
JAPAN AND THE WORLD
Meiji, Taisho, and Showa Japan, 1868 - 1945



JAPAN AND GEOGRAPHY

Japan's area is comparable to that of Germany or California. Japan's northernmost 
islands are located on a similar geographical latitude as Milan or Portland, while her 
southernmost islands are on a similar latitude as the Bahamas. More than 50% of the 
country is mountainous and covered by forests. Japan is politically structured into 
8 regions and 47 prefectures. 

Current population is about 130 million with only about 3 million non-Japanese 
residents. 

Because of the long chain of islands that make up the nation, the climate varies 
dramatically from north to south.  Further it is geologically very active with many 
volcanoes and numerous earthquakes each year.



JAPAN CURRENT POLITICAL 
MAP



WESTERNIZING JAPAN

In the late 19th century, Japan began an intensive process of 
westernization by incorporating western technology, science, and 
cultural ideas into Japanese society. 

This process was dramatic and in some cases destructive.  Resistance was 
present but suppressed.  The government quickly consolidated power in 
such a way that the government became highly centralized around the 
political and cultural power of the Emperor.



THE SLOGANS FOR 
MODERNIZATION

Bunmei Kaika: Civilization and Enlightenment 

Fukoku Kyōhei: Enrich the Nation; Strengthen the Army 

Shokusan Kōgyō: Encourage Industry



THE BIG PICTURE

Among the widespread changes that went along with industrialization were the development 
of infrastructure, modern banking, national mandatory education, and modern armed forces. 
In the process, the family modernized, established gender roles were questioned, and 
women entered the paid labor force. Urban centers grew and reflected a modern, 
cosmopolitan lifestyle that linked them to centers of culture in Europe and the United States. 

The national government was the main driver and funder of the economic miracle. Taxes 
provided much of the capital used to fund the building of new economic infrastructure.  
Large-scale public works projects, including overhauling the communication and 
transportation systems, building roads and railroad lines, and implementing postal and 
telegraph systems, dominated the era. Selected industries were targeted, and capital was 
delegated for the building of shipyards, factories, and technical institutions.



CONSTITUTIONAL MONARCHY

While Japan was, technically, an imperial state, the government formed a 
Constitutional Monarchy.  That meant that the government had an 
elected legislature and an appointed monarch. 

Constitution of 1889 was based on the German model.  They established a 
constitutional monarchy with a legislature (Diet). 

The Emperor commanded armed forces, named the prime minister, and 
appointed the cabinet.  The Diet acted as an elected advisory group for the 
emperor.



RIGHTS WITHIN SOCIETY

The new government recognized some individual rights, but those rights could be limited in the 
interest of the state. 

Suffrage was limited to only 5% of the population and those men could vote in 1890 
election. 

The government also made tight connections to businesses, selling government resources to 
private industry.  With this relationship, the country modernized all aspects of society  from 
roads and bridges, to railroads, factories and schools. 

This relationship between government and private business was referred to as Zaibatsu.  The 
Zaibatsu were former samurai who formed these businesses.  A small number of powerful 
families controlled most of the wealth of the society.



DRAMATIC ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT



SOCIAL CHALLENGES

No major reforms to ease burdens on rural population.  Agricultural 
communities remained isolated and access to education, food, and other 
resources were limited. 

Population boomed keeping labor costs low and maintaining a very low 
standard of living for the vast majority of the population. 

Women were put into inferior positions within society.  Education was 
limited to high school. Many women worked in menial jobs in factories 
and particularly in the silk industry.



WOMEN IN FACTORY LABOR



DEMAND FOR CHANGE

In 1923, forty-three  women’s organizations came together  to form the  Tokyo  
Federation of  Women’s Organizations. 

The  Federation created five  groups  to  focus on specific issues: society, 
government, education, labor, and employment.  

The  government  group  gave  rise to the  League for  the Realization of  
Women’s Suffrage. At its founding, that  group  issued  a  manifesto listing 
the abuses Japanese  women suffered, along  with proposals for  ending  those  
abuses. (https://dh.japanese-history.org/2020-spring-women-in-japanese-history/new-womens-association-and-
womens-suffrage-in-japan/)
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WOMEN’S MANIFESTO

It is our responsibility  to destroy  customs that  have  existed in this country  for  the past twenty-six  
hundred  years  and to construct a new Japan that promotes the  natural rights of men and women. 

As women have  been  attending  public  school with men for  half  a  century  since  the beginning  of the  
Meiji period and our  opportunities in higher  education have  continued to expand, it  is unjust  to 
exclude women from universal suffrage 

Political rights are  necessary  for  the protection of  nearly  four million working  women in this country 

Women who work in the  household must be recognized before  the law to realize  their  full human 
potential. 

Without political rights we  cannot  achieve  public  recognition at either the  national or local level of  
government. 

It is both necessary  and possible to bring  together  women of different religions and occupations in a  
movement for  women’s suffrage. 



BURAKUMIN CLASS

In situations that mirrored the experiences of other nations that had 
undergone industrialization and modernization, the laborers who formed 
the backbone of Japan’s economic miracle were generally oppressed by 
poor wages, poor work and living conditions, and economic instability.  

Men, women, and children from Japan’s lower social classes—including 
the hereditary outcast class, the burakumin—labored in the textile and 
silk reeling factories, in the coal mines, on farms, and in the brothels 
(Hane 1982). 



HOW TO ENSURE CONFORMITY

Sugoroku, Japanese board games printed and published on newsprint, have 
been popular since the 19th century, if not earlier.  

This style of game is thought to have originated in China in the 6th century and 
later imported to Japan.  

Starting in the Meiji period, sugoroku games were mass produced and 
distributed free in magazines and newspapers, serving as informal and 
social education to the masses of Japanese people who were witnessing, and 
adjusting to, rapid change and modernization in all aspects of life. (https://
www.japanpitt.pitt.edu/glossary/burakumin)

https://www.japanpitt.pitt.edu/glossary/burakumin
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SUGOROKU: GREAT JAPAN



PUBLIC SERVICE 
ANNOUNCEMENTS

Like public service announcements (PSAs) today, select sugoroku during Japan’s 
Modern Era, 1900s-1930s, served a purpose: to educate people about desired behaviors.  

With a positive tone and colorful graphics “educational” sugoroku demonstrated 
behaviors that exemplified “good subjects.”  

They thus benefitted the nation by showing players what they needed to know to become 
good subjects who were a credit to modern Japan. The games conveyed national goals or 
messages like “Learning about the world is important!” or “Look at the battles our 
soldiers are winning against countries much larger than ours!” (https://www.colorado.edu/ptea-
curriculum/becoming-modern/window-modern-japan-using-sugoroku-games-promote-ideal-japanese-subject-early-20th)
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EDUCATION AND CONFORMITY

Through the Meiji period, education throughout the country was centralized and 
standardized; textbook content was controlled by the state.  

In schools, the day began with a reading of the “Imperial Rescript on Education.”   

Through this recitation, students were continuously reminded of their responsibilities 
and loyalties to the nation and the emperor, not unlike the Pledge of Allegiance, which 
was promoted for a similar purpose in 1892. 

Centralized education is a tool for countries and states to manufacture 
conformity and spread a consistent and central message about society.



MILITARISM

At the core of Japanese society in the late 19th and early 20th centuries was military power and 
development. 

Seeing the example of China, Japan constructed one of the largest navy’s in the world and spent a huge amount 
of their tax money on building this military machine. 

By 1872, Japan expanded into the East China Sea and annexed the Ryukyu Kingdom and turned it into Okinawa 
Prefecture in 1879.  In 1874, Japanese troops invaded Taiwan under the excuse of Ryukyu fishermen being harassed 
by Taiwan ethnic minorities.  

In 1885, Japan conducted some fact-finding missions to Daioyu Dao and attempted to invade and occupy the island.  

In 1894, Japan waged the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895. In January the following year, Japan stole Diaoyu 
Dao and forced the Qing court to sign the Treaty of Shimonoseki in April, under which China ceded Taiwan to 
Japan and paid Japan 230 million tael of silver.



20TH CENTURY 
DEVELOPMENTS

As Japan expanded their military and economic force, they turned their focus on 
imperial conquest. By 1910, they invaded Korea and controlled the Korean 
peninsula. 

By the early 1930s, they invaded northern China for access to resources like 
metals and coal to use for their growing naval power. 

The planned takeover of China was named the Greater Asian Co-Prosperity 
Sphere in which Japan wanted to remove Western influence from Asia and 
replace it with their own version of control…one they said was based on the larger 
concepts of Eastern culture and society.



JAPAN’S ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT 

While the United States was still struggling to emerge from the Great Depression at the 
end of the 1930s, and would do so partly because of the war, Japan had emerged from its 
own period of depression, which had begun in 1926, by the mid-1930s. Many of the 
young soldiers mobilized into the Japanese army by the early 1930s came from the rural 
areas, where the effects of the depression were devastating and poverty was widespread. 

The Japanese, with few natural resources, sought to ensure Japanese competition with 
the West by using cutthroat trade practices to sell textiles and other light 
industrial goods in the East Asian and U.S. markets, undercutting U.S., British 
and European manufacturers. They also developed sources of raw materials and heavy 
industry in the colonies they established in Korea, Taiwan and Manchuria. Japan used 
high tariffs to limit imports of American and European industrial products.



THE MILITARY AND THE 
ECONOMY

The Japanese military faced a particular tactical problem in that certain critical raw materials — 
especially oil and rubber — were not available within the Japanese sphere of influence. Instead, 
Japan received most of its oil from the United States and rubber from British 
Malaysia, the very two Western nations trying to restrict Japan's expansion. By the late 1930s, 
U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt's embargo of oil exports to Japan pressured the Japanese 
navy, which had stocks for only about six months of operations. 

The Japanese army was originally concerned with fighting the Soviet Union, because of the 
army's preoccupation with Manchuria and China. The Japanese army governed Manchuria 
indirectly through the "puppet" state of Manchukuo and developed heavy industry there 
under its favorite agencies, disliking and distrusting the zaibatsu (large Japanese corporations). 
But the Soviet army's resistance to Japanese attacks was sufficient to discourage northern 
expansion.



EMPEROR HIROHITO

Michinomiya Hirohito the Showa Emperor born in 1901 was the longest 
serving Emperor in Japanese history and lived until 1989. 

Raised from 3 years old as the heir-apparent, the Emperor experienced a highly 
managed life controlled by a Navy Admiral as his grandchild.  This highly unusual 
situation was due to the changing dynamics of militarized Japan to ensure that 
the Emperor supported the growing power of the military in Japan. 

By the time he took over the country as its head, in about 1921, the Emperor was 
also an officer in the Japanese military, confirming his connections to the military 
that ruled Japanese government and culture.



Enthronement Ceremony 1926 Officer Recognition 1932 Official Portrait, 1982



INVASION OF CHINA

The concept of a unified Asia came directly from the American idea of 
imperialism.  Hachiro Arita, the minister for foreign affairs in the 1930s, claimed 
the just as the US had used the Monroe Doctrine to control the Americas, the 
Japanese would use the same justification to control all of East Asia. 

Key to that control was the invasion of China in the early 1930s and the forced 
labor of Chinese workers for the Japanese government.   

The invasion was fabricated based on a baseless claim that China had attacked 
Japanese troops stationed in Manchuria.  The claim was easily disproved, but the 
Japanese used it as a reason to invade China.



THE MUKDEN INCIDENT

 On September 18, 1931, an explosion destroyed a section of railway track near the city of 
Mukden. The Japanese, who owned the railway, blamed Chinese nationalists for the 
incident and used the opportunity to retaliate and invade Manchuria.  

However, others speculated that the bomb may have been planted by mid-level officers 
in the Japanese Army to provide a pretext for the subsequent military action.  

Within a few short months, the Japanese Army had overrun the region, having 
encountered next to no resistance from an untrained Chinese Army, and it went about 
consolidating its control on the resource-rich area. The Japanese declared the area to be 
the new autonomous state of Manchukuo, though the new nation was in fact under the 
control of the local Japanese Army.



SECOND SINO-JAPANESE WAR, 
1932-1945

In 1935 the Japanese forced the withdrawal from Hebei and Chahar (now part of Inner 
Mongolia) of any officials and armed forces that might prove unfriendly to Japan.  

These territories passed into Japanese control, and Suiyuan, Shansi (Shanxi), and 
Shantung (Shandong) were threatened. Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek did 
not offer open opposition, preferring instead to pursue his campaign 
against Chinese communist forces.  

In December 1936, in what came to be known as the Xi’an Incident, Chiang was 
seized by forces under the command of his own generals and compelled to ally with the 
communists in a United Front against Japan.



CHIANG KAI SHEK, 
NATIONALIST PARTY LEADER



MAO ZEDONG AND ZHU DE, 
COMMUNIST PARTY LEADERS



MARCO POLO BRIDGE

A life and death struggle broke out between China and Japan. The opening engagement was a minor clash 
between Chinese and Japanese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge, not far from Peiping (Beijing) on July 7, 
1937. The conflict quickly ceased to be localized.  

The Japanese came to feel that since Chiang and the Nationalist government would not yield to their wishes they 
must be eliminated. To the Japanese, the rising tide of nationalism in China—directed, as much of it was, 
against them—had become intolerable. 

From a strictly military point of view Japan was so much better prepared than China that its armies achieved 
rapid initial success. Within the course of two years Japan obtained possession of most of the ports, the 
majority of the chief cities as far west as Hankow (Hankou), and the larger part of the railways. 
Beijing and Tientsin (Tianjin) were occupied in July 1937. After fierce fighting, the Chinese armies were driven 
out of the Shanghai area by the middle of November 1937. Nanking (Nanjing), the Nationalist capital, fell in 
mid-December 1937, and the liquidation of that city and its inhabitants became known as the Nanjing 
Massacre. As many as 300,000 Chinese civilians and surrendered troops were killed. 



JAPAN AND WWII

Years before the official beginning of the European war (Fall 1939), the 
Japanese had begun their campaign to subdue and control Asia. 

This plan for domination was taken directly from Western powers, 
particularly the United States, and led to the dramatic events of the early 
20th century. 

As we consider the causes of World War II, it’s important to recognize the 
impact of Western Imperialism, and later Japanese Imperialism, on the 
war that led to tens of millions dead.


