a love-
less childhood had left him deeply wounded and insecure. Konoe 
was well educated, highly intelligent and imaginative, and he cut a 
wide swath in Japanese politics. He could have been a great figure in 
Japanese history but his insecurities and uncertainties repeatedly 
betrayed him and mocked and corrupted all his accomplishments.13 

This was Konoe’s second ride on the merry-go-round of the Japa-
nese premiership. In his first, 1937-38, he had led Japan ever deeper 
into the quagmire of the war in China, accomplishing nothing of 
value and proving himself utterly unable to exert any control over 
military adventurism.  

Konoe deeply resented the influence that Britain and the United 
States were able to exert over Japan by virtue of their economic pow-
er and colonial empires. Marxist economic and political analyses 
(but not Soviet-style revolutionary communism) held wide influence 
in Japan and it was probably this that shaped Konoe’s views and 
pushed him in the direction of seeing imperialist expansion as the 
right answer to Western “encirclement.” 

Japan impales herself on the Axis 

When the new government took office on July 22, 1940, the Japanese 
Army was already well on its way toward occupying the northern 
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half of French Indochina. Matsuoka strove to take leadership, but 
the army was not amenable to civilian control (and had no constitu-
tional obligation), and in any case the army’s leadership was strug-
gling to control some of its own more aggressive officers. In the end 
what might have been carried off as a fairly quiet administrative oc-
cupation with a gloss of legitimacy became a noisy military circus 
that heighted the impression that Japan was totally committed to 
brutal, reckless conquest.  

At the same time, the new foreign minister moved to satisfy his 
army backers by closing the deal with Hitler. He quickly found that 
when you wanted a deal with Hitler you took it on Hitler’s terms, or 
else; the Fürher didn’t believe in negotiating. At German insistence, 
the treaty was bluntly pointed at the United States, intending to de-
ter U.S. intervention on Britain’s side.14 

The Japanese Navy remained quite reluctant, but the forces favor-
ing the treaty (mostly in the army but including some officers in key 
places in the navy) were strong enough to overcome the opposition. 
Where necessary, those who might oppose the treaty were warned 
off with hints of assassination. 

On September 27 the treaty was formally signed by Japan, Italy, 
and Germany at a ceremony in Berlin. Only in Japan, however, was 
there any real excitement. 

As imagined by Matsuoka and Konoe, the purpose of the Tripar-
tite Pact was to ease the way to an agreement with the United States 
by impressing the Americans with Japan’s resolve and the strength of 
her support. But of course their Nazi partners had no interest what-
ever in a rapprochement between Japan and the Americans, and the 
real sponsor of the pact, the Japanese army, saw it simply as prepar-
ing the way to wage war more effectively. 

Many Japanese officials and leaders wasted no time in making it 
clear (as could already be seen from the text of the pact) that it was 
aimed at the United States and that it would not be long before 
“world totalitarianism would effectively wipe out the nearly bank-
rupt Anglo-Saxon democracies.”15 

The Japanese army had long thought almost exclusively in terms 
of fighting the Soviet Union; it was the focus of all training and doc-
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trine. Even after it had enmired itself in China most of its strongest 
and best-equipped formations stood opposite the Soviet borders, 
with the fighting in China left to second-line formations manned 
with recalled reservists.  

In the fall of 1940 the Germans were eager to enlist their new allies 
in the fight against Britain, in hopes of weakening her for invasion. 
Go south, they counselled the Japanese, conquer Singapore and 
Britain’s Asian possessions, cutting her off from their resources.  

In fact, the Japanese Army General Staff was already moving in 
that direction. Late in the year a unit was set up in the tropical 
southern region of Taiwan (then a Japanese imperial possession) to 
develop methods and doctrines for war in the tropics. Training exer-
cises began in the spring of 1941. In the meantime, staff officers were 
dispatched, under cover, to survey the areas targeted for invasion. 
There could be no question that the army was serious about a south-
ern thrust.16 

America moves toward rearmament 

In the United States in the autumn of 1940 all eyes were on the 
elections. FDR was running for an unprecedented third term. His 
opponent, Wendell Willkie, was a strong internationalist and their 
foreign policy positions did not differ greatly, but Roosevelt was at 
pains to avoid any suggestion that he wanted or expected to lead 
America into war. Some Japanese leaders had hoped that the Tripar-
tite Pact and the threat of war that it implied would help those op-
posed to Roosevelt, but he won with 55 percent of the popular vote. 

With the election settled, Roosevelt turned his full attention to 
defending the country against Hitler. Knowing what we do today it’s 
hard for us to imagine a direct Nazi threat to America but in 1940 
and 1941, after Hitler had conquered virtually all of Western Europe 
in a few weeks, it seemed all too possible. And the sense of threat 
was magnified by pervasive and strident German propaganda, in-
tended to terrorize enemies into passive submission. 

But as we all know, threats can evoke any of three responses, fight, 
flight, or freeze. There was no place for America to flee and FDR was 
not a man to freeze, as anyone familiar with his record would have 
recognized at once. He had no eagerness to jump into the European 
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war but he was determined to see Hitler vanquished and to be ready 
to fight if need be. 

America, however, was far from readiness to fight. While the ar-
my’s manpower had been substantially increased by instituting the 
draft it had a long way to go both in terms of training and equipment 
before it would be ready to field large, combat-ready formations. In 
particular it had very few tanks, and those it had were not a good 
match to stand up to the latest German models. The state of the air 
force, which then reported to the army, was comparable. It had very 
few modern combat aircraft and very limited trained crews. The na-
vy had no modern battleships in service to pit against the new Ger-
man and Japanese heavy ships, and not nearly enough destroyers for 
fighting the formidable and rapidly growing German and Japanese 
submarine fleets. The navy too suffered from a shortage of modern 
aircraft, and had only a few aircraft carriers to fly them from. 

The Great Depression had devastated much of American industry 
and the government’s parsimony in weapons buying had deepened 
the damage in many of the most urgently needed sectors. In the 
1930s the U.S. aircraft industry had become world-renowned for in-
novation in transport aircraft; the Douglas DC-3 of 1936 was the first 
transport that could earn enough to pay its own way in transport 
service without substantial subsidies. The result was a modest 
stream of orders from domestic and foreign commercial and military 
operators that sustained the aircraft and aero engine industries in 
what otherwise would have been a very bleak period. But there were 
not nearly enough orders to permit the companies to develop mass-
production methods for airframes and engines. 

As war loomed in 1939 Britain, France, and other European coun-
tries sought to augment their own production with orders from U.S. 
manufacturers for aircraft and other vital war matériel, often provid-
ing up-front payments or credits to help the undercapitalized firms 
expand. The U.S. services also began to increase orders, but Con-
gressional rules for procurement made it difficult and risky for firms 
to finance needed expansion. Of the 2,895 combat aircraft and large 
transports produced in 1940, four out of five went to foreign buyers.17 
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In response to insistent calls by the president, Congress loosened 
the strings somewhat after mid-1940, but foreign orders were threat-
ened by the Nazi conquests and by Britain’s shortage of money to 
pay for more American production. Something of the same sort had 
occurred 23 years earlier. Britain and France had depended heavily 
on American food and industrial materials to sustain them in World 
War I but by early 1917 had nearly run out of money. It was just at 
that point that German unrestricted submarine warfare had forced 
the United States to enter the war, and the Americans agreed to con-
tinue the vital flow of supplies, lending its allies the money to pay for 
them. This led to a huge accumulation of debt on the European side 
and an equally huge accumulation of assets on the American side. 
The imbalance was a major cause of the Great Depression, which in 
turn made it impossible for the allies to pay off their debts, leading 
to much American bitterness.  

FDR was determined to avoid a repetition of this destructive cycle 
and on a relaxation cruise aboard the presidential yacht conceived a 
plan under which the United States would “lend” the needed sup-
plies and matériel under “lease,” subject only to post-war return of 
what was not used or destroyed. The resulting Lend-Lease Act was 
deftly structured to appeal to many important interest groups and 
easily passed Congress early in 1941.18 

As the threat posed by Hitler gradually sank in the opposition in 
Congress grudgingly yielded, inch by inch, permitting appropriation 
of more funds and giving the president more authority. Not every-
one was convinced, particularly in American industry. The CEO of 
General Motors, Alfred Sloan, for instance insisted that the war was 
simply an inconvenient quarrel between foreigners whose main 
threat was to GM’s fortunes. Henry Ford refused to accept contracts 
to produce engines if any were to go to Britain. Although there were 
leaders who genuinely put patriotism ahead of narrow (and often 
misconceived) ideas of corporate benefit, the more negative atti-
tudes were echoed in corporate boardrooms throughout the country. 
By dangling money and power, however, Roosevelt was able, over the 
next few months, to entice corporate leaders, or at least enough of 
them to get industrial mobilization rolling.19 
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Anxious about the Atlantic, sanguine about the Pacific 

While the Tripartite Pact made Japan’s hostility and aggressive in-
tent manifest, she nevertheless remained very much a secondary 
threat. There was acute concern that Hitler was going to take over 
Spain and Portugal, seize Gibraltar, force the French to yield their 
North African possessions to his control, capture the Azores, Car-
naries, and Cape Verde Islands, and use them as stepping stones to 
gain footholds in South America and the Caribbean from which to 
assault the United States. All within a matter of months. It now 
sounds fantastic to us who know it never happened, but after watch-
ing the Germans roll swiftly over all of Western Europe anything 
seemed possible. In fact Hitler did entertain designs along much 
these lines—just as soon as he disposed of the Soviet Union and 
Britain.20 

Moreover, while the German potential to do harm was being over-
rated, that of Japan was not fully recognized. Nazi Germany’s image 
was of power, advanced technology, limitless numbers of troops and 
weapons, all directed with precision and unwavering purpose. While 
it was recognized that Japan had advanced rapidly, she was still re-
garded as comparatively backward.  

Few in the West had seen Japan’s most advanced ships, aircraft 
and weapons, while Japanese troops appeared much less formidable 
than Hitler’s legions to the casual observer. The Japanese successes 
against China did little to impress; surely the Chinese were much 
weaker than the foes the Germans had vanquished. The lessons of 
the Russo-Japanese War were forgotten or discounted. Western mili-
tary intelligence services conceded that Japan would be able to 
achieve substantial successes with bold strokes in the initial phases 
of a conflict, but few conceived just how substantial they might be. 

Thus American policy continued to emphasize shoring up Hitler’s 
enemies, even at the risk of courting Nazi attack—a precisely accu-
rate representation of the public’s preferences as shown in polls. A 
war with Japan would distract from the struggle against Hitler and so 
was to be avoided or deferred if possible.  
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No meeting of minds 

Cordell Hull (1871-1955) had served 30 years representing his rural 
Tennessee district in the House and Senate when the newly-elected 
Franklin Roosevelt nominated him to be Secretary of State in 1933. It 
had been a choice governed by political needs rather than any close 
relationship between the two men. Hull was a politely distant man 
who never developed a particularly warm relationship with his boss, 
but he was a very determined and able defender of American inter-
ests and he was still in it in 1941, aged 70. During the war to come he 
would go on to act as a central driving force behind the creation of 
the United Nations in its modern form. 

His deputy, Under Secretary B. Sumner Welles (1892-1961) came 
from the same sort of old-wealth background as Roosevelt and the 
two had family connections. They were on easy terms and the presi-
dent showed confidence that Welles would understand his inten-
tions fully and carry them out resourcefully and subtly.  

Roosevelt believed that he knew and understood Europe based on 
lifelong acquaintance but felt no such close connection with Asia 
and generally left Japan to Hull and his staff. There were exceptions 
when larger strategic or political considerations supervened, but 
otherwise it was Hull in charge.  

Hull believed that just as the United States was a nation of laws so 
its diplomacy should proceed from American principles. In this as in 
most other things his style was a good deal more formal than FDR’s, 
but it well suited diplomacy.  

Early on, in consultation with his staff Hull formulated four prin-
ciples for treating with Japan: 

Respect for the territorial integrity and the sovereignty of each and all 
nations. 

 Support of the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of 
other countries. 

 Support of the principle of equality, including equality of commercial 
opportunity. 

 Non-disturbance of the status quo in the Pacific except as the status 
quo may be altered by peaceful means. 

In addition, the United States wanted assurance that Japan would 
not stab it in the back if it fought the Germans in self-defense.  
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Hull was prepared to show flexibility in their application, depend-
ing on the circumstances and demands of the moment, but he was 
not prepared to abandon them in the face of Japanese pleas or 
threats. 

There was no individual in Tokyo empowered to formulate equiva-
lently clear and explicit principles, but in effect the Army General 
Staff too had its own set from which no one was allowed to deviate, 
on pain of assassination. In essence Japan was to insist on: 

Her right and obligation to live up fully to the terms of the Tripartite 
Pact. 

A completely free hand in China, without outside interference in any 
form. 

Absolute assurance of unhindered access to oil and other resources in 
whatever quantity she desired for whatever purposes she saw fit. 

Full trade rights with America and Europe. 

Above all, American leaders wanted assurance that if they resisted 
Nazi aggression the Japanese would not stab them in the back. The 
dominant elements of the Japanese Army at the same time believed 
fervently that Hitler’s war in Europe and the Levant presented a 
unique, heaven-sent opportunity for Japan to achieve her ordained 
domination over Asia and the Western Pacific. 

There never was any real prospect of finding common ground be-
tween these two positions, and few of the leaders on either side truly 
believed that there was. At best they hoped that by continuing to 
talk the two sides might grow more moderate and compromising in 
spirit, ruled less by the absolutes of power and more by the beauties 
of peace. 

The result was a series of American and Japanese initiatives aimed 
at finding a basis for some agreement, or at least creating some room 
for further negotiation. But they were played against the background 
of a massive, inexorable march to war. At very best, the negotiations 
bought an additional 60 days of peace—and probably a good deal 
less.  

The men who set the course for the Japanese army had little inter-
est in settlement on any terms but their own. Scarcely had it occu-
pied the northern part of French Indochina before the army turned 
toward the south. Southern Indochina’s resources, chiefly of rice 
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production from the lush granary of the Mekong River Basin, were 
not a major factor in its appeal. Its real value was geostrategic, as a 
base area for conquest of the British colonies in Southeast Asia and 
the Netherlands East Indies.  

In principle there was still a sovereign French government in 1941, 
seated in Vichy, a fashionable spa town in the south central region 
that had been much favored by Louis-Napoléon, in the days before 
1870 when he was emperor of the French. It was ironic that his re-
publican successors in power had been chased there by the same 
Germans who had chased him from his throne 70 years earlier. The 
French are said to have a taste for irony, but it is doubtful whether 
they appreciated this one.  

Whatever the case, the Vichy government was in no mood to 
throw open the gates to southern Indochine française when the Jap-
anese came knocking. Above all, looking to a postwar future, they 
were most anxious not to undermine France’s title to her Southeast 
Asian colony. With quiet encouragement from Washington they re-
sponded with a firm non. 

Not to worry, the Japanese thought; they would simply get their 
great and good friend Hitler to press a little more firmly with the 
boot heel to bring the Vichystes around. But Hitler was friend to no 
one, particularly not to little yellow men he thought not much better 
than monkeys, and considerably less amusing. He and his lieuten-
ants had other demands to make on Vichy and were not about to use 
their leverage on behalf of their Asiatic ally. Ultimately the Japanese 
managed to extract a sort of permission from the French at sword’s 
point. 

All of this had been watched by Washington, far more penetrat-
ingly than the Japanese had imagined. Without ever so much as see-
ing an example of the highly complex Japanese electromechanical 
cipher machine, the U.S. Army’s tiny Signal Intelligence Service 
(SIS) had managed to learn its innermost secrets so well that it was 
possible for the United States to read most Japanese diplomatic 
messages starting late in 1940 and continuing throughout the war. 
(See Appendix D for more detail.)  
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All the while that the army was getting set to invade southern In-
dochina, a diplomatic tragicomedy was playing out. Two senior 
members of the Maryknoll order of Catholic missionaries to Asia, 
Bishop James E. Walsh (1891-1981) and Fr. James M. Drought (1896-
1943), decided on a little freelance diplomacy. This was a violation of 
U.S. law and of questionable morality, for they presented themselves 
in Tokyo as speaking for the U.S. government and in Washington as 
speaking for the Japanese, when in fact they were voicing only their 
own views. The American State Department caught on very quickly, 
and so did Foreign Minister Matsuoka once he returned to Tokyo 
from a trip to Berlin, Rome, and Moscow and learned of it, but in the 
meantime the good fathers muddied the waters considerably.21 
Whether they managed to do any actual harm to the very dim pro-
spects for peace is questionable, although some historians continue 
to argue that they did. 

During Matsuoka’s spring 1941 trip to Europe he had caught hints 
that Hitler was about to turn against Stalin and invade Russia. This 
presented a serious challenge for the policy that Konoe and Mat-
suoka had been pursuing, which was based on the existence of an 
understanding between Hitler and Stalin, thus securing the borders 
of Manchuria. In fact, they had sought to convert the Tripartite Pact 
into a four-way deal by signing up Moscow to join Berlin, Rome and 
Tokyo. So to avoid the danger of being unwillingly sucked into a war 
against the Soviets, Matsuoka went straightway to Moscow and ne-
gotiated a treaty under which Japan and the Soviet Union each 
agreed to remain neutral in any war the other became involved in. 

Notwithstanding the neutrality pact, a Nazi-Soviet war posed se-
rious strategic problems for Japan, which had based its policy on the 
notion that Hitler would promptly conquer Britain, thus opening up 
its Asian colonies to Japan, while the alliance with Hitler would scare 
the United States off from intervening. At best, the invasion of Rus-
sia meant that of Britain would be delayed for a number of months 
at least. It might have made sense to hold back until the situation 
cleared, but the Japanese army was much too impatient for that. 
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Into the vortex 

Early on June 22, 1941, Germany’s armies swept across the frontiers 
of the Soviet Union. Hitler and his closest military advisors antici-
pated yet another bloody and intense but brief campaign, ending in 
the destruction of the Red Army within a matter of weeks. It had 
worked many times over the preceding 22 months; why should this 
one be different? There was a great deal of territory, but most of it 
was open country, favorable for the armored formations of the Ger-
man spearhead. 

The world held its breath. 
Expert opinion varied widely in Britain and America but Roosevelt 

and Churchill both seem to have believed from an early stage that in 
the end Hitler would fail in his attempt to knock out the Soviet Un-
ion. For this, however, it was essential that Japan not attack in Sibe-
ria.  

In Tokyo the turmoil was intense as proponents of moves to the 
north and south argued their cases in light of the new development. 
Matsuoka, who had scarcely finished bragging about his triumph in 
securing the neutrality treaty with Stalin, now called stridently for 
immediate invasion of Siberia, causing some to question his mental 
stability. The army also had its advocates of striking north, but they 
faced several obstacles. First, the campaigning season in Siberia is 
short due to the long, brutally harsh winter. The time was already 
late; if an invasion were to be mounted in 1941 there would be only 
weeks to prepare for it.  

And memories of the drubbing the army had taken at the hands of 
the Soviets at Nomonhan remained fresh. Unless the Soviets quickly 
cut back on their strength in Siberia—which there was no sign of—
an invasion would meet strong resistance and could not expect rapid 
success. Moreover, the strength the Red Army had shown in the bat-
tles on the Manchurian border led to doubts about swift and easy 
German triumph. Hitler had changed course sharply before without 
alerting Japan; if the Japanese Army became deeply engaged in Sibe-
ria it could find itself facing the main strength of the Red Army if 
Hitler made some sort of deal with Stalin. 
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The south seemed much more manageable and rewarding—as 
long at the Japanese navy could guarantee to keep the British and 
especially Americans at bay. This the navy was deeply conflicted 
about and reluctant to commit. 

Earlier in the year, the United States had given a number of hints 
of willingness to compromise with the Japanese. Now the need to 
guard the Soviet eastern flanks from the Japanese army prompted 
stiffening of the U.S. position. No one on the U.S. side had any way 
of knowing that the Japanese were agonizing over the choice be-
tween striking north or south; for all they knew the Japanese might 
do both, just as the Germans had struck in multiple directions in 
quick succession over the preceding year. It was not a subject that 
was addressed in diplomatic cables so Washington’s ability to read 
Japan’s cable traffic did not help in this. Thus the Japanese move into 
southern Indochina did not rule out a Siberian invasion, so far as the 
Americans knew.  

All over Asia and the Western Pacific, observers caught signs that 
the Japanese were marshaling their forces. Cautiously, so as not to 
reveal that their code had been broken, Tokyo was warned that a 
move into southern Indochina would risk serious consequences, as 
would one into Siberia. All just talk, the Japanese thought.  

U.S. sanctions had damaged the Japanese war economy but not 
terribly seriously, and had done nothing visible to induce them to 
caution. But Japan still relied on its trade with America to meet 
some very important needs, above all petroleum. The United States 
had pioneered the commercial extraction of oil 80 years earlier, and 
remained by far the world’s largest producer. U.S. companies had 
gotten there first and exercised great control over the world trade in 
petroleum in a cartel far more powerful than the OPEC cartel ever 
was to become.22 

It had long been apparent that the Japanese campaign in China 
ran on American oil. This raised considerable public outcry and 
mounting threats of legislation to cut off oil to Japan. No one who 
recalled the Japanese exclusion imbroglio of just 17 years before—
with many of the same members—could feel easy about what Con-
gress might do if given its head. The risk would be even more acute 
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if Congress were to learn what the administration had come to 
strongly suspect, that Japan had been stockpiling massive amounts 
of oil—surely with war in view, very likely war against America and 
her allies. 

Concern about a Japanese violent response to a cut-off had always 
kept both Presidents Hoover and Roosevelt from closing the oil tap. 
But with strong signs that the Japanese were bent on war in any 
event, it started to seem that the benefits outweighed the risks. It 
would certainly erode Japanese power, even if not immediately, and 
the shock might prove salutary. Washington could dangle the possi-
bility of easing or reversing a ban could be a powerful negotiating 
tool. What was the alternative, other than sitting around waiting for 
a Japanese attack, while continuing to supply them with the fuel to 
power it? Would it not be appeasement of the worst sort to make no 
strong response when the Japanese took over southern Indochina? 

In May FDR had declared a state of unlimited national emergency 
and on June 14 he used his emergency powers to freeze the assets of 
Germany and Italy. On July 25, two days after Japanese troops landed 
at Saigon, he announced that he had added Japan to the list along 
with her Axis allies. Quietly, without public announcement, he also 
approved tightening the screws on control of exports to Japan, par-
ticularly crude oil and petroleum products. 

(This constitutes what is often simply referred to as an embargo of 
oil. Unfortunately the historiography of this crucial complex of 
events is somewhat muddied. The most thorough and perceptive 
examination of all the details is by financial expert Edward Miller.23 
His conclusions regarding the effects on Japan’s economic health 
have been criticized on economics grounds, but do arguably repre-
sent what might have been foreseen in 1941.24  

(Questions have been raised regarding presidential intent. Jona-
than Utley believes that Roosevelt wanted to apply pressure but 
without drastic restrictions; in his view it was Dean Acheson, then 
an official in the Department of State, who willfully subverted the 
president’s intentions in order to cut off all Japanese access to oil or 
other goods as an exercise in personal power and ideological com-
mitment to hurting Japan.25 However, I agree with Waldo Heinrichs 
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that this is implausible and that the best evidence is that Acheson 
was simply efficiently and resourcefully implementing very much 
what FDR intended.26) 

While the most perceptive Japanese leaders understood immedi-
ately that the American response to the move into southern Indo-
china had been more serious than had been calculated, for many it 
took some time. The Army General Staff “Confidential Journal of 
War” recorded 

Lieutenant Colonels Kumon and Tsuji of the Operations Division are 
urging the launching of a military campaign in the South Seas on the 
ground that the freezing of Japanese assets in the United States will cer-
tainly be followed by a total embargo immediately or soon. They are quite 
insistent.  

We do not consider the freezing order tantamount to a total embar-
go…. In our opinion the total embargo will come eventually, but not be-
fore early next year [1942]. Commander Onoda of the Navy General Staff 
agrees with us.27  

For what it was worth, as the truth sank in the Japanese leaders 
were indeed duly shocked. They had told themselves repeatedly that 
if they proceeded by small steps and stoutly upheld the Axis alliance 
the Yankees would do nothing serious in response. (Just in case, 
however, they had been hiding dollar assets since late 1940 to guard 
against a freeze, violating U.S. law about reporting transactions 
where need be.28) Very few had any realistic picture of the United 
States or much idea of how the government worked. The Americans, 
they imagined, were governed wholly by their appetites, whether for 
wealth, sex, or pleasure, living in a frantic moral wasteland. They 
worshiped machines and had little of the discipline, martial spirit, 
or will to self-sacrifice that characterized the Yamato race. Behind 
the glittering façade, all was hollow.29 It could all be seen in the Hol-
lywood movies that were popular in Japan—gangster films, light-
hearted musicals, westerns.  

Even a little study of American history would have challenged this 
picture, but the Japanese did not devote much study to America. 
Some wealthy people did send their sons to study in American uni-
versities (as Konoe sent his ill-fated first son30), but outstanding 
graduates of the army’s staff college—the future leaders of the Army 
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General Staff—went instead to study the Germans or Russians. 
What could be learned from the contemptibly weak-willed and dec-
adent Americans or British? Even those who did venture to the Unit-
ed States often returned with quite distorted impressions.  

Naturally the American leaders had no clearer view of the Japa-
nese than they had of them. On neither side did those at the top un-
derstand how the others made decisions. This was inevitable be-
cause neither understood how the other society worked, how bonds 
among people and within groups were formed and operated. Ameri-
can leaders tended to project their own tacit understanding of how 
decisions were reached in Washington onto others. This might serve 
them fairly well sometimes in dealing with Europeans but was gen-
erally quite unhelpful with the Japanese. There had been scarcely 
any serious study of Japanese society by trained sociologists on 
which officials might draw for insight. There was much more on 
American society but it was all but opaque to top-level Japanese, 
even if translated, and they felt little inclination to consult any of the 
very few Japanese academic sociologists for enlightenment. On each 
side the few diplomats who had gained some insight into the other’s 
society through serving there were suspected of having “gone na-
tive.”31 Americans looked down on the “yellow races” (who in their 
movies were always cast as feckless, sinister or depraved), and Japa-
nese leaders returned their antipathy and contempt, and allowed it 
to poison their judgement of the dangers.32 

(The first major broad study of Japanese society by a western ex-
pert was written during the war, depending on very limited indirect 
evidence: pioneer anthropologist Ruth Benedict’s The Chrysanthe-
mum and the Sword.33 It was path breaking and provided some use-
ful insights but was inevitably limited. Most modern work has fo-
cused on a much-changed Japan, so only a few studies are especially 
helpful in understanding the Japanese society of 1941.34) 

Roosevelt suggested that some accommodation might be made if 
the Japanese backed out of Indochina, but the Japanese were willing 
to consider it only once the Chinese surrendered. The Japanese con-
tinued to seek ways to roll back the restrictions, but on their terms. 
What they really wanted was not U.S. willingness to sell oil but con-
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trol of their own. The only way to get it was to conquer the rich oil 
fields on Sumatra and Borneo Islands in the Netherlands East Indies 
(NEI—present-day Indonesia). That was the major objective of the 
southern strategy that the Japanese military had long pursued and 
southern Indochina was an essential jumping-off point for the inva-
sion of the NEI as well as the British colonies of Malaya and Burma, 
and the main British base in the region at Singapore. Until the con-
quests were completed, or rendered unnecessary by sweeping west-
ern concessions, the Japanese military meant to stay firmly in con-
trol of Indochina. And of course its insistence on so doing sent an-
other signal to Washington about Japan’s course for war. 

Philippines puzzle 

Another important element in U.S. calculations was the Philip-
pines. The colony had been a self-governing “commonwealth” since 
late 1935 and was scheduled under U.S. law for full independence in 
1946. The Commonwealth was supposed to be building the institu-
tions of sovereign independence, including military forces, and en-
gaged the services of the recently-retired chief of staff of the U.S. 
Army, Douglas MacArthur (1880-1964) as its military advisor. 

Constructing a force capable of defending the new country against 
Japan would be a major challenge. The Philippines per-capita GDP 
wasn’t much more than half of Japan’s, and the gap in the size of the 
populations was more than 4:1, so the Philippines couldn’t hope to 
raise nearly as many troops as Japan, nor could she afford to arm and 
equip them as well.35 Beyond these immediate material factors, Ja-
pan enjoyed a 65-year head start on army-building. By normal 
standards Japan was about ten to twenty times as strong in military 
terms. 

Such calculations did not daunt MacArthur. He had extensive ex-
perience in the Philippines and great faith in her people. With their 
support, he assured their leaders, he was confident that he could 
mold a Philippine military capable of standing off the Japanese, and 
do so within the constraints of the Commonwealth’s very limited 
budget.36 At his request the U.S. Army seconded two exceptionally 
able mid-grad officers to aid him and under his direction they set 
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out to do everything that intelligent, energetic effort could possibly 
accomplish. 

One of the officers was Major Dwight D. Eisenhower, the future 
Allied commander in Europe and later U.S. president. Eisenhower 
admired MacArthur greatly and supported him strongly, but eventu-
ally grew deeply disillusioned, coming to believe that he was a tower-
ing egotist who was deceiving him and everyone else involved, and 
that that without a great deal of outside help the forces of the Com-
monwealth could not be made strong enough to defend it against a 
serious attack by Japan.37 

Until the Philippines became fully independent the United States 
retained responsibility for her defense (and foreign policy), and con-
tinued to maintain military forces in the country. (The army of the 
Commonwealth could be called to U.S. service, somewhat like the 
State national guards, in event of emergency.) The U.S. Army’s Phil-
ippine Department had one somewhat understrength U.S. infantry 
division (formed in part of units manned by Filipinos recruited as 
U.S. troops) as well as a number of seacoast artillery batteries and a 
handful of old aircraft. It was supposed to support the formation and 
training of the Commonwealth forces, but actually did scarcely any-
thing along these lines. Thus it sabotaged the development of what 
should have been a major source of reinforcements in event of war. 

Underlying this bizarre lapse was not only racism but widespread 
doubt in the U.S. Army whether the Philippines could be defended 
against an attack by the only likely enemy in the region, the Japa-
nese. Effective defense would require some combination of robust 
ground and air forces in the Islands and a fleet strong enough to 
quickly force its way across the Pacific in the face of Japanese opposi-
tion to bring reinforcements and supplies. But Congress and the 
administrations of the 1920s and 1930s were much too parsimonious 
to provide any of this. There were some army officers who took an 
optimistic, positive view of the potential for defense as well as some 
navy officers who felt confidence in the fleet’s ability to push through 
to the Western Pacific, but their optimism only sporadically pre-
vailed in the face of the discouraging facts. Much depended, of 
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course, on one’s assessment of how determined and effective the 
Japanese would be.38 

A light in the tunnel? 

In the late 1930s came a new factor: high-performance bombers. 
As late as early 1932 the U.S. Army Air Corps was taking delivery on 
13,000 lb Keystone B-6A fabric-covered biplane bombers able to car-
ry 2500 lb of bombs 460 miles at cruising speeds slightly over 100 
m.p.h. They represented only marginal advance in performance over 
the bombers of World War I, fifteen years earlier.  

 

 
Figure 28. Less than 8 years separated deliveries of the Keystone B-
6A from those of the Boeing B-17B. (Shown here is a B-17D of very 
similar appearance.) 

But less than eight years later the Air Corps was receiving 38,000 
lb streamlined Boeng B-17B all-metal monoplanes whose four turbo-
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supercharged engines allowed them to carry 4,000 lb of bombs 2,400 
miles at 230 m.p.h. Even better performance was promised very 
soon. (Fifteen years later the Air Force would be introducing the jet 
Boeing B-47B bomber carrying 10,000 lb 4,000 miles at 500 m.p.h.) 

Air power visionaries had been proclaiming the dominance of the 
bomber since the early 1920s, but with aircraft such as these sudden-
ly becoming available it no longer took a wild-eyed visionary to envi-
sion a major role for air forces. As a base for long-range bombers the 
Philippines now seemed far more important, and potentially defen-
sible. It was claimed that the B-17s or the even newer B-24s flying 
from northern bases in the Philippines could reach many important 
cities and industrial targets in southern Japan. Or perhaps permis-
sion could be obtained from Stalin for bombers to continue on to 
Vladivostok for refueling. Moreover, any invasion fleet would be 
open to devastating air attack. Would not the Japanese, seeing all 
this, be powerfully deterred from any attack?39  

 (In reality, even with minimal bomb loads such missions would 
have stretched the capabilities of these aircraft to their ultimate lim-
its, involving considerable risk of running out of fuel before reaching 
the Philippines on the return flight.40) 

Optimism about the value of Philippines bases was reinforced by 
the confidence that the much-respected MacArthur expressed re-
garding the potential to defend the islands. At the end of July 1941 he 
was recalled from retirement and immediately installed as com-
mander in chief of all U.S. Army forces in the region (including air 
forces). The U.S. Army Air Forces (established June 20 as the opera-
tional command for all aviation-related units) began flying much of 
its so-far meager forces of B-17s across the Pacific to the Philippines. 
Shorter-ranged modern fighters were rushed out in fast ships, along 
with a variety of reinforcements for MacArthur’s ground forces. Giv-
en a few months to prepare, MacArthur assured Washington, he 
could defend the Islands against Japan. 

In 1941, after an extended visit with MacArthur in his Manila 
headquarters, Claire Boothe [Luce], wife of the founder and head of 
the Time-Life news magazine empire, wrote a breathless cover story 
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for Life Magazine that wonderfully captured the general’s views in 
the issue ironically dated December 8, 1941. A telling sample: 

When President Roosevelt chose Douglas MacArthur to be head 
fighting man in the Far East, he wrote a new chapter head in the history 
of World War II. Reading the news in the Netherlands Indies, Dutch Chief 
of Staff Ter Poorten must have sighed in sudden relief. In Singapore, wea-
ry old Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, Air Marshal and Military Commander 
of Great Britain's Far Eastern Forces, no doubt snored peacefully for the 
first night in a long year. In Chungking, Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek 
may have murmured, after four long years of war: “America awakes at 
last!” For the Allied Powers sensed that in Tokyo this chapter head would 
cause many a fan-toothed naval jaw to drop and many a military bandy 
leg to buckle.41 

(Of course that this last sentence could appear in a major maga-
zine speaks effectively of the prevailing racist outlook.) 

Why not offer Japan more? 

With confidence in the strategic value of the Philippines and its 
air power, the U.S. top leadership saw no reason to make major con-
cessions to the Japanese. Any significant veering in Japan’s direction 
seemed bound to undermine the coalition against Hitler and his al-
lies that FDR was determined to build as a matter of urgency, for no 
concession was possible without damaging the security of one or 
more of the partners, nor without calling the reliability and sincerity 
of American commitments into serious question. Moreover, if pres-
sure were taken off Japan her expansionist leaders might feel em-
boldened to attack Siberia at the moment when the Soviet Union 
was straining all its strength to resist Hitler. 

Some authors, including a clear majority of Japanese as well as 
westerners of various motivations, charge that the Roosevelt Admin-
istration was gravely remiss in taking too firm a stance. By failing to 
appease the expansionists through leaving China to Japanese domi-
nation and reverting to liberal trade policies the United States 
prompted the Japanese attack, in their view. (They are divided as to 
whether it would have been necessary also to hand over the Europe-
an colonies in Asia.) The Japanese expansionists, they feel sure, 
would have been content with these concessions and thereafter 
turned to the ways of peace. They scold FDR and Hull for entertain-
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ing doubts on this score. Those who do not attack Roosevelt himself 
blame various dark influences in his Administration and see him as 
their helpless plaything with no firm policy of his own. 

Yet suppose that the United States had offered major concessions, 
concessions inevitably damaging to some of its partners, in order to 
make peace with Japan, as the critics believe it should have. Then 
what lesson would those who were facing the full weight of attack by 
Nazi Germany’s far stronger forces have drawn? Might they not have 
concluded that it was time to cut whatever deal they could with Hit-
ler, rather than tie their fate to an irresolute America? In short, 
would it not have become a matter of every country for itself as all 
raced for the exits? That at any rate was Roosevelt’s concern. His crit-
ics won’t say that it would have been acceptable to allow all of Eura-
sia to fall under Hitler’s domination and to risk a possible transatlan-
tic attack if need be in order to avoid a war with Japan—it’s not pres-
ently socially acceptable for “serious” people to say such things in 
public, even in Japan. But it’s a risk that adoption of their preferred 
policies would inexorably have involved.  

Decision-making in Tokyo 

The bottom line was that if the Japanese wanted peace then they 
needed to behave peacefully. If they joined their Axis allies in ag-
gression then they must share in American hostility to Axis aggres-
sion. It was no good expecting Roosevelt to give them a special pass.  

As always in such matters there were questions about exactly 
where the boundary between permissible ambition and impermissi-
ble aggression lay. But by mid-1941 it was altogether clear that it lay a 
very long way from the course that the Japanese Army General Staff 
was determined to follow, along with a major portion of the Navy 
General Staff. 

Not only Japanese social norms but the nature of the governmen-
tal system demanded that any major policy shift—such as commit-
ting to make war—receive acquiescence if not active support from a 
broad range of individuals and institutions. Advocates could try to 
force the formation of such a consensus by concocting some inci-
dent or simply taking the first violent step, as had happened repeat-
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edly in the 1930s. (In the old tradition, the instigators had demon-
strated their sincerity by committing suicide afterwards, but that 
rule had largely lapsed by the 1930s.) But the hottest firebrands were 
army officers and there was no opportunity for an army unit to irrev-
ocably initiate a war with the Western powers all on its own. With its 
push into Indochina the army had gone far enough to set the stage 
for war, but not to actually start one. For that it would need to win its 
first victory in the conferences in Tokyo. 

(The Japanese navy has been identified by a number of authors as 
the real dark force behind the push for war, but this theory doesn’t 
hold up very well to scrutiny. Unlike the army the navy really did 
have the means to concoct a war-initiating incident all on its own, 
but it never took any steps in this direction. Moreover, the fateful 
move into Indochina had been strictly an army affair. Some naval 
officers had expressed enthusiasm but the navy as a whole had 
dragged its feet.)  

Those who did not favor expansion had long been excluded from 
public life, and anyone strongly opposed to forcible expansion was 
well advised to keep his silence, lest he be assassinated. But there 
were those who were not flatly opposed (or at least were careful not 
to say so in public) but nevertheless were cautious regarding its 
risks. Among them was the emperor, the man known to most Amer-
icans as Hirohito (1901-1989). (His proper title, used by some au-
thors, is Emperor Shōwa, Shōwa being the somewhat incongruous 
formal title of the period of his reign, meaning “Enlightened 
Peace.”)42 

Emperor Hirohito, as he understood his responsibilities under the 
Japanese constitutional order at that time, was obliged to give formal 
approval on behalf of the state to decisions agreed by his cabinet and 
his military advisors, the military chiefs of staff. He was not simply a 
monarch in the sense usually understood by westerners but also the 
occupant of a quasi-divine office embodying the spirit of the nation, 
and as such his pronouncements carried supernatural authority, at 
least in the eyes of traditionalists. But it was his duty to exercise this 
awesome power only on the recommendation of his government. He 
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was by nature and inclination quite a dutiful man and he took this 
responsibility very seriously indeed.  

Inevitably, there was room for interpretation. Did his ministers 
and service chiefs truly understand the implications of the advice 
and proposed decisions they were presenting to him? How seriously 
and thoroughly had they examined the issues? As Hirohito under-
stood matters he was entitled and indeed obligated to ask these 
questions. As he occasionally reminded some of his officials, to their 
intense discomfiture, they had sometimes in the past given him sol-
emn assurances that turned out to be ill-founded or ill-considered.  

But the emperor was obliged to be very careful in this, lest he in-
trude into decision-making. This was a matter of his highest duty, 
the preservation of his state and throne. He was after all the 125th of 
his line, according to tradition, a direct descendant of the very first 
emperor, Jimmu, who had supposedly lived 2,600 years earlier. It is 
significant that the only time he ever intervened substantially in the 
process of state decision-making came in August 1945 when the is-
sue was whether Japan should fight on to likely final destruction or 
preserve herself by surrender. The Americans had agreed, on behalf 
of the Allies, that if she surrendered Japan could retain the imperial 
institution and on that understanding Hirohito broke a deadlock 
among his government officials to decide on surrender and thus the 
survival of the monarchy.  

In 1941, however, the interests of the throne appeared to lie on the 
side of going along with war, if that was indeed the decision of the 
government and service chiefs. For Hirohito to pit himself against 
their lawful authority would run a great risk of chaos and endanger 
the foundations of the throne. And of course he could not be sure 
they were not right in their assessments of the necessity of war as a 
matter of national survival.  

Nevertheless, the Emperor believed he had the right and respon-
sibility to make sure that the alternatives to war had been investigat-
ed deeply and seriously. It was after all apparent that some of his 
ministers felt only minimal enthusiasm for the course their more 
ardent colleagues were advocating so vigorously. In particular Prince 
Fumimaro Konoe, the prime minister through the two thirds of 1941, 
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and a cousin of the Emperor, was plainly terrified at the thought of 
leading the country into a war with great potential to be even more 
disastrous than the war in China that the military had begun during 
his first premiership in 1937.  

An unreached summit 

Shortly after the United States imposed its financial freeze at the 
end of July in response to the Japanese thrust into southern Indo-
china Konoe revived an idea first advanced in the spring by Fr. James 
Drought, the Maryknoll missionary official and hyper-ambitious 
peace entrepreneur, for a summit meeting between the Japanese 
prime minister and U.S. president to conclude a grand settlement. 
Drought’s deceptions left each side imagining that the other was 
proposing the idea when in fact it was all Drought. The U.S. leaders 
were skeptical but willing to consider a meeting to seal a deal if the 
Japanese desired it. But in May the Japanese dropped the idea of 
meeting without any explanation. 

The summit meetings we take so much for granted today are a 
product of the jet age; in 1941 logistics told heavily against them, and 
the potentials and limitations of summitry had yet to be worked out. 
The only remotely positive modern precedent, the Paris Peace Con-
ference in 1919, offered little guidance or encouragement. Most other 
meetings of heads of governments had been capitulations by one or 
the other, like Munich, But with the occupation of southern Indo-
china bringing relations with the United States to a crisis, a summit 
meeting seemed to Konoe to offer a possible way out, profoundly 
averse to confrontation as he was and terrified of assassination if he 
were to confront his war-minded colleagues.43 

Konoe would journey to meet FDR in Hawaii or some other mid-
way point and they would sit together and work things out. Surely he 
could get Roosevelt, a fellow aristocrat after all, to understand. Of 
course the American would not agree fully to the demands of the 
Japanese Army; that was out of the question. But with a reasonable 
compromise initialed by the President he could return to Japan and 
get his cousin, the Emperor, to ratify it and the army would have to 
obey. It was perfect!  
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In reality it was complete fantasy. Great though his anxiety about 
war might be Hirohito was far too circumspect and politically realis-
tic to imagine that he could impose a fait accompli on the military. 
The likely result would be to get him and Konoe both assassinated, 
while gravely undermining the position of the throne. But to Konoe 
it looked like a hope, however slender, and he grasped at it. 

FDR initially was intrigued but as he and Hull thought more 
about it they could see the pitfalls that would be involved in an 
open-ended summit meeting with Konoe. He had just returned 
from his dramatic summit meeting with Churchill at sea off New-
foundland where they had agreed on a high-minded statement of 
war aims that Roosevelt christened the Atlantic Charter. It had been 
a triumph for FDR but much less satisfactory for Churchill who 
wanted desperately to hear some statement of commitment. The one 
thing Roosevelt had agreed to was a stern warning to Japan. If he 
turned around and left on a much longer trip for a peace parley with 
Konoe it would send all the wrong signals. Comparisons with 
Chamberlain’s journey to Munich were inevitable. 

Chaing, Stalin, Churchill, the Dutch, the Australians, the New 
Zealanders, and even the Canadians could not fail to be anxious that 
they might be sold down the river, even if inadvertently. In a free-
wheeling, wide-ranging meeting it would be impossible to keep all 
the allies fully in touch, especially given the limitations of 1941 
communications. And it would be all too easy for Konoe—known for 
his strident anti-westernism and for presiding over the onset of the 
China war—to mousetrap the American side by presenting outra-
geous demands and then denouncing the “perfidious Yankees” for 
choosing war in preference to his sincere peace proposals. 

Rather than reject the idea out of hand Hull pushed the Japanese 
to define the scope of the meeting and give some assurances of con-
structive intentions. Discussions sputtered on while the Japanese 
military general staffs made the decisions that counted. 

War, of course 

On August 8, a week after it had become apparent that the Ameri-
cans really were cutting off the oil, the Japanese Army General Staff’s 
“Confidential Journal of War” recorded 
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I. What is the best way to deal with the United States and Great 
Britain? Should we rise in arms against them, or should we 
surrender to them? Is there any way out from this predica-
ment? We have been discussing this question in great distress 
for two days now. 

We must not be dragged into a protracted war against the United 
States. However, how could we surrender to the United States and Great 
Britain in betrayal of the Tripartite Pact? Granted that there is no hope for 
a victory in the protracted war, can’t we hold out without suffering a de-
feat? 

Is there any device by which we can work out a temporary compromise 
[with the United States] and by so doing put off the inevitable war as long 
as possible without impairing the dignity of our Empire? Can’t we maneu-
ver so that we can obtain oil from the United States at least until the 
German offensive on the British Isles resumes in earnest? Indeed we’re 
confronted by a national crisis. 

II.  . . . Lieutenant Colonel [Sakō] Tanemura insists that we 
should not give up diplomatic means to break the deadlock. 
He advised the chief that the army be prepared to accept de 
facto abrogation of the Tri-Partite Pact in order to lead diplo-
matic negotiations to success. The problem here is the quid 
pro quo. It is highly questionable that a temporary retreat or 
surrender could really help break this deadlock. If they de-
mand from us a total surrender we must demand a full supply 
of oil in exchange. We doubt very much that the United States 
would supply us with enough oil if we promise her not to use 
force in the South Seas.44 

In the General Staff’s view, clearly, war or “surrender” were the on-
ly choices, and evidently a settlement on anything other than the 
army’s terms meant “surrender.” Moreover, in any event any settle-
ment was to last only for so long as it took Hitler to dispose of his 
war in the east and turn again to conquering Britain.  

Under such assumptions, war was the only possible choice. Thus 
within a few days the General Staff had definitively rejected a move 
against Siberia, at least in 1941, and was demanding an immediate 
commitment to war with the United States and Britain, to be 
launched by the end of October. Roosevelt had at very least succeed-
ed in safeguarding the Soviet eastern flank so that Stalin could mo-
bilize all his strength against Hitler. 
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By early September the war party had won approval for their “Es-
sentials for Carrying Out the Empire’s Policies,” committing the na-
tion to war if negotiations did not produce major U.S. concessions by 
early October. When it was presented to the Emperor as a cabi-
net/armed-services policy he gave formal approval but attempted to 
register disquiet by reading a poem written by his grandfather in 
praise of peace. It was subtle enough that his listeners could read 
into it what they wish, but Konoe (with whom he had been more 
candid in private) looked for ways out. 

Then, in the middle of October, one of Konoe’s close associates 
was arrested as a Soviet spy. (He was later hanged.) The next day Ko-
noe, already deeply troubled by his lack of success in deflecting the 
march to war, resigned as prime minister. With other political fig-
ures he urged the appointment of an imperial prince who could ex-
ert the moral power of the throne to resist the tide of war. But the 
emperor’s advisors/handlers were strongly opposed to anything that 
might compromise the position of the throne through involvement 
in politics. (Apparently they were much more sanguine regarding 
the effect on the throne of losing a total war. In fact, Hirohito came 
very close to being indicted as a war criminal five years later, and the 
imperial institution came close to being abolished altogether.)  

Finally, the nomination went to General Hideki Tōjō (1884-1948), 
one of the foremost of the hawks, more or less on the theory of “set a 
thief to catch a thief.”45 Tōjō, who revered the imperial institution, 
was made to promise Hirohito that he would faithfully follow every 
possible avenue for making peace before committing to war. He car-
ried through with his promise but his heart was not in it and he was 
unalterably opposed to the sort of compromises that might have 
made peace possible. 

Finally it was decided that the United States was to be presented 
with not one but two ultimatums, Plan A and Plan B, offers it 
“couldn’t refuse” (without war with Japan). Both were vinegary old 
wine in new bottles with a little dollop of honey added in that of 
Plan B.  

Seeing what was coming, thanks to their mastery of the Japanese 
diplomatic cipher, the U.S. leaders sought to develop a counterpro-
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posal that might have some prospects of success. They knew from 
decrypted messages that the Japanese leaders had secretly imposed 
an end-of-November deadline on negotiations, with the implication 
that if there was no agreement by then they would attack. It seemed 
clearly impossible to reach a comprehensive settlement by then, but 
at Roosevelt’s urging Secretary of State Hull and his team sought to 
frame a modus vivendi, an interim position that could satisfy the 
Japanese well enough to keep the peace for a few more months dur-
ing which it might be possible to work out a more enduring solution.  

The problem was to do this without losing the support of the Al-
lies and/or the public. A few leaks that hinted at what was being at-
tempted drew sharply negative responses on both fronts and it came 
to seem clear that there was no possible hope of any viable compro-
mise.46 Finally Hull gave the Japanese a note which responded to 
their ultimatums by simply restating the same minimum conditions 
for a settlement that he had insisted on repeatedly for months. Japa-
nese propagandists and others eager to justify the Japanese have ever 
since called it the “Hull ultimatum,” but it was nothing of the sort: it 
was simply a principled rejection of the Japanese ultimatums. Even 
before it was received in Tokyo the Japanese high command had 
launched the machinery for war to an extent that in practice put it 
beyond recall. 

A war for what? 

It’s often claimed or at least implied that it was U.S. concern for Chi-
na that ultimately lay behind the war. I have argued above that this 
does not hold water. Japan’s aggression against China was a sore 
point with the American public from early on but neither public 
wrath nor economic interest was nearly sufficient to impel U.S. lead-
ers to war.  

Far more accurate to say that it was China that impelled Japan to 
war with the United States. In reality, the Japanese position in China 
bore a lot of parallels to the German experience in the West in World 
War I. Like the Germans they admired so much the Japanese army 
won the great majority of its battles but could not win the war, and 
like Germany Japan was being drained white by its effort to win the 
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unwinnable. Finally, much as Germany had attacked American ships 
in an ill-conceived effort to cut the flow of supplies to the European 
Allies in 1917, so Japan attacked in large measure to cut off those to 
China two dozen years later.  

Like their German model the Japanese army had in the meantime 
shouldered aside the politicians, taking total control over the war 
effort. But taking unavoidable responsibility for the results along 
with the control made it all the harder to actually behave responsibly 
when it became clear that the army’s “successes” in the field was 
leading the country into mortal danger. Army leaders confused loy-
alty to the nation with loyalty to the army as an institution and shied 
from exposing the army to the loss of power and influence that they 
feared would be the result of a retreat.  

In Germany in 1918 army power had come to be concentrated in 
one dominant figure, General of Infantry Erich F. W. Ludendorff. 
When he cracked under the pressure of clearly-looming defeat it al-
lowed the start of a process that led Germany to acceptance of a ne-
gotiated partial defeat rather than a total one, and allowed her to 
retain her sovereignty and power, albeit in much diminished form 
(and ultimately with disastrous consequences for all involved).47  

Here the analogy becomes less illuminating. In 1941, thanks large-
ly to Hitler, the Japanese army could imagine that it still had op-
tions, that by lashing out at the United States and Britain it might 
somehow wrest a settlement from them that would serve their insti-
tution better than being seen to back down in China. Of course it 
might have happened that the army could have come to be led by an 
individual or group who felt that the interests of the nation trans-
cended those of their parochial institution and was according more 
open to genuine compromise, but it’s hard to see any movement at 
all in this direction. Tōjō always was an unlikely candidate and when 
he was given the opportunity to rise to the role he quite explicitly 
refused. And it’s difficult to see anyone who showed much real po-
tential for better. We have to conclude that the Japanese army ulti-
mately was innately programmed for self-destruction, like the cells 
of our bodies, owing to its own internal logic and structure. 
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In Japan on the eve of the Pacific War, as earlier in Germany, the 
navy played a generally negative but in any case subsidiary role; the 
army was more actively locked in combat and its much greater per-
sonnel reinforced its central political position. Some of the leaders 
of the Japanese navy came closer to a broad national view, but they 
could never hope to prevail against the parochialism of the army as 
well as most of their own colleagues. The navy might perhaps have 
have had the capacity to hold the line against the army but taken as 
an institution it lacked the vision. 

Thus if there was to be a settlement short of war it would have had 
to be one which spared the army from any stigma of defeat. And the 
propaganda of the army and their various allies and supporters had 
raised expectations so high as to make it extremely difficult to find 
anything that might have qualified 

Insanity? 
It often is said that Japan had no chance of winning a war with the 

western powers. (By mid-1945 she was at war with virtually the entire 
world.) Depending on standards of measurement, Japan’s industrial 
product was only about five percent to ten percent as great as the 
United States’ and her population was at best about equal to that of 
the United States.48 

Indeed, in August 1941 a study group drawn from outstanding 
mid-career officials in every government ministry spent two days 
briefing the cabinet on the results of six weeks of intensive study of 
Japan’s prospects in a war, coming to extremely dismal conclusions. 
There was no way that Japan could avoid defeat, as they saw it. 

Tōjō, who had taken careful notes, was unfazed. “This is, after all, 
a desktop exercise,” he is reported to have said. “Actual wars do not 
go as you fellows imagine. We did not go to war with Russia [in 1904] 
thinking that we would win, but we did win.” “Your work doesn’t in-
clude elements of unpredictability,” he insisted.49 

In reality, it is necessary to define goals before deciding on what 
chance Japan had of achieving them. No one in a high place was 
thinking in terms of being in a position to dictate terms at sword’s 
point (an often misquoted casual remark of Yamamoto not to the 
contrary). There never was a full and precise statement of war aims, 
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but it appears that what the Japanese leaders had in mind was to 
take over Southeast Asia and the Netherlands East Indies as well as 
the Philippines and then form a defensive redoubt around them 
which, in cooperation with the fleet, would be able to hold off Amer-
ican and British attacks.50 

The disparity in warmaking potential between the United States 
and Britain on the one side and Japan on the other was so great that 
no Japanese defensive redoubt could stand against their combined 
attack unless they were somehow unwilling or unable to mass more 
than a fraction of their strength against it. Some of the Japanese 
leaders argued that the Allies (and especially the Americans) lacked 
the courage and determination to successfully carry an assault 
against Japanese forces, which were held to be inspired by a unique 
and unconquerable military spirit. The westerners, it was expected, 
would be thrown into despair by the intensity of Japanese resistance 
and give up the war as not worth its cost. 

It was a curious notion. Eighty years earlier the United States had 
fought an enormously costly, bloody war against southern rebels. 
The southerners were able to mount a defense on land that was rela-
tively far stronger than anything the Japanese could hope to achieve 
among islands in the Pacific and exacted casualties on a scale that 
still is almost beyond imagining. Yet the United States pursued the 
war relentlessly until the rebels were no longer able to offer effective 
resistance. Similarly, in World War One, less than a quarter century 
earlier, British and Commonwealth efforts had persevered despite 
huge costs and casualties. Surely such historical examples should 
have given pause to anyone who imagined that the Americans and 
British could be fought to a standstill by greatly inferior forces. 

In fact, some Japanese officers claimed to believe that their forces 
could defeat enemies who were as much as twenty times their 
strength. This seems to have been a purely mystical belief, not 
founded in any cold-eyed military analysis. To the extent that the 
Japanese went to war on assumptions like this the decision can fairly 
said to have been irrational in the strict sense of the word. 

But another possibility, one that seems to have figured more 
heavily with most of those at the top, was that the Allies would be 
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unable to mobilize much of their strength against the Japanese de-
fenses. One major line of thinking was that Hitler would succeed in 
conquering Russia, or else negotiate a peace, and then turn his forc-
es to conquer Britain, leaving the United States to face him alone. In 
1941 this did not seem altogether out of the question, of course. But 
by late autumn it would be hard to argue rationally that the chances 
of Nazi victory in Russia were better than fifty-fifty.  

Moreover, the Japanese were in a good position to assess the 
chances of a successful cross-Channel invasion as they had much 
relevant experience and planning staffs experienced in amphibious 
operations. They would have had to have seen, if they examined it, 
that such an operation could scarcely have had better than fifty per-
cent chances of success. 

That is, the overall combined chances of German success against 
both Russia and Britain would have appeared to have been no better 
than twenty-five percent, one chance in four. (We know now, of 
course, that the chance never was nearly that high.) That meant that 
there were at least three chances in four that the Allies could sooner 
or later throw a large measure of their strength into battering the 
Japanese redoubt.  

On the whole, then, sober calculation would have said that by go-
ing to war with the Americans and British Japan would be running a 
high risk—surely well more than one chance in two, even by opti-
mistic estimates—that her forces would face counterattack in irre-
sistible strength. As Tōjō’s remarks at the end of the briefing suggest, 
they were wagering the fate of their empire that “something would 
come up.” 

Was this “insane,” as a number of authors have suggested? Perhaps 
so, but if so then it’s a pretty common insanity. In the American Civil 
War the leaders of the rebels were making a pretty similar wager—
which they lost spectacularly, of course.  

Perhaps more relevantly, in 1914 the three major Continental Eu-
ropean empires, the German, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian, had 
each chosen to go to war—and by the end of 1918 all had been de-
stroyed as a direct result. None had been forced into war by invasion 
or overwhelming threat; each had other options open to it. And 
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none had realistic, thought-through plans for achieving its war aims 
and avoiding the destruction that was to overtake them.51 

Three imperial gambles on war, and all lost, lost catastrophically. 
There’s little to suggest much serious study of these directly relevant 
historical examples by the men who made the decision for war in 
1941.52 Their claim was that Japan had “no choice,” that the alterna-
tive was the ruin of Japan and her empire, but the evidence goes all 
the other way. If the parochial interests of the army could somehow 
have been subjected to those of the nation, Japan had many options, 
scarcely any of which were less promising than war with two of the 
greatest powers on Earth. 

Ironically, of course, ultimately the army’s rigid insistence that it 
had to have victory and undiminished power over the country’s 
affairs led it not only to defeat and ouster from power but to dissolu-
tion altogether. It was solely the political commitment of the key vic-
tors to the rule of law and due process, thin though it was, that saved 
most of its major officers from execution. 

No appeasement, no peace 

Did the two countries mutually rush to a ruinous war, leaving on the 
table a genuine chance of a mutually-beneficial settlement of their 
differences, as many superficial analyses claim? No, certainly not. As 
just shown, any settlement would have had to satisfy the Japanese 
Army and preserve its power by at very least cashing its claims to 
have defeated China and secured a strong position in Asia. 

The U.S. leaders, at the same time, were utterly unwilling to agree 
to anything they believed might significantly compromise their abil-
ity to ensure Hitler’s destruction. Appeasing a hostile Japan at the 
expense of weakening and alienating developing allies China, Brit-
ain, and/or the Soviet Union seemed like dangerous folly. This was 
all the more so since Japan’s course seemed from Washington to 
have been erratic and even irrational, leading to fears that costly 
concessions would not in the end achieve anything of positive value.  

Nor did the Japanese leaders have any greater trust in the Ameri-
cans than the Americans had in them. They had scarcely any notion 
of how the situation appeared from Washington and felt that Amer-
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icans harbored irrational hostility toward Japan. The sense of hostil-
ity was not without foundation, but they failed to see that American 
hostility was much more than simple racial animosity, as they imag-
ined, and it blinded them to the real political differences. 

 

 
Figure 29. Secretary of State Cordell Hull, center, escorts Japanese 
Ambassadors Nomura (on left) and Kurusu to call on the President 
in November 1941. 

The political differences might not have been absolute and final 
barriers to any settlement, but they could not be surmounted in the 
very limited time the Japanese were willing to allow before attacking. 
It is often said that the time limit was simply a result of the U.S. cut-
off of oil shipments, but really that was only one factor of several. A 
very strong segment of the Japanese leadership had been set on war 
months before the freeze because they felt that Japan’s own political 
situation was unstable and unsustainable owing to the war with 
China and at the same time they saw Hitler’s victory express train 
with steam up and they wanted to be sure to climb aboard before it 
was too late. The U.S. leadership could see signs of this, especially so 
because they were reading Japanese “secret” diplomatic cables, and 
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this played a significant part in the decision to impose severe sanc-
tions, together with the internal political pressures already astir in 
the country. 

The hope that the sanctions would cause the Japanese to take 
pause was foredoomed, but no one seems to have placed much faith 
in this in any event. The hope that it might hinder Japan’s prepara-
tions for war had more substance, but the time for that would have 
been far better a few years earlier. Whether it actually triggered a 
Japanese decision for war that might otherwise have gone the other 
way is not entirely clear, but on balance it seems unlikely. If the Jap-
anese were indeed going to war it is unlikely that the oil cutoff really 
speeded the act by much of any, for there were many other reasons 
to launch it no later than early December. 

If circumstances had allowed more time for negotiation and con-
sideration it is certainly conceivable that some sort of settlement 
might have been reached, one that would be more nearly “Pareto 
optimal” in the sense of leaving at least some parties better off and 
none worse. The costs of the Pacific War after all were horrific and 
avoiding or ameliorating them would have brought enormous bene-
fits to be shared out among the parties.  

The impassioned efforts of many Japanese and apologists to indict 
the United States for the failure of the peace make no realistic sense 
whatever, however. Not only was Japan the most intransigent of the 
parties, she had far the most to lose and was far the most likely to 
lose it. That was entirely clear in 1941 and the logical implication is 
that responsible leadership in Tokyo, had there been any with the 
freedom to act, should have taken steps to define      the nation’s true 
core interests and to develop and pursue negotiating positions that 
would protect them effectively, rather than throwing them to the 
winds of war. There were in fact some high officials who recognized 
this, but they lacked the power or determination to carry it into 
practice, with tragic results for their nation and the world.  

While the U.S. government did not play its part flawlessly, on the 
whole it performed a great deal better than the Japanese. It is per-
haps ironic that the coming of the Pacific War has long been the 
subject of much more searching analysis in America than in Japan, 
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but it also is an aspect of why the American performance was supe-
rior at the time, for a consistent practice of self-analysis and self-
criticism is a key factor in improvement.  

The key question in analyzing the failure of peace in 1941 is not 
who but how and why. Those who avoid these issues do their nations 
and their institutions no service. 
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Appendix C:  
Communications, Codes,  

and Transportation 

ssues of communications, codebreaking, and transportation 
played very important roles in the story of Pearl Harbor. They are 

all more or less familiar activities today and it is easy to misunder-
stand how differently the functioned in 1941. This appendix briefly 
reviews the realities of that time. 

A very distant outpost 

Washington was a very long way from Oahu in those days, and 
neither had a very clear understanding of the thinking of the other. 
Nowadays the top commanders in Hawaii can board a military jet 
transport in Oahu at the end of one day, be in Washington for a full 
round of conferences the next, and get back to their desks in Oahu 
in time to start the following day—if perhaps somewhat wearily. But 
in 1941 it was a minimum of a two-day trip in each direction, and 
could easily be considerably longer because even top officers were at 
the mercy of airline schedules, to say nothing of the weather. The 
flights ran only once or twice a week in each direction, so a round 
trip could not be completed in less than a week. There is scarcely any 

I
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place in the world that is as far from Washington today in terms of 
travel time as Oahu was then. 

(According to the Pan American Airways System Atlantic and Pa-
cific Time Tables for June-August 1941 (made available by courtesy of 
timetableimages.com) a Boeing 314 four-engined flying boat was due 
to depart Pearl Harbor at 2:20 PM every Monday, arriving at San 
Francisco at 3:00 PM the following day, after 17 hours in the air. At 
2,400 miles (2,085 nautical miles) this was the longest transport 
flight in the world. Due to the fuel load required, only 25 passengers 
could be carried on this segment, although the 314 could normally 
sleep 30.1 Depending on the timing of the connections it would have 
been possible to reach Washington DC early on Wednesday on an 
American Airlines overnight flight, flown in Douglas DC-3 twin-
engined planes. The weekly westbound flight to Hawaii departed at 
4:00 PM on Tuesday, arriving at 9:15 AM on Wednesday. Every other 
week there was an additional eastbound flight departing at 2:30 PM 
on Tuesday, arriving at Los Angeles the following day at 10:00 AM, 
with corresponding westbound service flying from Los Angeles at 
4:00 PM Saturday to arrive at 8:30 AM Sunday at Pearl Harbor. In 
flying across country to meet the westbound flight it would be essen-
tial to allow a substantial layover to guard against a flight delay that 
could cause one to miss the only flight for a week. None of the air-
craft was pressurized, forcing them to fly low where they were sub-
ject to the vagaries of the weather. Naturally the fares for such jour-
neys were very high.) 

Nor is there any major city that is as far out of touch with Wash-
ington now as Honolulu was in 1941. It was possible to make a tele-
phone call, although the voice quality was not good and it took in-
tervention by operators and time to set it up. But it was by a radio 
link and anyone who wanted to could listen in, including the Japa-
nese. There were “scramblers,” but they made it even harder to un-
derstand what was being said at the other end, and communications 
experts had warned that they did scarcely anything to protect 
against serious eavesdropping. It was not until 1943 that the world’s 
first truly secure voice transmission system, codenamed SIGSALY, 
went into service.2 
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Airmail took two days to a week or more, depending on airline 
schedules and weather. The only quicker way to communicate se-
curely was by coded message, via radio or telegraphic cable. The ar-
my and navy each had a message center in Washington and to send a 
message to Hawaii it first went to one of these. There it was encoded 
for secrecy, resulting in a series of groups of five seemingly random 
letters separated by spaces. 

Then a decision had to be made about routing. The army and navy 
each had their own radio transmitters, and the FBI had theirs too, 
which the armed services used on occasion. Very often, particularly 
for routine messages, the choice fell to a commercial service, which 
might use either radio or an undersea cable that ran from San Fran-
cisco to Honolulu. Once a communications channel was established, 
actual transmission would go reasonably rapidly—a message the 
length of a newspaper op-ed article would take a few minutes, a rate 
of roughly one quarter to one fifth of normal reading speed. If the 
message was received at the other end without garbles due to radio 
noise it was then transcribed and decoded before the final version 
was carried to the recipient by messenger.  

If all went well, a brief message might make it from army or navy 
headquarters in Washington to the commanders in Oahu in less 
than an hour. But there were many possibilities for delay. Poor re-
ceiving conditions could slow radio communications to a crawl, or 
even block them altogether for hours, building up long backlogs. 
This was especially true for the army. A turf dispute with the navy 
some years before had resulted in a treaty limiting army transmitters 
to a power of 10 kilowatts, and that often was not enough to stretch 
between the East Coast and Hawaii without relaying messages via 
San Francisco.3 At such times the army routed most of its traffic via 
the commercial services, but often they would be running slowly 
because of the transmission problems.  

This cumbersome process for sending radio or cable messages was 
not one that encouraged sending any but the most condensed and 
essential information.  
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Reading Japan’s diplomatic mail 

As might be imagined, the diplomats on both sides faced even 
greater problems in communicating between Washington and To-
kyo. The flights from the U.S. West Coast to Oahu continued on 
across the Pacific, hopping to the Midway Islands, on to Wake Is-
land, to Guam, and to Manila, where connecting flights could be 
caught to Tokyo or other regional destinations. By this means it was 
possible to make one’s way from Washington to Tokyo, or back the 
other way, in about a week. Comfortable accommodations and atten-
tive service minimized the wear and tear on passengers during the 
long flights, but the cost was enormous and it was scarcely a pleasure 
trip. For less urgent trips it was usual to take a fast Japanese passen-
ger steamer across the North Pacific (which could sometimes be 
pretty rough), resulting in a journey of two or two and a half weeks. 

There were transpacific cable and radio services, including radio-
telephone service, but the vagaries and delays were even greater than 
those of their mainland-Oahu counterparts.  

Sensitive diplomatic messages could be sent by “diplomatic 
pouch,” accompanied by a courier and not subject to inspection by 
foreign officials. The United States had an advantage in this because 
the transpacific flying boat service was operated by Pan American 
Airways, a U.S. company with strong government connections, and 
its flight crews acted as diplomatic couriers.  

For many purposes, however, the week it took to fly a message 
from one capital to the other was too long. To preserve the secrecy of 
“diplomatic cables” (as they were and still are often called regardless 
of the actual mode of transmission) sent by cable or radio, crypto-
graphic protection was used. Book codes had been used for centu-
ries, employing a code book in which each word in the dictionary 
had a corresponding code word or random group of letters. But book 
codes have to have a lot of variations or else foreign intelligence ser-
vices will quickly work out the code. In addition they’re cumbersome 
to use.4 
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Machine cryptography 

Starting in World War I a number of inventors developed me-
chanical or electro-mechanical devices for encrypting and decrypt-
ing messages. They all used ciphers, meaning that messages were 
coded letter by letter rather than word by word. Manual ciphers had 
long been in use but machines made it possible to use very complex 
ciphers without laborious, slow, and error-prone hand processes. 
Every major nation adopted some cipher machine or another for at 
least a part of its secret messages. 

Best-known of these was the Enigma, used by the Germans 
(among others, in various versions), which has featured in a number 
of novels and films, giving it an aura of romantic mystery. Commer-
cial versions were available and widely used; they were studied by 
the communications intelligence services of every major nation and 
influenced the design of many other cipher machines to one extent 
or another.5 

(Terminology varies, but according to an authoritative source, 
“The phrase ‘communications intelligence,’ abbreviated for the sake 
of convenience to ‘COMINT,’ means intelligence produced by the 
study of foreign communications, including the breaking, reading 
and evaluating enciphered communications; ‘cryptology’ is a syn-
thetic which is applied to the combined cipher activity—i.e., con-
structing ciphers as well as breaking ciphers, to which, in turn, the 
synthetics ‘cryptography’ and ‘cryptanalysis’ are applied, respective-
ly.”6 People working in COMINT were usually referred to as cryptolo-
gists or cryptanalysts, depending in part on the specific scope and 
focus of their efforts.)  

U.S. cryptology 
Almost by accident, the U.S. Army’s tiny Signal Intelligence Ser-

vice (SIS) was headed by one of the world’s foremost cryptologists, 
Dr. William F. Friedman. Friedman was also an extremely able bu-
reaucrat, who nurtured and built his little group all through the 
1930s despite meager funding and weak top-level interest. The army 
was intensely parochial and distinctly anti-Semitic and it’s remarka-
ble how much influence a Jewish civilian was able to wield.  
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It was not a result of the valuable intelligence that SIS provided for 
the army in peacetime. Most radios used by foreign armies had low 
power and limited range so that the U.S. Army was rarely in a posi-
tion to listen in to exercises or conflicts. As a result, SIS had few in-
tercepted messages to hone and practice its skills on, and was in no 
position to provide information about the order of battle, doctrine, 
or weapons of any potential enemies. (An intercepted message is 
simply one received by someone other than the intended recipient. 
Often shortened to just intercept.) 

SIS’s counterpart in the U.S. Navy was designated Op-20-G, and 
had much better access to foreign messages, at least those of the 
Japanese Navy.7 It was led by Laurence Safford, a somewhat eccentric 
and remarkably accomplished naval officer. The Japanese Combined 
Fleet conducted fairly frequent large-scale exercises in the Pacific 
which offered good opportunities to observe Japanese operations 
and to collect the numerous encrypted messages that accompanied 
them. The U.S. Fleet developed the capacity to intercept Japanese 
messages and to employ radio direction finding (DF) to determine 
the location of the sender. The intercepts provided Op-20-G with a 
rich vein to mine, and by correlating what could be learned from the 
form and content of the intercepts with DF and what might be visi-
ble to observers much could be learned about Japanese thinking and 
practices (The Japanese reciprocated, following U.S. exercises and 
intercepting American messages. In fact, it appears that the Ameri-
cans got the idea, at least in part, from the Japanese.) 

Most of the navy’s cryptologists were naval officers, for whom it 
was a sideline; service at sea was required for promotion and tended 
to interfere with development of special skills like cryptology. The 
navy had no one of William Friedman’s stature, but did have one 
outstanding civilian, Mrs. Agnes Meyer Driscoll, who led its most 
challenging codebreaking efforts and ensured continuity as officers 
rotated in and out of the organization. And several talented officers 
had become very able and innovative cryptologists. The navy had a 
few officers who had studied the Japanese language but they served 
under the Director of Naval Intelligence and were organizationally 
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separate from the cryptology group. Only one navy cryptologist also 
had Japanese language skills.8  

There was tension between the two service cryptologic groups, 
sometimes intense, reflecting the rivalry between their parent 
armed services. But there was also cooperation, principally on tech-
nical matters, varying with personalities in key positions. Crucially, 
Friedman and Safford respected each other and sought constructive 
solutions to interservice issues.9 

Both SIS and Op-20-G were limited in their ability to collect for-
eign signals and process them quickly. The navy had intercept sta-
tions in the Philippines, Guam, Oahu, and the Pacific Northwest. 
Somewhat later the army developed its own intercept capabilities in 
all of these regions except Guam. But neither service had a fast, se-
cure means to transmit intercepted material to higher commands. 
The major analytical capabilities were in Washington and at very 
best it would take more than a week for material from the Western 
Pacific stations to get there, with most taking a month or more. This 
was more or less acceptable as long as the object was to understand 
Japanese cryptosystems, but it was hopeless for tactical and opera-
tional purposes. Occasionally a piece of extremely urgent infor-
mation would be encrypted in a special U.S. system and sent by ra-
dio, but this was a limited capability that could not handle much. 

Eventually the services linked their COMINT activities by cable 
and teletype for rapid, secure transmission of information. But this 
was a huge task, and not much was accomplished until well into the 
coming war.  

More than codebreaking 

Actually, it was only in the last years of peace that the COMINT 
organizations even had direction-finding capabilities to deal with 
many of the most important messages. Radio had been an invention 
of the late 1800s and at the time of Pearl Harbor the U.S. Navy had 
been using it for only four decades. The changes in radio technology 
over that period had been hectic.  

One of the major concerns, especially for navies, was to develop 
radio systems that could communicate over oceanic distances with-
out excessive bulk, weight, or power. An answer was found in radios 
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operating at frequencies between about 3 MHz and 30 MHz, corre-
sponding to waves between 100 meters and 10 m long. This was 
called the HF (high frequency) or shortwave band.10 (“High” and 
“short” relative to earlier radios; today frequencies more than 1,000 
times higher and wavelengths less than one one-thousandth as long 
are widely used in communications.) 

The attraction of HF was that under many conditions radio waves 
in this band will be essentially reflected off layers in the Earth’s ion-
osphere, scores of hundreds of miles above the surface, returning to 
the surface hundreds or thousands of miles from the transmitter. 
Multiple “hops” can carry the signal around the world. The power 
required was much less than that for long-distance communication 
using lower frequency bands, and the antennas also could be small-
er. Within a decade, by 1930, HF radio was spreading widely through 
the warship fleets of the world.11 

Before the HF revolution all long-distance radio communication 
had been by “ground wave” (or “surface wave”), meaning that the 
radio waves followed the curving surface of the ground. (Actually, 
this works best over seawater.) At very low frequencies, using high 
power, ground waves can be used to communicate halfway around 
the world. The challenges of finding the direction from which 
ground waves at LF and MF frequencies (30 kHz to 3 MHz) had 
been met by the time of World War I, and LF/DF and MF/DF had 
played valuable roles in the war.12  

But HF “sky wave” transmissions reflected from the ionosphere 
presented new problems for direction finding, and the established 
methods were definitely inadequate, yielding large and erratic er-
rors.13 HF/DF sets were available in the mid-1930s, but they did not 
fully meet military needs.14 The U. S. Navy’s Naval Research Labora-
tory (NRL) was a pioneer in HF research and development and in 
1936 it developed what is said to have been the first HF/DF system to 
meet operational needs for accuracy. In its production version, des-
ignated Model DT, it was installed at many sites in the Pacific from 
1938 onward.15 
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The Magic of breaking Type B 

In the absence of foreign army radio traffic to intercept and ana-
lyze, Friedman and his SIS had taken on the task of reading Japanese 
diplomatic messages. In 1931 Japanese Navy cryptologists developed 
the Type A Cipher Machine and furnished it to the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs for transmission of diplomatic messages. U.S. cryptolo-
gists soon began to encounter messages encrypted in the new sys-
tem, which for security purposes they eventually code-named “Red.” 

The Japanese did not have the long history of using and breaking 
codes and ciphers that the Europeans and even Americans had. They 
had only recently started studying the art, and still had much to 
learn. This was apparent in the Red system, which was fairly quickly 
solved by Friedman’s SIS, and later by the British and German cryp-
tologic services as well as that of the Soviets (who got a leg up from 
espionage).16  

Japan’s naval cipher experts continued to work on more complex 
and secure techniques and by 1939 major Japanese embassies were 
phasing in the Type B Cipher Machine, later known by its American 
code-name, “Purple.” This was a much more sophisticated system 
whose overall complexity was comparable to that of the famous 
German “Enigma.”17 In 18 months of intense, exhausting effort an 
army SIS team headed by one of Friedman’s young deputies, Frank 
B. Rowlett, not only worked out the operation of the Purple system 
but built a functional replica that duplicated the operations of the 
Type B machine. There were occasional delays and hangups but for 
the most part the Americans were able to decrypt Japanese diplo-
matic messages within two or three days of intercepting them, and 
often much sooner. Indeed, because the American Purple replica 
machines were more efficient and reliable than the Japanese origi-
nals they sometimes read cables before their intended recipients 
could. 

Recognizing that knowledge is power, those in positions of power 
seek knowledge—and those who hope for favor from the powerful 
compete to provide it. The breaking of Purple had been an army 
effort, with some navy support. (The replica machines were made by 
the Naval Gun Factory, for instance.) But there was a high-level 
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squabble over who was to break the key messages and distribute 
them to top leaders. Eventually the two services agreed to share the 
honor (and burden) in a fairly reasonable way. 

In addition to the intense high-level interest, attacking Japanese 
diplomatic systems had the practical advantage that it was not too 
difficult to collect the signals. Intercept stations with sensitive re-
ceivers (and operators especially trained to copy Japanese transmis-
sions) located in the Pacific Northwest, for instance, could effective-
ly collect radio signals between Tokyo and Washington, D.C. Moreo-
ver, sub rosa (and illicit) arrangements were made with the commer-
cial communications companies that handled Japanese traffic to 
make copies. 

Military mysteries 

But while Purple provided extremely valuable information there 
were important limits and problems. The Japanese military insisted 
that it was the business of diplomats to do as they were directed and 
not to ask questions. They certainly did not think that diplomats 
should be told any military secrets whatever. Thus Purple, which was 
strictly a Ministry of Foreign Affairs system, yielded scarcely any di-
rect insight into Japanese military plans. 

Although providing crucial information to the president and other 
top officials had many rewards, it diverted resources and attention 
from the military communications that the army’s SIS and the navy’s 
Op-20-G were chartered to pursue. This did not make too much 
difference for SIS, which still had little access to Japanese or German 
messages. But Op-20-G was accumulating a growing backlog of tens 
of thousands of Japanese naval messages that it could not break. 

Through much of the 1930s the cryptologists had read Japanese 
naval messages pretty regularly. This would be interrupted from 
time to time as the Japanese Navy changed its codes, but sooner or 
later Op-20-G always solved the new systems. But breaking a new 
code was laborious and time-consuming, even though Op-20-G used 
the latest-technology IBM high-speed punched-card tabulating ma-
chinery to aid them.18  

Major changes were made in what the codebreakers called the 
Japanese Navy’s “Operations Code” multiple times in 1940 and 1941, 
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at the same time that the volume of messages sent in the code mul-
tiplied. (This code was later codenamed JN-25 by the Americans.) 
Cryptology and COMINT involves very specialized skills and Op-20-
G was able to expand its capabilities only quite slowly. Moreover, a 
great deal of their resources was absorbed in working on Purple and 
on German systems. The result was the buildup of a backlog of more 
than 25,000 unread messages by the time of Pearl Harbor. Some im-
portant progress had been made on the system, but not enough to 
actually read any messages.19 

Keeping the secrets 

In the course of breaking many Japanese and other encryption sys-
tems in the 1920s and 1930s the army and navy cryptologists learned 
a great deal about what made them easier or harder to crack. As a 
result, they were keenly aware of the deficiencies in many U.S. cryp-
to systems. As funds permitted each service worked on the develop-
ment of cipher machines, with sporadic exchanges of information, 
ideas, and specific inventions. The navy had the advantages that its 
top leadership had long been sold on the concept of cipher ma-
chines and that there was a modest navy budget for development of  
machine for encipherment.20  

By the end of the 1930s each service had workable, secure ma-
chines serving its major headquarters. In 1940, pooling their ideas, 
they settled on a common system designated the Converter M-134-C 
SIGABA by the army and Electric Cipher Machine Mk. II (ECM II) by 
the navy. By late 1941 the major commands in each service were out-
fitted with the new machine, the first truly unbreakable cipher sys-
tem that was practical for extensive use. The State Department had 
earlier versions of this system in service in Washington and London, 
but elsewhere relied on less secure systems—notably insecure in 
some cases. Well-founded doubts about State Department cable se-
curity played a role in impeding negotiations with Japan.21 

Keeping the secrets too well? 

One of the great tensions of intelligence work is that between the 
desire to make use of the information it has revealed without at the 
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same time revealing how that information was gained, and thus 
hampering efforts to obtain more. It’s a particular puzzle in 
COMINT because even the slightest hint that you’re reading the oth-
er side’s messages can, if he is alert, prompt an immediate change in 
his communications, cutting off your source. COMINT can be a 
goose that lays golden eggs, but an extremely skittish goose. 

In 1940 and 1941 American military intelligence agencies had rela-
tively little experience in such matters and no established proce-
dures for simultaneously telling key decision-makers of their secrets 
and preserving their source. From our perspective today it was clear-
ly an error to leave decisions about the handing of top-level diplo-
matic intelligence to military men, but that’s how it was, by default. 

Outside of the army and navy intelligence organizations—the on-
ly intelligence agencies America then had—the information gained 
from breaking Japan’s diplomatic messages was extremely tightly 
held. Codenamed Magic it was restricted to a few key officers on the 
army and navy staffs, the Secretary of the Navy and Secretary of War, 
the Secretary of State, and sometimes the President (but sometimes 
withheld from him out of concerns regarding White House securi-
ty). They got to see the messages and the summaries that the mili-
tary intelligence agencies had produced, but could not keep them. 
(They didn’t actually read all of the traffic; there was simply too 
much and the military intelligence chiefs selected what they thought 
the top officials ought to see.) This meant that while the service 
chiefs had the benefit of support from staff officers who were able to 
follow the mass of Magic material from day to day and evaluate it in 
context, Hull and Roosevelt for the most part did not. Today, no high 
official in the U.S. Intelligence Community would give even a mo-
ment’s consideration to such arrangements for handling top-level 
diplomatic intelligence in a crisis period. 

People being what they are, some people got wind of Magic who 
should not have, including Kimmel, who complained that he ought 
to have it too. Given the problems of communication between 
Washington and Oahu it was absolutely out of the question to try to 
send Magic decrypts to him. The only feasible way to handle it 
would have been to give him one of machines and train his intelli-
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gence people to duplicate the work being done in Washington, with 
some minimal information transmitted to aid the process.  

In practice, General Marshall and Admiral Stark and their staffs 
tried to extract the important information from Magic, paraphrase it 
in a way that concealed the source, and transmit it promptly—a pro-
cess usually called sanitization.  

Later analysis, after the fact, showed a few subtle details missed by 
Washington in the Magic messages that might have seemed reveal-
ing if one were looking intently for signs of a possible surprise air 
attack on Pearl Harbor. But the problem was not that the decrypted 
messages were not being reviewed in Hawaii; it was that they were 
not being reviewed by anyone searching for signs of a possible sur-
prise air attack on Pearl Harbor. Neither Kimmel, Short, nor anyone 
close to them was in fact looking for signs of a possible surprise air 
attack. Thus having them all reviewed in Hawaii would be unlikely 
to have added much. 

In the process the manpower demands of running a duplicate 
Magic organization would certainly have destroyed the effectiveness 
of the intelligence staff in providing the operational intelligence that 
the Hawaiian commanders actually needed—much as it had un-
dermined Op-20G’s efforts on the Japanese naval codes.  

Short and Kimmel begged off on getting a radar air warning ser-
vice in timely operation on Oahu because they did not think they 
could spare the officers to man it or feed it the necessary flight in-
formation. So how were they going to find officers to handle and 
pore through Japanese diplomatic messages in search of clues that 
might indicate the need for the air warning service?  

Since Pearl Harbor a regular industry of sensationalists has fos-
tered myths about Japanese naval communications, spinning tales of 
Americans decrypting Japanese naval codes, intercepting unguarded 
messages, and locating transmissions by the carrier fleet on its way 
to Pearl Harbor. It is all complete fantasy. All of the success in de-
crypting naval codes came later (although the work done before 
Pearl Harbor provided an essential foundation). And traffic analysis 
and direction finding (which was done in Hawaii, under Kimmel’s 
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thumb) were blinded by rigorous Japanese operational security 
measures before Pearl Harbor.22 
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Appendix D:  
Principal Persons 

his section very briefly outlines the careers of people who 
play a prominent  role in this story at more than one place in it. 

 
Andrews, Frank M. 1884-1943. U.S. Army officer from graduation 

from West Point in 1906 to his death in an air crash while on an in-
spection tour. Initially a cavalry officer, he transferred to the Sig-
nal Corps Aviation Section during World War I and became a pilot 
in 1918. In the 1930s he was a prominent proponent of the theory 
that strategic bombing would be decisive in any future conflict. 
Andrews was close to George Marshall and when Marshall became 
the Army’s Chief of Staff in 1939 he brought the airman to Wash-
ington as one of his chief lieutenants. In 1940 he was sent to re-
form and revitalize the defenses in the Caribbean and Panama, 
where he was serving as a lieutenant general in command of U.S. 
forces throughout the region at the time of Pearl Harbor. In 1942-
43 he held top-level command posts in the Mideast and Europe.  

Hull, Cordell. 1871-1955. Represented Tennessee in House of Repre-
sentatives and Senate as Democrat for three decades before ap-
pointment as Secretary of State by President Roosevelt in 1933. Re-

T
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tired from office in 1944. Noted for advocacy of free trade and 
United Nations. 

Kimmel, Husband E. 1882-1968. Graduated from Naval Academy 
in 1904. Served in battleships, cruisers, and destroyers as well as in 
staff positions, reaching flag rank in 1937. Appointed Commander 
in Chief of the Pacific Fleet in January 1941 with rank of admiral. 
Following the Japanese attack he was relived and automatically re-
verted to his permanent rank of rear admiral. He retired early in 
1942. 

Konoe, Fumimaro. (Sometimes transliterated as Konoye.) 1891-
1945. High-ranking nobleman closely related to the imperial 
house. Prominent critic of the West and proponent of Japanese 
expansion. Prime Minister 1937-1939, resigning in frustration over 
futile attempts to end the war with China on terms acceptable to 
Japanese Army. Became Prime Minister again 1940. Resigned in 
October 1941 in frustration over futile attempts to find formula for 
peace with the West on terms acceptable to Army. Continued to 
play important role behind the scenes. Committed suicide while 
under threat of prosecution by International Military Tribunal for 
the Far East as a war criminal. 

Marshall, George C. 1880-1959. Graduated from Virginia Military 
Institute in 1901 and commissioned in Infantry in 1902. Became 
renowned for abilities in planning and organization. Promoted to 
brigadier general in 1936 and became Army Chief of Staff as gen-
eral in 1939, remaining in the post until war’s end. Later served as 
Secretary of State and Secretary of Defense. 

Matsuoka, Yōsuke. 1880-1946. Emigrated to United States at age 13 
in hopes of reviving family fortunes. Received law degree from 
University of Oregon before returning to Japan for family reasons. 
Entered Japanese diplomatic service 1904. Left in 1922 for Japanese 
colonial regime in Manchuria. In 1930 resigned and returned to 
Japan to pursue career as nationalist politician, gaining promi-
nence. Appointed Foreign Minister in Konoe cabinet in 1940. Ne-
gotiated the Tripartite Pact which allied Japan with Nazi Germany 
and Fascist Italy, as well as nonaggression pact with the Soviet Un-
ion. Forced out in 1941 because he was perceived as too erratic and 
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an obstacle to making a settlement with the United States. Es-
caped post-war prosecution due to ill health and died of tubercu-
losis. 

Roosevelt, Franklin D. (Often referred to by his initials, FDR.) 
1882-1945. President of the United States, 1933-1945. Died in office. 

Short, Walter C. 1880-1949. Graduated from University of Illinois in 
1901 and commissioned in Infantry in 1902. Gained note for excel-
lence in training. Promoted to general officer rank in 1936. Became 
commander of the Army’s Hawaiian Department as lieutenant 
general in February 1941. Automatically reverted to his permanent 
rank of major general upon relief from command following the at-
tack and retired at that rank early in 1942. 
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