[The following comprehensive paper by Koichi Kimura describes the beliefs and attitudes of Imperial Japan that contributed to its militarism during the Asia-Pacific War.]
The Modern Imperial System as the Axis of Japanese Militarism

during the Asia-Pacific War

Koichi Kimura, Th.D.
Introduction

This essay focuses on the era of the Asia-Pacific War, from the Manchurian Incident in 1931 to Japan’s defeat in the war, until the signing of its surrender to the Allied Forces on September 2, 1945.  This paper will examine how the modern Imperial system,
 which had functioned as a political and ideological cornerstone for Imperial Japan, oppressed the various peoples of Asia, plunged them into poverty, and created a state of subjugation.  What must we learn from this tragic history today?  The author will begin with the historical background of the Imperial system for the readers who are not familiar with Japanese history.

1. The Imperialistic View of Japanese History and the Issue of Imperial Succession

According to Kojiki (A Record of Ancient Matters, A.D. 710) and Nihonshoki (Chronicles of Japan, A.D. 720), the Emperor of Japan is a descendant of the gods who created the country, and he is the single, legitimate sovereign of Japan.  Based on this mythology, all Emperors, beginning with Jinmu up to the Shōwa emperor who lost the war in 1945, were deified as the embodiment of the tradition of an unbroken line of Emperors who were descendants of a god called “Amaterasu-Ōmikami.”  This is the ideology called the Imperial History.  But now, in 2011, the Imperial family is facing a succession crisis.  The reason is that the current Crown Prince and Princess have a daughter but no son.  The Imperial House Law stipulates that only male descendants of an emperor may succeed the throne (Article 1).  Therefore, if no son is born to an Emperor, the “unbroken line” of the Imperial family would be extinguished.  So in 2006, the then Koizumi administration began to consider revising this Imperial House Law to permit female successors to the imperial throne as well as allow her children to succeed her.  But the extreme right (extreme nationalists) who still embrace an imperialistic view of Japanese history brandished the “tradition of the unbroken Imperial line” and protested so vehemently.  Then a son was born to the crown prince’s brother, Prince Akishinomiya, and his wife, thus the proposition for revision was derailed.  At any rate, it is contradictory to maintain the status of the Emperor, male or female, as “the symbol of the state and of the unity of the people” under the current Constitution, which guarantees the sovereignty of the people.
2. Emperor and Shōgun

In Japanese history, it was armed, minor nobles called bushi (also known as samurai) who ended in 1185 the reign of the aristocracy that was led by the Emperor, and built a feudal society in its stead.  This political rule by the bushi continued for about 700 years until 1868, but in the latter half of this period, the Emperor lost the power to be in the center of the political stage and to participate directly in government matters.  However, the Emperor did have the “authority” to give to the shōgun, or supreme ruler, the title Sei-i-taishōgun, which literally means “great shōgun in charge of conquering barbarian territories.”  The Emperor also had the role of legitimizing the shōgun’s power.  This dual power structure, or double monarchy, between the “power” of the bakufu (also known as the shōgunate, Japan’s feudal government) and the “authority” of the Emperor was a significant characteristic of this era of the bushi.

The Tokugawa Shōgunate (1603-1868), which established its capital in Edo (modern-day Tokyo), formed a feudalistic master-servant relationship between the shōgun and the regional lords (called daimyō), who ruled over provinces called han.  It was upon this foundation that the shōgunate instituted a bushi-led social structure called shinōkōshō (literally, warriors, farmers, artisans, and tradesmen, in descending order of rank).  This is how the people were divided into ranks and placed in a hierarchy.  Each han was a governing structure that was more or less independent, and each daimyō paid his tax to the shōgunate with nen-gu, which consisted of rice and other commodities.  Thus the fiscal base of the Tokugawa governing system, between the shōgunate and the feudal lords’ han, was built upon this tax system called kokudaka-sei.

The Tokugawa shōgunate’s political philosophy was, in short, politics by, for, and of the Tokugawa family.  Its shōgunate-han governing system became their political goal.  In the sixteenth century, the shōgunate utilized a diplomatic policy of isolation (from other nations) to suppress Christianity, which had been spread throughout Japan by Catholic missionaries from Portugal.  Furthermore, it prohibited its citizens to interact with foreigners, save for four small harbors that it opened for limited commerce with selected partner nations and maintained under strict surveillance.  What was more, the geographically “favorable conditions” of Japan, being an archipelago, enabled its thorough administration of industry and trade.  The greater part of the public was forbidden to even be involved in international commerce, and they were also cut off from learning what was going on in the outside world.

3. The Opening Up of Japan and the “Restoration Era” of the Monarchy
In 1853, Commodore Perry of the United States Navy appeared off the shore of Yokosuka with four warships and a letter from the then U.S. President, demanding diplomatic relations with Japan.  The shōgunate ultimately decided to abandon its basic policy of national isolation and resumed open trade with other nations a year later.  Then a storm of movements to overthrow the shōgun-led government swept across the entire country.  The anti-shōgunate party, which sought to protect Japan from foreign invasion, brought out the Emperor into the political arena and began a coup-d’état to topple the shōgunate, which had opened trade with other countries.

A deadly feud ensued between the anti-shōgunate party, whose goal was to restore “imperial politics,” and the pro-shōgunate party, which sought to preserve the shōgunate.  In the end, the anti-shōgunate party emerged victorious and established the Meiji government.  When this party came to power, they immediately began to build a state centered around the Emperor.  A mountain of difficult issues lay before them.  Domestically, many bushi were staging rebellion across the country in their revolt against the new government.  The Meiji government recruited soldiers from among the peasants, who until then had been prohibited from carrying arms, and issued them modern weapons such as firearms.  It thus crushed the rebellions mercilessly.  The soldiers of the imperial forces who died in this civil war were enshrined as gods of war heroes at the “Tokyo Shōkonsha,”
 or at other shōkonsha that were similarly built in each prefecture.  Ten years later, in 1879, the Meiji government renamed the “Tokyo Shōkonsha” into “Yasukuni Jinja (Shrine)” as an official shrine.  As subsidiaries to this main shrine in Tokyo, the other shōkonsha were also altered into gokoku (literally, “nation protector”) shrines, and thus these shrines were prepared to become religious military facilities.  This is how the subjects of the Empire of Japan were religiously indoctrinated that they were children of the Emperor and their lives belonged to him.  Control over the administration of Yasukuni and gokoku shrines was held by the Ministry of the Army, and army and naval officers undertook the roles of chief priests.

At the time, the West’s colonialism reigned over Asia, Africa, and Latin America.  The new leaders of Japan resolved that Japan must abandon its feudal system and begin the construction of a modern state in order to avoid being colonized itself.  They perceived the West’s modern state as “civilization” and Asia’s “slumber” as being “barbaric.”  Thus, they attempted to join this “civilization” by acquiring their own colonies through invading the rest of Asia.  Both the Japanese-Sino War (1845-1895) and the Japanese-Russo War (1904-1905) were also much like entrance exams to “civilization” for Imperial Japan.

The new government ruthlessly abolished the political and social systems of the Tokugawa period; it dissolved the daimyō and bushi class, prohibited the bushi from carrying their swords, and put an end to the hierarchical segregation of shinōkōshō.  Furthermore, it introduced universal conscription and established a new military.  The government also reformed the educational system and introduced an imperialist education that was centered on the Emperor.  When the anti-foreign movement that overthrew the shōgunate came to be considered obsolete, the Meiji government’s senior officials readily began trade with foreign nations on a large scale, with the exception of importing foreign religions and ideologies (e.g. Christianity, Islam, democracy).  It became the common will of these high-ranking officials to learn from the West, catch up with the West, and build a nation state that would rival the West.  In Japan, this heightening of nationalism was directed toward the assimilation and absorption of the people of Okinawa and the Ainu
 into mainstream Japanese society, as well as toward subjugating other Asian territories and peoples.  The vast military budget that was compiled for these efforts oppressed the people’s lives, and they were tormented by chronic poverty.  They had yet to know that the nation state the Meiji officials had idealized was not for them, but rather, an empire for those who wielded political power and economic might, with the Emperor at the pinnacle of this structure.
4. The Image of the Emperor that was Revealed in the Constitution of the Empire of Japan (the Meiji Constitution)

The first war that the Empire of Japan initiated was the Japanese-Sino War (1894-1895).  What set off this war was the confrontation between the Empire of Japan and the Qing Empire of China, over the hegemony of the Korean peninsula.  Through the Peace Treaty of Shimonoseki signed at the end of this war, Imperial Japan acquired sovereignty over Taiwan and the Penghu Islands
 and placed the Korean peninsula under its control.  But this “victory” of Japan accompanied the “genocide” of China’s ordinary citizens and prisoners of war, a crime that is irreconcilable with civilization.  Furthermore, the Empire of Japan gained a massive war indemnity of 200 million Kuping taels 
 from the Qing Empire of China, with which it planned the Japanese-Russo War that was intended to colonize the Korean peninsula ten years later.  In short, the Japanese-Sino War was not a “civilized” war, if such a thing even exists.  On the other hand, in his essay, “Perpetual Peace:  A Philosophical Sketch,” 
 the renowned German philosopher Immanuel Kant writes the following in Article 1 of his “Preliminary Articles”:  “No secret treaty of peace shall be held valid in which there is tacitly reserved matter for a future war.”  Yet Imperial Japan did exactly this through the Japanese-Sino War and Japanese-Russo War (1904-1905); it kept “tacitly reserved matter for future war” in order to join the ranks of the imperialist nations.
Why did the Imperial government not have a sense of solidarity with the people of Asia who were fighting for liberation from oppression under Western colonialism?  Why did it instigate the Japanese-Sino War and the Japanese-Russo War,
 speed up the invasion of mainland East Asia in the name of “liberating Asia,” and stampeded headlong towards a self-deprecatory war with the Western world?  A multifaceted approach is required in order to obtain the answers to these questions, but this chapter will explore the answers in the state imagery of the empire that was manifested in the Constitution of the Empire of Japan, or more commonly known as the Meiji Constitution.

1) Meiji Constitution, Article 1:  The Empire of Japan shall be reigned over and governed by a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal.
The monarch of the Empire of Japan was proclaimed as the Emperor of “a line…unbroken for ages eternal.”  By this, all Japanese people, with the single exception of the Emperor, were excluded from the issue of governance.  The ruler was not chosen by election by the people.  Rather, it was the Emperor, whose line continued from the ancient gods of Japan, who was the legitimate ruler of the country.  This proclamation signified that the Emperor had become the single possessor of the nation of Japan and the ruler of the world.  This Article 1 of the Meiji Constitution gave birth to the concept of “the Great East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere” 
, which was employed as the ideology of the Empire that invaded the various cities of regions as far as what is now Indonesia to the south, Karafuto (Sakhalin Island) to the north, Northeast India to the west, and closest to Japan, the Korean peninsula and China.

2) Meiji Constitution, Article 3:  The Emperor is sacred and inviolable.
This article ventured to deify the Emperor by establishing that he was not equal to commoners, that he was a divine being who transcended such ordinary people.  Therefore, all people who lived in the Empire of Japan and its colonies had to worship the Emperor and obey him in action as well as thought.  This was how the Emperor secured the power to rule over not only the lives and principles of his subjects, but also their hearts.

Before long, the special political police called Tokubetsu Kōtō Keisatsu (Tokkō for short) closely monitored every corner of Japanese society.  It kept under surveillance the people who were suspected of being disloyal to the Imperial system, and anyone whose words and actions were deemed even slightly questionable were mercilessly arrested and tortured.  As a result, not only communists and socialists but even liberalists had to live quietly in hiding.
  This Tokkō’s policy was very similar to the persecution against the early Japanese Christians during the Tokugawa period.  The era of politics by, for, and of the Tokugawa family had ended, but now, the era of politics by, for, and of the Emperor had begun instead.

3) Meiji Constitution, Article 4:  The Emperor is the head of the Empire, combining in Himself the rights of sovereignty, and exercises them, according to the provisions of the present Constitution.
The Emperor became the head of state and he stood at the pinnacle of the government.  By this, all state apparatus in Japan were established to function with the Emperor at their top.  Politicians, bureaucrats, and all public servants were made to serve the Emperor single-mindedly.  Politics, economy, social structures, education system, religious system -- everything was implemented upon the foundation called the Imperial system.  The government issued a law called the Public Peace Preservation Act, and it suppressed anti-government groups using that as a legal basis.

The government bureaucrats believed that it could build a prosperous and strong nation if it was upon the Imperial system.  The appalling concept of the “infallibility of the Emperor” was deeply involved with this belief.  Because the Emperor was an absolute monarch who could do no wrong, dissenters of the Imperial system lost their rights to live their lives.  This continued through the Meiji era all the way through the Asia-Pacific War, and this foolish attempt would later reveal its consequences in world history.

4) Meiji Constitution, Article 11:  The Emperor has the supreme command of the Army and Navy
The Emperor became the supreme commander of the Japanese Imperial Military, and his was the foremost rank of Generalissimo.  By the constitution, the military was placed under the supreme command of the Emperor, not of the prime minister or parliament.  Thus the military had no legal need to obey the Cabinet, and nor was it ever deployed by the parliament.  Neither the Cabinet nor the parliament had any legal authority to give orders to the military; the Emperor was the only individual who had the power to command the military.  It is therefore not an exaggeration to say that, legally, the military was the Emperor’s private army.  Given such an absolute, supreme command, was the Emperor able to exert leadership suited to his authority?  The truth is, that was not so.  History reveals that the Emperor had neither the wisdom nor courage to crack down on his runaway military.  As a result, it was inevitable that the military would spin out of control.

5. The Delusion of Imperial Japan and Its Historical Cause
On January 28, 2011, Japan’s national public broadcasting organization NHK aired a special documentary whose title can be translated into English as “70 Years Since [the End of] the Pacific War:  Why Japan Headed for War.”  It was an ambitious program that put a historically critical knife into what is called the “Fifteen Years’ War” 
 in Japan.  But the program’s historical perspective reflects that of many Japanese modern historians, and it perceives the cause of the runaway military the Manchurian Incident.  By contrast, as it has been explained in the previous chapter, the author perceives the starting point of modern Japan’s error within the modern Imperial system that violated the territories of the Okinawa and Ainu peoples and ranked their lives as being inferior to that of “mainland Japanese” and by extension, justified the invasion on the rest of Asia through the Japanese-Sino War and Japanese-Russo War.  What is more, this “justification” was strengthened by the “Fifteen Years’ War” and the construction of the Great East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere, thus Imperial Japan occupied various territories in Southeast Asia under the slogan of liberating Asia from Western colonialism.  The military considered the intervention by Imperial Japan was a necessity for the peace and prosperity of Asia as a whole.

This chapter will shed light upon the causes of this historical mistake, which are summarized into the following three points:  1) the issue of the institutional fatigue of the military establishment, which expanded into epic proportions under the supreme command of the Emperor, 2) Yasukuni Shrine’s ideology of state religion that supported the modern Imperial system, and 3) the role of the mass media, such as newspapers and the radio in Imperial Japan.

1) The issue of the institutional fatigue of the military establishment, which grew into epic proportions

The “Manchurian Incident” was one in which the Kantō Army,
 which ignored the chain of command of the Ministry of the Army, unilaterally established a puppet regime in Manchuria.  The Ministry of the Army merely confirmed this after the fact. 
  This Manchurian Incident triggered an open competition for battle damage among the various divisions in the occupied territories of Imperial Japan.  But even before the incident, the attitude that “the end justifies the means” was rampant among the military chiefs of staff.  As a result, the idea strengthened that whatever goes for the army also goes for one’s own promotion.

The greatest cause for this disunity lies in the inability of the Ministry of the Army to control its divisions due to the faction-fighting within the Ministry, which erupted from difference in military strategies.  The Japanese-Sino War was begun in such a state of affairs by the unilateral decision of the military chiefs of staff of the divisions in north-central China, such as the Tentsu Army (Tianjin Army).  Thus soldiers who supposedly exist for the country prioritized the logic of their own organization over the interests of the nation and thought only of the interests of their sections.  The saying “War is not merely a political act, but also a real political instrument, a continuation of political commerce, a carrying out of the same by other means” is by Clausewitz (On War, 1832).  It would be safe to say that Japan was taken over by soldiers who entirely misunderstood Clausewitz’s axiom that politicians are masters to soldiers and soldiers are servants to politicians.  This military’s self-indulgence can be called a “system of irresponsibility” 
 that increased the interests and ambitions of the Japanese military, which took advantage of the fact that it was placed under the supreme command of the Emperor and thus were untouchable by the Cabinet or Parliament.

2) The Modern Imperial System and Yasukuni’s Ideology of State Religion
Those who died in combat for the Emperor’s state in the war of aggression against other Asian territories were deified as gods at Yasukuni Shrine.
  Yasukuni thus functioned as a religious mechanism to urge the Emperor’s subjects to offer their lives for the Emperor’s state.  A terrible concept called the “infallibility of the Emperor” was deeply involved with this religious mechanism.  Because the Emperor was an arahitogami, or “living god,” who could do no wrong, those who objected to the Imperial system were deprived of their rights to live their own lives. 

Tei-ichi Suzuki, who served as director of the Tōjō administration’s Kikakuin, a planning agency that was under the supervision of the Cabinet and was responsible for mobilizing supplies and making key policies, stated the following after the war regarding the reason the army was not able to withdraw from China:
I also went to Yasukuni Shrine when I got back from Manchuria.  The families of the fallen soldiers were there, all lined up.  When I saw this and realized just how so many people had died, I felt that we had to do something [about their loss].  I felt responsible [to achieve some result that would console them].  Even from the perspective of the military’s traditional character, it was only natural that we felt compelled to achieve results that we can validate, at the very least.

This is a testimony to the military’s obsession for its achievements (i.e., its territorial gains throughout Asia), and that further expansion of military operations (i.e., aggression on other territories) was necessary in order to maintain those achievements.

3) The Role of the Media, which Fanned the War

In 1946, a year after Japan’s defeat in the war, the political scientist Masao Maruyama wrote a famous book titled The Logic and Psychology of Ultranationalism.  In it, Maruyama points out the following:
 The “ideology” that incited the Japanese people to war
had no conceptual structure, but rather, it appeared in the form of noisy slogans such as Hakkōiu (literally, “the world is one house with the Emperor at the top”) or Tengyō Kaikō (literally, “spread heaven’s work throughout the world” -- “heaven” meaning “the Emperor”), therefore, this ideology is not worth addressing seriously now, after the war.  … Yet this does not mean that it is not powerful as an ideology; it has have cast many layers of invisible nets over the Japanese people to this day, and even now, it cannot be said that the people have been liberated from this spell.

Maruyama continues his analysis, below:

What we now see as being a low political awareness of the Japanese people was not necessarily influenced only by an external authority system [such as the government].  Rather, the problem lies in the psychological coercion that penetrates the government’s mechanism of propaganda and directs the mindset and vitality of the people into a certain direction.
In today’s terms, this “psychological coercion” can be called “the state cult.”  This is the “slogan politics” that was utilized to lead the war during wartime, or in other words, “populist politics.”  What made this “slogan politics” possible was none other than the popularized mass media of Japan.

The Japanese-Sino War (1894-1895) and the Japanese-Russo War (1904-1905) were the catalysts that embedded newspapers into society.
  En masse, the common people voraciously read the course of the war that was reported in the newspapers and enthused over the “achievements” of the military.　The event that determined this trend was the Manchurian Incident of 1931.  The slogans at the time were Rakudo Manshū and Hirake Manshū, propaganda for the government’s immigration policy for Manchuria that were intended to convince the general public that if they immigrated to the paradise of Manchuria, they would be able to use Manchurian serfs and become large landowners.  The military took maximum advantage of the media in order to achieve public support for its war, and the media shifted towards inflating the development of the war as it began to increase its circulation.  After the war, military officers who dealt with newspaper writers and media efforts left a large amount of audiotape looking back on the era up to the outbreak of war.  These officers testify openly about the situation in which the newspapers, which had suffered considerable reductions in their circulations during the Great Depression, shifted into the competition of expand their sales with the Manchurian Incident; about the mood within the companies to gradually conform their pages to the military’s assertions; and about the masses who at times asserted jingoistic arguments tougher than the government or even the military and who were influenced by the newspapers and the radio and were thus swept up by narrow-minded nationalism.  The government and military officers who were trying to gain the masses’ support through the media eventually bound themselves up with their own words and actions and were bogged down in the end.

6. The System of Assimilation and Elimination to Rank Human Life
The French philosopher and social theorist Michel Foucault analyzes a form of power called “biopolitics” in The Will to Knowledge, the first volume of his book The History of Sexuality.
  In the modern age, the focus of the king’s reign changed from authority of life or death over his subjects to ruling and managing their lives.  According to Foucault, war is no longer something that is carried out in the name of a monarch that the people must protect.  Rather, it is carried out in the name of the existence of the entire nation.  In other words, the people are trained to kill in the name of the need for their own survival.  However, this issue unfortunately had become reality already in the history of Imperial Japan.  Indeed, in Japan, this “politics regarding life,” which can also be considered the very nature of the power of the modern state, would emerge blatantly in the form of the “ranking of life,” with the Emperor at the top, ever since the Japanese-Sino War.  This “ranking of life” was not the ranking of the people’s ranks or statuses, but rather, the ranking of actual life, favoring one and carrying out a policy of elimination on another, and moreover, compelling the populace to accept this as being the natural order of things.

The lives that were thus ranked were not only those of Japanese people.  Beginning with the people of Okinawa and the Ainu, who were considered outsiders, the lives of those were deemed enemies of Japan were ranked at the bottom of society.  Their lives were deemed so worthless that they were not even worth mourning over were they killed.  Moreover, people were graded ranked even in death, as explored earlier, by Yasukuni Shrine’s religious system.  Outright discrimination regarding lump-sum payments and bereaved family pensions was institutionalized even after death, according to the military rank of the deceased.  Everywhere Imperial Japan made its territory, Japanese people were always placed at the top of this order.  The basis of this ranking was the distance between the Emperor and oneself, that is to say, the difference in one’s obedience to him.  Accordingly, even the most brilliant military officer was obliged to a demotion if he lacked obedience to the Emperor.  What is more, this “ranking of human life” continues to this day, under the current constitution, in the form of the Spring and Autumn Decorations conferred by the Emperor upon the common people twice a year.

Wherever Imperial Japan’s influence extended, the inhabitants of those territories were forced to assimilate to become, like the people of Japan, children of the Emperor.  At the same time, the Imperial rule skillfully drew out self-motivated desire for such assimilation from those who were marginalized by the very system of hierarchy that was oppressing them.  The Japanese historian Hiroshi Komatsu divides the elements that supported this ranking of “life” into five factors.
  The author will borrow from his paradigm, add some revision, and clarify the hierarchy of “life” below:

1) The Awareness of Civilization

From the latter half of the nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century, Imperial Japan looked down upon “Asia” because of their “internal conflicts,” “barbarism,” and “slumber,” and it considered itself to be in the position to lead the region.  In this way, the Imperial government appealed to the Japanese people’s “awareness of civilization” and thus systematized the ranking of their lives in an invisible but very real structure.  This “awareness of civilization” was that of the modern West with regard to Asia’s “barbarism.”  The Imperial government cast the Japanese-Sino War as the gateway to “civilization,” and by emerging victorious in this war between civilization (Japan) and barbarism (Qing China), it instilled a/an “awareness of civilization” that could stand up to the West.  This was the national policy called Datsua Nyūō, which literally meant, “escape Asia and enter Europe.”  It was under this national policy that the Japanese people began to develop the tendency to perceive other Asian peoples as being barbaric.  But this perception was also the revelation of their inferior complex to the “civilization” of the West.

2) The Awareness of Nation
The modern Japanese’s people’s ethnic sense of superiority was strengthened together with the above mentioned perception of “civilization.”  In addition, their sense of superiority was further stirred up alongside the war of aggression on other Asia-Pacific nations and the expansion of Japan’s territory.  This awareness was more profoundly reinforced by the concept of the kokutai,
 which maintained that the Empire’s subjects were under the guardianship of the Emperor who was of “an unprecedented, unbroken line.”  Interestingly, some people among the “new Japanese” in Imperial Japan’s colonies actually internalized this awareness as well.  This was the emergence of individuals who attempted, on their own accord, to assimilate to Imperial Japan.  To take Indonesia as an example, the author once interviewed a former heiho, a soldier conscripted locally, named Mr. H. Toekiman Gondo of Balikpapan, Kalimantan.
  Mr. Gondo strongly criticized the fact that there assimilation-oriented people among those recruited as heiho by the Imperial army in Indonesia.
3) The Private Interest Named “National/Public Interest”
The concept of “national/public interest” under the Imperial constitution was, conclusively speaking, nothing more than a mouthpiece for the private interests of the capitalists who were running a three-legged race over dominance and concessions with the military officers.  What determined what was and was not “national/public interest” was the Imperial government, which was influenced by the Emperor.  Moreover, it was considered the greatest duty and virtue for the Japanese subject to serve this “national/public interest.”  It was in this way that the people were sent out to war to protect the “national/public interest” and were made to accept the sacrifice of their lives.
A bronze statue named “Kudan no Haha (meaning Mother of Kudan, the neighborhood where Yasukuni is located in Tokyo)” stands in the grounds of Yasukuni Shrine.  The song engraved beneath this statue is all-too wistful.  Below is the second verse from the statue (English translation by the author):

Grand shrine gate, don’t spear the sky
It’s too fine a shrine

For you to be enshrined as a god
Your mother weeps for joy
The author interprets this Imperial hymn is sung not only to oblige the common people to accept the sacrifice of their lives, but to extol the selfish arrogance of the state power that imposes them to be joyful in their sacrifice.

To take Indonesia as an example once again, it is said that during the three years and six months of the Japanese military’s occupation, anywhere from 50,000 to 100,000 rōmusha, or laborers, were recruited as “servants for the public good”, and they were virtually extorted into slave labor.  Further research into this matter has not progressed because a great portion of the related documents are missing.  But it is known that most of these rōmusha were recruited from the farming villages throughout the island of Java, because the Imperial military administration positioned this densely populated island as the main supply depot for labor.  Half of these rōmusha were forcibly taken to the region around northern Thailand and northern Myanmar (Burma) to build the Thai-Burma Railway.  Only a few realized their wish to return home, and most of those who managed to survive the harsh labor conditions assimilated into the local society.  This is a grave issue, along with that of the human rights redress of the women who were forced to become ianfu (“comfort women”), as well as that of the heiho’s unpaid wages, that occurred because after the war, Japanese government was permitted to settle its war compensations only between governments and to leave the victimized populace of former colonies out in the cold.

4) Eugenic Politics

What the author intends by this phrase, “eugenic politics,” is the national policy that idealizes the notion of the physical and mental state of the people to be useful for and to serve the state.  Even today, foreigners who visit the elementary, junior high, and senior high schools in Japan express surprise in unison at the size of the schoolyards and at the education system’s emphasis on physical education.  Although the spacious fields are indeed an ideal place for the children to play in, the fact is that they are the remnants of the era during which children were forced to be healthy.  In Imperial Japan, the schoolyard was a place for military drills, for exercises to build “robust” bodies.  NHK’s “radio gymnastics,” which was exported to territories occupied by the Imperial military such as Indonesia, was also a feature of the “eugenic politics,” and its purpose was to build “healthy” subjects who would be able to stand up to Western colonialism.

When great value was given to “health,” the lives of those who were deemed unhealthy were given low value.  Consequently, the lives of mentally ill people, the disabled, and Hansen’s disease suffers were determined to be “worthless.”  The men among these patients were forced to undergo sterilization operations, and abortions were carried out on the women.  This is a horrific but typical aspect of eugenic politics to protect “ethnic purity”.  It was in this way, in the name of “ethnic cleansing,” that the forced isolation of Hansen’s disease suffers was accomplished.  It was a national shame to Imperial Japan for such people with disabilities to even exist within the country.

5) The Gender Issue

The fifth and last factor that supported the ranking of “life” is the issue of gender that is created by the male-centered society’s patriarchal system.  Men advocated “civilization” and were respected, but women’s lives were perceived to be lower in worth, and they were positioned to maintain the home.  Men fought wars abroad as soldiers, and women were sought to stay at home to raise “robust” children who would one day become soldiers as well.  This was the duty given to Japanese women within Japan, but overseas, in the colonies, the local women were sought a different duty.  A typical example of this is the “ianfu (comfort women) system.”
As national policy, “ianjo (comfort stations)” were built in the occupied territories where the Japanese military was stationed, in order to satiate the lust of the Japanese soldiers.  This was no different in Indonesia, where this role was forced upon “unmarried, virgin teenage females.” 

Civilian brothels existed in Indonesia at the time, but upon arrival in the Dutch East Indies (which later became the independent country of Indonesia after the war), the Japanese military quietly carried out a health inspection in order to occupy the territory.  In one record, an army surgeon named Major Fukada proposes comfort stations to prevent rape by and the spread of venereal diseases among the Imperial soldiers, stating, “many of the local inhabitants are prostituting themselves for lack of money.  But in light of the pervasive levels of disease in Bandung and other cities, it is necessary to build comfort stations under stringent examination with the cooperation of the village heads.” 
  The conditions for the women who would work there were the following:  “clean” and had no experience of venereal diseases, poorly educated, young girls from farming villages.  In other words, this could be interpreted that the Imperial military selected girls from a particular social strata who would be submissive to and would find it difficult to put up a fight against Japanese soldiers.  The military used various means to collect such girls, anything from deception to sweet words to extortion.  The girls were first sent to “health exams” that were actually examinations specifically for venereal diseases.  This was due to the conscious decision of the military, which was apprehensive that if Japanese soldiers, who are “children of the Emperor,” were to get infected with venereal diseases, this would lead to a decrease in “robust” soldiers, and that in turn would lead to the debilitation of the Empire.
  This structure is none other than the ranking of women’s lives by the state.

Conclusion
Imperial Japan controlled the various peoples within its occupied territories by systematically ranking them through assimilation and elimination and managed them through the five policies of the awareness of civilization, the awareness of nation, “national interest,” the eugenic politics, and “health.”  Where people were ranked was determined by their obedience to the Emperor.  Within Japan, the people of Okinawa and the Ainu were assimilated and absorbed into mainstream society by military might, and in the colonized territories of Taiwan and the Korean peninsula, the inhabitants were incorporated at the bottom of society.  The vast military budget that was needed to continue waging war was squeezed out of the Japanese people as well as the peoples of its colonies through labor and taxes, and the public was driven into chronic poverty.  The ideological basis for this policy was the Constitution of the Empire of Japan (the Meiji Constitution) that begins with “The Empire of Japan shall be reigned over and governed by a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal” (Article 1).  This constitution, which regarded the Emperor as a sacred, infallible being, went on to form the Empire of Japan in the history of the “system of assimilation and elimination to rank human life.”
At the time, most Japanese people acted upon the belief that the intervention of the Empire of Japan upon other Asian territories was only natural for the peace and prosperity of Asia.  They were obsessed with the notion that the “civilized nation of Japan” had to edify the “indigenous peoples” of the rest of Asia and liberate them from their ignorance.  The assumption behind this idea was a conceited, conflicting figure of Japan’s “civilization” and the rest of Asia’s “barbarism.”  The historical cause for this conceited way of thinking is clarified in the following three factors:  1) the Emperor’s inability to exert supreme command over his military, 2) the conceit of the national ideology called the “Yasukuni faith,” and 3) the role of the mass media that fanned the war.  On the other hand, as seen in the example of Indonesia, feudalistic traditions lay heavily upon the people, particularly in the rural areas, who were deprived of opportunities to receive democratic education since the Dutch colonial era and through the Japanese Imperial occupation.  The slave labor of people such as the ianfu and rōmusha, were forced upon those were most vulnerable, and it was they who bore the burden of history.

What was the liberation that was sought by such people who were oppressed in the margins of assimilation and elimination?  Was it resignation to fate, or paradise after death, or the fight for ethnic independence, or proletarian dictatorship through class conflict?  There are historical significance and value to each of these elements of liberation, but the actual liberation that the oppressed peoples sought, regardless of their awareness of such matters, is “life” that is at the radix of human existence and waiting to be set free, whether it be religious, social, or political.  People seek justice, human rights, and peace because we believe that these are the paths to our liberation towards “life.”  The author calls this “life” that awaits to be liberated “radical humanity.”  This humanity of life will be the dynamism or vital power behind the history that creates solidarity beyond borders among people who seek justice and human rights and peace, a solidarity that prevails against the power of assimilation and elimination that so mercilessly ranks human lives.
� Three generations of Emperors -- Meiji, Taishō, and Shōwa -- continued under the Imperial constitution.  In this essay, the phrase “modern Imperial system” signifies all three Emperors, from the Meiji Restoration of 1868 up to Japan’s defeat in the Asia-Pacific War in 1945. 
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