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PREFACE

Aims and Sources

The main aim of this book is to tell the story of Japan. The story needs to
be told from the beginning. It needs to be told in a balanced and com-
prehensive way but without becoming cluttered, and in a way that makes
Japan’s history accessible and understandable without becoming simplis-
tic or superficial. Many books on Japan’s history are encyclopedic in
nature and have so much detail it becomes difficult to see overall trends.
Others tend to focus narrowly on a theme and omit background impor-
tant for a balanced perspective. Still others tend to start Japan’s story in
modern times, omitting important earlier background.

Such books all have their merits, but they do tend to daunt the non-
specialist. In this day and age, when so many people are interested in
Japan and particularly its rise to superpower status, this seems a pity.
General readers, students, and scholars in other specialist fields should
all have easier access to Japan’s fascinating and instructive history.

Accessibility, therefore, has been a major consideration in the writing
of this book. A related consideration has been to encourage readers to
follow up particular points of interest to them. For these reasons I have
deliberately confined my sources to those in the English language, and I
have deliberately and very frequently given references with a view to read-
ers following these up if they wish. They will not have to read Japanese to
do so.

My own knowledge of Japan’s history has been built up over many
years from both Japanese and English sources, but not everyone can
afford to spend ten years or so learning to read Japanese. When I started
studying Japanese, some thirty years ago, an inability to read the script
was a major barrier to acquiring any sort of authoritative knowledge of
the country. This is no longer so. Nowadays there is a vast amount of
material available in English, not only works written originally in English



X Preface

but translations of just about every major Japanese work. As a result, it is
perfectly possible for the English-language reader to gain a very
informed understanding even of detailed matters about Japan. Part of my
aim in this book is to draw the attention of a wider reading public to this
wealth of available material. In fact, there is so much available that I sim-
ply cannot touch upon all of it.

Japan’s story is a fascinating one. It has elements of adventure, of mys-
tery and intrigue, and of controversy, and I include these in the story in
these pages. It is important for all readers, even if they are not academ-
ics, to know what areas and events in Japan's history are still unclear and
uncertain.

Many readers will be particularly interested in how Japan became a
superpower. Japan's achievements are the result of both circumstance
itself and Japan’s response to circumstance, a response-pattern often
based on deep-rooted values and practices. I do not let these values and
practices dominate my account of Japan’s history, but I do highlight them
and list them in the review at the end of each part, as well as writing my
conclusion around them.

The periodic reviews are intended to help accessibility. Japan’s history
is so long and rich that it is important to stop from time to time and look
back, to try to pick out major trends and events. The more we can digest
of Japan’s history, the greater our reward, for it is a history well worth
knowing.
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PREFACE TO THIRD
EDITION

Subsequent to the appearance of the second edition in 2004 there have
been a number of new developments in Japan, together with new schol-
arship related to events in its earlier history.

Recent developments include official recognition in 2008 of the Ainu
as indigenous people; the toppling of the Liberal Democratic Party
(LDP) in 2009 by the Democratic Party of Japan (DP]); the recovery of
the economy, despite a setback in the world recession of 2008-09 and a
substantial amount of public debt; the rapid — indeed annual — turnover
of prime ministers, with there being six incumbents to October 2011
since Koizumi resigned in September 2006; the controversial deployment
of Self-Defence Force personnel to Somalia in 2009; and, of course, the
enormous catastrophe of 11 March 2011 in the form of the Tohoku
earthquake and tsunami, compounded by leakage of radioactive material
from damaged nuclear reactors.

Recent scholarship has also revealed new information about earlier
events. For example, genetic research has cast interesting light on the ori-
gins of the Japanese; more details are emerging about links between
Korea and early Japan; marine archaeology has literally uncovered a
major factor in the destruction of Kublai Khan's invasion fleet of 1281;
there has been more evidence to suggest that the famed samurai were not
actually characterised by fighting to the death, and so on.

Structurally, I have expanded the last section of Part Six (second edi-
tion), ‘6.5: A superpower Adrift’ into a Part Seven, which itself is divided
into three sections, namely the economy, the political scene, and general
life and society in global age Japan.

I have introduced a lot more statistics in Part Seven, as I believe it is
important in this global age to get a ‘snapshot’, as it were, of quantifiable

xiii
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data regarding social composition, population trends, and so forth. In par-
ticular, I have referred to a number of international indexes, such as those
relating to quality of life, transparency of government, and so on. This
gives us some idea of Japan’s standing in the international community.

On a personal note, I am flattered and delighted that my humble book
on Japanese history is going into a third edition. It has also been trans-
lated into a wide range of languages, from Chinese to Estonian — though
curiously there is not a Japanese translation that I am aware of — and has
been recommended as a university text as well as for the general reader.
I am grateful to the translators, and for all the positive comments, which
fortunately greatly outweigh the negative ones.

Finally, I wish the Japanese nation a speedy recovery from the 11 March
2011 disaster, though ‘speedy’ will be measured in years, and I grieve with
them for the loss of life, and the loss of homes and treasured items that
all form part of the lives of the survivors. It is hard to imagine the terror
of such an event — pictures are not enough, you have to experience it.
Here in Christchurch we have experienced two major devastating earth-
quakes (4 September 2010 and 22 February 2011) in less than six
months, in the second of which my son barely escaped from a falling ceil-
ing in a large building. To pass crushed corpses when seeking your son is
not what any parent wants to do. And yet, such an experience is light-
weight compared to the suffering in Japan.

Ken Henshall
Christchurch, New Zealand
October 2011



CONTENTS

List of Tables

Preface
Acknowledgements
Preface to Third Edition

Introduction: Japan and History

Part One From the Stone Age to Statehood: Myths, Prehistory,

and Ancient History (to 710)

1.1  Making Gods of Emperors: Ancient History
According to Japan’s Myths

1.2 The Earliest Inhabitants (to ca 13,000 Bc)

1.3 Stone Age Hunters and Gatherers: The Jomon
Period (ca 13,000 Bc—ca 400 Bc)

1.4 New Beginnings: The Yayoi
Period (ca 400 Bc—ca AD 250)

1.5 The Early State Emerges: The Kofun/Yamato
Period (ca 250-710)

Review of Part One

Part Two Of Courtiers and Warriors: Early and Medieval

History (710-1600)

2.1 Learning from the Chinese — within Limits: The Nara
Period (710-794)

2.2 The Rise and Fall of the Court: The Heian
Period (794-1185)

2.3 The Warrior State: The Kamakura Period (1185-1333)

2.4 A Nation at War with Itself: The Muromachi Period
(1333-1568)

viii
X
xi

xiii

12

15
23

24

24

28
34

41



vi Contents

2.5 Reunifying the Nation: The Azuchi-Momoyama
Period (1568-1600)
Review of Part Two

Part Three The Closed Country: The Tokugawa

Period (1600-1868)

3.1 Stability Equals Survival: Establishing the
Tokugawa Shogunate

3.2  Samurai and Ethics

3.3 Commoners, Culture, and the Economy

3.4 The Return of the Foreign Devils and the
Fall of the Shogunate

Review of Part Three

Part Four Building a Modern Nation: The Meiji
Period (1868-1912)

4.1 Consolidating the Restoration

4.2 The Westernisation of Society

4.3 Harnessing the Energies of the People

4.4  Moves towards Democracy — of Sorts

4.5 War and Politics

4.6 Guided Economic Development

4.7 An Era Comes to an End

Review of Part Four

Part Five The Excesses of Ambition: The Pacific War
and its Lead-Up

5.1 The Fragile Democracy of Taisho (1912-26)

5.2 A Troubled Start to Showa

5.3 The Ideologies Behind Expansionism

5.4  Preparations for War

5.5 The Pacific War

Review of Part Five

Part Six A Phoenix from the Ashes: Postwar Successes
and Beyond

6.1 American Dreams for a New Japan

6.2 Cold War Realities Reshape the Dreams

6.3 Becoming Number One

6.4 A Superpower under Siege — and a Bubble

Review of Part Six

50

53

53
61
65

68

75
75
81
85
88
93
98
102
104

108
108
112
116
120
126
138

142
142
154
159
171
176



Contents

Part Seven A Superpower Adrift: The Heisei Years
7.1  The Bursting of the Bubble

7.2 A Political Merry-Go-Round

7.3 Life in Global Age Japan

Review of Part Seven

Conclusion: Lessons for Aspiring Superpowers

Notes
References
Glossary of Japanese Terms

Index

vii

181
181
188
195
212

217

225
260
274
278



1.1
1.2
2.1
2.2
3.1
3.2
4.1
4.2
5.1
5.2
6.1
6.2
7.1
7.2

LIST OF TABLES

Key developments in the period ca 400 Bc—ca AD 700
Key values and practices in the ancient period

Key developments in early/medieval Japan

Key values and practices in early/medieval Japan
Key developments in the Tokugawa period

Key values and practices in the Tokugawa period
Key developments in the Meiji period

Key values and practices in the Meiji period

Key developments from end Meiji to end War

Key values and practices from end Meiji to end War
Key developments from end War to late 1980s

Key values and practices from end War to late 1980s
Key developments from late 1980s to 2011

Key values and practices from late 1980s to 2011

22
22
52
52
73
74
106
107
140
141
179
180
215
216



INTRODUCTION:
JAPAN AND HISTORY

The impact Japan has had on the modern world is enormous. It occupies
less than one-three-hundredth of the planet’s land area, yet at the height
of its economic growth in the 1980s it wielded one-sixth of the planet’s
economic might, and remains the third ranking economy in the world.
There will be few homes and offices that do not rely on at least some
Japanese technology. Japanese cars rule the roads. Despite recent prob-
lems with so-called ‘Japanese-style management’, many western and Asian
managers still try to do things ‘the Japanese way’. Japanese foreign aid
props up many a developing country’s economy. Project developers
around the world seek Japanese investment. Tourist operators target the
large numbers of wealthy Japanese who now travel overseas. Japan itself
features as one of the most popular of all ‘places I would like to visit’ in
western surveys. The list goes on.

A leading player on the world scene, Japan’s absence from any major
international forum would be unthinkable. No modern history of the
world could fail to give it very considerable space.

And yet, of all the nations on the planet, Japan has come closest to
annihilation. It is the only nation ever to have suffered nuclear attack.
Many among its enemies in the Second World War genuinely believed the
extermination of the Japanese race was necessary for the safety of
humankind. Even humanitarians like Franklin Roosevelt seemed to think
‘ethnic cleansing’ might be beneficial all round.

In the end, the Japanese survived. Far from being annihilated, Japan is
one of the most powerful nations on earth. Far from being forced into
inter-ethnic breeding, the Japanese remain ethnically one of the most
homogeneous of all populations.
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Japan’s arrival in the world arena has been dramatic. From a quaint
and obscure land of paddy fields and feudal despots just a hundred and
fifty years ago, it rapidly became a major contender among the imperialist
powers, a military threat to the world order, and then, its crisis passed, an
economic superpower. For many westerners, exotic and patronising
nineteenth-century images of coolie-hatted rice farmers, doll-like
geisha and funny little men trying to look civilised gave way to brutal
warlords and fanatical samurai soldiers mindlessly loyal to an evil
emperor. After the war the images changed again to slave-like workers
controlled by ruthless capitalists out to dominate the world — and who
succeeded in doing so. For many Asians, especially Chinese and Koreans,
the one-time ‘land of dwarfs’ ceased to be a backward pupil. The pupil
became a harsh master, and a vicious and exploitative one at that.
Though they respect Japan’s inspirational economic achievements, many
Asians have still not forgiven Japan for its prewar and wartime behaviour
in their lands.

Not all images have been negative. Among westerners, at the start of
the twentieth century Japan was respected for its military victories over
China and Russia and was considered an ally by some powers. After its
defeat in the Second World War, it was admired for the way it set about
the task of rebuilding the nation. The ‘economic miracle’ that soon fol-
lowed was an object for analysis, and would-be imitators looked for the
key to success in its educational system, its political organisation, and par-
ticularly its management practices. Among Asians, alongside the wartime
images of rape and pillage and murder there is also a grudging recog-
nition that Japan has at least put Asia on the map in terms of world
respect, and overturned western condescension. Many Asian nations
have openly tried to model their economies on Japan'’s, despite a few pit-
falls. Some, notably Malaysia, have positively sung its praises.

Even though Japan at the turn of the millennium fell from grace a lit-
tle as a result of its economic recession and holes in its management
practices, it is still clear that the current prevailing image of Japan, and
its impact on the world, is largely economic in nature — though in recent
years it can also claim to be a technological and cultural superpower. In
fact, Japan’s focus on economic growth at the expense of quality of life
and other matters has been one of the major criticisms levelled at it. At
least an image of economic obsession is better than one of military
fanaticism.

To understand the makings of an economic superpower it is not
enough just to examine its economic development. Certainly this is



